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The Association for The Advancement of Creative Musicians is an organi-
zation of staunch individuals, determined to further the art of being of ser-
vice to themselves, their families and their communities… We are like the 
stranded particle, the isolated island of the whole, which refuses to 
expire in the midst of the normal confused plane which must exist—
in order that we may, but with which we are constantly at war. We are 
trying to balance an unbalanced situation that is prevalent in this society.

– Maurice McIntyre’s manifesto from the �rst issue of the AACM’s 
newsle�er, The New Regime.�





37. However, as Balestrini and Moroni point out, there is a certain historical irony to this 
holding together of culture and productive relations when viewed in light of the latter subsump-
tion of the kind of creative and cultural work performed within this strand of autonomia under 
the schema of ‘immaterial labor’. Nevertheless, as I will argue in more detail later in this essay, 
there is still much to be drawn from a movement that threads culture through politics as part 
of its revolutionary charge. See Balestrini and Moroni, p. 607. For one of the more influential 
theorizations of immaterial labor, see Maurizio Lazzarato, “Immaterial Labor” in Paolo Virno and 
Michael Hardt (eds.), Radical Thought in Italy: A Potential Politics, (University of Minnesota Press: 
1996), pp. 142–157.
38. Paying a reduced amount for goods, or stealing them. See Cuninghame, p. 175. ↑
39. See Balestrini and Moroni, p. 522. ↑
40. See Cuninghame, pp. 177-178. ↑
41. As James R. Grossman writes, “from 1916 to 1919, between fifty and seventy thousand 

black southerners relocated to Chicago”, and its black population grew from 44,103 in 1910 to 
109,458 in 1920. James R. Grossman, Land of Hope: Chicago, Black Southerners, and the Great Migra-
tion (University of Chicago Press, 1991), p. 4.
42. This included physical abuse, lynching and forced displacement from their land, a prac-

tice known as ‘whitecapping’. See Grossman, p. 17.
43. This area, which was known as ‘Black Metropolis’, was also the location for a number of 

important community institutions, including the Provident Hospital, the George Cleveland Hall 
Library, the YWCA, the Hotel Grand, the Parkway Community House and the Boulevard Garden 
Apartments. See St Clair Drake and Horace R. Cayton, Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a 
Northern City, Enlarged edition (University of Chicago Press, 2015) for a much-cited contempo-
rary account.
44. “The migrants’ twin assertions of mobility and agency,” Lewis argues, “set the stage for 

how these musicians looked at artistic practice later in their lives.” Lewis, p. xxxvi.
45. Roscoe Mitchell argues that in the South Side’s case, a new raft of licensing laws that 

discouraged performances by larger groups were to blame for the closure of venues. Whatever 
the specific causes, the consequences were stark—George Lewis quotes cultural historian and 
saxophonist Leslie Rout, who affirms that by 1967, “there did not exist on the South Side of Chi-
cago a single club that booked nationally established jazz talent on a consistent basis.” See Lewis, 
p. 86 and Leslie B. Rout, Jr., “Reflections on the Evolution of Post-War Jazz,” Negro Digest, February 
1969, 96. Quoted in Lewis, p. 85.
46. Members of the organization were expected to pay dues, perform original compositions 

with other members, and as the Association developed, participate in the education of younger 
musicians. An exemplary instance of this joining of originality and communality is the AACM 
Big Band, an ensemble comprised of the Association’s membership which performed every Sat-
urday. As Leroy Jenkins explained to Val Wilmer, “the rules were that if you wanted the band to 
play your music, you had to write for everybody—I don’t care if they were playing the kazoo.” 
Val Wilmer, As Serious As Your Life: Black Music and the Free Jazz Revolution, 1957–1977 (London: 
Serpent’s Tail, 2018), p. 154.
47. Douglas Ewart, Nicole Mitchell, Roscoe Mitchell, Famoudou Don Moye, Matana Roberts, 

Jaribu Shahid, Wadada Leo Smith, and Corey Wilkes, ‘Ancient to the Future: Celebrating Forty 
Years of the AACM’ in People Get Ready: The Future of Jazz Is Now!, ed. by Ajay Heble and Rob 
Wallace (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), pp. 244-264, p. 247.
48. Lewis, p. 102.
49. See James Boggs, ‘Black Power: A Scientific Concept Whose Time Has Come’ in Racism 

and the Class Struggle: Further Pages from a Black Worker’s Notebook (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 1970), pp. 51-62 for a contemporary articulation of this concept. 
50. Lewis, p. 101. 
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Whither autonomy?

On November 28th 1968, in the midst of Italy�s �hot autumn�, a group of stu-
dent-workers occupied what had once been the Hotel Commercio, in Milan�s 
Piazza Fontana. A protest against the lack of accommodation in the city, the 
student-workers renamed it �Casa dello Studente� (Student�s House), and then 
�Casa dello Studente e del Lavoratore� (House of the Student and the Worker). 
Cooking, sleeping and working inside the building, and covering its exteri-
or with signs and gra�ti, these proletarians transformed the space into an 
extension of their ongoing struggle against capitalism�s domination of social 
life.� Until their eviction nine months later, they had, in their own words, �got 
their hands on the city.��

�ree years earlier, on May 8th 1965, at a kitchen table on East 75th 
street on Chicago�s South Side, a group of jazz musicians met to discuss the 
formation of what would come to be called the Association for the Advance-
ment of Creative Musicians (AACM).� Conscious that the kind of music they 
played�which emphasized originality, creativity and experimentation�was 
at odds with the sorts of music dominant in Chicago at the time, and of the 
concomitant di�culties in making a living from its performance, these mu-
sicians created an organization with which they could present this music to 
the world. Over the next ��y years, the AACM would expand and change, 
producing multiple generations of players and recordings, reshaping the land-
scape of American experimental music in the process.



•�‰ Panzieri was particularly critical of the decisions taken by the leadership of the PCI in 
response to the events of the 1956, which saw them recommit to a model of international com-
munism with a country’s national party at its helm, denounce the workers’ uprising in Poland 
and support the Soviet Union’s suppression of the Hungarian Revolution. See Palazzo, pp. 67-68.

•�‰ A journal founded by Panzieri in 1961 that was crucial in the development of Italian radi-
cal thought and practice over the next two decades. See Palazzo, p. 83. For the English translation 
of Tronti’s essay, see “Factory and Society” in Mario Tronti, Workers and Capital (Verso Books, 
2019), pp. 12-35.

••‰ Tronti, p. 24. Emphasis in original.
••‰ “Indeed” Tronti explains, “by this point it is no longer simply possible but historically 

necessary to root the general struggle against the social system within the social relation of pro-
duction; in other words, to pitch bourgeois society into crisis from within capitalist production.” 
Tronti, p. 30.

••‰ Palazzo, p. 318. �ese demands included “a reduction of the work week to 40 hours for all 
categories, movement towards normative parity between operai (blue-collar workers) and impie-
gati (white-collar workers), equalization of salary for those under twenty years old, and the right 
of assembly and meetings in the factory.” Palazzo, pp. 317-318, quoting Vi�orio Foa, Sindacati e 
lo�e operaie (1943-1973), Documenti della storia (Loescher, 1975), p. 185.

••‰ See Balestrini and Moroni, p. 443.
•‚‰ Balestrini and Moroni, pp. 445-446.
•ƒ‰ �ese included anti-fascist, feminist and environmentalist groups, among others. As Pat-

rick Cuninghame puts it, each group “protect[ed] and advance[ed] their own agendas without 
being subsumed by the demands of a wider collectivity, whether civil society, the working class 
or other social movements.” Patrick Cuninghame, “Autonomia in the 1970s: �e Refusal of Work, 
the Party and Power”, Cultural Studies Review, 11.2 (2005), 77–94 (p. 79); For a more in-depth ac-
count of autonomia’s composition, see Patrick Gun Cuninghame, “Autonomia: A Movement Of 
Refusal”. �is next section draws primarily on Cuninghame’s research, both in his PhD thesis 
and his subsequent articles.

•�‰ Nanni Balestrini, �e Unseen, trans. by Liz Heron (Verso, 2012), p. 48.
•�‰ Balestrini and Moroni, p. 611. It is worth noting that the establishment of communication 

and imagination as grounds for transformation goes hand-in-hand with the development of new 
mass media and communications technologies occurring contemporaneously.

•�‰ Balestrini and Moroni, p. 618.
•�‰ Balestrini and Moroni, p. 618.
••‰ Balestrini and Moroni, p. 595.
••‰ See Cuninghame, p. 183.
••‰ Cuninghame explains that “�e free radio stations, most famously Bologna’s Radio Alice 

(as in ‘Alice in Wonderland’), and to a lesser extent in the more ‘political’ Radio Sherwood in 
Padua and Radio Onda Rossa in Rome, became the sites not just of a localised dissemination of 
counter-information and subversive ideas, through the cronisti a ge�one (telephone kiosk report-
ers) and phone-ins, but also the locus for continual linguistic experimentation through the use of 
‘transversalism’, ‘maodadaism’, ‘nonsense’ and a mixture of false and real news (‘Let’s spread false 
news that produces real events’).” Cuninghame, p. 183. 

••‰ For a genealogy of this mode of capitalism that both builds on and critiques the theories 
developed within Italy during this period, see Tiqqun, �e Cybernetic Hypothesis, trans. by Robert 
Hurley, Intervention Series (Semiotext(e), 2020).

•‚‰ Collective A/traverso, Alice è il diavolo (Franco Berardi and Ermanno Guarneri eds) 
(ShaKe, 2000 [1976]), quoted in Balestrini and Moroni, p. 609.

•ƒ‰ Balestrini and Moroni, p. 607.
•�‰ Balestrini and Moroni, p. 610.
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In their creation of structures which contest the vicissitudes of racial 
capitalist sociality, the students and the musicians draw our a�ention to par-
ticular aesthetic and social forms which breach the ongoing functioning of 
this system, forging apertures through which we can glimpse an autonomous 
world of experimentation, invention and collective flourishing. To think with 
the actions taken in Italy and Chicago is to be drawn to the potential inherent 
in artistic production and cultural transformation in the enactment of social 
worlds that depart from our own. In what follows, I take these moments of 
creation as the starting point for an exploration of the entangled scheme of 
collectivity, art-making, survival and resistance in order to approach an un-
derstanding of autonomy that takes seriously the figurative and analytic role 
played by culture in general, and music in particular, in carving out di�erent 
forms of communal being from the bedrock of capitalist life. It is my con-
tention that a collective, experimental understanding of culture and music 
provides us with a new grammar for thinking and enacting autonomous ways 
of living together and that contemporary political projects which seek the 
transformation of the social would be wise to look to the experiments of the 
Italian radicals, the AACM and those who follow in their wake.

Operaismo and Autonomia: Contexts and Strategies

First, Italy: the site of an immense revolutionary wave that consumed the 
country for a decade, and the rise of two theoretico-political tendencies that 
remain crucial for any understanding of the capacities and failures of auton-
omy—operaismo (workerism) and autonomia (autonomism). While a total re-
construction of the histories of these tendencies is beyond the scope of this 
essay, it is worth dwelling on some key aspects of the economic and social 
conditions from which operaismo and autonomia emerged, as well as outlining 
some of their signature theoretical contributions, in order to begin our trac-
ing of the relation between autonomy, culture and politics.⁵

Italy in the 1950s was a country in the midst of a rapid economic and so-
cial transformation. �e devastation of World War Two was giving way to an 
‘economic miracle’ as aid from the Marshall Plan enabled the modernization 
of the country’s industrial base and introduced Fordism to the country’s facto-
ries.⁶ �is process of capital accumulation occurred against the background of 
a decade of persistent low wages and high unemployment among the working 
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Notes

1. See George E. Lewis, A Power Stronger �an Itself: �e AACM and American Experimental Music 
(University of Chicago Press, 2009), p. 190. Emphasis added.
2. �is brief account of the Hotel Commercio�s occupation draws from Nanni Balestrini and 

Primo Moroni, �e Golden Horde: Revolutionary Italy, 1960-1977, trans. by Richard Braude (Seagull 
Books, 2021); David Palazzo, �e “Social Factory” In Postwar Italian Radical �ought From Operaismo 
To Autonomia (City University of New York, 2014); and Giulio D�Errico, Squa�ed Social Centres 
in England and Italy in the Last Decades of the Twentieth Century (Aberystwyth University, 2019).
3. Balestrini and Moroni, p. 275.
4. Here, and elsewhere when discussing the AACM, I am drawing primarily from George E. 

Lewis, A Power Stronger �an Itself.
5. Steve Wright, Storming Heaven: Class Composition and Struggle in Italian Autonomist Marx-

ism, 2nd Revised edition (Pluto Press, 2017) is generally considered the authoritative rendering of 
this history for an English language audience, but as above, I have also found useful David Pala-
zzo, ‘�e “Social Factory” In Postwar Italian Radical �ought From Operaismo To Autonomia’; Patrick 
Gun Cuninghame, “Autonomia: A Movement Of Refusal: Social Movements And Social Con�ict 
In Italy In �e 1970�s� (Middlesex University, 2002), as well as the recently translated Nanni Bal-
estrini and Primo Moroni, �e Golden Horde: Revolutionary Italy, 1960-1977.
6. As Wright explains, in the immediate a�ermath of the war, �Industrial production stood at 

only one-quarter the output of 1938, the transport sector lay in ta�ers and agriculture languished. 
A combination of inadequate diet and low income (real wages had fallen to one-��h the 1913 
level) meant that for large sectors of the population, physical survival overrode all other consid-
erations.� �ese conditions were especially visible in the north of the country. See Wright, p. 5.
7. See Palazzo, p. 50.
8. See Palazzo, pp. 50-52.
9. See Palazzo, p. 54.
10. As Palazzo explains, the stranglehold of the PCI and the PSI on le� culture in the post-

war period brought with it a focus on �electoral politics, class alliances, a renewal of the South 
as necessary to completing bourgeois democracy, an intellectual apparatus subservient to the 
party�s strategic needs, and unconditional support for the Soviet Union in the Cold War.� Palazzo, 
p. 59.
11. Palazzo, p. 64.
12. Speci�cally, �by studying the working class as a separate category of analysis, Panzieri 

argued that workers� inquiry could shed light on working class subjectivity and capture an un-
derstanding of the �concrete form� in which the contradiction between capital and class was 
present.� Palazzo, p. 91.
13. Raniero Panzieri, La crisi del movimento operaio: Scri�i interventi le�ere, 1956–60 (Lampug-

nani Nigri, 1973), p. 254. Quoted in Wright, p. 19.
14. See �Karl Marx: A Workers� Inquiry (1880)�.
15. As Fabrizio Fasulo puts it, ��e object of the inquiry is at the same time the subject of the 

investigation, a subject involved in a simultaneous process of gaining awareness and therefore 
involved in a change occurring at the centre of the cognitive dynamic.� Fabrizio Fasulo, �Raniero 
Panzieri and Workers� Inquiry: �e Perspective of Living Labour, the Function of Science and 
the Relationship between Class and Capital�, Epherema: �eory and Politics in Organization, 14.3, 
315�33 (p. 323).
16. As opposed to the Gramscian �organic� intellectuals involved in class struggle.
17. �e la�er, as Palazzo has it �were largely �transmission belts� for party politics.� Palazzo, 

p. 67.
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class, which signi�cantly weakened their power at the same time as it intensi-
�ed regional inequalities, with most of the new investment going to factories 
in the Northern cities of Genoa, Turin and Milan. As a consequence, workers 
in the South of the country were transformed into a reserve pool of labor 
who ensured that wages remained low for workers country-wide.� Sensing an 
opportunity to destroy the organizational and political gains made by workers 
in their resistance to Fascism during the war years, Italy�s business class and 
their allies in the political classes presided over a wave of mass �rings, violent 
police repression of strikes, and the suppression of militant workers within 
factories.� Rather than pushing back against the aggression of the owners of 
capital, Italy�s main trade unions�the Italian General Confederation of La-
bor (CGIL), the Italian Confederation of Workers� Trade Unions (CISL) and 
the Italian Labor Union (UIL)�pursued a reactive, defensive strategy, com-
peting amongst themselves to be the workers� representatives for the bosses, 
and �ghting to preserve workers� position within the existing hierarchies and 
structures of the Italian economy.� �e combined force of capital�s expansion 
and the loss of power amongst workers laid the foundations for a massive ex-
pansion of productive activity between 1958 and 1963, which fundamentally 
upended Italian society�economically, culturally and politically.

Within this context, the old certainties of Italian Le� politics, which 
since the end of the war had been dominated by the Italian Communist Party 
(PCI) and the Italian Socialist Party (PSI), began to wither away, and in its 
stead emerged a new series of propositions, theories and politics.�� Rejecting 
a primary �delity to the political party as the organizational form best suit-
ed to the advancement of working class interests, operaismo (workerism), as 
this tendency came to be known, sought to recenter the working class as the 
agents of their own liberation in the movement from capitalism to commu-
nism. A departure from the strictures of the �party�, whether in the guise of 
the PCI, the PSI or the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, and from capi-
talist rationalization and sociality, the liberatory politics of operaismo was tied 
to an autonomy of and for the working class.

One of the exemplary �gures of this shi� towards an autonomous 
working class during this period was Raniero Panzieri, whose writing and 
political activities in the 1950s were in�uential in shaping the form of the 
activities and theorizations undertaken by militants, activists and theorists in 
the years leading up to the �hot autumn�. Panzieri, a member of the PSI�s Cen-
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