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ABSTRACT. This paper addresses the intersection between Marxism and psy-
chology, focusing on ‘critical’ approaches that have emerged in the discipline
in the last 15 years. The paper traces the way that elements of Marxism that
are diametrically opposed, and in some cases dialectically opposed, to main-
stream psychology are evaded, misrepresented or systematically distorted by
ostensibly ‘critical’ psychologies in the English-speaking world. Elements of
Marxist analysis—the human being as an ensemble of social relations, the
materiality of the family, private property and the state, surplus value and cul-
tural capital, alienation and exploitation and ideological mystification—are
contrasted with the standard disciplinary notions of the psychological sub-
ject, society, utilitarian transparency, unhealthy experience and false beliefs.
Specifications of the position of the researcher in Marxism—standpoint,
reflexive location, class consciousness, institutional space and social revolu-
tion—are set against the dominant notions in mainstream psychology of neu-
trality, rationalism, individual enlightenment, scientific knowledge and
adaptation and amelioration. Change in Marxism—as permanent change, an
engagement with relatively enduring structures, theoretical practice, materi-
alist dialectics and prefigurative politics—is pitted against the standard pro-
cedures of ratification, pragmatism, empiricism, positivism and the drawing
up of blueprints. This analysis of the discipline and its ‘critical’ variants is
designed to clear the way for revolutionary Marxist work in and against the
domain of psychology.
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neoliberalism

Marxists have had good cause to avoid psychology, but their well-founded sus-
picion of a discipline that focuses on the activities of individuals and internal
mental states has posed particular difficult questions to Marxists working as psy-
chologists (Hayes, 2004). The sheer variety of approaches inside the discipline
that claim to address and advance psychology makes it difficult for those work-
ing in any particular political tradition to be able to credibly provide an alterna-
tive that solves every conceptual, methodological or ideological problem. At the
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same time, the diverse and sometimes sectarian disputes that riddle Marxism
mean that it is quite impossible to believe that there could be only one authentic
Marxist voice, let alone one position that would alone be a legitimate pretender
to be a ‘Marxist psychology’ (Parker & Spears, 1996). This paper does not make
such a claim, and takes a different tack, arguing that revolutionary Marxism as a
political tradition outside the discipline has something distinctive to say about
contemporary debates, and that this must lead us to refuse to identify with any
particular tendency inside the discipline, including new versions of a putative
‘critical psychology’ (Parker, 2007a).

By revolutionary Marxism I mean a political movement which combines a
theoretical analysis of capitalist society—and the various ideological forms and
disciplinary practices that serve it—with the practical task of overthrowing it;
this engaged, explicitly partisan knowledge of forms of oppression under capi-
talism (racism, heterosexism and able-bodiedness, to name but three forms that
have become necessary correlates of economic exploitation) is developed as a
logic of inquiry that aims to articulate the refusal of capitalism that already
appears among those who suffer in this society. The historical arc of this polit-
ical movement runs from the failed insurrection of the Paris Commune in 1871
to the successful Russian revolution of 1917, and thence to the attempt to
defend and keep alive the creative and democratic spirit of rebellion through the
crushing bureaucratic counter-revolution under Stalin and to revive that spirit in
the student and worker struggles of the 1960s in the capitalist world (Mandel,
1978, 1979). The historical materialist ‘methodology’ of revolutionary
Marxism, then, is but a means by which the self-consciousness of a political
movement which will change the world is warranted. Marxism is not a frozen
corpus of knowledge, but has developed as capitalism and challenges to capi-
talism have mutated through the expansion of the service sector (Mandel,
1974), globalisation (Went, 2000) and new ideological forms through which it
is interpreted by other ‘critical’ theorists (Bensaïd, 2002).

The contours of contemporary capitalism and revolutionary Marxist ele-
ments of present-day anti-capitalism are set out in Table 1, and the place of
psychology in this matrix will be elaborated in the course of this paper. The
only legitimate institutional bases for revolutionary Marxism for many years
during the existence of the Soviet Union (in which it was severely repressed)
were in the universities, and so one of the ironies of history is that this polit-
ical tradition that is so antithetical to formalized academic modes of argu-
mentation found itself meshed into modes of discourse that gave voice to
intellectuals rather than to workers themselves; it is against that political-eco-
nomic background that Marxism is often assumed to be, and is incorporated
into academic institutions as, a kind of social-scientific ‘critique’ of capital-
ism (Therborn, 1976). There should already, then, be an antipathy among rev-
olutionary Marxists to ‘critical’ traditions inside mainstream academic
disciplines, but the grounds for the articulation of that antipathy need to be
mapped out.
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This paper explores and elaborates in some detail current guises of critical
psychology in the English-speaking world. It is beyond the scope of this
paper to provide a detailed study of the emergence of critical psychology, and
the very diversity of approaches that have now been accumulated under this
heading in different parts of the world precludes such a synthesis (Dafermos,
Marvakis, & Triliva, 2006). Suffice to say that the appearance of ‘critical’
arguments in the discipline have always been a function of actual political
struggles outside it, and this has been the case whether critical psychology has
been explicitly political (e.g. Teo, 1998) or has refracted political debates into
conceptual or methodological disputes (e.g. Rose, 1985). Just as psychology
is a historical phenomenon (Parker, 2007a), so is any form of ‘critical psy-
chology’ (Teo, 2005), and so, for that matter, is Marxism (Mandel, 1971).
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TABLE 1. Mainstream psychology and critical psychology
in relation to capitalism

(Anti)capitalism Mainstream ‘Critical’
(retroactively psychology psychology Contemporary
separated into the (functional (legitimation capitalism
three aspects) to capitalism) and struggle) (requirements)

A. Analysis (commodity ‘models’ of the indigenous theory identity
location of subject) psychological individual

1. Ensemble of social psychological subject discursive subject stakeholders
relations and stake

2. Materiality (family, ‘social psychology’ systemic and substitutability
private property, state) and ‘society’ community

3. Surplus value utilitarian conversational rights
(and cultural capital) transparency turns

4. Alienation and unhealthy reframing flexibility
exploitation experience

5. Ideological false beliefs commonsense tolerance
mystification

B. Position (conditions ethos of researcher ‘ethics’ moral
of impossibility)

1. Standpoint neutrality undecidability balance
2. Reflexive location rationalism ‘reflexivity’ responsibility
3. Class consciousness individual enlightenment irony cynicism
4. Institutional space scientific knowledge language games viewpoints
5. Social transformation adaptation and amelioration verbal hygiene multiculturalism

C. Change (producers of liberal worldview stance political
and as commodities)

1. Permanent change ratification and descriptive globalization
universalization inconclusion

2. Relatively enduring pragmatism restorying openness
structures

3. Theoretical practice empiricism textual empiricism resignification
4. Materialist dialectics positivism deconstruction suspicion
5. Prefigurative politics blueprints relativization refusal of past
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In the 1960s and 1970s, under pressure from the student movements, there
were attempts to develop a ‘radical psychology’ (e.g. Brown, 1973), but those
conceptual struggles against reductionism and essentialism in the discipline
have not always been closely tied to radical politics. ‘New paradigm’ com-
plaints against mechanistic laboratory-experimental methods that have endured
to the present day in qualitative research were not necessarily Marxist, but they
did produce a critique of positivism without lapsing into simple humanism.1

This trend of work, the study of accounts that are given of action and of ‘dis-
course’ (Henriques, Hollway, Urwin, Venn, & Walkerdine, 1984; Jones, 2004),
has been the setting for the emergence in the English-speaking world of a broad
range of methods and theories that are now often grouped together under the
rubric ‘critical psychology’. This has been the place where Marxists in psy-
chology, always a beleaguered minority in the discipline, have found a voice,
and the existence of critical psychology is an important space for us to debate
with colleagues who are willing to think about the connection between the indi-
vidual and the social and who may even be willing to connect their work with
political practice. However, this new movement has serious limitations, and we
need to understand the nature of the discipline and how it is located if we are to
grasp what the problems and possibilities are.

The ‘critical psychology’ I focus on in this paper is that kind that is emerging
in the northern hemisphere (even if it has had outposts in the South) and it is
located mainly in the West (even if it has found some adherents elsewhere).
There are four parts to my argument, and some of the points of reference are
going to seem a mite parochial to critical psychologists from other cultural tra-
ditions.2 Colleagues from these different contexts will be quick to notice that, not
only because the political context for doing radical work is so different from that
in the imperialist heartlands, but also because, despite the attempts to radicalize
‘community’ interventions in the name of ‘critical’ work (e.g. Prilleltensky &
Nelson, 2004), what is called ‘critical psychology’ in the English-speaking world
is already starting to colonize and sanitize what they have been doing.3

The one explicitly Marxist intervention in the discipline in Germany has come
to grief. Kritische Psychologie was one attempt to develop a ‘science of the sub-
ject’ that drew upon elements of Soviet activity theory (Tolman & Maiers, 1991).
The problem was that when it elaborated an argument around the ‘object’of psy-
chology and attempted to specify what that object should be it was drawn into
the gravitational field of a peculiarly bourgeois construct even at the very same
moment that it aimed to dismantle it. At best it ended up leading to something
approaching good psychology rather than good Marxist practice, but still too
closely identified with Marxist politics for the German educational establish-
ment. German Kritische Psychologie collapsed after the death of its founder
(Holzkamp, 1992) and the fall of the Berlin Wall. It is beyond the scope of this
paper to undertake a detailed assessment of that particular tradition, though work
that has emerged from it on the nature of subjectivity under neoliberalism antic-
ipates the arguments in this paper (Papadopoulos, 2002, 2003).
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This paper traces the way that elements of Marxism that are diametrically
opposed, and in some cases dialectically opposed, to mainstream psychology
are evaded, misrepresented or systematically distorted by ostensibly critical
alternative approaches inside the discipline.4 This analysis of the discipline and
its ‘critical’ variants is designed to clear the way for revolutionary Marxist
work in and against the domain of psychology.

Why Is There Critical Psychology?

First, we need to put on the agenda the question as to why there is this new
‘critical psychology’.

Presumably we would not be tempted to answer this by saying that we owe
it to the hard work of a few bright individuals who have carved out a name
for themselves. If we were to focus on that aspect, there would have to be
some careful analysis of the individualization of academic careers under cap-
italism; analysis of how voices for apparently new ideas become embodied in
certain locations so that theories are attributed to particular individuals such
that the speakers themselves may also come to believe they were personally
responsible for them.

There is a general problem, beyond psychology, of referencing conventions
that draw attention to the work of particular individuals (even when there is
multiple authorship of journal papers to signal that a team of researchers was
responsible). Although this is a problem that occurs in academic work gener-
ally, there is a peculiar reflexive loop in the case of psychology, in which the
academic form of the work (individual authorship and the presumption that
ideas are cognitive accomplishments of single minds) is reiterated in the con-
tent of the material that is produced (in the pervasive individualism of psy-
chological theories). The ‘voices’ in critical psychology have also tended to
be heard as individual voices, with collective writing viewed as an oddity (e.g.
Curt, 1994; Discourse Unit, 2000). The problem will not be solved now sim-
ply by encouraging people to produce their work in a more distributed or
‘relational’ way for, as we shall see, this kind of working that deemphasizes
the role of the individual as such is one that is already required in sectors of
contemporary capitalism (Soldevilla, 1999). ‘Relationality’, for example, is
now one of the new liberal terms that replaces radical political analysis in
psychology (Sampson, 2001).

The question as to why there is critical psychology could be tackled by look-
ing at institutional processes, in which the formation of schools of thought is
driven by the imperative to produce something novel. Institutional positions are
increasingly governed by market segmentation and competition so that universi-
ties, for example, will look for a yield on their investment in terms of research
ratings or more immediate funding. In the case of ‘critical psychology’, some of
the newer universities in Britain (those that were polytechnics until 1992) have
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been quicker to throw off traditional ideas about what constitutes psychology in
order to take advantage of this market niche. The ‘critical psychology’ book
series published by Routledge was one early manifestation of this attempt to key
into an academic audience.5 Two critical psychology masters programmes were
launched in the late 1990s (at the University of Western Sydney inAustralia and
at Bolton Institute in the UK), and while these particular courses have floundered
partly due to lack of the huge numbers of students the host institutions had been
banking on,6 critical psychology has filtered into many psychology departments
as a new speciality that appears in the form of distinct course modules and var-
ious textbook ‘introductions’.7 This poses a new different kind of problem to
Marxists in psychology, not at all a solution.

However, paradoxically it is the wider context for this marketization and
individualization of critical academic work that specifies in most detail what the
proper domain of ‘psychology’ is today and why critical psychology has had
some success in its bid to be taken seriously by more mainstream colleagues.
Contemporary neoliberalism, endorsed and managed by the social democrats as
well as the old free-marketeers, has this in common with nascent 19th-century
capitalism: an eagerness to embrace change. Everything that is solid melts into
air as capital wipes away all obstacles to production for profit, and the latest
upgrade of late capitalism requires subjects who will make themselves at home
in it, whether they work in factories or work from home (Cammack, 2003).

The specific elements of ‘critical psychology’ are mapped onto ideological
requirements of contemporary capitalism in Table 1. The distinct enclosed
sphere of individual identity is now a hindrance to the new fluid forms of sub-
jectivity that are called into being. The subjects of neoliberalism must be ready
to participate as stakeholders, with the terms of their engagement being that
there is a necessary degree of substitutability and an assignment of rights to
those who are accepted for inclusion. They must show flexibility in order to fit
the different varieties of work that might be available to them, and also toler-
ance for the range of different other subjects they work alongside. In their par-
ticipation as producers and consumers they should, ideally, be able to be
relational not only in the way they think about others but also in the way they
think about themselves (Anderson, 2000).

Here there are key elements of the often implicit, sometimes explicit,
indigenous theory of self, versions of which critical psychology trades in. We
are told, for example, that we should give up our fixation on cognitive or
intentional deliberation in favour of an attention to the ‘stake’ speakers have
in interaction (e.g. Edwards & Potter, 1993), that a quasi-systemic view of
selves in community does away with the division between the individual and
the social (e.g. Gergen, 1991), that conversational turn-taking is the only rel-
evant place where our rights to speak are formulated and deployed (e.g.
Antaki, 1994), that we should stop harping on about ‘problems’ and reframe
our lives more positively (e.g. Gergen, 1998), and that we should be alive to
the richly textured varieties of commonsense (e.g. Billig, 1996).
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Contemporary capitalism demands more than a simple abandonment of old
models of the individual, however. There has been just as dramatic a trans-
formation in the moral texture of neoliberal subjectivity, so that there is now
a more positive value placed on the ability to balance standpoints and to hold
them in suspension without opting finally for one or the other. A form of
reflexivity is required that will enable the subjects to assume responsibility
for their position without using their own viewpoint as an absolute moral
standard to judge others, and there is a correlative expectation that they will
not even hold themselves to this standard too firmly; better that there should
be a degree of cynical distance and ability to negotiate different viewpoints
(Weltman, 2004). The new moralizing tone that is required now takes its lead
from a version of liberal multiculturalism in which there is respect for others
in exchange for agreement that each category of person will refrain from crit-
icizing practices of the other’s group (Mitter, 1994).

It would indeed be a surprise if these moral demands were not echoed in
different sectors of academic life, and ‘critical psychology’ has been one
place where these demands have been taken up and sold to us as new virtues.
Here, it is thought that the appropriate ethical attitude to adopt towards
research is to aim for a point of undecidability (e.g. Hepburn, 2003), to elab-
orate some reflexive implication of the self in that inability to take a position
(e.g. Ashmore, 1989), and to revel in irony as such (e.g. Curt, 1994). The dif-
ferent possible positions that are carefully teased apart so that they can all the
more easily be kept at arm’s length are treated as collections of language
games, and the default moral position that is adopted is one that will clean
away any derogation of any of them (e.g. Gergen, 1994). In this way a form
of ‘verbal hygiene’ that strips out evaluative terms takes the place of moral
evaluation (Cameron, 1995).

Even this is not enough if the discipline of psychology really is going to play
the game of contemporary capitalism, for there are more explicit political
demands that are made on individual subjects so they will be able to rework
themselves within certain limits. These political imperatives are governed by
globalization as the expansion of practices from the centre to the periphery and
the incorporation of useful local practices on condition that they do not chal-
lenge the process of globalization itself. An openness to change then goes
alongside a willingness to accept the resignification of the self in such things
as ‘mission statements’ and a suspicion of anything that would seem to stand
in the way of that rewriting of corporate identity. A thorough relativization of
political identities thus opens the way for an endorsement of change unfettered
by the past, the sense that history is unimportant or that it is the site of suspect
‘bottom-line’ arguments (Edwards, Ashmore, & Potter, 1995).

Once again, some of those claiming the label ‘critical psychology’ take this
political logic all the way to a thorough anti-politics in which the problem of what
to do with what they find in their redescription of the world is solved by adver-
tising descriptive inconclusion as a goal in itself (e.g. Potter, 1996). The technical
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apparatus of formal redescription, empty of content, is thus the perfect vehicle of
globalization, for it can be exported and used anywhere without entailing any dif-
ficult political questions (e.g. Edwards & Potter, 1992). Openness to the restory-
ing of reality is all that is required. In some cases this means that limits need to
be drawn tightly, sometimes taking the form of deliberate textual empiricism in
which there is an assertion that there really is nothing of value outside the texts
being examined (e.g. Potter, 1997). One guiding motif of this carefully rehearsed
suspicion of politics is ‘deconstruction’, which becomes a stance that will all the
better enable its adherents to juggle opposing concepts to warrant an utter refusal
of the historical embeddedness of their reading (e.g. Hepburn, 1999).

To their credit, I suppose, not all of the advocates of these things always
call themselves ‘critical psychologists’. At the same time, those who do
eagerly champion these things are ‘critical’ of psychologists, in the sense that
old psychology is now no longer as functional to capitalism as it used to be
and it does need some fairly radical restructuring if it is to survive. The reduc-
tion of explanation to the level of the bourgeois individual in mainstream psy-
chology no longer delivers the goods, and ‘critical psychology’ does have the
edge on the old approaches. Perhaps it is because there are clearly some new
techniques that can be put to work that psychology will tolerate the formation
of a new ‘critical’ sub-discipline inside it. But we can be sure that the disci-
pline will demand something in return

What Is Institutional Recuperation?

It is the demand for something in return that I want to turn to next, the sec-
ond part of the argument. The uncannily close concordance between the
requirements of contemporary capitalism and some of the nostrums of criti-
cal psychology legitimizes, reproduces and strengthens the actual practices of
capitalist production and consumption. It would not be possible for neoliber-
alism to triumph without the very ideological practices that sustain it being
endorsed by those who service its institutions. We need to include academic
institutions here, for it is at the level of institutional processes that we face a
real problem, the problem of recuperation.

Ideological recuperation is the process by which radical ideas become neutral-
ized and absorbed; they become part of the machinery that they attempted to chal-
lenge (Debord, 1977). It is a characteristic feature of capitalism that it is hungry
for challenge so that it may all the better find new sources of innovation and new
markets (Went, 2000). There is, however, a degree of institutional recuperation
that is also necessary to neutralize and absorb new personnel who might want to
disturb academic settings, to disturb the boundaries between academic and pro-
fessional psychology, and to disturb the separation between the psychologists and
those who are subjected to psychology. There are activists and groups that chal-
lenge this recuperation: it has been the aim of the radical grouping Psychology
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Politics Resistance (PPR) since 1994, for example, to build disturbing new
alliances between academics, professionals and users of services (Reicher &
Parker, 1993). PPR was founded in 1994 as a group of academic and professional
psychologists working with those who use psychology services (Parker, 1994).
This is a site for identifying and resisting institutional recuperation, with lessons
for critical psychology.

There have been important debates in Asylum, the magazine for democratic
psychiatry incorporating the newsletter of Psychology Politics Resistance.8

Asylum was founded in 1986, inspired by the events in Trieste which saw the
closure of the San Giovanni mental hospital after mobilizations by a mass
movement, Psichiatria Democratica, which included sections of the far left
and some Communist Party members (Ramon & Giannichedda, 1989). There
have been links between the Asylum collective and campaigns to defend asy-
lum seekers, broadening the remit of the collective and connecting it more
directly with its radical history in the Trieste struggles (McLaughlin, 2003).

The new mental health movements do not necessarily serve as a Marxist
alternative to psychology, and they are not necessarily more radical than so-
called ‘post-structuralist’ theories, of which there are many now around in aca-
demic ‘critical psychology’, even though some of these approaches mobilize
‘deconstruction’ tactically to introduce more radical ideas (Parker, Georgaca,
Harper, McLaughlin, & Stowell-Smith, 1995). Like the notions that cluster
around ‘critical psychology’, they function to expose and challenge the com-
plicity of psychology with the state precisely only insofar as they connect with
other social movements. These radical mental health movements have most
often been formed and led by psychiatrists, and the movements have been most
radical when they have gone beyond that psychiatric frame, for example in the
case of Psichiatria Democratica under the leadership of Franco Basaglia
(1981), in alliance with the far left in the north of Italy.

A crucial debate in Asylumwas over whether to engage the UK government
in discussion as to how to implement its new Mental Health Bill (Kinderman
& May, 2003). The Mental Health Bill included provision for Community
Treatment Orders to ensure that psychiatric drug treatment will be enforced
by designated ‘clinical supervisors’ for patients who are not in hospital. Even
the British Psychological Society (BPS) opposed versions of the Mental
Health Bill, but an article appeared in the BPS journal in which one of the
psychologists from the Asylum debate defended his decision to ‘engage’ with
the government over implementation of the Bill. This article, called ‘How to
Win Friends and Influence Politicians’ (Kinderman, 2003), triggered a heated
debate in Asylum, for this strategy of ‘engagement’ with the government
weakens the opposition alliance, which so far has mobilized a broad range of
organizations in public demonstrations against the Bill.

There is a temptation here, for if the strategy of engagement were to work,
then there could be a shift in the balance of power between psychiatry and
psychology. The designated ‘clinical supervisors’ could be psychologists,
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who, some think, are bound to be nicer people. But the idea that nicer people
might influence those in power and ameliorate the worst aspects of the Mental
Health Bill is also a warrant for institutional recuperation of the opposition;
this has pernicious consequences well beyond the ‘engagement’ by the indi-
vidual who wrote the article advocating this strategy in the BPS journal. In
fact, it is the reduction to the activities of individuals that is part of the prob-
lem which compounds it as it psychologizes it, whether we are talking about
dangerous psychotic individuals who menace the general public if they don’t
take their medication, whether we are talking about the kinds of people who
will give them medication, or whether we are talking about people who
choose to engage with the government.

Furthermore, insofar as the designation makes sense in clinical psychology,
the debate in Asylum is actually between ‘critical psychologists’. One of
them, now engaging with government on behalf of the BPS, has publicly
called for such things as electroshock and psychosurgery to be prohibited by
law, and the other, opposing this engagement, is a mental health system sur-
vivor who managed to keep that history secret long enough to complete a
clinical psychology training (May, 2000). It is crucial here that we do not
make a hard-and-fast distinction between the bad opportunist betrayer and the
good steadfast militant. What is at issue here is how a decision to participate
in the apparatus of government weakens and demobilizes collective protest. It
is that collective protest and debate that is a space that needs to be kept open,
and it needs to be kept open in ‘critical psychology’. The particular constel-
lation of concepts are still ‘formal’ and still limited, and the practice of con-
temporary challenges to psychiatry and clinical psychology needs to be
articulated with Marxist practice to move beyond the sedimented categories
of ‘psychologist’, ‘patient’ or ‘user of services’.

I will turn now more directly to processes of institutional recuperation that
we need to notice and challenge if we are to stay ‘critical’ in psychology. The
concern with recuperation that often animates revolutionary Marxists, partic-
ularly when the analysis of ideology is connected with the more anarchist ‘sit-
uationist’ political tendencies even further to the left of Marxism (as in the
concept itself supplied by Debord, 1977), does tend to cast all institutions in
a negative light. Such a negative starting point is, however, necessary if there
is to be any dialectical understanding of the relationship between political
struggle and the way that struggle is refracted through academic debate. It is
understandable in each case that individuals make a decision to ‘engage’with
the government of academic knowledge, but critical psychology will mean
nothing at all if it is not a space for us to find alternative forms of collective
practice. There are at least three problems that those doing critical work in
psychology need to tackle.

First, articles in psychology journals follow a pattern of citation that myste-
riously reproduces the frequency of certain names, and those names are often
the names of the editors and reviewers for the journal (Peters & Ceci, 1982).
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Book proposals for publishers follow the same trend, though if the author is
well known they may have a wide enough network of friends for them to be
able to suggest sympathetic reviewers. Psychologists doing critical work out-
side Britain, for example, change their citation choices when they submit arti-
cles to journals; because there are more outlets in Britain for ‘critical’ work
that are known to be sympathetic, the choice of whom to reference is often a
deliberate tactical decision. This follows an institutional pattern that has been
well described elsewhere in critical studies of the reproduction of orthodoxy in
psychology (Lubek, 1976, 1980).

Second, there is a momentum for the formulation of standards for critical
work, of criteria that will persuade more mainstream colleagues that what we
do counts as good research. Those in traditional psychology departments know
that the only way to defend their work and the work of students is to appeal to
versions of the criteria that psychologists already adhere to, but there have
been many recent attempts to draw up guidelines that will identify good and
bad work. These debates over criteria are often refracted through the war
between advocates of quantitative methodologies—mainstream laboratory-
experimental positivist research exemplifies this side of the debate—and qual-
itative approaches, in which it is often supposed that researchers are more
likely to be ‘critical’ (Willig, 2001). Each set of criteria, of course, is deliber-
ately designed to warrant a particular understanding of what counts as critical,
and in psychology that includes a clear idea of what the domain of the psy-
chological should be (Morgan, 1996).

Third, there is a pattern of recruitment that guarantees that certain voices are
heard in departments, seminars and conferences to be saying certain kinds of
things in certain ways. This ranges from the selection of like-minded individu-
als from other places that will confirm the idea that a particular approach is uni-
versally accepted, to the organization of meetings in the format of a talk, usually
in English, by a single individual followed by discussion. Again, this is also a
more general problem in British academic work, though some critical group-
ings—‘Beryl Curt’being exemplary in this respect—have explicitly tackled this
aspect of academic production in psychology in the past 10 years and tried to
do something different with independent newsletters and support for Spanish-
speaking critical psychologists to publish their work (Curt, 1994, 1999).9

Feminist perspectives within and alongside critical psychology have drawn
attention to this ‘personal-political’ aspect of the reproduction of power relations
in forms of discourse (Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 1995),10 and in interaction in aca-
demic institutions, which is not to say that the recuperation of these perspectives
in the emergence of career-oriented ‘femocrats’ in higher education is not also a
problem for critical work (Burman, 1990; Walkerdine, 1990). My only comfort
is the thought that it would indeed be a performative contradiction if a single
individual was able to spell out exactly how it could all be solved. It is a matter
for collective deliberation and activity around what the institutions we work in
want from us in return for allowing us to do ‘critical’ psychology.
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If things were so unremittingly grim, it would not even be worth rehearsing
this argument. But things are not as bad as it would seem from the foregoing
account, and that has got something to do with the nature of capitalism too. So
I want to explore in more detail why, when power is of this kind, there is resist-
ance. This brings us to part three of the argument.

Why Is There Resistance?

Many of those drawn to critical psychology do not really believe with all their
heart the neoliberal notions I described as pervasive in critical psychology,
and some have a radical political agenda (e.g. Billig, 1978). Even when those
doing ‘discursive’ research have to frame things in an acceptable way for
supervisors, conference organizers and journal editors, it is often clear that
they already know at some level that the limits of a particular ‘research ques-
tion’ provide a bit of security which keeps what they are doing in the aca-
demic frame (e.g. Weltman, 2004). None of us could be critical enough if we
were to take seriously the economic political context of work in psychology.
But critical psychology can be a space for turning back and reflecting on how
we are held in frame, and for thinking through why some of us refused main-
stream psychology in the first place (Sloan, 2000).

It would be so much easier, too easy, if mainstream psychology today did
conform to the rather ridiculous culturally specific representations of human
beings we still find in most US textbooks. However, while mainstream psy-
chologists may on occasion resort to the old certainties that were functional
to capitalism 50 years ago, they are often able to supplement that old psy-
chology with some more nuanced hermeneutic or social constructionist argu-
ments (e.g. Greenwood, 1994). The risk is that the ‘critical psychologists’ find
that reassuring, for they seem to be getting the hang of the new relational rhet-
oric, and they are then caught off-guard.

For this reason it is still worth recalling why critical psychologists refused to
buy components of the old ‘model’ of the psychological individual. The ques-
tion now is how to refuse that old model without getting lured by the appeal of
the new improved version. The embellishments on old-style psychology simply
serve to make it work better, and even the old psychology required a degree of
evasion, misrepresentation and systematic distortion of what our lives are like.
When I say ‘our lives’, I mean the elaborate network of responsibilities we have
to each other and the ways these commitments are sabotaged and frustrated as
we sell our time to some institution which wants to make a profit from our
labour and tell us lies about what a great contribution we are making to human-
ity (Drury, 2003). I will briefly set this mainstream psychology that many of us
reject against some of the assumptions that we often identify as operating in the
discipline for that rejection to make sense.

The self-contained psychological subject is a miserable reduced element of
what we are as an ensemble of social relations, and to add in a ‘social
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psychological’ dimension adds insult to injury (e.g. Hewstone, Stroebe, Codol,
& Stephenson, 1988). The family, private property and the state as material
structures that condition how we come to function as a particular ensemble of
social relations are not domains of ‘social psychology’ (Adorno, 1967).
Furthermore, the utilitarian transparency evoked by psychological descriptions of
relationships obscures the way surplus value is extracted from us and the way we
academics accumulate cultural capital at the very moment we seem to be merely
doing good in the world (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). And to treat ill-health and
distress in a way that ignores the pervasive alienation and exploitation that struc-
ture work and leisure is to perform the same kind of victim-blaming that goes on
when our false beliefs are targeted without examining pervasive ideological
mystification (Parker et al., 1995).

Faced with these conditions of life, it is amazing to expect anyone but a psy-
chologist to really believe that we can examine our lives in a neutral manner,
rationally evaluating phenomena and expecting our work to bring about
enlightenment to each individual one at a time (e.g. Ingleby, 1972). The idea
that the researcher should simply be accumulating scientific knowledge and
enabling people to adapt themselves better to the world is advanced with the
hope of ameliorating distress, but it is so limited to the very conditions that
make us sick that it often functions as little more than a sick joke. Against this,
we cannot but adopt a standpoint to what we study, and bring our own reflex-
ive location in the research into the equation; research is thus conceived as the
production of different kinds of consciousness that go beyond the level of each
separate individual. We then start to ask how scientific knowledge of different
kinds operates in different institutional spaces, and this takes us beyond adap-
tation to the question of social transformation (Walkerdine, 2002).

The question that psychology has traditionally asked about the world is
how things stay the same, almost as if there is a wilful attempt by those in the
discipline to avoid the process of change. At the same time many possibilities
of changing our selves are opened up; this on condition that we stay within
the discipline’s carefully circumscribed limits and as long as we do not
address relatively enduring structures that set the parameters for the realm of
the psychological. Psychologists are told during their training that as long as
they stick to what they can directly observe, and adhere to an empiricist
worldview, then they should be satisfied; simply adding in ‘theory’ is not
going to be enough to go beyond this unless we combine it with practice.11

This means that we need to turn from the basic accumulation of knowledge
toward an attention to the way knowledge changes depending on social rela-
tions. If we examine the various blueprints that psychology offers us, we find
that they always seem to confirm assumptions about the way the world is now.
The last thing we need is to leave the drawing up of the blueprints to experts.
There is an alternative to this. Prefigurative politics is the kind of political
action that anticipates in its very process social arrangements that are better
than those in which we live today. Feminist arguments inside the left have
reasserted this essential prerequisite for revolutionary change, that the way
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the change itself is structured will determine the form that arises from it
(Rowbotham et al., 1979).

Actually, despite what I claimed above about some notions from critical
psychology being entirely compatible with contemporary capitalism, the real
trick lies in the way those notions function in relation to each other and clus-
tered together as a particular ‘new’approach in psychology, rather than in what
they assert about human relationships. None of those notions—of discursive
subjects and stake in arguments, of systemic and community identity, of turns
in conversation, of reframing and the role of commonsense—is formally incor-
rect (e.g. Middleton & Edwards, 1991). The reason they are so attractive is pre-
cisely because they speak to the desire for critique of ideology (e.g. Wetherell
& Potter, 1992), and for something that will go beyond capitalism, and an
attention to such desires combined with political practice is precisely the stuff
of prefigurative politics. The different aspects of the ethical attitude that one
might adopt towards research—undecidability, reflexivity, irony, an attention
to language and what the consequences are of articulating representations of
ourselves in certain ways—are indispensable if we are to be able to think
beyond what is given to us at the present time (e.g. Billig, Condor, Gane,
Middleton, & Radley, 1988).

The stance we adopt should draw us beyond this ruinous economic order.
Descriptive inconclusion, restorying of ourselves, the immersion in texts of our
own creation, deconstruction and some way of letting go of the past which
haunts us are positive utopian possibilities; they are ways of imagining a future
without tying into the shapes of the present (Holzman & Morss, 2000). The
point, of course, is that we are not yet in this pleasure dome, and, if we imagine
that we are, we have forgotten some fairly serious historical lessons about the
role of practice in negotiating the contradictory reality of global capitalism. This
is probably why the ‘critical’ perspectives that have succeeded in getting a voice
in US psychology have been those most explicitly tied to pragmatism, in which
they function inside psychology as the mirror of Rorty (e.g. Gergen, 1999).

Capitalism throws all of the certainties we learnt about old psychology into
question, and the contradictory fast-mutating world of contemporary neoliber-
alism will quickly come to throw any new psychology we develop into question
too. It is capitalism itself that ensures that where there is power there is resist-
ance, but that process always opens a question as to whether the resistance will
really challenge capitalism or be used by it (Burman et al., 1996). Critical psy-
chology needs to provide resources to address that transformation of psychol-
ogy without getting stuck in any particular model, ethos or worldview.

What Is the Political Economy of Psychology?

The fourth part of the argument includes some proposals for what we need to
do not only to tackle psychology but also to tackle the causes of psychology.
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This debate about concepts we use and how they operate is relevant to what
we do because capitalism is ideologically textured; there is no strict separa-
tion between the economic base and the ideas floating around above it.
Certain notions of identity, moral orientation and politics are necessary com-
ponents of the material functioning of capitalism (Richards, 1996). The argu-
ment so far in this paper is schematically reviewed in Table 1, and it is
possible to trace how the ‘critical’ take on mainstream psychology brings the
discipline closer to the requirements of contemporary capitalism. The task
now is to loop back from the nature of contemporary neoliberal capitalism to
develop forms of analysis, research position and change that would redeem
the promise to connect critical work with anti-capitalism.

A genuine anti-capitalist ‘critical psychology’ comprises four intercon-
nected elements, and these elements of critical psychology can be put to work
to answer a deeper, even more pressing question than why there is critical
psychology. The most important analytic task that faces critical psychologists
who want to go beyond the historically limited frame of neoliberalism—a
task that involves taking a position in relation to what we are analysing, a
position that necessarily impels us to change what we analyse in the very
process of understanding and explaining it—is: Why is there psychology
(Canguilhem, 1980)? Why is there psychology as such as a domain of
abstract intellectual activity that appears to us, to each of us one by one, as if
it could be studied within this particular disciplinary frame and which would
reveal to us the reasons for human action? These four elements of critical
analysis could, perhaps, bring us closer to a Marxist approach to this object
of study (Parker, 1999, 2002).

First, it would be a close analysis of the way dominant forms of psychology
operate ideologically and in the service of power. Such analysis needs to focus
not only on psychological ‘models’but also on the methodologies it uses (Parker,
2005). This is where we get to the heart of the issue: the abstraction of the indi-
vidual subject from social relations and the abstraction of the researcher.
Psychology re-presents to us elements of our second nature under capitalism that
psychologists imagine to be the real cause of our activity. This analysis would
lead us to a political economy of psychology as itself operating within the wider
circulation of commodities in capitalism (Newman & Holzman, 1993).

Second, it would be the study of how alternative psychologies come to be
historically constituted so that they confirm ideological representations of
relations or subvert them. Here is a reminder that each and every framework
we use is conditioned by the imperative of capitalism to open up new mar-
kets, and the ideological texture of this constantly mutating capitalism is com-
posed of different contradictory reflections of the way commodities are
produced and consumed (Gordo López & Parker, 1999). As we have seen in
the case of neoliberalism, the study of alternative psychologies should include
study of the political-economic conditions that bear them (Gordo López &
Cleminson, 2004).
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Third, it would be the exploration of how psychological notions operate in
everyday life to produce contemporary psychological culture. Alongside the
historical theoretical analysis of psychology as a discipline we need detailed
cultural analysis of the way we reproduce capitalist social relations as if they
were mental processes, and the attempt to connect with those processes pro-
vides the basis for the different varieties of popular psychological false con-
sciousness (Gordo López, 2000). These are new forms of necessary false
consciousness that accurately condense and reproduce certain conditions of
‘mental’ life (Sohn-Rethel, 1978).

Fourth, it would include a searching out and reclaiming of the way practices
of everyday life may form the basis of resistance to psychology (McLaughlin,
1996). The abstraction and circulation of commodities make it possible to
engage in intellectual work, but they do not give us direct access to anything,
which is why empiricism is such an ideological dead-end. It is collective prac-
tice that forms the basis of resistance, and some theoretical work is always nec-
essary to make that resistance present to us and effective as part of collective
revolutionary projects (Melancholic Troglodytes, 2003).

Conclusion

There is already a space for ‘critical psychology’ as a sub-discipline in con-
temporary neoliberal capitalism and there is a degree of institutional recuper-
ation that demands obedience to the academic institutions. Nevertheless, the
very conditions of possibility for all of this are also potentially its undoing,
and that poses a choice for us that we need to argue through again and again
to make it possible to realize that potential. Critical psychology could itself
become another commodity in the academic marketplace or it could make
those conditions its own object of study so that it analyses them from a posi-
tion that will also change them. Elements of analysis—the human being as an
ensemble of social relations; the materiality of the family, private property
and the state; surplus value and cultural capital; alienation and exploitation;
and ideological mystification—would then be contrasted with the standard
disciplinary notions of the psychological subject, society, utilitarian trans-
parency, unhealthy experience and false beliefs. Specifications of the position
of the researcher in Marxism—standpoint, reflexive location, class con-
sciousness, institutional space and social revolution—would be set against the
notions of neutrality, rationalism, individual enlightenment, scientific knowl-
edge and adaptation and amelioration. Change in Marxism—as permanent
change, an engagement with relatively enduring structures, theoretical prac-
tice, materialist dialectics and prefigurative politics—can be pitted against the
standard procedures of ratification, pragmatism, empiricism, positivism and
the drawing up of blueprints. ‘Critical psychologists’ need to assess and chal-
lenge the process of recuperation, a recuperation that is so efficient that only

86 THEORY & PSYCHOLOGY 19(1)

 at Loughborough Univ of Tech on February 12, 2009 http://tap.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tap.sagepub.com


one theoretical resource—revolutionary Marxism—is left that can tackle the
problem and reassert once again a properly radical stance toward academic,
professional and cultural aspects of the discipline.

Notes

1. The slogan ‘for scientific purposes treat people as if they were human beings’
(Harré & Secord, 1972, p. 84) was conceptually linked by Rom Harré to semio-
logical approaches outside psychology and then to the realism of Roy Bhaskar
(1978), one of Harré’s former students.

2. Indicative examples are the German tradition of Kritische Psychologie after the
Marxist Klaus Holzkamp (Teo, 1998; Tolman & Maiers, 1991), Latin American
psicología de la liberación and psicología critica after the Jesuit priest Ignacio
Martin-Baró (1994), and post-Apartheid critical psychology in South Africa,
which connects with work by Frantz Fanon after the black phenomenologist
Chabani Manganyi (1973). The new wave of ‘critical psychology’ which
emanates from Great Britain is profoundly disappointing to many radicals from
within and outwith those other critical traditions of work, and in this paper I have
aimed to provide an analysis of English-speaking critical psychology that con-
nects with the spirit of those more radical traditions.

3. SouthAfrican critical psychology, for example, has always sought links with crit-
ical psychologists in Britain (e.g. Hook, 2004), and Latin American critical psy-
chology has been heavily influenced by its institutional links with Barcelona,
which has operated as a relay for post-structuralist ideas (e.g. Montero &
Fernández Christlieb, 2003).

4. Although there have been attempts to bring psychoanalytic ideas into critical psy-
chology, the radical potential of psychoanalysis lies in the fact that it is not psy-
chology at all, and operates as ‘the repressed other of psychology’ (Burman, 1994,
p. 104). Psychoanalysis is adapted and psychologized, recuperated so that it no
longer functions as an alternative to psychology. In its place the developmental
psychological schemas of Erikson and Horney are presented as if psychoanalysis
always wanted to be a new psychology (Parker, 2004). Non-psychological tradi-
tions in psychoanalysis have invited connections with Marxism, but usually on
their own terms (Parker, 2007b).

5. The first three books in the Routledge series were on social psychology (Parker,
1989) and feminist research (Squire, 1989; Ussher, 1989). There were later out-
lines of German Kritische Psychologie (Tolman, 1994) and the particular take on
Vygotsky from within US ‘social therapy’ (Newman & Holzman, 1993).

6. The courses were the staging grounds for two journals that have survived: Annual
Review of Critical Psychology and International Journal of Critical Psychology.

7. Fox and Prilleltensky (1997) focused on different aspects of psychology. Later
texts have focused on social psychology: for example, Gough and McFadden
(2001), Hepburn (2003).

8. See http://www.asylumonline.net.
9. I confess that I do not know how these practices could be refused or how alterna-

tives could be developed. I take decisions myself that conform to the processes I
have been describing: I sometimes submit articles to journals with misleading
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citations so that the editors and referees will be flattered and the reviewers perhaps
not realize who the author is; I examine academic work and produce an evalua-
tion that will be accepted by my colleagues and sometimes the work fails; I speak
too much when I have been allowed to by virtue of my institutional position and
imagine that it is fine because at least I am saying something radical, and when I
am organizing a meeting I am happy to let someone else speak if I think they are
also going to say something radical, in the way I understand the meaning of the
term, of course.

10. The usual time-lag between political debates outside the discipline and their reap-
pearance inside it applies here: socialist feminists made the argument about the per-
sonal and the political in the 1970s (Rowbotham, Segal, & Wainwright, 1979).

11. This may be precisely why the journal Theory & Psychology has been one of the
sites for critical work. It simultaneously gives voice to critical theory in psychol-
ogy and contains the theory, separating it from political practice.
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    An accurate assessment of these concepts can only come from the 
serious study of Freud and Lacan which each one of us can undertake; 
the same is true for the definition of the still unsolved problems of this 
theoretical discipline already rich in results and promises. 
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Freud and Lacan   

 
 

Friends have correctly criticized me for discussing Lacan in three lines.[1] 
This was too much for what I was saying about him, and too little for the 
conclusions that I drew from him. They have asked me for a few words 
to justify both the allusion and its object. Here they are -- a few words, 
where a book is needed. 

    In the history of Western Reason, every care, foresight, precaution 
and warning has been devoted to births. Pre-natal therapy is 
institutional. When a young science is born, the family circle is always 
ready for astonishment, jubilation and baptism. For a long time, every 



child, even the foundling, has been reputed the son of a father, and 
when it is a prodigy, the fathers would fight at the gate if it were not for 
the mother and the respect due to her. In our crowded world, a place is 
allocated for birth, a place is even allocated for the prediction of a birth: 
'prospective'. 

    1. Revue de l'Enseignement philosophique, June-July 1963, 'Philosophie et 
sciences humaines', p. 7 and p. 11, n. 14: 'Marx based his theory on the rejection of 
the myth of the "homo oeconomicus ", Freud based his theory on the rejection of the 
myth of the "homo psychologicus ". Lacan has seen and understood Freud's 
liberating rupture. He has understood it in the fullest sense of the term, taking it 
rigorously at its word and forcing it to produce its own consequences, without 
concessions or quarter. It may be that, like everyone else, he errs in the detail or 
even the choice of his philosophical bearings; but we owe him the essential .' 
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    To my knowledge, the nineteenth century saw the birth of two or 
three children that were not expected: Marx, Nietzsche and Freud. 
'Natural' children, in the sense that nature offends customs, principles, 
morality and good breeding: nature is the rule violated, the unmarried 
mother, hence the absence of a legal father. Western Reason makes a 
fatherless child pay heavily. Marx, Nietzsche and Freud had to foot the 
often terrible bill of survival: a price compounded of exclusion, 
condemnation, insult, poverty, hunger and death, or madness. I speak 
only of them (other unfortunates might be mentioned who lived their 
death sentences in colour, sound and poetry). I speak only of them 
because they were the births of sciences or of criticism. 

    That Freud knew poverty, calumny and persecution, that his spirit was 
well enough anchored to withstand, and interpret, all the insults of the 
age -- these things may have something to do with certain of the limits 
and dead-ends of his genius. An examination of this point is probably 
premature. Let us instead consider Freud's solitude in his own times. I 
do not mean human solitude (he had teachers and friends, though he 
went hungry), I mean theoretical solitude. For when he wanted to think 
i.e. to express in the form of a rigorous system of abstract concepts the 
extraordinary discovery that met him every day in his practice, search as 
he might for theoretical precedents, fathers in theory, he could find 
none. He had to cope with the following situation: to be himself his own 
father, to construct with his own craftsman's hands the theoretical space 
in which to situate his discovery, to weave with thread borrowed 
intuitively left and right the great net with which to catch in the depths 
of blind experience the teeming fish of the unconscious, which men call 
dumb because it speaks even while they sleep. 

    To express this in Kantian terms: Freud had to think his 
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discovery and his practice in imported concepts, concepts borrowed from 
the thermodynamic physics then dominant, from the political economy 
and biology of his time. With no legal inheritance behind him -- except 
for a parcel of philosophical concepts (consciousness, preconsciousness, 
unconsciousness, etc.) which were probably more of a hindrance than a 
help as they were marked by a problematic of consciousness present 
even in its reservations -- without any ancestral endowment whatever, 
his only forerunners writers -- Sophocles, Shakespeare, Molière, Goethe -
- or proverbs, etc. Theoretically, Freud set up in business alone: 
producing his own 'home-made' concepts under the protection of 
imported concepts borrowed from the sciences as they existed, and, it 
should be said, from within the horizons of the ideological world in which 
these concepts swam. 

    That is how Freud comes to us. A long series of profound texts, 
sometimes clear, sometimes obscure, often enigmatic and contradictory, 
problematic, and armed with concepts many of which seem to us at first 
sight to be out of date, inadequate for their content, or surpassed. For 
today we cannot doubt the existence of this content: analytic practice 
itself, its effect. 

    So let us summarize the object Freud is for us: 

    1. A practice (the analytic cure). 2. A technique (the method of the 
cure) that gives rise to an abstract exposition with the appearance of a 
theory. 3. A theory which has a relation with the practice and the 
technique. This organic practical (1), technical (2) and theoretical (3) 
whole recalls the structure of every scientific discipline. Formally, what 
Freud gives us does have the structure of a science. Formally; for the 
difficulties of Freud's conceptual terminology, the sometimes material 
disproportion between his concepts and their content, suggest the 
question: in this organic 
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practico-technico-theoretical whole do we have a whole that is truly 
stabilized and founded at the scientific level? In other words, is the 
theory really theory in the scientific sense? Or is it not, on the contrary, 
a simple transposition into theory of the methodology of the practice 
(the cure)? Hence the very common modern view that beneath its 
theoretical exterior (which we owe to worthy but vain pretensions of 
Freud himself), psycho-analysis remains a mere practice that does 
sometimes give results, but not always; a mere practice extended into a 
technique (rules of analytic method), but without a theory, at least 
without a true theory: what it calls theory being merely the blind 
technical concepts in which it reflects the rules of its practice; a mere 
practice without theory . . . perhaps then, even simply a kind of magic? 
that succeeds, like all magic, because of its prestige -- and its prestige, 
applied to the fulfilment of a social need or demand, therefore its only 
justification, its real justification. Levi-Strauss would then have theorized 



this magic, this social practice, psycho-analysis, by pointing out the 
shaman as the ancestor of Freud. 

    A practice pregnant with a half-silent theory? A practice proud or 
ashamed to be merely the social magic of modern times? What then is 
psychoanalysis? 

 
1 

Lacan's first word is to say: in principle, Freud founded a science. A new 
science which was the science of a new object: the unconscious. 

    A rigorous statement. If psycho-analysis is a science because it is the 
science of a distinct object, it is also a science with the structure of all 
sciences: it has a theory and a technique (method) that make possible 
the knowledge and transformation of its object in a specific practice. As 
in every 
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authentically constituted science, the practice is not the absolute of the 
science but a theoretically subordinate moment; the moment in which 
the theory, having become method (technique), comes into theoretical 
contact (knowledge) or practical contact (cure) with its specific object 
(the unconscious). 

    If this thesis is correct, analytical practice (the cure), which absorbs 
all the attention of those interpreters and philosophers eager for the 
intimacy of the confidential couple in which avowed sickness and 
professional medical secrecy exchange the sacred promises of 
intersubjectivity, does not contain the secrets of psycho-analysis; it only 
contains one part of the reality of psycho-analysis, the part which exists 
in the practice. It does not contain its theoretical secrets. If this thesis is 
correct, neither do the technique and method contain the secrets of 
psycho-analysis, except as every method does, by delegation, not from 
the practice but from the theory. Only the theory contains them, as in 
every scientific discipline. 

    In a hundred places in his work, Freud calls himself a theoretician; he 
compares psycho-analysis, as far as its scientificity is concerned, with 
the physical sciences that stem from Galileo, he repeats that the practice 
(cure) and analytical technique (analytical method) are only authentic 
because they are based on a scientific theory. Freud says time and again 
that a practice and a technique, even if they give results, do not deserve 
the name of science unless a theory gives them the right to it, not by 
mere declaration, but by rigorous proof. 

    Lacan's first word is to take these words literally. And to draw the 



conclusion: a return to Freud to seek out, distinguish and pin-point in 
him the theory from which all the rest, both practical and technical, 
stems by right. 

    A return to Freud. Why this new return to the source? 
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Lacan does not return to Freud as Husserl does to Galileo or Thales, to 
capture a birth at its birth -- i.e. to achieve that religious philosophical 
preconception, purity, which like all water bubbling up out of the ground, 
is only pure at the very instant, the pure instant of its birth, in the pure 
passage from non-science to science. For Lacan, this passage is not 
pure, it is still impure: purity comes after the still 'muddy' passage (the 
invisible mud of its past suspended in the new born water which 
pretends transparency, i.e. innocence). A return to Freud means: a 
return to the theory established, fixed and founded firmly in Freud 
himself, to the mature, reflected, supported and verified theory, to the 
advanced theory that has settled down in life (including practical life) to 
build its home, produce its method and give birth to its practice. The 
return to Freud is not a return to Freud's birth: but a return to his 
maturity. Freud's youth, the moving passage from not-yet-science to 
science (the period of the relations with Charcot, Bernheim, Breuer, up 
to the Studies in Hysteria -- 1895) may indeed be of interest to us, but 
on a quite different level: as an example of the archaeology of a science -
- or as a negative index of immaturity, thereby precisely dating maturity 
and its arrival. The youth of a science is its prime of life; before this age 
it is old, its age the age of the preconceptions by which it lives, as a child 
does the preconceptions and hence the age of its parents. 

    That a young, and hence mature theory can relapse into childhood, 
i.e. into the preconceptions of its elders and their descendants, is proved 
by the whole history of psycho-analysis. This is the deeper meaning of 
the return to Freud proclaimed by Lacan. We must return to Freud to 
return to the maturity of Freudian theory, not to its childhood, but to its 
prime, which is its true youth -- we must return to Freud beyond the 
theoretical childishness, the relapse into 
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childhood in which all or a part of contemporary psycho-analysis, 
particularly in America, savours the advantages of surrender. 

    This relapse into childhood has a name that phenomenologists will 
understand straight away: psychologism or another that Marxists will 
understand straight away: pragmatism. The modern history of psycho-
analysis illustrates Lacan's judgement. Western Reason (legal, religious, 
moral and political as well as scientific) will only agree to conclude a pact 
of peaceful coexistence with psycho-analysis after years of non-



recognition, contempt and insults -- means that are still available 
anyway if all else fails -- on condition of annexing it to its own sciences 
or myths: to psychology, whether behaviourist (Dalbiez), 
phenomenological (Merleau-Ponty) or existentialist (Sartre); to a more 
or less Jacksonian bio-neurology (Ey); to 'sociology' of the 'culturalist' or 
'anthropological' type (dominant in the USA: Kardiner, Margaret Mead, 
etc); and to philosophy (cf. Sartre's 'existentialist psychoanalysis', 
Binswanger's 'Daseinanalyse ', etc.). To these confusions, to this 
mythologization of psycho-analysis, a discipline officially recognized at 
the price of compromise alliances sealed with imaginary ties of adoption 
but very real powers, some psycho-analysts have subscribed, only too 
happy to emerge at last from their theoretical ghetto, to be 'recognized' 
as full members of the great family of psychology, neurology, psychiatry, 
medicine, sociology, anthropology, philosophy -- only too happy to 
certify their practical success with this 'theoretical' recognition which at 
last, after decades of insults and exile, confers on them citizen's rights in 
the world: the world of science, medicine and philosophy. They were not 
alerted to the suspicious side of this agreement, believing that the world 
was coming round to their positions -- when they were themselves, with 
these honours, coming round to 
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the world's positions -- preferring its honours to its insults. 

    They thereby forgot that a science is only a science if it can claim a 
right to an object of its own -- an object that is its own and its own only -
- not a mere foothold in an object loaned, conceded or abandoned by 
another science, one of the latter's 'aspects', the leavings that can be 
rehashed in the kitchen once the master of the house has eaten his fill. 
Concretely, if the whole of psycho-analysis is reduced to behaviourist or 
Pavlovian 'conditioning' in early childhood; if it is reduced to a dialectic of 
the stages which Freud's terminology designates as oral, anal and 
genital, latency and puberty; if, finally, it is reduced to the primitive 
experience of the Hegelian struggle, of the phenomenological for others, 
or of the Heideggerian 'gulf' of being; if all psycho-analysis is merely this 
art of assimilating the leavings of neurology, biology, psychology, 
anthropology and philosophy, what can it claim as its specific object, 
what really distinguishes it from these disciplines and makes it in the full 
sense a science?[2] 

    2. The most dangerous of these temptations are those of philosophy (which gladly 
reduces the whole of the psycho-analysis to the dual experience of the cure and 
thereby 'verifies' the themes of phenomenological intersubjectivity, of the existence-
project, or more generally of personalism); of psychology which appropriates most of 
the categories of psycho-analysis as so many attributes of a 'subject' in which, 
manifestly, it sees no problem; finally, of sociology which comes to the aid of 
psychology by providing it with an objective content for the 'reality principle' (social 
and familial imperatives) which the 'subject' need only 'internalize' to be armed with 
a 'super-ego' and the corresponding categories. Thus subordinated to psychology or 
sociology psycho-analysis is usually reduced to a technique of 'emotional' or 



'affective' re-adaptation, or to a re-education of the 'relational function', neither of 
which have anything to do with its real object -- but which unfortunately respond to 
a major demand, and what is more, to a demand that is highly tendentious in the 
contemporary world. Through this bias, psycho-analysis has become an article of 
mass consumption in modern culture, i.e. in modern ideology. 
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    It is here that Lacan intervenes: he defends the irreducibility of 
analysis against these 'reductions' and deviations, which dominate most 
contemporary theoretical interpretations; he defends its irreducibility, 
which means the irreducibility of its object. That this defence requires an 
uncommon lucidity and firmness, sufficient to repulse all the voraciously 
hospitable assaults of the disciplines I have listed, cannot be doubted by 
anyone who has ever in his life measured the need for security 
(theoretical, moral, social and economic), i.e. the uneasiness, of 
corporations (whose status is indissolubly scientific-professional-legal-
economic) whose balance and comfort is threatened by the appearance 
of a unique discipline that forces them all to re-investigate not only their 
own disciplines but the reasons why they believe in them, i.e. to doubt 
them, by the appearance of a science which, however little it is believed, 
threatens to violate the existing frontiers and hence to alter the status 
quo of several disciplines. Hence the contained passion and passionate 
contention of Lacan's language, unable to live or survive except in a 
state of alert and accusation: the language of a man of the besieged 
vanguard, condemned by the crushing strength of the threatened 
structures and corporations to forestall their blows, or at least to feint a 
response to them before they are delivered, thus discouraging the 
opponents from crushing him beneath their assault. Hence also the often 
paradoxical resort to the security provided by philosophies completely 
foreign to his scientific undertaking (Hegel, Heidegger), as so many 
intimidating witnesses thrown in the faces of part of his audience to 
retain their respect; and as so many witnesses to a possible objectivity, 
the natural ally of his thought, to reassure or educate the rest. As this 
resort was almost indispensable to sustain a discourse addressed from 
within to the medical profession alone, one would have to ignore 
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both the conceptual weakness of medical studies in general and the 
profound need for theory felt by the best medical men, to condemn it out 
of hand. And since I am dealing with his language, the language which is 
the sum total of his prestige for some of the audience ('the Góngora of 
psycho-analysis', 'the Grand Dragon', the great officiant of an esoteric 
cult in which gesture, hushedness and solemnity can constitute the ritual 
of a real communication -- or of a quite 'Parisian' fascination) -- and for 
the rest (above all scientists or philosophers) his 'artifice', his 
strangeness and his 'hermeticism', it is clear that it bears some relation 
to the conditions of his practice as a teacher: since he has to teach the 
theory of the unconscious to doctors, analysts or analysands, in the 
rhetoric of his speech Lacan provides them with a dumbshow equivalent 



of the language of the unconscious (which, as is well known, is in its 
ultimate essence 'Witz ', successful or unsuccessful pun and metaphor): 
the equivalent of the lived experience of their practice, whether as 
analyst or as analysand. 

    An understanding of this language's ideological and educational 
preconditions -- i.e. the ability to maintain the distance of historical and 
theoretical 'exteriority' from its pedagogic 'interiority' -- is enough to let 
us discern its objective meaning and scope -- and recognize its basic 
proposal: to give Freud's discovery its measure in theoretical concepts 
by defining as rigorously as is possible today the unconscious and its 
'laws', its whole object. 

 
2 

What is the object of psycho-analysis? It is what analytical technique 
deals with in the analytical practice of the cure, i.e. not the cure itself, 
not that supposedly dual system which is tailor-made for any 
phenomenology or morality 

 
page 205

but the 'effects ', prolonged into the surviving adult, of the extraordinary 
adventure which from birth to the liquidation of the Oedipal phase 
transforms a small animal conceived by a man and a woman into a small 
human child. 

    One of the 'effects' of the humanization of the small biological 
creature that results from human parturition: there in its place is the 
object of psycho-analysis, an object which has a simple name: 'the 
unconscious '. 

    That this small biological being survives, and not as a 'wolf-child', that 
has become a little wolf or bear (as displayed in the princely courts of 
the eighteenth century), but as a human child (having escaped all 
childhood deaths, many of which are human deaths, deaths punishing 
the failure of humanization), that is the test all adult men have passed: 
they are the never forgetful witnesses, and very often the victims, of this 
victory, bearing in their most hidden, i.e. in their most clamorous parts, 
the wounds, weaknesses and stiffnesses that result from this struggle for 
human life or death. Some, the majority, have emerged more or less 
unscathed -- or at least, give this out to be the case; many of these 
veretans bear the marks throughout their lives; some will die from their 
fight, though at some remove, the old wounds suddenly opening again in 
psychotic explosion, in madness, the ultimate compulsion of a 'negative 
therapeutic reaction'; others, more numerous, as 'normally' as you like, 
in the guise of an 'organic' decay. Humanity only inscribes its official 
deaths on its war memorials: those who were able to die on time, i.e. 
late, as men, in human wars in which only human wolves and gods tear 



and sacrifice one another. In its sole survivors, psycho-analysis is 
concerned with another struggle, with the only war without memoirs or 
memorials, the war humanity pretends it has never declared, the war it 
always thinks it has won in advance, simply because humanity is nothing 
but surviving this war, living and 
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bearing children as culture in human culture: a war which is continually 
declared in each of its sons, who, projected, deformed and rejected, are 
required, each by himself in solitude and against death, to take the long 
forced march which makes mammiferous larvae into human children, 
masculine or feminine subjects. 

    This object is no business of the biologist's: this story is certainly not 
biological! -- since from the beginning it is completely dominated by the 
constraint of the sexed human order that each mother engraves on the 
small human animal in maternal 'love' or hatred, starting from its 
alimentary rhythm and training. History, 'sociology' or anthropology have 
no business here, and this is no surprise for they deal with society and 
therefore with culture, i.e. with what is no longer this small animal -- 
which only becomes human-sexual by crossing the infinite divide that 
separates life from humanity, the biological from the historical, 'nature' 
from 'culture'. Psychology is lost here, and this is hardly strange for it 
thinks that in its 'object' it is dealing with some human 'nature' or 'non-
nature', with the genesis of this existent, identified and certified by 
culture itself (by the human) -- when the object of psycho-analysis is the 
question with absolute priority, whether to be born or not to be (naître 
ou n'être pas ), the aleatory abyss of the human-sexual itself in every 
human scion. Here 'philosophy' loses its bearings and its cover ('repères 
' and 'repaires '), naturally! -- for these unique origins rob it of the only 
origins it renders homage to for its existence: God, reason, 
consciousness, history and culture. It is clear that the object of psycho-
analysis may be specific and that the modality of its material as well as 
the specificity of its 'mechanisms' (to use one of Freud's terms) are of 
quite another kind than the material and 'mechanisms' which are known 
to the biologist, the neurologist, the anthropologist, the sociologist, the 
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psychologist and the philosopher. We need only recognize this specificity 
and hence the distinctness of the object that it derives from, in order to 
recognize the radical right of psycho-analysis to a specificity of its 
concepts in line with the specificity of its object: the unconscious and its 
effects. 

 
3 



Lacan would be the first to admit that his attempted theorization would 
have been impossible were it not for the emergence of a new science: 
linguistics. It is in the nature of the history of the sciences that one 
science may often not become a science except by recourse to a detour 
through other sciences, not only sciences that existed at its baptism but 
also some new late-comer among sciences that needed time before it 
could be born. The temporary opacity of the shadow cast on Freudian 
theory by the model of Helmholtz and Maxwell's thermodynamic physics 
has been dispersed today by the light that structural linguistics throws 
on it object, making possible an intelligible approach to that object. 
Freud himself said that everything depended on language. Lacan makes 
this more precise: 'the discourse of the unconscious is structured like a 
language'. In his first great work The Interpretation of Dreams (which is 
not anecdotal and superficial as is frequently suggested, but 
fundamental), Freud studied the 'mechanisms' and 'laws' of dreams, 
reducing their variants to two: displacement and condensation. Lacan 
recognized these as two essential figures of speech, called in linguistics 
metonymy and metaphor. Hence slips, failures, jokes and symptoms, 
like the elements of dreams themselves, became signifers, inscribed in 
the chain of an unconscious discourse, doubling silently, i.e. deafeningly, 
in the misrecognition of 'repression', the chain 
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of the human subject's verbal discourse. Hence we were introduced to 
the paradox, formally familiar to linguistics, of a double yet single 
discourse, unconscious yet verbal, having for its double field only a 
single field, with no beyond except in itself: the field of the 'Signifying 
Chain'. Hence the most important acquisitions of de Saussure and of the 
linguistics that descends from him began to play a justified part in the 
understanding of the process of the unconscious as well as that of the 
verbal discourse of the subject and of their inter-relationship, i.e. of their 
identical relation and non-relation in other words, of their reduplication 
and dislocation (décalage ). Thereby philosophico-idealist interpretations 
of the unconscious as a second consciousness, of the unconscious as bad 
faith (Sartre), of the unconscious as the cankerous survival of a non-
current structure or non-sense (Merleau-Ponty), all the interpretations of 
the unconscious as a biologico-archetypical 'id' (Jung) became what they 
were: not the beginnings of a theory but null 'theories', ideological 
misunderstandings. 

    It remained to define (I am forced into the crudest schematism, but 
how could I avoid it in such a short article?) the meaning of this primacy 
of the formal structure of language and its 'mechanisms' as they are 
encountered in the practice of analytical interpretation, as a function of 
the very foundations of this practice: its object, i.e. the 'effects' still 
present in the survivors of the forced 'humanization' of the small human 
animal into a man or a woman. This question cannot be answered 
merely by invoking the factual primacy of language as the sole object 
and means of analytical practice. Everything that happens in the cure 
does take place in and through language (including silence, its rhythms 



and scansions). But it is necessary to show why and how in principle the 
factual role of language in the cure as both raw material of analytic 
practice and means of pro- 
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duction of its effects (the passage, as Lacan puts it, from an 'empty 
speech' to a 'full speech'), is only founded in fact in analytical practice 
because it is founded in principle in its object, the object that, in the last 
analysis, founds this practice and its technique: hence, since it is a 
science, in the theory of its object. 

    Herein no doubt lies the most original aspect of Lacan's work, his 
discovery. Lacan has shown that this transition from (ultimately purely) 
biological existence to human existence (the human child) is achieved 
within the Law of Order, the law I shall call the Law of Culture, and that 
this Law of Order is confounded in its formal essence with the order of 
language. What are we to understand by this formula, at first sight so 
enigmatic? Firstly, that the whole of this transition can only be grasped 
in terms of a recurrent language, as designated by the language of the 
adult or child in a cure situation, designated, assigned and localized 
within the law of language in which is established and presented all 
human order, i.e. every human role. Secondly, that in this assignment 
by the language of the cure appears the current, constant presence of 
the absolute effectiveness of order in the transition itself, of the Law of 
Culture in humanization. 

    To give some idea of this in a very few words, I shall indicate the two 
great moments of this transition. 1. The moment of the dual pre-Oedipal 
intercourse, in which the child, concerned with nothing but one alter-ego, 
the mother, who punctuates its life by her presence (da! ) and absence 
(fort! ),[3] lives this dual intercourse in the mode of the imaginary 
fascination of the ego, being itself that other, any 

    3. These are the two German expressions made famous by Freud, with which a 
small child under his observation sanctioned the appearance and disappearance of its 
mother by the manipulation of an arbitrary object that 'represented' her: a cotton-
reel. 
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other, every other, all the others of primary narcissistic identification, 
never able to take up the objectifying distance of the third vis-à-vis 
either the other or itself; 2. the Oedipal moment, in which a ternary 
structure emerges against the background of the dual structure, when 
the third (the father) intrudes on the imaginary satisfaction of dual 
fascination, overthrows its economy, destroys its fascinations, and 
introduces the child to what Lacan calls the Symbolic Order, the order of 
objectifying language that will finally allow him to say: I, you, he, she or 



it, that will therefore allow the small child to situate itself as a human 
child in a world of adult thirds. 

    Hence two great moments: 1. that of the imaginary (pre-Oedipal); 2. 
that of the symbolic (Oedipal resolution), or, to use a different language, 
that of objectivity recognized in its (symbolic) use, but not yet known 
(the knowledge of objectivity arising at a quite different 'age' and also 
from a quite different practice). 

    And the crucial point that Lacan has illuminated is this: these two 
moments are dominated, governed and marked by a single Law, the Law 
of the Symbolic. Even the moment of the imaginary, which, for clarity's 
sake, I have just presented as preceding the symbolic, as distinct from it 
-- hence as the first moment in which the child lives its immediate 
intercourse with a human being (its mother) without recognizing it 
practically as the symbolic intercourse it is (i.e. as the intercourse of a 
small human child with a human mother) -- is marked and structured in 
its dialectic by the dialectic of the Symbolic Order itself, i.e. by the 
dialectic of human Order, of the human norm (the norms of the temporal 
rhythms of feeding, hygiene, behaviour, of the concrete attitudes of 
recognition -- the child's acceptance, rejection, yes and no being merely 
the small change, the empirical modalities of this constitutive Order, 
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the Order of Law and of the Right of attributory or exclusory 
assignment), in the form of the Order of the signifier itself, i.e., in the 
form of an Order formally identical with the order of language.[4] 

    Where a superficial or prejudiced reading of Freud has only seen 
happy, lawless childhood, the paradise of 'polymorphous perversity', a 
kind of state of nature only punctuated by stages of a biological type 
linked with the functional primacy of some part of the human body, the 
site of a 'vital' need (oral, anal, genital),[5] Lacan demonstrates the 
effectiveness of the Order, the Law, that has been lying in wait for each 
infant born since before his birth, and seizes him before his first cry, 
assigning to him his place and role, and hence his fixed destination. Each 
stage traversed by the sexed infant is traversed in the realm of Law, of 
the codes of human assignment, communication and non-
communication; his 'satisfactions' bear the indelible and constitutive 
mark of the Law, of the claims of human Law, that, like all 

    4. Formally : for the Law of Culture, which is first introduced as language and 
whose first form is language, is not exhausted by language; its content is the real 
kinship structures and the determinate ideological formations in which the persons 
inscribed in these structures live their functions. It is not enough to know that the 
Western family is patriarchal and exogamic (kinship structures) -- we must also work 
out the ideological formations that govern paternity, maternity, conjugality and 
childhood: what are 'husband-and-wife-being', 'father-being', 'mother-being' and 
'child-being' in the modern world? A mass of research remains to be done on these 



ideological formations. This is a task for historical materialism.
    5. A branch of neuro-biology and one of psychology have been only too pleased to 
discover in Freud a theory of 'stages', and they have not hesitated to translate it 
directly and exhaustively into a theory of 'stadial growth', either neuro-biological or 
bio-neuro-psychological -- mechanically assigning to neuro-biological growth the role 
of an 'essence' for which the Freudian 'stages' are merely the 'phenomena' pure and 
simple. This perspective is nothing but a re-edition of the old theory of mechanical 
parallelism. This is directed particularly towards the disciples of Wallon, for Wallon 
himself did not take any notice of Freud. 
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law, cannot be 'ignored' by anyone, least of all by those ignorant of it, 
but may be evaded or violated by everyone, above all by its most faithful 
adherents. That is why any reduction of childhood traumas to a balance 
of 'biological frustrations' alone, is in principle erroneous, since the Law 
that covers them, as a Law, abstracts from all contents, exists and acts 
as a Law only in and by this abstraction, and the infant submits to this 
rule and receives it from his first breath.[6] This is the beginning, and has 
always been the beginning, even where there is no living father, of the 
official presence of the Father (who is Law), hence of the Order of the 
human signifier, i.e. of the Law of Culture: this discourse, the absolute 
precondition of any discourse, this discourse present at the top, i.e. 
absent in the depths, in all verbal discourse, the discourse of this Order, 
this discourse of the Other, of the great Third, which is this Order itself: 
the discourse of the unconscious. This gives us a hold, a conceptual hold 
on the unconscious, which is in each human being the absolute place 
where his particular discourse seeks its own place, seeks, misses, and in 
missing, finds its own 

    6. There is a risk that the theoretical scope of this formal condition may be 
misconstrued, if this is countered by citing the apparently biological concepts (libido, 
affects, instincts, desire) in which Freud thinks the 'content' of the unconscious. For 
example, when he says that the dream is a 'wish-fulfilment ' (Wunscherfüllung ). The 
sense here is the same as the sense in which Lacan opposes man's 'empty speech' to 
his 'full speech', as to the language of unconscious 'desire'. But only on the basis of 
this formal condition do these (apparently biological) concepts obtain their authentic 
meaning, or can this meaning be assigned and thought and a curative technique 
defined and applied. Desire, the basic category of the unconscious, is only intelligible 
in its specificity as the sole meaning of the discourse of the human subject's 
unconscious: the meaning that emerges in and through the 'play' of the signifying 
chain which makes up the discourse of the unconscious. As such, 'desire' is marked 
by the structure that commands human development. As such, desire is radically 
distinct from organic and essentially biological 'need'. There is no essential continuity 
between organic need and unconscious [cont. onto p. 213. -- DJR] desire, any more than 
there is between man's biological existence and his historical existence. Desire is 
determined in its ambiguous being (its 'failure-in-being' -- manque à être -- says 
Lacan) by the structure of the Order that imposes its mark on it and destines it for a 
placeless existence, the existence of repression, for its resources as well as for its 
disappointments. The specific reality of desire cannot be reached by way of organic 
need any more than the specific reality of historical existence can be reached by way 
of the biological existence of 'man'. On the contrary: just as it is the categories of 
history that allow us to define the specificity of man's historical existence, including 
some apparently purely biological determinations such as his 'needs' or demographic 
phenomena, by distinguishing his historical existence from a purely biological 



existence -- similarly, it is the essential categories of the unconscious that allow us to 
grasp and define the very meaning of desire by distinguishing it from the biological 
realities that support it (exactly as biological existence supports historical existence) 
but neither constitute, nor determine it. 
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place, its own anchor to its place, in the imposition, imposture, 
complicity and denegation of its own imaginary fascinations. 

    That in the Oedipal phase the sexed child becomes a sexual human 
child (man or woman) by testing its imaginary fantasms against the 
Symbolic, and if all 'goes well' finally becomes and accepts itself as what 
it is: a little boy or little girl among adults, with the rights of a child in 
this adult world, and, like all children, with the full right to become one 
day 'like daddy', i.e. a masculine human being with a wife (and no longer 
only a mother), or 'like mummy', i.e. a feminine human being with a 
husband (and not just a father) -- these things are only the destination 
of the long forced march towards human childhood. 

    That all the material of this ultimate drama is provided by a previously 
formed language, which, in the Oedipal phase, is centred and arranged 
wholly around the signifier phallus : the emblem of the Father, the 
emblem of right, of the Law, the fantasy image of all Right -- this may 
seem astonishing or arbitrary, but all psycho-analysts attest to it as a 
fact of experience. 
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    The last Oedipal stage, 'castration', shows us why. When the small 
boy lives and resolves the tragic and beneficial situation of castration, he 
accepts the fact that he has not the same Right (phallus) as his father, in 
particular, that he has not the same Right as his father over his mother, 
who is thereby revealed as endowed with the intolerable status of double 
use, mother for the small boy, wife for the father; but by accepting that 
he has not the same right as his father, he gains the assurance that one 
day, later on, when he grows up, he will get the right which is now 
refused him through his lack of 'means'. He has only a little right, which 
will grow big if he will grow big himself by taking care to 'mind his p's 
and q's' ('manger sa soupe '). For her part, when the little girl lives and 
assumes the tragic and beneficial situation of castration, she accepts 
that she has not the same right as her mother, and hence she doubly 
accepts that she has not the same right (phallus) as her father, since her 
mother has not this right (no phallus), although she is a woman, 
because she is a woman, and she simultaneously accepts that she has 
not the same right as her mother, i.e. that she is not yet a woman as her 
mother is. But she thereby gains in return her own small right: the right 
of a little girl, and the promise of a large right, the full right of a woman 
when she grows up, if she will grow up accepting the Law of Human 
Order, i.e. submitting to it if need be to deflect it -- by not minding her 



p's and q's 'properly'. 

    In either case, whether it be the moment of dual fascination of the 
Imaginary (1) or the (Oedipal) moment of the lived recognition of the 
insertion into the Symbolic Order (2), the whole dialectic of the transition 
in all its essential details is stamped by the seal of Human Order, of the 
Symbolic, for which linguistics provides us with the formal laws, i.e. the 
formal concept. 
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    Psycho-analytic theory can thus give us what makes each science no 
pure speculation but a science: the definition of the formal essence of its 
object, the precondition for any practical, technical application of it to its 
concrete objects. Thereby psycho-analytic theory escapes the classical 
idealist antinomies formulated by Politzer for example, when, while 
demanding of psycho-analysis (whose revolutionary theoretical scope he 
was the first in France to realize) that it be a science of the true 
'concrete', a 'concrete psychology', he attacked it for its abstractions : 
the unconscious, the Oedipus complex, the castration complex, etc. How, 
said Politzer, can psycho-analysis claim to be the science of the concrete 
it aims to be and could be, if it persists in abstractions which are merely 
the 'concrete' alienated in an abstract and metaphysical psychology? 
How can one reach the 'concrete' from such abstractions, from the 
abstract? In fact, no science can do without abstraction, even when, in 
its 'practice' (which is not, NB, the theoretical practice of that science but 
the practice of its concrete application ), it deals only with those peculiar 
and unique variants that constitute each individual 'drama'. As Lacan 
thinks them in Freud -- and Lacan thinks nothing but Freud's concepts, 
giving them the form of our scientificity, the only scientificity there can 
be -- the 'abstractions' of psycho-analysis are really the authentic 
scientific concepts of their object, insofar as, as concepts of their object, 
they contain within them the index, measure and basis for the necessity 
of their abstraction, i.e., the measure of their relation to the 'concrete', 
and hence of their specific relation to the concrete of their application, 
commonly called analytic practice (the cure). 

    So the Oedipal phase is not a hidden 'meaning ' which merely lacks 
consciousness or speech -- it is not a structure buried in the past that 
can always be restructured or surpassed by 'reactivating its meaning'; 
the Oedipus complex 
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is the dramatic structure, the 'theatrical machine'[7] imposed by the Law 
of Culture on every involuntary, conscripted candidate to humanity, a 
structure containing in itself not only the possibility of, but the necessity 
for the concrete variants in which it exists, for every individual who 
reaches its threshold, lives through it and survives it. In its application, 



in what is called its practice (the cure), psycho-analysis works on the 
concrete 'effects'[8] of these variants, i.e. on the modality of the specific 
and absolutely unique nexus in which the Oedipal transition was and is 
begun, completed, missed or eluded by some particular individual. These 
variants can be thought and known in their essence itself on the basis of 
the structure of the Oedipal invariant, precisely because this whole 
transition is marked from its beginnings in fascination, in its most 
'aberrant' as well as in its most 'normal' forms, by the Law of this 
structure, the ultimate form of access to the Symbolic within the Law of 
the Symbolic itself. 

    I know that these brief suggestions will not only appear to be, but are, 
summary and schematic; that a number of notions put forward here 
require extended development if they are to be justified and established. 
Even if their well-foundedness and the relations they bear to the set of 
notions that underly them were clarified, even if they were compared 
with the letter of Freud's analyses, they would pose their own problems 
in their turn: not only problems of 

    7. An expression of Lacan's ('machine '), referring to Freud ('ein anderes 
Schauspiel ' . . . 'Schauplatz '). From Politzer, who talks of 'drama' to Freud and 
Lacan who speak of theatre, stage, mise en scène, machinery, theatrical genre, 
metteur en scène, etc., there is all the distance between the spectator who takes 
himself for the theatre -- and the theatre itself.
    8. If this term 'effect' is examined in the context of a classical theory of causality, 
it reveals a conception of the continuing presence of the cause in its effects (cf. 
Spinoza). 
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conceptual formation, definition and clarification, but real, new problems, 
necessarily produced by the development of the work of theorization we 
have just discussed. For example, how can we rigorously formulate the 
relation between the formal structure of language, the absolute 
precondition for the existence and intelligibility of the unconscious, on 
the one hand, the concrete kinship structures on the other, and finally 
the concrete ideological formations in which the specific functions implied 
by the kinship structures (paternity, maternity, childhood) are lived? Is it 
conceivable that the historical variation of these latter structures 
(kinship, ideology) might materially affect some or other aspect of the 
instances isolated by Freud? Or again, to what extent may the simple 
definition of the object and location of Freud's discovery, rationally 
conceived, react on the disciplines from which it distinguished itself (such 
as psychology, social psychology, sociology), and raise for them 
questions as to the (often problematic) status of their objects? And 
selecting one more from among so many possible questions: what 
relations are there between analytic theory and 1. the historical 
preconditions of its appearance, and 2. the social preconditions of its 
application? 



    1. Who, then, was Freud, simultaneously the founder of analytic 
theory and the inaugurator, as Analyst number one, self-analysed, 
original Father, of the long line of practitioners who claim descent from 
him? 

    2. Who, then, are the psycho-analysts, who simultaneously (and as 
naturally as if it went without saying) accept Freudian theory, the 
didactic tradition that descends from Freud, and the social and economic 
conditions (the social status of their 'associations' which cling tightly to 
the status of medical corporations) under which they practice? To what 
extent do the historical origins and socio-economic con- 
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ditions of the practice of psycho-analysis react an analytical theory and 
technique? Most important of all, to what extent do the theoretical 
silence of psychoanalysts about these questions (for this is certainly the 
state of affairs) and the theoretical repression these problems meet with 
in the world of analysis, affect both analytic theory and analytical 
technique in their content itself? Cannot the eternal question of the 'end 
of analysis', among others, be related to this repression, i.e. to the non-
thoughtness of these problems which derive from an epistemological 
history of psycho-analysis and a social (and ideological) history of the 
world of analysis? 

    Here are a number of real questions, really posed, and they constitute 
immediately an equal number of fields of research. It may be that in the 
near future certain notions will emerge transformed from this test. 

    And this test is rooted in the test Freud, in his own field, applied to a 
particular legal, ethical and philosophical, i.e. definitively ideological, 
image of 'man', of the human 'subject'. Not in vain did Freud sometimes 
compare the critical reception of his discovery with the upheavals of the 
Copernican Revolution. Since Copernicus, we have known that the earth 
is not the 'centre' of the universe. Since Marx, we have known that the 
human subject, the economic, political or philosophical ego is not the 
'centre' of history and even, in opposition to the Philosophers of the 
Enlightenment and to Hegel, that history has no 'centre' but possesses a 
structure which has no necessary 'centre' except in ideological 
misrecognition. In turn, Freud has discovered for us that the real 
subject, the individual in his unique essence, has not the form of an ego, 
centred on the 'ego', on 'consciousness' or on 'existence' -- whether this 
is the existence of the for-itself, of the body-proper or of 'behaviour' -- 
that the human subject is de-centred, con- 
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stituted by a structure which has no 'centre' either, except in the 
imaginary misrecognition of the 'ego', i.e. in the ideological formations in 



which it 'recognizes' itself. 

    It must be clear that this has opened up one of the ways which may 
perhaps lead us some day to a better under standing of this structure of 
misrecognition, which is of particular concern for all investigations into 
ideology. 

January 1964 (corrected February 1969 )  
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A Letter on Art  
in Reply to André Daspre  

 
 



La Nouvelle Critique has sent me your letter.[1] I hope you will permit 
me, if not to reply to all the questions it poses, at least to add a few 
comments to yours in the line of your own reflections. 

    First of all, you should know that I am perfectly conscious of the very 
schematic character of my article on Humanism.[2] As you have noticed, 
it has the disadvantage that it gives a 'broad' idea of ideology without 
going into the analysis of details. As it does not mention art, I realize 
that it is possible to wonder whether art should or should not be ranked 
as such among ideologies, to be precise, whether art and ideology are 
one and the same thing. That, I feel, is how you have been tempted to 
interpret my silence. 

    The problem of the relations between art and ideology is a very 
complicated and difficult one. However, I can tell you in what directions 
our investigations tend. I do not rank real art among the ideologies, 
although art does have a quite particular and specific relationship with 
ideology. If you would like some idea of the initial elements of this thesis 
and the very complicated developments it promises, 

    1. See La Nouvelle Critique, no. 175, April 1966, pp. 136-41.
    2. La Nouvelle Critique, no. 164, March 1965; For Marx, pp. 242-7. 
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I advise you to read carefully the article Pierre Macherey has written on 
'Lenin as a critic of Tolstoy' in La Pensée, No. 121, 1965.[3] Of course, 
that article is only a beginning, but it does pose the problem of the 
relations between art and ideology and of the specificity of art. This is 
the direction in which we are working, and we hope to publish important 
studies on this subject in a few months time. 

    The article will also give you a first idea of the relationship between 
art and knowledge. Art (I mean authentic art, not works of an average or 
mediocre level) does not give us a knowledge in the strict sense, it 
therefore does not replace knowledge (in the modern sense: scientific 
knowledge), but what it gives us does nevertheless maintain a certain 
specific relationship with knowledge. This relationship is not one of 
identity but one of difference. Let me explain. I believe that the 
peculiarity of art is to 'make us see' (nous donner à voir ), 'make us 
perceive', 'make us feel' something which alludes to reality. If we take 
the case of the novel, Balzac or Solzhenitsyn, as you refer to them, they 
make us see, perceive (but not know ) something which alludes to 
reality. 

http://www.marx2mao.org/Other/FM65.html


    It is essential to take the words which make up this first provisional 
definition literally if we are to avoid lapsing into an identification of what 
art gives us and what science gives us. What art makes us see, and 
therefore gives to us in the form of 'seeing ', 'perceiving ' and 'feeling ' 
(which is not the form of knowing ), is the ideology from which it is born, 
in which it bathes, from which it detaches itself as art, and to which it 
alludes. Macherey has shown this very clearly in the case of Tolstoy, by 
extending Lenin's analyses. Balzac and Solzhenitsyn give us a 'view' of 
the ideology to which their work alludes and with which it is constantly 
fed, a view which presupposes a retreat, an internal distantiation 

    3. Now in Pierre Macherey, Pour une théorie de la production littéraire, Paris, 
1966, pp. 125-57. 
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from the very ideology from which their novels emerged. They make us 
'perceive' (but not know) in some sense from the inside, by an internal 
distance, the very ideology in which they are held. 

    These distinctions, which are not just shades of meaning but specific 
differences, should in principle enable us to resolve a number of 
problems. 

    First the problem of the 'relations' between art and science. Neither 
Balzac nor Solzhenitsyn gives us any knowledge of the world they 
describe, they only make us 'see', 'perceive' or 'feel' the reality of the 
ideology of that world. When we speak of ideology we should know that 
ideology slides into all human activity, that it is identical with the 'lived' 
experience of human existence itself: that is why the form in which we 
are 'made to see' ideology in great novels has as its content the 'lived' 
experience of individuals. This 'lived' experience is not a given, given by 
a pure 'reality', but the spontaneous 'lived experience' of ideology in its 
peculiar relationship to the real. This is an important comment, for it 
enables us to understand that art does not deal with a reality peculiar to 
itself, with a peculiar domain of reality in which it has a monopoly (as 
you tend to imply when you write that 'with art, knowledge becomes 
human', that the object of art is 'the individual'), whereas science deals 
with a different domain of reality (say, in opposition to 'lived experience' 
and the 'individual', the abstraction of structures). Ideology is also an 
object of science, the 'lived experience' is also an object of science, the 
'individual' is also an object of science. The real difference between art 
and science lies in the specific form in which they give us the same 
object in quite different ways: art in the form of 'seeing' and 'perceiving' 
or 'feeling', science in the form of knowledge (in the strict sense, by 
concepts). 
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    The same thing can be said in other terms. If Solzhenitsyn does 'make 
us see' the 'lived experience' (in the sense defined earlier) of the 'cult of 
personality' and its effects, in no way does he give us a knowledge of 
them: this knowledge is the conceptual knowledge of the complex 
mechanisms which eventually produce the 'lived experience' that 
Solzhenitsyn's novel discusses. If I wanted to use Spinoza's language 
again here, I could say that art makes us 'see' 'conclusions without 
premisses', whereas knowledge makes us penetrate into the mechanism 
which produces the 'conclusions' out of the 'premisses'. This is an 
important distinction, for it enables us to understand that a novel on the 
'cult', however profound, may draw attention to its 'lived' effects, but 
cannot give an understanding of it ; it may put the question of the 'cult' 
on the agenda, but it cannot define the means which will make it 
possible to remedy these effects. 

    In the same way, these few elementary principles perhaps enable us 
to point the direction from which we can hope for an answer to another 
question you pose: how is it that Balzac, despite his personal political 
options, 'makes us see' the 'lived experience' of capitalist society in a 
critical form? I do not believe one can say, as you do, that he 'was forced 
by the logic of his art to abandon certain of his political conceptions in 
his work as a novelist '. On the contrary, we know that Balzac never 
abandoned his political positions. We know even more: his peculiar, 
reactionary political positions played a decisive part in the production of 
the content of his work. This is certainly a paradox, but it is the case, 
and history provides us with a number of examples to which Marx drew 
our attention (on Balzac, I refer you to the article by R. Fayolle in the 
special 1965 number of Europe ). These are examples of a deformation 
of sense very commonly found in the dialectic of ideologies. See what 
Lenin says about Tolstoy (cf. Macherey's article): Tolstoy's personal 
ideological position is one component of the deep- 
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lying causes of the content of his work. The fact that the content of the 
work of Balzac and Tolstoy is 'detached' from their political ideology and 
in some way makes us 'see' it from the outside, makes us 'perceive' it by 
a distantiation inside that ideology, presupposes that ideology itself. It is 
certainly possible to say that it is an 'effect' of their art as novelists that 
it produces this distance inside their ideology, which makes us 'perceive' 
it, but it is not possible to say, as you do, that art 'has its own logic ' 
which 'made Balzac abandon his political conceptions '. On the contrary, 
only because he retained them could he produce his work, only because 
he stuck to his political ideology could he produce in it this internal 
'distance' which gives us a critical 'view' of it. 

    As you see, in order to answer most of the questions posed for us by 
the existence and specific nature of art, we are forced to produce an 
adequate (scientific) knowledge of the processes which produce the 
'aesthetic effect' of a work of art. In other words, in order to answer the 



question of the relationship between art and knowledge we must produce 
a knowledge of art. 

    You are conscious of this necessity. But you ought also to know that 
in this issue we still have a long way to go. The recognition (even the 
political recognition) of the existence and importance of art does not 
constitute a knowledge of art. I do not even think that it is possible to 
take as the beginnings of knowledge the texts you refer to,4or even 
Joliot Curie, quoted by Marcenac.5 To say a few words about the 
sentence attributed to Joliot-Curie, it contains a terminology 

    4. [Jean Marcenac, Elsa Triolet, Lukács, among others.
    5. [Jean Marcenac, Les Lettres Françaises, 1966. 'I have always regretted the fact 
that F. Joliot-Curie never pursued the project he suggested to me at the time of 
Eluard's death, the project of a comparative study of poetic creation and scientific 
creation, which he thought might eventually prove an identity in their procedures.'] 
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-- 'aesthetic creation, scientific creation ' -- a terminology which is 
certainly quite common, but one which in my opinion must be 
abandoned and replaced by another, in order to be able to pose the 
problem of the knowledge of art in the proper way. I know that the 
artist, and the art lover, spontaneously express themselves in terms of 
'creation', etc. It is a 'spontaneous' language, but we know from Marx 
and Lenin that every 'spontaneous' language is an ideological language, 
the vehicle of an ideology, here the ideology of art and of the activity 
productive of aesthetic effects. Like all knowledge, the knowledge of art 
presupposes a preliminary rupture with the language of ideological 
spontaneity and the constitution of a body of scientific concepts to 
replace it. It is essential to be conscious of the necessity for this rupture 
with ideology to be able to undertake the constitution of the edifice of a 
knowledge of art. 

    Here perhaps, is where I must express a sharp reservation about what 
you say. I am not perhaps speaking about exactly what you want or 
would like to say, but about what you actually do say. When you 
counterpose 'rigorous reflection on the concepts of Marxism ' to 
'something else ', in particular to what art gives us, I believe you are 
establishing a comparison which is either incomplete or illegitimate. 
Since art in fact provides us with something else other than science, 
there is not an opposition between them, but a difference. On the 
contrary, if it is a matter of knowing art, it is absolutely essential to 
begin with 'rigorous reflection on the basic concepts of Marxism ': there 
is no other way. And when I say, 'it is essential to begin . . .', it is not 
enough to say it, it is essential to do it. If not, it is easy to extricate 
oneself with a passing acknowledgement, like 'Althusser proposes to 
return to a rigorous study of Marxist theory. I agree that this is 
indispensable. But I do not believe that it is enough .' My response to 
this is the only real criticism: there is a way of 
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declaring an exigency 'indispensable' which consists precisely of 
dispensing with it, dispensing with a careful consideration of all its 
implications and consequences -- by the acknowledgement accorded it in 
order to move quickly on to 'something else'. Now I believe that the only 
way we can hope to reach a real knowledge of art, to go deeper into the 
specificity of the work of art, to know the mechanisms which produce the 
'aesthetic effect', is precisely to spend a long time and pay the greatest 
attention to the 'basic principles of Marxism ' and not to be in a hurry to 
'move on to something else', for if we move on too quickly to 'something 
else' we shall arrive not at a knowledge of art, but at an ideology of art: 
e.g., at the latent humanist ideology which may be induced by what you 
say about the relations between art and the 'human', and about artistic 
'creation', etc. 

    If we must turn (and this demands slow and arduous work) to the 
'basic principles of Marxism' in order to be able to pose correctly, in 
concepts which are not the ideological concepts of aesthetic spontaneity, 
but scientifc concepts adequate to their object, and thus necessarily new 
concepts, it is not in order to pass art silently by or to sacrifice it to 
science: it is quite simply in order to know it, and to give it its due. 

April 1966  
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Cremonini, Painter of the Abstract  

 
 

As I was standing in the hall at the Venice Biennale in which Cremonini[1] 
had exhibited some fine canvases, two Frenchmen came in, glanced 



David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Inquiry into the Conditions of Cultural
Change (Oxford; Blackwell, 1989), pp. 125-140.

8
Fordism

The symbolic initiation date of Fordism must, surely, be 1914, when Henry
Ford introduced his five-dollar, eight-hour day as recompense for workers
manning the automated car-assembly line he had established the year before at
Dearborn, Michigan. But the manner of general implantation of Fordism was
very much more complicated than that.

Ford's organizational and technological innovations were, in many respects,
a simple extension of well-established trends. The corporate form of business
organization, for example, had been perfected by the railroads throughout the
nineteenth century, and had already spread, particularly after the wave of
mergers, trust and cartel formation at the end of the century, to many industrial
sectors (one third of US manufacturing assets were subject to merger in the
years 1898-1902 alone). Ford likewise did little more than rationalize old
technologies and a pre-existing detail division of labour, though by flowing the
work to a stationary worker he achieved dramatic gains in productivity. F. W.
Taylor's The principles of scientific management - an influential tract which
described how labour productivity could be radically increased by breaking
down each labour process into component motions and organizing fragmented
work tasks according to rigorous standards of time and motion study - had, after
all, been published in 1911. And Taylor's thinking had a long ancestry, going
back via Gilbreth's experiments of the 1890s to the works of
mid-nineteenth-century writers like Ure and Babbage, which Marx had found so
revealing. The separation between management, conception, control, and
execution (and all that this meant in terms of hierarchical social relations and
de-skilling within the labour process) was also already well under way in many
industries. What was special about Ford (and what ultimately separates Fordism
from Taylorism), was his vision, his explicit recognition that mass pro-
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duction meant mass consumption, a new systern of the reproduction of tabour
power, a new politics of tabour control and management, a new aesthetics and
psychology, in short, a new kind of rationalizedi modernist, and populist
democratic society.

The Italian communist leader, Antonio Gramsci, languishing in one of
Mussolini's jails some two decades later, drew exactly that implication.
Americanism and Fordism, he noted in his Prison notebooks, amounted to 'the
biggest collective effort to date to create, with unprecedented speed, and with a
consciousness of purpose unmatched in history, a new type of worker and a new
type of man.' The new methods of work 'are inseparable from a specific mode of
living and of thinking and feeling life.' Questions of sexuality, the family, forms
of moral coercion, of consumerism, and of state action were, in Gramscl's view,
all bound up with the search to forge a particular kind of worker 'suited to the
new type of work and productive process.' Yet, even two decades after Ford's
opening gambit, Gramsci judged that 'this elaboration is still only in its initial
phase and therefore (apparently) idyllic.' Why, then, did it take so long for
Fordism to mature Into a fully-fledged regime of accumulation?

Ford believed that the new kind of society could be built simply through the
proper application of corporate power. The purpose of the five-dollar,
eight-hour day was only in part to secure worker cornpliance with the discipline
required to work the highly productive assembly-line system. It was
coincidentally meant to provide workers with sufficient income and leisure time
to consume the massproduced products the corporations were about to turn out
in ever vaster quantities. But this presumed that workers knew how to spend
their money properly. So in 1916, Ford sent an army of social workers into the
homes of his 'privileged' (and largely immigrant) workers to ensure that the I
new man' of mass production had the right kind of moral probity, family life,
and capacity for prudent (I.e. non-alcoholic) and 'rational' consumption to live
up to corporate needs and expectations. The experiment did not last too long,
but its very existence was a prescient signal of the deep social, psychological,
and political problems that Fordism was to pose.

So strongly did Ford believe in corporate power to regulate the economy as a
whole, that he increased wages with the onset of the great depression in the
belief that this would boost effective demand, revive the market, and restore
business confidence. But the coercive laws of competition proved too powerful
for even the mighty Ford, and he was forced to lay off workers and cut wages. It
took Roosevelt and the New Deal to try and save capitalism by doing through
state
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intervention what Ford had tried to do alone. Ford tried to pre-empt that
outcome in the 1930s by pushing hi.s workers to supply the greater part of their
own subsistence requirements. They ought, lie argued, to cultivate vegetables In
their spare tirne in their own gardens (a practice followed to great effect in
Britain during World War 11). In insisting that 'self-help is the only means of
combating the economic depression' Ford here reinforced the kind of controlled,
backto-the-land utopianism that characterized Frank Lloyd Wright's plans for
Broadacre City. But even here we can detect interesting signs of future
configurations, since it was the sLiburbanization and deconcentration of
population and industry (rather than the self-help) implicit in Wright's modernist
conception that was to become a major element in stimulating effective demand
for Ford's products in the long postwar boom after 1945.

How the Fordist system was put into place is, in fact, a long and complicated
story, stretching over nearly half a century. It depended on myriad individual,
corporate, institutional, and state decisions, many of them unwitting political
choices or knee-)erk responses to the crisis tendencies of capitalism, particularly
as manifest in the great depression of the 1930s. The subsequent war-time
mobilization also implied large-scale planning as well as thorough
rationalizations of the tabour process in spite of worker resistance to
assembly-line production and capitalist fears of centralized control. It was hard
for either capitalists or workers to refuse rationalizations which improved
efficiency at a time of all- out war effort. Furthermore, confusions of ideological
and intellectual practices complicated matters. Both left and right wings of the
political spectrum evolved their own version of rationalized state planning (with
all its modernist accoutrements) as a solution to the 'Its to which capitalism was
so plainly heir, particularly as manifest in the 1930s. This was the kind of
confused political and intellectual history that had Lenin lauding Taylorlst and
Fordist production technology while the unions in Western Europe refused it,
Le Corbusier appearing as an apostle of modernity while consorting with
authoritarian regimes (Mussolini for a while, and then the Vichy regime in
France), Ebenezer Howard forging utopian plans inspired by the anarchism of
Geddes and Kropotkin only to be appropriated by capitalist developers, and
Robert Moses beginning the century as a political 'progressive' (inspired by the
utopian socialism depicted in Edward Bellamy's Looking backwards) and
ending up as the 'power broker' who 'took the meat axe' to the Bronx in the
name of the autornobilization of America (see, e.g. Caro, 1974).

There were, it seems, two major impediments to the spread of
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Fordism in the inter-war years. To begin with, the state of class relations
throughout the capitalist world was hardly conducive to the easy acceptance of a
production system that rested so heavily upon the socialization of the worker to
long hours of purely routinized labour, demanding little in the way of traditional
craft skills, and conceding almost negligible control to the worker over the
design, pace, and scheduling of the production process. Ford had relied almost
exclusively on immigrant labour to set up his assembly-line production system,
but the immigrants learned, and native American workers were hostile. The
turnover in Ford's labour force proved impressively high. Taylorism was
likewise fiercely resisted in the 1920s, and some commentators, such as Richard
Edwards (1979), insist that worker opposition roundly defeated the implantation
of such techniques in most industries, in spite of capitalist domination of labour
markets, the continued flow of immigrant labour, and the capacity to mobilize
labour reserves from rural (and sometimes black) America. In the rest of the
capitalist world, labour organization and craft traditions were simply too strong,
and immigration too weak, to permit Fordism or Taylorism any easy purchase
on production, even though the general principles of scientific management
were widely accepted and applied. In this regard, Henri Fayol's Administration
industrielle et générale (published in 1916) proved a much more influential text
in Europe than did Taylor's. With its emphasis upon organizational structures
and hierarchical ordering of authority and information flow, it gave rise to a
rather different version of rationalized management compared to Taylor's
preoccupation with simplifying the horizontal flow of production processes.
Mass production assembly-line technology, spottily implanted in the United
States, was very weakly developed in Europe before the mid-1930s. The
European car industry, with the exception of Fiat's plant in Turin, remained for
the most part a highly skilled craft industry (though corporately organized)
producing up-market cars for elite consumers, and was only lightly touched by
assembly-line procedures for the mass production of cheaper models before
World War II. It took a major revolution in class relations - a revolution that
began in the 1930s but which came to fruition only in the 1950s - to
accommodate the spread of Fordism to Europe.

The second major barrier to be overcome lay in the modes and mechanisms
of state intervention. A new mode of regulation had to be devised to match the
requirements of Fordist production and it took the shock of savage depression
and the near-collapse of capitalism in the 1930s to push capitalist societies to
some new conception of how state powers should be conceived of and
deployed. The crisis
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appeared fundamentally as a lack of effective demand for product, and it was in
those terms that the search for solutions began. With the benefit of hindsight, of
course, we can more clearly see all of the dangers posed by national socialist
movements. But in the light of the evident failure of democratic governments to
do anything other than seem to compound the difficulties of an across-the-board
economic collapse, it is not hard to see the attraction of a political solution in
which workers were disciplined to new and more efficient production systems,
and excess capacity was absorbed in part through productive expenditures on
much needed infrastructures for both production and consumption (the other
part being allocated to wasteful military expenditures). Not a few politicians and
intellectuals (I cite the economist Schumpeter as an example) thought the kinds
of solutions being explored in Japan, Italy, and Germany in the 1930s (stripped
of their appeals to mythology, militarism, and racism) were along the right lines,
and supported Roosevelt's New Deal because they saw it precisely in that light.
The democratic stasis of the 1920s (albeit class-bound) had to be overcome,
many agreed, by a modicum of state authoritarianism and interventionism, for
which very little precedent (save that of Japan's industrialization, or the
Bonapartist interventions of Second Empire France) could be found.
Disillusioned by the inability of democratic governments to undertake what he
considered essential tasks of modernization, Le Corbusier turned first to
syndicalism, and later to authoritarian regimes, as the only political forms
capable of facing up to the crisis. The problem, as an economist like Keynes
saw it, was to arrive at a set of scientific managerial strategies and state powers
that would stabilize capitalism, while avoiding the evident repressions and
irrationalities, all the warmongering and narrow nationalism that national
socialist solutions implied. It Is in such a context of confusion that we have to
understand the highly diversified attempts within different nation states to arrive
at pol 'tical, institutional and social arrangements that could accommodate the
chronic mcapacities of capitalism to regulate the essential conditions for its own
reproduction.

The problem of the proper configuration and deployment of state powers
was resolved only after 1945. This brought Fordism to maturity as a
fully-fledged and distinctive regime of accumulation. As such, it then formed
the basis for a long postwar boom that stayed broadly intact until 1973. During
that period, capitalism in the advanced capitalist countries achieved strong but
relatively stable rates of ecQnomic growth (see figure 2.1 and table 2.1). Living
standards rose'(figure 2.2), crisis tendencies were contained, rnass democracy
was preserved and the threat of inter-capitalist wars kept remote.
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Fordism became firmly connected with Keynesianism, and capitalism indulged
in a splurge of internationalist world-wide expansions that drew a host of de-
colonized nations into its net. How such a system
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came to be is a dramatic story that deserves at least cursory scrutiny if we are
better to understand the transitions that have occurred since 1973.

The postwar period saw the rise of a series of industries based on technologies
that had matured in the inter-war years and been pushed to new extremes of
rationalization in World War 11. Cars, shipbuilding, and transport equipment,
steel, petrochemicals, rubber, consumer electrical goods, and construction
became the propulsive engines of economic growth, focused on a series of
grand production regions in the world economy - the Midwest of the United
States, the Ruhr- Rhinelands, the West Midlands of Britain, the
TokyoYokohama production region. The privileged workforces in these regions
formed one pillar of a rapidly expanding effective demand. The other pillar
rested on state-sponsored reconstruction of wartorn economies, suburbanization
particularly in the United States, urban renewal, geographical expansion of
transport and communications systems, and infrastructural development both
within and outside the advanced capitalist world. Co-ordinated by way of
interlinked financial centres - with the United States and New York at the apex
of the hierarchy - these core regions of the world economy drew in massive
supplies of raw materials from the rest of the noncommunist world, and reached
out to dominate an increasingly homogeneous mass world market with their
products.

The phenomenal growth that occurred in the postwar boom depended,
however, on a series of compromises and repositionings on the part of the major
actors in the capitalist development process. The state had to take on new
(Keynesian) roles and build new
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institutional powers; corporate capital had to trim its sails in certain respects in
order to move more smoothly in the track of secure profitability; and organized
labour had to take on new roles and functions with respect to performance in
labour markets and in production processes. The tense but nevertheless firm
balance of power that prevailed between organized labour, large corporate
capital, and the nation state, and which formed the power basis for the postwar
boom, was not arrived at by accident. It was the outcome of years of struggle.

The defeat of the resurgent radical working-class movements of the
immediate postwar period, for example, prepared the political ground for the
kinds of labour control and compromise that made Fordism possible.
Armstrong, Glyn, and Harrison (1984, chapter 4) provide a detailed account of
how the attack upon traditional (craftoriented) and radical forms of labour
organizing was mounted both in the occupied territories of Japan, West
Germany, and Italy and in the supposedly 'free' territories of Britain, France, and
the Low Countries. In the United States, where the Wagner Act of 1933 had
given the unions power in the market place (with explicit recognition that
collective bargaining rights were essential to the resolution of the effective
demand problem) in return for sacrificing powers in the realm of production, the
unions found themselves under virulent attack in the postwar years for
communist infiltration, and were ultimately brought under strict legal discipline
through the TaftHartley Act of 1952 (an act put through at the height of the
McCarthylte period) (Tomlins, 1985). With their principal adversary under
control, capitalist class interests could resolve what Gramsci earlier called the
problem of 'hegemony' and establish a seemingly new basis for those class
relations conducive to Fordism.

How deeply these new class relations penetrated is a matter of some dispute
and in any case evidently varied a great deal from one country or even region to
another. In the United States, for example, the unions won considerable power
In the sphere of collective bargaining in the mass- production industries of the
Midwest and NorthEast, preserved some shop-floor control over job
specifications, security and promotions, and wielded an important (though never
determinant) political power over such matters as social security benefits, the
minimum wage, and other facets of social policy. But they acquired and
maintained these rights in return for adopting a collaborative stance with respect
to Fordist production techniques and cognate corporate strategies to increase
productivity. Burawoy, in his Manufacturing consent, illustrates how deeply
co-operative sentiments ran within the work-force, though modified by all kinds
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of 'games' of resistance to any excessive incursions of capitalist power on the
shop floor (with respect, for example, to the pace of work). He thus broadly
confirms with American data the profile of the co-operation stance of The
affluent worker compiled by Goldthorpe in Britain. Yet there has been a
sufficient record of sudden eruptions of discontent, even among affluent
workers (in, for example, the General Motors plant at Lordstown shortly after It
opened, or among the affluent car workers that Goldthorpe studied) to suggest
that this may be more of a surface adaptation than a total reconstruction of
worker attitudes with respect to assembly-line production. The perpetual
problem of habituating the worker to such routinized, deskilled and degraded
systems of work, as Braverman (1974) forcefully argues , can never be
completely overcome. Nevertheless, bureau cratized trade union organizations
were increasingly corralled (sometimes through the exercise of repressive state
power) into the corner of swapping real wage gains for co-operation in
disciplining workers to the Fordist production system.

The roles of the other partners in the general, if often tacit, social contract that
reigned over the postwar boom were similarly well defined. Large corporate
power was deployed to assure steady growth In investments that enhanced
productivity, guaranteed growth, and raised living standards while ensuring a
stable basis for gaining profits. This implied a corporate commitment to steady
but powerful proceSscs of technological change, mass fixed capital investment,
growth of managerial expertise in both production and marketing, and the
mobilization of economies of scale through standardization of product. The
strong centralization of capital that had been such a conspicuous feature of US
capitalism since 1900 allowed the curbing of inter-capitalist competition within
an all- powerful US economy and the emergence of oligopolistic and monopoly
pricing and planning practices. Scientific management of all facets of corporate
activity (not only production, but also personnel relations, on-the-job training,
marketing, product design, pricing strategies, planned obsolescence of
equipment and product) became the hallmark of bureaucratic corporate
rationality. The decisions of corporations became hegemonic in defining the
paths of mass consumption growth, presuming, of course, that the other two
partners in the grand coalition did whatever was neces,sary to keep effective
demand at levels sufficient to absorb the steady growth of capitalist output. The
massing of workers in large- scale factories always posed, however, the threat of
stronger labour organization and enhanced working-class power -hence the
importance of the political attack upon radical elements within the labour
movement after 1945. Nevertheless, corporations
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grudgingly accepted union power, particularly when the unions undertook to
control their membership and collaborate with management In plans to raise
productivity in return for wage gains that stimulated effective demand in the
way that Ford had originally envisaged.

The state, for its part, assumed a variety of obligations. To the degree that
mass production requiring heavy investment In fixed capital in turn required
relatively stable demand conditions to be profitable, so the state strove to curb
business cycles through an appropriate mix of fiscal and monetary policies in
the postwar period. Such policies were directed towards those areas of public
investment - in sectors like transportation, public utilities, etc. - that were vital
to the growth of both mass production and mass consumption, and which would
also guarantee relatively full employment. Governments likewise moved to
provide a strong underpinning to the social wage through expenditures covering
social security, health care, education, housing, and the like. In addition, state
power was deployed, either directly or indirectly, to affect wage agreements and
the rights of workers in production.

The forms of state interventionism varied greatly across the advanced
capitalist countries. Table 2.2 illustrates, for example, the variety of postures
taken by different governments in Western Europe in relation to wage contract
regotiations. Similar qualitative as well as quantitative differences can be found
in the patterning of public expenditures, the organization of welfare systems
(kept very much within the corporation in the Japanese case, for example), and
the degree of active as opposed to tacit state involvement in economic
decisions. Patterns of labour unrest, shop-floor organizing and union activism
likewise varied considerably from state to state (Lash and Urry, 1987). But what
is remarkable is the way in which national governments of quite different
ideological complexions - Gaullist in France, the Labour Party in Britain,
Christian Democrats in West Germany, etc. - engineered both stable economic
growth and rising material living standards through a mix of welfare statism,
Keynesian economic management, and control over wage relations. Fordism
depended, evidently, upon the nation state taking - much as Gramsci predicted -
a very special role within the overall system of social regulation.

Postwar Fordism has to be seen, therefore, less as a mere system of mass
production and more as a total way of life. Mass production meant
standardization of product as well as mass consumption; and that meant a whole
new aesthetic and a commodification of culture that many neo-conservatives,
such as Daniel Bell, were later to see as



136 Political-economic capitalist transformation

detrimental to the preservation of the work ethic and other supposed capitalist
virtues. Fordism also built upon and contributed to the aesthetic of modernism -
particularly the latter's penchant for functionality and efficiency - in very
explicit ways, while the forms of state interventionism (guided by principles of
bureaucratic- technical rationality), and the configuration of political power that
gave the system its coherence, rested on notions of a mass economic democracy
welded together through a balance of special-interest forces.

Postwar Fordism was also very much an international affair. The long
postwar boom was crucially dependent upon a massive expansion of world trade
and international investment flows. Slow to develop outside the United States
before 1939, Fordism became more firmly implanted in both Europe and Japan
after 1940 as part of the war effort. It was consolidated and expanded in the
postwar period, either directly through policies imposed in the occupation
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(or, more paradoxically, in the French case, because the communist led unions
saw Fordism as the only way to assure national economic autonomy in the face
of the American challenge) or Indirectly through the Marshall Plan and
subsequent US direct investment. The latter, which had sputtered along in the
inter-war years as US corporations sought market outlets overseas to overcome
the limits of internal effective demand, sprang to life after 1945. This opening
up of foreign investment (chiefly in Europe) and trade permitted surplus
productive capacity in the United States to be absorbed elsewhere, while the
progress of Fordism internationally meant the formation of global mass markets
and the absorption of the mass of tile world's population, outside the communist
world, into the global dynamics of a new kind of capitalism. Furthermore,
uneven development within the world economy meant the experience of already
muted business cycles as so many local and broadly compensating oscillations
within a fairly stable growth of world demand. At the input end, the opening up
of foreign trade meant the globalization of the supply of often cheaper raw
materials (particularly energy supplies). The new internationalism also brought a
whole host of other activities in its wake - banking, insurance, services, hotels,
airports, and ultimately tourism. It carried with it a new international culture and
relied heavily upon new-found capacities to gather, evaluate, and disseminate
information.

All of this was secured under the hegemonic umbrella of the United States'
financial and economic power backed by military domination. The Bretton
Woods agreement of 1944 turned the dollar into the world's reserve currency
and tied the world's economic development firmly into US fiscal and monetary
policy. The United States acted as the world's banker in return for an opening up
of the world's commodity and capital markets to the power of the large
corporations. Under this umbrella, Fordism spread unevenly as each state
sought its own mode of management of labour relations, monetary and fiscal
policy, welfare and public investment strategies, limited internally only by the
state of class relations and externally only by its hierarchical position in the
world economy and by the fixed exchange rate against the dollar. The
international spread of Fordism occurred, therefore, within a particular frame of
international political -economic regulation and a geopolitical configuration in
which the United States dominated through a very distinctive system of military
alliances and power relations.

Not everyone was included in the benefits of Fordism, and there were, to be
sure, abundant signs of discontent even at the system's apogee. To begin with,
Fordist wage bargaining was confined to certain sectors of the economy and
certain nation states where stable
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demand growth could be matched by large-scale Investment in massproduction
technology. Other sectors of high risk production still depended on low wages
and weak job security. And even Fordist sectors could rest upon a non-Fordist
base of sub-contracting. Labour markets therefore tended to divide into what
O'Connor (1973) called a'monopoly' sector, and a much more diverse
'competitive' sector in which labour was far from privileged. The resultant
inequalities produced serious social tensions and strong social movements on
the part of the excluded - movements that were compounded by the way in
which race, gender, and ethnicity often determined who had access to privileged
employment and who did not. The inequalities were particularly hard to sustain
in the face of rising expectations, fed in 'part by all the artifice applied to
need-creation and the production of a new kind of consumerist society. Denied
access to privileged work in mass production, large segments of the workforce
were equally denied access to the much-touted joys of mass consumption. This
was a sure formula for discontent. The civil rights movement in the United
States spilled over into a revolutionary rage that shook the inner cities. The
surge of women into low-paying jobs was accompanied by an equally vigorous
feminist movement. And the shock of discovery of awesome poverty in the
midst of growing affluence (as exposed in Michael Harrington's The other
America) spawned strong counter-movements of discontent with the supposed
benefits of Fordism.

While the division between a predominantly white, male, and highly
unionized work-force and the rest' was useful in some ways from the standpoint
of labour control, it also had its drawbacks. It meant a rigidity in labour markets
that made it hard to re-allocate labour from one line of production to another.
The exclusionary power of the unions strengthened their capacity to resist
de-skilling, authoritarianism, hierarchy, and loss of control in the workplace.
The penchant for using those powers depended on political traditions, modes of
organization (the shop steward movement in Britain being particularly
powerful), and the willingness of workers to trade in their rights in production
for greater market power. Labour struggles did not disappear, as unions often
found themselves forced to respond to grass-roots discontent. But the unions
also found themselves increasingly under attack from the outside, from
excluded minorities, women and the underprivileged. To the degree they served
their members' narrow interests and dropped more radical socialist concerns,
they were in danger of being reduced in the public eye to fragmented
special-interest groups pursuing self-serving rather than general aims.
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The state bore the brunt of the increasing discontent, sometimes culminating
In civil disorders on the part of the excluded. At the very minimum the state had
to try and guarantee some kind of adequate social wage for all, or to engage
in redistributive policies or legal actions that would actively remedy the
inequalities, address the relative impoverishment and lack of inclusion of
minorities. Increasingly, the legitimation of state power depended on the ability
to spread the benefits of Fordism over all and to find ways to deliver adequate
health care, housing and educational services on a massive scale but in a
humane and caring way. Qualitative failures on that score were the butt of
innumerable criticisms, but in the end it was probably the quantitative failure
that provoked the most serious dilemmas. The ability to provide collective
goods depended upon continuous acceleration in the productivity of labour in
the corporate sector. Only in that way could Keynesian welfare statism be made
fiscally viable.

On the consumer side, there was more than a little criticism of the blandness
of the quality of life under a regime of standardized mass consumption. The
quality of service provision through a nondiscriminating system of state
administration (based on technicalscientific bureaucratic rationality) also came
in for heavy criticism. Fordism and Keynesian state managerialism became
associated with an austere functionalist aesthetic (high modernism) in the field
of rationalized design. The critics of suburban blandness and downtown
monolithic monumentality (like Jane Jacobs) became, as we have seen, a
vociferous minority that articulated a whole host of cultural discontents. The
counter-cultural critiques and practices of the 1960s therefore paralleled
movements of the excluded minorities and the critique of depersonalized
bureaucratic rationality. All these threads of opposition began to fuse into a
strong cultural -political movement at the very moment when Fordism as an
economic system appeared to be at its apogee.

To this must be added all the Third World discontents at a modernization
process that promised development, emancipation from want, and full
integration into Fordism, but which delivered destruction of local cultures,
much oppression, and various forms of capitalist domination in return for rather
meagre gains in living standards and services (e.g. public health) for any except
a very affluent indigenous elite that chose to collaborate actively with
international capital. Movements towards national liberation - sometimes
socialist but more often bourgeois -nationalist - focused many of these
discontents in ways that sometimes appeared quite threatening to global
Fordism. The geopolitical hegemony of the United States was
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threatened and the USA, which began the postwar era by using anticommunism
and militarism as a vehicle for geopolitical and economic stabilization, soon
found itself facing the problem of 'guns or butter' in its own fiscal economic
policy.

But in spite of all the discontents and all the manifest tensions, the
centrepieces of the Fordist regime held firm at least until 1973, and in the
process did indeed manage ' to keep 'a postwar boom intact that favoured
unionized labour, and to some degree spread the 'benefits' of mass production
and consumption even further afield. Material living standards rose for the mass
of the population in the advanced capitalist countries, and a relatively stable
environment for corporate profits prevailed. It was not until the sharp recession
of 1973 shattered that framework that a process of rapid, and as yet not well
understood, transition in the regime of accumulation began.
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From Fordism to flexible
accumulation

In retrospect, it seems there were signs of serious problems within Fordism as early
as the mid-1960s. By then, the West European and Japanese recoveries were
complete, their internal market saturated, and the drive to create export markets for
their surplus output had to begin (figure 2.3). And this occurred at the very moment
when the success of Fordist rationalization meant the relative displacement of more
and more workers from manufacturing. The consequent slackening of effective
demand was offset in the United States by the war on poverty and the war in
Vietnam. But declining corporate productivity and profitability after 1966 (figure
2.4) meant the beginnings of a fiscal problem in the United States that would not go
away except at the price of an acceleration in inflation, which began to undermine
the role of the dollar as a stable international reserve currency. The formation of the
Eurodollar market, and the credit crunch of 1966-7, were indeed prescient signals of
the United States' diminished power to regulate the international financial system. It
was at about this time too that import substitution policies in many Third World
countries (particularly Latin America), coupled with the first big push by
multinationals into offshore manufacturing (particularly in South-East Asia),
brought a wave of competitive Fordist industrialization to entirely new
environments, where the social contract with labour was either weakly enforced or
nonexistent. International competition thereafter intensified as Western Europe and
Japan, joined by a whole host of newly industrializing countries, challenged United
States hegemony within Fordism to the point where the Bretton Woods agreement
cracked and the dollar was devalued. Floating and often highly volatile exchange
rates thereafter replaced the fixed exchange rates of the postwar boom (figure 2.5).

More generally, the period from 1965 to 1973 was one in which the
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inability of Fordism and Keynesianism to contain the inherent contradictions of
capitalism became more and more apparent. On the surface, these difficulties could
best be captured by one word: rigidity. There were problems with the rigidity of
long-term and large-scale fixed capital investments in mass-production systems that
precluded much flexibility of design and presumed stable growth in invariant
consumer markets. There were problems of rigidities in labour markets, labour
allocation, and in labour contracts (especially in the so-called 'monopoly' sector).
And any attempt to overcome these rigidities ran into the seemingly immovable
force of deeply entrenched working-class power - hence the strike waves and labour
disruptions of the period 1968-72. The rigidities of state commitments also became
more serious as entitlement programmes (social security, pension rights, etc.) grew
under pressure to keep legitimacy at a time when rigidities in production restricted
any expansion in the fiscal basis for state expenditures. The only tool of flexible
response lay in monetary policy, in the capacity to print money at whatever rate
appeared necessary to keep the economy stable. And so began the inflationary wave
that was eventually to sink the postwar boom. Behind all these specific rigidities lay
a rather unwieldy and seemingly fixed configuration of political power and
reciprocal relations that bound big labour, big capital, and big government into what
increasingly appeared as a dysfunctional embrace of such narrowly defined vested
interests as to undermine rather than secure capital accumulation.
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The momentum of the postwar boom was maintained through the period 1969-73
by an extraordinarily loose monetary policy on the part of both the United States
and Britain. The capitalist world was awash with excess funds, and with few
diminished productive outlets for investment, that meant strong inflation. The
attempt to put a brake on rising inflation in 1973 exposed a lot of excess capacity in
Western economies, triggering first of all a world-wide crash in property markets
(see figure 2.6) and severe difficulties for financial institutions. To that were added
the effects of OPEC's decision to raise oil prices, and the Arab decision to embargo
oil exports to the West in the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. This (1) changed the relative
cost of energy inputs dramatically, and pushed all segments of the economy to seek
out ways to economize on energy use through technological and organizational
change, and (2) led to a recycling problem of surplus petro-dollars, that exacerbated
the already brewing instability in the world's financial markets. The strong deflation
of 1973-5 further indicated that state finances were overextended in relation to
resources, creating a deep fiscal and legitimation crisis. The technical bankruptcy of
New York City in 1975 - with one of the largest public budgets in the world - was
illustrative of the seriousness of the problem. At the same time, corporations found
themselves with a lot of unusable excess capacity (chiefly idle plant and equipment)
under conditions of intensifying competition (figure 2.7). This forced them into a
period of rationalization, restructuring, and intensification of labour control (if they
could overcome or bypass union power). Technological change, automation, the
search for new product lines and market niches, geographical dispersal to zones of
easier labour control, mergers, and steps to acccelerate the turnover time of their
capital surged to the fore of corporate strategies for survival under general
conditions of deflation.

The sharp recession of 1973, exacerbated by the oil shock evidently shook the
capitalist world out of the suffocating torpor of 'stagflation' (stagnant output of
goods and high inflation of prices), and set in motion a whole set of processes that
undermined the Fordist compromise. The 1970s and 1980s have consequently been
a troubled period of economic restructuring and social and political readjustment
(figure 2.8) . In the social space created by all this flux and uncertainty, a series of
novel experiments in the realms of industrial organization as well as in political and
social life have begun to take shape. These experiments may represent the early
stirrings of the passage to an entirely new regime of accumulation, coupled with a
quite I different system of political and social regulation.
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Flexible accumulation, as I shall tentatively call it, is marked by a direct
confrontation with the rigidities of Fordism. It rests on flexibility with respect to
labour processes, labour markets, products, and patterns of consumption. It is
characterized by the emergence of entirely new sectors of production, new ways of
providing financial services, new markets, and, above all, greatly intensified rates of
commercial, technological, and organizational innovation. It has entrained rapid
shifts in the patterning of uneven development, both between sectors and between
geographical regions, giving rise, for example, to a vast surge in so-called
'service-sector' employment as well as to entirely new industrial ensembles in
hitherto underdeveloped regions (such as the 'Third Italy', Flanders, the various
silicon valleys and glens, to say nothing of the vast profusion of activities in newly
industrializing countries). It has also entailed a new round of what I shall call
'time-space compression' (see Part 111) in the capitalist world - the time horizons of
both private and public decision-making have shrunk, while satellite
communication and declining transport costs have made it increasingly possible to
spread those decisions immediately over an ever wider and variegated space.

These enhanced powers of flexibility and mobility have allowed employers to
exert stronger pressures of labour control on a workforce in any case weakened by
two savage bouts of deflation, that saw unemployment rise to unprecedented
postwar levels in advanced capitalist countries (save, perhaps, Japan). Organized
labour was undercut by the reconstruction of foci of flexible accumulation in
regions lacking previous industrial traditions, and by the importation back into the
older centres of the regressive norms and practices established in these new areas.
Flexible accumulation appears to imply relatively high levels of 'structural' (as
opposed to 'frictional')
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Figure 2.9 (a) Index of non-farm hourly earnings, (b) percentage unemployed, (c)
percentage of jobless receiving unemployment benefits and (d) median family
incomes in the USA, 1974-1987 (Sources: Bureau of Labor Statistics and Economic
Reports to the President)
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unemployment, rapid destruction and reconstruction of skills, modest (if any) gains
in the real wage, (see figures 2.2 and 2.9) and the rollback of trade union power -
one of the political pillars of the Fordist regime.

The labour market has, for example, undergone a radical restructuring. Faced with
strong market volatility, heightened competition, and narrowing profit margins,
employers have taken advantage of weakened union power and the pools of surplus
(unemployed or underemployed) labourers to push for much more flexible work
regimes and labour contracts. It is hard to get a clear overall picture, because the
very purpose of such flexibility is to satisfy the often highly specific needs of each
firm. Even for regular employers, systems such as 'nine-day fortnights,' or work
schedules that average a forty-hour week over the year but oblige the employee to
work much longer at periods of peak demand, and compensate with shorter hours at
periods of Slack, are becoming much more common. But more important has been
the apparent move away from regular employment towards increasing reliance upon
part-time, temporary or sub-contracted work arrangements.

The result is a labour market structure of the sort depicted in figure 2.10, taken, as
are the following quotations, from the Institute of Personnel Management's Flexible
Patterns of work (1986). The core - a steadily shrinking group according to
accounts emanating from both sides of the Atlantic - is made up of employees 'with
full time, permanent status and is central to the long term future of the organization.'
Enjoying greater job security, good promotion and reskilling prospects, and
relatively generous pension, insurance, and other fringe benefit rights, this group is
nevertheless expected to be adaptable, flexible, and if necessary geographically
mobile. The potential costs of laying off core employees in time of difficulty may,
however, lead a company to sub-contract even high level functions (varying from
design to advertising and financial management), leaving the core group of
managers relatively small. The periphery encompasses two rather different
sub-groups. The first consists of 'full-time employees with skills that are readily
available in the labour market, such as clerical, secretarial, routine and lesser skilled
manual work.' With less access to career opportunities, this group tends to be
characterized by high labour turnover 'which makes work force reductions relatively
easy by natural wastage.' The second peripheral group , provides even greater
numerical flexibility and includes part-timers, casuals, fixed term contract staff,
temporaries, sub-contractors and public subsidy trainees, with even less job security
than the first peripheral group.' All the evidence points to a very



From Fordism to flexible accumulation 151

significant growth in this category of employees in the last few years.
Such flexible employment arrangements do not by themselves engender strong

worker dissatisfaction, since flexibility can sometimes be mutually beneficial. But
the aggregate effects, when looked at from the standpoint of insurance coverage and
pension rights, as well as wage levels and job security, by no means appear positive
from the standpoint of the working population as a whole. The most radical shift
has been either towards increased sub-contracting (70 per cent of British firms
surveyed by the National Economic Development Council reported an increase in
sub-contracting between



152 Political-economic capitalist transformation

1982 and 1985) or towards temporary rather than part-time work. This follows a
long-established pattern in Japan where, even under Fordism, small business
sub-contracting acted as a buffer to protect large corporations from the cost of
market fluctuations. The current trend in labour markets is to reduce the number of
'core' workers and to rely increasingly upon a work force that can quickly be taken
on board and equally quickly and costlessly be laid off when times get bad. In
Britain, 'flexible wokers' increased by 16 per cent to 8.1 million between 1981 and
1985 while permanent jobs decreased by 6 per cent to 15.6 million (Financial
Times, 27 February 1987). Over roughly the same time period, nearly one third of
the ten million new jobs created in the USA were thought to be in the 'temporary'
category (New York Times, 17 March 1988).

This has not, evidently, changed very radically the problems that arose in the
1960s of segmented or 'dual' labour markets, but has reshaped them according to a
rather different logic. While it is true that the declining significance of union power
has reduced the singular power of white male workers in monopoly sector markets,
it does not follow that those excluded from those labour markets, such as blacks,
women, ethnic minorities of all kinds, have achieved sudden parity (except in the
sense that many traditionally privileged white male workers have been marginalized
alongside them). While some women and some minorities have gained access to
more privileged positions, the new labour market conditions have for the most part
re-emphasized the vulnerability of disadvantaged groups (as we shall shortly see in
the case of women).

The transformation in labour market structure has been paralleled by equally
important shifts in industrial organization. Organized sub-contracting, for example,
opens up opportunities for small business formation, and in some instances permits
older systems of domestic, artisanal, familial (patriarchal), and paternalistic ('god-
father', 'guv'nor' or even mafia-like) labour systems to revive and flourish as
centrepieces rather than as appendages of the production system. The revival of
'sweatshop' forms of production in cities such as New York and Los Angeles, Paris
and London, became a matter for commentary in the mid-1970s and has proliferated
rather than shrunk during the 1980s. The rapid growth of 'black,' 'informal,' or
'underground' economies has also been documented throughout the advanced
capitalist world, leading some to suggest that there is a growing convergence
between 'third world' and advanced capitalist labour systems. Yet the rise of new
and the revival of older forms of industrial organization (often dominated by new
immigrant groups in large cities, such as the Filipinos, South Koreans, Vietnamese,
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and Taiwanese in Los Angeles, or the Bangladeshis and Indians in East London)
represents rather different things in different places. Sometimes it indicates the
emergence of new survival strategies for the unemployed or wholly discriminated
against (such as Haitian immigrants in Miami or New York), while in others it is
more simply immigrant groups looking for an entry into a capitalist system,
organized tax-dodging, or the attraction of high profit from illegal trade that lies at
its basis. But in all such cases, the effect is to transform,the mode of labour control
and employment.

Working-class forms of organization (such as the trade unions), for example,
depended heavily upon the massing of workers within the factory for their viability,
and find it peculiarly difficult to gain any purchase within family and domestic
labour systems. Paternalistic systems are dangerous territories for labour organizing
because they are more likely to corrupt union power (if it is present) than union
power is likely to liberate employees from 'godfather' domination and paternalistic
welfarism. Indeed, one of the signal advantages of embracing such ancient forms of
labour process and of pettycapitalist production is that they undermine
working-class organization and transform the objective basis for class struggle.
Class consciousness no longer derives from the straight class relation between
capital and labour, and moves onto a much more confused terrain of interfamilial
conflicts and fights for power within a kinship or clan-like system of hierarchically
ordered social relations. Struggling against capitalist exploitation in the factory is
very different from struggling against a father or uncle who organizes family labour
into a highly disciplined and competitive sweatshop that works to order for multi-
national capital (table 2.3).

The effects are doubly obvious when we consider the transformed role of women
in production and labour markets. Not only do the new labour market structures
make it much easier to exploit the labour power of women on a part-time basis, and
so to substitute lower-paid female labour for that of more highly paid and less easily
laid-off core male workers, but the revival of sub-contracting and domestic and
family labour systems permits a resurgence of patriarchal practices and
homeworking. This revival parallels the enhanced capacity of multinational capital
to take Fordist mass-production systems abroad, and there to exploit extremely
vulnerable women's labour power under conditions of extremely low pay and
negligible job security (see Nash and Fernandez-Kelly, 1983). The Maquiladora
programme that allows US managers and capital ownership to remain north of the
Mexican border, while locating factories employing mainly young women south of
the border, is a particularly dramatic
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example of a practice that has become widespread in many of the less developed
and newly-industrializing countries (the Philippines, South Korea, Brazil, etc.). The
transition to flexible accumulation has in fact been marked by a revolution (by no
means progressive) in the role of women in labour markets and labour processes
during a period when the women's movement has fought for both greater awareness
and improved conditions for what is now more than 40 per cent of the labour force
in many of the advanced capitalist countries.

New techniques and organizational forms in production have spelled danger for
traditionally organized businesses, sparking a wave of bankruptcies, plant closures,
deindustrialization, and restructuring, that has put even the most powerful
corporations at risk. The organizational form and managerial technique appropriate
to high volume, standardized mass production were not always easy to convert to
flexible system production with its emphasis upon problem solving, rapid and often
highly specialized responses, and adaptability of skiffs to special purposes. Where
production could be standardized, it proved hard to stop its moving to take
advantage of low-paid labour power in the third world, creating there what Lipietz
(1986) calls 'peripheral Fordism.' The Penn Central bankruptcy of 1976 and the
Chrysler bail-out of 1981 indicated the seriousness of the problem in the United
States. Not only did the list of the Fortune 500 top corporations in that country
undergo considerable modification, their role in the economy also changed - their
global employment remained stationary after 1970 (with a net loss in the United
States) compared to the doubling of employment that had occurred in their plants
from 1954 to 1970. On the other hand, new business formation in the United States
picked up dramatically, doubling in the period between 1975 and 1981 (a deep
recession year). Many of the new small businesses inserted themselves into the
matrix of sub-contracting skilled tasks or consultancy.

The economies of scale sought under Fordist mass production have, it seems,
been countered by an increasing capacity to manufacture a variety of goods cheaply
in small batches. Economies of scope have beaten out economies of scale. By 1983,
for example, Fortune reported that 'seventy-five per cent of all machine parts today
are produced in batches of fifty or less.' Fordist enterprises could, of course, adopt
the new technologies and labour processes (a practice dubbed 'neo-Fordist' by
some), but in many instances competitive pressures and the struggle for better
labour control led either to the rise of entirely new industrial forms or to the
integration of Fordism with a whole network of sub-contracting and 'outsourcing' to
give
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greater flexibility in the face of heightened competition and greater risk.
Small-batch production and sub-contracting certainly had the virtues of bypassing
the rigidities of the Fordist system and satisfying a far greater range of market
needs, including quick-changing ones.

Such flexible production systems have permitted, and to some degree depended
upon, an acceleration in the pace of product in novation together with the
exploration of-highly specialized and small-scale market niches. Under conditions
of recession and heigh tened competition, the drive to explore such possibilities
became fundamental to survival. Turnover time - always one of the keys to
capitalist profitability - stood to be ' reduced dramatically by deploy ment of the
new technologies in production (automation, robots) and new organizational forms
(such as the 'Just-in-time' inventory flows delivery system, which cuts down
radically on stocks required to keep production flow going). But accelerating
turnover time in production would have been useless unless the turnover time in
con sumption was also reduced. The half-life of a typical Fordist product was, for
example, from five to seven years, but flexible accumulation has more than cut that
in half in certain sectors (such as textile and clothing industries), while in others -
such as the so-called 'thought ware' industries (e.g. video games and computer
software pro grammes) - the half-life is down to less than eighteen months. Flexible
accumulation has been accompanied on the consumption side, therefore, by a much
greater attention to quick-changing fashions and the mobilization of all the artifices
of need inducement and cultural transformation that this implies. The relatively
stable aesthetic of Fordist modernism has given way to all the ferment, instability,
and fleeting qualities of a postmodernist aesthetic that celebrates difference,
ephemerality, spectacle, fashion, and the commodification of cultural forms.

These shifts on the consumption side, coupled with changes in production,
information gathering and financing, seem to underly a remarkable proportionate
surge in service employment since the early 1970s. To some degree, this trend could
be detected much earlier, perhaps as a consequence of rapid increases in efficiency
in much of manufacturing industry through Fordist rationalization and of the
evident difficulty of making similar productivity gains in service provision. But the
rapid contraction in manufacturing employment after 1972 (table 2.4) has
highlighted a rapid growth of service employment, not so much in retailing,
distribution, transportation, and personal services (which have remained fairly
stable or even lost ground), as in producer services, finance, insurance, and real
estate, and certain other sectors such as health and education (see
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Walker, 1985; also Noyelle and Stanback, 1984; Daniels, 1985). The exact
interpretation (or indeed even basic definitions of what is meant by a service) to be
put on this is a matter of considerable controversy. Some of the expansion can be
attributed, for example, to the growth of sub-contracting and consultancy which
permits activities formerly internalized within manufacturing firms (legal,
marketing, advertising, typing, etc.) to be hived off to separate enterprises. It may
also be, as we shall see in Part III, that the need to accelerate turnover time in
consumption has led to a shift of emphasis from production of goods (most of
which, like knives and forks, have a substantial lifetime) to the production of events
(such as spectacles that have an almost instantaneous turnover time). Whatever the
full explanation may be, any account of the transformation of advanced capitalist
economies since 1970 has to look carefully at this marked shift in occupational
structure.

All of this has put a premium on 'smart' and innovative entrepreneurialism, aided
and abetted by all of the accoutrements of swift, decisive, and well-informed
decision-making. The enhanced capacity for geographical dispersal, small-scale
production, and the pursuit of
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custom-markets has not necessarily led, however, to any diminution of corporate
power. indeed, to the degree that information and the ability to make swift decisions
in a highly uncertain, ephemeral, and competitive environment become crucial to
profits, the well organized corporation has marked competitive advantages over
small business. 'Deregulation' (another of the political buzz-words of the era of
flexible accumulation) has often meant increased monopolization (after a phase of
intensified competition) in sectors such as airlines, energy, and financial set-vices.
At one end of the business scale, flexible accumulation has been conducive to
massive mergers and corporate diversifications. US companies spent $22 billion
acquiring each other in 1977, but by 1981 that had risen to $82 billion, cresting in
1985 at an extraordinary $180 billion. Though mergers and acquisitions declined in
1987, in part as a response to the stock market crash, the total value still stood at
$165.8 billion for 2,052 transactions (according to W.T. Grimm, a merger
consultant group). Yet in 1988 the merger mania kept going. In the United States
merger deals worth than $198 billion were completed in the first three-quarters of
the year, while in Europe, de Benedetti of Olivetti's attempt to take over the Union
Gn6rale of Belgium, a bank which controlled about one third of that country's
productive assets indicated the global spread of merger mania. Most of those
employed by the Fortune 500 top companies in the USA now work in lines of
activity that have nothing to do with the primary line of business with which their
company is identified. 'The duty of management is to make money, not steel'
announced James Roderick, Chairman of US Steel, in 1979, and he promptly
launched into a campaign of acquisitions and expansions to diversify that company's
activities. At the other end of the scale, small businesses, patriarchal and artisanal
organizational structures have also flourished. Even self-employment, which had
declined steadily in the United States after 1950, underwent, according to Reich's
(1983) account, substantial revival after 1972, expanding by more than 25 per cent
in less than a decade (a trend which encompassed everything from casual work by
the unemployed to highly paid consultants, designers, craft workers and specialists).
New systems of co-ordination have been put in place either through an intricate
variety of sub-contracting arrangements (that connect small firms to large-scale,
often multinational, operations) through the formation of new production ensembles
in which agglomeration economies have become of increased significance, or
through the domination and integration of small businesses under the aegis of
powerful financial or marketing organizations (Benetton, for example, engages in
no production directly, but simply operates as a powerful
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marketing machine, which transmits commands to a wide array of independent
producers).

What this suggests is that the tension that has always prevailed within capitalism
between monopoly and competition, between centralization and decentralization of
economic power, is being worked out in fundamentally new ways. This does not
necessarily imply, however, that capitalism is becoming more 'disorganized' as Offe
(1985) and Lash and Urry (1987) suggest. For what is most interesting about the
current situation is the way in which capitalism is becoming ever more tightly
organized through dispersal, geographical mobility, and flexible responses in labour
markets, labour processes, and consumer markets, all accompanied by hefty doses
of institutional, product, and technological innovation.

The tighter organization and imploding centralization have in fact been achieved
by two parallel developments of the greatest importance. First, accurate and
up-to-date information is now a very highly valued commodity. Access to, and
control over, information, coupled with a strong capacity for instant data analysis,
have become essential to the centralized co-ordination of far-flung corporate
interests. The capacity for instantaneous response to changes in exchange rates,
fashions and tastes, and moves by competitors is more essential to corporate
survival than it ever was under Fordism. The emphasis on information has also
spawned a wide array of highly specialized business services and consultancies
capable of providing up-to-theminute information on market trends and the kind of
instant data analyses useful in corporate decision-making. It has also created a
situation in which vast profits stand to be made on the basis of privileged access to
information, particularly in financial and currency markets (witness the proliferating
'insider trading' scandals of the 1980s that struck both New York and London). But
this is, in a sense, only the illegal tip of an iceberg where privileged access to
information of any sort (such as scientific and technical know-how, government
policies, and political shifts) becomes an essential aspect of successful and
profitable decision-making.

Access to scientific and technical know-how has always been important in the
competitive struggle, but here, too, we can see a renewal of interest and emphasis,
because in a world of quickchanging tastes and needs and flexible production
systems (as opposed to the relatively stable world of standardized Fordism), access
to the latest technique, the latest product, the latest scientific discovery implies the
possibility of seizing an important competitive advantage. Knowledge itself
becomes a key commodity, to be produced and sold to the highest bidder, under
conditions that are themselves
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increasingly organized on a competitive basis. Universities and research institutes
compete fiercely for personnel as well as for being first in patenting new scientific
discoveries (whoever gets first to the antidote for the Aids virus will surely profit
handsomely, as the agreement reached between US researchers and France's Pasteur
Institute over the sharing of information and royalties clearly recognized).
Organized knowledge production has expanded remarkably over the past few
decades, at the same time as it has been increasingly put upon a commercial basis
(witness the uncomfortable transitions in many university systems in the advanced
capitalist world from guardianship of knowledge and wisdom to ancillary
production of knowledge for corporate capital). The celebrated Stanford Silicon
Valley or the MIT-Boston Route 128 'high-tech' industry connections are
configurations that are quite new and special to the era of flexible accumulation
(even though, as David Noble points out in America by design, many US
universities were set up and promoted by corporate capital from their very
inception).

Control over information flow and over the vehicles for propagation of popular
taste and culture have likewise become vital weapons in competitive struggle. The
startling concentration of economic power in book publishing (where 2 per cent of
the publishers control 75 per cent of the books published in the USA), the media
and the press cannot be explained simply in terms of the production conditions
conducive to mergers in those fields. It has a lot to do with the power of other large
corporations, as expressed through their controls over mechanisms of distribution
and advertising expenditures. The latter have grown markedly since the 1960s, and
eat up even larger proportions of corporate budgets because, in a highly competitive
world, it is not simply products but the corporate image itself that becomes
essential, not only to marketing but also for raising capital, pursuing mergers, and
gaining leverage over the production of knowledge, government policy, and the
promotion of cultural values. Corporate sponsorship of the Arts (Exhibition spon-
sored by -), of universities, and of philanthropic projects is the prestige end of a
scale of activities that include everything from lavish brochures and company
reports, public relations stunts, and even scandals that constantly keep the company
name in the public eye.

The second development - and this has been far more important than the first -
was the complete reorganization of the global financial system and the emergence
of greatly enhanced powers of financial co-ordination. Again, there has been a dual
movement, on the one hand towards the formation of financial conglomerates and
brokers of extraordinary global power, and, on the other hand, a rapid
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proliferation and decentralization of financial activities and flows through the
creation of entirely new financial instruments and markets. In the United States, this
meant the deregulation of a financial system that had been rigorously circumscribed
ever since the reforms of the 1930s. The US Hunt Commission Report of 1971 was
the first explicit recognition of the need for reforms as a condition of survival and
growth of the capitalist economic system. After the traumas of 1973, the pressure
for financial deregulation gathered pace in the 1970s and had engulfed all of the
world's financial centres by 1986 (London's celebrated 'big bang' reforms of that
year drove home the point). Deregulation and financial innovation - both long and
complicated processes - had by then become a condition of survival of any world
financial centre within a highly integrated global system co-ordinated through
instantaneous telecommunications. The formation of a global stock market, of
global commodity (even debt) futures markets, of currency and interest rate swaps,
together with an accelerated geographical mobility of funds, meant, for the first
time, the formation of a single world market for money and credit supply (figure
2.11).

The structure of this global financial system is now so complicated that it
surpasses most people's understanding. The boundaries between distinctive
functions like banking, brokerage, financial services, housing finance, consumer
credit, and the like have become increasingly porous at the same time as new
markets in commodity, stock, currency, or debt futures have sprung up, discounting
time future into time present in baffling ways. Computerization and electronic
communications have pressed home the significance of instantaneous international
co-ordination of financial flows. 'Banking,' said the Financial Times (8 May 1987),
'is rapidly becoming indifferent to the constraints of time, place and currency.' It is
now the case that ,an English buyer can get a Japanese mortgage, an American can
tap his New York bank account through a cash machine in Hong Kong and a
Japanese investor can buy shares in a London-based Scandinavian bank whose
stock is denominated in sterling, dollars, Deutsche Marks and Swiss francs.' This
'bewildering' world of high finance encloses an equally bewildering variety of cross-
cutting activities, in which banks borrow massively short-term from other banks,
insurance companies and pension funds assemble such vast pools of investment
funds as to function as dominant 'market makers', while industrial, merchant, and
landed capital become so integrated into financial operations and structures that it
becomes increasingly difficult to tell where commercial and industrial interests
begin and strictly financial interests end.

This confusion has been particularly associated with the growth of
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 Figure 2.11 Twenty-four hour trading patterns in global finanacial markets
(courtesy of Nigel Thrift)
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what is now called 'paper entrepreneurialism.' Tremendous emphasis has been put in
recent years on finding ways other than straight production of goods and services to
make profits. The techniques vary from sophisticatd 'creative accounting' through
careful monitoring of international markets and political conditions by multi-
nationals, so that they can profit from relative shifts in currency values or interest
rates, to straight corporate raiding and asset-stripping of rival or even totally
unrelated corporations. The 'merger and takeover mania' of -the 1980s was part and
parcel of this emphasis upon paper entrepreneurialism, for although there were
some instances where such activities could indeed be justified in terms of rational-
ization or diversification of corporate interests, the thrust was more often than not to
gain paper profits without troubling with actual production. Small wonder, as
Robert Reich (1983) observes, that I paper entrepreneurialism now preoccupies
some of America's best minds, attacks some of its most talented graduates, employs
some of its most creative and original thinking, and spurs some of its most energetic
wheeling and dealing.' Over the last fifteen years, he reports, the most sought after
and most lucrative jobs to be had in US business lay not in the management of
production but in the legal and financial spheres of corporate action.

Awash with liquidity, and perturbed by an indebtedness that has spiralled out of
control since 1973, the world's financial system has, however, eluded any collective
control on the part of even the most powerful advanced capitalist states. The
formation of the so-called 'Eurodollar' financial market out of surplus US dollars in
the mid 1960s is symptomatic of the problem. Quite uncontrolled by any national
government, this market in 'stateless' money expanded from $50 billion in 1973 to
nearly $2 trillion by 1987, thus approaching the size of the money aggregates within
the United States. The volume of Eurodollars increased at a rate of around 25 per
cent per year in the 1970s, compared to a 10 per cent increase in money supply
within the USA and a 4 per cent growth rate in the volume of foreign trade. The
debt of third world countries likewise mushroomed out of control (see figure 2.12).
It does not take much imagination to see that such imbalances portend severe
stresses and strains within the global capitalist system. Prophets of doom (like the
Wall Street investment banker Felix Rohatyn) now abound, and even The
Economist and the Wall Street Journal sounded sombre warnings
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of impending financial disaster well before the stock market crash of October 1987.
The new financial systems put into place since 1972 have changed the balance of

forces at work in global capitalism, giving much more autonomy to the banking and
financial system relative to corporate, state, and personal financing. Flexible
accumulation evidently looks more to finance capital as its co-ordinating power
than did Fordism. This means that the potentiality for the formation of independent
and autonomous monetary and financial crises is much greater than before, even
though the financial system is better able to spread risks over a broader front and
shift funds rapidly from failing to profitable enterprises, regions, and sectors. Much
of the flux, instability, and gyrating can be directly attributed to this enhanced
capacity to switch capital flows around in ways that seem almost oblivious of the
constraints of time and space that normally pin down material activities of
production and consumption.

The increasing powers of co-ordination lodged within the world's financial system
have emerged to some degree at the expense of the power of the nation state to
control capital flow and, hence, its own fiscal and monetary policy. The breakdown,
in 1971, of the Bretton Woods agreement to fix the price of gold and the
convertibility of the dollar was an acknowledgement that the United States no
longer had the power to control world fiscal and monetary policy singlehandedly.
The adoption of a flexible exchange rate system in 1973 (in
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response to massive speculative currency movements against the dollar) signalled
the complete abolition of Bretton Woods. Since that time all nation states have been
at the mercy of financial disciplining, either through the effects of capital flow
(witness the turnaround in French socialist government policy in the face of strong
capital flight after 1981), or by direct institutional disciplining. Britain's concession
under a Labour government to austerity measures dictated by the International
Monetary Fund in order to gain access to credit in 1976 was a simple
acknowledgement of external financial power over internal politics (there was more
to matters, evidently, than a simple conspiracy of the 'gnomes of Zurich' that had
been so castigated by the Wilson government of the decade before). There had, of
course, always been a delicate balance between financial and state powers under
capitalism, but the breakdown of Fordism- Keynesianism evidently meant a shift
towards the empowerment of finance capital vis-i-vis the nation state. The
significance of all this becomes even more apparent when put into the context of the
rapid reduction in transportation and communications costs that rested on container-
ization, jumbo-jet cargo transport, and satellite communications, which allowed
production and design instructions to be communicated instantaneously anywhere
around the world. Industry that had traditionally been tied by locational constraints
to raw material sources or markets could become much more footloose. From the
mid-1970s onwards a vast literature emerged trying to keep track of the new
international division of labour, shifting principles of location, and proliferating
mechanisms of co-ordination both within trans-national corporations as well as
between different sectoral commodity and product markets. Newly industrializing
countries (NICs) such as the South-East Asian 'gang of four' (Hong Kong,
Singapore, Taiwan, and South Korea) began to make serious inroads into the
markets for certain products (textiles, electronics, etc.) in the advanced capitalist
countries, and were soon joined by a host of other NICs (Hungary, India, Egypt) and
those countries that had earlier pursued import substitution strategies (Brazil,
Mexico) in a locational re-shuffle of the world's industrial production.

Some of the power shifts since 1972 within the global political economy of
advanced capitalism have been truly remarkable. United States dependence on
foreign trade (historically always rather small - in the range of 4-5 per cent of gross
domestic product) doubled in the period 1973-80 (see table 2.5). Imports from
developing countries increased almost tenfold, and foreign imports (particularly
from Japan) surged to claim a major share of US markets in areas as diverse as
silicon chips, televisions and videos, numerically controlled
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machine tools, shoes, textiles and cars. The balance of payments in goods and
services for the United States rapidly moved that country from a net global creditor
to the status of the world's largest debtor (see figure 2.13). Meanwhile the financial
power of Japan grew, turning Tokyo into one of the world's most important
financial centres (topping New York for the first time in 1987) simply because of
the vast quantities of surplus funds controlled by the Japanese banks. The latter
displaced the Americans as the largest holders of international assets in 1985, and
by 1987 held $1.4 trillion compared with the $630 billion held by Americans. The
four largest banks in the world (in asset terms) are now Japanese.

These shifts have been accompanied and in part ushered in by the rise of an
aggressive neo-conservatism in North America and much of Western Europe. The
electoral victories of Thatcher (1979) and Reagan (1980) are often viewed as a
distinctive rupture in the politics of the postwar period. I understand them more as
consolidations of
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what was already under way throughout much of the 1970s. The crisis of 1973-5
was in part born out of a confrontation with the accumulated rigidities of
government policies and practices built up during the Fordist- Keynesian period.
Keynesian policies had appeared inflationary as entitlements grew and fiscal
capacities stagnated. Since it had always been part of the Fordist political consensus
that redistributions should be funded out of growth, slackening growth inevitably
meant trouble for the welfare state and the social wage. The Nixon and Heath
governments both recognized the problem in the period 1970-4, sparking struggles
with organized labour and retrenchment in state expenditures. The Labour and
Democratic governments that subsequently came to power bowed to the same
imperatives, though ideologically predisposed in quite different directions. Their
corporatist approach to solving the problem may have been different (relying on
voluntary compliance and union enforcement of wages and prices policies) but the
objectives had to be the same. As soon as political choices were seen as a trade-off
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between growth or equity, there was no question which way the wind would blow
for even the most dedicated of reformist governments. The gradual withdrawal of
support for the welfare state (see figure 2.9), and the attack upon the real wage and
organized union power, that began as an economic necessity in the crisis of 1973-5,
were simply turned by the neo-conservatives into a governmental virtue. The image
of strong governments administering powerful doses of unpalatable medicine to
restore the health of ailing economies became widespread.

To the degree that heightened international competition under conditions of
flagging growth forced all states to become more Centrepreneurial' and concerned
to maintain a favourable business climate, so the power of organized labour and of
other social movements had to be curbed. Though the politics of resistance may
have varied - with tangible results, as Therborn's (1984) comparative study of
European states shows - austerity, fiscal retrenchment, and erosion of the social
compromise between big labour and big government became watchwords in every
state in the advanced capitalist world. Although, therefore, states retain considerable
power to intervene in labour contracts, what Jessop (1982, 1983) calls 'the ac-
cumulation strategy' of each capitalist nation state has become more strictly
circumscribed.

On the reverse side of the coin, governments ideologically committed to
non-intervention and fiscal conservatism have been forced by events to be more
rather than less interventionist. Laying aside the degree to which the evident
insecurities of flexible accumulation create a climate conducive to authoritarianism
of the ThatcherReagan type, financial instability and the massive problems of
internal and external indebtedness have forced periodic interventions in unstable
financial markets. The deployment of Federal Reserve power to ameliorate the
Mexican debt crisis of 1982, and the US Treasury's agreement to broker what might
amount to a $20 billion write-off of Mexican debt held by US banks in 1987, are
two examples of this new kind of interventionism in international markets. The
decision to nationalize the failing Continental Illinois Bank in 1984, and the
massive outlays of the US Federal Deposit and Insurance Corporation (FDIC) to
absorb the rising costs of bank failure (see figure 2.14) and the similar drain on the
resources of the Federal Savings and Loan Insurance Corporation that required a
$10 billion re-capitalization effort in 1987 to guard against the fact that some 20 per
cent of the nation's 3,100 thrift institutions were technically insolvent, illustrates the
scale of the problem (the estimated ball-out required to deal with the savings and
loan crisis stood at $50 to $100 billion by
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September 1988). So exercised did William Isaacs, Chairman of the FDIC, become
that he felt obliged to warn the American Bankers Association as early as October
1987 that the USA 'might be headed towards nationalization of banking,' if they
could not stem their losses. Operations in international currency markets to stabilize
exchange rates come no cheaper - the New York Federal Reserve reported spending
more than $4 billion in the two months after the stock market crash of October 1987
to keep the dollar exchange rate relatively orderly, and the Bank of England sold U4
billion in 1987 in order to keep the British pound from rising too fast and too far.
The role of the state as a lender or operator of last resort has, evidently, become
more rather than less crucial.

But, by the same token, we now see that it is also possible for nation states (South
Africa, Peru, Brazil, etc.) to default on their international financial obligations,
forcing inter-state negotiations on debt repayments. It is also, I suspect, no accident
that the first economic summit between the major capitalist powers occurred in
1975, and that the pursuit of international co-ordinations - either through the IMF or
through the pursuit of collective agreements to
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intervene in currency markets - has intensified ever since, becoming even more
emphatic in the wake of the 1987 stock market crash. There has been, in short, a
struggle to win back for the collectivity of capitalist states some of the power they
have individually lost over the past two decades. This trend was institutionalized in
1982, when the IMF and the World Bank were designated as the central authority
for exercising the collective power of capitalist nation states over international
financial negotiations. Such power is usually deployed to force curbs on public
expenditure, cuts in real wages, and austerity in fiscal and monetary policy, to the
point of provoking a wave of so-called 'IMF riots' from Sio Paulo to Kingston,
Jamaica, and from Peru to the Sudan and Egypt since 1976 (see Walton, 1987, for a
complete list).

There are many other signs of continuity rather than rupture with the Fordist era.
The massive government deficits in the United States, mainly attributable to
defence, have been fundamental to whatever economic growth there has been in
world capitalism in the 1980s, suggesting that Keynesian practices are by no means
dead. Neither does the commitment to 'free-market' competition and deregulation
entirely fit with the wave of mergers, corporate consolidations, and the
extraordinary growth of interlinkages between supposedly rival firms of different
national origin. Arenas of conflict between the nation state and trans-national
capital have, however, opened up, undermining the easy accommodation between
big capital and big government so typical of the Fordist era. The state is now in a
much more problematic position. It is called upon to regulate the activities of
corporate capital in the national interest at the same time as it is forced, also in the
national interest, to create a 'good business climate' to act as an inducement to
trans-national and global finance capital, and to deter (by means other than
exchange controls) capital flight to greener and more profitable pastures.

While the history may have varied substantially from one country to another,
there is strong evidence that the modalities and targets of, as well as the capacity
for, state intervention have changed substantially since 1972 throughout the
capitalist world, no matter what the ideological complexion of the government in
power (the recent experience of the French and Spanish socialists further helps
substantiate the point). This does not mean, however, that state interventionism has
generally diminished, for in some respects - particularly regarding labour control -
state intervention is more crucial now than it ever was.

This brings us, finally, to the even thornier problem of the ways in which norms,
habits, and political and cultural attitudes have shifted
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since 1970, and the degree to which such shifts integrate with the transition from
Fordism to flexible accumulation. Since the political success of neo-conservatism
can hardly be attributed to its overall economic achievements (its strong negatives
of high unemployment, weak growth, rapid dislocation, and spiralling indebtedness
are offset only by control of inflation), several commentators have attributed its rise
to a general shift from the collective norms and values, that were hegemonic at least
in working-class organizations and other social movements of the 1950s and 1960s,
towards a much more competitive individualism as the central value in an
entrepreneurial culture that has penetrated many walks of life. This heightened
competition (in labour markets as well as amongst entrepreneurs) has, of course,
proved destructive and ruinous to some, yet it has undeniably generated a burst of
energy that many, even on the left, compare favourably with the stifling orthodoxy
and bureaucracy of state control and monopolistic corporate power. It has also
permitted substantial redistributions of income to be achieved, which have
advantaged, for the most part, the already privileged. Entrepreneurialism now
characterizes not only business action, but realms of life as diverse as urban
governance, the growth of informal sector production, labour market organization,
research and development, and it has even reached into the nether corners of
academic, literary, and artistic life.

While the roots of this transition are evidently deep and complicated, their
consistency with a transition from Fordism to flexible accumulation is reasonably
clear even if the direction (if any) of causality is not. To begin with, the more
flexible motion of capital emphasizes the new, the fleeting, the ephemeral, the
fugitive, and the contingent in modem life, rather than the more solid values
implanted under Fordism. To the degree that collective action was thereby made
more difficult - and it was indeed a central aim of the drive for enhanced labour
control to render it thus - so rampant individualism fits into place as a necessary,
though not a sufficient, condition for the transition from Fordism to flexible
accumulation. It was, after all, mainly through the burst of new business formation,
innovation, and entrepreneurialism that many of the new systems of production
were put into place. But, as Simmel (1978) long ago suggested, it is also at such
times of fragmentation and economic insecurity that the desire for stable values
leads to a heightened emphasis upon the authority of basic institutions - the family,
religion, the state. And there is abundant evidence of a revival of support for such
institutions and the values they represent throughout the Western world since about
1970. Such connections are, at
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least, plausible, and they ought, therefore, to be given more careful scrutiny. The
immediate task at hand is to outline an interpretation of the roots of such a major
transition in capitalism's dominant regime of accumulation.
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Theories of the 

Postmodern 

T h e  problem of postmodernism- 
how its fundamental characteristics are to be described, whether i t  even 
exists in the first place, whether the verv concept is of anv use. or is. on 
the contrarv, a mystification-this problem is at one and the same time 
an aesthetic and a political one. The various positions that can logicallv 
be taken on it, whatever terms thev are couched in, can alwavs be shown 
to articulate visions of historv in which the evaluation of the social 
moment in which we live todav is the object of an essentiallv political 
affirmation or repudiation. Indeed, the verv enabling premise of the 
debate turns on an initial, strategic presupposition about our social 
svstem: to grant some historic originalitv to a postmodernist culture is 
also implicitlv to affirm some radical structural difference between what 
is sometimes called consumer societv and earlier moments of the capi- 
talism from which it emerged. 

The various logical possibilities, however, are necessarilv linked with 
the taking of a position on that other issue inscribed in the verv desig- 
nation postmodernism itself, namelv. the evaluation of what must now 
be called high or classical modernism. Indeed, when we make some 
initial inventory of the varied cultural artifacts that might plausiblv be 
characterized as  postmodern. the temptation is strong to seek the “fam- 
ilv resemblance” of such heterogeneous stvles and products not in them- 
selves but in some common high modernist impulse and aesthetic 
against which thev all, in one wav or another, stand in reaction. 

The architectural debates. however, the inaugural discussions of post- 
modernism as a stvle, have the merit of making the political resonance of 
these seemingly aesthetic issues inescapable and allowing it to be detect- 
able in the sometimes more coded or veiled discussions in the other 
arts. On the whole, four general positions on postmodernism mav be 
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disengaged from the varietv of recent pronouncements on the subject; 
vet even this relativelv neat scheme. or combinatoire. is further compli- 
cated by one’s impression that each of these possibilities is susceptible 
of either a politically progressive or a politicallv reactionary expression 
(speaking now from a Marxist or more generally left perspective). 

One can, for example, salute the arrival of postmodernism from an 
essentiallv antimodernist standpoint.’ A somewhat earlier generation 
of theorists (most notably Ihab Hassan) seem already to have done some- 
thing like this when thev dealt with the postmodernist aesthetic in terms 
of a more properlv poststructuralist thematics (the Tel quel attack on 
the ideologv of representation, the Heideggerian or Derridean “end of 
Western metaphvsics”), where what is often not yet called postmodern- 
ism (see the Utopian prophecy at the end of Foucault’s The Order of 
Things) is saluted as the coming of a whole new way of thinking and 
being in the world. But since Hassan’s celebration also includes a num- 
ber of the more extreme monuments of high modernism (Jovce, Mal- 
larme), this would be a relatively more ambiguous stance were it not for 
the accompanving celebration of a new information high technologv 
which marks the affinity between such evocations and the political the- 
sis of a properlv postindustrial society. 

All of which is largely disambiguated in Tom Wolfe’s From Bauhaus to 
Our House, an otherwise undistinguished book report on the recent 
architectural debates bv a writer whose own New Journalism itself con- 
stitutes one of the varieties of postmodernism. What is interesting and 
svmptomatic about this book, however, is the absence of anv Utopian 
celebration of the postmodern and. far more striking, the passionate 
hatred of the modern that breathes through the otherwise obligatory camp 
sarcasm of the rhetoric; and this is not a new, but a dated and archaic 
passion. It is as though the original horror of the first middle-class spec- 
tators of the verv emergence of the modern itself-the first Corbusiers, 
as white as the first freshlv built cathedrals of the twelfth century, the 
first scandalous Picasso heads with two eves on one profile like a floun- 
der, the stunning “obscurity” of the first editions of Ulysses or The \Vaste 
Land-this disgust of the original philistines, Spiessburger, bourgeois. 
or Main Street Babbitry, had suddenlv come back to life. infusing the 
newer critiques of modernism with an ideologicallv verv different spirit 
whose effect is, on the whole, to reawaken in the reader an equallv archaic 
svmpathv with the protopolitical, Utopian, anti-middle-class impulses 
of a now extinct high modernism itself. Wolfe’s diatribe thus offers a 
textbook example of the way in which a reasoned and contemporary, 
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theoretical repudiation of the modern-much of whose progressive 
force springs from a new sense of the urban and a now considerable expe- 
rience of the destruction of older forms of communal and urban life in the 
name of a high modernist orthodoxv-can be handilv reappropriated 
and pressed into the service of an explicitlv reactionarv cultural politics. 

These positions-antimodern, propostmodern-then find their oppo- 
site number and structural inversion in a group of counterstatements 
whose aim is to discredit the shoddiness and irresponsibility of the 
postmodern in general by way of a reaffirmation of the authentic impulse 
of a high-modernist tradition still considered to be alive and vital. Hil- 
ton Kramer’s twin manifestos in the inaugural issue of his journal, The 
New Criterion, articulate these views with force, contrasting the moral 
responsibility of the “masterpieces” and monuments of classical mod- 
ernism with the fundamental irresponsibilitv and superficiality of a 
postmodernism associated with camp and the “facetiousness” of which 
Wolfe’s stvle is a ripe and obvious example. 

What is more paradoxical is that politicallv Wolfe and Kramer have 
much in common: and there would seem to be a certain inconsistency 
in the wav in which Kramer must seek to eradicate from the “high seri- 
ousness” of the classics of the modern their fundamentallv anti-middle- 
class stance and the protopolitical passion which informs the repudia- 
tion, by the great modernists, of Victorian taboos and familv life. of 
commodification, and of the increasing asphvxiation of a desacralizing 
capitalism, from Ibsen to Lawrence, from Van Gogh to Jackson Pollack. 
Kramer’s ingenious attempt to assimilate this ostensiblv antibourgeois 
stance of the great modernists to a “loval opposition” secretly nour- 
ished, bv wav of foundations and grants. bv the bourgeoisie itself, while 
signallv unconvincing, is surelv itself enabled bv the contradictions of 
the cultural politics of modernism proper, whose negations depend on 
the persistence of what thev repudiate and entertain-when thev do 
not (verv rarelv indeed, as in Brecht) attain some genuine political self- 
consciousness-a symbiotic relationship with capital. 

It is, however, easier to understand Kramer’s move here when the politi- 
cal project of The New Criterion is clarified: for the mission of the journal 
is clearlv to eradicate the sixties itself and what remains of its legacy, to 
consign that whole period to the kind of oblivion which the fifties was 
able to devise for the thirties, or the twenties for the rich political culture 
of the pre-World War I era. The New Criterion therefore inscribes itself 
in the effort, ongoing and at work everywhere today to construct some 
new conservative cultural counterrevolution, whose terms range from the 
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aesthetic to the ultimate defense of the family and religion. It is there- 
fore paradoxical that this essentiallv political project should explicitlv 
deplore the omnipresence of politics in contemporarv culture-an in- 
fection largelv spread during the sixties but which Kramer holds respon- 
sible for the moral imbecility of the postmodernism of our own period. 

The problem with the operation-an obviouslv indispensable one 
from the conservative viewpoint-is that for whatever reason, its paper- 
monev rhetoric does not seem to have been backed by the solid gold of 
state power, as was the case with McCarthvism or during the period of 
the Palmer raids. The failure of the Vietnam War seems, at least for the 
moment, to have made the naked exercise of repressive power impos- 
sible2 and to have endowed the sixties with a persistence in collective 
memorv and experience that i t  was not given to the traditions of the 
thirties or the pre-World War I period to know. Kramer’s “cultural revolu- 
tion” therefore tends most often to lapse into a feeble and sentimental 
nostalgia for the fifties and the Eisenhower era. 

In the light of what has been shown for an earlier set of positions on 
modernism and postmodernism, it will not be surprising that in spite of 
the openly conservative ideology of this second evaluation of the contem- 
porarv cultural scene, the latter can also be appropriated for what is surelv 
a far more progressive line on the subject. We are indebted to Jiirgen Hab- 
ermas“ for this dramatic reversal and rearticulation of what remains the 
affirmation of the supreme value of the modern and the repudiation of the 
theory and practice of postmodernism. For Habermas, however. the vice 
of postmodernism consists verv centrally in its politicallv reactionary 
function, as the attempt evervwhere to discredit a modernist impulse 
Habermas himself associates with the bourgeois Enlightenment and its 
still universalizing and Utopian spirit. With Adorno himself, Habermas 
seeks to rescue and recommemorate what both see as the essentially neg- 
ative. critical. and Utopian power of the great high modernisms. On the 
other hand, his attempt to associate these last with the spirit of the 
eighteenth-century Enlightenment marks a decisive break indeed with 
Adorno and Horkheimer’s somber Dialectic of Enlightenment, in which 
the scientific ethos of the philosophes is dramatized as a misguided will 
to power and domination over nature. and their desacralizing program as 
the first stage in the development of a sheerlv instrumentalizing world- 
view which will lead straight to Auschwitz. This verv striking divergence 
can be accounted for bv Habermas’s own vision of historv. which seeks to 
maintain the promise of “liberalism” and the essentially Utopian con- 
tent of the first. universalizing bourgeois ideologv (equality, civil rights, 
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humanitarianism. free speech, and open media) over against the failure 
of those ideals to be realized in the development of capitalism itself. 

As for the aesthetic terms of the debate, however, it will not be ade- 
quate to respond to Habermas’s resuscitation of the modern bv some 
mere empirical certification of the latter’s extinction. We need to take 
into account the possibilitv that the national situation in which 
Habermas thinks and writes is rather different from our own: McCarthv- 
ism and repression are, for one thing, realities in the Federal Republic of 
Germany todav. and the intellectual intimidation of the Left and the 
silencing of a left culture (largelv associated, by the West German Right, 
with “terrorism”) has been on the whole a far more successful opera- 
tion than elsewhere in the West.“ The triumph of a new McCarthyism 
and of the culture of the Spiessburger and the philistine suggests the 
possibilitv that in this particular national situation Habermas mav well 
be right, and the older forms of high modernism mav still retain some- 
thing of the subversive power thev have lost elsewhere. In that case, a 
postmodernism which seeks to enfeeble and undermine that power may 
well also merit his ideological diagnosis in a local wav, even though the 
assessment remains ungeneralizable. 

Both of the previous positions-antimodern/propostmodern, and 
promoderntanti postmodern-are characterized bv an acceptance of the 
new term, which is tantamount to an agreement on the fundamental 
nature of some decisive break between the modern and the postmodern 
moments, however these last are evaluated. There remain, however, two 
final logical possibilities. both of which depend on the repudiation of 
anv conception of such a historical break and which therefore. implic- 
itly or explicitlv, call into question the usefulness of the verv categorv of 
postmodernism. As for the works associated with the latter, thev will 
then be assimilated back into classical modernism proper, so that the 
“postmodern” becomes little more than the form taken bv the authenti- 
callv modern in our own period, and a mere dialectical intensification 
of the old modernist impulse toward innovation. (I must here omit yet 
another series of debates, largelv academic, in which the verv continu- 
ity of modernism as it is here reaffirmed is itself called into question by 
some vaster sense of the profound continuitv of romanticism, from 
the late eighteenth century on, of which both the modern and the 
postmodern will be seen as mere organic stages.) 

The two final positions on the subject thus logically prove to be a 
positive and negative assessment, respectivelv, of a postmodernism now 
assimilated back into the high-modernist tradition. Jean-Franqois 
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Lvotard“ thus proposes that his own vital commitment to the new and 
the emergent, to a contemporary or postcontemporarv cultural produc- 
tion now widely characterized as  “postmodern,” be grasped as part and 
parcel of a reaffirmation of the authentic older high modernisms very 
much in Adorno’s spirit. The ingenious twist, or swerve, in his own 
proposal involves the proposition that something called postmodernism 
does not follow high modernism proper, as the latter’s waste product, 
but rather verv precisely precedes and prepares it. so that the contem- 
porarv postmodernisms all around us mav be seen as the promise of the 
return and the reinvention. the triumphant reappearance, of some new 
high modernism endowed with all its older power and with fresh life. 
This is a prophetic stance whose analvses turn on the antirepresenta- 
tional thrust of modernism and postmodernism. Lvotard’s aesthetic posi- 
tions, however, cannot be adequatelv evaluated in aesthetic terms, since 
what informs them is an essentiallv social and political conception of a 
new social svstem beyond classical capitalism (our old friend “post- 
industrial society”): the vision of a regenerated modernism is, in that 
sense, inseparable from a certain prophetic faith in the possibilities and 
promise of the new society itself in full emergence. 

The negative inversion of this position will then clearlv involve an 
ideological repudiation of modernism of a tvpe which might conceiva- 
blv range from Lukacs’s older analvsis of modernist forms as the repli- 
cation of the reification of capitalist social life all the way to some of the 
more articulated critiques of high modernism of the present day. What 
distinguishes this final position from the antimodernisms already out- 
lined above is. however, that it does not speak from the security of an 
affirmation of some new postmodernist culture but rather sees even the 
latter itself as a mere degeneration of the alreadv stigmatized impulses 
of high modernism proper. This particular position, perhaps the bleakest 
of all and the most implacably negative, can be vividly confronted in 
the works of the Venetian architecture historian Manfred0 Tafuri, whose 
extensive analvses” constitute a powerful indictment of what we have 
termed the “protopolitical” impulses in high modernism (the “Utopian” 
substitution of cultural politics for politics proper, the vocation to trans- 
form the world by transforming its forms. space, or language). Tafuri is. 
however, no less harsh in his anatomv of the negative, demystifying. 
“critical” vocation of the various modernisms, whose function he reads 
as a kind of Hegelian “ruse of History” whereby the instrumentalizing 
and desacralizing tendencies of capital itself are ultimately realized 
through just such demolition work bv the thinkers and artists of the 
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modern movement. Their “anticapitalism” therefore ends up laving the 
basis for the “total” bureaucratic organization and control of late capi- 
talism, and it is onlv logical that Tafuri should conclude bv positing the 
impossibilitv of anv radical transformation of culture before a radical 
transformation of social relations themselves. 

The political ambivalence demonstrated in the earlier two positions 
seems to me to be maintained here, but within the positions of both of 
these verv complex thinkers. Unlike manv of the previously mentioned 
theorists, Tafuri and Lvotard are both explicitlv political figures with an 
overt commitment to the values of an older revolutionary tradition. It is 
clear, for example, that Lvotard’s embattled endorsement of the supreme 
value of aesthetic innovation is to be understood as the figure for a cer- 
tain kind of revolutionarv stance, while Tafuri’s whole conceptual frame- 
work is largelv consistent with the classical Marxist tradition. Yet both 
are also, implicitly, and more openlv at certain strategic moments, 
rewritable in terms of a post-Marxism which at length becomes indis- 
tinguishable from anti-Marxism proper. Lvotard has, for example, verv 
frequently sought to distinguish his “revolutionarv” aesthetic from the 
older ideals of political revolution, which he sees as either Stalinist or 
archaic and incompatible with the conditions of the new postindustrial 
social order; while Tafuri’s apocalyptic notion of the total social revolu- 
tion implies a conception of the “total svstem” of capitalism which. in a 
period of depolitization and reaction, is onlv too fatally destined for the 
kind of discouragement which has so often led Marxists to a renuncia- 
tion of the political altogether (Horkheimer and Merleau-Ponty come to 
mind, along with manv of the ex-Trotskvists of the thirties and forties 
and the ex-Maoists of the sixties and seventies). 

The combination scheme outlined above can now be schematicallv 
represented as follows, the plus and minus signs designating the politi- 
cally progressive or reactionary functions of the positions in question: 

Lvotard 

ANTI-MODERNIST PRO-MODERNIST 

ANTI-POSTMODERNIST 

(I Tafuri 
Kramer - 

Habermas + 
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With these remarks we come full circle and can now return to the 
more positive potential political content of the first position in ques- 
tion, and in particular to the question of a certain populist impulse in 
postmodernism which i t  has been the merit of Charles Jencks (but also 
of Venturi and others) to have underscored-a question that will also 
allow us to deal a little more adequatelv with the absolute pessimism of 
Tafuri’s Marxism itself. What must first be observed, however, is that 
most of the political positions which we have found to inform what is 
most often conducted as an aesthetic debate are in reality moralizing 
ones that seek to develop final judgments on the phenomenon of 
postmodernism, whether the latter is stigmatized as corrupt or, on the 
other hand, saluted as a culturallv and aestheticallv healthy and posi- 
tive form of innovation. But a genuinely historical and dialectical anal- 
vsis of such phenomena-particularlv when it is a matter of a present 
of time and of historv in which we ourselves exist and struggle-cannot 
afford the impoverished luxurv of such absolute moralizing judgments: 
the dialectic is “bevond good and evil” in the sense of some easv taking 
of sides, whence the glacial and inhuman spirit of its historical vision 
(something that alreadv disturbed contemporaries about Hegel’s origi- 
nal svstem). The point is that we are within the culture of postmodernism 
to the point where its facile repudiation is as impossible as any equally 
facile celebration of it is complacent and corrupt. Ideological judgment 
on postmodernism todav necessarilv implies, one would think, a judg- 
ment on ourselves as well as on the artifacts in question; nor can an 
entire historical period, such as our own, be grasped in any adequate 
wav bv means of global moral judgments or their somewhat degraded 
equivalent, pop psychological diagnoses. On the classical Marxian view, 
the seeds of the future alreadv exist within the present and must be 
conceptually disengaged from it, both through analvsis and through 
political praxis (the workers of the Paris Commune, Marxonce remarked 
in a striking phrase, “have no ideals to realize”: they merelv sought to 
disengage emergent forms of new social relations from the older capi- 
talist social relations in which the former had alreadv begun to stir). In 
place of the temptation either to denounce the complacencies of 
postmodernism as some final symptom of decadence or to salute the 
new forms as the harbingers of a new technological and technocratic 
Utopia, it seems more appropriate to assess the new cultural produc- 
tion within the working hvpothesis of a general modification of culture 
itself with the social restructuring of late capitalism as a ~ v s t e m . ~  

As for emergence, however, Jencks’s assertion that postmodern archi- 



tecture distinguishes itself from that of high modernism through its pop- 
ulist priorities” may serve as the starting point for some more general 
discussion. What is meant. in the specificallv architectural context, is 
that where the now more classical high-modernist space of a Corbusier 
or a Wright sought to differentiate itself radically from the fallen citv 
fabric in which it appeared-its forms thus dependent on an act of 
radical disjunction from its spatial context (the great pilotis dramatiz- 
ing separation from the ground and safeguarding the novum of the new 
space)-postmodernist buildings. on the contrarv. celebrate their inser- 
tion into the heterogeneous fabric of the commercial strip and the motel 
and fast-food landscape of the postsuperhighwav American city. Mean- 
while, a plav of allusion and formal echoes (“historicism”) secures the 
kinship of these new art buildings with the surrounding commercial 
icons and spaces, therebv renouncing the high-modernist claim to radi- 
cal difference and innovation. 

Whether this undoubtedly significant feature of the newer architec- 
ture is to be characterized as populist must remain an open question. It 
would seem essential to distinguish the emergent forms of a new com- 
mercial culture-beginning with advertisements and spreading on to 
formal packaging of all kinds, from products to buildings, and not 
excluding artistic commodities such as television shows (the “logo”) 
and best-sellers and films-from the older kinds of folk and genuinely 
“popular” culture which flourished when the older social classes of a 
peasantrv and an urban artisanat still existed and which, from the mid- 
nineteenth century on, has gradually been colonized and extinguished 
by commodification and the market svstem. 

What can at least be admitted is the more universal presence of this 
particular feature, which appears more unambiguouslv in the other arts 
as an effacement of the older distinction between high and so-called 
mass culture, a distinction on which modernism depended for its 
specificitv, its Utopian function consisting at least in part in the secur- 
ing of a realm of authentic experience over against the surroundingenvi- 
ronment of middle- and low-brow commercial culture. Indeed, it can be 
argued that the emergence of high modernism is itself contemporane- 
ous with the first great expansion of a recognizablv mass culture (Zola 
mav be taken as the marker for the last coexistence of the art novel and 
the best-seller within a single text). 

It is this constitutive differentiation which now seems on the point of 
disappearing: we have already mentioned the way in which, in music, 
after Schonberg and even after Cage, the two antithetical traditions of 
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the “classical” and the “popular” once again begin to merge. In the 
visual arts the renewal of photography as a significant medium in its own 
right and also as the “plane of substance” in pop art or photorealism is a 
crucial svmptom of the same process. At any rate, it becomes minimally 
obvious that the newer artists no longer “quote” the materials, the frag- 
ments and motifs, of a mass or popular culture, as Flaubert began to do: 
thev somehow incorporate them to the point where many of our older 
critical and evaluative categories (founded precisely on the radical dif- 
ferentiation of modernist and mass culture) no longer seem functional. 

But if this is the case, then i t  seems at least possible that what wears 
the mask and makes the gestures of “populism” in the various post- 
modernist apologias and manifestos is in realitv a mere reflex and symp- 
tom of a (to be sure momentous) cultural mutation. in which what used 
to be stigmatized as mass or commercial culture is now received into 
the precincts of a new and enlarged cultural realm. In any case, one 
would expect a term drawn from the tvpologv of political ideologies to 
undergo basic semantic readjustments when its initial referent (that Pop- 
ular Front class coalition of workers, peasants, and petit bourgeois gen- 
erallv called “the people”) has disappeared. 

Perhaps, however, this is not so new a storv after all: one remembers, 
indeed, Freud’s delight at discovering an obscure tribal culture, which 
alone among the multitudinous traditions of dream analvsis had man- 
aged to hit on the notion that all dreams had hidden sexual meanings 
-except for sexual dreams. which meant something else! So also i t  
would seem in the postmodernist debate, and the depoliticized bureau- 
cratic society to which it corresponds, where all seemingly cultural posi- 
tions turn out to be svmbolic forms of political moralizing. except for 
the single overtlv political note, which suggests a slippage from politics 
back into culture again. 

Here the usual objection-that the class includes itself and that the 
taxonomv fails to include anv (sufficientlv privileged) place from which 
to observe itself or to provide for its own theorization-has to be reck- 
oned into the theory as a kind of bad reflexivity that eats its own tail 
without ever squaring the circle. Postmodernism theory seems indeed 
to be a ceaseless process of internal rollover in which the position of the 
observer is turned inside out and the tabulation recontinued on some 
larger scale. The postmodern thus invites us  to indulge a somber mock- 
erv of historicity in general, wherein the effort at self-consciousness 
with which our own situation somehow completes the act of historical 
understanding, repeats itself drearily as in the worst kinds of dreams, 



and juxtaposes. to its own pertinent philosophical repudiation of the 
very concept of self-consciousness, a grotesque carnival of the latter’s 
various replavs. The reminder of this interminabilitv is then staged in 
the form of the inescapabilitv of the plus and minus signs that emerge 
from their local slots to bedevil the external observer and to insist cease- 
lesslv on a moral judgment excluded in advance from the theorv itself. 
The provisional act of prestidigitation wherebv even this moral judg- 
ment is added to the list of pertinent features, bv a theorv momentarilv 
able to get outside itself and to include its own external boundaries, 
scarcelv lasts as long as it takes for the “theory” to re-form and serenelv 
to become an example of what the closure it proposes and foretells is 
supposed to look like. Postmodernism theorv can thus finally rise to 
the level of the svstem itself as well as its most intimate propagandas, 
which celebrate the innate freedom of an increasinglv absolute self- 
reproduction. 

These circumstances, which forestall in advance anv foolproof theory 
of the postmodern that can be recommended unreservedlv as a weapon 
let alone a litmus paper. demand some thoughts about an approximate 
proper use that does not lead us  back into the self-indulgence of this or 
that infinite regress. In this particular new enchanted realm, however. 
the false problem mav have become the only place of truth, so that 
reflection on the impossible matter of the nature of a political art in 
conditions that exclude it bv definition mav not be the worst way of 
marking time. Indeed, I imagine (and the pages to come mav or mav not 
confirm) that “postmodern political art” might turn out to be just that 
-not art in anv older sense, but an interminable conjecture on how it 
could be possible in the first place. 

As for the dualisms of the modern/postmodern, which are considera- 
bly more intolerable than most garden-varietv dualisms, and thus are 
perhaps immunized in advance against the misuses of which such dual- 
ism are infalliblv the mark as well as the instrument, it mav be possible 
that the addition of a third term-absent from the present work, but 
mobilized elsewhere in a related one“-mav serve to convert this revers- 
ible scheme for registering difference into a more productive and porta- 
ble historical schema. That third term-call it “realism” for the moment 
and for want of something better-acknowledges the emergence of the 
secular referent from the Englightenment purging of the sacred codes, at 
the same time that it accuses some first setting in place of the economic 
svstem itself. before both language and the market go on to know declen- 
sions of the second degree in the modern and imperialism. This new 
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third term, then, earlier than the others, holds them together with what- 
ever fourth terms are hypothesized for the various precapitalisms and 
affords a more abstract developmental paradigm that seems to recapitu- 
late its chronology out of all chronological order. as in film, or rock 
music, or black literature. for example. What rescues the new schema 
from the aporias of the dualisms enumerated here then also offers a 
kind of intellectual training in leaving the dates out, a kind of ascesis of 
the diachronic in which we learn to postpone the final gratification of 
the chronological as a mode of understanding, a gratification that would 
in anv case involve getting out of the svstem itself, of which, however, 
the two or three terms rehearsed here are the internal. infinitely substi- 
tutable elements. 

As long as we cannot do that-and in the face of some justified reluc- 
tance to deplov a third term (itself as internally conflicted as  the other 
two taken together)-only the following simple and hygienic recom- 
mendation can be proposed: namelv. that the dualism be used in some 
sense against itself, like a lateral field of vision requiring you to fix an 
object vou have no interest in. So it is that, rigorouslv conducted, an 
inquirv into this or that feature of the postmodern will end up telling us 
little of value about postmodernism itself. but against its own will and 
quite unintentionally a great deal about the modern proper, and per- 
haps the converse will also turn out to be true, even though the two 
were never to have been thought of as symmetrical opposites in the first 
place. An ever more rapid alternation between them can at the least 
help the celebratory posture or the old-fashioned fulminator?. moraliz- 
ing gesture from freezing into place. 
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Anarchism, Poststructuralism

and the Future of Radical Politics

Saul Newman

In the post-Marxist era—in the time defined, in other words, by the
eclipse of Marxism and the state socialist projects that emerged in its
name—it would seem that radical left politics is adrift in uncertain
waters. It would appear that we are living, as Jacques Rancière would
say, in the age of “post-politics,” where the global neo-liberal consensus
is shared by the parliamentary Right and Left alike (an ideological
distinction that has become, at the formal level, largely meaningless)
and where the very idea of emancipation is now regarded by many as a
dangerous and outdated illusion. However, this sterile space has been
disrupted in recent years by the unleashing of new reactionary forces—
the political emergence of the Far Right, the uncanny appearance of
religious fundamentalism (and not just of the Islamic variety), as well as
the aggressive and violent reassertion of the authoritarian state under
the dubious pretext of “security.”

All this would not seem to bode well for any sort of radical politics of
emancipation. Indeed, the dominant ideological message today is to
accept the “rules of the game”—to accept, in other words, free-market
economics and the “security” state, the only alternative being
fundamentalist terrorism. Indeed, “terrorism” has shown itself to be a
mobile and infinitely extendible signifier that can now be applied to
virtually any form of dissident activity, even—and especially—in our
so-called liberal democracies. Despite these constraints, however, there
have been signs of a certain revitalization of radical left politics—in
particular, the anti-capitalist and anti-war protests that have taken place
around the world in recent years. These protest movements suggest new
forms of radical politics that break with traditional Marxist categories
of class and economic struggles, and at the same time go beyond the
particularistic and ultimately conservative logic of identity politics.
While these struggles are made up of different and heterogeneous
identities, and are not subordinated to the universal subjectivity of the
proletariat, they are at the same time mobilized around universal issues
and concerns—the current course of capitalist globalization, and the
permanent state of war through which it is now articulated.
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Importantly, these movements are anti-authoritarian and non-
institutional. They resist the centralizing tendencies of many radical
struggles that have taken place in the past, and they do not aim at seizing
state power as such, or utilizing the mechanisms and institutions of the
state. In this sense, they can be seen as anarchist struggles—and they
bear a distinct reference to the anarchist tradition of anti-authoritarian,
anti-centralist politics. Here I will suggest that anarchism—as a political
philosophy and activist tradition—can be seen as the hidden referent for
radical political struggles today. This is reflected in a number of
contemporary debates in continental theory over the future of radical
politics. Thinkers as diverse as Laclau, Badiou, Rancière, Hardt and Negri,
and Derrida have all sought, in different ways, to diagnose and redefine
radical politics, and to explore its possibilities in the wake of Marxism.
However, despite their silence on the subject, they all implicitly invoke—
if the logic of their arguments is to be examined—some form of anarchist
or anti-authoritarian politics of emancipation. Here I will show how
anarchist theory can intervene in these debates, and allow a rethinking
and renewal of radical political thought. However, anarchism as a
philosophy is itself in need of rethinking: it remains mired in a positivist
and humanist framework that to some extent limits its radical
innovativeness. Postanarchism can be seen as a project of renewing the
anarchist tradition through a critique of essentialist identities and the
assertion instead of the contingency of politics.

Toward a New Radical Politics
If we examine debates within continental theory over the current

status and future directions of radical politics, a number of themes become
apparent. Among them are: a common rejection of statist and institutional
forms of politics; a critique of the politics of representation and a loss of
faith in the party; a questioning of the traditional Marxist category of
class; and, yet, a continuing fidelity to the classical emancipative ideals
of liberty and equality.

1) Politics beyond the state
The state remains one of the central and most persistent problems of

radical politics. Revolutions in the past have attempted to seize state
power with the view to its eventual “withering away;” however, the
result has often been a strengthening and expansion of the state, and
with it a repression of the very revolutionary forces that sought to control
it. This is the problem that I have termed the “place of power”—the
structural imperative of the state to perpetuate itself even in moments of



SubStance #113, Vol. 36, no. 2, 2007

5Anarchism, Poststructuralism and Radical Politics

revolutionary upheaval (see Newman 2001). Alain Badiou also sees this
problem as being of fundamental importance:

More precisely, we must ask the question that, without a doubt,
constitutes the great enigma of the century: why does the subsumption
of politics, either through the form of the immediate bond (the
masses), or the mediate bond (the party) ultimately give rise to
bureaucratic submission and the cult of the State? (2005: 70)

In other words, perhaps there is something in the political forms
that revolutions have taken in the past that led to the perpetuation of the
state. We might recall that this was the same problem that classical
anarchists during the nineteenth century confronted in their debates
with Marx. Anarchists like Mikhail Bakunin warned of the dangers of a
workers’ revolution that sought not to dismantle the state, but to seize
control of it and use it to complete the revolution. He predicted that this
would end up in the emergence of a new bureaucratic class of technocrats
who would exploit and oppress workers and peasants, much in the same
way as the old class system did (Bakunin 1973: 266).

Moreover, the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the political
and ideological conflict between liberal-democracy and totalitarianism,
has allowed us to confront, for the first time, the specific problem of state
power. In other words, liberal-democracy and Communism merely
served as the ideological masks of the state. These fictions have now
fallen away and the true face of sovereignty has been laid bare. This dull
visage is merely one of naked power: a power that no longer tries to
justify itself legally or normatively; a power that now operates more or
less with total impunity in the name of guaranteeing our security—or, to
be more, precise, creating a permanent state of insecurity in order to
legitimize its existence. Indeed, we might say that the “war on
terrorism”—with its permanent state of emergency and war—merely
operates as the state’s latest and flimsiest ideological fiction, a desperate
attempt by the state to disguise its absence of legitimate foundation. In
its new “security” mode, the liberal-democratic state is becoming
increasingly indistinguishable from the authoritarian police state. As
Giorgio Agamben argues, the modern state now has the provision of
security—or some illusion of security—as its sole purpose. The guarantee
of security has become, in other words, the ultimate standard of the
state’s political legitimacy. However, the danger of this new “security”
paradigm is that there will emerge a sort of structural complicity between
the state and terrorism, each relying on the other for its existence, and
each provoking the other to even greater acts of violence—something we
are already seeing signs of (Agamben 2002).
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The violence and lawlessness of the “security” paradigm thus reveals
the true face and hidden secret of state sovereignty—which, according
to Agamben, is the state of exception. This refers to the central legal paradox
or aporia upon which all sovereignty is based—the provision that allows
the law itself to be suspended in times of national crisis and emergency
(see Agamben 2005). Through the state of exception, the sovereign occupies
an ambiguous position in relation to the law, being both inside and
outside the law simultaneously: the sovereign guarantees the juridical
order (the power to enforce the law, essentially) by standing outside it
and, thus, having the power to suspend the law at certain moments
through the act of unilateral decision. The condition of sovereignty, in
other words, is marked by this radical indistinction between law and
lawlessness. Recently, we have seen state power articulating itself more
and more through the state of exception: governments giving themselves
extraordinary powers to permanently detain “suspects” and to suspend
normal constitutional rights and judicial processes. In other words, the
state of emergency, so far from being an aberration, increasingly becomes
the normal condition of sovereignty: the state of exception becomes the rule.

State sovereignty might be understood, then, as embodying an extra-
legal dimension of violence. In other words, what must be questioned
here is the idea of the state being based on the rule of law. This desire to
strip the analysis of state sovereignty of all legal fictions can be also
found in classical anarchism. Thinkers like Bakunin and Kropotkin
refused to be deceived by social contract theorists, those apologists for
the state like Hobbes and Locke, who saw sovereignty as being founded
on rational consent and the desire to escape the state of nature. For
Bakunin, this was a fiction, an “unworthy hoax,” for if in the state of
nature people were living a savage existence, bereft of rationality,
morality and sociability, then upon what basis could this act of consent
take place? (Bakunin 1984: 136) In other words, the social contract is
merely a mask for the illegitimacy of the state – the fact that sovereignty
was imposed violently on people, rather than emerging through their
rational consent.1

Nor does democracy make the state any more palatable.
Democracy—or the miserable parliamentary version of it that we have
today—is merely another representative fiction that disguises the reality
of state domination. Anarchists regarded democratic parliamentary
regimes with the same contempt as authoritarian or monarchical
regimes—in fact, the former may well be more insidious because it creates
the illusion that state power is based on consent and popular sovereignty.
In reality, however, the state is always the same—its structural principle
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is always domination and violence, no matter what form it takes. Whether
it be the monarchical state, the parliamentary state or even the workers’
state, the violence of the sovereign always lurks just below the surface.
For Bakunin, then, despotism resided “not so much in the form of the
State but in the very principle of the State and political power” (1984:
221).

Today democracy has become nothing more than a media spectacle—
a purely formal and increasingly meaningless ritual characterized by
“spin doctoring” and the fetishism of opinion polls. The fact that
democratic governments ignored the protests of hundreds of thousands
of their citizens in 2003 against the war in Iraq shows what formal
democracy has become in the post-September 11 world. Democracy is
simply the organizer of the capitalist neo-liberal consensus: in other
words, democracy—or capitalist parliamentarianism, as Badiou prefers
to call it—refers today to little more than the free market. Worse still, it
has become the standard bearer for Western militarism: “democracy”
as a signifier is used to enforce a series of discursive divisions between
the “civilized” West and “barbaric” East, between the Judeo-Christian
and Islamic, between “us” and “them;” it is used to divide the political
field, separating democratic or “democratizing” regimes from “rogue
states”—those that may be subject to military intervention.

Capitalist-democracy has become the reigning ideology:  it is the
formal injunction and ultimate stamp of acceptability for any regime. It
is impossible today not to be a democrat and not to embrace the free
market. This creates a problem for radical politics, because to play the
formal democratic game always leads to the affirmation of the state.
Democracy is simply a form or guise that the state has taken. Radical left
politics must therefore avoid representationalist forms that only
perpetuate the state. It must generate its own non-institutionalized modes
of politics that are not prescribed by the state. Part of this would involve,
as Badiou puts it, contesting the democratic consensus. This does not
mean rejecting the concept of democracy itself; rather, it means inventing
new forms of radical and egalitarian democracy that do not involve
participating in state institutions. Badiou says: “So, can ‘democracy’ be
relevant? Yes, I shall say so, as long as ‘democracy’ is grasped in a sense
other than a form of the State.” (2005: 85)

Therefore, any form of radical democratic politics must “put the
State at a distance,” as Badiou says (2005: 145). In other words, radical
politics today should no longer have as its aim to seize control of the
state. The state is much too powerful for frontal assaults of this kind.
Indeed, for Badiou, the modern state is characterized by its excessive



       Saul Newman

SubStance #113, Vol. 36, no. 2, 2007

8

superpower—a power that is errant, undefined and unlimited. That is
to say, the power of the state resides in the fact that we do not really
know how powerful it is: we have no way of measuring its power, and
we therefore feel powerless in its massive and ubiquitous presence. By
placing the state at a distance—by refusing the statist form and inventing
new forms of direct, participatory democracy—radical politics acts to
measure and thus limit the power of the state. In other words, radical
politics—if it emerges from and creates spaces that are beyond the reach
of the state—can serve to highlight the limits of state power. Badiou
gives several examples of this form of politics: the Maoist “liberated zones”
in the Chinese revolutionary war, the EZLN controlled areas of Chiapas
in Mexico, or L’Organisation politique that fights for the rights of “illegal”
immigrant workers in France. I would add to this—much to Badiou’s
disapproval no doubt2—the demonstrations of the global anti-capitalist
movement, demonstrations that have invented new forms of non-
centralist and democratic decision-making, popular participation and
protest. These are radical political events that take place beyond the
grasp of the state and construct new, non-statist forms of political
participation. It is precisely because of this that they present such a
threat to the state, as shown, for example, by the massive security
presence at the anti-globalization demonstrations. Political events such
as these are where the state reveals itself in all its excessive power and
brutality.

Contemporary radical politics is therefore a politics that avoids the
form of the state—the seductive trap of state power that lay in wait for
revolutionary movements in the past. It invents its own, non-
institutional, decentralized forms of politics and mass participation that
are not sanctioned by the state and that go beyond the formal
parliamentary process. Implicit here is an anarchist style of politics that
seeks not to take control of state power, but rather to create new, non-
statist forms of communal association and direct democracy that would
make the state irrelevant.

2) Politics beyond the Party
Similarly, radical politics today must avoid the representationalist

form of political parties. The traditional Marxist parties of the Left have
for a long time been in a state of crisis. In France, the phenomenal
emergence of the Front Nationale in recent elections has been in a large
part due to the disenchantment of the working class with the PCF and
other traditional socialist parties. Moreover, political parties—whether
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of the Left or Right—are simply part of the state apparatus. They only tie
politics to the state, thus limiting its radical potential and creativity.
This occurs not only in the parliamentary setting, but also in moments
of revolution. The Bolshevik revolution, for instance, while it initiated
forms of direct democracy through the Soviets, also channeled these into
an increasingly centralized and authoritarian party apparatus. The party
is an ultimately conservative institution and an arm of the state: the role
of the French PCF during the May ’68 insurrections, where it tried to
reign in the militants, is testimony to this.

A number of continental and poststructuralist thinkers—emerging
as many of them did from the experience of May ’68—have largely rejected
the mechanism of the political party, arguing for new forms of non-party
political activism. Foucault, for instance, was critical of the
representative role of the party—particularly the claim of parties of the
Left that they were speaking on behalf of the masses. Instead, he preferred
localized forms of militant politics that sought to express the views and
positions of those who were actively involved in a particular situation
or struggle—prisoners, for instance, or psychiatric patients and other
wards of the state. Gilles Deleuze once said to Foucault in an interview:
“You were the first . . .  to teach us something absolutely fundamental:
the indignity of speaking for others” (See Foucault 1977: 209). Badiou,
too, wants to see a politics that is no longer reliant on the representative
function of the party. He sees the party—even the mass party—as being
a form of social bond that only ties political struggles to the state. Real
politics, by contrast, consists in an unbinding, an undoing of any social
bond, and a subtraction of itself from state authority (Badiou 2005: 77).
In a manner similar to Foucault, Badiou talks of situated struggles, such
as those of “illegal” migrant workers, and suggests modes of political
organization that do not seek to represent their constituents at the formal
levels of power, but rather to highlight the conditions of a particular
situation and to mobilize people around these specific conditions.

Again, this appeal to a politics that goes beyond formal party
structures points implicitly to a kind of anarchism. Anarchists have
always been suspicious of the institution of the party, particularly the
revolutionary party, suggesting that it is essentially already a microcosm
of the state—a future state in waiting. In other words, the party contains
centralized and bureaucratic apparatuses that mirror the very power
structures and hierarchies of the political order whose destruction it
claims to seek. The revolutionary vanguard party, with its
authoritarianism, centralism and emphasis on discipline, would
reproduce, it was argued, the authoritarian structures of the state.3
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3) Politics beyond class
The Marxist politico-economic category of class has also been

questioned and largely rejected by contemporary radical political
thought. Post-Marxist thinkers like Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe,
for instance, have argued that class is an outdated and essentialist
concept, which not only has limited empirical value—given the ever
diminishing number of blue collar workers in Western post-industrial
societies—but also excludes other political subjectivities and struggles,
or at least relegates them to a position of secondary importance.

For Laclau and Mouffe, economic and class determinism constitute
the central problem in Marxist theory, preventing it from being fully
able to grasp the political—the field of political identities, power relations
and antagonisms—in its specificity and contingency. They argue that
the contemporary political field is no longer held together by the struggles
of the proletariat, and that for some time it has been fragmented by a
whole series of different and competing identities and movements-those
of blacks, feminists, gays, ethnic minorities, students, environmentalists,
consumers, and so on. Class is no longer the dominant category through
which radical political subjectivity is defined: “The common
denominator of all of them would be their differentiation from workers’
struggles, considered as ‘class’ struggles” (Laclau and Mouffe 2001: 159).

Laclau and Mouffe also show the way in which the struggles of
workers and artisans in the nineteenth century tended to be struggles
against relations of subordination generally, and against the destruction
of their organic, communal way of life through the introduction of the
factory system and new forms of industrial technology such as Taylorism.
They did not conform to Marx’s notion of proletarians embracing the
forces of capitalism in order to transform it. Similarly, Rancière has also
questioned the Marxist vision of proletarian subjectivity: he documents
the appearance, during the nineteenth century, of radical libertarian
identities and discourses among workers that did not conform to the
Marxist figure of the industrious, disciplined worker, suggesting that
the proletariat itself was always much more heterogeneous and
“anarchic” than Marxism allowed (see Rancière 1989). This refusal to
reduce the struggles of workers to the specific Marxist vision of the
proletarian struggle against capitalism would also be characteristic of
the classical anarchist position, which emphasized the heterogeneity of
subaltern subjectivities and antagonisms (the crucial role of the
lumpenproletariat, for instance, which had been dismissed by Marx)
and their primarily anti-authoritarian character. Anarchists sought to
include other classes and social strata—such as peasants and intellectuals
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déclassés—in the revolutionary struggle alongside the industrial
proletariat. Indeed, Bakunin preferred the word “mass” to “class” to
characterize this heterogeneous revolutionary identity—“class”
implying hierarchy and exclusiveness (1950: 47). Anarchism therefore
rejects the class and economic reductionism central to Marxist theory,
insisting that it cannot account for the specificity, complexity and
universality of political struggles.

4) The politics of emancipation
Despite this questioning of many of the hallowed concepts of Marxist

theory, contemporary continental thinking still remains committed to
the classical ideals of emancipation—particularly the central ideas of
liberty and equality and their interconnectedness. As we know, liberalism
has always seen these two ideas as mutually limiting, so that the more
equality one had, the less liberty, and vice versa. However, what
distinguishes the radical left political tradition—including anarchism,
socialism and Marxism—is the refusal to separate these ideals. Full liberty
could only come with full equality, and to see one as coming at the expense
of the other was simply unjust. Thus Bakunin believed that freedom was
only possible in society when all were equally free (1984: 267).

The undeconstructability of liberty and equality has been articulated in
various ways by modern continental thinkers. Étienne Balibar, for
instance, invokes equaliberty (égaliberté) to highlight the inextricable link
between these two ideals (see 48-72). This might be interpreted as an
unconditional and necessarily excessive political demand—the demand
for full freedom and full equality, unlimited by the other and only possible
with the other. This demand would remain unfulfilled and, in Derrida’s
terms, “infinitely perfectible”—thus forming an open ethical horizon for
radical political struggles that can never be entirely grounded in any
concrete normative or social order.

Other thinkers, like Badiou and Rancière, have seen equality as the
ontological basis of radical politics itself—certainly not to the exclusion
of liberty, but rather as something that incorporates a radical freedom
and emancipation. Badiou calls for a radical egalitarian politics—a politics
that is inconceivable and incomprehensible from the perspective of liberal
market ideology and the state. Moreover, the egalitarian postulation, as he
calls it, is present in an almost axiomatic sense in every real struggle for
emancipation (2005: 112). Rancière, in a similar fashion, sees equality as
the very ontological condition of any social order. This was the secret of
the state of nature—this state of perfect equality and perfect liberty—
that Hobbes tried to hide under the shadow of the sovereign. For Rancière,
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then, politics is the irruption of this principle of equality, an irruption
that destabilizes the hierarchical social order that rests so precariously
upon it (1999: 16). For Rancière, politics emerges when an excluded
subjectivity—that part which remains uncounted, excluded from
political life (the poor, the demos)—claims for itself the universality of a
whole community. In other words, politics emerges when the part that
is not counted as part of the community claims to be whole. One example
he gives of this political dissensus or “disagreement” is the claim of women
during the French Revolution to be included in political processes: they
did this by pointing to the gap that existed between the formal
universality of the Declaration of the Rights of Man, which guaranteed
equal political rights to all, including women, and the reality of the
political situation founded on these ideals, from which women were
excluded. In other words, by pointing to the formal inscription of
universal rights and equality, they could highlight the inconsistency of a
situation in which they were deprived of their rights: “They acted as
subjects that did not have the rights that they had and had the rights
that they had not” (Rancière 2004, 306).

I have suggested so far that contemporary radical political thought,
despite the differences and disagreements of among its key thinkers,
converges around several themes: the problem of the state and the
emergence of non-statist forms of politics; the rejection of party
representation; the questioning of the Marxist category of economic class;
and the invoking and rearticulation of the classical emancipative ideals
of liberty and equality. I have also argued that these themes point to an
anarchist or left-libertarian politics, a politics characterized by a
resistance against the state, an eschewing of the party as a mode of
representation, a rejection of the subjective category of class and an
emphasis instead on heterogeneity, and an insistence on full,
unconditional liberty and equality. In this sense, perhaps anarchism can
be seen as the hidden referent for a contemporary radical politics. Given
the decline of Marxism as both a political and theoretical project—and
given the desire for a politics that avoids statism, authoritarianism, class
essentialism and economism—perhaps it is time to invoke the anarchist
tradition, or at least reflect more seriously upon it as a radical political
alternative. It is surprising, given its theoretical proximity to the project
of thinking radical politics in the post-Marxist era, that there is a general
silence about anarchism on the part of the very thinkers who are engaged
in this project. Badiou, Rancière, Laclau and Agamben all veer quite close
towards anarchism in a number of important respects, and yet they
make virtually no mention of the anarchist tradition at all.
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Rethinking Anarchism
The central contribution of anarchism to radical political thought

lies in its rejection of the state and all authoritarian forms of politics, its
critique of Marxism, and its commitment to a libertarian and egalitarian
ethos. In particular, the innovativeness of anarchism lies in its
theorization of political power—namely the power of the state—as an
autonomous field of power relations and a specific site of political
struggles that was analytically separate from, and not determined by,
the capitalist economy or class relations. This was why the state could
not be trusted to “wither away” after the revolution: as an abstract
machine of domination that had its own logic and rationality, it would
only perpetuate itself through the guise of the workers’ state. Therefore,
by breaking the absolute structural link that Marxism had established
between the political and the economic, anarchism performed a vital
theoretical operation—one that foreshadowed later poststructuralist and
post-Marxist interventions.

However, the theoretical innovativeness of anarchism today is, at
the same time, limited by the humanist and positivist framework in
which it was originally conceived, and which continues to inform, to a
large extent, the thinking of modern anarchists like Noam Chomsky,
John Zerzan and Murray Bookchin.4  This epistemological framework is
apparent in a number of central aspects of anarchist theory. For instance,
while anarchists like Bakunin warned of the dangers of allowing life to
be dictated to by scientists, both he and Kropotkin still saw society as an
objective reality whose workings could be observed scientifically,
particularly through the methodology of the natural sciences. Central
here is the notion that socialism and the liberation of humanity have a
materialist and scientific basis: there was a rational logic at work in
society and history, a logic that was only intelligible through science.5

For Bakunin, this logic consisted of what he saw as “immutable” natural
laws that formed the basis of human and social development.6  For
Kropotkin, this rational social logic could be found in a natural sociability
that he observed in humans and animals—a “permanent instinct”
toward cooperation, which he believed could provide the foundation for
a new ethics of mutual aid, and a new conception of justice and morality
(see Ethics 1947; Mutual Aid 1955). Further, anarchism relies on an
essentialist understanding of human nature as largely benign and
cooperative. Indeed, for classical anarchists, the social revolution and
the creation of a free society would allow man’s immanent humanity
and rationality finally to be realized.
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However, the problem is that if we are to take the implications of
poststructuralism seriously—and I think we should—then these
epistemological conditions are no longer sustainable. For instance, rather
than social objects being rationally discernible, they would be seen as
discursively constructed. The socio-political field does not bear some
objective, rational truth that science can reveal; rather it is characterized
by multiple layers of articulation, antagonism and ideological
dissimulation. The reason why Laclau and Mouffe believe that “society”
is not a valid object of discourse is because it does not contain an objective
reality hidden behind different discursive representations; rather society
is constituted through these very representations. Social reality is opaque.
Furthermore, political and social developments cannot be seen as being
determined according to some immanent social or historical logic. Today
we have to accept that politics is a contingent enterprise that is in many
ways unpredictable. The ontological basis of politics is not the dialectic
but the event. Moreover, the subject can no longer be seen as having
essential moral and rational properties, as an aspect of his “humanity.”
Rather, the subject’s identity is seen as constituted, albeit incompletely
and indeterminately, through external social structures—language,
discourse and power. The “human” is simply the void that falls between
signifiers.

Many have suggested that these theoretical conditions impose
unbearable restrictions upon radical politics, robbing it of any stable
foundation or autonomous agency. I would argue, however, that in order
for radical politics to be thought today, we must abandon the notion of
stable foundations and fixed identities, and instead assert the contingency
of the political. This notion of contingency has been theorized in a number
of ways by contemporary thinkers. Badiou, for instance, sees it in terms
of an unbinding or an undoing of social and community bonds. Politics,
he argues is an enterprise of absolute singularity, where subjects detach
themselves from existing social ties and identities and become consumed
by a political process that destabilizes existing socio-political conditions.
That is why politics—real politics—is an event, one that emerges in an
unpredictable and singular fashion from the void that is at the basis of
any situation. In other words, rather than, as anarchism maintains, the
ontological ground being some immanent social rationality, and rather
than revolutionary politics emerging in an organic way through the
expansion of communities and social ties, the only ontological ground is
the void, and the only radical politics comes from, or involves, the
breakdown of these ties. Rancière also sees politics as involving a
dislocation of existing social relations. Unlike the anarchists who pit
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natural social relations against the artificiality of political power, Rancière
locates what he calls the order of “the police”—the order of established
hierarchies and identities—in these natural relations themselves.7 And
politics is precisely the disruption of this natural order of power.
Similarly, Laclau sees politics as taking place on a ground of contingency
and indeterminacy: political identities are not the outcome of the logic of
history or the rational development of social forces; rather, they are the
result of a hegemonic articulation among actors engaged in political
struggles (1996: 53).

However, this emphasis on contingency, unpredictability and
disruption does not amount to a politics of nihilism. On the contrary, it is
informed, as I suggested, by the classical ideals of emancipation—an
ethical lineage that it shares, along with its anti-authoritarianism, with
anarchism. The spirit of the Enlightenment, with its belief in individual
freedom and its rejection of obscurantism, still animates the radical
politics of today. However, as Foucault believed, the Enlightenment can
be interpreted in different ways, and its legacy is deeply ambiguous: on
the one hand, there is the Enlightenment of rational certainty, absolute
identity and destiny; and on the other, of continual questioning and
uncertainty.  It is the former that we should question and the latter that
we should embrace. Moreover, Kant saw the Enlightenment (Aufklärung)
as a critical condition, characterized by an “audacity to know” and the
free and autonomous public use of reason. This critical condition is
concomitant with a “will to revolution,” with the attempt to understand
revolution—in Kant’s case, the French Revolution—as an event that
allows an interrogation of the conditions of modernity, as well as the
way that we as subjects stand in relation to it (see Foucault 1986).
Foucault suggests that we may adopt this critical strategy to reflect upon
the limits of the discourse of the Enlightenment itself, and its rational
and moral injunctions. We may, in this sense, use the critical capacities
of the Enlightenment against itself, thus opening up public spaces for
autonomy, freedom and critical reflection within its edifice.

Similarly, Derrida, while he remains critical of the rationalist and
positivist aspects of the Enlightenment, still wants to hang on to its
emancipative and liberating potential—particularly its insistence on
human rights. He calls for an unconditional defense of the notion of
universal human rights, particularly in the face of the state’s open
violation of international human rights norms. However, at the same
time, this notion of human rights—and its basis in the concept of the
“human” itself—needs to be rethought and deconstructed (see Derrida
in Borradori 2004: 132-3). These two positions are by no means
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contradictory. On the contrary, it is only through a questioning of the
ontological conditions—the assumed “naturalness” of human rights—
that they can be reinvigorated.

The point here is that the legacy of the Enlightenment is
heterogeneous, and it contains a subversive potential that is worth
preserving, defending and even expanding. So far from poststructuralism
dismissing the Enlightenment, as it has often been accused of doing, it
seeks its radical renewal. My contention here is that Enlightenment—as
the embodiment of the ideas of human emancipation and autonomy—
must still serve as the referent and open horizon for radical political
struggles today. This is especially true in the present era of neo-
conservatism and religious fundamentalism, when the ideas of human
rights, reason and individual freedom are being openly questioned and
contested.

The Politics of Post-Anarchism
The Enlightenment provides, then, the common politico-ethical

reference for radical politics, paradoxically uniting classical anarchism
with contemporary continental thought. At the heart of both we find the
desire to criticize and interrogate authority, the injunction to resist
political domination, and the assertion of freedom, autonomy and
equality—in short, an ethics of anti-authoritarian egalitarianism. Let us
take a slight risk here and call this post-anarchism; despite the numerous
objections that would be made by the thinkers I have discussed, we
could perhaps say that their politics implies a kind of anarchism, albeit
one that embraces contingency and indeterminacy and rejects essentialist
identities and firm ontological foundations. In a paradoxical way, because
these thinkers seek, in the name of emancipation, to destabilize all
established social and political identities and discourses, they could be
seen as perhaps more “anarchistic” than the classical anarchists.

A contemporary post-anarchist or libertarian-egalitarian politics
must be able to rethink both sovereignty and universality. In the time of
a pronounced intensification of state power, the radical politics of today
can only counter this by inventing new forms of sovereignty—a popular
sovereignty, a sovereignty of the people that does not lead to the
sovereignty of the state. Derrida speaks of the emergence of a new kind of
sovereignty—a force without power,“messianicty without messianism”
(2005: xiv). Here he uses the example of the global anti-capitalist
movement to characterize this new form of popular sovereignty, which
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he sees as a sovereignty of the weak rather than a sovereignty of the
strong:

Movements that are still heterogeneous, still somewhat unformed,
full of contradictions, but gather together the weak of the earth, all
those who feel themselves crushed by the economic hegemonies,
by the liberal market, by sovereignism etc. I believe it is these weak
who will prove to be the strongest in the end and who represent the
future. (see Derrida interview: 2004)

It is the global masses, the global “poor,” that embody this new form of
popular sovereignty.

Moreover, popular sovereignty—sovereignty beyond the state—also
demands a rethinking of universality. There is no question that radical
politics, if it is to go beyond the atomism of identity politics, must bear
reference to some sort of universal dimension. But what should constitute
this universal dimension: a universal equality, new understandings of
rights, or even a new cosmopolitanism with global legal institutions
and democratic mechanisms? Whatever the case, globalization—while
it is, on the one hand, privatizing, individualizing and thus eroding
traditional public spaces of political discourse—is also opening up new
possibilities for universality in politics. The status of this universality—
how it is defined, who controls it, how democratic and egalitarian it is—
will increasingly become the site of political struggles everywhere. A
politics of post-anarchism must construct new forms of universality
around which all those heterogeneous groups and subjectivities that are
today marginalized, dominated and exploited in different ways by global
state capitalism, can mobilize.

Conclusion
I have drawn a series of links here between classical anarchism and

contemporary radical political thought, particularly on questions of state
power, political subjectivity, non-party militant organization and the
discourse of emancipation. I have suggested that despite their avoidance
of the term, contemporary political thinkers from the continental
tradition converge closely with anarchism. Their approach entails a non-
Statist, anti-institutional form of politics that rejects traditional modes
of party representation, eschews Marxist economism, and yet remains
faithful to the ideals of unconditional liberty and equality—in short, an
anti-authoritarian and egalitarian politics of postanarchism.
Postanarchism signifies the relevance, importance and potential of the
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anarchist tradition today, as well as the need for a renewal of this
tradition through a critique of its epistemological foundations. At a time
of political and ideological transition, when new movements and
identities are emerging, and new sites of struggle are opening up,
anarchism—for so long overshadowed by Marxism—can perhaps
become the referent for a radical politics of the future.

Goldsmith’s College, University of London

Notes

1. Here a parallel can be drawn with Foucault, whose genealogical analysis also sought
to expose the myth of sovereignty: rather than sovereignty being based on juridical
right, it is based on violent domination and conquest. The role of the genealogist,
according to Foucault, is to “awaken beneath the form of institutions and legislations
the forgotten past of real struggles, of masked victories or defeats, the blood that has
dried on the codes of law” (1976: 17-18).

2. Badiou has called these movements “archaic and sterile” because, he argues, they
conform to traditional models of protest, congregating around the meetings of their
adversary—the IMF, G8 or WTO (see 2003).

3. Here Badiou would appear to diverge from anarchism in his insistence on the need for
revolutionary discipline—invoking Lenin’s notions of “iron discipline” and the “pro-
fessional revolutionary.” However, he separates these from the formal structure of
the revolutionary party itself. In other words, he seems to advocate a form of disci-
plined militancy without the need for a formal party structure (2005: 75).

4 These thinkers have been critical of postmodernism/poststructuralism’s questioning of
the dialectic and the idea of rational objective truth. Bookchin, for instance, wants to
retain the Hegelian idea—strongly held by classical anarchism—of the progressive
unfolding of an immanent social rationality and a belief in human progress, and has
attacked what he sees as “postmodern” relativism (see Bookchin 1995; Zerzan 1991).

5.  See Frederick Gregory’s discussion of scientific materialism (1977).
6. Bakunin: “Having shown how idealism, starting with the absurd ideas of God, immor-

tality and the soul, the original freedom of individuals, and their morality independent
of society, inevitably arrives at the consecration of slavery, I now have to show how
real science, materialism and socialism—the second term being but the true and
complete development of the first, precisely because they take as their starting point
the material nature and the natural and primitive slavery of men, and because they
bind themselves to seek the emancipation of men not outside but within society, not
against it but by means of it—are bound to end in the establishment of the greatest
freedom of individuals and the highest form of human morality” (1984: 146).

7.  Rancière: “The distribution of places and roles that defines a police regime stems as
much from the assumed spontaneity of social relations as from the rigidity of state
functions” (1999: 29).
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Psychoanalysis and the Post-Political:
An Interview with Slavoj Z+iz=ek

Christopher Hanlon

For many, Jacques Lacan represents postmodern theory at its
height—that is, at its worst. Lacan, so say his detractors, made a
career out of obscurantism, and may not even have believed very

much of what he said. Noam Chomsky once indicated such a hypothesis
when he explained that “my frank opinion is that [Lacan] was a
conscious charlatan, and he was simply playing games with the Paris
intellectual community to see how much absurdity he could produce
and still be taken seriously.”1 Even Lacanians might find it in their hearts
to forgive Chomsky such a remark, since it was Chomsky who, after
asking Lacan a question concerning thought (at the latter’s 1968
presentation at MIT), received the reply, “We think we think with our
brain; personally, I think with my feet. That’s the only way I come into
contact with anything solid. I do occasionally think with my forehead,
when I bang into something.”2 As if to condense the aura of contrariness
and enigma he cultivated in such exchanges, Lacan often relayed his
teachings through now-infamous maxims and mathemes, those Zen
koans of the French postmodern era: “Desire is desire of the Other,”
“There is no sexual relation,” “The Woman does not exist.”3 No wonder
Chomsky and many others turn their heads in exasperation.

The best counterpoint to suspicions such as Chomsky’s may well be
found in the work of Slavoj Z+iz=ek, whose frenetic endorsements of
Lacanian theory achieve a dense complexity even as they provide
moments of startling (and typically humorous) clarity. Take Z +iz =ek’s way
of explaining why even one of the most banal features of late twentieth-
century culture, the laugh-track of situation comedy, is itself an illustra-
tion of the Lacanian thesis that “desire is desire of the Other”:

. . . let us remind ourselves of a phenomenon quite usual in popular television
shows or serials: “canned laughter.” After some supposedly funny or witty
remark, you can hear the laughter and applause included in the soundtrack of
the show itself—here we have the exact opposite of the Chorus in classical
tragedy; it is here that we have to look for “living Antiquity.” That is to say, why
the laughter? The first possible answer—that it serves to remind us when to
laugh—is interesting enough, since it implies the paradox that laughter is a
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matter of duty and not of some spontaneous feeling; but this answer is not
sufficient because we do not usually laugh. The only correct answer would be
that the Other—embodied in the television set—is relieving us even of our duty
to laugh—is laughing instead of us. So even if, tired from a hard day’s stupid
work, all evening we did nothing but gaze drowsily into the television set, we can
say afterwards that objectively, through the medium of the Other, we had a really
good time.4

Whimsical and yet theoretically earnest solutions to everyday conun-
drums such as this can have the effect of seducing even Z+iz=ek’s most
skeptical readers, but this is not to say that Z+iz=ek’s work hasn’t earned
him opponents. For many, Z +iz=ek’s Lacanian analyses of contemporary
culture cannot quite shed the burdens of classical psychoanalysis itself:
in an academy happily enamored of historicism and often disinclined
toward universalisms of any kind, Z+iz=ek’s mostly ahistorical, psychoana-
lytic defense of the Enlightenment draws criticism from various episte-
mological camps. One of the most persistent reproaches, for instance,
has been voiced by Judith Butler, who asks rhetorically, “Can Z+iz =ekian
psychoanalysis respond to the pressure to theorize the historical specific-
ity of trauma, to provide texture for the specific exclusions, annihila-
tions, and unthinkable losses that structure . . . social phenomena . . . ?”5

Others have raised suspicions about the political implications of the
Z+iz=ekian subject: “[Z+iz=ek] views the modern individual as caught in the
dichotomy between his or her universal status as a member of civil
society, and the particularistic attachments of ethnicity, nation and
tradition, and this duality is reflected in his own ambiguous political
profile—marxisant cultural critic on the international stage, member of
a neo-liberal and nationalistically inclined governing party back home.”6

I recently met with Z +iz=ek in order to discuss such complaints, as well as
to elicit his opinions on the ongoing crises in the ex-Yugoslavia, Z+iz=ek’s
country of birth. The latter topic has become a heated subject for Z+iz=ek,
who ran a close campaign for the presidency of Slovenia in 1990, and
who views the resurgence of nationalism in the Balkan states as a
phenomenon that has gone completely misunderstood by the West.
Since the Bosnian conflict began near the outset of the last decade, ex-
Yugoslav politics have taken up more space in Z+iz =ek’s thinking, but still,
there is probably no dominant feature within the contemporary land-
scape he analyzes. For Z +iz=ek, one quickly realizes, life is essentially an
excuse to theorize; hence, his Lacanian commentary on the psychopa-
thology of everyday existence rarely ceases. As we packed into a crowded
elevator in New York’s St. Moritz hotel, for instance, the panel of control
buttons caught Z +iz=ek’s eye, provoking an excursus on the faulty logic
behind the hotel’s symbolic exclusion of the thirteenth floor. “You
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cannot cheat God!” he proclaimed, drawing bewildered glances from
the people around us. “They shouldn’t call it the fourteenth floor—they
should just make the thirteenth floor an empty mezzanine, an ominous
lack in the midst of the others.” Somehow, the commentary slid
effortlessly, naturally, into the subject of voyeurism, and from there, to
the Lacanian distinction between the gaze and the look. Our later
conversation partook of a similar, free-associative pattern even as it
returned to a few fundamental concerns: the position of Lacanian
theory in today’s academy, Z+iz =ek’s friendly antagonism with Judith
Butler, Z+iz =ek’s own polemic against multicultural identity politics. And
talking with Z+iz =ek, one realizes that these issues are all of a piece with a
larger problem: What kinds of political ontology—what manner of social
perception, for that matter—does today’s theoretical constellation allow
or, more particularly, foreclose?

Christopher Hanlon: Your home city, Ljubljana, is home to a number of
prominent Lacanians today. Was there something particular about the Slovene—
then the Yugoslav—scene that made Lacan particularly crucial during the
1980s, when you were first formulating your project?

Slavoj Z +iz=ek: I believe it was simply some incredible contingency. The
first thing here is that, in the ex-Yugoslavia, the phenomenon is strictly
limited to Slovenia—there are practically no Lacanians in the other
Yugoslav republics. But I’m often asked this question: “Why there?” The
only thing I can say is that there were some marginal, not-sufficient,
negative conditions. One was that the intellectual climate was very open;
or rather, the regime was open if you didn’t directly pursue political
opposition. There was intellectual freedom, borders were open, and so
on . . . . And the other thing was that Slovenia was, far from being
isolated from Europe, a kind of microcosm, in the sense that all of what
went on in the philosophical scene around the world, all main orienta-
tions, were fairly represented. This is to say, there was a clear Frankfurt
School or Critical Theory orientation, there was a Heideggerian orienta-
tion, there were analytical philosophers, and so on and so on . . . . But
within this constellation, I don’t have a precise theory, though it’s
something I’m often asked. Why there? One thing is that in other
areas—around Zagreb and Belgrade, in Croatia and Serbia—they have
much more substantial psychoanalytical traditions, and maybe this is
what prevented them from appropriating Lacan. In Slovenia, there was
no psychoanalytic tradition, so we were starting from a zero-point.

For me, the original spark came out of the confluence of two
traditions: Frankfurt School marxism and, of course, Lacanian psycho-
analysis. When I was a young student in Slovenia, the intellectual scene
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was divided between Heideggerians and the Frankfurt School. Under
Yugoslav Communism, that is, dialectical materialism was dead; it was no
longer the State philosophy. It was some kind of vague humanist
marxism, linked to the Frankfurt School. At least in Slovenia, the main
opposition was Heideggerrian: this is why my first book was on Heidegger
and language. But what made me suspicious was this phenomenon, as it
seemed to me, by which both Heideggerians and the followers of the
Frankfurt School began to speak the same language. This precisely
aroused me.

CH: Though Slovene culture and politics play a pronounced role in your later
work—say, from The Metastases of Enjoyment onward—American popular
culture remains the central touchstone. Do you see America as more pathological,
more ripe for analysis?

SZ +: This is perhaps the result of my personal trauma, which was that
my relationship with Slovene art, especially with Slovene literature and
cinema, was extremely negative. In Slovenia we have a cult of literature,
especially poetry, as “the fundamental cornerstone of our society”; the
idea is that the Slovene poets effectively created the Slovene nation, so
there’s a false veneration of poetry. On top of it, most Slovene writers
now are, in no uncertain terms, right-wing nationalists, so I’m happily
not on speaking terms with them—it’s a kind of negative gesture of
pride for me to turn to American pop culture. Although, in the last few
years, I have been turning toward so-called “literary” or high culture; my
new book will deal with Shklovsky, Tchaikovsky, and so on.

CH: Another new book? Does Verso at all worry that you might flood the
market?

SZ +: There have been some surprises here. For example, they were
worried about The Ticklish Subject. “After so many books, who will buy
such a thick book, 400 pages . . . .” But OK—I know that I am very close
to flooding the market; the next thing will be that next month a short
book on David Lynch’s Lost Highway will come out by the University of
Washington Press, Seattle. Then it will be this other book, this big triple-
orgy, this dialogue, between Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau, and me. The
idea was that each of us should write an opening statement, maybe fifty
pages, defining his or her position toward the other two. Then two
rounds of questions and answers; it grew into a big book, about three
hundred printed pages. And it’s very interesting to me, because it isn’t a
polite debate; it’s nasty, nasty—it almost but I hope didn’t ruin our
personal relationships. We’re really pretty good friends, but it does get
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nasty, with all these rude expressions, you know: “He’s totally missing the
point,” “He didn’t do his homework,” “Sounds like she’s decided to tone
it down a little bit,” and so on and so on.

CH: I want to ask about one common critique of your work, most recently
voiced by James Hurley, that centers on what we might call your “intrapsychic”
focus.7 For you, of course, ideological coercion occurs at the libidinal level, at the
constitutive level of a subject who “is” a disjunction between the Symbolic and the
Real. But some commentators have expressed concern that this intrapsychic focus
has the effect of leaving us little to do by way of intervening upon specifically
institutional mechanisms of coercion. Do such objections concern you?

SZ +: No, because I think that such criticism misses the point of
Freudian subjectivity. I think that the very term “intrapsychic” is mislead-
ing; I think that, at least for Lacan, who emphasizes this again and again,
the proper dimension of the unconscious is not “deep inside.” The
proper dimension is outside, materialized in the state apparatuses. The
model of split subjectivity, as later echoed by Louis Althusser, is not that
there is something deep in me which is repressed; it’s not this internal
psychic conflict. What subverts my conscious attitudes are the implicit
ideological beliefs externalized, embodied in my activity. For instance,
I’m interested in this new fashion of Hollywood Holocaust comedy.
Have you noticed how, starting with Life Is Beautiful, we have a new
genre, repeated in Jakob the Liar, and so on? Apropos of this, I ask, “Why
do Holocaust tragedies fail?” For me, Speilberg is at his lowest during a
scene from Schindler’s List, when the concentration-camp commander
faces the Jewish girl and we have this internal monologue, where he is
split between his attraction to the girl and his racist tract: you know, “Are
you a rat? Are you a human being?” and so on. I think this split is false.
I take here quite literally Lacan’s dictum that psychoanalysis is not
psychology, that the ultimate lesson of psychoanalysis is that when you
analyze phenomena like Nazis or Stalinism, it is totally wrong to think
that you will arrive at any pertinent result through so-called in-depth
profiles of figures like Stalin or Hitler. Here there is a lesson to be
learned from Hannah Arendt—though at a different level I disagree
with her—about the banality of evil. The banality of evil means for me
that the key is not, for example, the personality of Eichmann; there is a
gap separating the acts of Eichmann from Eichmann’s self-experience.
But what I would add is that this doesn’t mean that Eichmann was simply
innocent in the sense that he was possessed by some kind of brutally
objective logic. My idea is more and more that we are dealing with—to
reference my eternal idea about canned laughter—what I am tempted
to call a kind of canned hatred. In the same way that the TV set laughs
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for you, relieves you of the obligation to really laugh, Eichmann himself
didn’t really have to hate the Jews; he was able to be just an ordinary
person. It’s the objective ideological machinery that did the hating; the
hatred was imported, it was “out there.”

CH: He even reported that he admired the Jews, that he used to literally vomit
with disgust at the efficiency of the extermination . . .

SZ +: Yes! So again, I would say that this reproach misses the point in the
sense that the fundamental lesson of psychoanalysis is that the uncon-
scious is outside, crystallized in institutional practices. This is why, for
me, commodity fetishism is a nice example of this—not collective, I’m
not speaking of course about some Jungian collective unconscious—
unconscious in the sense of the set of presuppositions, beliefs. The
subject is not aware of these beliefs, but the beliefs are materialized in
the social practices, rituals, institutions in which the subject participates.
So in this sense, I claim that this idea that when you analyze in
psychoanalytic terms what are ideological phenomena, you translate
them into intrapsychic phenomena, definitely does not hold for Lacan.
If anything, Lacan can be accused of the opposite mistake, of externaliz-
ing these issues. For example, in a friendly discussion with him years
ago, this is what Fred Jameson reproached me with: that the inner self-
experience disappears with me, that I externalize everything into social
rituals.

Let me put it this way: Lacan is an author with which it’s incredible
how “anything goes.” It’s incredible how whatever comes to our head,
you can attribute to Lacan—people are very insensitive to the things
Lacan actually says. OK, he’s a difficult author, but nonetheless, some of
the things he says are formulated very clearly. Just to give you an
example: though I appreciate her very much—especially her late work,
The Psychic Life of Power—Judith Butler repeatedly makes this strange
claim, this strange thesis, that for us Lacanians (not for her), “uncon-
scious” is Imaginary resistance to the Symbolic Law. Where did she find
this? I’m almost tempted to say, “Wait a minute! If there is one phrase
that is the first commonplace about Lacan, the first association, it is ‘The
unconscious is structured like a language’!” The unconscious is the
Symbolic order. Where did she find this idea that the unconscious is
Imaginary resistance? I know what she means—her idea is that we are
caught in the web of social relations which are the Symbolic order, and
that unconsciously, our resistance is to identify with the set of social
norms, and so on and so on. OK! An interesting thesis, but unfortu-
nately, it has absolutely nothing to do with Lacan.
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CH: I’d like to discuss your ongoing debate with Butler, but first, could we talk
about another more general facet of your reception? I’ve seen you speak on several
occasions now, and each time, I notice the same split within your audience. On
the one hand, there’s a kind of weird delight you can elicit, an experience of almost
fanatical excitement, but on the other, one also observes a deep displeasure. Of
course, many public intellectuals gain both followers and opponents, but with
you, there’s almost no middle ground between these two extremes . . .

SZ +: . . . I know. My friends tell me that if you check the amazon.com
reviews of my books, I get either five stars or no stars. You know, either,
“It’s total crap!” or “It’s a revelation!” Never, “It’s a moderately good
book, not very good, but some solid achievements.” This is an interest-
ing point in the sense that—this is true especially in England, with
Radical Philosophy; they don’t like me there—there are these fantasies
circulating around me, that I shouldn’t be trusted; beneath this appar-
ently marxist, left-wing surface, there is this strange, decadent, even
nationalistic attachment . . .

CH: Peter Dews has indicated such a suspicion [in The Limits of Disen-
chantment].

SZ +: Yeah! And I’m still on speaking terms with Peter Dews, but I told
him, “My God!” Where did he get that? Because the irony is that in
Slovenia, nationalists cannot stand me. In Slovenia, I’m always attacked
as a “national nihilist,” a “cynicist,” and so on . . . . The idea that I’m a
nationalist seems simply ridiculous to me, a kind of propaganda. The
catch is the following one: I come from Slovenia, and for a lot of Western
left-wingers, we Slovenes committed the original sin. The idea is that we
were the first ones to leave Yugoslavia, that we started the process and
then hypocritically escaped the consequences. We stepped out when the
house of cards was starting to collapse, and started it all, and we didn’t
even suffer for it. It’s incredible how strong this accusation is. So Dews’s
big reproach is “Why didn’t you oppose the disintegration of Yugosla-
via?” First, I was pretty much indifferent to this at the time. But the thing
that surprises me about this is that—typically in England—the very same
people who are opposed to the disintegration of Yugoslavia, if you ask
them about, for instance, Ireland: all these principles are suddenly
reversed. So that is not nationalist madness?

I guess I would say that at least one level of this political suspicion
against me is conditioned by what I call this politically-correct Western-
leftist racism. In the aftermath of the disintegration of Yugoslavia, a new
entity was produced with which I don’t want to have anything to do: the
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traveling post-Yugoslav academic. You know, going around, telling the
world how horrible it is, all this nationalist madness, blah, blah, blah . . .

CH: “How can you stand up here talking about David Lynch when your
country is in flames . . .”?

SZ +: Yeah, yeah, that kind of stuff. And I’ve never wanted to play that
game, to present myself as this kind of victim. This is one aspect. The
other aspect is a general resistance to Lacan. Let’s put it this way:
vaguely, we have three orientations today. For phenomenologists or
Heideggerians, Lacan is too eccentric, not to be taken seriously. For
Habermasians—though Dews is usually an exception here—Lacanians
are some kind of protofascists, irrationalists, whatever; basically, they
prefer not to enter into discussion with us. For example, in one of her
last articles, I saw Nancy Fraser make a line of distinction between
Kristeva and Lacan, claiming that Kristeva may be of some use, but that
Lacan can be of absolutely no use. . . . With deconstruction, it’s the
same—you know, this incredible tension between Lacan and Derrida.
Then, of course, for cognitivists, Lacan is simply deconstruction. So all
main orientations definitely reject the Lacanian approach.

CH: Well, apropos of this Habermas/Lacan division you mention . . .

SZ +: . . . But wait a minute—who stands for Lacan? I don’t think we are
strong enough Lacanians to function as opposition. The debate is
usually either Habermas versus communitarians, who consider Habermas
too much of a universalist, or on the other hand Habermas versus
deconstructionists, who again question whether we need universal
norms. The point is . . . don’t you think that for Habermasians we rarely
even enter the picture? The big debate is, for example in the feminist
circle, Nancy Fraser or Seyla Benhabib against Judith Butler, against
Wendy Brown—you have that opposition. Or deconstruction versus
neopragmatism—we simply do not enter the picture.

CH: Well, here in the States, the opposition seems to me, more and more, to be
between neopragmatists—I’m not thinking of Habermasians so much as I am
about people like Richard Rorty, Walter Benn Michaels—and “the theorists,” in a
totalizing, reductive sense. For instance, a couple of years ago, I saw Cornel West
intone a kind of neopragmatist complaint against you during a roundtable
discussion: how do you justify your highly abstract work, when there are concrete
political battles to be waged, and then call it liberal?

SZ +: Cornel West? Was that the Harvard roundtable?
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CH: Yes. In any case, I point out the instance as an indication that perhaps
it’s theory itself that is discounted, or discountable, right now, rather than
Lacanian theory in particular.

SZ +: Well, I don’t think that . . . OK, Cornel West did say that. But I
nonetheless don’t think that he perceives us as the main opponent.
Because this very reproach that you mention is not a reproach that can
be addressed specifically to Lacan. My idea is the old marxist idea that
this immediate reference to experience, practice, struggle, etcetera,
usually relies on the most abstract and pure theory, and as an old
philosopher I would say, as you said before, that we simply cannot escape
theory. I fanatically oppose this turn which has taken place in social
theory, this idea that there is no longer time for great theoretical
projects, that all we can do is narrativize the experience of our suffering,
that all various ethnic or sexual groups can ultimately do is to narrate
their painful, traumatic experience. I think this is a catastrophe. I think
that this fits perfectly the existing capitalist order, that there is nothing
subversive in it. I think that this fits perfectly today’s ideology of
victimization, where in order to legitimize, to gain power politically, you
must present yourself, somehow, as the victim.

An anecdote of Richard Rorty’s is of some interest to me here. You
know Rorty’s thesis—and you know, incidentally, I like Rorty, because he
openly says what others won’t. But Rorty once pointed out—I forget
where—how if you take big opponents, such as Habermas and Derrida,
and ask them how they would react to a concrete social problem,
whether to support this measure or that measure . . . . Are there any
concrete political divisions between Habermas and Derrida, although
they cannot stand each other? There are none! The same general left-of-
center, not-too-liberal but basically democratic vision . . . practically,
their positions are indistinguishable. Now, Rorty draws from this the
conclusion that philosophy doesn’t matter. I am tempted to draw a more
aggressive, opposite conclusion: that philosophy does matter, but that
this political indifference signals the fact that although they appear
opposed, they actually share a set of presuppositions at the level of their
respective philosophies. Besides, not all philosophers would adopt the
same position; someone like Heidegger definitely would not, and a left-
winger like [Alain] Badiou definitely would not.

The big question for me today concerns this new consensus—in
England it’s the “third way,” in Germany it’s the “new middle”—this idea
that capitalism is here to stay, we can maybe just smooth it out a little
with multiculturalism, and so on . . . . Is this a new horizon or not? What
I appreciate in someone like Rorty is that at least he openly makes this
point. What annoys me about some deconstructionists is that they adopt
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as their rhetorical post the idea that what they are doing is somehow
incredibly subversive, radical, and so on. But they do not render
thematic their own deep political resignation.

CH: You’ve been a long-time opponent of what you call postmodern identity
politics, and especially the subversive hope some intellectuals attach to them. But
with your newest book, this critique acquires a more honed feel. Now, you suggest
that partisans of the identity-politics struggle have had a “depoliticizing” effect in
some way. Could you hone your comments even further? Do you mean that
identity politics have come to supersede what for you are more important
antagonisms (such as that between capital and democracy, for instance), or do
you mean something more fundamental, that politics itself has been altered for the
worse?

SZ +: Definitely that it has been altered. Let me put it this way: if one
were to make this reproach directly, they would explode. They would say,
“My God, isn’t it the exact opposite? Isn’t it that identity politics
politicized, opened up, a new domain, spheres of life that were previ-
ously not perceived as the province of politics?” But first, this form of
politicization nonetheless involves a transformation of “politics” into
“cultural politics,” where certain questions are simply no longer asked.
Now, I’m not saying that we should simply return to some marxist-
fundamentalist essentialism, or whatever. I’m just saying that . . . my
God, let’s at least just take note of this, that certain questions—like those
concerning the nature of relationships of production, whether political
democracy is really the ultimate horizon, and so on—these questions are
simply no longer asked. And what I claim is that this is the necessary
consequence of postmodern identity politics. You cannot claim, as they
usually do, that “No, we don’t abandon those other aspects, we just add
to politics proper.” No, the abandonment is always implicit. Why? Take a
concrete example, like the multitude of studies on the exploitation of
either African Americans or more usually illegal Mexican immigrants
who work as harvesters here in the U.S. I appreciate such studies very
much, but in most of them—to a point at least—silently, implicitly,
economic exploitation is read as the result of intolerance, racism. In
Germany, they don’t even speak of the working class; they speak of
immigrants . . .

CH: “Visiting workers.”

SZ +: Right. But the point is that we now seem to believe that the
economic aspect of power is an expression of intolerance. The funda-
mental problem then becomes “How can we tolerate the other?” Here,



11psychoanalysis and the post-political

we are dealing with a false psychologization. The problem is not that of
intrapsychic tolerance, and so I’m opposed to this way in which all
problems are translated into problems of racism, intolerance, etcetera.
In this sense, I claim that with so-called postmodern identity politics, the
whole concept of politics has changed, because it’s not only that certain
questions aren’t any longer asked. The moment you begin to talk about
. . . what’s the usual triad? “Gender . . .”

CH: “Gender/Race/Class”?

SZ +: Yes. The moment you start to talk this way, this “class” becomes just
one aspect within an overall picture which already mystifies the true
social antagonisms. Here I disagree with Ernesto Laclau’s more optimis-
tic picture of the postmodern age, where there are multiple antagonisms
coexisting, etcetera . . .

CH: . . . But aren’t you then subordinating what is “merely cultural” to a set
of “authentically” political problems?

SZ +: No, no. I’m well aware, for example, that the whole problematic of
political economy also had its own symbolic dimension. . . . I’m not
playing “merely cultural” problems against “real” problems. What I’m
saying is that with this new proliferation of political subjects, certain
questions are no longer asked. Is the state our ultimate horizon? Is
capitalism our ultimate horizon? I just take note that certain concerns
have disappeared.

CH: Let’s talk about another aspect of this critique you lay out. Part of your
polemic against this “post-political” sphere concerns the great premium you place
on the “Lacanian act,” the gesture that resituates everything, creates its own
condition of possibility, and so on. Could you specify this further by way of
pointing to an example of such an act? In culture or politics, is there some
instance of an authentic Lacanian act that we can turn toward?

SZ +: [...] You’ve got me here, in that sense. But I’m not mystifying the
notion of act into some big event . . . . What I’m saying is that the way the
political space is structured today more and more prevents the emer-
gence of the act. But I’m not thinking of some metaphysical event—
once I was even accused of conceiving of some protofascist, out-of-
nowhere intervention. For me, an act is simply something that changes
the very horizon in which it takes place, and I claim that the present
situation closes the space for such acts.

We could even draw the pessimist conclusion—and though he doesn’t
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say so publicly, I know privately that Alain Badiou tends to this
conclusion—that maybe politics, for some foreseeable time, is no longer
a domain where acts are possible. That is, there were times during which
acts did happen—the French Revolution, the October Revolution,
maybe the ’68 uprisings.

I can only say what will have been an act: something which would
break this liberal consensus, though of course not in a fascist way. But
otherwise, there are examples from culture, from individuals’ experi-
ences; there are acts all around in this sense. The problem for me is that
in politics, again, the space for an act is closing viciously.

CH: Let’s move on to another topic. I have to ask you about your reaction to
what may be Derrida’s last word on his whole conflict with Lacan, published in
Resistances to Psychoanalysis. Without retracting any of his original theses
concerning Lacan’s seminar on “The Purloined Letter,” Derrida now insists that
“I loved him and admired him a lot,” and also that “Not only was I not criticizing
Lacan, but I was not even writing a sort of overseeing or objectifying metadiscourse
on Lacan,”8 that it was all part of a mutual dialogue . . . . What is your response
to this?

SZ +: I would just like to make two points. First, I still think, as I first
developed in Enjoy Your Symptom!, that “resistance” is the appropriate
term here. In deconstructionist circles, you can almost feel it, this strong
embarrassment about Lacan. So they can buy Lacan only, as it were,
conditionally, only insofar as they can say he didn’t go far enough. I
claim that the truth is the exact opposite; the only way they can
appropriate Lacan is to submit him to a radical misreading. You know,
all the time we hear about the “phallic signifier,” and so on, and so on,
but the figure of Lacan they construct is precisely what Lacan was trying
to undermine. For example, one of the standard criticisms of some
deconstructionists here in the States is that Lacan elevates the “Big
Other” into some kind of non-historical, a priori symbolic order . . . . My
only, perhaps naïve answer to this is that the big Lacanian thesis from
the mid-fifties is that “The Big Other doesn’t exist.” He repeats this again
and again, and the point of this is precisely that there is no symbolic
order that would serve as a kind of prototranscendental guarantor. My
second point would be a very materialist, Althusserian one. Without
reducing the theoretical aspects of this conflict, let’s not forget that
academia is itself an “Ideological State Apparatus,” and that all these
orientations are not simply theoretical orientations, but what’s in
question is thousands of posts, departmental politics, and so on.
Lacanians are excluded from this. That is to say, we are not a field. You
know, Derrida has his own empire, Habermasians have their own
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empire—dozens of departments, all connected—but with Lacanians, it’s
not like this. It’s maybe a person here, a person there, usually marginal
positions. So I think we should never underestimate this aspect.

I think it would be much nicer, in a way, if Derrida said the opposite:
not that “I really hated him,” but “there is a tension; we are irreducible
to each other.” This statement you point out is the kiss of death. What’s
the message in this apparently nice statement from Derrida? The
message is that “the difference is really not so strong, so that our field,
deconstruction, can swallow all of this; it’s really an internal discussion.”
I think it is not. I’m not even saying who’s right; I’m just claiming—and
I think this is more important than ever to emphasize—the tension
between Derrida and Lacan and their followers is not an interfamilial
struggle. It’s a struggle between two radically different global percep-
tions. Even when they appear to use approximately the same terms, refer
to the same orders, they do it in a totally different way, and this is why all
attempts to mediate between them ultimately fall short. Once, I was at a
conference at Cardozo Law School where Drucilla Cornell maintained
that the Lacanian Real was a good “first attempt” at penetrating beyond
this ahistorical Symbolic order, but that it also retains this dimension of
otherness that is still defined through the Symbolic order, and that the
Derridean notion of writing incorporates this otherness into the Sym-
bolic order itself more effectively, much more radically, so that the “real
Real” lies with Derrida’s écriture, Lacan’s “Real” is still under the
dimension of the metaphysical-logocentric order, and so on. This is
typical of what I’m talking about. We should simply accept that there is
no common language here, that Lacan is no closer to Derrida than to
Hegel, than to Heidegger, than to whomever you want.

CH: Judith Butler—with whom you have engaged in ongoing if cordial
debate—maintains that the Lacanian topology is itself dubious for its nonhistorical,
transcultural presuppositions. You yourself have written that “jouissance is non-
historical”9—How do you respond to complaints such as Butler’s?

SZ +: Ah! This is what we are struggling with for dozens, maybe
hundreds of pages, in this book. My answer is to say that she is non-
historical. That is to say, she presents a certain narrative, the same as
Ernesto [Laclau]. With Ernesto, it’s that we have an older type of
essentialist class politics, then slowly, slowly, essentialism starts to disinte-
grate, and now we have this contingent struggle for hegemony where
everything is open to negotiation . . . . With Judith Butler, there is the
same implicit narrative: in the old times, there was sex essentialism,
biologically-identified; then slowly, slowly, this started disintegrating into
a sex/gender distinction, the awareness that gender is not biologically—
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but rather culturally—constructed; finally, we come to this performativity,
contingency, and so on and so on. So the same story, from essentialist
zero-point to this open contingency where we have struggles for
hegemony which are undecided. My first reproach as a philosopher to
this is that here, some metanarrative is missing. To ask a very stupid,
naïve question: why were people one hundred and fifty years ago
essentialists? Were they simply stupid? You know what I mean? There is
a certain, almost teleological narrative here, in which from the “bad”
zero-point of essentialism, slowly we come to the “good” realization that
everything is a performative effect, that nothing is exempted from the
contingent struggle for hegemony. But don’t you need a metanarrative if
you want to avoid the conclusion that people were simply stupid one
hundred and fifty years ago?

CH: Well, perhaps not a metanarrative in the sense of a guiding historical
trajectory, but an acceptance of a loosely Foucauldian premise, that one hundred
and fifty years ago there were in place certain institutional mechanisms, power-
discourses, which coerced belief from their subjects, engendered them . . .

SZ +: Ah! But if you accept this Foucauldian metanarrative, then things
get a little complicated. Because Foucault is not speaking about truth-
value; for him, it is simply the change from one episteme to another.
Then . . . OK, I ask you another question—let’s engage in this discussion,
with you as Butler. So: is there a truth-value distinction between
essentialism and the performativity of gender or is it simply the passage
from one episteme to another? What would you say?

CH: I won’t speak for Butler, but if I were a Foucauldian, I would say that the
latter is the case, though I may prefer the later episteme in light of my own political
objectives.

SZ +: Yeah, but Butler would never accept that.

CH: You don’t think so?

SZ +: You think she would? Because I think that the epistemic presuppo-
sition of her work is implicitly—even explicitly, at least in her early
work—that, to put it bluntly, sex always already was a performative
construction. They just didn’t know it then. But you cannot unite this
with Foucauldian narrative, because Foucauldian narrative is epistemo-
logically neutral, in which we pass from one paradigm to the other. You
know, sex was confessionary then; sex is now post-confessionary, pleasur-
able bodies, whatever . . . . But OK: Foucault would be one possible
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metanarrative. Marxism would provide the other one, in the sense that
“the development of capitalism itself provoked a shift in subjectivity,”
whatever. But again, what I claim is that there is some unresolved tension
concerning historicity and truth-value.

I ask you a different question. Both in Laclau and in Butler, there is a
certain theory: Butler—and I’m speaking of early Butler; later, things get
much more complex, much more interesting, a more intense dialogue
becomes possible . . .

CH: So we’re talking about Gender Trouble, parts of Bodies That
Matter . . .

SZ +: Yeah, I’m talking about Gender Trouble with Butler, and about
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy with Laclau. Why? Because let’s not forget
that these two books were the only two authentic “big hits” of the time.
. . . I’ll tell you why: both Gender Trouble and Hegemony and Socialist Strategy
were read as a model for a certain political practice. With Gender Trouble,
the idea was that performativity and drag politics could have a political
impact; it was, to put it in naïve, Leninist terms, “a guideline for a certain
new feminist practice.” It was programmatic. It was the same with
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. It was a justification for the abandonment
of so-called essentialist class politics, after which no specific struggle
takes priority, we just have to coordinate our practices, cultivate a kind of
“rainbow coalition,” although Ernesto rejects the term . . . . Now, what
are these theories? Are they universal theories—of gender or of social/
political processes—or are they specific theories about political practice,
sex practice, within a certain historical/political moment? I claim that
the ambiguity is still irreducible. At the same time that it’s clear that
these theories are rooted in a certain historical moment, it’s also clear
that they touch upon a universal dimension. Now my ironic conclusion
is that, with all this anti-Hegelianism, what both Ernesto and Judith do
here is the worst kind of pseudo-Hegelian historicism. At a certain point,
it’s as if the access to truth or what always already was true is possible only
in a certain historical situation. So in other words, philosophically, I
claim that beneath these theories of contingency, there is another
narrative that is deeply teleological.

CH: But either Butler or Laclau might rebut this reproach by pointing out that
even such an embedded teleology is no worse than a matrix of non-historical
Lacanian presuppositions.

SZ +: But my God, this is the big misunderstanding with her! Butler
systematically conflates what she calls “Real” with some nonhistorical
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symbolic norm. It’s interesting how, in order to qualify the Lacanian
notion of sexual difference as a nonhistorical Real, she silently slips in
this nonhistorical gender norm, to then claim that “we homosexuals are
excluded from this,” and so on. So her whole criticism inveighs against
this notion that Lacan thinks of sexual difference as part of a non-
historical, heterosexual normativity, and that this is what should be
subverted . . . . Of course, my counterpoint is that “Real,” for Lacan, is
the exact opposite. “Real” is that on account of which every norm is
undermined. When [Butler] speaks of historicity, my point is not that
there is something nonhistorical which precedes us. My point is that the
Lacanian Real, in a way, is historical, in the sense that each historical
epoch, if you will, has its own Real. Each horizon of historicity presup-
poses some foreclosure of some Real. Now, Judith Butler would say “OK,
I agree with this, but doesn’t this mean that we should re-historicize the
Real, include it, re-negotiate it?” No, the problem is more radical . . . .
Maybe the ultimate misunderstanding between us—from my perspec-
tive—is that for her, historicity is the ultimate horizon. As an old-
fashioned Freudian, I think that historicity is always a certain horizon
which has to be sustained on the basis of some fundamental exclusion.
Why is there historicity? Historicity doesn’t simply means that “things
change,” and so on. That’s just stupid evolutionism; not in the biological
sense, but common sense. Historicity means that there must be some
unresolved traumatic exclusion which pushes the process forward. My
paradox would be that if you take away the nonhistorical kernel, you lose
history itself. And I claim that Judith Butler herself, in her last book, is
silently approaching this position. Because in Gender Trouble, the idea
that your psychic identity is based on some primordial loss or exclusion
is anathema; it’s the Big Bad Wolf. But have you noticed that, if you read
it closely, in The Psychic Life of Power she now accepts this idea of a
primordial loss when she speaks of these “disavowed attachments”? The
idea is now that we become subjects only through renouncing the
fundamental passionate attachment, and that there’s no return, no re-
assumption of the fundamental attachment. It’s a very Freudian notion.
If you lose the distance, the disavowal . . . it’s psychosis, foreclosure.

The big problem I have with this shift is that it’s a very refined political
shift of accent. What I don’t quite accept in her otherwise remarkable
descriptions is how, when she speaks about the “marginalized dis-
avowed,” she always presupposes—to put it in very naïve terms—that
these are the good guys. You know: we have Power, which wants to
render everything controllable, and then the problem is how to give
voice to those who are marginalized, excluded . . .
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CH: You see it as a kind of vulgar Bakhtinianism?

SZ +: Yeah, yeah—you know what I’m aiming at. What I’m aiming at is
. . . aren’t racist, anti-Semitic pogroms also Bakhtinian carnival? That’s to
say that what interests me is not so much the progressive other whom the
power is controlling, but the way in which power has to disavow its own
operation, has to rely on its own obscenity. The split is in the power
itself. So that . . . when Butler argues very convincingly against—at least
she points to the problematic aspects of—legal initiatives that would
legalize gay marriages, claiming that in this way, you accept state
authority, you become part of the “visible,” you lose solidarity with all
those whose identity is not publicly acknowledged . . . I would say, “Wait
a minute! Is there a subject in America today who defines himself as
marginalized, repressed, trampled by state authority?” Yes! They are
called survivalists! The extreme right! In the United States, this opposi-
tion between public state authority and local, marginalized resistances is
more and more an opposition between civil society and radical right-
wing groups.

I’m not saying we should simply accept the state. I’m just saying that I
am suspicious of the political pertinence of this opposition between the
“public” system of power which wants to control, proscribe everything,
and forms of resistance to subvert it. What I’m more interested in are
the obscene supplements that are inherent to power itself.

CH: Has this relatively pro-State position played a role in your decision to
support the ruling party in Slovenia?

SZ +: No, no . . . that was a more specific phenomenon, a very naïve one.
What happened was that, ten years ago, the danger in Slovenia was the
same as in all the post-Communist countries. Would there emerge one
big, hegemonic, nationalist movement that would then colonize practi-
cally the entire political space, or not? That was the choice. And by
making some compromises, we succeeded. In Slovenia, the scene is
totally different than in other post-Communist countries, in the sense
that we don’t have—as in Poland, as in Hungary—the big opposition is
not between radical, right-wing, nationalist movements and ex-Commu-
nists. The strongest political party in Slovenia is neither nationalistic,
nor ex-Communist . . . it was worth it. I’m far from idealizing Slovenia,
but the whole scene is nonetheless much more pluralistic, much more
open. It wasn’t a Big Decision; it was just a very modest, particular
gesture with a specific aim: how to prevent Slovenia from falling into the
Serb or Croat trap, with one big nationalist movement that controls the
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space? How also to avoid the oppositions I mention that define the
political space of Hungary and Poland?

CH: Could we talk about Kosovo? In The Metastases of Enjoyment, when
the Bosnian conflict was still raging, you insisted that the West’s inability to act
was rooted in its fixation with the “Balkan victim”—-that is, with its secret desire
to maintain the Balkan subject as victim. More recently, when the NATO
bombings were under way, you claimed that the act came much too late. Now, the
West seems to have descended into a period of waiting for a “democratic
transformation” of Serbia . . .

SZ +: . . . which will not happen, I think. Let me end up with a nice
provocation: the problem for me is this abstract pacifism of the West,
which renders publicly its own inability to act. What do I mean by this?
For the West, practically everything that happens in the Balkans is bad.
When the Serbs began their dirty work in Kosovo, that was of course bad.
When the Albanians tried to strike back, it was also bad. The possibility
of Western intervention was also bad, and so on and so on. This abstract
moralism bothers me, in which you deplore everything on account of
. . . what? I claim that we are dealing here with the worst kind of
Nietzschean ressentiment. And again, we encounter here the logic of
victimization at its worst, exemplified by a New York Times piece by Steven
Erlanger.10 He presented the crisis in terms of a “truly human perspec-
tive” on the war, and picked up an ordinary [Kosovar] Albanian woman
who said, “I don’t care who wins or who loses; I just want the nightmare
to end; I just want peace; I want to feel good again. . . .” This, I claim, is
the West’s ideal subject—not a conscious political fighter, but this
anonymous victim, reduced to this almost animal craving . . . as if the
ultimate political project is to “feel good again.”

CH: In other words, a subject who has no stake in whether Kosovo gains
independence or not . . .

SZ +: No stake, just this abstract suffering . . . and this is the fundamen-
tal logic, that the [Kosovar] Albanians were good so long as they were
suffering. Remember the images during the war, of the Albanians
coming across the mountains, fleeing Kosovo? The moment they started
to strike back—and of course there are Albanian excesses; I’m not
idealizing them in this sense—they become the “Muslim danger,” and so
on. So it’s clear that the humanitarian interventions of the West are
formulated in terms of this atmosphere of the protectorate—the under-
lying idea is that these people are somehow not mature enough to run
their lives. The West should come and organize things for them, and of
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course the West is surprised if the local population doesn’t find such an
arrangement acceptable.

Let me tell you a story that condenses what I truly believe here. About
a year and a half ago, there was an Austrian TV debate, apropos of
Kosovo, between three different parties: a Green pacifist, a Serb nation-
alist, and an Albanian nationalist. Now, the Serb and the Albanian
talked—of course within the horizon of their political projects—in
pretty rational terms: you know, the Serb making the claim that Kosovo
was, for many centuries, the seat of the Serbian nation, blah, blah, blah;
the Albanian was also pretty rational, pointing out that since they
constitute the majority, they should be allowed self-determination,
etcetera. . . . Then the stupid Green pacifist said, “OK, OK, but it doesn’t
matter what you think politically—just promise me that when you leave
here, you will not shoot at each other, that you will tolerate each other,
that you will love each other.” And then for a brief moment—that was the
magic moment—I noticed how, although they were officially enemies,
the Albanian and the Serb exchanged glances, as if to ask, “What’s this
idiot saying? Doesn’t he get it?” My idea is that the only hope in Kosovo
is for the two of them to come together and say something like the
following: “Let’s shoot the stupid pacifist!” I think that this kind of
abstract pacifism, which reformulates the problem in the terms of
tolerance . . . My God, it’s not tolerance which is the problem! This is
what I hate so much apropos of Western interventionism: that the
problem is always rephrased in terms of tolerance/intolerance. The
moment you translate it into this abstract proposition which—again, my
old story—depoliticizes the situation, it’s over.

Another aspect I want to emphasize apropos of Serbia: here, my
friend/enemy, a Serb journalist called Alexander Tijanic, wrote a
wonderful essay examining the appeal of Milos=evic; for the Serb people.
It was practically—I wondered if I could have paid him to make my point
better. He said that the West which perceives Milos =evic; as a kind of tyrant
doesn’t see the perverse, liberating aspect of Milos =evic;. What Milos =evic;
did was to open up what even Tijanic calls a “permanent carnival”:
nothing functions in Serbia! Everyone can steal! Everyone can cheat!
You can go on TV and spit on Western leaders! You can kill! You can
smuggle! Again, we are back at Bakhtin. All Serbia is an eternal carnival
now. This is the crucial thing people do not get here; it’s not simply
some kind of “dark terror,” but a kind of false, explosive liberation.

CH: Do you see a viable political entity in Serbia that might alter this?

SZ +: I can give you a precise answer in the guise of a triple analysis. I am
afraid the answer is no. There are three options for Serbia: one
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possibility is that Milos=evic ;’s regime will survive, but the country will be
isolated, ignored, floating in its own shit, a pariah. That’s one option.
Another option that we dream about is that, through mass demonstra-
tions or whatever, there will be “a new beginning,” a new opening in the
sense of a Western-style democratic upheaval. . . .11 But I think,
unfortunately, that what will probably happen if Milos =evic; falls will be
what I am tempted to call the “Russia-fication” of Serbia. That is to say,
if Milos =evic; falls, a new regime will take over, which will consist of
basically the same nationalists who are now in power, but which will
present itself to the West—like Yeltsin in Russia—as open, and so on.
Within Serbia, they will play the same corrupt games that Yeltsin is now
playing, so that the same mobsters, maybe even another faction of the
mafia, will take over, but they will then blackmail the West, saying that “If
you don’t give us economic help, all of these nationalists will take
over . . . .”

CH: The “democratic resistance” in Serbia, in fact, is also deeply nationalistic,
right?

SZ +: Of course! What you don’t get often through the Western media is
this hypocritical . . . for instance, when there was a clash between the
police and anti-Milos=evic ; demonstrators, you know what the demonstra-
tors were shouting? “Why are you beating us? Go to Kosovo and beat the
Albanians!” So much for the “Serb Democratic Opposition”! Their
accusation against Milos =evic; is not that he is un-democratic, though it’s
also that: it’s “You lost Bosnia! You lost Kosovo!” So I fear the advent of
a regime that would present itself to the West as open and democratic,
but will play this covert game. When pressed by the West to go further
with democratic reforms, they will claim that they are under pressure
from radical right-wing groups.

So I don’t think there will be any great transformation. Now that the
Serbs have lost Kosovo, I don’t think there will be another great conflict,
but neither do I think there will be any true solution. It will just drag
on—it’s very sad.

University of Massachusetts,
Amherst
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The Commons of the Future1   
Building Blocks for a Commons-based Society 
By Christian Siefkes 

The Commons of the Past  
In many times and in many areas, production was organized around a pool of commons—
resources that were jointly used and managed by a community of people, according to some 
community-defined rules. In many societies, water, air, forests and land have traditionally 
been “in the commons. ” They were managed and used by larger or smaller groups of 
people, but they could never become private property in the modern sense of the word, with 
an extensive bundle of exclusive property rights granted to the property owner (cf. [On the 
Commons 2006]). 
To give but one example, large parts of European agriculture were organized around a 
system of open fields during the Middle Ages. Each village had several large unfenced 
fields that were farmed by the families of the village. Each family was randomly allocated 
several stripes of fields to farm for their own usage; each family got stripes in different 
areas and the random allocation process was regularly repeated to avoid families ending up 
with only god or only bad land. The heavy plows and the oxen pulling them were also often 
shared by several families; and the livestock of all families grazed on common pasture lands 
(cf. [Hepburn 2005], [Wikipedia: Open Field System]). 
Contrary to the myth spread by Garrett Hardin in his “Tragedy of the Commons” article 
[Hardin 1968], commons were not “anything goes” areas which anybody could use and 
abuse at will. Rather, there were community-defined rules stipulating how a commons could 
be used, protecting it from overuse, privatization and other forms of damage. The eventual 
demise of commons-based systems was due to a systematic process of “enclosure”: of 
driving away the villagers from the commons and privatizing the formerly common 
resources. The commons did not collapse, they were “stolen,” as common sentiment at that 
time expressed it (cf. [Hepburn 2005], [Wikipedia: Enclosure]). 

The Commons of the Present  
In many parts of the world, such common resources are still an essential basis of society. 
Additionally, several new communities which base their practice on the shared goal of 
creating and preserving a commons have emerged. The free software community has created 
a commons of hundreds of thousands of software programs that anyone can use, adapt, and 
pass on to others (in original or adapted form), as long as they comply with the rules 
defined for free software. These rules mainly serve a twofold goal: they protect the creators 
of the commons (by restricting/excluding warranty and protecting against misattribution) 
and they protect the commons themselves (from being privatized). There are two forms of 
protecting the commons (the created software) against privatization (enclosure): in the weak 
form, free software is governed by a license which ensures that the software will remain in 
the commons forever (even if the creator would like to privatize it again), but which doesn't 
protect derived works created by modifying the original software. The strong form, called 
copyleft, extends this protection: it postulates that any derived works must be licensed in the 
same way as the original work (if they are published at all), thus ensuring that all derived 
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works will become part of the commons, too. The weak form of protecting thus ensures, at 
least, that the commons can never shrink, while the strong form actively encourages its 
growth. 
The free software community, which sprang up in the 1980s, was complemented in the 
1990s and early 2000s by a free/open content community setting out to create a commons 
of content (text, music, movies, and other media). So far, the most impressive outcome of 
this community has been the Wikipedia, “the free encyclopedia that anyone can edit,” 
whose English edition now contains more that 2 million articles. Just like the free software 
community, the free content community knows a strong and a weak form of protecting the 
commons they create, often using the Creative Commons family of licenses to do so. 
There are many related communities sharing and managing a self-organized commons in a 
similar fashion. The open access community is turning scientific knowledge back into a 
commons (as it traditionally had been), by encouraging the free sharing of scientific 
publications and of the data required for and obtained by scientific experiments. Wireless 
community networks are self-organized computer networks that provide open access points 
to the Internet and allow free data transfer to other computers. Community gardens are 
small pieces of self-managed common land which have emerged in many places around the 
world, often in urban environments, providing a connection to nature and a sense of 
community to the people who cultivate or visit them. And the BookCrossing community is 
passing books that you no longer need on to others, based on the idea that books are meant 
to be read, not to sit uselessly in shelves. These are just a few examples of the phenomenon 
for which Yochai Benkler [2006] has coined the term commons-based peer production 
(though the last example is more about distribution than about production). Rowe [2008] 
gives a nice little overview over both the commons of the past and of the present and the 
ways in which they are connected. 

The Commons of the Future  
Are these new commons-based communities just a fad, or are they indicators of a serious 
new trend? Will there, maybe, even be an economic paradigm shift—will future production 
increasingly take place around a jointly organized and jointly managed commons, rather 
than around the exchange of private property on the market? I believe that we can indeed 
expect such a paradigm shift [Siefkes 2007]. 
If such a future commons-based economy emerges, it will probably resemble the commons 
of the present more than the commons of the past: it will often use the Internet for global 
cooperation and coordination; it will rely on the powers of automation and modern 
technology to make production easier and more versatile. There won't be oxen pulling 
plows. 
Two traits which the commons of the past and of the present have in common are that 
commons need communities (without sufficiently strong communities of people willing to 
create, maintain, and protect them, all commons would or did fall into disarray or become 
privatized) and that these communities make their own rules to protect and strengthen the 
commons (the conventions of the open field system and the licenses of free software are 
examples of such rules). Apparently, these are necessary preconditions for commons to 
flourish. Any future commons-based society will thus likewise be a community of people 
making up their own rules for creating, maintaining, and handling the commons. 
The characteristic trait of such a society will be that production will be based on commons. 
If we take this seriously, it means that the resources required for production and the goods 
that are produced will go into the pool of commons, and that the goods which people 
consume or use will come out of it. Such a pool of commons won't emerge by itself, it 
needs a community of people who maintain and support it, as all commons do. Production 
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around a pool of commons thus means that people enter a joint agreement to help each 
other produce what each of them needs. It becomes their joint responsibility to preserve and 
protect the common resources of the Earth that make production possible, and to create and 
maintain a pool of common means of production and goods that is sufficiently large and 
versatile to provide for everyone's needs and wishes. 
The core task of a commons community will therefore be to find out how best to handle this 
joint responsibility—to find out which rules and agreements work best to ensure that the 
pool of commons can indeed play its intended role. In my book [Siefkes 2007], I speculate 
about which specific rules such a community might give itself in order to do so. My point is 
not to predict the actual rules which such a community will follow. These rules will certainly 
vary over different areas and different times—the respective communities will find out 
which rules work for them, as the commons communities of the past and present have done. 
My point is to show that it is possible to successfully organize the commons-based 
production of everything, not just of free software and the Wikipedia. 
Which general principles might we expect of such an agreement to handle the joint 
production of everything? While my book describes and motivates details, the following is a 
very high-level overview of the core ideas: 
 Everyone can give as they like. That's what we already see in free software and related 

communities: people self-select to do things which they consider important or which 
they like to do—incidentally, the things which people like to do most often are also 
the things they do best. Of course, this does not mean that every contribution will be 
accepted (as it doesn't in free software): just because you fancy that you could be a 
doctor doesn't mean that people will trust you to operate them. 

 Taking from the commons means taking something as possession (something that can be 
used), not as property (something that can be sold and commercialized at will). The 
difference between possession and property is simple to explain: the apartment 
which I have rented is in my possession (I'm the one who uses it), but it is the 
property of my landlord or -lady (she's the one who owns it and has the right to sell 
it). Commons can often become possession, but never property. For example, fields 
in the open field system become the temporary possession of the family who got the 
right to farm them. Likewise, anybody can take free software into their possession 
(by downloading and using it), but nobody (not even the initial creators) holds full 
property rights over them (the creators cannot exclusively sell or license the software 
to a company, since they already donated it to the commons). 

 If goods can become possession, but not property, this also changes the purposes of 
production. In capitalism, production usually takes place for profit, but profit 
requires property. Where there is no property, production is therefore driven by 
other motives: people help to produce something because they want to have it, they 
self-select themselves to do tasks which they enjoy doing, or they support 
production in order to give something back to the community. There are ample 
reasons why production takes place even where there is no profit. 

 Everyone can take commons into possession, as long as they don't take them away from 
others. That's what we see from the commons of the present: everybody can freely 
take software, content, and other kinds of information without having to give 
anything back, since by taking them you don't take them away from others: 
everybody else can just make another copy of the software and use it, too. This 
works for everything that can be copied at practically zero cost. 

 If taking would mean taking away, the best way of solving this problem is to produce 
enough to satisfy everybody's wishes. If things cannot be copied freely, taking needs 
social agreements. Say there is only one bicycle left in the commons, but there are 
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two people who would like to take it. Neither of them can just take it at will, since 
doing so would take it away from the other person (she would deny the other one 
the possibility of taking it). Since things such as bicycles are produced, this is not 
necessarily a problem: it might be possible to produce enough of a good (two 
bicycles, in this case) in order to satisfy everyone's wishes. Doing so is an 
organizational challenge for the commons community: it has to arrange production 
so as to ensure that there are enough goods for those who want them, thus avoiding 
that taking becomes taking away. 

 Let's have a look at what this can mean in practice. Organizing production requires effort 
(time which people spent to actually produce the bicycles and other goods needed), 
and the community must therefore find a way to distribute this effort. It is possible 
that effort will distribute itself more or less spontaneously, if everybody self-selects 
themselves for the tasks they like do and does as much of them as they deem 
appropriate. If and when this isn't sufficient to distribute all effort, more explicit 
agreements will be necessary, say by coupling giving to and taking from the 
commons. In my book I mainly discuss two ways of doing so: either distributing 
effort evenly among participants (flatrate model: everyone contributes about the 
same amount of effort, regardless of how much they take) or else distributing it 
roughly proportionally to the effort required to satisfy everyone's wishes ( “the 
more you want, the more you have to give”). Some further details and possible 
modifications follow automatically from the logic of commons-based production 
(for example that those who cannot contribute effort won't have to, since the goal of 
effort sharing is to ensure that enough is produced to satisfy people's wishes, not to 
exclude anybody). There may be other ways to share effort depending on the 
character of the resources at stake and the respective communities. 

 When effort is distributed, there will probably be a few tasks that nobody (or not enough 
people) wants to do, say because they are annoying, dirty, dangerous, or just plain 
boring. The commons community will have to find a way to distribute such tasks as 
well. One way of doing so is to “weight them higher,” i.e. to count short times of 
doing such a task as equivalent to longer times of doing other tasks. If I have to 
decide whether I would rather spent twenty hours writing software or else five hours 
removing garbage I might feel more inclined to choose the latter task, even if I 
consider it less pleasant. 

 The second best way is to distribute limited goods in a fair manner. If it's not possible to 
produce enough of a good to satisfy all demands, the commons community will 
need ways of deciding who takes precedence. In my book, I discuss auctioning as a 
possible way to do so: those who are ready to contribute most effort in order to get 
the limited good will get it. By doing so, they will not only get the good they like to 
have, but they will also alleviate the task of co-producing the commons for everyone 
else: since the overall effort required for production stays the same, everyone else 
will have to contribute slightly less. Auctioning can also be used to allocate natural 
resources that aren't available in sufficient quantity for everyone who wants to use 
them, while other natural resources would be available for free (but only for using 
them, not for using them up). 

 Other solutions to the priority problem are possible, too. A community could, for 
example, try to satisfy urgent demands first, or it could trust the people involved to 
figure out among themselves who should take precedence. The commons 
communities will have to find out which approach works best for them—quite likely 
they will end up using a combination of several approaches. 

 Cooperation will be organized by area and by interest, and units of cooperation will nest 
and overlap as appropriate. There will probably be lots of commons-based 
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communities around the world, each of them organized by and for the people living 
in a certain area and managing the commons that occur in that area. These regional 
communities will cooperate with each other as reasonable to handle activities that can 
better be organized at a larger scale, and to manage and share common resources 
that are unevenly distributed. Cooperation in regional communities will be 
complemented by cooperation in projects setting out to produce some specific good, 
where each project comprises the people interested in producing this good and 
willing to cooperate with each other (this generalizes the language use of the free 
software community: a “free software project” is the group of people designing, 
implementing, and testing a specific free software program). Based on the 
experiences of the past and present, we can assume that each regional community 
and each project will find the rules and structures that suit them most, and that 
communities and projects will cooperate and join forces when it makes sense for 
them to do so. 

 Production will take place in projects of people who work together on an equal footing 
(as peers). When Benkler talks about “commons-based peer production,” he 
means that there are no command structures in the projects he describes—nobody 
can order others to do something, and nobody is forced to obey others. This does 
not mean that there are no structures—on the contrary, there are often maintainers 
who steer the course of a project and decide, for example, which contributions to 
accept and which to refuse. But while maintainers can prohibit participants to do 
things that they consider harmful to the project (throwing them out if they don't 
comply), they can never order anybody to do anything they do not want to do—all 
they can do is try to convince people that doing something makes sense. Moreover, 
nobody is forced to accept the existing structures as they are. If participants of a 
project are unhappy about some aspects of the project they can try to convince the 
others to change them. If that fails, they can still fork the project: they can break 
away from the others and do their own thing. 

Commons-based societies worked successfully for centuries, until they were destroyed by 
the enclosure process accompanying the advent of capitalism—a process which is still 
going on in parts of the world. At the same time, capitalism has also produced the modern 
technologies which have made a new generation of commons possible. The renaissance of 
the commons is in full swing, and there is no reason why it should loose its momentum any 
time soon. A future commons-based society—commonism, as Nick Dyer-Witheford 
[2007] proposes to call it—might still be a few generations away, but the tendency is clear. 
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We are implicit, here, all of us, in a vast physical 
construct of artificially linked nervous systems. 
Invisible. We cannot touch it. 

 William Gibson, In the visegrips of Dr. Satan 
 
 

Conflict is not a commodity. On the contrary, 
commodity is above all conflict.  
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1. A revival of the Creative Industries 
 
In early 2006 the term Creative Industries (CI) pops up in the mailboxes and 
mailing lists of many cultural workers, artists, activists and researchers across 
Europe, as well as in the calls for seminars and events. An old question spins 
back: curiously, for the first time, a term is picked up from institutional jargon 
and brought unchanged into alt culture, used so far to debate other keywords 
(that may deserve an acronym as well!) and other post-structures like network 
culture (NC), knowledge economy (KE), immaterial labour (IL), general 
intellect (GI) and of course Free Software (FS), Creative Commons (CC) etc. 
The original 1998 definition adopted by the Creative Industries Task Force set 
up by Tony Blair stated: “Those industries that have their origin in individual 
creativity, skill and talent and which have a potential for wealth and job 
creation through the generation and exploitation of intellectual property”.1 As 
you can see, social creativity remains largely left out of that definition: after 
many years Tony Blair is still stealing your ideas. Let’s try to do another 
backstory. 
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First, there is a European genealogy. Adorno and Horkheimer in 1944 
shaped the concept of “cultural industry” as a form of “mass deception” in 
their Dialectic of Enlightenment. In the early 90’s the Italian post-Operaism (in 
exile or not) introduced the concepts of immaterial labour, general intellect, 
cognitive capitalism, cognitariat as the emerging forms of the autonomous 
power of the multitudes (authors like Negri, Lazzarato, Virno, Marazzi, 
Berardi). In the same period Pierre Levy was talking of collective intelligence. 
Later, since 2001, the transnational mobilisation of the Euro May Day has 
linked precarious workers and cognitive workers under the holy protection of 
San Precario. Second, there is an Anglo-American genealogy. During the 
golden age of net culture the debate around ICT and new economy was often 
linked to the knowledge economy (conceptualised by Peter Drucker in the 
60’s). In 2001 the copyleft debate escaped the boundaries of Free Software and 
established the Creative Commons licences. In 2002 the best seller The Rise of 
the Creative Class by Richard Florida (based on controversial statistical 
evidences) pushed trendy concepts like creative economy.  

After years of fetishising precarious labour and abstract gift economy, a 
Copernican turn is taking place (hopefully): attention shifts to autonomous 
labour and autonomous production. A new consciousness arises around the 
creation of meaning, that is creation of value and – consequently – creation of 
conflict. It is the political re-engagement of a generation of creative workers 
(before getting mixed up with chain workers) and at the same time the 
“economic” engagement of a generation of activists (as the Seattle movement 
was more concerned about global issues than their own income). My creativity 
= my value = my conflict. And backwards. 
 
 
2. The most part of the value (and of the conflict) 
 
In this essay I try to frame a missing part of the debate around “creative” 
labour. First, I point out the collective dimension of value creation: it is an 
investigation of the social processes behind creativity, the creative power of 
collective desire and the political nature of any cognitive product (idea, brand, 
media, artefact, event). Question: what or who produces the value? Answer: 
the “social factory” produces the greatest portion of the value (and of the 
conflict). Second, I spotlight the political space of cognitive competition. I do 
not focus on labour conditions or neoliberal policies within Creative 
Industries, but on the public life of immaterial objects. I put cognitive products 
in a space of forces, framing such objects from outside rather than inside. I am 
trying to answer another question: if production goes creative and cognitive, 
collective and social, what are the spaces and the forms of conflict? As a 
conclusion I introduce the scenario of an “immaterial civil war” (ICW), a 
semiotic space that Creative Industries are only a small part of. 
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So far it seems a linear scenario, but there is also a grey zone to take in 
consideration: the massification of the “creative” attitude. “Everyone is a 
creative” is a common slogan today. Many years after Benjamin’s artwork, the 
mass artist enters the age of his social reproducibility and “creativity” is sold 
as a status symbol. The social base of Creative Industries is getting bigger (at 
least in the Western world) and unveils new scenarios. In a first period, 
Creative Industries become hegemonic (as a fact and as an concept). In a 
second one, they face an entropy of meaning and producers. Thanks to the 
internet and the digital revolution, everyday we witness the conflicts of the 
latter stage.  

All the different schools previously introduced focus each on a different 
perspective. To clarify the subject we have to explode the question in its 
components. The “creative thing” could be dismantled in: creative labour (as 
autonomous or dependent work), creativity as faculty and production, the 
creative product (with all its layers: hardware, software, knoware, brand, etc.), 
the free reproducibility of the cognitive object, the intellectual property on the 
product itself, the social creativity behind it, the process of collective 
valorisation around it. Moreover, the social group of creative workers (the 
“creative class” or “cognitariat”), the “creative economy” and the “creative 
city” represent further and broader contexts. 
 The original definition of Creative Industries focus on the intellectual 
property exploitation. Richard Florida’s concepts of creative class and creative 
economy are based on (controversial) statistics only and on the idea of a 
political agenda for CI fuelled by local governments. On another level, 
Creative Commons is about open licences, a formal solution to handle the free 
reproduction and sharing triggered by the digital revolution on a mass scale 
(“building a layer of reasonable copyright”2 as they put it). Coming from a 
different (Latin) background, the post-Operaism and the precarious workers 
movement point out the social and distributed form of production (Tronti’s 
“social factory”3) and ask for a guaranteed minimum income. Geographically 
close to the last ones, Enzo Rullani (initiator of the term ‘cognitive capitalism’) 
suggests to focus on the autonomous power of producers rather than on the 
dimension of dependent labour, as public welfare is a solution that transfers 
knowledge, risk and innovation capital to institutions. Such a disambiguation 
of political views around CI is needed to clarify what the present essay is not 
covering. I will not focus on the labour conditions of (precarious) cognitive 
workers, on the exploitation of intellectual property an on the legal protection 
of the public domain, but on the collective production of value and the strong 
competition cognitive producers face in the “immaterial” domain.  
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3. Lazzarato reading Tarde: the public dimension of value 
 
Contemporary criticism does not have a clear perspective of the public life of 
cognitive products: it is largely dominated by the metaphors stolen from 
Creative Commons and Free Software, which support quite a flat vision with 
no notion of value and valorisation. For this reason, I want to introduce a more 
dynamic scenario following Maurizio Lazzarato and Gabriel Tarde that 
explain how value is produced by an accumulation of social desire and 
collective imitation. Lazzarato has re-introduced the thought of the French 
sociologist Tarde in his book Puissances de l'invention4 [Powers of invention] 
and in his article “La psychologie économique contre l’economie politique”5.  

To sum up in few lines, Tarde’s philosophy challenges the 
contemporary political economy because it: 1) dissolves the opposition of 
material and immaterial labour and consider the “cooperation between brains” 
a main force in the traditional pre-capitalist societies not only in postfordism; 
2) puts innovation as the driving force instead of monetary accumulation only 
(Smith, Marx and Schumpter did not really understand innovation as an 
internal force of capitalism, a vision more concerned about re-production rather 
than production); 3) develops a new theory of value no more based on use-
value only, but also on other kinds of value, like truth-value and beauty-value 
(Lazzarato: “The economic psychology is a theory of the creation and 
constitution of values, whereas political economy and Marxism are theories to 
measure values”6).  

Tarde’s crucial insight for the present work is about the relation 
between science and public opinion. As Lazzarato put it: “According to Tarde, 
a invention (of science or not) that is not imitated is not socially existent: to be 
imitated an invention needs to draw attention, to produce a force of ‘mental 
attraction’ on other brains, to mobilise their desires and beliefs through a 
process of social communication. […] Tarde figures out an issue crossing all 
his work: the constituent power of the public.”7 We could say: any creative 
idea that is not imitated is not socially existent and has no value. In Tarde the 
Public is the “social group of the future”, integrating for the first time mass 
media as an apparatus of valorisation in a sort of anticipation of postfordism. 
Moreover Tarde considers the working class itself as a kind of “public 
opinion” that is unified on the base of common beliefs and affects rather than 
common interests.  

The Tarde-Lazzarato connection introduces a dynamic or better 
competitive model, where immaterial objects have to face the laws of the 
noosphere – innovation and imitation – in quite a Darwinistic environment. 
Tarde is also famous for introducing the S-shaped curve to describe the 
process of dissemination of innovation, another good suggestion for all the 
digital planners that believe in a free and flat space. 
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However a dissemination process is never as linear and peaceful as a 
mathematical graph might suggest. On a collective scale a cognitive product 
always “fights” against other products to attain a natural leadership. The 
destiny of an idea is always hegemonic, even in the “cooperation between 
brains” and in the digital domain of free multiplication. The natural 
environment of ideas is similar to the state of nature in Hobbes. The motto 
Homo homini lupus [the man is a wolf to man] could be applied to media, 
brands, signs and any kind of “semiotic machines” of the knowledge 
economy. It is an immaterial but not often silent “war of all ideas against all 
ideas.” If Lazzarato and Tarde track back the collective making of value, such 
a competitive nature is more transparent reading Enzo Rullani.  
 
 
4. Enzo Rullani and the “law of diffusion” 
 
Rullani was among the first to introduce the term cognitive capitalism8. Unlike 
most, he does not point out the process of knowledge sharing, but above all 
the process of cognitive valorisation. He is quite clear about the fact that 
competition still exists (is perhaps even stronger) in the realm of “immaterial” 
economy. Rullani is one of few people that try to measure how much value 
knowledge produces and as a seasoned economist he gives mathematical 
formulas as well - like in his book Economia della conoscenza [Economy of 
Knowledge]9. Rullani says that the value of knowledge is multiplied by its 
diffusion, and that you have to learn how to manage this kind of circulation. 
As Rullani puts it, in the interview with Antonella Corsani published on 
Multitudes in 200010: 

 
An economy based on knowledge is structurally anchored to sharing: 
knowledge produces value if it is adopted, and the adoption (in that format and 
the consequent standards) makes interdependency. 

 
The value of immaterial objects is produced by dissemination and 
interdependency: there is the same process behind the popularity of a pop star 
and behind the success of a software. The digital revolution made the 
reproduction of immaterial objects easier, faster, ubiquitous and almost free. 
However, as Rullani points out, “proprietary logic does not disappear but has 
to subordinate itself to the law of diffusion”11: proprietary logic is no longer based 
on space and objects, but on time and speed. 
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There are three ways that a producer of knowledge can distribute its uses, still 
keeping a part of the advantage under the form of: 1) a speed differential in 
the production of new knowledge or in the exploitation of its uses; 2) a control 
of the context stronger than others; 3) a network of alliances and cooperation 
capable of contracting and controlling modalities of usage of knowledge 
within the whole circuit of sharing. 

 
A speed differential means: “I got this idea and I can handle it better than 
others: while they are still becoming familiar with it, I develop it further”. A 
better understanding of the context is something not easy to duplicate: it is 
about the genealogy of the idea, the cultural and social history of a place, the 
confidential information accumulated in years. The network of alliances is 
called sometimes “social capital” and is implemented as “social networks” on 
the web: it is about your contacts, your PR, your street and web credibility. 

Here it is clear that a given idea produces value in a dynamic 
environment challenged by other forces and other products. Any idea lives in 
a jungle – in a constant guerrilla warfare – and cognitive workers follow often 
the destiny of their brainchildren. In the capitalism of digital networks time is 
a more and more crucial dimension: a time advantage is measured in seconds. 
Moreover, in the society of white noise the rarest commodity is attention. An 
economy of scarcity exists even in the cognitive capitalism as a scarcity of 
attention and related attention economy. When everything can be duplicated 
everywhere, time becomes more important than space. 

An example of the competition advantage in the digital domain is the 
Wired CD included with the November 2004 issue under the Creative 
Commons licences. Music tracks were donated by Beastie Boys, David Byrne, 
Gilberto Gil, etc. for free copying, sharing and sampling (see: 
www.creativecommons.org/wired). The neoliberal agenda of Wired magazine 
provides the clear coordinates for understanding that operation. Indeed, there 
are more examples of musicians and brain workers that associate their activity 
with copyleft, Creative Commons or file sharing on P2P networks. We only 
heard about the first runners, as it is no longer a novelty for those who came 
second. Anyway, there never is a total adherence to the Creative Commons 
crusade, it is always a hybrid strategy: I release part of my work as open and 
free to gain visibility and credibility, but not the whole work. Another strategy 
is that you can copy and distribute all this content, but not now, only in four 
months. And there are also people complaining about Creative Commons and 
Free Software being hijacked by corporations and majors - the point is that the 
world out there is full of bad music which is free to copy and distribute. No 
scandal, we have always suspected it was a race. 

Rullani shows how competition is still present in the knowledge 
economy, even in the parallel enclave of digital commons. Competition is a 
field radical thought never attempted to enter: because it is not politically 
correct to admit such a competition and because any political solution is 
controversial. It is impossible to reconstruct any unified political subject (as at 
the times of proletariat) starting from such a balkanised scenario of “social 
factories” and molecular biopolitical production. However, if individual 
surplus-value is difficult to measure and reclaim, the collective accumulation 
is still something visible and tangible.  
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5. David Harvey and the collective symbolic capital 
  
If Tarde, Lazzarato and Rullani are useful for framing the competitive habitat 
of ideas (dissemination, imitation, competition, hegemony), David Harvey’s 
essay “The Art of Rent”12 introduces a clearer description of the political 
dimension of symbolic production. He manages  to link intangible production 
and real money not through intellectual property but by tracking the parasitic 
exploitation of the immaterial domain by the material one.  

The key example is Barcelona, where there is the clearest connection 
between real estate economy and the production of culture as social capital. 
The success of Barcelona as an international brand has been created by its 
cultural and social roots and is continuously fuelled today by a cosmopolitan 
and alternative culture: in fact, that collective product is exploited first and 
foremost by real estate speculators. The kinds of gentrification processes are 
well known. Bottom-up: outsiders attract artists that attract gentry. Or, on the 
contrary, top-down: open-minded and futuristic art institutions built in a 
ghetto (like the MACBA in the Raval in Barcelona) raise rents and force people 
to move. However, Harvey wants to point out a more general process. 
 Harvey applies the concept of monopoly rent to culture: “All rent is 
based on the monopoly power of private owners of certain portions of the 
globe.” There are two kinds of rent: you can exploit the unique quality of a 
wine or you can see the vineyard producing that extraordinary wine. You can 
put a hotel in a very charming city, or selling the land where to put hotels like 
that. Capitalism is always looking for marks of distinction. According to 
Harvey culture produces today the marks of distinction that capitalism can 
exploit selling material goods. On a city scale, real estate business is the 
biggest business triggered by knowledge economy. Any immaterial space has 
its material parasites. Think about files sharing and iPods. 
 If the degree of dissemination makes the value of a cognitive product, 
as Rullani points out, Harney put a limit to that valorisation. Dissemination 
that goes too far can dissolve the marks of distinction into a mass product. 
There is an entropic ending in any idea after its hegemonic period. Harvey 
highlights the first contradiction: the entropy of the marks of distinction:  
 

The contradiction here is that the more easily marketable such items become 
the less unique and special they appear. In some instances the marketing itself 
tends to destroy the unique qualities (particularly if these depend on qualities 
such as wilderness, remoteness, the purity of some aesthetic experience, and 
the like). More generally, to the degree that such items or events are easily 
marketable (and subject to replication by forgeries, fakes, imitations or 
simulacra) the less they provide a basis for monopoly rent. […] therefore, 
some way has to be found to keep some commodities or places unique and 
particular enough (and I will later reflect on what this might mean) to 
maintain a monopolistic edge in an otherwise commodified and often fiercely 
competitive economy. 
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A second contradiction connected to the first is the tendency towards 
monopoly: if the value inflates, the only way to preserve the rent is to set up 
monopolies and avoid competition. For example, the digital and network 
revolution has attacked traditional monopoly rents (used to quite stable 
‘territories’) and forced them to reinvent their strategies. The common reaction 
was to reclaim a stronger regime of intellectual property. On another level, 
capitals were forced to find new material and immaterial territories to exploit. 
Harvey notices that capitalism rediscovers local cultures to preserve 
monopolies: the collective and immaterial sphere of culture is a crucial 
dimension to maintain marks of distinction in a postfordist economy. 

 
They have particular relevance to understanding how local cultural 
developments and traditions get absorbed within the calculi of political 
economy through attempts to garner monopoly rents. It also poses the 
question of how much the current interest in local cultural innovation and the 
resurrection and invention of local traditions attaches to the desire to extract 
and appropriate such rents.  

 
The cultural layer of Barcelona and its unique local characters are a key 
component in the marketing of any Barcelona-based product, first of all the 
real estate business. But the third and most important contradiction discovered 
by Harvey is that global capital feeds local resistance to promote mark of 
distinction.  
 

Since capitalists of all sorts (including the most exuberant of international 
financiers) are easily seduced by the lucrative prospects of monopoly powers, 
we immediately discern a third contradiction: that the most avid globalizers 
will support local developments that have the potential to yield monopoly 
rents even if the effect of such support is to produce a local political climate 
antagonistic to globalization! 

 
Again it is the case of Barcelona, quite a social-democratic model of business 
that is not so easy to apply to other contexts. At this point Harvey introduces 
the concept of collective symbolic capital (taken from Bourdieu) to explain 
how culture is exploited by capitalism. The layer of cultural production 
attached to a specific territory produces a fertile habitat for monopoly rents. 
 

If claims to uniqueness, authenticity, particularity and speciality underlie the 
ability to capture monopoly rents, then on what better terrain is it possible to 
make such claims than in the field of historically constituted cultural artefacts 
and practices and special environmental characteristics (including, of course, 
the built, social and cultural environments)? […] The most obvious example is 
contemporary tourism, but I think it would be a mistake to let the matter rest 
there. For what is at stake here is the power of collective symbolic capital, of 
special marks of distinction that attach to some place, which have a significant 
drawing power upon the flows of capital more generally.  
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The collective symbolic capital of Barcelona is shaped more clearly now. The 
brand of Barcelona is a “consensual hallucination” produced by many but 
exploited by few. The condition of the creative workers (and of the whole 
society) is a vicious circle: they produce symbolic value for the real estate 
economy that squeeze them (as they suffer the housing price of Barcelona). 
Furthermore, Harvey helps to understand better Florida: the so-called 
“creative class” is nothing but a simulacrum of the collective symbolic capital 
to raise the marks of distinction of a given city. The “creative class” is the 
collective symbolic capital transformed into an anthropomorphic brand and a 
monopoly rent applied to distinctive parts of the society (“creative class”), of 
the territory (“creative city”), of the city itself (“creative district”). The 
“creative class” is a parasitic simulacrum of the social creativity that is 
detached from the precariat and attached to the upper class. 
  

The rise of Barcelona to prominence within the European system of cities has 
in part been based on its steady amassing of symbolic capital and its 
accumulating marks of distinction. In this the excavation of a distinctively 
Catalan history and tradition, the marketing of its strong artistic 
accomplishments and architectural heritage (Gaudi of course) and its 
distinctive marks of lifestyle and literary traditions, have loomed large, backed 
by a deluge of books, exhibitions, and cultural events that celebrate 
distinctiveness. […] This contradiction is marked by questions and resistance. 
Whose collective memory is to be celebrated here (the anarchists like the 
Icarians who played such an important role in Barcelona’s history, the 
republicans who fought so fiercely against Franco, the Catalan nationalists, 
immigrants from Andalusia, or a long-time Franco ally like Samaranch)?  

 
Harvey tries to sketch out a political response questioning which parts of 
society are exploiting symbolic capital and which kinds of collective memory 
and imaginary are at stake. Symbolic capital is not unitary but a multiple space 
of forces, and can be continuously negotiate by the multitude that produced it.  

 
It is a matter of determining which segments of the population are to benefit 
most from the collective symbolic capital to which everyone has, in their own 
distinctive ways, contributed both now and in the past. Why let the monopoly 
rent attached to that symbolic capital be captured only by the multinationals 
or by a small powerful segment of the local bourgeoisie? […] The struggle to 
accumulate marks of distinction and collective symbolic capital in a highly 
competitive world is on. But this entrains in its wake all of the localized 
questions about whose collective memory, whose aesthetics, and who benefits. 
[…]. The question then arises as to how these cultural interventions can 
themselves become a potent weapon of class struggle. 
 

The crucial question is: how to develop a symbolic capital of resistance that 
can not be exploited as another mark of distinction? As Harvey points this 
kind of vicious circle works even better in the case of local resistance. Global 
capitals need anti-global resistance to improve the monopoly rent. Especially 
in the case of creative workers resistance is always well-educated and well-
designed: and in the case of Barcelona it produces a titillating and never 
dangerous environment for the global middle-class. Inspired by the history of 
Barcelona, we introduce an immaterial civil war into the space of symbolic 
capital. 
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6. ICW - Immaterial civil war 
 
We suggest the term ‘civil war’ as conflicts within cognitive capitalism have no 
clear class composition and share the same media space. Moreover, if it is true 
that “there is no more outside” (as Negri and Hardt state in Empire13) and that 
“there are no longer social classes, but just a single planetary petty 
bourgeoisie, in which all the old social classes are dissolved” (as Agamben 
puts it in The Coming Community14), conflicts can only take the form of an 
internal struggle. The multitude has always been turbulent and fragmented. If 
Florida dreams of a “creative class struggle” (where fashion victims are the 
first casualties, we guess), we push for a civil war within that comfortable 
“class” (and within a comfortable notion of multitude). Moreover ‘civil war’ 
ties into the glorious resistance of Barcelona (a political background that 
interestingly fuels its current social capital) and is also a reminder of the 
internal fights of any avant-garde group (anarchists and communists started to 
shot each other then). 

On the other hand, “immaterial” is the constant struggle on the stage of 
the society of the spectacle: a cruel Ballardian jungle of brands, pop stars, 
gadgets, devices, data, protocols, simulacra. Immaterial exploitation is the 
everyday life of precarious workers, in particular of the younger generations, 
quite aware of the symbolic capital produced by their lives “put to work” (new 
trends and lifestyles generated by what post-Operaism calls biopolitical 
production). The immaterial civil war is the explosion of the social relations 
enclosed in the commodities. In his book Les révolutions du capitalisme15 
Lazzarato says that “capitalism is not a mode of production, but a production 
of modes and worlds” (engineered by corporations and sold to the people) and 
that the “planetary economic war” is an “aesthetic war” between different 
worlds. 

Immaterial civil war is also the usual conflicts between brain workers 
despite all the rhetoric of knowledge sharing and digital commons. It is the 
joke “a friend of mine stole me my idea for a book on Creative Commons”. It is 
the well known rivalry within academia and the art world, the economy of 
references, the deadline race, the competition for festivals, the envy and 
suspicion among activists. Cooperation is structurally difficult among creative 
workers, where a prestige economy operates the same way as in any star 
system (not to mention political philosophers!), and where new ideas have to 
confront each other, often involving their creators in a fight. As Rullani points 
out, there is almost more competition in the realm of the knowledge economy, 
where reproducibility is free and what matters is speed.  
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7. Facing the parasite 
 
The parasite is the parallel exploitation of social creativity. There are indeed 
modes of exploitation of creative work that are not based on intellectual 
property and produce more value and conflict. As we have seen, Harvey 
introduces the framework of “collective symbolic capital” and suggests that 
“cultural interventions can themselves become a potent weapon of class 
struggle”. Political activism in the cultural sector, creative industries and new 
economy have always remained within these fictional enclosures, making local 
protests and demanding more cultural welfare or stable contracts. Recently, a 
more radical demand to counter the exploitation of social creativity involves a 
basic income for all (see www.euromayday.org). Conversely, Rullani notes that a 
welfare system transfers both innovation and risk to the state apparatus 
reinforcing it. However, what Harvey suggests is to take action not only on the 
level of collective symbolic capital, but also on the level of the parasite 
exploiting the cultural domain. A difficult point difficult for the radical 
thought to grasp is that all the immaterial (and gift) economy has a material, 
parallel and dirty counterpart where the big money is exchanged. See Mp3 
and iPod, P2P and ADSL, free music and live concerts, Barcelona lifestyle and 
real estate speculation, art world and gentrification, global brands and 
sweatshops. 

A form of resistance suggested by Harvey in the case of Barcelona is an 
assault on the myth of the “creative city” rather than wanna-be-radical 
reactions that can contribute to making it even more exclusive. If the people 
want to reclaim that symbolic surplus-value vandalised by a few speculators, 
all we can imagine is a re-negotiation of the collective symbolic capital. Here 
comes the option of a grassroots rebranding campaign to undermine the 
accumulation of symbolic capital and alter the flows of money, tourists and 
new residents attracted by specific marks of distinction (Barcelona as a 
tolerant, alternative, open-minded city, etc.). Moreover another field of action 
suggested here are the specific areas where the “art of rent” plays (particular 
districts like the Raval or Poblenou), where the symbolic accumulation could 
be reset by a less symbolic sabotage. In the case of Barcelona the “parasite” to 
spotlight is real estate speculation, but we could apply that insight to a broader 
scale.  

Recent forms of resistance have almost always been quite representative 
and media-oriented, dreaming of the rise of a new cognitariat or of a 
repoliticization of the collective imagery and its producers, like in the golden 
60’s. Many activists and artists – like Harvey – are aware of the risk of 
overcoding of their messages and practices. In the end many protest actions 
merely succeeded in focusing the attention economy around their target. 
Traditional boycotts of big brands sometimes turn into free advertisement in 
their favour. What recent activism and critical thought have never attempted 
to explore is the material (and economic) dimension connected to the 
symbolic. Creative workers should start to recognize the surplus-value of 
imagery they produce beyond their immaterial objects and all the remote 
political effects of any sign. Leaving the symbolic, entering the economy of the 
symbolic. We are waiting for a generation of cognitive workers able to 
mobilise out of the imagery.  
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The Production of Commons and the “Explosion” of the  Middle
Class

Massimo De Angelis
(University of East London)

Commoning and Value Struggles

In the last few decades, a theoretical stalemate has developed between Marxism, Post-
structuralism and Neoliberalism, which coincided with what has been termed “the end of
history”, that is the idea that capitalist markets and Western democracy are the bliss
point of human evolution1. In the book The Beginning of History  (De Angelis 2007) I
argue that the diverse struggles for commons and dignity around the planet developed in
the last few decades across the wage hierarchy reveal a different reality: that of the
“beginning of history”, of the positing of modes of producing in commons other than
those promoted by profit seeking capital.
 
By beginning from and ending into the problematic of the commons, I seek to offer a
different perspective on social conflict than traditional Marxists and post-structuralists
authors. On one hand, I wish to de-fetishise the objectified concepts of orthodox
Marxism like value, primitive accumulation and capital, and uncover their living
“essence” rooted in what I call value struggles. In this sense, following the basic approach
of what has been termed Autonomist Marxism (Cleaver 1979), social conflict in the form
of class struggle is not regarded as a variable among many (such as economic, cultural,
social etc.), but constituent themselves of social practices. On the other hand, I also
rejected Foucauldian nominalism and the associated dissolution of social conflict into an
embroilment of resistances without clear class “frontline”, arguing instead that the
traditional class struggle is over the modes of producing values.2  This  interpretation of
social conflict also allows the development of a theoretical framework that brings together
concepts like commons, enclosure, autonomy, discipline, and social reproduction to
illuminate how global capital survives and accumulate in the face of the social conflict it
generates. I thus argue that the market functions as a force of enclosure and discipline
(of subjectivities and commons/communities) and not as a source of liberation as the
neoliberals believe. Hence, it follows that also the slogan of the alter-globalization
movement “another world is possible” must be subjected to our engaged critique since
not only are beyond-capital worlds already in existence, but  the issue of the commoning
across these alternatives becomes paramount. This in order to sustain, reproduce and
extend the organizational reach of other-than capital forms of (re)production in common
of livelihoods and at the same time  keep at bay and push back the capitalist form of
production in common. Here is the problematic of the frontline: a way to reproduce
livelihoods in common versus another way to reproduce livelihoods in commons, a form
of commoning versus another form of commoning, or, a value struggle.  

Commoning, a term encountered by Peter Linebaugh (2008) in one of his frequent travels
in the living history of commoners’ struggles, is about the (re)production of/through
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commons3. To turn a noun into a verb is not a little step and requires some daring.
Especially if in doing so we do not want to obscure the importance of the noun, but
simply ground it on what is, after all, life flow: there are no commons without incessant
activities of commoning, of (re)producing in common. But it is through (re)production
in common that communities of producers decide for themselves the norms, values and
measures of things. Let us put the “tragedy of the commons” to rest then, the basis of the
economists argument for enclosures: there is no commons without commoning, there are
no commons without communities of producers and particular flows and modes of
relations.4 Hence, what lies behind the “tragedy of the commons” is really the tragedy of
the destruction of commoning through all sorts of structural adjustments, whether
militarised or not.5

It is because this organic relation between the activity of the commoners and the
commons that “commons” rights differ, in their constitution, from legal rights such as
“human”, “political” or “social” rights. In the latter sense, a “right” is a legal entitlement
to have or obtain something or to act in a certain way. A title deed constitutes evidence
of such a right. For the medieval English commoners instead,

common rights are embedded in a particular ecology with its local husbandry.  . . .
Commoners first think not of title deeds, but human deeds: how will this land be
tilled? Does it require manuring? What grows there? They begin to explore. One
might call it a natural attitude. Second, commoning is embedded in a labor
process; it inheres in a particular praxis of field, upland, forest, marsh, coast.
Common rights are entered into by labor. Third, commoning is collective. Fourth,
commoning, being  independent of the state, is independent also of the
temporality of the law and state. It goes deep into human history" (Linabough
2008: 44-45).

The positing for today of the question of what form of commoning, of (re)producing in
common, and the field of common rights as distinct from legal rights, means therefore
that we cannot separate the question of autonomy, community, life-flow, and ecology,
but must assert them all at once while struggling for livelihoods. This implies that we
must seek and advance new critical perspectives, that make the problematic of
transforming our world, of constituting new social relations of production beyond those
imposed by capitalist processes, their central preoccupation. Not perspectives that reduce
every single problematic of struggle to the question of new forms of commoning. One
the contrary, that expand every single problematic of struggle as carried by singular
subjects within a stratified planetary wage hierarchy so as to pose the political question
(and express it in organizational means) of our production in common across
stratification and, therefore, beyond it.

Here the challenge is how to engage in a constituent process of new social relations,
which can only be a process of commoning, able to keep at bay and push back the form of
commoning predicated on capitalist relations and, therefore, capitalist value practices.
One basic condition for meeting this challenge is that we face up a hard reality of what
we are up against, that is capital as a social force and field of social relations that seeks to
reproduce itself through boundless expansion. This means first, that struggle is both
necessary for the subjects and ubiquitous across the social fields inhabited by capitalist
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relations. However, it also implies that struggle is the life-blood of the system’s dynamism. 6

Furthermore, second, this dynamism is predicated upon and produces a new vertical
segmentation of the condition of reproduction of labour power. The “working class” is
divided in a wage hierarchy and no ideological call for unity will ever bring the different
segments to work together in the direction of a radical transformation of their production
in common beyond capital, and therefore beyond their hierarchy. Struggle therefore is also
divided across a wage hierarchy, which implies that the possibility of its capitalist
governance, predicated on division and exclusion at a point of crisis, are quite broad.

In The Beginning of History, I have discussed al length this organic link between capital’s
dynamism and struggle, the role of enclosures, disciplinary markets and governance, that
must be viewed as different but complementary strategic coordinates for the reproduction
of that social force we call capital. The question open for us is how do we articulate this
analysis of capital with that of the organization alternatives in condition of today’s
globalization? That is, within, against and beyond capital in the context of today class
composition, today particular configuration of subjectivities, particular planetary
configurations and hierarchy of social cooperation of labour (waged and unwaged)?

As a contribution to this debate, I want here to return to the problematic of political
subjectivity vis-à-vis these processes of separation (enclosures), systemic recuperation
(disciplinary markets) and cooptation (governance) of the social body that struggle in
their daily reproduction of their livelihoods. I want to return to the subjects and
problematise the question of a political recomposition that not only has the possibility to
engage in a Deleuzian “line of flight” by rupturing the system, but can do this without at
the same time having to return  albeit in new social forms  to the commoning of
capital that has shown historically and geographically to be so flexible in adapting to new
struggles. In other words, I am talking about lines of flight, without capitalist landing.
This is of course a crucial question for all those whose perspective is the sustainability of
the “beginning of history”, the persistence and development in time of new forms of
commoning, of producing in commons that push back those compatible with the self-
preservation of capital.

From the point of view of the subjects, the clash of value practices implies first of all a
“refusal”, a “no” to indignity, as Holloway (2004) so clearly put it.  However, we have an
immediate problem on our hand. How can we refuse capital’s measure without actively
and self-consciously participating in the constitution of other common measures? And
how can we participate in this commonality without at the same time setting a limit,
refusing capital’s measure of things and its drive to separate, subsume and co-opt? 7 The
setting of a limit to the “beast” and the problematic of how to constitute and sustain the
“outside” which is brought to life by the many struggles, are two inescapable strategic
coordinates of the beginning of history.

One of the problems we face when dealing with this issue is that often, when pushed to
provide “alternatives”, thinkers and writers in social movements trouble themselves to
provide models. To simplify to the limit, from “utopian” visions of confederated spaces to
“socialist” and “progressive” left-wing pundits’ proclamation of what “proper” policies
should be instead of the current, the pressure is to provide imaginaries of alternatives that
appear – in one sense or in another – to be reasonable. In our illustrative spectrum above,
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the classic proposals of self-managing confederated utopias have nothing to tell us about
the imageries and configuration of powers of the current particular class composition, on
how such a multitude would in any way reach utopia or whether they would consider
“reasonable” such an utopia, once combined as a social force for change. What is
reasonable here is measured in ideological terms, not in terms of concrete bodies,
reproducing their livelihoods in concrete and specific situations and whose common
“beginning of history” can only have as presupposition these concrete and specific
situations. The vacuum is filled with an ideological struggle that seek converted. In a
Western urban environment this might be expressed in this way: capital wants you to eat
meet, you must become vegan; capital wants you to earn money, you build a life-style
without money; capital wants you to compete, you proclaim “solidarity”, and so on.
However expressive of real desires and processes of identities production that seek
disengagement from capital’s value practices, an ideological struggle of this type can only
produce, precisely, singular identities, individual and groups whose values system is pre-
defined as ethical choice. But commoning is not only based on pre-existent values, pre-
existent “ethical” choices. The commoning we seek is also and most importantly a field of
production of values, and the precondition for this production is that a wide range of
different ethics, different cultures, different life-styles, and, as we will see, different power
positions within the planetary wage hierarchy participate in the co-production of new
systems of values, of producing what is of common value together.

On the other side of the spectrum, the left-wing pundits proposals for  “progressive” laws
to solve the “problems” created by the current laws or current government, is to appear
reasonable to the Middle Class (which we will define below). Here, from the perspective
of the beginning of history, the problem is specular. While for the utopian proposals an
ethical choice is defined as the precondition of the establishment of an identity separated
from capital, here the ethic of capital is the precondition for a proposal that aims at
addressing and solving a problem created by the working of capitalist relations
themselves. Financial capital mobility is deemed “excessive”? Introduce some capital
control. There is “too much” free trade? Introduce some protectionism. The Middle
Class is battered after 30 years of restructuring? Voice some populism in the next
electoral campaign and call for tax reduction “not only for the rich”. Migrants are needed
and we “are a country of migrants after all”? Introduce some “humane” form of detention
and regulation since “we do not want them to be a burden on our cash-strapped public
services” and there is going to be the recession anyway, hence better tighten up
regulation. Ecological disaster is looming? Encourage the use of energy saving
technologies without ever questioning the social premises associated to the supreme value
of “economic” growth and the correspondent increase in total energy requirement. There
is a major risk of systemic meltdown through a wave of financial bankruptcies at the
heart of the planetary financial centers? Put on hold your free market beliefs and bail the
system out with public money so as the system can start again. From the perspective of
the beginning of history, not only the way these problems are constructed, but also the
policies these construction gives rise to, are problematic. If implemented these policies are
not a step towards a general overcoming of the current forms of production in common,
as if capital was not able to use and manage, in its 300 history, some forms of capital
control, lower taxes, protectionism, “humane” forms of detention of the marginalized
and “alternative” energy sources such as wind and water mills powering earlier
sweatshops of the industrial era. The problem we must face is that the ethic of capital can
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absorb even what appear to be the most radical aspects of these proposals, since they
present themselves as alternative modes regulation of the same-sameness, of our capitalist
production in common. In this sense, as experience has taught us, and theoretical work
can help us to elucidate, these proposals might address some genuine preoccupation that
emerge from below and from struggle, but in a way that take these struggles back inside
the problematic of the end of history, not for the creation of an outside, a beginning of
history. 8

***

The bottom line of the discussion so far is that the minimum condition for alternatives
to be able to both reproduce themselves and set a limit to capital is that they constitute
processes of commoning through which cooperating subjects seek, establish, represent, and
communicate a field of value production which is not only opposed to that of capital, but
also propositive and constituent of new social relations at every occasion of struggle. In
this sense, the process of commoning beyond capital is a process of destructive creation as
opposed to the process of creative destruction of Schumpeterian memory. While for the
latter the creation of the new and the correspondent destruction of the old is concerned
with the mutation of the forms of capitalist social relations9, we can understand the
concern of destructive creation the destruction of these very capitalist relations and the
correspondent creation of new forms of commoning predicated on different value
productions. Here the emphasis is on the constituent processes of commoning other than
capital, rather than on mutated forms of capitalist commoning.

I can now put forward my hypothesis: to launch an offensive for a new commoning and
new commons understood in the general terms outlined above, implies very concretely to
contribute to the explosion of the “Middle Class”, both in the Global North and in the
Global South. In the following section I will make my argument by discussing what I
mean by the Middle Class, and then by its “explosion”.

The Middle Class as a type of laboring subjectivity

WARNING: if you read this section and think I am talking about you, well you may be
right. You are probably Middle Class. But the good news is this: at the same time you
also are probably not. This is the frontline of value struggle passing through you and me.

The Middle Class is a daily preoccupation that haunt politicians seeking votes, marketing
agencies seeking sales, banks seeking debtors clients, and pension fund managers seeking
savings to invest in global markets and capitalize on planetary enclosures. In this sense, I
understand the Middle Class not as homogeneous social group, with a given level of
income, but as a stratified field of subjectivity disciplined to a large degree to the norms of
behavior of a modern society in which capital has a fundamental role in organizing social
production through disciplinary markets, enclosures, governance and its profit seeking
enterprises.10

This definition allows us to account for a sort of oscillation between the definition of
Middle Class as a social “norm” and its use as a descriptive analytical tool. On one hand,
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as a field of subjectivity disciplined to a degree in the sense here defined, the Middle
Class is the social subject which social practices produces normalization to the system and
therefore is a condition for the reproduction of the system itself. One the other, at any
given time, the Middle Class presupposes specific material conditions of social
reproduction and the existence of subjects who are bounded to be excluded from the
Middle Class.

In this sense, the Middle Class is a ghost haunting any single of us along a vertical wage
hierarchy, subjects who operate daily, in a myriad of forms, for the reproduction of their
own bodies, communities, families, labour powers, and livelihoods, within the
boundaries of the system and in such a way to reproduce, through their money and
market mediated interaction, the boundaries of the system. Subjects who, depending on
their position in the wage hierarchy within a spatially defined reproduction field (De
Angelis 2007: 73-75), have access to cash and/or credit to reproduce their livelihoods,
and who, to a variety of degree depending on the amount of cash and/or credit they can
access, reproduce these livelihoods outsourcing the labour of their own reproduction onto
an alien other in the market. The condition of the Middle Class is generated by the
medium of their reproduction in common: capitalist markets.

Two things follow from this. In the first place, we cannot hate the Middle Class without
hating ourselves, as we endure many of our practices once they are understood as
interconnected fields of capitalist relations of production. “Middle Class guilt” has a
material basis after all, although we should not be seduced in wanting to change the
world through forms that are compatible with the reproduction of the Middle Class and,
therefore, the basis for its guilt. “Charity”  the main receptive of this guilt  is an
industry that reproduces the current social relations of production, not a vehicle for the
beginning of history. Second, to act as Middle Class  is not simply a question of
following a mainstream ideology, an hegemonic culture in which the values of the ruling
elites become common sense values for all. This classic Gramscian approach must be
modified with the consideration that the forms of commoning through witch we produce
and reproduce ourselves are forms of value production. The waves of marketisation and
precarisation of the last two decades, together with the evolution of what is called the
“knowledge economy” eliciting social creativity and innovation, is making increasingly
clear the implication of this: these forms of capitalist commoning demand from individual
singularities that they deploy modes of measurement and evaluations that both keep them
inside the social process of exchange value production (missing this, they are simply
under the threat of non-reproduction) and push for continuous outsides in the forms of
“use value” production. Here it is again, Schumpeter’s creative destruction. To the extent
Middle Class culture is hegemonic culture therefore, it is the hegemony of the holding
together of this contradiction, a contradiction that Marx sees grounded on the commodity
form (Marx 1867: chapter 1) and in the capitalist social processes of reproduction.

The Middle Class is a labouring subjectivity. Middle Class pilots and hostess run
aviation, Middle Class drivers run trains, while Middle Class ticket inspectors make sure
we all act as Middle Class and pay the ticket. Middle Class copy-editors write new
messages to sell commodities to Middle Class “ethical” consumers. Middle Class brokers
seek profitable ways to invest pension funds of Middle Class radical sociology teachers.
The Middle Class is responsible for the running of many of Western factories, social
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services, police, courts, schools, universities, science labs, insurance companies, army,
state and government bureaucracy, and political parties. Or better, this is the case if one
excludes the non-citizens from this calculation that is the invisible migrants. Indeed, even
the most “progressive” representatives of the Middle Class, when in power, do not count
these, as they are outside the boundaries of what constitutes citizenship by the letter of the
law which, as we will see, helps define the Middle Class.11 Again, we are not supposing a
level of income, but a field of subjectivity normalized to the boundaries of the system.
And we are not necessarily discussing individual attitudes within a group. We are
discussing the rules governing the group.

There are wage hierarchies within the Middle Class. There is impoverishment within the
Middle Class. Yet, there is a deep-rooted illusion that “betterment” will come through
individual action such as effort, education, and so on. Or better, this is an illusion to the
extent we reason from the perspective of the whole. For the individual, betterment of
course might well arise through his of her readiness and equipment to fight the ongoing
civil war through which we reproduce our livelihoods, competition. Or it might not. The
point is that the Middle Class is precisely one with an ideology of betterment through
individual effort   a practical ideology this, as it provides a compass for individual
action   and the market is the social mechanism through which the fruits of these
efforts are reaped (or not). Unfortunately of course, what the Middle Class interactive
subjectivities do not realize is that one of the products of such competitive interaction is
the continuous movement of the goalpost through which everybody’s “effort” is
measured, making it harder to reap benefit and contributing to the creation of divisions
and hierarchy within the Middle Class itself. 12

Middle Class communities are thus necessarily  to a variety of degrees depending on
context  gated communities. CCTV cameras, security guards, detention camps and
prisons surround these. Depending on their relative size, these gated communities are
clearly visible to our eyes, or not. In many areas of the Global South, in Johannesburg or
Rio de Janeiro for example, we can see them clearly as we walk around for a stroll in
residential areas and they appear to us as small enclaves, homes or entire neighborhoods
to prevent the poor, the not-middle-class yet, from coming in. In the global North, the
gates are perhaps less visible to daily life, as we are both more normalized to them, or
they are more pervasive, as indicated by the 10,000 CCTV cameras for the cost of 200
million pounds in a city like London (Davenport 2007). Or perhaps we should consider
the entire national or supranational territory13 as an example of a large gated community,
as detention camps and custom officers strive to keep the poorer, the not-middle-class
yet, from coming in on their own terms14. Just as the poor are allowed in the gated
communities of the global cities to attend to its needs  as security guards, as cleaners, as
domestic labourers, as builders, etc.  so here custom officers are patrolling the borders
of a field of capitalist busy-ness, a reproduction field, which necessitates careful control as
tensions in the labour markets are accumulated and the management of migration
contributes to de-compress (Mezzadra and Neilson 2003).

As laboring subjectivity, the Middle Class is, after all, an empirical term to describe a
subset of what we would theoretically call Working Class, the name of a social and
political subject that we understand reproduces its livelihoods in opposition to and as
part of capital, a term that for us includes both the waged and the unwaged, it is
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segmented and divided in a wage hierarchy, and it is planetary in character. The Middle
Class for us is Working Class minus a firm presence  aspirational, symbolical, or
concrete  in the outside of capital.

Thus, it is important to understand that the Middle Class also struggles, but it struggles
as Middle Class. The Middle Class, as any class, has its range of modalities and
oscillations15 among strategic coordinates, that is the pillars which allows its survival and
reproduction qua Middle Class.16 One of these pillars is “order”. The Middle Class
ultimately wants “order”. This is increasingly so and with good reasons. “Order” is a
necessary condition of the capitalist form of production in common, especially as
experienced by Middle Class with a high degree of responsibilisation and normalization.
The reproduction of Middle Class livelihoods increasingly depends on order. It would
take a major social reckoning to explode this need for order and give space to the desire
of other orders, that is other social and spatial dimensions of cyclical time through which
values are created (De Angelis 2007), which are not functional to the incessant and
pressing need to get money into the family budget. Take for example the American
Middle Class, of which all the candidates in any presidential election claim seek to be the
true representatives. In the last few decades Middle Class families, even with two
paychecks, have developed quite stretched finances, leaving them insecure, with less and
less room for error, and therefore unable to consider any alternative but running the
competitive race. In the last few decades, the only increase in income for a family has
come from a second paycheck, as the median income of a full employed male has
dropped in real term and women struggle for autonomy in the 1960s and 1970s has been
co-opted by capital into intensified competition in the labour market and market
outsourcing of reproduction labour. This has raised the household income by about 70%
since the 1970s, but has at the same time increased the amount spent in essentials for the
reproduction of the household and increased enormously family financial risk. Today’s
“average” Middle Class families, have budgeted to the limits of their cash potential. This
financial risk has increased for a variety of reasons. First, unlike the case of a generation
ago, incomes are less dependent now due to few decades of neoliberal reforms with its
outsourcing, threat of precarity, and cut in welfare entitlements. Second, due to the
increased reliance on two incomes, families have lost flexibility in compensating for a loss
in income due to sickness or lay offs. Any change in family fortunes today, cannot be
compensated by an other family member going into waged employment, (s)he is already
doing it. Third, despite the fall in the cost of manufacturing goods  due to the million
of poorly paid workers in China and in other export processing zones around the world
sweating it all out  which contributed to keep real wages from falling more drastically,
about 75% of family outing is now in essential fixed cost  mortgage, car payments,
health and insurance, childcare. This is costs that cannot be cut back unless the basic
structure of a family reproduction is restructured: a home, a car, an education or health
coverage is foregone (Warren 2006). It is obvious therefore, that in this context, Middle
Class families grow in debt and are increasingly allured into the possibility of becoming
rantiers, that is of making money out of the ups and down of financial markets. It goes
without saying that the systemic limitations of such an avenue for “betterment” have
become tragically obvious once again in the financial meltdown of 2008.

The other strategic pillar of the Middle Class is “betterment” of its conditions of living.
But since its horizons is that of the end of history, for Middle Class  “betterment” is
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constructed within a world dominated by capital, its enclosures and its forced separation
from commons, disciplinary markets and its competitive pitting livelihoods against one
another, and governance and its techniques of division and exclusion. This implies that
“betterment” can ultimately only be actualized through a wage hierarchy. The Middle
Class as such cannot stare in the face the simple fact that the 6 billion of us cannot be
Middle Class, and this for two reasons. First, even through recycling and energy efficient
light bulbs, it would require several planets to accommodate such a way of life.17 Second,
since this way of life would be produced trough capitalist commoning, it would be
predicated on hierarchy and exclusion. In other word, from the perspective of the whole,
Middle Class “betterment” is an illusion constructed in between the Scyla of ecological
disaster, and the Cariddi of poverty and detritus. Yet, the Middle Class keeps seeking
“betterment” in its own terms. Its plans (for “better” government, for “nicer”
environment, for “less” poverty, for “improved” public services, for “better” wages)
appear at first opposing something, to offer a Plan B with respect to the one that is being
implemented. The party of “Order” and the party of “Betterment” are often opposed in
political elections, as these are the moments in which the steering wheel needs to be
moved more in one direction or in another in order to reproduce the whole. The truth is
that each of the counterpoising parties, once in government, are both a party of “Order”
and a party of “Betterment”, since both will seek Middle Class votes the next round.
Therefore, for the Middle Class, there is no true plan B that would move us into a
radically different form of commoning. For the Middle Class there are only different
modulations and orientation of Plan A, the capitalist commoning.

The boundary of the system in which the Middle Class operates among other social
actors, are boundaries that include and, especially, seek to include the conflict that is
either generated therein or from the outside of the system itself. Examples of the first are
classical labour struggles, contained by and large within bureaucratic procedures and
codified systems of representation; pressure groups to reform a law within the
institutional procedures; voting for opposition parties for forming new governments,
social movements contained within ritual manifestations of social power (demos, etc.) for
becoming a visible identity and pressing for the recognition through a bill of rights. It
must be clear here that I am not passing value judgment on these conflicts. As “worker”,
“concerned citizen”, “father”, “husband”,  “neighbor” and “friend” I am an engaged actor
in many of them. Yet, it is also clear that the transformative power of these struggles
singularly taken has a very limited impact on control and disciplinary mechanisms of
capitalist processes. Bureaucratic maneuvering, monetary or migration policies, capital
mobility and disciplinary markets can displace labour struggles. New government parties
structure their difference in such a way to make it compatible with the general system of
laws and priorities of global capital. New social subjects can gain visibility and march
from the margin into the mainstream, without questioning the processes that creates
marginalization and therefore, a new generation of marginalised. Once we dispose of the
idea of a linear progress, no “reform” can delude us that we are “on the right track”.
Instead, we must be alert to the fact that a reform, precisely and literally, might well
contribute to re-form again the same processes and structures of dominations.

The world of banking and finance up the crisis of 2008 can serve as an example of  how
the Middle Class, that is a laboring subjectivity that operates within the system of
capital’s valuing process, recreate itself and the common context of its interaction. Take
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the stock market operators that are said to have a memory span of 24 hours in their field
of activity, and who divide themselves in two parties, the bear and the bull, those who bet
on an asset’s value going down, and those who believe and bet it will go up. The betting
strategies follows suit these beliefs. In between, the swing voters will join one or the other
parties depending on band-wagon processes. Now, the value of any assets in a given
moment of time will be the net result of these forces, whoever has put down more money
to push the market in one direction or the other. But once bears or bulls find their
expectations confirmed by the events there is a point that the bears will start to turn into
bulls, and will buy the deflated assets at “bargain price”, in the expectation now that it
will rebound. Is it conceivable that the systemic end of its operations follows a collapse of
the stock market and this market might occur on its own term that is without an outside
intervention? I believe not. For the simple reason that a crisis will simply imply a
reconfiguration of the debits and the credits, at which point the game can continue. The
working of the system is based on the expectations that bears follow bulls, and rapid
growth period are followed by recessions and slumps. In different historical times there
might be   for good historical reasons   a difference in the timing, intensity,
wavelength of these phenomena. At one point, state authorities might even need to
suspend the working of stock markets for a while in order to limit the damage brought by
the system by the presence of too many bulls or bears and bring in some reforms to
appease operators. Yet, the point is that the inner working of these forces produces
fluctuation. The Middle Class subjectivities operating on a daily basis in these trades,
know this. They know that independently from the fact that today they may loose or
gain, tomorrow will be another trading day, if not for them because they got bankrupt, at
least for those with liquid capital who will shop for bargains. The system produces ups
and downs as a breathing mechanism and it is itself produced by the labouring of Middle
Class traders who precisely expect the system will be there tomorrow. And once we are
talking about financial markets in which bonds, futures and options extend expectations
of profitability quite few years ahead (and found their current value by discounting this
flow of future income), we are also talking about expectations of a capitalist future. The
Middle Class reproduces its livelihood expecting that tomorrow production in common
will be like today. The Middle Class is the political subject of the end of history.

Things could be a bit different if outside the stock market, someone was playing the
drum and refusing the restructuring, rationalization, cuts, flexibilisation, dispossessions,
enclosures with all their planetary ramifications that were suited necessary to “rationalize
the economy,” “revitalize growth” and improve “confidence” after the financial cracks or
following the movements of financial swings. And things would certainly be different if
they were to refuse this by at the same time seeking to seize the means of existence while
reconstitute their social cooperation through new commons and new commoning.
Things would be much different. Back in the offices of traders, the number of “good
bargains” available in computer screens would start to drop by the hour, before
disappearing completely to give space to a flashing window deposited by a hacker saying:
“the world is no longer for sale”. Suddenly, there would no longer be Middle Class,
neither on the trading floor, nor on the streets.

The point illustrated by this little vignette, can be rehearsed at a broader social scale. Let
us ask the original question: is it conceivable that a systemic collapse and end of the
capitalist market might occur on its own terms, that is without an outside intervention?



11

To reiterate my earlier answer, now applied on a larger scale: I believe not. For the simple
reason that any of the many possible systemic crises will simply imply a reconfiguration
of ownerships and control of the social means of existence and production, at which
point capital’s commoning game can continue. The working of the system of the capitalist
commoning (which includes market and state/political processes) is based on the
expectations that rapid growth period are followed by recessions and slumps. In different
historical times there might be   for good historical reasons   a difference in the
timing, intensity, wavelength of these phenomena. Or even a geographic articulation
between growth and slumps. Yet, their inner working produces fluctuation. The Middle
Class subjectivities operating on a daily basis across the division of labour and types of
contract, know this. They know that independently from the fact that today they may
loose or gain, get sacked or hired, tomorrow will be another market  day or election day,
or working day. If not for them at least for those who are “active participant” in the
labour market, “engaged” citizens, and “happy shoppers”. The system and its subsystem
produce ups and downs as a breathing mechanism and it is itself produced by the
labouring of Middle Class subjects who precisely expect the system will be there
tomorrow. And since we are talking about the intertwining of states, markets and
livelihoods, there are expectations that project quite few decades if not centuries down
the line. These expectations and their material basis    the power of capital to be
constituted as a social force with the bodies of Middle Class policemen and/or with the
bodies of Middle Class pundits who call for reforms and/or the bodies of Middle Class
workers who “don’t have much time for politics” because the pressing needs to reproduce
their livelihoods and those of their communities  do not leave much space for any hope
different from wishful thinking. Also in this case we are talking about expectations of a
capitalist future. The Middle Class reproduces its livelihood expecting that tomorrow’s
production in common will be like today, will be predicated on the same “laws” of
interaction, given shape by the pursue in common of the same value, that of more
money. This is the reason why the Middle Class seek to send their children to “better”
school, and to “better” universities, measured in terms of the competitive potentials of
their degree. They conceive their children’s future to be dominated by the same broad
rules of the games that they have been playing. To repeat: the Middle Class is the
political subject of the end of history.

There appear to be no threatening drumming outside here, a part for the ritual dance in
some contract renewal. It will be soon put to silence by a loss or a victory, for one or the
other  but this is only to trigger a reconfiguration of winners and loosers across the
planetary system.

The “Explosion” of the Middle Class and the Outside

We must face and recognize a deep political truth, which historically got confused in the
long debate between reform and revolution  a false polarity that has tragically crossed
the XXth century. Neither the Middle Class, qua Middle Class, nor its representatives
and “service providers” (political parties within a system of bourgeois democracy,
marketing agencies within a system of competing corporations, job agencies within a
system of competing labourers), will ever be able to contribute to bring about a
fundamental change of the system which emerge out of our daily activity within the
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system. The production in common centered on Middle Class values   however
historically and culturally specific they are   is always production in common within
the system. Our common action as Middle Class action, whether as consumers, workers,
or citizens, reproduces the system of value and value hierarchy that is the benchmark, the
referent point for our cooperation.

The problem we face is therefore this: there will be no beginning of history without the
Middle Class, nor there will be one with the Middle Class (i.e. with the system that
reproduce labouring subjectivity as Middle Class).

We must therefore seek an outside from which to stand on new ground and wage our
struggle! If the Middle Class will have to force itself beyond itself, outside itself, how else
could it do it but through an explosion? And how else could this explosion be triggered
but by the impact with what is already outside itself?

I of course mean explosion only and uniquely metaphorically, what else would it be
possible without undermining the perspective of the beginning of history. This is for two
reasons. First, our understanding of Middle Class  which I repeat is stratified within a
wage hierarchy   coincides with mainstream life in the global North, and with
increasing sizeable pockets in the Global South worshipped by global developers as the
benchmark of human civilisation18. To seek its physical elimination cannot therefore
coincide with the project of the beginning of history. Second, real, indiscriminate or
targeted explosions of real Middle Class bodies might have found their social, political or
religious condemnation or justification, but are utter nonsense as strategic assets for the
beginning of new forms of commoning beyond capital. The physical explosion of the
Middle Class and its media representation creates fear, and fear creates prisons for the
many, not the few. It therefore creates opportunities to channel that fear of “security” to
feed the fear of staying behind the race, by getting rid of all “troublemakers” or perceived
as such who did not have anything to do with those explosions in the first place, by
erecting more gated communities.

That modern oracle of commons Wikipedia defines an explosion as “a sudden increase in
volume and release of energy in an extreme manner, usually with the generation of high
temperatures and the release of gases. An explosion creates a shock wave.” (accessed 6 Feb
2008) The explosion of the Middle Class we seek therefore, is a sudden increase in the
volume of social cooperation and correspondent release of playful energies, in such a way
as to create a socio-cultural shock wave. Now, this is what I would call, with an
understatement, a proper movement. So, again, how else could this explosion be triggered
but by the impact with what is already outside itself? And what is outside the Middle
Class?

There are three outsides to the Middle Class as we have defined it. The first one passes
through Middle Class subjects themselves, to all, to a variety of degree, and it is expressed
in atomic re-appropriations of labour time and its products and space away from capital,
or in molecular communities reproducing commons and their defense in factories, in the
offices, in the neighborhoods,  in the homes, in the streets, in cyberspace. It is the
frontline of value struggle passing through the bodies of labouring subjects. It’s the hint
that what we are doing in common, and how we are doing it, is crazy. It’s the daily
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apprehension of reality beyond the fetish. It’s the guy responsible for purchasing chicken
in a supermarket chain, abhorring for an instant at the idea that he may be instrumental
for the appalling ways those chicken are produced. Or the woman taking up a job in a
development NGO and hating the fact that most of her time has to be spent to fine tune
projects to the requirements of donors. Or the precarious call center worker who hates
repeating stupid marketing questions to rude and uninterested respondents.

These outsides, if given an organizational form, might then well be later co-opted and
made to work for capital when articulated to its reproduction, but they nevertheless
sparks light when they appear. The Middle Class subjects, with all the dangers of
generalization, are divided subjects, a division which is an expression of their separation
from the commons. They face their commoning, their social production in common, as
an alien force posited outside them, as money, as “the economy”, and hence they face
one another within this social cooperation as “other” and “foreigner”. On the other hand,
they also face one another directly, as colleagues, friends, mothers and fathers, uncles and
aunts, friends or enemies, sons or daughters, mates or companions, neighbors and so on,
in a variety of modalities, social roles and forms of social intercourse. In this way, they
often combine and recombine communities of struggle in which they discover new
communal dimensions for their power through commoning at the frontline.

There is a second outside to the Middle Class. It is the political subjectivity that might be
created as a result of the change in composition: suddenly, the Middle Class finds that
among itself there is an increasing section who either does not want to or cannot sustain
its livelihoods as Middle Class. In the first case, we are talking for example of the period
of the student movements in the 1960s, in which Middle Class youth battled against the
authorities of fathers, police, university professors and politicians, refusing with life-style
choices and mass gatherings, the life-style of its class. The beginning of history however is
not about individual’s life-style; it is about the production in common of life. Capital was
able to capture the playful-sexual energies liberated by those movements and channel
them into new life-styles filling creative jobs with many Middle Class children who had
to move on with their lives after the season of protests. It was thus able to turn the
struggle for freedom of this movement into a coherent neoliberal project in which
individuals pursuit of their “freedom” could occur within commons shaped by
disciplinary markets.

In the second case, we are talking about temporary work, casualisation, precarity in a
world of drastically reduced social entitlements and skyrocketing personal debt. The
specter is given voice in the news: for the first time in the history of capitalism, the
Middle Class children of Middle Class  families might have to do with less than their
parents. The “American dream”   the illusion according to which “more” is always
better and possible for all  seem to have reached an impasse. Precariaty seem to be the
condition of the age. The Middle Class precariat is often highly educated, the expression
of a mass intellectuality brought about by generations of schooling. Yet, many are in low
paid jobs that do not have anything to do with their education and the aspirations they
invested in them. They are the children of that moving goalpost that the interacting
subjectivities within the market always create. Aspirations are often frustrated. The
precarious subjects are often in condition to sell a type of labour power for living (say,
working as security guard or as hamburger flipper) and offer another type of labour
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power as “gift” in order to add a line of  “experience” on their CV (say as a “creative”
type of job in advertisement). Needs and desires are here held in check one against the
other. Ins and outs of one segment of the labour market create, amplify or soften up
cycles of depression and exhilaration in subjects. The precariat is thus in a condition of
limbo, its presence and imaginary is both outside and inside the Middle Class.19 This is a
dangerous situation for capital, as we might be in presence of a potential social detonator.
Needless to say, this situation, which coincides with some of the trends in the labour
market in Western economies in the last 30 years, is now aggravated by the incumbent
economic crisis in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis.

Finally, there is a third outside to the Middle Class, an outside that remind us of the
social constitution itself of the Middle Class and, indeed of capitalist production.  As we
have seen, the social constitution of the Middle Class is predicated on particular social
production of “order” and “betterment”. These are both predicated on the construction
of “the other”: the other as a foreign alien or the other as the poor, the unwaged, the
waged at the bottom of the scale (who cannot access “our” rights and entitlements, but
who can be forced into migration by “our” rights to capital movements seeking
valorization; who can clean “our” office toilets and subways, but who cannot speak to the
world about the conditions and remuneration of this because of the threat of detention;
who cannot follow the swings of their existential needs and desires, but who must endure
the swings of pervasive and never ending capitalist restructuring; who can mind our
children so as we can concentrate on the intensity demanded by waged employment, but
whose children are minded through an intensification process of unwaged labour of
reproduction of sisters and grandparents in the home countries20).

In presence of this outside, and its struggles, the Middle Class is truly confronted with its
social constitution, the elements defining the invariant character of the Middle Class,
that which remains the same through consumer fashion, changes in governments, TV
comedy seasons, and structures of labour markets. What remain the same is that the
existence of the Middle Class qua Middle Class, even when it moves and struggles, is
predicated upon the order of gated communities, identity cards, national and
supranational border control which helps define the average social wage and the modality
of deviation from this average in given reproduction fields. The gate and the
management of the gate therefore contribute to structure a yardstick for measuring the
singularities’ distance from “betterment”, to measure their progress through the wage
hierarchy, whether in a life time or across generations. The policed gate in order to
manage a wage hierarchy, and a wage hierarchy in order to legitimize and produce a
policed gate: the dissipation of this double dimension involves the dissipation of the
Middle Class itself. The emergence of commoning across borders and through the wage
hierarchy in forms that are other than the commoning of capital reproducing borders and
the wage hierarchy is a commoning through which both borders and wage hierarchy are
problematised, and their dissipation seek. But since both borders and wage hierarchy are
pillars of the capitalist form of production in commons, to problematise them imply to
constitute new forms of production in common.

The explosion of the Middle Class therefore, coincides with a liberation of playful
energies that reappropriates resources and re-arranges social relations. Here are the times
of revolution: the double crossing of the web of borders, the national borders policed by
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the army of the state, and the borders of the wage hierarchy policed by the army of
prejudice, patriarchy and racism. How will this explosion be brought about I do not
know. But it is clear that if it will come at all, it will be through the creation of an outside
of capital which is far greater than the sum of the three outsides I have discussed. And
this because it is an outside constituted through the creation of commons across these
three outsides. Here the explosion of the Middle Class corresponds to a process of
political recomposition across subjects that connect the frontline struggles of capital
across the wage hierarchy and national borders resulting in new forms of value
production. Seeking commons across these actors is certainly difficult organizational
work, but what other ways are there to create the conditions for the explosion of the
Middle Class and open the ground for the constitution of new commoning beyond that
of capital. When we struggle across the wage hierarchy and/or across national borders, we
problematise the existing modalities of accessing social wealth created in common in the
global factory. When we do this, we cannot avoid transforming ourselves. But this is a
transformation of the self of a different nature of those planned out in the “me me me”
survival manuals of busy urban Middle Class. It is this process of transformation
associated to a commoning, of both the subjects involved in co-production and their
relation. The other is no longer alien but a co-producer of life in commons. The
explosion of the Middle Class seems to be truly our only hope to safe ourselves from
alienation, poverty and ecological disaster.
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1 Francis Fukuyama was the original proponent of the thesis according to which
liberal democracy marked the “end point of mankind’s ideological evolution” and the
“final form of  human government” (Fukuyama 1992: xi). Obviously, in so far as
liberal democracy is a political institutional form of capitalist markets, the end of
history is the modern ideological expression of capitalist ideology. It is interesting to
note the paradox of this statement: this is the ideological conviction that the end of
history coincides with the “end of ideologies”.

2 For a broad discussion of the problematic of value and its central place  in
revolutionary projects, see Graeber (2001), especially chapter  3 in which the author
discusses value as the “importance given to action”. A version of the argument in this
chapter is in Graeber (2005). McMurthy (1998) offers an important contribution
towards the deconstruction of the market and its associated discourses as “ethical
system” and implying a “value war”. In De Angelis (2007), especially chapters 2-4,
12 and 13, I build on these and other contributions to reformulate Marx’s value
theoretical concepts in terms of value struggles.

3 Peter Linebough (2008) discusses how the Magna Charta issued in 1215 developed
as a treaty among contending forces in a civil war, trying to put to rest, among others,
the conflict between commons and private property.

4 See the discussion in The Commoner (2003).

5 For an analysis of the relation between enclosures, war and neoliberal globalisation,
see for example Federici (2002). For a review of different forms of enclosures see De
Angelis (2007: 142-148). The so called “tragedy of the commons” is the economist
view of the world which is preoccupied not with commons, but with promoting their
enclosures. The recent version of the “tragedy of the commons” argument was put
forward by Garret Hardin (1968) in the journal Science. The core of the argument is
that commons are incentive and distribution arrangements that inevitably result in
environmental degradation and generally resource depletion. This because the
commons are understood as resources for which there is “free” and “unmanaged”
access. In this framework, no one has an obligation to take care of commons. In
societies in which commons are prevalent, Hardin argues, people live by the
principle: ‘to each according to his needs’ formulated by Marx in his Critique of the
Gotha program. By assuming that commons are a free for all space from which
competing and atomized “economic men” take as much as they can, Hardin has
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engineered a justification for privatization of the commons space rooted in an alleged
natural necessity. There is a major problem with Hardin’s formulation. He forgets that
there is no common without community within which the modalities of access to
common resources are negotiated. Incidentally, this implies that there is no enclosure
of commons without at the same time the destruction and fragmentation of
communities. However, the “tragedy of the commons” argument is not simply
“wrong”. Its problem concerns the fact that its players are casted in a rationality and
measuring process that is uniquely the type of subject portrayed by capital: homo
economicus. We can uncover the “apologetics” and “vulgarity” of this argument, only
by reclaiming different types of measures for ourselves, different modes of
commoning. Without wanting to romanticize any of them, there are several examples
of “sustainable” traditional commons, in which community decisions set the
boundaries of what is “sustainable”. Princen (2005: 23) for instance reports, how for
the last 500 years Swiss farmers have avoided overgrazing through collective
decisions, or fishing people in the Lofoten Islands in the far north of Norway whose
decision to use “inefficient” management and technologies allow them to preserve
their fishing stock.

6 The idea of struggle at the basis of the capital’s dynamism comes from the early
Italian workerism, and still constitutes one of the basic insights allowing a non-
dogmatic interpretation of Marxian categories. See for example Tronti (1971),
Cleaver (1979), De Angelis (2007).

7 In De Angelis (2005) I engage with Holloway’s argument and argue how the “no”
always implies a “yes”, and the latter is the ground for the social organisational work
necessary in a process of constitution beyond capital.

8 A classic example of this strategic recuperation is the contraposition between
different models of economic management and their historical evolution, their
becoming new orthodoxy at a moment of impasse of capitalist relation of production
because of widespread struggles. Thus, post-war Keynesianism (promoting
government active intervention for the promotion of “full employment”, a welfare
state, and the principle of increasing social wages tied to productivity) is opposed to
to neoliberalism (calling for austerity,  (wage)-inflation fighting, and trickle down tax
policy and an ideological anti-authoritarianism). See De Angelis (2000) for an
account of this. Various studies also enable us to explain the formation of the wage
hierarchy Federici (2004), the coexistence of relative and absolute surplus value
strategies and the  the inter-complementarities of “high” and “low” points of capitalist
production Tomba (2007), Caffentzis (2002), Caffentzis and Federici (2007), the
coexistence of enclosure processes and disciplinary markets at various level of
capitalist development (De Angelis 2007). Moulier (1998) makes a very broad
historical discussion of the history of the capitalist system, and argues that forms of
enslaved labour have always played a fundamental role in capitalist accumulation, at
whatever level of historical development.

9 “The opening up of new markets, foreign or domestic, and the organizational
development from the craft shop and factory to such concerns as U.S. Steel illustrate
the same process of industrial mutation. . . that incessantly revolutionizes the
economic structure from within, incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly



20

                                                                                                                                           
creating a new one. This process of Creative Destruction is the essential fact about
capitalism. It is what capitalism consists in and what every capitalist concern has got
to live in.” (Shumpeter 1975:  82)

10 We must clarify this statement in two senses. First, the “fundamental role” is not an
exhaustive role. As I argue in De Angelis (2007), capital must be understood as a
relation of struggle, hence the production of value for capital is occurring through a
clash among different value practices. Second, this implies that the important aspect
of “control society” emphasised by post-workerist authors (Hartd and Negri 2000)
following post-structuralist ones (Deleuze 1992) is the fact that disciplinary
mechanisms are pervading the social field trough the market, and are not only
confined within specific architectural spaces (the factory, the prison etc.). But since
disciplinary mechanisms constitute the production of capitalist values, then it follows
that, contrary to the claims of the same authors, capital as social force has still a
fundamental role in organising social production.

11 For example, in London, the living wage is set by the Mayor for London office, and
used as a campaign tool by trade unions of low paid workers. Its calculation is based
on the assumption that the people working have full access to all entitlements that
citizens do. Unfortunately, many of the low paid workers are illegal migrants who
cannot access these benefits. The Living Wage so constructed therefore caps the wage
demands at a level below the one required for “living” in London by a large chunk of
London’s low paid workers.

12 For a discussion of how the current graduate market is reaching saturation and
hence putting downward pressure on graduate wages, see Taylor (2006).

13 We must be careful to avoid simple linear correspondence between a national
territory of a nation state and a field of exercise of sovereign power. Things are of
course more complicated than this. For example, Rigo (2002) shows that the Europe
of migratory flows is a global political space, since agreements for expulsion between
EU nations and so-called “safe third countries” are in turn supplemented by
agreements between these and non European nations. When we conceptualise modern
borders therefore, it is important to keep this “flow of expulsion” and regulation in
mind. Yet, for our purposes, whether the gates  are provided by post-modern
interlaced “smart fencing” or cold war types of  big thick walls, the metaphor of a
gated community is till relevant here.

14 To assert this autonomy of the migrating subjects, is to move away from a
discourse that regards them simply as victim, while emphasising that decisions to
migrate might involve a search for liberty and emancipation from unfavourable
conditions in particular places, as much as existential and “banal” reasons rooted in
daily life. For a discussion see Mezzadra and Neilson (2003).

15 The idea that the Middle Class is “oscillating” among different positions has a long
pedigree, and was emphasised in different modalities since the very earlier Marxists
and socialist thinkers were debating the virtues and defects of “reform” vs
“revolution”. In Marx and Engels, the term took different meanings, at times referring
to the bourgeoise, at time referring to the middle strata leaving off revenue (rather
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than wages) and standing between workers on one hand and capitalists and landlords
on the other, at times referring to the waged functionaries of capital replacing
capitalists in their managerial and supervisory functions. In the earlier XX century,
the classic position that the Middle Class was seen as a vestige of old feudal mode of
production (as in György Lucacks), was starting to crack. Hence, whether the Middle
Class was seen as a new Middle Class created by the desire of capitalists to
“outsource” their work of administration and under the continuous danger of
proletarisation, (Kautsky), or as a result of the need to create markets for increased
capitalist production (Bernstein),  the middle social position of the Middle Class gave
it a peculiar strategic potential for the revolutionary or reformist dreams of a
generation of socialists. Bernstein for example saw a potential unification of
“interests” which would have been achieved by the dual process of proletarianisation
of parts of the new Middle Class and embourgeoisement of the Working Class. These
combined processes, together with the “intermarriage” of the two classes,  opened to
the reformist road to socialism. For a review of these early debates, see Carter (1985).

16 It is clear that “class” in general “is never of one mind” ( Ehrenreich 1989: 11).
Barbara Ehrenreich puts it this way with respect to the 20% of American people that
she classifies as professional Middle Class (from school teachers, to lawyers,
academics, nurses and doctors and middle-high ranking managers): “Its only ‘capital’
is knowledge and skill, or at least the credentials imputing skill and knowledge. And
unlike real capital, these cannot be hoarded against hard times, preserved beyond the
lifetime of an individual, or, of courser, bequeathed. The ‘capital’ belonging to the
Middle Class is far more evanescent than wealth, and must be renewed in each
individual through fresh effort and commitment. In this class, no one escapes the
requirements of self-discipline and self-directed labor; they are visited, in each
generation, upon the young as they were upon the parents. If this is an elite, then, it is
an insecure and deeply anxious one. It is afraid, like any class below the most
securely wealthy, of misfortunes that might lead to a downward slide. But in the
Middle Class there is another anxiety: a fear of inner weakness, of growing soft, of
failing to strive, of loosing discipline and will. Even the affluence that is so often the
goal of all this striving becomes a threat, for it holds out the possibility of hedonism
and self-indulgence. Whether the Middle Class looks down towards the realm of less,
or up toward the realm of more, there is the fear, always, of falling.” These might
therefore be accounted as the psychological reasons for which alternatively the
Middle Class is the party of “order” and of “betterment” through the wage hierarchy,
and in particular moments it oscillates towards one or the other political spectrum:
“So there is not, ultimately, an objective answer to the question of whether  the
Middle Class is an elite or something less exalted  an extension, perhaps, of the
working class. And hence there is no easy answer to the much harder question of
whether it is ‘naturally’ inclined to the left or to the right. Is the Middle Class, by
nature, generous or selfish? Overindulged or aggrieved? Committed to equality or
defensive of privilege? These are not only possible answers, but choices to be made.”
(Ehrenreich 1989: 15) But these choices are contingent to a particular phase of capital
accumulation, a particular global political economy within which whatever the right
or left leaning, the Middle Class strive to reproduce itself as Middle Class. The point
of the end of history therefore is this oscillation between “right” and “left” within the
boundaries of   systemic parameters.
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17 According to some estimates, as for 2003, the ecological footprint has already
“exceeded the earth biocapacity by about 25%” (WWF 2006: 2). The ecological
footprint is the accounting tool measuring how much bioproductive land and sea
resources is appropriated for human use in relation to how much is available on Earth.
“A moderate business-as-usual scenario, based on United Nations projections
showing slow, steady growth of economies and populations, suggests that by mid-
century, humanity’s demand on nature will be twice the biosphere’s productive
capacity. At this level of ecological deficit, exhaustion of ecological assets and large-
scale ecosystem collapse become increasingly likely.” (ibid :2-3). On the other hand,
if we were to take the extrapolation of Middle Class American dream seriously, and
project for the world the current US level of bioproductive land and sea appropriation,
we would require about 4.3 planets (WWF 2006: 3; computation from data supplied
in table 1). For a review of the current methodologies used for the computation of
ecological footprint see (Kitzes, Peller, Goldfinger, and Wackernagel 2007)

18 It is interesting to note how strategies of international development such as reforms
of international financial architecture can be conceived as “middle-class-oriented
development” since “access to reasonably priced, long-term credit is the single most
important element in the formation of the middle-class”. This in turn can be seen to
serve a stabilizing function over the social system: “extending the system of mass
affluence found in the industrial economies into the developing world as rapidly as
possible is the key to global political stability and economic growth.” (Mead and
Schwenninger 2003: 3-4, my emphasis).

19 See for example the discussion of precarious realities and organisation work in
http://www.chainworkers.org/. For an alaysis of the evolution of precaurous work in
Europe see Gray (2004).

20 On this last point see for example Ehrenreich and Hochschild (2002).















































Donna Haraway, "A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth 
Century," in  (New York; Routledge, 1991), 
pp.149-181.

Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature

AN IRONIC DREAM OF A COMMON LANGUAGE FOR WOMEN IN THE INTEGRATED CIRCUIT

 This chapter is an effort to build an ironic political myth faithful to feminism, socialism, and materialism. Perhaps 
more faithful as blasphemy is faithful, than as reverent worship and identification. Blasphemy has always seemed 
to require taking things very seriously. I know no better stance to adopt from within the secular-religious, 
evangelical traditions of United States politics, including the politics of socialist feminism. Blasphemy protects 
one from the moral majority within, while still insisting on the need for community. Blasphemy is not apostasy. 
Irony is about contradictions that do not resolve into larger wholes, even dialectically, about the tension of 
holding incompatible things together because both or all are necessary and true. Irony is about humour and 
serious play. It is also a rhetorical strategy and a political method, one I would like to see more honoured within
socialist-feminism. At the centre of my ironic faith, my blasphemy, is the image of the cyborg.
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A cyborg is a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social reality as well as a 
creature of fiction. Social reality is lived social relations, our most important political construction, a world-
changing fiction. The international women's movements have constructed 'women's experience', as well as 
uncovered or discovered this crucial collective object. This experience is a fiction and fact of the most crucial, 
political kind. Liberation rests on the construction of the consciousness, the imaginative apprehension, of 
oppression, and so of possibility. The cyborg is a matter of fiction and lived experience that changes what 
counts as women's experience in the late twentieth century. This is a struggle over life and death, but the 
boundary between science fiction and social reality is an optical illusion.

 

Contemporary science fiction is full of cyborgs - creatures simultaneously animal and machine, who populate 
worlds ambiguously natural and crafted.
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Modern medicine is also full of cyborgs, of couplings between organism and machine, each conceived as 
coded devices, in an intimacy and with a power that was not generated in the history of sexuality. Cyborg 'sex' 
restores some of the lovely replicative baroque of ferns and invertebrates (such nice organic prophylactics 
against heterosexism). Cyborg replication is uncoupled from organic reproduction. Modern production seems 
like a dream of cyborg colonization work, a dream that makes the nightmare of Taylorism seem idyllic. And 
modern war is a cyborg orgy, coded by C3I, command-control-communication-intelligence, an $84 billion item 
in 1984'sUS defence budget. I am making an argument for the cyborg as a fiction mapping our social and 
bodily reality and as an imaginative resource suggesting some very fruitful couplings. Michael Foucault's 
biopolitics is a flaccid premonition of cyborg politics, a very open field.

 

By the late twentieth century, our time, a mythic time, we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of 
machine and organism; in short, we are cyborgs. Ths cyborg is our ontology; it gives us our politics. The cyborg
is a condensed image of both imagination and material reality, the two joined centres structuring any possibility 
of historical transformation. In the traditions of 'Western' science and politics--the tradition of racist, male-
dominant capitalism; the tradition of progress; the tradition of the appropriation of nature as resource for the 
productions of culture; the tradition of reproduction of the self from the reflections of the other - the relation 
between organism and machine has been a border war. The stakes in the border war have been the territories 
of production, reproduction, and imagination. This chapter is an argument for pleasure in the confusion of 
boundaries and for responsibility in their construction. It is also an effort to contribute to socialist-feminist culture 
and theory in a postmodernist, non-naturalist mode and in the utopian tradition of imagining a world without 
gender, which is perhaps a world without genesis, but maybe also a world without end. The cyborg incarnation
is outside salvation history. Nor does it mark time on an oedipal calendar, attempting to heal the terrible 
cleavages of gender in an oral symbiotic utopia or post-oedipal apocalypse. As Zoe Sofoulis argues in her 
unpublished manuscript on Jacques Lacan, Melanie Klein, and nuclear culture, Lacklein, the most terrible and 
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perhaps the most promising monsters in cyborg worlds are embodied in non-oedipal narratives with a different 
logic of repression, which we need to understand for our survival.

 

The cyborg is a creature in a post-gender world; it has no truck with bisexuality, pre-oedipal symbiosis, 
unalienated labour, or other seductions to organic wholeness through a final appropriation of all the powers of
the parts into a higher unity. In a sense, the cyborg has no origin story in the Western sense - a 'final' irony since 
the cyborg is also the awful apocalyptic telos of the
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'West's' escalating dominations of abstract individuation, an ultimate self untied at last from all dependency, a 
man in space. An origin story in the 'Western', humanist sense depends on the myth of original unity, fullness, 
bliss and terror, represented by the phallic mother from whom all humans must separate, the task of individual 
development and of history, the twin potent myths inscribed most powerfully for us in psychoanalysis and 
Marxism. Hilary Klein has argued that both Marxism and psychoanalysis, in their concepts of labour and of 
individuation and gender formation, depend on the plot of original unity out of which difference must be 
produced and enlisted in a drama of escalating domination of woman/nature. The cyborg skips the step of 
original unity, of identification with nature in the Western sense. This is its illegitimate promise that might lead to 
subversion of its teleology as star wars.

 

The cyborg is resolutely committed to partiality, irony, intimacy, and perversity. It is oppositional, utopian, and 
completely without innocence. No longer structured by the polarity of public and private, the cyborg defines a 
technological polls based partly on a revolution of social relations in the oikos, the household. Nature and 
culture are reworked; the one can no longer be the resource for appropriation or incorporation by the other.
The rela-tionships for forming wholes from parts, including those of polarity and hierarchical domination, are at 
issue in the cyborg world. Unlike the hopes of Frankenstein's monster, the cyborg does not expect its father to
save it through a restoration of the garden; that is, through the fabrication of a heterosexual mate, through its 
completion in a finished whole, a city and cosmos. The eyborg does not dream of community on the model of 
the organic family, this time without the oedipal project. The cyborg would not recognize the Garden of Eden; it 
is not made of mud and cannot dream of returning to dust. Perhaps that is why I want to see if eyborgs can 
subvert the apocalypse of returning to nuclear dust in the manic compulsion to name the Enemy. Cyborgs are 
not reverent; they do not re-member the cosmos. They are wary of holism, but needy for connection- they 
seem to have a natural feel for united front politics, but without the vanguard party. The main trouble with 
cyborgs, of course, is that they are the illegitimate offspring of militarism and patriarchal capitalism, not to 
mention state socialism. But illegitimate offspring are often exceedingly unfaithful to their origins. Their fathers, 
after all, are inessential.

 

I will return to the science fiction of cyborgs at the end of this chapter, but now I want to signal three crucial 
boundary breakdowns that make the following political-fictional (political-scientific) analysis possible. By the 
late twentieth century in United States scientific culture, the boundary between human and animal is thoroughly 
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breached. The last beachheads of uniqueness have been polluted if not turned into amusement parks--language
tool
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use, social behaviour, mental events, nothing really convincingly settles the separation of human and animal. 
And many people no longer feel the need for such a separation; indeed, many branches of feminist culture affirm
the pleasure of connection of human and other living creatures. Movements for animal rights are not irrational 
denials of human uniqueness; they are a clear-sighted recognition of connection across the discredited breach of 
nature and culture. Biology and evolutionary theory over the last two centuries have simultaneously produced 
modern organisms as objects of knowledge and reduced the line between humans and animals to a faint trace 
re-etched in ideological struggle or professional disputes between life and social science. Within this framework, 
teaching modern Christian creationism should be fought as a form of child abuse.

 

Biological-determinist ideology is only one position opened up in scientific culture for arguing the meanings of 
human animality. There is much room for radical political people to contest the meanings of the breached 
boundary.2 The cyborg appears in myth precisely where the boundary between human and animal is 
transgressed. Far from signalling a walling off of people from other living beings, cyborgs signal distrurbingly and 
pleasurably tight coupling. Bestiality has a new status in this cycle of marriage exchange.

 

 

The second leaky distinction is between animal-human (organism) and machine. Pre-cybernetic machines could 
be haunted; there was always the spectre of the ghost in the machine. This dualism structured the dialogue 
between materialism and idealism that was settled by a dialectical progeny, called spirit or history, according to 
taste. But basically machines were not self-moving, self-designing, autonomous. They could not achieve man's 
dream, only mock it. They were not man, an author to himself, but only a caricature of that masculinist 
reproductive dream. To think they were otherwise was paranoid. Now we are not so sure. Late twentieth-
century machines have made thoroughly ambiguous the difference between natural and art)ficial, mind and body,
self-developing and externally designed, and many other distinctions that used to apply to organisms and 
machines. Our machines are disturbingly lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert.

 

 

Technological determination is only one ideological space opened up by the reconceptions of machine and 
organism as coded texts through which we engage in the play of writing and reading the world.3 'Textualization' 
of everything in poststructuralist, postmodernist theory has been damned by Marxists and socialist feminists for 
its utopian disregard for the lived relations of domination that ground the 'play' of arbitrary reading.4 It is 
certainly true that postmodernist strategies, like my cyborg myth, subvert myriad organic wholes (for example, 
the poem, the primitive culture, the biological organism). In short, the certainty of what counts as nature -- a
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source of insight and promise of innocence -- is undermined, probably fatally. The transcendent authorization of 
interpretation is lost, and with it the ontology grounding 'Western' epistemology. But the alternative is not 
cynicism or faithlessness, that is, some version of abstract existence, like the accounts of technological 
determinism destroying 'man' by the 'machine' or 'meaningful political action' by the 'text'. Who cyborgs will be 
is a radical question; the answers are a matter of survival. Both chimpanzees and artefacts have politics, so why 
shouldn't we (de Waal, 1982; Winner, 1980)?

 

The third distinction is a subset of the second: the boundary between physical and non-physical is very 
imprecise for us. Pop physics books on the consequences of quantum theory and the indeterminacy principle 
are a kind of popular scientific equivalent to Harlequin romances* as a marker of radical change in American 
white heterosexuality: they get it wrong, but they are on the right subject. Modern machines are quintessentially
microelectronic devices: they are everywhere and they are invisible. Modern machinery is an irreverent upstart 
god, mocking the Father's ubiquity and spirituality. The silicon chip is a surface for writing; it is etched in
molecular scales disturbed only by atomic noise, the ultimate interference for nuclear scores. Writing, power, 
and technology are old partners in Western stories of the origin of civilization, but miniaturization has changed 
our experience of mechanism. Miniaturization has turned out to be about power; small is not so much beautiful 
as pre-eminently dangerous, as in cruise missiles. Contrast the TV sets of the 1950s or the news cameras of the 
1970s with the TV wrist bands or hand-sized video cameras now advertised. Our best machines are made of 
sunshine; they are all light and clean because they are nothing but signals, electromagnetic waves, a section of a 
spectrum, and these machines are eminently portable, mobile -- a matter of immense human pain in Detroit and 
Singapore. People are nowhere near so fluid, being both material and opaque. Cyborgs are ether, quintessence.

 

The ubiquity and invisibility of cyborgs is precisely why these sunshine-belt machines are so deadly. They are as 
hard to see politically as materially. They are about consciousness - or its simulation.5 They are floating 
signIfiers moving in pickup trucks across Europe, blocked more effectively by the witch-weavings of the 
displaced and so unnatural Greenham women, who read the cyborg webs of power so very well, than by the 
militant labour of older masculinist politics, whose natural constituency needs defence jobs. Ultimately the
'hardest' science is about the realm of greatest boundary confusion, the realm of pure number, pure spirit, C3I, 
cryptography, and the preservation of potent secrets. The new machines are so clean and light. Their engineers
are sun-worshippers mediating a new scientific revolution

*The US equivalent of Mills & Boon.
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associated with the night dream of post-industrial society. The diseases evoked by these clean machines are 'no 
more' than the minuscule coding changes of an antigen in the immune system, 'no more' than the experience of 
stress. The nimble fingers of 'Oriental' women, the old fascination of little Anglo-Saxon Victorian girls with 
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doll's houses, women's enforced attention to the small take on quite new dimensions in this world. There might 
be a cyborg Alice taking account of these new dimensions. Ironically, it might be the unnatural cyborg women 
making chips in Asia and spiral dancing in Santa Rita jail* whose constructed unities will guide effective 
oppositional strategies.

 

So my cyborg myth is about transgressed boundaries, potent fusions, and dangerous possibilities which 
progressive people might explore as one part of needed political work. One of my premises is that most 
American socialists and feminists see deepened dualisms of mind and body, animal and machine, idealism and 
materialism in the social practices, symbolic formula-tions, and physical artefacts associated with 'high 
technology' and scientific culture. From One-DimensionalMan (Marcuse, 1964) to The Death of Nature
(Merchant, 1980), the analytic resources developed by progressives have insisted on the necessary domination 
of technics and recalled us to an imagined organic body to integrate our resistance. Another of my premises is 
that the need for unity of people trying to resist world-wide intensification of domination has never been more 
acute. But a slightly perverse shift of perspective might better enable us to contest for meanings, as well as for
other forms of power and pleasure in technologically mediated societies.

 

From one perspective, a cyborg world is about the final imposition of a grid of control on the planet, about the 
final abstraction embodied in a Star Wars apocalypse waged in the name of defence, about the final 
appropriation of women's bodies in a masculinist orgy of war (Sofia, 1984). From another perspective, a 
cyborg world might be about lived social and bodily realities in which people are not afraid of their joint kinship 
with animals and machines, not afraid of permanently partial identities and contradictory standpoints. The 
political struggle is to see from both perspectives at once because each reveals both dominations and 
possibilities unimaginable from the other vantage point. Single vision produces worse illusions than double vision
or many-headed monsters. Cyborg unities are monstrous and illegitimate; in our present political circumstances, 
we could hardly hope for more potent myths for resistance and recoupling. I like to imagine LAG, the 
Livermore Action Group, as a kind of cyborg society, dedicated to realistically converting the laboratories that 
most fiercely embody and spew out the tools

* A practice at once both spiritual and political that linked guards and arrested anti-nuclear demonstrators in 
the Alameda County jail in California in the early 1985.
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Of technological apocalypse, and committed to building a political form that acutally manages to hold together 
witches, engineers, elders, perverts, Christians, mothers, and Leninists long enough to disarm the state. Fission
Impossible is the name of the affinity group in my town.(Affinity: related not by blood but by choice, the appeal 
of one chemical nuclear group for another, avidiy.)6

 

FRACTURED IDENTITIES
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It has become difficult to name one's feminism by a single adjective -- or even to insist in every circumstance 
upon the noun. Consciousness of exclusion through naming is acute. Identities seem contradictory, partial, and 
strategic. With the hard-won recognition of their social and historical constitution, gender, race, and class 
cannot provide the basis for belief in 'essential' unity. There is nothing about teeing 'female' that naturally binds 
women. There is not even such a state as 'being' female, itself a highly complex category constructed in 
contested sexual scientific discourses and other social practices. Gender, race, or class consciousness is an 
achievement forced on us by the terrible historica experience of the contradictory social realities of patriarchy, 
colonialism, and capitalism. And who counts as 'us' in my own rhetoric? Which identities are available to ground 
such a potent political myth called 'us', and what could motivate enlistment in this collectivity? Painful 
fragmentation among feminists (not to mention among women) along every possible fault line has made the 
concept of woman elusive, an excuse for the matrix of women's dominations of each other. For me - and for 
many who share a similar historical location in white, professional middle-class, female, radical, North 
American, mid-adult bodies - the sources of a crisis in political identity are legion. The recent history for much 
of the US left and US feminism has been a response to this kind of crisis by endless splitting and searches for a 
new essential unity. But there has also been a growing recognition of another response through coalition - 
affinity, not identity.7

 

Chela Sandoval (n.d., 1984), from a consideration of specific historical moments in the formation of the new 
political voice called women of colour, has theorized a hopeful model of political identity called 'oppositional
consciousness', born of the skills for reading webs of power by those refused stable membership in the social 
categories of race, sex, or class. 'Women of color', a name contested at its origins by those whom it would 
incorporate, as well as a historical consciousness marking systematic breakdown of all the signs of Man in 
'Western' traditions, constructs a kind of postmodernist identity out of otherness, difference, and specificity. 
This postmodernist identity is fully political, whatever might be said abut other possible postmodernisms. 
Sandoval's oppositional consciousness is about contradic-
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tory locations and heterochronic calendars, not about relativisms and pluralisms.

 

Sandoval emphasizes the lack of any essential criterion for identifying who is a woman of colour. She notes that 
the definition of the group has been by conscious appropriation of negation. For example, a Chicana or US
black woman has not been able to speak as a woman or as a black person or as a Chicano. Thus, she was at 
the bottom of a cascade of negative identities, left out of even the privileged oppressed authorial categories 
called 'women and blacks', who claimed to make the important revolutions. The category 'woman' negated all 
non-white women; 'black' negated all non-black people, as well as all black women. But there was also no 
'she', no singularity, but a sea of differences among US women who have affirmed their historical identity as US 
women of colour. This identity marks out a self-consciously constructed space that cannot affirm the capacity 
to act on the basis of natural identification, but only on the basis of conscious coalition, of affinity, of political 
kinship.8 Unlike the 'woman' of some streams of the white women's movement in the United States, there is no 

8/31/04 11:36 AMHaraway_CyborgManifesto.html

Page 7 of 31http://www.stanford.edu/dept/HPS/Haraway/CyborgManifesto.html



naturalization of the matrix, or at least this is what Sandoval argues is uniquely available through the power of 
oppositional consciousness.

 

Sandoval's argument has to be seen as one potent formulation for feminists out of the world-wide development 
of anti-colonialist discourse; that is to say, discourse dissolving the 'West' and its highest product - the one who 
is not animal, barbarian, or woman; man, that is, the author of a cosmos called history. As orientalism is 
deconstructed politically and semiotically, the identities of the occident destabilize, including those of feminists.9
Sandoval argues that 'women of colour' have a chance to build an effective unity that does not replicate the 
imperializing, totalizing revolutionary subjects of previous Marxisms and feminisms which had not faced the 
consequences of the disorderly polyphony emerging from decolonization.

 

Katie King has emphasized the limits of identification and the political/ poetic mechanics of identification built 
into reading 'the poem', that generative core of cultural feminism. King criticizes the persistent tendency among
contemporary feminists from different 'moments' or 'conversations' in feminist practice to taxonomize the 
women's movement to make one's own political tendencies appear to be the telos of the whole. These 
taxonomies tend to remake feminist history so that it appears to be an ideological struggle among coherent types 
persisting over time, especially those typical units called radical, liberal, and socialist-feminism. Literally, all 
other feminisms are either incorporated or marginalized, usually by building an explicit ontology and 
epistemology.10 Taxonomies of feminism produce epistemologies to police deviation from official women's 
experience. And of course, 'women's culture', like women of colour, is consciously created by
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mechanisms inducing affinity. The rituals of poetry, music, and certain forms of academic practice have been 
pre-eminent. The politics of race and culture in the US women's movements are intimately interwoven. The 
common achievement of King and Sandoval is learning how to craft a poetic/political unity without relying on a 
logic of appropriation, incorpora-tion, and taxonomic identification.

 

The theoretical and practical struggle against unity-through-domination or unity-through-incorporation ironically 
not only undermines the justifica-tions for patriarchy, colonialism, humanism, positivism, essentialism, scient-ism,
and other unlamented -isms, but all claims for an organic or natural standpoint. I think that radical and socialist/
Marxist-feminisms have also undermined their/our own epistemological strategies and that this is a crucially 
valuable step in imagining possible unities. It remains to be seen whether all 'epistemologies' as Western political 
people have known them fail us in the task to build effective affinities.

 

It is important to note that the effort to construct revolutionary stand-points, epistemologies as achievements of 
people committed to changing the world, has been part of the process showing the limits of identification. The 
acid tools of postmodernist theory and the constructive tools of ontological discourse about revolutionary 
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subjects might be seen as ironic allies in dissolving Western selves in the interests of survival. We are 
excruciatingly conscious of what it means to have a historically constituted body. But with the loss of innocence 
in our origin, there is no expulsion from the Garden either. Our politics lose the indulgence of guilt with the 
naivete of innocence. But what would another political myth for socialist-feminism look like? What kind of 
politics could embrace partial, contradictory, permanently unclosed constructions of personal and collective 
selves and still be faithful, effective - and, ironically, socialist-feminist?

 

I do not know of any other time in history when there was greater need for political unity to confront effectively 
the dominations of 'race', 'gender', 'sexuality', and 'class'. I also do not know of any other time when the kind of 
unity we might help build could have been possible. None of 'us' have any longer the symbolic or material 
capability of dictating the shape of reality to any of'them'. Or at least 'we' cannot claim innocence from
practicing such dominations. White women, including socialist feminists, discovered (that is, were forced 
kicking and screaming to notice) the non-innocence of the category 'woman'. That consciousness changes the 
geography of all previous categories; it denatures them as heat denatures a fragile protein. Cyborg feminists 
have to argue that 'we' do not want any more natural matrix of unity and that no construction is whole. 
Innocence, and the corollary insistence on victimhood as the only ground for insight, has done enough damage. 
But the constructed revolutionary subject must give late-twentieth-

 

158

century people pause as well. In the fraying of identities and in the reflexive strategies for constructing them, the 
possibility opens up for weaving something other than a shroud for the day after the apocalypse that so 
prophetically ends salvation history.

 

Both Marxist/socialist-feminisms and radical feminisms have simul-taneously naturalized and denatured the 
category 'woman' and conscious-ness of the social lives of 'women'. Perhaps a schematic caricature can 
highlight both kinds of moves. Marxian socialism is rooted in an analysis of wage labour which reveals class 
structure. The consequence of the wage relationship is systematic alienation, as the worker is dissociated from 
his (sic) product. Abstraction and illusion rule in knowledge, domination rules in practice. Labour is the pre-
eminently privileged category enabling the Marxist to overcome illusion and find that point of view which is 
necessary for changing the world. Labour is the humanizing activity that makes man; labour is an ontological 
category permitting the knowledge of a subject, and so the knowledge of subjugation and alienation.

 

In faithful filiation, socialist-feminism advanced by allying itself with the basic analytic strategies of Marxism. The 
main achievement of both Marxist feminists and socialist feminists was to expand the category of labour to 
accommodate what (some) women did, even when the wage relation was subordinated to a more 
comprehensive view of labour under capitalist patriarchy. In particular, women's labour in the household and 
women's activity as mothers generally (that is, reproduction in the socialist-feminist sense), entered theory on the 
authority of analogy to the Marxian concept of labour. The unity of women here rests on an epistemology 
based on the ontological structure of'labour'. Marxist/socialist-feminism does not 'natur-alize' unity; it is a 
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possible achievement based on a possible standpoint rooted in social relations. The essentializing move is in the 
ontological structure of labour or of its analogue, women's activity.11 The inheritance of Marxian humanism, 
with its pre-eminently Western self, is the difficulty for me. The contribution from these formulations has been 
the emphasis on the daily responsibility of real women to build unities, rather than to naturalize them.

 

Catherine MacKinnon's (198Z, 1987) version of radical feminism is itself a caricature of the appropriating, 
incorporating, totalizing tendencies of Western theories of identity grounding action.12 It is factually and
politically wrong to assimilate all of the diverse 'moments' or 'conversations' in recent women's politics named 
radical feminism to MacKinnon's version. But the teleological logic of her theory shows how an epistemology 
and ontology - including their negations - erase or police difference. Only one of the effects of MacKinnon's 
theory is the rewriting of the history of the polymorphous field called radical feminism. The major effect is the 
production of a theory
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of experience, of women's identity, that is a kind of apocalypse for all revolutionary standpoints. That is, the 
totalization built into this tale of radical feminism achieves its end - the unity of women - by enforcing the 
experience of and testimony to radical non-being. As for the Marxist/ socialist feminist, consciousness is an 
achievement, not a natural fact. And MacKinnon's theory eliminates some of the difficulties built into humanist
revolutionary subjects, but at the cost of radical reductionism.

 

MacKinnon argues that feminism necessarily adopted a different analyt-ical strategy from Marxism, looking first 
not at the structure of class, but at the structure of sex/gender and its generative relationship, men's constitu-tion
and appropriation of women sexually. Ironically, MacKinnon's 'ontology' constructs a non-subject, a non-
being. Another's desire, not the self's labour, is the origin of 'woman'. She therefore develops a theory of 
consciousness that enforces what can count as 'women's' experience - anything that names sexual violation, 
indeed, sex itself as far as 'women' can be concerned. Feminist practice is the construction of this form of 
consciousness; that is, the self-knowledge of a self-who-is-not.

 

Perversely, sexual appropriation in this feminism still has the epistemolo-gical status of labour; that is to say, the 
point from which an analysis able to contribute to changing the world must flow. But sexual object)fication, not 
alienation, is the consequence of the structure of sex/gender. In the realm of knowledge, the result of sexual 
objectification is illusion and abstraction. However, a woman is not simply alienated from her product, but in a 
deep sense does not exist as a subject, or even potential subject, since she owes her existence as a woman to 
sexual appropriation. To be constituted by another's desire is not the same thing as to be alienated in the violent
separation of the labourer from his product.

 

MacKinnon's radical theory of experience is totalizing in the extreme; it does not so much marginalize as 
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obliterate the authority of any other women's political speech and action. It is a totalization producing what
Western patriarchy itself never succeeded in doing - feminists' consciousness of the non-existence of women, 
except as products of men's desire. I think MacKinnon correctly argues that no Marxian version of identity can 
firmly ground women's unity. But in solving the problem of the contradictions of any Western revolutionary 
subject for feminist purposes, she develops an even more authoritarian doctrine of experience. If my complaint 
about socialist/Marxian standpoints is their unintended erasure of polyvocal, unassimilable, radical difference 
made visible in anti-colonial discourse and practice, MacKinnon's intentional erasure of all difference through 
the device of the 'essential' non-existence of women is not reassuring.

 

In my taxonomy, which like any other taxonomy is a re-inscription of history, radical feminism can 
accommodate all the activities of women named by socialist feminists as forms of labour only if the activity can 
somehow be sexualized. Reproduction had different tones of meanings for the two tendencies, one rooted in 
labour, one in sex, both calling the consequences of domination and ignorance of social and personal reality 
'false consciousness'.

 

Beyond either the diff~culties or the contributions in the argument of any one author, neither Marxist nor radical 
feminist points of view have tended to embrace the status of a partial explanation; both were regularly
constituted as totalities. Western explanation has demanded as much; how else could the 'Western' author 
incorporate its others? Each tried to annex other forms of domination by expanding its basic categories through 
analogy, simple listing, or addition. Embarrassed silence about race among white radical and socialist feminists 
was one major, devastating political consequence. History and polyvocality disappear into political taxonomies 
that try to establish genealogies. There was no structural room for race (or for much else) in theory claiming to 
reveal the construction of the category woman and social group women as a unified or totalizable whole. The 
structure of my caricature looks like this:

 

socialist feminism--structure of class // wage labour // alienation labour, by analogy reproduction, 
by extension sex, by addition race radical feminism - structure of gender // sexual appropriation // 
objectification

sex, by analogy labour, by extension reproduction, by addition race

 

In another context, the French theorist, Julia Kristeva, claimed women appeared as a historical group after the 
Second World War, along with groups like youth. Her dates are doubtful; but we are now accustomed to 
remembering that as objects of knowledge and as historical actors, 'race' did not always exist, 'class' has a 
historical genesis, and 'homosexuals' are quite junior. It is no accident that the symbolic system of the family of 
man - and so the essence of woman - breaks up at the same moment that networks of connection among 
people on the planet are unprecedentedly multiple, pregnant, and complex. 'Advanced capitalism' is inadequate 
to convey the structure of this historical moment. In the 'Western' sense, the end of man is at stake. It is no 
accident that woman disintegrates into women in our time. Perhaps socialist feminists were not substantially 
guilty of producing essentialist theory that suppressed women's particularity and contradictory interests. I think 
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we have been, at least through unreflective participation in the logics, languages, and practices of white 
humanism and through searching for a single ground of domination to secure our revolutionary voice. Now we 
have less excuse. But in the consciousness of our failures, we
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risk lapsing into boundless difference and giving up on the confusing task of making partial, real connection. 
Some differences are playful; some are poles of world historical systems of domination. 'Epistemology' is about
knowing the difference.

 

THE INFORMATICS OF DOMINATION

 

In this attempt at an epistemological and political position, I would like to sketch a picture of possible unity, a 
picture indebted to socialist and feminist principles of design. The frame for my sketch is set by the extent and 
importance of rearrangements in world-wide social relations tied to science and technology. I argue for a 
politics rooted in claims about fundamental changes in the nature of class, race, and gender in an emerging
system of world order analogous in its novelty and scope to that created by industrial capitalism; we are living 
through a movement from an organic, industrial society to a polymorphous, information system--from all work
to all play, a deadly game. Simultaneously material and ideological, the dichotomies may be expressed in the 
following chart of transitions from the comfortable old hierarchical dominations to the scary new networks I
have called the informatics of domination:
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Representation Simulation
Bourgeois novel, realism Science fiction, postmodernism
Organism Biotic Component
Depth, integrity Surface, boundary
Heat Noise
Biology as clinical practice Biology as inscription
Physiology Communications engineering
Small group Subsystem
Perfection Optimization
Eugenics Population Control
Decadence, Magic Mountain Obsolescence, Future Shock
Hygiene Stress Management
Microbiology, tuberculosis Immunology, AIDS
Organic division of labour Ergonomics/cybernetics of labour
Functional specialization Modular construction
Reproduction Replication
Organic sex role specialization Optimal genetic strategies
Bioogical determinism Evolutionary inertia, constraints
Community ecology Ecosystem

Racial chain of being Neo-imperialism, United Nations 
humanism

Scientific management in home/
factory

Global factory/Electronid cottage

Family/Market/Factory Women in the Integrated Circuit
Family wage Comparable worth
Public/Private Cyborg citizenship
Nature/Culture fields of difference
Co-operation Communicatins enhancemenet
Freud Lacan
Sex Genetic engineering
labour Robotics
Mind Artificial Intelligence
Second World War Star Wars
White Capitalist Patriarchy Informatics of Domination

162

This list suggests several interesting things.13 First, the objects on the right-hand side cannot be coded as 
'natural', a realization that subverts naturalistic coding for the left-hand side as well. We cannot go back 
ideologically or materially. It's not just that igod'is dead; so is the 'goddess'. Or both are revivified in the worlds 
charged with microelectronic and biotechnological politics. In relation to objects like biotic components, one 
must not think in terms of essential properties, but in terms of design, boundary constraints, rates of flows, 
systems logics, costs of lowering constraints. Sexual reproduction is one kind of reproductive strategy among 
many, with costs and benefits as a function of the system environment. Ideologies of sexual reproduction can no 
longer reasonably call on notions of sex and sex role as organic aspects in natural objects like organisms and 
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families. Such reasoning will be unmasked as irrational, and ironically corporate executives reading Playboy and 
anti-porn radical feminists will make strange bedfellows in jointly unmasking the irrationalism.

 

Likewise for race, ideologies about human diversity have to be formulated in terms of frequencies of 
parameters, like blood groups or intelligence scores. It is 'irrational' to invoke concepts like primitive and 
civilized. For liberals and radicals, the search for integrated social systems gives way to a new practice called 
'experimental ethnography' in which an organic object dissipates in attention to the play of writing. At the level of 
ideology, we see translations of racism and colonialism into languages of development and under-development, 
rates and constraints of modernization. Any objects or persons can be reasonably thought of in terms of 
disassembly and reassembly; no 'natural' architectures constrain system design. The financial districts in all the 
world's cities, as well as the export-processing and free-trade zones, proclaim this elementary fact of'late 
capitalism'. The entire universe of objects that can be known scientifically must be formulated as problems in
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communications engineering (for the managers) or theories of the text (for those who would resist). Both are 
cyborg semiologies.

 

One should expect control strategies to concentrate on boundary conditions and interfaces, on rates of flow 
across boundaries-- and not on the integrity of natural objects. 'Integrity' or 'sincerity' of the Western self gives
way to decision procedures and expert systems. For example, control strategies applied to women's capacities 
to give birth to new human beings will be developed in the languages of population control and maximization of 
goal achievement for individual decision-makers. Control strategies will be formulated in terms of rates, costs of 
constraints, degrees of freedom. Human beings, like any other component or subsystem, must be localized in a 
system architecture whose basic modes of operation are probabilistic, statistical. No objects, spaces, or bodies 
are sacred in themselves; any component can be interfaced with any other if the proper standard, the proper 
code, can be constructed for processing signals in a common language. Exchange in this world transcends the 
universal translation effected by capitalist markets that Marx analysed so well. The privileged pathology 
affecting all kinds of components in this universe is stress - communications breakdown (Hogness, 1983). The 
cyborg is not subject to Foucault's biopolitics; the cyborg simulates politics, a much more potent field of 
operations.

 

This kind of analysis of scientific and cultural objects of knowledge which have appeared historically since the 
Second World War prepares us to notice some important inadequacies in feminist analysis which has 
proceeded as if the organic, hierarchical dualisms ordering discourse in 'the West' since Aristotle still ruled. 
They have been cannibalized, or as Zoe Sofia (Sofoulis) might put it, they have been 'techno-digested'. The 
dichotomies between mind and body, animal and human, organism and machine, public and private, nature and 
culture, men and women, primitive and civilized are all in question ideologically. The actual situation of women 
is their integration/ exploitation into a world system of production/reproduction and com-munication called the 
informatics of domination. The home, workplace, market, public arena, the body itself- all can be dispersed 
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and interfaced in nearly infinite, polymorphous ways, with large consequences for women and others - 
consequences that themselves are very different for different people and which make potent oppositional 
international movements difficult to imagine and essential for survival. One important route for reconstructing 
socialist-feminist politics is through theory and practice addressed to the social relations of science and 
technology, including crucially the systems of myth and meanings structuring our imaginations. The cyborg is a 
kind of disassembled and reassembled, postmodern collective and personal self. This is the self feminists must
code.
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Communications technologies and biotechnologies are the crucial tools recrafting our bodies. These tools 
embody and enforce new social relations for women world-wide. Technologies and scientific discourses can be 
partially understood as formalizations, i.e., as frozen moments, of the fluid social interactions constituting them, 
but they should also be viewed as instruments for enforcing meanings. The boundary is permeable between tool 
and myth, instrument and concept, historical systems of social relations and historical anatomies of possible 
bodies, including objects of knowledge. Indeed, myth and tool mutually constitute each other.

 

Furthermore, communications sciences and modern biologies are constructed by a common move - the 
translation of the world into a problem of coding, a search for a common language in which all resistance to 
instrumental control disappears and all heterogeneity can be submitted to disassembly, reassembly, investment, 
and exchange.

 

In communications sciences, the translation of the world into a problem in coding can be illustrated by looking 
at cybernetic (feedback-controlled) systems theories applied to telephone technology, computer design, 
weapons deployment, or data base construction and maintenance. In each case, solution to the key questions 
rests on a theory of language and control; the key operation is determining the rates, directions, and 
probabilities of flow of a quantity called information. The world is subdivided by boundaries differentially 
permeable to information. Information is just that kind of quantifiable element (unit, basis of unity) which allows 
universal translation, and so unhindered instrumental power (called effective communication). The biggest threat 
to such power is interruption of communication. Any system breakdown is a function of stress. The 
fundamentals of this technology can be condensed into the metaphor C31, command-controlcommunication-
intelligence, the military's symbol for its operations theory.

 

In modern biologies, the translation of the world into a problem in coding can be illustrated by molecular 
genetics, ecology, sociobiological evolutionary theory, and immunobiology. The organism has been translated 
into prob-lems of genetic coding and read-out. Biotechnology, a writing technology, informs research 
broadly.14 In a sense, organisms have ceased to exist as objects of knowledge, giving way to biotic 
components, i.e., special kinds of information-processing devices. The analogous moves in ecology could be 
examined by probing the history and utility of the concept of the ecosystem. Immunobiology and associated
medical practices are rich exemplars of the privilege of coding and recognition systems as objects of 
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knowledge, as constructions of bodily reality for us. Biology here is a kind of cryptography. Research is 
necessarily a kind of intelligence activity. Ironies abound. A stressed system goes awry; its communication 
processes break down; it fails to recognize the difference between self and other. Human babies with
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baboon hearts evoke national ethical perplexity-- for animal rights activists at least as much as for the guardians 
of human purity. In the US gay men and intravenous drug users are the 'privileged' victims of an awful immune
system disease that marks (inscribes on the body) confusion of boundaries and moral pollution (Treichler, 
1987).

 

But these excursions into communications sciences and biology have been at a rarefied level; there is a 
mundane, largely economic reality to support my claim that these sciences and technologies indicate 
fundamental transforma-tions in the structure of the world for us. Communications technologies depend on 
electronics. Modern states, multinational corporations, military power, welfare state apparatuses, satellite 
systems, political processes, fabrication of our imaginations, labour-control systems, medical construc-tions of 
our bodies, commercial pornography, the international division of labour, and religious evangelism depend 
intimately upon electronics. Micro-electronics is the technical basis of simulacra; that is, of copies without 
originals.

 

Microelectronics mediates the translations of labour into robotics and word processing, sex into genetic 
engineering and reproductive technologies, and mind into artificial intelligence and decision procedures. The 
new biotechnologies concern more than human reproducdon. Biology as a powerful engineering science for 
redesigning materials and processes has revolutionary implications for industry, perhaps most obvious today in 
areas of fermentadon, agriculture, and energy. Communicadons sciences and biology are construcdons of 
natural-technical objects of knowledge in which the difference between machine and organism is thoroughly 
blurred; mind, body, and tool are on very intimate terms. The 'multinational' material organization of the 
production and reproduction of daily life and the symbolic organization of the production and reproduction of 
culture and imagination seem equally implicated. The boundary-maintaining images of base and superstructure, 
public and private, or material and ideal never seemed more feeble.

 

I have used Rachel Grossman's (1980) image of women in the integrated circuit to name the situation of women 
in a world so intimately restructured through the social relations of science and technology.15 I used the odd
circumlocution, 'the social relations of science and technology', to indicate that we are not dealing with a 
technological determinism, but with a historical system depending upon structured relations among people. But 
the phrase should also indicate that science and technology provide fresh sources of power, that we need fresh 
sources of analysis and political action (Latour, 1984). Some of the rearrangements of race, sex, and class 
rooted in high-tech-facilitated social relations can make socialist-feminism more relevant to effective progressive 
politics.
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THE 'HOMEWORK ECONOMY' OUTSIDE 'THE HOME'

 

The 'New Industrial Revolution' is producing a new world-wide working class, as well as new sexualities and 
ethnicities. The extreme mobility of capital and the emerging international division of labour are intertwined with 
the emergence of new collecdvities, and the weakening of familiar groupings. These developments are neither 
gender- nor race-neutral. White men in advanced industrial societies have become newly vulnerable to 
permanent job loss, and women are not disappearing from the job rolls at the same rates as men. It is not simply 
that women in Third World countries are the preferred labour force for the science-based multinationals in the 
export-processing sectors, particularly in electronics. The picture is more systematic and involves reproduction, 
sexuality, culture, consumphon, and producdon. In the prototypical Silicon Valley, many women's lives have 
been structured around employment in electronics-dependent jobs, and their intimate realities include serial
heterosexual monogamy, negotiating childcare, distance from extended kin or most other forms of traditional 
community, a high likelihood of loneliness and extreme economic vulnerability as they age. The ethnic and racial 
diversity of women in Silicon Valley structures a microcosm of conflicting differences in culture, family, religion, 
education, and language.

 

Richard Gordon has called this new situation the 'homework economy'.16 Although he includes the 
phenomenon of literal homework emerging in connecdon with electronics assembly, Gordon intends 
'homework economy' to name a restructuring of work that broadly has the characteristics formerly ascribed to 
female jobs, jobs literally done only by women. Work is being redefined as both literally female and feminized, 
whether performed by men or women. To be feminized means to be made extremely vulnerable; able to be 
disassembled, reassembled, exploited as a reserve labour force; seen less as workers than as servers; 
subjected to dme arrangements on and off the paid job that make a mockery of a limited work day; leading an 
existence that always borders on being obscene, out of place, and reducible to sex. Deskilling is an old strategy 
newly applicable to formerly privileged workers. However, the homework economy does not refer only to 
large-scale deskilling, nor does it deny that new areas of high skill are emerging, even for women and men 
previously excluded from skilled employment. Rather, the concept indicates that factory, home, and market are 
integrated on a new scale and that the places of women are crucial - and need to be analysed for differences 
among women and for meanings for relations between men and women in various situations.

 

The homework economy as a world capitalist organizational structure is made possible by (not caused by) the 
new technologies. The success of the attack on relatively privileged, mostly white, men's unionized jobs is deaf
to
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the power of the new communications technologies to integrate and control labour despite extensive dispersion 
and decentralization. The consequences of the new technologies are felt by women both in the loss of the family
(male) wage (if they ever had access to this white privilege) and in the character of their own jobs, which are 
becoming capital-intensive; for example, office work and nursing.

 

The new economic and technological arrangements are also related to the collapsing welfare state and the 
ensuing intensification of demands on women to sustain daily life for themselves as well as for men, children, 
and old people. The feminization of poverty-- generated by dismantling the welfare state, by the homework 
economy where stable jobs become the exception, and sustained by the expectation that women's wages will 
not be matched by a male income for the support of children-- has become an urgent focus. The causes of 
various women-headed households are a function of race, class, or sexuality; but their increasing generality is a 
ground for coalitions of women on many issues. That women regularly sustain daily life partly as a funcdon of 
their enforced status as mothers is hardly new; the kind of integration with the overall capitalist and 
progressively war-based economy is new. The particular pressure, for example, on US black women, who 
have achieved an escape from (barely) paid domeshc service and who now hold clerical and similar jobs in 
large numbers, has large implicadons for condnued enforced black poverty with employment. Teenage women 
in industrializing areas of the Third World increasingly find themselves the sole or major source of a cash wage 
for their families, while access to land is ever more problemadc. These developments must have major 
consequences in the psychodynamics and politics of gender and race.

 

Within the framework of three major stages of capitalism (commercial/ early industrial, monopoly, multinational) 
--tied to nationalism, imperialism, and multinationalism, and related to Jameson's three dominant aesthetic
periods of realism, modernism, and postmodernism --I would argue that specific forms of families dialectically 
relate to forms of capital and to its political and cultural concomitants. Although lived problematically and 
unequally, ideal forms of these families might be schematized as (1) the patriarchal nuclear family, structured by 
the dichotomy between public and private and accompanied by the white bourgeois ideology of separate 
spheres and nineteenth-century Anglo-American bourgeois feminism; (2) the modern family mediated (or 
enforced) by the welfare state and institutions like the family wage, with a flowering of a-feminist heterosexual 
ideologies, including their radical versions represented in Greenwich Village around the First World War; and 
(3) the 'family' of the homework economy with its oxymoronic structure of women-headed households and its 
explosion of feminisms and the paradoxical intensification and erosion of gender itself.
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This is the context in which the projections for world-wide structural unemployment stemming from the new 
technologies are part of the picture of the homework economy. As robodcs and related technologies put men 
out of work in 'developed' countries and exacerbate failure to generate male jobs in Third World 
'development', and as the automated of fice becomes the rule even in labour-surplus countries, the feminization 
of work intensifies. Black women in the United States have long known what it looks like to face the structural 
underemployment ('feminization') of black men, as well as their own highly vulnerable position in the wage 
economy. It is no longer a secret that sexuality, reproduction, family, and community life are interwoven with this 
economic structure in myriad ways which have also differentiated the situations of white and black women. 
Many more women and men will contend with similar situations, which will make cross-gender and race 
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alliances on issues of basic life support (with or without jobs) necessary, not just mice.

The new technologies also have a profound effect on hunger and on food production for subsistence world-
wide. Rae Lessor Blumberg (1983) estimates that women produce about 50 per cent of the world's 
subsistence food.17 Women are excluded generally from benefiting from the increased high-tech
commodification of food and energy crops, their days are made more arduous because their responsibilides to 
provide food do not diminish, and their reproductive situations are made more complex. Green Revolution 
technologies interact with other high-tech industrial production to alter gender divisions of labour and differential 
gender migration patterns.

 

The new technologies seem deeply involved in the forms of'privatization' that Ros Petchesky (1981) has 
analysed, in which militarization, right-wing family ideologies and policies, and intensified definitions of corporate
(and state) property as private synergistically interact.18 The new communications technologies are 
fundamental to the eradication of 'public life' for everyone. This facilitates the mushrooming of a permanent 
high-tech military establishment at the cultural and economic expense of most people, but especially of women.
Technologies like video games and highly miniaturized televi-sions seem crucial to production of modern forms 
of 'private life'. The culture of video games is heavily orientated to individual compedtion and extraterrestrial
warfare. High-tech, gendered imaginations are produced here, imaginations that can contemplate destruction of 
the planet and a sci-fi escape from its consequences. More than our imaginations is militarized; and the other
realities of electronic and nuclear warfare are inescapable. These are the technologies that promise ultimate 
mobility and perfect exchange-- and incidentally enable tourism, that perfect practice of mobility and exchange, 
to emerge as one of the world's largest single industries.

 

The new technologies affect the social relations of both sexuality and of
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reproduction, and not always in the same ways. The close ties of sexuality and instrumentality, of views of the 
body as a kind of private satisfaction- and utility-maximizing machine, are described nicely in sociobiological
origin stories that stress a genetic calculus and explain the inevitable dialectic of domination of male and female 
gender roles.19 These sociobiological stories depend on a high-tech view of the body as a biotic component or
cybernetic communications system. Among the many transformations of reproductive situations is the medical 
one, where women's bodies have boundaries newly permeable to both 'visualization' and 'intervention'. Of 
course, who controls the interpretation of bodily boundaries in medical hermeneubcs is a major feminist issue. 
The speculum served as an icon of women's claiming their bodies in the 1970S; that handcraft tool is 
inadequate to express our needed body politics in the negotiation of reality in the practices of cyborg 
reproduction. Self-help is not enough. The technologies of visualization recall the important cultural practice of 
hundng with the camera and the deeply predatory nature of a photographic consciousness.20 Sex, sexuality, 
and reproduction are central actors in high-tech myth systems structuring our imaginations of personal and social 
possibility.
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Another critical aspect of the social relations of the new technologies is the reformulation of expectations, 
culture, work, and reproduction for the large scientific and technical work-force. A major social and political
danger is the formation of a strongly bimodal social structure, with the masses of women and men of all ethnic 
groups, but especially people of colour, confined to a homework economy, illiteracy of several varieties, and 
general redundancy and impotence, controlled by high-tech repressive apparatuses ranging from entertainment 
to surveillance and disappearance. An adequate socialist-feminist politics should address women in the 
privileged occupational categories, and particularly in the production of science and technology that constructs 
scientific-technical discourses, processes, and objects.21

 

This issue is only one aspect of enquiry into the possibility of a feminist science, but it is important. What kind of 
constitutive role in the production of knowledge, imagination, and practice can new groups doing science have?
How can these groups be allied with progressive social and political movements? What kind of political 
accountability can be constructed to the women together across the scientific-technical hierarchies separating 
us? Might there be ways of developing feminist science/technology politics in alliance with and-military science 
facility conversion action groups? Many sciendfic and technical workers in Silicon Valley, the high-tech 
cowboys included, do not want to work on military science.22 Can these personal preferences and cultural 
tendencies be welded into progressive politics among this professional middle class in which women, including 
women of colour, are coming to be fairly numerous?
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WOMEN IN THE INTEGRATED CIRCUIT

 

Let me summarize the picture of women's historical locations in advanced industrial societies, as these positions 
have been restructured partly through the social relations of science and technology. If it was ever possible
ideologically to characterize women's lives by the disdnction of public and private domains-- suggested by 
images of the division of working-class life into factory and home, of bourgeois life into market and home, and
of gender existence into personal and political realms --it is now a totally misleading ideology, even to show 
how both terms of these dichotomies construct each other in practice and in theory. I prefer a network 
ideological image, suggesting the profusion of spaces and identities and the permeability of boundaries in the 
personal body and in the body politic. 'Networking' is both a feminist practice and a multinational corporate 
strategy -- weaving is for oppositional cyborgs.

 

So let me return to the earlier image of the informatics of domination and trace one vision of women's 'place' in 
the integrated circuit, touching only a few idealized social locations seen primarily from the point of view of 
advanced capitalist societies: Home, Market, Paid Work Place, State, School, Clinic-Hospital, and Church. 
Each of these idealized spaces is logically and practically implied in every other locus, perhaps analogous to a 
holographic photograph. I want to suggest the impact of the social relations mediated and enforced by the new 
technologies in order to help formulate needed analysis and practical work. However, there is no 'place' for 
women in these networks, only geometries of difference and contradiction crucial to women's cyborg identities. 
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If we learn how to read these webs of power and social life, we might learn new couplings, new coalitions. 
There is no way to read the following list from a standpoint of'idendfication', of a unitary self. The issue is 
dispersion. The task is to survive in the diaspora.

 

Home: Women-headed households, serial monogamy, flight of men, old women alone, technology of domestic 
work, paid homework, re-emergence of home sweat-shops, home-based businesses and telecom-muting, 
electronic cottage, urban homelessness, migration, module architecture, reinforced (simulated) nuclear family, 
intense domestic violence.

 

Market: Women's continuing consumption work, newly targeted to buy the profusion of new production from 
the new technologies (especially as the competitive race among industrialized and industrializing nations to avoid
dangerous mass unemployment necessitates finding ever bigger new markets for ever less clearly needed 
commodities); bimodal buying power, coupled with advertising targeting of the numerous affluent groups and 
neglect of the previous mass markets; growing importance of
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informal markets in labour and commodities parallel to high-tech, affluent market structures; surveillance 
systems through electronic funds transfer; intensified market abstraction (commodification) of experience, 
resulting in ineffective utopian or equivalent cynical theories of community; extreme mobility (abstraction) of 
marketing/financing systems; inter-penetration of sexual and labour markets; intensified sexualization of 
abstracted and alienated consumption.

 

Paid Work Place: Continued intense sexual and racial division of labour, but considerable growth of 
membership in privileged occupational categories for many white women and people of colour; impact of new 
technologies on women's work in clerical, service, manufacturing (especially textiles), agriculture, electronics; 
international restructuring of the working classes; development of new time arrangements to facilitate the 
homework economy (flex time, part time, over time, no time); homework and out work; increased pressures for 
two-tiered wage structures; significant numbers of people in cash-dependent populations world-wide with no 
experience or no further hope of stable employment; most labour 'marginal' or 'feminized'.

 

State: Continued erosion of the welfare state; decentralizations with increased surveillance and control; 
citizenship by telematics; imperialism and political power broadly in the form of information rich/information
poor differentiation; increased high-tech militarization increasingly opposed by many social groups; reduction of 
civil service jobs as a result of the growing capital intensification of office work, with implications for 
occupational mobility for women of colour; growing privadzation of material and ideological life and culture; 
close integration of privatization and militarization, the high-tech forms of bourgeois capitalist personal and 
public life; invisibility of different social groups to each other, linked to psychological mechanisms of belief in 
abstract enemies.
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School: Deepening coupling of high-tech capital needs and public educa-tion at all levels, differentiated by race, 
class, and gender; managerial classes involved in educational reform and refunding at the cost of

 

remaining progressive educational democratic structures for children and teachers; education for mass 
ignorance and repression in technocratic and militarized culture; growing and-science mystery cults in dissendng
and radical political movements; continued relative scientific illiteracy among white women and people of 
colour; growing industrial direction of education (especially higher education) by science-based multinationals
(particularly in electronics- and biotechnology-dependent companies); highly educated, numerous elites in a 
progressively bimodal society.

 

Clinic-hospital: Intensified machine-body relations; renegotiations of
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public metaphors which channel personal experience of the body, particularly in relation to reproduction, 
immune system functions, and 'stress' phenomena; intensification of reproductive politics in response to world 
historical implications of women's unrealized, potential control of their relation to reproduction; emergence of 
new, historically specific diseases; struggles over meanings and means of health in environments pervaded by 
high technology products and processes; continuing feminization of health work; intensified struggle over state 
responsibility for health; continued ideological role of popular health movements as a major form of American 
politics.

 

Church: Electronic fundamentalist 'super-saver' preachers solemnizing the union of electronic capital and 
automated fetish gods; intensified importance of churches in resisting the militarized state; central struggle over 
women's meanings and authority in religion; continued relevance of spirituality, intertwined with sex and health, 
in political struggle.

 

The only way to characterize the informatics of domination is as a massive intensification of insecurity and 
cultural impoverishment, with common failure of subsistence networks for the most vulnerable. Since much of 
this picture interweaves with the social relations of science and technology, the urgency of a socialist-feminist 
politics addressed to science and technology is plain. There is much now being tione, and the grounds for 
political work are rich. For example, the efforts to develop forms of collecdve struggle for women in paid 
work, like SEIU's District 925,* should be a high priority for all of us. These efforts are profoundly deaf to 
technical restructuring of labour processes and reformations of working classes. These efforts also are providing 
understanding of a more comprehensive kind of labour organization, involving community, sexuality, and family 
issues never privileged in the largely white male industrial unions.

8/31/04 11:36 AMHaraway_CyborgManifesto.html

Page 22 of 31http://www.stanford.edu/dept/HPS/Haraway/CyborgManifesto.html



 

The structural rearrangements related to the social relations of science and technology evoke strong 
ambivalence. But it is not necessary to be uldmately depressed by the implications of late twentieth-century 
women's relation to all aspects of work, culture, production of knowledge, sexuality, and reproduction. For 
excellent reasons, most Marxisms see domination best and have trouble understanding what can only look like 
false consciousness and people's complicity in their own domination in late capitalism. It is crucial to remember 
that what is lost, perhaps especially from women's points of view, is often virulent forms of oppression, 
nostalgically naturalized in the face of current violation. Ambivalence towards the disrupted unides mediated by 
high-tech culture requires not sorting consciousness into categories of clear-sighted critique grounding a solid 
political epistemology'

 

*Service Employees International Union's office workers' organization in the US.
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versus 'manipulated false consciousness', but subtle understanding of emerging pleasures, experiences, and 
powers with serious potential for changing the rules of the game.

 

There are grounds for hope in the emerging bases for new kinds of unity across race, gender, and class, as 
these elementary units of socialist-feminist analysis themselves suffer protean transformations. Intensifications of
hardship experienced world-wide in connection with the social relations of science and technology are severe. 
But what people are experiencing is not transparently clear, and we lack aufficiently subtle connections for
collectively building effective theories of experience. Present efforts - Marxist, psychoanalytic, feminist, 
anthropological-- to clarify even 'our' experience are rudimentary.

 

I am conscious of the odd perspecdve provided by my historical position - a PhD in biology for an Irish 
Catholic girl was made possible by Sputnik's impact on US national science-education policy. I have a body 
and mind as much constructed by the post-Second World War arms race and cold war as by the women's 
movements. There are more grounds for hope in focusing on the contradictory effects of politics designed to 
produce loyal American technocrats, which also produced large numbers of dissidents, than in focusing on the 
present defeats.

 

The permanent pardality of feminist points of view has consequences for our expectations of forms of political 
organization and participation. We do not need a totality in order to work well. The feminist dream of a 
common language, like all dreams for a perfectly true language, of perfectly faithful naming of experience, is a 
totalizing and imperialist one. In that sense, dialectics too is a dream language, longing to resolve contradiction. 
Perhaps, ironically, we can learn from our fusions with animals and machines how not to be Man, the 
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embodiment of Western logos. From the point of view of pleasure in these potent and taboo fusions, made 
inevitable by the social relations of science and technology, there might indeed be a feminist science.

 

CYBORGS: A MYTH OF POLITICAL IDENTITY

 

I want to conclude with a myth about idendty and boundaries which might inform late twentieth-century political 
imaginations (Plate 1). I am indebted in this story to writers like Joanna Russ, Samuel R. Delany, John Varley,
James Tiptree, Jr, Octavia Butler, Monique Wittig, and Vonda McIntyre.23 These are our story-tellers 
exploring what it means to be embodied in high-tech worlds. They are theorists for cyborgs. Exploring 
concephons of bodily boundaries and social order, the anthropologist Mary Douglas (1966, 1970) should be
credited with helping us to consciousness about how fundamental body imagery is to world view, and so to 
political language.

 

French feminists like Luce Irigaray and Monique Wittig, for all their differences, know how to write the body; 
how to weave eroticism, cosmology, and politics from imagery of embodiment, and especially for Wittig, from
imagery of fragmentation and reconstitution of bodies.24

 

American radical feminists like Susan Griffnn, Audre Lorde, and Adrienne Rich have profoundly affected our 
political imaginations - and perhaps restricted too much what we allow as a friendly body and political 
language.25 They insist on the organic, opposing it to the technological. But their symbolic systems and the 
related positions of ecofeminism and feminist paganism, replete with organicisms, can only be understood in 
Sandoval's terms as oppositional ideologies fitting the late twentieth century. They would simply bewilder 
anyone not preoccupied with the machines and consciousness of late capitalism. In that sense they are part of 
the cyborg world. But there are also great riches for feminists in explicitly embracing the possibilides inherent in 
the breakdown of clean disdnctions between organism and machine and similar distinctions structuring the 
Western self. It is the simultaneity of breakdowns that cracks the matrices of domination and opens geometric
possibilities. What might be learned from personal and political 'technological' pollution? I look briefly at two 
overlapping groups of texts for their insight into the construction of a potentially helpful cyborg myth: 
constructions of women of colour and monstrous selves in feminist science fiction.

 

Earlier I suggested that 'women of colour' might be understood as a cyborg idendty, a potent subjecdvity 
synthesized from fusions of outsider identities and in the complex political-historical layerings of her 
'biomythography', Zami (Lorde, 1982; King, 1987a, 1987b). There are material and cultural grids mapping this 
potential, Audre Lorde (1984) captures the tone in the title of her Sister Outsider. In my political myth, Sister 
Outsider is the offshore woman, whom US workers, female and feminized, are supposed to regard as the 
enemy prevendug their solidarity, threatening their security. Onshore, inside the boundary of the United States, 
Sister Outsider is a potential amidst the races and ethnic identities of women manipulated for division,
competition, and exploitation in the same industries. 'Women of colour' are the preferred labour force for the 
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science-based industries, the real women for whom the world-wide sexual market, labour market, and politics
of reproduction kaleidoscope into daily life. Young Korean women hired in the sex industry and in electronics 
assembly are recruited from high schools, educated for the integrated circuit. Literacy, especially in English, 
distinguishes the 'cheap' female labour so attractive to the multinationals.

 

Contrary to orientalist stereotypes of the 'oral primidve', literacy is a special mark of women of colour, 
acquired by US black women as well as
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men through a history of risking death to learn and to teach reading and wridng. Writing has a special 
significance for all colonized groups. Writing has been crucial to the Western myth of the distinction between
oral and written cultures, primitive and civilized mentalities, and more recently to the erosion of that distinction 
in 'postmodernist' theories attacking the phallogo-centrism of the West, with its worship of the monotheistic,
phallic, authoritative, and singular work, the unique and perfect name.26 Contests for the meanings of writing 
are a major form of contemporary political struggle. Releasing the play of writing is deadly serious. The poetry 
and stories of US women of colour are repeatedly about writing, about access to the power to signify; but this 
dme that power must be neither phallic nor innocent. Cyborg writing must not be about the Fall, the imagination
of a once-upon-a-time wholeness before language, before writing, before Man. Cyborg writing is about the 
power to survive, not on the basis of original innocence, but on the basis of seizing the tools to mark the world 
that marked them as other.

 

The tools are often stories, retold stories, versions that reverse and displace the hierarchical dualisms of 
naturalized identities. In retelling origin stories, cyborg authors subvert the central myths of origin of Western
culture. We have all been colonized by those origin myths, with their longing for fulfilment in apocalypse. The 
phallogocentrie origin stories most crucial for feminist cyborgs are built into the literal technologies - 
teehnologies that write the world, biotechnology and microelectronics - that have recently textualized our bodies 
as code problems on the grid of C3I. Feminist cyborg stories have the task of recoding communication and 
intelligence to subvert command and control.

 

Figuratively and literally, language politics pervade the struggles of women of colour; and stories about language 
have a special power in the rich contemporary writing by US women of colour. For example, retellings of the 
stom~ of the indigenous woman Malinche, mother of the mesdzo 'bastard' race of the new world, master of 
languages, and mistress of Cortes, carry special meaning for Chicana constructions of identity. Cherrie Moraga 
(1983) in Loving in the War Years explores the themes of identity when one never possessed the original 
language, never told the original story, never resided in the harmony of legitimate heterosexuality in the garden 
of culture, and so cannot base identity on a myth or a fall from innocence and right to natural names, mother's 
or father's.27 Moraga's writing, her superb literacy, is presented in her poetry as the same kind of violation as 
Malinche's mastery of the conqueror's language -- a violation, an illegitimate production, that allows survival. 
Moraga's language is not 'whole'; it is self-consciously spliced, a chimera of English and Spanish, both 
conqueror's languages. But it is this chimeric monster, without claim to an original language before
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violation, that crafts the erode, competent, potent identities of women of colour. Sister Outsider hints at the 
possibility of world survival not because of her innocence, but because of her ability to live on the boundaries, to 
write without the founding myth of original wholeness, with its inescapable apocalypse of final return to a 
deathly oneness that Man has imagined to be the innocent and all-powerful Mother, freed at the End from 
another spiral of appropriation by her son. Writing marks Moraga's body, affirms it as the body of a woman of 
colour, against the possibility of passing into the unmarked category of the Anglo father or into the orientalist 
myth of 'original illiteracy' of a mother that never was. Malinche was mother here, not Eve before eating the 
forbidden fruit. Writing affirms Sister Outsider, not the Woman-before-the-Fall-into-Writing needed by the 
phallogocentric Family of Man.

 

Writing is pre-eminently the technology of cyborgs, etched surfaces of the late twentieth century. Cyborg 
politics is the struggle for language and the struggle against perfect communication, against the one code that
translates all meaning perfectly, the central dogma of phallogocentrism. That is why cyborg politics insist on 
noise and advocate pollution, rejoicing in the illegitimate fusions of animal and machine. These are the couplings
which make Man and Woman so problematic, subverting the structure of desire, the force imagined to generate 
language and gender, and so subverting the structure and modes of reproduction of 'Western' idendty, of nature 
and culture, of mirror and eye, slave and master, body and mind. 'We' did not originally choose to be cyborgs, 
but choice grounds a liberal politics and epistemology that imagines the reproduction of individuals before the 
wider replications of 'texts'.

 

From the perspective of cyborgs, freed of the need to ground politics in 'our' privileged position of the 
oppression that incorporates all other dominations, the innocence of the merely violated, the ground of those 
closer to nature, we can see powerful possibilities. Feminisms and Marxisms have run aground on Western 
epistemological imperatives to construct a revolutionary subject from the perspective of a hierarchy of 
oppressions and/or a latent position of moral superiority, innocence, and greater closeness to nature. With no 
available original dream of a common language or original symbiosis promising protection from hostile 
'masculine' separation, but written into the play of a text that has no finally privileged reading or salvation history,
to recognize 'oneself' as fully implicated in the world, frees us of the need to root politics in identification, 
vanguard parties, purity, and mothering. Stripped of identity, the bastard race teaches about the power of the 
margins and the importance of a mother like Malinche. Women of colour have transformed her from the evil 
mother of
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masculinist fear into the originally literate mother who teaches survival.
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This is not just literary deconstruction, but liminal transformation. Every, story that begins with original 
innocence and privileges the return to wholeness imagines the drama of life to be individuation, separation, the 
birth of the self, the tragedy of autonomy, the fall into writing, alienation; that is, war, tempered by imaginary 
respite in the bosom of the Other. These plots are ruled by a reproductive politics --rebirth without flaw, 
perfection, abstraction. In this plot women are imagined either better or worse off, but all agree they have less 
selflhood, weaker individuation, more fusion to the oral, to Mother, less at stake in masculine autonomy. But 
there is another route to having less at stake in masculine autonomy, a route that does not pass through Woman, 
Primitive, Zero, the Mirror Stage and its imaginaw. It passes through women and other present-tense, 
illegitimate cyborgs, not of Woman born, who refuse the ideological resources of victimization so as to have a 
real life. These cyborgs are the people who refuse to disappear on cue, no matter how many dmes a 'western' 
commentator remarks on the sad passing of another primitive, another organic group done in by 'Western'
technology, by writing.28 These real-life cyborgs (for example, the Southeast Asian village women workers 
inJapanese and US electronics firms described by Aihwa Ong) are actively rewriting the texts of their bodies 
and sociedes. Sumival is the stakes in this play of readings.

 

To recapitulate, certain dualisms have been persistent in Western traditions; they have all been systemic to the 
logics and practices of domination of women, people of colour, nature, workers, animals - in short, domination
of all constituted as others, whose task is to mirror the self. Chief among these troubling dualisms are self/other, 
mind/body, culture/nature, male/female, civilized/primitive, reality/appearance, whole/part, agent/resource, 
maker/ made, active/passive, right/wrong, truth/illusion, totaVpartial, God/man. The self is the One who is not 
dominated, who knows that by the semice of the other, the other is the one who holds the future, who knows 
that by the experience of domination, which gives the lie to the autonomy of the self. To be One is to be 
autonomous, to be powerful, to be God; but to be One is to be an illusion, and so to be involved in a dialectic 
of apocalypse with the other. Yet to be other is to be multiple, without clear boundary, frayed, insubstantial. 
One is too few, but two are too many.

 

High-tech culture challenges these dualisms in intriguing ways. It is not clear who makes and who is made in the 
relation between human and machine. It is not clear what is mind and what body in machines that resolve into
coding practices. In so far as we know ourselves in both formal discourse (for example, biology) and in daily 
practice (for example, the homework economy in the integrated circuit), we find ourselves to be cyborgs, 
hybrids, mosaics, chimeras. Biological organisms have become biotic systems, com-
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munications devices like others. There is no fundamental, ontological separation in our formal knowledge of 
machine and organism, of technical and organic. The replicant Rachel in the Ridley Scott film Blade Runner
stands as the image of a cyborg culture's fear, love, and confusion.

 

One consequence is that our sense of connection to our tools is heightened. The trance state experienced by 
many computer users has become a staple of science-fiction film and cultural jokes. Perhaps paraplegics and 
other severely handicapped people can (and sometimes do) have the most intense experiences of complex 
hybridization with other communication devices.29 Anne McCaffrey's pre-feminist The Ship Who Sang (1969) 
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explored the consciousness of a cyborg, hybrid of girl's brain and complex machinery, formed after the birth of 
a severely handicapped child. Gender, sexuality, embodiment, skill: all were reconstituted in the story. Why 
should our bodies end at the skin, or include at best other beings encapsulated by skin? From the seventeenth 
century dll now, machines could be animated - given ghostly souls to make them speak or move or to account 
for their orderly development and mental capacides. Or organisms could be mechan-ized - reduced to body
understood as resource of mind. These machine/ organism relationships are obsolete, unnecessary. For us, in 
imagination and in other practice, machines can be prosthetic devices, intimate components, friendly selves. We 
don't need organic holism to give impermeable whole-ness, the total woman and her feminist variants 
(mutants?). Let me conclude this point by a very partial reading of the logic of the cyborg monsters of my 
second group of texts, feminist science fiction.

 

The cyborgs populating feminist science fiction make very problematic the statuses of man or woman, human, 
artefact, member of a race, individual endty, or body. Katie King clarifies how pleasure in reading these fictions
is not largely based on idendfication. Students facingJoanna Russ for the first time, students who have learned 
to take modernist writers like James Joyce or Virginia Woolf without flinching, do not know what to make of 
The Adventures of Alyx or The Female Man, where characters refuse the reader's search for innocent 
wholeness while granting the wish for heroic quests, exuberant eroticism, and serious politics. The Female Man 
is the story of four versions of one genotype, all of whom meet, but even taken together do not make a whole, 
resolve the dilemmas of violent moral action, or remove the growing scandal of gender. The feminist science 
fiction of Samuel R. Delany, especially Tales of Neveyon, mocks stories of origin by redoing the neolithic 
revolution, replaying the founding moves of Western civilization to subvert their plausibility. James Tiptree, Jr, 
an author whose fiction was regarded as particularly manly undl her 'true' gender was revealed, tells tales of 
reproduction based on non-mammalian technologies like alternation of generations of male brood pouches and 
male nurturing. John Varley
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constructs a supreme cyborg in his arch-feminist exploration of Gaea, a mad goddess-planet-trickster-old 
woman-technological device on whose surface an extraordinary array of post-cyborg symbioses are spawned. 
Octavia Butler writes of an African sorceress pithug her powers of transformation against the genetic 
manipulations of her rival (Wild Seed), of dme warps that bring a modern US black woman into slavery where 
her actions in relation to her white master-ancestor determine the possibility of her own birth (Kindred), and of 
the illegidmate insights into idendty and community of an adopted cross-species child who came to know the 
enem' as self (Survivor). In Dawn (1987), the first instalment of a series called Xenogenesis, Butler tells the 
story of Lilith Iyapo, whose personal name recalls Adam's first and repudiated wife and whose family name 
marks her status as the widow of the son of Nigerian immigrants to the US. A black woman and a mother 
whose child is dead, Lilith mediates the transformation of humanity through genetic exchange with extra-
terrestrial lovers/rescuers/destroyers/genetic engineers, who reform earth's habitats after the nuclear holocaust 
and coerce surviving humans into intimate fusion with them. It is a novel that interrogates reproductive, linguishc, 
and nuclear politics in a mythic field structured by late twentieth-century race and gender.

 

Because it is particularly rich in boundary transgressions, Vonda McIn-tyre's Superluminal can close this 
truncated catalogue of promising and dangerous monsters who help redefine the pleasures and politics of 
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embodiment and feminist writing. In a fiction where no character is 'simply' human, human status is highly 
problematic. Orca, a genetically altered diver, can speak with killer whales and survive deep ocean conditions, 
but she longs to explore space as a pilot, necessitating bionic implants jeopardizing her kinship with the divers 
and cetaceans. Transformations are effected by virus vectors carrying a new developmental code, by transplant 
surgery, by implants of microelectronic devices, by analogue doubles, and other means. Lacnea becomes a pilot 
by accepting a heart implant and a host of other alterations allowing survival in transit at speeds exceeding that 
of light. Radu Dracul survives a virus-caused plague in his outerworld planet to find himself with a time sense 
that changes the boundaries of spatial perception for the whole species. All the characters explore the limits of 
language; the dream of communicating experience; and the necessity of limitation, partiality, and indmacy even in 
this world of protean transformation and connection. Superluminal stands also for the defining contradictions of 
a cyborg world in another sense; it embodies textually the intersection of feminist theory and colonial discourse
in the science fiction I have alluded to in this chapter. This is a conjunction with a long history that many 'First 
World' feminists have tried to repress, including myself in my readings of Superluminal before being called to 
account by Zoe Sofoulis,
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whose different location in the world system's informatics of domin-ation made her acutely alert to the 
imperialist moment of all science fiction cultures, including women's science fiction. From an Australian feminist
sensitivity, Sofoulis remembered more readily McIntyre's role as writer of the adventures of Captain Kirk and 
Spock in TV's Star Trek series than her rewriting the romance in Superluminal.

 

Monsters have always defined the limits of community in Western imaginations. The Centaurs and Amazons of 
ancient Greece established the limits of the centred polls of the Greek male human by their disruption of 
marriage and boundary pollutions of the warrior with animality and woman. Unseparated twins and 
hermaphrodites were the confused human material in early modern France who grounded discourse on the 
natural and supernatural, medical and legal, portents and diseases -- all crucial to establishing modern 
identity.30 The evolutionary and behavioural sciences of monkeys and apes have marked the multiple 
boundaries of late twentieth-century industrial identities. Cyborg monsters in feminist science fiction define quite 
different political possibilities and limits from those proposed by the mundane fiction of Man and Woman.

 

There are several consequences to taking seriously the imagery of cyborgs as other than our enemies. Our 
bodies, ourselves; bodies are maps of power and identity. Cyborgs are no exception. A cyborg body is not 
innocent; it was not born in a garden; it does not seek unitary identity and so generate antagonistic dualisms 
without end (or until the world ends); it takes irony for granted. One is too few, and two is only one possibility. 
Intense pleasure in skill, machine skill, ceases to be a sin, but an aspect of embodiment. The machine is not an it 
to be animated, worshipped, and dominated. The machine is us, our processes, an aspect of our embodiment. 
We can be responsible for machines; they do not dominate or threaten us. We are responsible for boundaries; 
we are they. Up till now (once upon a time), female embodiment seemed to be given, organic, necessary; and 
female embodiment seemed to mean skill in mothering and its metaphoric exten-sions. Only by being out of 
place could we take intense pleasure in machines, and then with excuses that this was organic activity after all, 
appropriate to females. Cyborgs might consider more seriously the partial, fluid, sometimes aspect of sex and 
sexual embodiment. Gender might not be global identity after all, even if it has profound historical breadth and 
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depth.

 

The ideologically charged question of what counts as daily activity, as experience, can be approached by 
exploiting the cyborg image. Feminists have recently claimed that women are given to dailiness, that women 
more than men somehow sustain daily life, and so have a privileged epistemo-logical position potentially. There 
is a compelling aspect to this claim, one that makes visible unvalued female activity and names it as the ground 
of life.
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But the ground of life? What about all the ignorance of women, all the exclusions and failures of knowledge and 
skill? What about men's access to daily competence, to knowing how to build things, to take them apart, to 
play? What about other embodiments? Cyborg gender is a local possibility taking a global vengeance. Race, 
gender, and capital require a cyborg theory of wholes and parts. There is no drive in cyborgs to produce total 
theory, but there is an intimate experience of boundaries, their construction and deconstruction. There is a myth 
system waiting to become a political language to ground one way of looking at science and technology and 
challenging the informatics of domination-- in order to act potently.

 

One last image organisms and organismic, holistic politics depend on metaphors of rebirth and invariably call on 
the resources of reproductive sex. I would suggest that cyborgs have more to do with regeneration and are 
suspicious of the reproductive matrix and of most birthing. For salamanders, regeneration after injury, such as 
the loss of a limb, involves regrowth of structure and restoration of function with the constant possibility of
twinning or other odd topographical productions at the site of former injury. The regrown limb can be 
monstrous, duplicated, potent. We have all been injured, profoundly. We require regeneration, not rebirth, and 
the possibilities for our reconstitution include the utopian dream of the hope for a monstrous world without 
gender.

 

Cyborg imagery can help express two crucial arguments in this essay: first, the production of universal, totalizing 
theory is a major mistake that misses most of reality, probably always, but certainly now; and second, taking 
responsibility for the social relations of science and technology means refusing an anti-science metaphysics, a 
demonology of technology, and so means embracing the skilful task of reconstructing the boundaries of daily 
life, in partial connection with others, in communication with all of our parts. It is not just that science and 
technology are possible means of great human satisfaction, as well as a matrix of complex dominations. Cyborg 
imagery can suggest a way out of the maze of dualisms in which we have explained our bodies and our tools to 
ourselves. This is a dream not of a common language, but of a powerful infidel heteroglossia. It is an imagination 
of a feminist speaking in tongues to strike fear into the circuits of the supersavers of the new right. It means both 
building and destroying machines, identities, categories, relationships, space stories. Though both are bound in 
the spiral dance, I would rather be a cyborg than a goddess.
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