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This work is a marxist engagmt  with the theoretical 
tendencies of pst-manllsm and postmodernism as they are 
represented Emesto Laclau, Chantale Mou££ e , Jean- François 
Lyotard and Michel Foucault respectively. There are three m a i n  
tasks to by achieved by this engagement; first, to deal with 
the representation and misrepresentat ion of d s t  theory in 
p s t - e s t  and postmdern thought; second, to evaluate the 
usefulness of pst-marxist and postmodern approaches to 
problems in mancist thought in particular and modern thought 
ln general; third, to absorb the mst useful elements 
contained in the "p~sts[~ while avoiding their excesses. 

1 argue that p s t - d m ,  as a theoretical project that 
defines itself marxiçm, incorporates the most &- 
d s t  excesses of postnmdern thought while missing SOUE of 
its mst useful theoretical insights. Where Laclau and Mouffe 
view marxism as a form of vulgar econdc-determinism which 
has fettered the brilliant superstructural analyses of 
Luxemburg, Gramsci and Althusser by tying their +lit 
readin s of politics to the predetermined categories of the 

;I . I base Chapter 2) , 1 view marxism as a çrit of the 
categories of bourgeois political econany that!lows the 
polyphonie voices of the roletariat to disrupt sur pl^ 
extraction (Chapters 3 and 4 5' . H e r e  my reading of Marx draws 
upon the neo-Wittgensteinian interpretation of the "dif ferend" 
between capital and lakxxx that is developed by Lyotard. Where 
Laclau and Mouffe view social struaales as the result of the 
articulation of çymbolic elements--h a system of mtually 
related signs - a social ensemble - with no necessary class 
character (Chapter 3 ) ,  1 view social stmggles as the result 
of the naore or less authoritarian organization of our everyday 
lives in (hetero) sexist and racist matrices (Chapters 3 and 
4) , and in the micro-technologies of prison, asylum and 
workplace (Chapter 5) whose continual reproduction also rrreanç 
the reproduction of a proletariat with interests that are 
fundarnentally opposed to the authoritarian organization of our 
quotidian discursive and non-discursive practices. This 
marxist alternative to pst-ma.rxism is influenced by 
Foucaultls theorization of micro-technologies of power. 
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The first one [asteroidl was inhabited by a king. 
Clad i n  purple and ermine, he was seated on a throne, 
both simple and majestic.  

"Ah ! Here comes a sub j ect , If exclaimed the king when 
he spied the l i t t l e  prince. 

And the l i t t l e  prince wondered t o  himself: Wow c m  
he recognize m e  s ince  he has never seen me before?" 

H e  d id  not know tha t  fo r  kings the world is grea t ly  
s implif ied.  To them, a l 1  men are subjects . . . .  

The l i t t l e  prince looked around to  f ind a place t o  
s i t  dom; but the e n t i r e  planet was covered by the  
magnificent ermine robe. So he remained standing and, 
s ince  he was t i r e d ,  he yawned. 

"It is  contrary t o  e t iquet te  t o  yawn i n  the presence 
of a king, " said the rnonarch. fl 1 f orbid it . " 

"1 cannot help i t ,  l1 r epl ied  the l i t t l e  prince i n  
confusion. I I I  have come on a long journey and 1 havenlt  
s l e p t  a t  a l l .  . . 

" In  which case, " sa id  the king, 1 order  you t o  
yawn. 1 have not seen anybody yawning fo r  years .  Yawns 
a r e  a cur ios i ty  t o  me. Corne now! Yawn again. I t  is an 
order  . 

"You are  fr ightening me.. . 1 cannot yawn any 
more ..." said the l i t t l e  prince, blushing. 

"Hum! Hurn!I1 rep l ied  the  king. "Then 1 order  you 
sometimes to  yawn and sometimes t o  ..." 

H e  splut tered a b i t  and seemed vexed. 
For the king attached no considerable importance t o  

h i s  authori ty being respected. H e  t o l e r a t ed  no 



disobedience- He was an absolute monarch. But as he was 
very kind, he gave reasonable orders .... 

[Asked the prince, 1 "1 should like to see a 
sunset ... Please, do me that kindness... Oxder the sun to 
set...".... 

"Yeu shall have your sunset. 1 shall demand it. But, 
in accordance with scientific government, 1 shall wait 
until conditions are favourable." 

"And when will that be?" asked the little prince. 
"Hum! Hum!" replied the king, consulting his big 

calender. "Hum! Hum! it will be around.. . around.. . it 
will be this evening about twenty minutes ta eight. And 
you shall see how I am obeyed.If 

The little prince yawned.. .l 

The fourth planet belonged to a businessman. He was 
so busy that he didntt even look up when the little 
prince arrived. 

%ood morning, the little prince said to him. Tour 
cigarette has gone out." 

"Three plus two make five. Five plus seven make 
twelve. Twelve plus three make fifteen. Gaod-morning. 
Fifteen plus seven make twenty-two. Twenty-two plus six 
make twenty-eight. No time to light it again. Twenty-six 
plus five make thirty-one. Phew! Then that makes five 
hundred and one million, s ix  hundred and twenty-two 
thousand, seven hundred and thirty-one." 

"Five hundred million of what?" 
"Eh? Are you still there? Five hundred and one 

million of ... 1 donlt remember ... 1 have so much work! 1 
am a serious man, 1 donrt amuse myself with balderdash! 
Two and £ive make seven . . ."  

"Five hunàred and one million of what?I1 repeated the 
little prince, who never in his life let go of a question 
once he had asked it... - 

The businessman ... realised that there was no hope 

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The W m c e , ,  tram. 
Irene Testat-Ferry (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Editions Ltd., 
1995) 42-45. 



of being left in peace, 
[Tl hose small objects one sometimes sees in the 

sky . Ir 
Tlies?I1 
"Oh no. Small glittering objects." 
l1 Bees? l1 
"Oh no- Small golden objects that set lazy men to 

idle dreaming. But 1 am a serious man! 1 have no time for 
idle dreaming." 

l'Ah! YOU mean the stars?" 
"Yes, thatls it. The stars." 
"And what do you do with five hundred million 

stars?",... 
"Nothing. 1 own them." 
IfYou own the stars?" 
IfYes. " 
" B u t  1 have already 
"Kings nothing. 

dif f erent , tf 
I1And what use is it 
'lit makes me rich." 

seen a king who ..." 
They sver. It is quite 

to you to own the stars?" 

"And what is the point of being rich?" 
"It enables me to buy other starsn... 2 

The fifth planet w a s  very strange ... There was just 
enough room for a lamp-post and a lamplighter. The little 
prince wondered what could be the use of a lamp-post and 
a lamplighter somewhere in the sky, on a planet without 
houses or people. 

None the less, he said to himself , "Perhaps, the 
lamplighter is absurd. However, he is not as absurd as 
the king, the conceited man, the businessman and the 
drunkard. For at least his work has some rneaningu - . . . 

When he arrived on the planet, he saluted the 
lamplighter respectfully . 

wGood-morriing, sir. Why have you just  put out your 
lamp? " 

Those are the orders, " replied the lamplighter. 

Ibid., 52-54. 



MGood-morning. . . . . 
"1 dontt understand," said the little prince. 
"There is nothing ta understand," said the 

lamplighter. "Orders are orders."..,. 
"My calling is a terrible one [continued the 

lamplighterl . In the old days it was reasonable . 1 put 
out  the  lamp i n  t h e  rnoming and lit it again in the 
evening. For the rest of the day, 1 could relax and for 
the rest of the night I could sleep ...If 

"And have the orders changed since that tirne?" 
T h e  orders have not been changedu said the 

lamplighter. And that is the tragedy! From year to year, 
the speed of the planet's rotation has increased 
considerably and the orders have not been changed!" 

"And so?If asked the prince, 
Weil, now that the speed has reached one rotation 

per minute, 1 do not have a second's rest. 1 have to 
light up and put out rny lamp once a rninute."l 

Despite the "royal absolutismfl encountered by the little 

prince on the kingr s planet, Antoine de Saint-Exupéryt s cosmic 

odyssey exemplifies a very modem view of pcwer. There is a 

strict division between political and economic power - kings 

and businessmen - and yet the effects of reigning 

and owning appear remarkably similar. We c m  equally imagine 

the king or the businessman giving the orders to the 

lamplighter. However, the king and the businessman see their 

respective vocations as completely distinct and autonomous 

activities. The king gives orders that are obeyed because his 



subjects recognize his legitimate royal authority. The 

businessman gives orders that are obeyed because he has 

purchased the tirne of those who serve under him. For bath the 

larnplighter and the little prince, however, it makes little 

dif f erence where the orders corne f rom. The little prince f inds 

the whole business of giving orders that do not make sense 

very confusing, whereas the lamplighter grimly accepts his 

"terrible callingtl without question. nOrders,n after all, "are 

orders." The little prince admires the hard work and the 

loyaity of the lamplighter, but he is forced to conclude that 

the lamplighterïs acceptance of the ridiculous orders he is 

given. puts h i m  in the same categoz-y as the king and the 

businessman who give the ridiculous orders. King, businessman 

and lamplighter are a l 1  F o w n  - U ~ S  . and as such, are 

necessarily u. They are u n a b l e  to appreciate the beauty of 

a sunset or a flower, or dream idly about cosmic adventure the 

way that the little prince does. 

De Saint-Exupéry's is a very important message- Grown-ups 

are silly. But it must be added that grown-ups are silly f o ~  

a r e m ,  or rather. for u e r o u s  sys temt j  c u v  re~roducod 



y. Understanding the reasons that we grown-ups engage in 

ridiculous order-giving and or6er-following helps us to 

overcome our systematically reproduced silliness. In the 

following £ive chapters, I will argue that the currently 

hegemonic system of order-giving and order-following is best 

understood as a system, and that this 

understanding, combined with social struggle, can help us 

develop a democratic socialist challenge to capitalism. 

My perspective must, therefore, be defined as "marxistN. 

1 accept the fundamental marxist precepts that: 

1 . The central organizing principle of contemporary 
social hierarchies is the extraction of surplus value 
£rom the working class by the capitalist class. 

2. The necessity of systematically reproducing a working 
class with interests fundamentally opposed to those of 
capital constitutes an irresolvable contradiction at the 
heart of the capitalist system. 

3. Although there are numerous contradictions produced by 
capitalism, the class contradiction is strategically 
central to the project of socialist transformation. 

1 would like my marxisrn to be defined by these precepts rather 

than by a perceived religious observance of the writings of a 

fellow philosopher, socialist, and as 1 read him (since he too 

accepts the above mentioned precepts) fellow marxist, by the 



name of Karl Marx. 1 therefore use the lower case "mm to name 

my marxism. 

1 will engage with other perspectives that also conceive 

themselves as attempts to understand and challenge established 

hierarchies, even if these other perspectives do not always 

admit that there are U i e c t s  engaged in order-giving and 

order-following. These perspectives do not accept a l 1  of the 

precepts that define mancism. These philosophical tendencies 

are often defined by the fact that they corne marxism and 

other urnodernll forms of thought, and by a perceived 

fundamental difference between them and what proceeded them. 

They therefore, for better or for worse, bear the prefix 

"postW. The perspective of Laclau and Mouffe defines itself by 

its break with what Laclau and Mouffe perceive to be marxism. 

Therefore , they cal1 their mode of thinking "post -rnarxismw 

(Chapter 2) On the other hand, the respective analyses of 

Lyotard (Chapter 4) and Foucault (Chapter 5) do not so define 

themselves. They are generally labelled upostmodern~ or 

See Chapter 2 of this work. See also Ernesto Laclau and 
Chantal Mouf fe, J I e - m s t  Socjetv (hereafter ll & 
s) (London: Verso, 1985). 



"post-structuralistl@ The f act that the various "postsN make 

sense of and attempt to challenge established hierarchies 

without accepting the precepts that def ine marxism does not 

make dialogue between the "posts" and marxism impossible. In 

fact, marxism can profit by absorbing the most useful elements 

of postmodern thought. I undertake this task in Chapters 4, 5 

and 6. Furthemore, by showing how marxism makes very good 

sense of the cunently hegemonic system of order-giving and 

order-following while showing how that system rnight 

realistically be challenged, it is possible to see the 

fuidamental mistake made by post-marxism in its rejection of 

the marxist tradition. 1 undertake this task in Chapters 2 and 

3. 

But before moving on to our dialogue between marxism, 

post-marxism and postmodernism, we must return to de Saint- 

Exupéryls tale. It should be clear that neither the king, nor 

~lthough he has been designated by others as a I1post- 
structuralistu and/or flpostmodernist", Foucault does not use 
these words to describe his thought, whereas Lyotard 
enthusiastically accepts the mpostmodernn label. See Jean- . . 
François Lyotard, The Jostmodern c i & t r ~ ,  trans. Geoff 
Bennington and Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of 
Mi~easota Press 1984). 



the businessman, nor the lamplighter, nor even our 

protagonist, the little prince, fully understands what is 

going on. The spacial separation of their respective worlds 

mirrors  a fundamental discontinuity between their respective 

discourses. There is no way for the partial understanding of 

one character to be translated into the terms of another. 

There is no way to create a discourse that allows the various 

perspectives to al1 make sense at the same time. The king only 

finds meaning in ruling, the businessman in owning, the 

lamplighter in following orders, and the little prince in the 

enjoyment of lifels simple pleasures. 

Part of the problem is that the characters lack the 

information that is available to rulers, capitalists, workers 

and explorers in our world. De Saint-Exupéry purposely leaves 

these lacunae to highlight the distance between the 

perspectives of adult and child, and the distance between 

various adult perspectives. Adults are consumed by ruling , 

owning and following orders to such an extent that they 

isolate themselves from the rest of humaniiy and the sensual 

world. This isolation should be fought against by children. 



They should hold on to their capacity to enjoy the simple 

pleasures of life. Adult isolation is exaggerated by the 

absence of civil society for the king's one-man state to rule 

over, by the absence of enterprises for the businessrnan to 

manage in a competitive market, and by the absence of other  

workers and bosses in the daily routine of the lamplighter. 

But there is a sense in which this isolation is endemic to 

(post)modern life, which includes the social context that is 

missing for Our characters. There is a separation of economic 

and political and a separation of work and play in our society 

that is, fac t ,  the for the isolation 

Saint -~xupéryl s J.i tt 3 e  P a c e .  These same divisions, and 

others of a similar nature, form the crux of this workts 

problematic. 

Social lif e is composed of m a n y  distinct "laquage 

games I l6 or t t d i ~ ~ ~ r ç i ~ e  genres7' or I*discursive f ormatiodbn 

I deal with this Wittgensteinian concept in Chapters 3 
and 4. See also Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
Investicrations (hereaf ter u) , trans . G. E .M. Anscombe (New 
York: Macmillan Company, 1968). 

1 treat Voloshinov~s use of this concept in Chapter 3, 
and Lyotard's use of this concept in Chapter 4. See also V.N. 
Voloshinov, w s m  and the &j Ios~phv of (hereafter 



which elude translation into a social whole. Yet we know that 

things like work and play, the economic and the political, 

cannot exist in isolation. They are interdependent on some 

level, but whenever we try to identify precisely how they are 

al1 interdependent we run into problems: 

... if someone wished to Say: There is something cornmon 
to al1 these constructions - namely the disjunction of 
al1 their common propertiesn - I should reply: Now you 
are only playing with words. One might as well Say: 
tlSomething runs through the whole thread - namely the 
continuous overlapping of those fibres/"' 

There is a tendency in postmodem thought to accept the 

disjunction between the various discursive genres that we 

participate in at work. play, in front of the television, in 

the shopping mall, etc. as fundamentally unbridgeable. A l 1  

these fibres corne together to f on t  the  thread of the social 

whole but there can be no systematic understanding of how they 

al1 corne together. The tendency to accept the chaotic 

Pl & PL), trans. Ladislav Matejka and I.R. Titunik (Cambridge 
MA: Hanrard University Press, 1986) . See also Lyotard, The 
Po3t.mQkJm (--nditlon. 

. . 

See Chapter 5 of this work. See also Michel Foucauit, 
eolouv - of Knowledgg, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith 

(Pantheon Books: New York, 1972) 31-39. 

E, Part 1, Sect. 67, 32e. 



disjunction of human activities as a surface appearance that 

hides no underlying common essence does Say something 

important about the times that we live in. 1 rnust, however, 

agree with F. Jamesonlo and D. Harvey who argue that the 

f etishistic f orms assumed by capital have increasingly blinded 

us to the common element of social labour underlying these 

appearances, producing a disjunction that is both real (in the 

sense that we "live itu) and apparent (in the sense that it is 

self-contradictory and we can therefore see beyond it). 

Lyotardls is a form of postmodernism that accepts the 

contradictions of ndiscursive genresn without trying to see 

beyond them. These contradictions take the form of 

~ d i f f e r e n d ~ . ~ ~ ~  The differend should be recognized or 

t1~itnessed,H13 but one cannot take the side of one discursive 

Io Frederic Jameson, postmode~ Sm: Or. the Cui- L o d  c 
te C u l  ism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1991) . 

. . David Hanrey, m e  Con-on of P o s Q m  (Cambridge 
MA: Blackwell, 1990) . 

l2 Jean-François Lyotard, The Q j f f e r ~ d ,  trans. Georges 
Van Den Abbeele (~inneapolis : University of Minneapolis Press, 
1988) xi. 

. . 
Lyotard, mr niffersnd, 181. Postrnodern Con-, 

8 2 .  



genre over another without producing injustice. 

Lyotard's position is that of the little prince. Al1 

genres of discourse that produce phrases that situate speakers 

and addressees as order-givers and/or order-followers are 

ethically suspect because they lirnit Our capacity to think 

about and talk about social existence in interesting, 

creative, and democratic ways. But king, businessman and 

lamplighter are al1 equally implicated in these forms of 

behaviour. While Lyotard has a vague idea that the 

businessmanfs relentless drive to accumulate renders him more 

dangerous than the king or the lamplighter, there is no 

attempt to understand reigning, owning and order-f Ôllowing as 

mutually related in a systemic whole. Lyotard has very little 

to Say about what kind of strategy ought to be followed by 

those who wish to combat the hegemony of various order-givers 

in our society beyond bearing witness to the differends 

between them, order-followers, and those (like Lyotard himself 

and the little prince) who find order-giving and order- 

following ridiculous. 

1 will argue against Lyotard that one can accept the 



ridiculous nature of order-giving and order- f ollowing, while 

recognizing that certain discursive and material barriers 

prevent larnplighters from adopting the attitude of the little 

prince. Overcoming these barriers requires finding the 

strategic points of their production and reproduction and 

requires a solidaristic effort of would-be order-followers to 

attack these points. 

Foucault takes the side of the lamplighter - or perhaps 

it is more accurate to Say that he takes the side of g 

lamplighter. He shows in exhaustive detail, the discursive and 

extra-discursive conditions that allow for the production and 

reproduction of certain types of order-followers along with 

certain types of order-givers. Foucault shows a particular 

interest in the . ~ w o s s t  order-followers - those who irrationally 

and criminally fgil to follow orders - the lamplighters who 

fail to adopt the grim resignation of de Saint-Exupéry's over- 

worked proletarian figure . Foucault l s larnplighters inhabit the 

marginal planets of prison and asylum - planets that are not 

visited by little princes. Foucault tells us a great deal 



about wrnicro-technologies~ of powerL4 in the prison and asylum 

(he tells us both how they work and h o w  certain dysfunctional 

contradictions in their apparatuses might be exploites in 

order to release the liberatory potential within them), but he 

does not explain how these technologies are related at a 

macro-level - he does not explain what prison and asylum have 

to do with the social whole. Unlike Lyotard, Foucault does not 

even recognize the overshadowing strategic risk posed by the 

businessman's relentless drive to accumulate. Foucault tells 

us a great deal about the strategic terrain of the worlds of 

prison and asylurn, but 1 w i l l  argue that he fails to provide 

a satisfactory exphnation of their strategic relation to the 

rest of the social whole. 

Laclau and Mouffe refuse to take the side of lamplighter, 

little prince, businessman or king, but they & claim to be 

saying something about the social whole. Laclau and Mouffe 

find the common property of the diverse constructions in the 

disjunction of al1 their common properties. This, 1 will 

argue, is I1playing with words. " The words that Laclau and 

l4 Michel Foucault, T w o  Lectures," in P_owerLKnowled~, 
ed. Colin Gordon (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980) 96. 



Mouf f e play with are llequality" and "liberty. wLS Various people 

on diverse planets will recognize that they share certain 

commonalities that are systematically opposed to a set of 

commonalities shared by others in a way that can be 

characterized as a relation of "oppressionw between these two 

groups .16 This relation can be found between men and women, 

P l h i t e  and Black, straight and gay, etc. ûppressed groups will 

band together to demand ocrualjtv, but this demand must be 

tempered with a respect for -m. Respect for liberty means 

recognizing that demands for equality must be limited by 

.J e.m tlmate 
. . inequalities that are called ndifferences.m17 Laclau 

and Mouffe never say what constitute legitimate differences 

and what constitutes oppression. They do say, however, that 

identifying capital accumulation via exploitation of workers 

as the strategically central form of oppression in our society 

that demands a working class project to challenge al1 forms of 

& SS, 175. 

l6 Ib id . ,  153-154. 

l7 Ibid. ,  175. 



oppression i s  itsd f a form of oppression. l8 Here, workers f ail 

to show the proper respect for legitimate differences. Where 

Laclau and Mouffe daim that they are offering a strategy to 

combat order-givers with their cal1 for oppressed groups to 

demand equality, I will argue that by failing to challenge 

currently hegemonic bourgeois liberal-democratic notions of 

"libertyu ( "private propertyll is never explicitly mentioned 

but is obviously an implied legitimate dif f erence] 

revolutionary social transformation is rejected, and Laclau 

and Mouf f e end up def en- the S ~ Q .  

For Laclau and Mouffe, relations between kings, 

businessrnen, lamplighters, little princes and others form a 

complex discursive totality - a semiological system of 

equivalence and difference. What matters here, are not s o c i a l  

processes that involve order-giving and order-following, but 

the equivalential/differential that 

constitute the semiological system. For instance, what matters 

is not the eateria1~ relation of exploitation between 

lamplighter and businessman, but the ascus jve  r e h t i o u  by 



which the "identities" of lamplighter and businessman are 

wconstituted.v Thus, Laclau and Mouffe are able to argue that 

progressive politics has ''no necessary class character."lg 

Order-giving exploiters can be part of Laclau and Mouf f e s 

"radical democratic projectw as long as they fit into the 

system of equivalents and differences in the proper way. This 

should lead us to ask the following question; what is 

"radicalv or mdemocraticm about Laclau and Mouffels project? 

1 will argue that Laclau and Mouffe's attempt to create 

a social totality out of symbolic relations is fundamentally 

misguided. If w e  are ta f ind a common link between al1 the 

diverse (postlmodern discursive genres, it will not be found 

in the common linguistic "cl~thing~~~ that they al1 Wear. This 

integument is notoriously difficult to get hold of. As Laclau 

and Mouffe themselves point out, skilful discursive moves can 

change symbolic relations such that old symbols can be given 

new discursive contexts and thus new meanings - even new 

meanings that directly oppose what these same symbols used to 

l9 Ibid., 137. 

20 a, Part II, Sect. xi, 224e. 



mean. To say that it is not the linguistic integument but 

rather the equivalential and differential relations between 

linguistic elements that form the comrnon thread that ruis 

through al1 of the discursive genres is just another way of 

restating our problem - and an obfuscating restatement at 

that! The thesis 1 will offer is that the common elernent in 

al1 of the diverse discursive genres that make up (post)modern 

life is the that the speakers and addressees, order- 

givers and order-followers al1 share. 

No doubt 1 will be charged by my postmodern critics with 

the crime of "humanist es~entialisrn.~ But one ought to 

consider whether one really wants to deny that al1 people in 

every society share "distinctively human and social ways of 

doing a variety of different sorts of things (eg. eating, 

sleeping, playing, etc.).N2f Of course the way that we do these 

things varies from one society to the next, but in every case 

these activities are recognizably m. Wittgenstein, who 

certainly cannot be accused of insensitivity to the diversity 

21 Len Doyal and Roger Harris, T h e  Practical Foundations 
of Kuman Understanding," New heft. Review, No. 139 (May-June, 
1983) 65. 



of contextually-dependent "language games," observed that 

" Et] he common behaviour of mankind is the system of reference 

by means of which we interpret an unknown lang~age."~~ 

Once we recognize our humanity as the common thread that 

unites al1 of the diverse discursive genres that we engage in, 

we must ask ourselves what this tells us about the 

interdependence of al1 the various discursive genres. In 

itself, our common humanity tells us very little about the 

interdependence of discursive genres. We do not take our 

energy directly from the sun through photosynthesis, but 

instead we eat plants and sornetimes other anirnals. We do not 

reproduce through mitosis , but through sexual intercourse. 

Children do not have al1 the skills they need for sumival in 

the form of instinct, but must learn them from adults. A l 1  

these things are true, but so what? Without any 

social/historical context these facts tell us very little. 

However, 1 will argue that ig the context of cl u s  a v i d e d  

gocwt jes  access to the very activities that constitute us as 

human beings requires that we engage in very particular 

2 2 P S r  P a r t  1, Sect. 206, 82e. 



discursive practices. M a n y  different discursive practices must 

be engaged in here, but universal to every class-divided 

society are processes of class exploitation and class 

struggle. In fact, 1 will xgue that in the case of witaljst 

çocieties, class exploitation and class struggle are 

strategically central to the production and reproduction of 

discursive genres that involve order-giving and order- 

following. 

My critique of order-giving and order-following will not 

stop, as Lyotardls does, with the witnessing of the 

unbridgeable "dif f erendm between the businessman and the 

lamplighter or the king and the lamplighter. 1 will argue that 

democratic social organization demands social struggle on the 

bases of race, gender, and other bases of struggle, united in 

a common working class project. This unification of diverse 

struggles means being explicit about the links between 

Foucaultls localized micro-struggles in the prison and asylum 

and struggles of a more general nature. The language games 

that subordinate lamplighters to kings and businessmen, that 

make the little prince seem to be an i d l e  dreamer, that make 



prisoners and psychiatric patients isolated objects of 

scientific control, and that make women and men into gendered 

subjects are al1 inter-related. In capitalist societies these 

language garnes are a l1  produced and reproduced in ways that 

make their general transformation possible - it is this 

possibility that 1 cal1 the working class project  of 

democratic socialism. 



Post-marxism, preciçely because it is pst-marxist in 

orientation, approaches the history of marxism f rom outnide 

(beyond rnancism) . B u t  unlike straight - f orward m-rnarxist 

approaches to the history of rnarxism, post-marxism also sees 

itself nascent within a marxism whose history is a trajectory 

towards its own transcendence (in the form of post-marxism) . 

The history of rnarxisrn is thus presented by Laclau and Mouffe, 

as a series of attempts to resolve one fundamental problem - 

a problem that is only finally resolved by Laclau and Mouffe 

themselves. They overcome marxisrnfs interna1 contradictions by 

abandoning what they see as the marxist theoretical framework, 

in favour of what they cal1 a post-marxist one. The problem 

that rnarxism cannot resolve is the discontinuity between the 

political project of working class self-construction and self- 



emancipation on the one hand, and an economic-determinist 

ontology on the other. Laclau and Mouffe link this problem to 

the problem of nominalism in the philosophy of language. 

Nominaiisrn reads language literallyn rather than 

~symbolically~. Words represent things. A symbolic (post- 

structuralist) approach to language, recognizes words as parts 

in a relational ensemble that structures the very objects that 

nominalists claim are "representedIq. Marxism has a "literalIt 

reading of politics. Political movements represent economic 

(class) categories. Post-marxism develops the nascent 

llsymbolicu reading of politics which it finds in the thought 

of Luxemburg, Gramsci, and Aithusser, where politics is a 

relational ensemble, not reducible to an underlying economic 

structure. But Laclau and Mouffe develop the symbolic reading 

of politics to such an extent, that they must break with the 

marxist tradition, fettered as it is by an ultimate class 

literality. 

Laclau and Mouffe argue that the base-superstructure 

metaphor produces an "irreducible dualismn between "a logic of 



the literaln and "a logic of the symbol".' The logic of the 

literal is more commonly called tveconomic determinism11, where 

base determines superstructure. Karl Kautskyvs so called 

"Orthodox Marxismu is the most blatant example of the workings 

of the logic of the literal without impediment. It is 

contrasted with Rosa Luxemburgls nspontaneismtl. The "logic of 

spontaneismtl is, for Laclau and Mouffe, "a logic of the 

~ymbol".~ It operates, within the superstructure, on 

principles entirely alien to the economistic logic of the 

literal. And yet, because Luxemburg still operates within the 

marxist tradition, which is def ined, for Laclau and Mouf fe, by 

the base-superstructure metaphor itself, the logic of the 

symbol is ultimately constrained by the logic of the literal. 

Superstructure is, in the last instance, detemined by the 

base. Marxism, by its very nature, is unable to break out of 

this "irreducible dualismn. 

For Kautsky, oppositional struggle means organizing the 

Ernesto Laclau and Chantale Mouffe, B_ecr&monvand 
, (hereafter a & SS) , (London; Verso, 1985) , 

12. 

Ibid. , 12. 



proletariat, which already exists as a historic subject. The 

proletariat needs to be organized for the day that the 

interna1 contradictions of the capitalist system bring its own 

collapse. When this occurs, the objective interests of the 

proletariat, which are integral to its existence as a part of 

the economic base, will be represented in the political 

superstructure in the f o m  of socialist revolution, replacing 

the representation of capitalist econornic interests - the 

bourgeois state. Laclau and Mouffe draw specific attention to 

the " U c i i t y  of me in Kautsky1 s model, which takes it 

beyond economic-detenninism into the realm of the absolutely 

If literalIr . A i l  political phenomena can be assigned unambiguous 

econornic meanings. Thus, the superstructure is not merely 

determined by the base but constitutes its pnresentation. 

There is a correspondence between base and superstructure not 

unlike the nominalist correspondence between a name and its 

bearer. Laclau and Mouffe see the possibility of transcending 

the logic of the literal, in Rosa Luxemburg1 s logic of the 

Ibid., 15. 



*'Unicity of meaningu is absent in Lwcemburgls text on the 

mass ~ t r i k e . ~  The working class does not exist as a historic 

subject in the realm of the economy, which simply awaits 

political expression in the form of social revolution: fl . . . the 

working class is necessarily fragmented and the recomposition 

of its unity only occurs through the very process of 

revoluti~n.~~ Political struggles are not the mrese~tatjon 

of the economic interests of the working class. Political 

struggles themselves are what construct the meaning of the 

"proletariat by uniting the specif ic demands of various 

proletarian fractions in a more general form? This is a logic 

of the symbol because the meanings of political struggles are 

Rosa Luxemburg, "The Mass Strike, the Political Party 
and the Trade Unions, in Rosa L-Q S ~ e a k ç ,  ed. Mary- 
Alice Waters (New York; Pathfinder Press, 1970) 153-218. 

1 will argue in Chapter 4 that the "referenttt of the 
proletariat is simultaneously ropr-ted -tyucte?. The 
capitalist organization of society gives us the "referent" of 
the proletariat only as a contradiction between the category 
of "wage labouru and those who are constrained in such a way 
that they have very little choice but to perform it. How 
precisely this contradiction is expressed, depends entirely on 
the agonistic discursive and extra-discursive struggles of 
everyday life. 



... the of every mobilization appears, so to 
speak, as split: aside from its specific literal demands, 
each mobilization represents the revolutionary process as 
a whole; and these totalizing effects are visible in the 
overdetermination of some struggles by others. This is, 
however, nothing other than the defining characteristic 
of the symbol: the overflowing of the signifier by the 
signified. m e  wtv of t-s is u o r r  
W .  

This leads Laclau and Mouffe to the question of why this 

I1symbolic unitylr is a I1&ss witvn The working class, after 

d l ,  is a category of the economic base. If the revolutionary 

subject is a construction of the revolution itself, and not a 

political re~resentatjon of a subject already existing at the 

level of the economic base, then why should the political 

subject appear as a mirror image of an economic category? The 

only answer Laclau and Mouffe can find, is that the logic of 

the symbol is ultimately subordinated to the logic of the 

literal. Despite the absence of a simple I1unicity of meaningll, 

symbolic construction is limited by literal representation: 

... if the unity of the working class were an 
infrastructural datum constituted put- the process of 

R & S S . ,  il. 

Ibid.,  11. 



revolutionary overdetermination, the question concerning 
the class character of the revolutionary subject would be 
symmetrical expressions of a class subject constituted 
prior to the struggles themselves. But if the unity & 
this process of overdetermination, an independent 
explanation has to be offered as to why there should be 
a necessary overlap between political subjectivity and 
class positions. Although Rosa Luxemburg does not o f f e r  
such an explanation ... the background of her thought 
makes clear what this would have been: namely, an 
affirmation of the necessary character of the objective 
laws of capitalist development, which lead to. . . a 
straightforward confrontation between bourgeoisie and 
proletariat. Consequently the innovatory effects of the 
logic of spontaneism appear to be strictly limited from 
the begiming . 

Affirming "the necessary character of the objective laws 

of capitalist development" is an affirmation of the logic of 

the literal since this logic "operates through fixations 

which, precisely because they are necessary, establish a 

meaning that eliminates any contingent variationn.10 So what 

looks like a break with the logic of the literal ends up being 

an "irreducible dualismn, where the contingent superstructural 

logic of the symbol is arbitrarily blocked from full 

expression by literal infrastructural necessity. 

Norman Geras argues that Laclau and Mouffels 

Ibid. , 12. 

l0 Ibid. , 12. 



interpretation of Rosa Luxemburg, depends on Ilan inflation of 

the ~ y m b o l i c ~ . ~  In response to Laclau and Mouffe, he has 

assembled a list of "causal and experientialn factors, present 

in Luxemburg's analysis, whose mutual interaction produce a 

I1global revolutionary assaultm that culminates in the mass 

strike.* Luxemburg's mass strike involves political education 

in struggle, multiplication of individual powers through mass 

assembly, the drawing in of hitherto unorganized elements in 

the revolutionary process, the strengthening of grass-roots 

trade union organization, and the interaction, intersection, 

and running together of a multitude of economic and political 

factors." Gexas daims that al1 of these factors corne together 

in a working class political project, because of Luxemburgls 

fairly conventional mamist ideas about class and class 

interest. To claim that the revolutionary unity is created 

If syrnboli~ally~~ , through " the overf lowing of the signifier by 

the signifiedt8 is reductive. Furthermore, Laclau and Mouffe's 

Norman Geras, "Post-Marxism?" New T e f t  Revj ew, No. 163 
(May/June 1997) 61. 

l2 Ibid., 60. 

l3 Ibid., 160. 



analysis, illegitimately imports its own conceptual categories 

int O Luxemburg l s t ext . l4 

Laclau and Mouffe respond to Gerasl criticisms, not by 

taking issue with his representation of Luxemburgf s arguments, 

but by arguing that Vhrough al1 these examples a specific 

social logic rnanifests itself, which is the logic of the 

s y m b ~ l . ~ ~ ~  Geras just does not get it. A specific demand 

becomes a general (and, therefore, revolutionary) dernand 

through a "second meaning, added to the primary one".16 In a 

repressive context , wage demands can symbolize more global 

opposition. Thus, "an increasing relation of overdetermination 

and equivalence is created among multiple isolated dernands."" 

This is how Gerast "causal and experiential" factors corne 

together in a "global revolutionary assaultM. 

But what Laclau and Mouffe ignore, is that the 

l4 Ibid., 61. 

l5 Ernesto Laclau and Chantale Mouffe, "Post-Marxism 
without Apologies, " New Jeft &vi PW, NO. 166 (Nov/Dec 1987) 
100. 

Ibid. , 

l7 Ibid., 101. 



revolutionary assault is not unified, and then 

&se- constructed as a class unity. Perhaps, there is 

a sense in which Luxemburgls unity is "symbolicn, but its 

symbolic character camot  simply be separated from its class 

character. Luxemburg emphasizes that particular vleconomicn 

wage demands of militant workers and more general "pol i t i ca l t l  

demands presented by social democrats are unifiable precisely 

because they are part of "one class struggle aiming at the 

abolition of the bourgeois social order. "ls Politics and 

business are conducted by their own respective sets of rules. 

But they are al1 b 0 ~ a e o j . s  rules. Politics and business both 

involve class power. This is what makes the  "~ymbols~~ of 

dif f erent working class struggles translatableu . It is Laclau 

and Mouffefç failure to take into consideration the class 

context of the various struggles in Luxemburgls analysis, that 

makes their "logic of the symbol" an empty category. The 

consequences of this emptiness will become apparent when we 

examine how post-mamism constructs sets of oppositional 

demands as "chahs of equivalencew in chapter 3 -  

Rosa Luxemburg, 2 0 9 . 



The Kautsky-Luxemburg opposition is merely one example of 

the symbolic-literal or contingency-necessity dualism of the 

Second International. For Laclau and Mouffe, j u s t  as rnarxisrn 

is defined by the opposition between base and superstructure, 

so the Second international is defined by the opposition 

between contingency and necessity: 

The most creative tendencies within orthodoxy attempted 
to limit the effects of the "logic of necessitytl, but the 
inevitable outcome was that they placed their discourse 
in a permanent dualism between a Iflogic of necessityfV, 
producing ever fewer effects in terms of political 
practice, and a "logic of contingency" which, by not 
determining its specificity, was incapable of theorizing 
itself .19 

This story is repeated three more tirnes before the logic of 

contingency is finally able to burst the fetters of the logic 

of necessity in the form of Laclau and Mouffets post-rnarxism. 

A new twist is introduced into the second attempt to 

break f rom the literal-symbolic dualism. In Third 

International Communisrn,  there emerges a discourse of popular- 

democratic struggles that goes beyond the notion of class 

alliance. Relations of "equivalencen are established between 



various social agents "in the common confrontation with the 

dominant pole.n20 The "working class, the peasantry, the petty 

bourgeoisie, progressive fractions of the national 

bourgeoisie, etc.M21 constitute the npopularu pole in 

opposition to the dominant pole of international capital. This 

would have been impossible within the Second International, 

even for Nspontaneists" like Luxemburg whose "attribution of 

a necessary class character to the resulting social agent 

places a rigid limit on the expansive logic of equi~alences.~~ 

Nevertheless, the symbolic "expansive logic of equivalencesmV 

is limited here, by the "mode1 of representationml which fixes 

an ultirnate, literal, class rneaning to symbolic 

representations in popular-democratic struggles: Wach 

instance is the representation of another, until a final class 

core is reached which supposedly gives meaning to the whole 

series. n23 

Ibid., 63- 

21 Ibid. , 63. 

22 Ibid., 64-65. 

23 Ibid., 65. 



The third attempt to break with the symbolic-literal 

dualism, init iated by Antonio Gramsci, advances beyond the 

"principle of representationn by replacing it "with that of 

culati~n~.*~ The "hegemonic subjectM that results £rom 

articulations from various points within society 5 s  a class 

subject only in the sense that, on the basis of class 

positions, a certain hegemonic format ion is prac-ll v 

artic~lated".~~ This means that couriter-hegemony does not 

derive its meaning from "a final class corelf that is fourid 

ready-made at the level of the economic base. Counter-hegemony 

is constructed with articulations from diverse elements. The 

elernents themselves are constructed by their articulation in 

this ensemble which is greater than the sum of its parts. 

Since it is not the "equivalenceN established between social 

actors, but the process of articulation itself which is the 

principle of unity, there is no chain of representation to 

follow back to the economic base. 

Laclau and Mouffe explain that the key to Gramsci's 

24 Ibid., 64. 

25 Ibid., 6 4 .  



advance beyond representation is his rfmovement, from the 

'politicall to the 'intellectual and moral1 Agents 

that are merely wpoliticalw can be the representatives of the 

economic categories of the base, but a wcollective willu on 

the wintellectual and moralt1 plane requires a certain cross- 

fertilization of ideas and values that "traverse a number of 

class sector~."~' So it appears that Gramsci makes a complete 

break with economism via ideology: 

The analysis conceptually defines a new series of 
relations among groups which baffles their structural 
location within the revolutionary and relational schema 
of economism. At the same tirne, ideology is signalled as 
the precise terrain on which these relations are 
constituted. 2B 

The constitution of relations on the terrain of ideology 

wreaks havoc on the relational schema that orthodoxy had 

established at the level of the economic base. Infrastructural 

relations had been conceived as somehow more material and, 

therefore, more basic than superstructural ones, and ideology 

had been part of the superstructure. Nevertheless, Gramsci 

26 Ibid., 66. 

27 Ibid,, 67. 

2g Ibid., 67. 



does not fa11 into the trap of idealism because of "bis 

conception of the materiality of ideologyl': 

Ideology is not identif ied with a 'system of ideas1 or 
with the 'false consciousnessl of social agents; it is 
instead an organic relational whole, embodied in 
institutions and apparatuses, which welds together a 
historical bloc around a number of basic articulatory 
principles. This precludes the possibility of a 
'superstructuralistl reading of the ideol~gical.~~ 

So, in this sense, Gramsci "takes us beyond the old 

But in another sense, Gramsci's is an "ultimately 

incoherent conception. . .  unable fully to overcome the dualism 

of classical Mar~isrn.~~~ The opposition of base and 

superstructure is reproduced despite the materiality of 

ideology. The economy is still determining in the last 

instance. Even though a hegemonic formation is composed of 

"diverse social elernentsu which l'have a merely relational 

identity - achieved through articulatory practicesIr , it 

remains the case that this formation cari only be held together 

29 Ibid. , 67. 

30 Ibid., 67. 

31 Ibid., 69. 



by "a sinole unifying principle-. . and this can only be a 

fundamental cl as^."^^ Gramsci retains the centrality of class. 

Since, for Laclau and Mouffe, the neconomicn category of class 

can be central to an analysis only by virtue of its privileged 

status within the economic base which is determining in the 

last instance, this makes Gramsci an economic determinist . 

Contingent hegemonic stmggle is still fettered by "the 

necessary structural framework within which every struggle 

occurs . SO it seems that Gramsci ' s ideology, however 

"materialn, is still superstructural insofar as articulations 

are conceived as occurring in an environment whose fundamental 

opposition is a class opposition. Articulation is therefore 

not genuine articulation. It is still limited by 

representation. The symbolic is limited by the literal. 

Constructed identities are subordinated to the representation 

of the categories of the econornic base. 

The problem with Laclau and Mouffels economic determinist 

interpretation of Gramsci, however, is that it demands 

32 Ibid., 69. 

33 Ibid., 69. 



something of Gramsci, Laclau and Mouffe themselves argue that 

he does not deliver. Gramsci certainly does propose that a 

hegemonic formation can only be held together by a fundamental 

social class, but, as Laclau and Mouffe themselves argue, this 

class is not *constitutedN on the terrain of the neconomicn 

base. Gramsci s "distinction between [ideologiesl f orm and 

[material forces] content has purely didactic valuew . l4 The 
centrality of class, therefore, cannot be based on the 

ontological privilege of the economic base.35 The very 

34 Antonio Gramsci, &Je,ctj a- the Pr-, 
ed. Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith, (New York: 
International Publishers, 1971), 377. This controversy over 
the status of the base - superstructure distinction is rehearsed 
in greater detail in Norberto Bobbio, "Gramsci and the 
conception of civil societyI1 and Jacques Texier, "Gramsci, 
theoretician of the superstructuresn in Chantale Mouf f e (ed. 1 , 

SCJ t T~COTV (London; Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1979) 21-47, 48-79. 

. . 
35 This does not absolve marxists of the 

centrality of class f. This question will be 
dealt with in subsequent chapters. In Chapter 3, the 
centrality of class in capitalist societies is explained by 
showing how access to I1constitutive activities" (activities 
that human beings must engage in simply because they are 
human) can only be gained by entering into relations of 
exploitation which m e a n  that one is autornatically implicated 
in a whole range of social activities that involve implicit or 
explicit class struggle. In this conceptualization, class is 
not llconstitutedn at the Neconomicw level, but rather, is 
always simultaneously a political, economic and ideological 



categories of base and superstructure are met-icd. To 

give them the status of an ontological distinction is to annul 

their lldidactic valuen. 

The four th  attempt to burst the fetters of literality is 

a step closer to genuine articulation. Since Aithusserls 

concept of noverdetermination" is "constituted in the field of 

the symbolic, and has no meaning whatsoever outside it ... the 

most profound potentja meaning of Althusserls statement that 

everything existing in the social is overdetennined, is the 

assertion that the social constitutes itself as a symbolic 

orderOn3= If the social is constituted symbolically, then it 

is not the representation of a mpre-constitutedn literality, 

but rather, genuine articulation. 

The concept of overdetemination is a corrective to 

relation between exploiter and exploited. In Chapter 4, the 
strategic implications of this conception of class centrality 
for anti-capitalist struggle are brought to the fore. In 
Chapter 5, penal and psychiatric disciplinary technologies are 
examined as specific cases of bourgeois institutions whose 
respective bi-polar organizations are inextricably linked to 
the bi-polar opposition between workers and capitalists. The 
concrete links between anti-capitalist working class struggle 
and the struggles of prisoners and psychiatric patients are 
s h o w  . 



Hegelian conceptions of historical totality. It is a way of 

understanding historical totality that is not "a plurality of 

moments in a single process of self-~nfolding."'~ With Hegelian 

totality, history is contained by the literal. History is the 

unfolding of a wpre-constitutedm literal essence which is 

represented in various historical moments. This is the case 

whether one is dealing with the Hegelian essence of Geist, or 

the Marxist-Hegelian essence of dis-alienated species-being. 

Overdetermination opens up the symbolic dimension and allows 

for genuine articulation by removing the literal essence that 

fixes historical meaning: 

There are not cwn planes, one of essences and the other 
of appearances, since there is no possibility of fixing 
an literal sense for which the symbolic would be 
a second and derived plane of signification. Society and 
social agents lack any essence, and their regularities 
merely consist of the relative and precarious forms of 
fixation which accompany the establishment of a certain 
order. This analysis seemed to open up the possibility of 
elaborating a new concept of articulation, which would 
start from the overdetermined character of social 
relations. 38 

But, once asain, the symbolic dimension is not able to 

37 Ibid. , 97. 

38 Ibid., 98. 



break through the integument of the literal. In this case, 

overdetermination is subordinated to the principle of 

"determination in the last instance by the econorriyI1. And there 

is a genuine incompatibility between these concepts: 

If the economy is an object which can determine any type 
of society in the last instance, this means that, at 
least with reference to that instance, we are faced with 
simple determination and not overdetermination. If 
society has a last instance which determines its laws of 
motion, then G , , ~ - e l a & ~ b e t w e e n t h e e d  

This is, in fact, Laclau and Mouffe's paradigm case of 

the base/superst~cture dualism that stands for rnarxisrn as a 

whole. Laclau and Mouffe accept the marxist "pr~blematic~~ as 

it is presented by Althusser. He argues that the mamist 

dialectic is more than a simple wmaterialization" or a 

Nreversalv of the Hegelian idealist dialectic. Rather than 

locating the determining instance at the econornic level as 

Hegel had located it at the ideological level, the originality 

of Marx's reconceptualization of totality lay in the latter's 

l9 Ibid., 99. 



min Thus, Althusser gives us the 

following abstract formula. to be elaborated by fur ther  study: 

"on the one hand, t i n _ t h e , c c e  hv t k  

(economic) mode of nroduction; on the other, the relative 

the autonav of s 

. . effect~v>tv.~~~l Althusser thus attempts to overcome economic 

determinism by displacing the instances of determination 

(except, of course, the Itlastn one) . 

Simple economic determinisrn is not the only alternative, 

however, to Althusserls complex economic determinism. We c m  

find an alternative route of non-econodc m a r x i s m  by following 

M a r x  in his critique of bourgeois political economy. It is 

precisely this possibility that I explore in subsequent 

chapters. In Chapter 3 I give particular attention to class 

contradiction and class struggle in "dialogicaln processes, 

showing how these processes are not mere representations of a 

more basic ~economic" base, but in fact are simultaneously 

40 Louis Althusser, "On the Marxist Dialecticw in For 
W. trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Verso, 1990), 2 0 2 .  

41 Louis Althusser,  contradiction and ûverdeterminationn 
in Foy M u ,  111. 



economic, political and ideological. In Chapter 4 1 explain 

how it is bourgeois political economy that has buried 

political questions under neconornicn relations of exchange, 

and how these political questions find expression as social 

contradictions. In Chapter 5 1 explain how supposedly "extra- 

economicn power relations in the prison and the asylum are 

nevertheless integrated into the capitalist system of surplus 

extraction, Marx argues that it is bourgeois political economy 

which establishes a clear divis ion between economics and 

politics; equal exchange on the one hand, and relations of 

subordination and authority on the other." Marx questions this 

distinction by pointing to the class struggle that runs 

through al1 the various nlevelsm. It is the class struggle 

that he identifies as the motor of history. A marxisrn centred 

on economic, political and ideological -, rather 

than the cornplex determination of a "structure articulated in 

dominance" off ers the possibility of overcoming the problem of 

economic determinism by quest ioning the very possibility of 

42 See Ellen Meiksins Wood, "The separation of the 
'economic' and the 'political' in capitalismn, in I ) e m o s ,  

t C u 1  j sm, (New York : Cambridge University Press, 
1995), 19-48. 



identifying a distinct sphere that we can cal1 the neconomyN. 

Laclau and Mouffe share Althusserts blindness with 

respect to altemative approaches to economic determinism. 

They project Althusserrs mode1 backwards to explain previous 

developments in marxist theory. When Laclau and Mouffe pose 

the question as to why the unity of Luxemburg's revolutionary 

rnovement is conceived as a class unity, they ask why the 

revolutionary "process of overdetermination" should find its 

principle of unity in a class subject constituted in the 

sphere of the economy. Tt is, therefore, not surprising that 

they find determination in the last instance by the economy as 

the only basis for conceiving the revolutionary subject as a 

class subject. And while the "objective laws of econornic 

development" enjoy a privileged status for the Third 

International as a whole, it is entirely Fllegitimate for 

Laclau and Mouffe to impute this principle to  Gramsci. Before 

examining Laclau and Mouffe's post-marxist alternative to the 

base/superstructure rnodel, it must be noted that Gramsci and 

Luxemburg, like Marx himself, have reasons for putting C ~ S S  

at the centre of their respective analyses that do not involve 



the privileging of the economic base over the 

political/ideological superstructure, or literal over 

symbolic, or necessity over contingency. In subsequent 

chapters, 1 will be proposing an anti-econornistic conception 

of class centrality, as an alternative to post-marxist 

Nevertheless, Laclau and Mouffe insist on shoe-horning 

the entire mancist tradition into the base/superstructure 

model. They do this so that the history of marxism can be 

presented as a history of the development of the logic of the 

symbol within the confines of the superstructure which is, by 

definition, subordinate to the base. The symbolic, therefore, 

continually rails against the fetters of the economic base: 

... the picture we have presented is of a process of 
splits and fragmentations through which the 
disaggregation of the orthodox paradigm took place .... 
the same process can be seen as the emergence and 
expansion of the new articulatory a d  recomposing logic 
of hegemony. We saw, however, that this expansion met a 
limit. Whether the working class is considered as the 
political leader in a class alliance (Lenin) or as the 
articulatory core of a historical bloc (Gramsci), its 
f undamental identity is constituted in a terrain 
different from that in which the hegemonic practices 
operate. Thus, there is a threshold which none of the 
strategic-hegemonic conceptions manages to cross. If the 
validity of the economist paradigm is maintained in a 



certain instance - last though decisive, as it is the 
rational substratum of history - it is accorded a 
necess ity such that hegemonic articulations can be 
conceived only as mere contingency. This final rational 
stratum, which gives a tendential sense to al1 historical 
processes, has a specific location in the topography of 
the social : at the economic level ,43 

Laclau and Mouffe, however, do courageously go beyond the 

final "threshold which none of the strategic-hegemonic 

conceptions manages to cross " . In post -marxism, the f etters of 

the literal economic base are finally burst asunder by the 

expansive logic of the symbol. The post-rnarxist "key to the 

specific logic of social articulationn is to be found in "the 

radicalization of the concept of 'overdetermination1",q4 the 

most advanced expression of the logic of the symbol. 

In Chapter 3 1 will examine Laclau and Mouffets post- 

rnarxist radicalization of Althusserian overdetermination- 1 

will show how their liberation of the symbolic and the 

superstructural from the confines of literal and economic 

determinism produces a linguistic pluralism that is at once 

fully compatible with the currently hegemonic liberal 



democratic form of capitalism, and blind to the harsh material 

realities of class exploitation and class struggle. 



Laclau and Mouffe see their project of freeing the logic 

of the  symbol from the  literal constraints of the  economic 

base as the political counter-part to an anti-nominalist move 

in the philosophy of language. Just as Wittgenstein liberates 

the name from its bearer, so Laclau and Mouffe liberate 

discourse from the fetters of economic determinism. Drawing on 

post-structuralism, they argue that social totality is 

constructed as a system of mutually related symbolic elernents. 

In an effort to avoid the charge of idealism, Laclau and 

Mouffe try to weld their symbolic totality to Wittgenstein's 

concept of "laquage-gamelt. But there is a fundamental 

disjunction between Wittgenstein's language-game and post- 

marxist discourse. The latter is a total semiological system, 



while the former is a profoundly untotalizable anti-mode1 of 

social practices. Post-marxist discourse only tells us h m  

. Wittgenstein tells us bow w e  

use words act ons to do t . In other words, post- 

marxism can only tell us about social totality in a very 

abstract way, while Wittgenstein tells us about very specific 

social processes. Wittgenstein's observations do give us 

insight into the discursive construction of social life, but 

they cannot, without violence to the very concept of the 

language-game, be transformed into a semiolagical system. 

Wittgenstein's focus on the use of language in social 

processes, in the context of a marxist theoretical framework, 

can help us develop a practicaL understanding of the symbolic. 

From this perspective, language will not be a m e r e  ideological 

representation of a more basic "material realitytt , but will be 

part of the social processes that constitute social existence. 

The first steps in this direction, without the benefit of an 

acquaintance with Wittgenstein's language-gantes, have already 

been taken by Voloshinov. Bis marxist philosophy of language 

provides the starting point for a historical-materialist 



exploration of the generative powers of discourse. 

The first step in the post-rnarxist liberation of 

discourse from its economic fetters is a radicalization of 

Althusserian noverdeterminationW. First and foremost, this 

concept is radicalized by removing the principle of 

determination in the last instance by the economy. Thus, " the  

most prof ound meaning statement that 

everything existing in the social is ~verdetermined~~l is 

finally realized. The I1socialw must n o w  constitute itself as 

a flsymbolic order".  With the disappearance of the fllast 

instance If,  there f ollows the disappearance of any ultimate 

literality to fix the symbolic. Laclau and Mouffe themselves 

point out that their argument against the last instance in 

Althusser parallels Jacques Derrida's argument against the 

"transcendental signifiedf@ in structuralism. Just as, for 

Derrida, Ilthe original o r  transcendental signified, is never 

absolutely present outside a system of di£ f erences , m 2  

similarly, for Laclau and Mouffe, "the social only exists... 

. . Jacques Derrida, ml t w c Z  nifferenca, trans . Alan 
Bass. (Chicago; University of Chicago Press, 1978) 280. 



as an effort to construct that impossible object [society] n 3  

out of a system of differences. And it is because society is 

5mpossiblen that there is no last  instance to provide a 

"meaningw or a "centren to its existence. Or, in Derridian 

terms: "The absence of the transcendental signified extends 

the domain and the play of signification infinitely.t14 

d MoUffets JI 

What, in Laclau and Mouffels post-marxism, is left £rom 

marxism once the symbolic subverts a l1  literality? There is 

the category of articulation. But now it tlacquires a different 

theoretical  statu^".^ Articulation is n o w  genuine articulation 

- l'a discursive practice which does not have a plane of 

constitution prior to, or outside, the dispersion of the 

articulated e l e m e n t ~ . ~ ~ ~  Everything is articulated & 

e v e w a  . The category 

H & Sb;, 112. 

Derrida, 280. 

H & SS, 109. 

Ibid., 109. 



of representation is completely transcended. Representation is 

now understood as a msm- within the process of articulation. 

Representation can only be a moment within the process of 

articulation because it is articulation which now constitutes 

"totality". In Laclau and Mouffels terminology, a synonym for 

totality is ndiscourseu. There is nothing outside this 

totality to be represented. Although Laclau and Mouffe might 

object to the label of rltotality" for their wdiscoursem, they 

assert that everything socially relevant is somehow implicated 

in articulation, and articulation is "any practice 

establishing a relation among elements such that their 

identity is modified as a result of the articulatory 

practice."' Therefore. the ensemble of articulatory practices 

must constitute nothing less than "totality", or as Laclau and 

Mouffe cal1 it, a "structured totalityn or a frdiscourseu 

Ibid., 105. 

Laclau and Mouffe explain that, insofar as the 
establishment of a relation among elements modifies their 
identity, a "structured totalityrl results ( B u , .  , 105) . This 
never I1fully constitutedN structured totality is a discourse. 
And even though "the socialw is never fully constituted 
either , the various ensembles of articulated practices corne 
together to f o m  one big discourse of "the impossible objectn 
- society (H & SÇ., 112). Even though there are elements that 



This totality cari also be understood as an ensemble of 

I1differential positionsm which are articulated by articulatory 

practices. These differential positions are referred to as 

lvrn~mentsll . Moments are contrasted with "elements " - 

differential positions which are not articulated.1° Once some 

kind of relationship is established between elements, they are 

brought into discourse. They therefore becorne moments - but 

not wfullyN.ll An element is a kind of "floating signifiertu 

which acquires meaning ( identity) through articulation in a 

relational ensemble (difference) . But the identity thus 

acquired can never be exhaustive. There is an elemental 

capacity left over (so the transition from element to moment 

is never complete) . This elemental left-over can be 

appropriated by yet another articulatory practice, thus 

will eventually disturb and reconfiguxe this structured 
totality, they are meaningless until they too are brought into 
relation with the totality through articulatory practice. 

Ibid., 105. 

Ibid., 105. 

l1 Ibid., 110-111. 

l2 Ibid., 113. 



changing the meaning by re-arranging the relational ensemble. 

A new system of difference, and therefore new identities, are 

thus created. But these are just as incomplete as they ever 

. . .  were. The process continues ad infin~tum. So totality, or 

discourse, is necessarily incomplete - continually in flux.13 

Nevertheless, the whole point of articulatory practice, 

in this model, is to aim at a sort of completion. The closed 

totality of wsocietym has been abandoned for the open totality 

of the MsocialN, but "the social only exists, ... as an effort 

to construct that impossible object [society] . l1 Articulatory 

practices are thus attemptç at closure of the totality, but 

they are attempts that u t  f u .  Articulatory practices fix 

meaning, but never absolutely. There are always elemental 

left-overs in articulated moments. Totality itself, discourse, 

5 s  constituted as an attempt to dominate the field of 

discursivity, to arrest the flow of differences, to construct 

a centre. But there no centre. The centre was abandoned, 

by Laclau and Mouffe, in the form of Prlthusserls last 

l3 Ibid. , 111. 

l4 f b i d . ,  112. 



instancees Everything is now overdetermined. The last instance 

is thus yeiativia. It was one failed attempt to construct a 

centre. Centres are now multiple. They are I1privileged 

discursive pointsm or "nodal pointsm.16 Laclau and Mouffe thus 

summarize articulation as follows: 

Representation is, therefore, a moment of articulation 

l5 Of course, Althusser argues that his dual principles 
of "determination in the last instance by the (economic) mode 
of productionw and " t h e  relative autonomy of the 
superstructures and their specific effectivityI1 constitute a 
decen- of the Hegelian dialectic. Hegelian consciousness, 
to avoid idealism, would require "circles r j t h  a n t h e r  aeatre 

cl e ~ ,  - for it to be af f ected at its 
centre by their effectivity, in short for its essence to be 
over-detennined by them." See Louis Althusser, "Contradiction 
and ûverdetermination, " in For.Marx, trans . Ben Brewster (New 
York: Verso, 1990) 102. Nevertheless, Laclau and Mouffe would 
argue that Althusser only manages to decentre totality up 
until the "last instancen where a final recentring takes 
place. Laclau and Mouffe see themselves as carrying 
Althusserls operation of decentring through to the conclusion 
that, because of his commitments to marxism, he could not 
accept . 

l7 Ibid., 113. 



since it is one instance of an attempt to fix the meaning of 

a differential totality. It does this by attributing an 

ultimate literality18 to a central category - the last instance 

of the economy, the working class as historic subject, etc. 

For Laclau and Mouffe, marxism as a whole constitutes a series 

of attempts to construct a centre around various conceptions 

of the economic base. The economic base is supposed to be 

represented in the superstructure, but, Laclau and Mouffe 

argue, this representation itself is one articulatory practice 

among many. Its differential elements can be worked upon to 

produce an alternative totality, whose validity carmot be 

challenged by its failure to represent the "centret1 of the 

economic base since it was a constructed centre to begin with. 

Unlike marxism, post-marxism is able to fully elaborate how 

". . .the so-called 'representationl modifies the nature of what 

is represented. "19 

Thus, between represented and dichotomy the 

la For Laclau and Mouffe, "al1 discourse of fixationm is 
llmetaphorical~f and "literality is . . . the f irst of metaphors. " 
Ibid., 111. 

l9 Ibid., 58. 



representation is, like everything else lldiscursively 

constructedw. But Laclau and Mouffe are careful here, to 

disassociate themselves frorn idealism. They argue that Iv[t]he 

fact that every object is constituted as an object of 

discourse has m a  to d~ with whether there is a world 

external to thought, or with the realism/idealism 

opposition. The post-marxist position does not deny that 

"objects exist externally to thought" .21 There is a material 

reality that exists whether or not we think about it. 

Nevertheless, it is impossible for this reality to constitute 

itself "outside any discursive conditions of emergence . n22 We 

cannot know material reality "in itself", outside of 

discourse, because we can only look at it in the context of a 

totality of dif f erential positions. Actuai material ob j ects 

theaselves occupy some of these differential positions. 

Therefore, Laclau and Mouffe claim to be affirming " the  

20 I b i d . ,  1 0 8 .  

21 Ib id . ,  1 0 8 .  

22 Ib id . ,  1 0 8 .  



terja character of every discursive It is the 

model of representation that posits "an objective field 

constituted outside of any discursive intervention, and a 

diseourse consisting of the pure expression of tho~ght."~~ With 

the representation model, material reality is represented in 

a discourse consisting of thoughts, ideas, concepts, language, 

etc. But Laclau and Mouffe reject the Nassumption of the 

mental character of d i s c o ~ r s e . ~ ~ ~  In lieu of the representation 

model, they propose their own articulation model , where 

"linguistic and non-linguistic elements ... constitute a 

differential and structured system of positions - that is a 

discourse. u26  And, since these "dif ferential positions 

include ... a dispersion of very diverse material elernent~,~~~' 

the charge of idealism is more properly levelled at so-called 

materialists who think that discourse is a ghostly, imperfect, 

23 Ibid., 108. 

24 Ibid., 108. 

25 Ibid., 108. 

26 Ibid., 108. 

27 Ibid., 108. 



subjective representation of objective, material reality that 

exists "outside of any discursive interventionmf . 

f s  ~ j s z Q ! r ~ e  a "uLwuasae cane" or are P o ? = i s t s  iust 

Worclsm ? 

This is where Laclau and Mouffe invoke the post-Tractatus 

Wittgenstein. His argument against nominalism seems to 

parallel the post-marxist argument against representation. 

Like the post-marxists, Wittgenstein recognizes the capacity 

of social agents to construct themselves and their environment 

with their words and their actions. He does not accept the 

notion that w o r d s  are simply a way to represent material 

objects that have an "ultimate literalityl'. Although 

Wittgenstein starts out with this nominalist picture of 

language in his Tractatus, he later cornes to the conclusion 

that it ignores the way that our w o r d s  actually function in 

their ordinary social contexts. This is why ~ittgenstein 

becomes a philosopher of If ordinary language" . Unlike his 

approach in the Tractatu, Wittgenstein's Philasobhical 

28 Ibid.,  108. 



ticratj o m ,  does not start from the abstract, constructing 

a mode1 of how language ought to work in ordex to apply that 

mode1 to actual cases. fnstead, he does numerous case studies 

in order to clarify h o w  language actually functions when it is 

used to get things done. In doing sot he reveals the lacunae 

of his past nominalism. 

Wittgenstein calls these case studies in ordinary 

language use "language-games" . Laclau and Mouffe see an 

adumbration of their discursive totality in the 

Wittgensteinian language-game: I1Language games , in 

Wittgenstein, include within an indissoluble totality both 

language and the actions interconnected with it...N29 Since 

Wittgenstein is trying to show how ordinary language is 

actually used in particular social circumstances, his 

language-games involve people using words combined with 

actions to get things done. Thus, in the language-game cited 

by Laclau and ~ouffe, there are two builders that use blocks, 

pillars, slabs, and beams along with the words fvblockll, 

I1pillarm, nslabf l ,  and "beamN in cooperative work to build a 

Ibid., 108. 



structure.30 It is the combination of the actual building 

stones, the actions of the workers and the words that they 

utter that give meaning to any one of these elements. This 

whole structure of meaning is the language-garne. To take the 

word ltslabw, in isolation, and define it by attaching it to 

the object that it designates, does not exhaust the meaning of 

flslabn. When A gives B the order to bring him a slab by 

uttering the one word sentence ~ S l a b ~ ,  A is not merely re- 

naming the object. He is doing something. He is giving an 

order. That order is, in the context of this laquage-game, 

part of t h e  meaning of the word "slabfI. Thus, Wittgenstein's 

analysis of this language-game, underlines the flperformative 

charactern of speech acts." H e  does not accept the notion that 

the words simply represent the material objects of the 

laquage-game. The words "play a partu in the language-game. 

They are elements in the construction of the language-game. 

Ibid. , 108. The example is f rom Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
O= (hereaf ter ET) , transe G . E . M. 

Anscombe (New York: Macmillan Company, 1968) Part 1, Sect . 2, 
3e. 

3L This aspect of the building language-game is emphasized 
by Laclau and Mouffe. H & SS, 108. 



Speaking a word is an action on par with moving a building 

stone. These two types of action, and the material objects 

involved, in post-marxist terms, "constitute a differential 

and structured system of p s i t i o r ~ s  - that is, a discourse. u32 

The key dif f erence , however , between pos t -marxist 

"discursive totality" and the Wittgensteinian 'flanguage-gameu, 

is that the former is a model of how human beings construct 

the %ocialN, while the latter is an anti-mode1 designed to 

bring out the difficulties encountered when applying a pre- 

conceived rnodel of language to particular social contexts 

where language is actually used. To cal1 language-games a 

"totalityU , discursive or otherwise, is prof oundly 

unwittgensteinian. Wittgenstein finds the game metaphor to be 

useful precisely because it is impossible to specify 

generaL how the different elements of alL games perform their 

respective functions. One can understand the function of a 

game "piece" or a game "wordH only by looking at the concrete 

situation that it is imbedded in, One cannot define what games 

are as a whd e, or as a totality. Each game must be understood 



in its own t ems  in order to understand its relationship to 

other games: 

Consider for example the proceedings that we cal1 
"gamesN. 1 mean board-games, card-games, ball-games, 
Olympic games, and so on. What is comrnon to them all? - 
DonBt Say "There m u s t  be sornething common, or they would 
not be called 'gamesfif - but look and see whether there 
is anything common to all. - For if you look at them you 
will not see something common to &, but similarities, 
relationships, and a whole series of them at that. To 
repeat : don1 t think, but look! - Look for example at 
board-games, with their multifarious relationships. Now 
pass to card-games; here you find many correspondences 
with the first group, but many common features drop out, 
and others appear. When we pass next to ball-gantes, much 
that is common is retained, but much is lost. - Are they 
al1 "amusing"? Compare chess with noughts and crosses. Or 
is there always winning and losing, or competition 
between players? Think of patience. In ball games there 
is winning and losing; but when a child throws his ball 
at the wall and catches it again, this feature has 
disappeared. Look a t  the parts played by skill and luck; 
and at the difference between skill in chess and skill in 
ternis. Think now of games like ring-a-ring-a-roses; here 
is the element of amusement, but how many other 
characteristic features have disappeared! . . .  

And the result of this examination is: we see a 
complicated network of sirnilarities overlapping and 
criss-crossing; sometirnes overall similarities, sometirnes 
similarities of detail. 33 

Just as garnes must be understood in their own t e m s  in 

order to specify their "complicated network of similarities 

overlapping and criss-crossingm, so too must language-garnes be 

33 a, Part 1, Sect. 66, 31e-32e. 

64 



examined in their particular social contexts in order  t o  see 

what relates them to other laquage-games in other  social 

contexts . So even t h ~ u g h  Wittgenstein sometimes cal1 [s] the 

whole, consisting of Imguage and the actions i n t o  which it  is 

woven, the 'language-game1,1134 at this level, al1 that can be 

said is that there are many different sorts of games being 

played. There are "family resemblances" like "the various 

resemblances between members of a f amily : build, f eatures , 

colour of eyes, gait , temperament, etc. " that "overlap and 

criss-cross" but none are common to the whole farnily, or set 

of garne~.'~ Wittgenstein warns against being rnisled by the 

uniform "clothing of our language~'~~ into the v i e w  t h a t  there 

is  a uniformity to the "whole" language-game. He emphasises, 

instead, the "prodigious diversity of al1 the every-day 

language-games . 37 

34 Ibid. , Part I f  Sect . 7, Se. Laclau and Mouf fe quote 
this passage in support of their conflation of lldiscursive 
t o t a l i t y f l  and "language-gamem. & SS, 108. 

35 fa, Part 1, Sect- 67, 32e. 

36 a., Part II, Section xi, 224e. 

37 a., Part II, Section xi, 224e. 



Laclau and Mouffefs totalization of Wittgenstein's 

concept of lllanguage-garneu is entirely at cross-purposes with 

the reasoning behind the game metaphor. The construction of a 

totality out of a "differential and structured system of 

positionsn is an instance of what Wittgenstein calls "playing 

with wordsn: 

... if someone wished to Say: "There is something common 
to al1 these constructions - namely the disjunction of 
al1 their common propertiesu - 1 should reply: Now you 
are only playing with words. One rnight as well Say: 
"Sornething runs through the whole thread - namely the 
continuous overlapping of those  fibre^'^.^^ 

Laclau and Mouffe are following Michel Foucaultfs word 

play. They take, as the l'type of coherencen proper to the 

discursive totality, Foucaultls principle of "regularity in 

dispersionn . 39 To understate, this type of coherence is 

completely alien to the functioning of ordinary language to 

which Wittgensteinian laquage-games are directed, 

Furthemore, this entirely abstract principle does not bring 

them any closer to understanding how the discursive totality 

n, Part 1, Sect. 67, 32e. 
39 B & SS, 105. For Foucaultls treatment of the dispersed 

character of the discursive formation see Michel Foucault, 
ocnr of Knowle- (New York; Pantheon, 1972) 31-39. 



works, or how the totalized language-game is played. Foucault 

himself does not advance one step in this direction. 

Foucauldian dispersion is, more or less, a justification for 

not taking social theory beyond tlmicro-powern and 

"technologies of the selfn. As I w i l l  argue in Chapter 5, 

Foucaultls analyses of penal and psychiatric technologies of 

social control help us understand how each regime functions on 

a micro-level, but the dispersion of these regimes leaves us 

ignorant as to their intercomection. I will also rnake 

concrete proposals about the relations between "laquage 

gamesu in the prison, the asylum, the factory, and other areas 

of social life. 

Post-rnarxism does not accept the untheorized autonomy of 

Foucaultts micro-technological power regimes, emphasizing 

instead the e i t v  side of Foucaultts "regularity i n  

dispersionu formulation. To see the  discursive formation ... 

from the perspective of the ~e- in dispersion" is to 

recognize "a configuration, which in certain contexts of 

. . exteriority can be -,I f le4 as a totality. 



But if the word play of regularity in dispersion does not 

take us beyond the entirely unrernarkable observation of the 

commonality of disjunction of the common properties of the 

multifarious language-games, how does the post-marxist mode1 

produce a functioni nq totality? The answer is, it makes the 

discursive construction of the social consist of the 

llarticulation" of regularity and dispersion, commonality and 

disjunction, or, in Laclau and Mouffe's terms, "equivalence 

and difference". And since equivalence and difference are 

mapped ont0 the liberal-democratic principles of equality and 

liberty, this amounts to making the liberal-democratic 

language-game what constitutes the social totality. It is a 

social totality that functions as liberal-democracy. 

As w e  have already observed, the elements are worked upon 

and partially fixed as moments around nodal points. The 

partial fixation of meaning works according to two opposed, 

but rnutually reinforcing, Mlogics" of equivalence and 

di£ference. The establishment of relations of equivalence 

among elements is the basis for the llantagonismsll that make 

society impossible. The establishment of relations of 



difference among elements is a tendency towards the 

construction of the impossibility of society. 

How do relations of equivalence constitute the basis for 

social antagonisms, and how do differences tend towards t h e  

construction of the impossible object of society? 

Conceptually, the moment of difference, is the founding 

moment of the post-marxist totality. Equivalence is a 

continua1 subversion that is coterminous with the totality it 

subverts. Nevertheless, equivalential meaning is a %econdW 

meaning, "parasitic on the f irst [di£ f erential meaning] So 

"societyN, insofar as it is able to constitute itself as this 

impossible object, is a system of differences. This is, 

essentially, a mode1 of the social totality based on the 

Saussurean mode1 of the linguistic totality. In fact, despite 

their previously stated intention to include non-linguistic 

elements in their social totality, Laclau and Mouffe slip back 

and forth quite easily between the respective totalities of 

"languageI1 and * ~ o c i e t y " . ~ ~  It is clear, that social totality 

*l Ibid. ,  127. 

42 Ibid. ,  125-126. 



is conceived as a semiological system, and, like Saussure, 

Laclau and Mouffe find the "master patterngf for al1 serniology 

in language . 43 

Althoügh, a society of purely constituted difference is, 

strictly speaking, impossible, Laclau and Mouf fe draw examples 

of this tendency from the "one nationm ideology of Disraeli, 

and the "positivist illusionw of Welfare State ide~logy.~~ In 

these cases, there is a more or less stable system of 

differences, where the meaning of each element is transformed 

into a moment in the social ensemble. The examples are taken 

from narrative pleas for social peace rather than concrete 

case studies, because the social totality is always penetrated 

by antagonisms. Social totality, as such, can only take on 

illusory forms. So just as Derrida shows that the Saussurean 

linguistic totality must necessarily subvert itself (due to 

the necessary failure of the Vranscendental signifiedn to 

achieve absolute presence), Laclau and Mouffe extend the same 

43  Ferdinand de Saussure, "From Course in General 
Z .  

Linguistics, If in The St-ts From Ma- to L e m  - Strauss, 
Richard and Fernande DeGeorge ( e d s .  ) , (New York; Anchor Books, 
1972) 73. 

44 H & SS, 130. 



principle to their social totality: 

If language is a system of differences, antagonism is the 
failure of difference: in that sense, it situates itself 
within the limits of language and can only exist as the 
disruption of it - that is, as metaphor. . . . for every 
language and every society are constituted as a 
repression of the consciousness of the impossibility that 
penetrates thern?  

How do relations of equivalence subvert the social 

totality, and thus constitute the basis for social 

antagonisrns? Laclau and Mouffe suggest the example of a 

colonized country to demonstrate a society that is 

particularly %mpossiblen due to its division by a very clear 

antagonisrn - the antagonism of the colonizer and the 

colonized. This antagonism is "made evident through a variety 

of contents: differences of dress, of language, of skin 

colour, of customs . v46 But these "dif ferencesu, insof ar as they 

constitute a social antagonism, are only strictly 

differentiated in a bi-polar way. They are differences that 

have equivalent social meanings: Thus equivalence creates a 

second social meaning which, though parasitic on the first, 

46 Ibid . ,  127. 



subverts it: the differences cancel one other out insofar as 

they are used to express something identical underlying them 

al1 . If*' The bi-polar organization of social space is not , 

however, capable of completely dissolving social totality: 

For if we could diffexentiate the c h a h  of equivalences 
with regard to something other than that which it 

-. --* 
opposes, its tems could not be exclusively defined in a 
negative manner [bi-polar opposition] . . . . If society is 
not totally possible, neither is it totally impossible. 
This allows us to formulate the following conclusion: if 
society is never transparent to itself because it is 
unable to constitute itself as an objective field, 
neither is antagonism entirely transparent, as it does 
not manage totally to dissolve the objectivity of the 
social . 48 

Laclau and Mouffe argue that this post-marxist position 

develops the Gramscian concepts of articulation and hegemony, 

beyond the "essentialismtl that was blocking them in the 

marxist framework. For post-marxism, the bi-polar antagonism 

of class is no longer the central antagonism, around which 

other antagonisms are articulated in a fundamentally bi-polar 

hegemonic formation. The configuration of antagonisms in the 

post-marxist hegemonic formation, can be articulated in a 

47 Ibid., 127. 

4 e  Ibid., 129. 



completely unpredictable variety of patterns, some of which 

will tend towards bi-polarity, but the bi-polar hegemonic 

formation will be the gxc~ption to the 0. Gramsci argued 

that oppositional struggle, insofar as its goal was 

fundamental social transformation, would have to develop the 

working class end of this bi-polar formation, welding together 

the diverse groups into a counter-hegemonic force with a class 

project. The post-marxist position is that oppositional 

struggle involves articulating many diverse bi-polar 

antagonisrns, none of which are central, while allowing each 

particular struggle its autonomy within the counter-hegemonic 

force. Whatever counter-hegemonic project develops from this 

situation, will have no necessary class character . 4 9  

The tendentially bi-polar hegemonic formation, whether 

divided between capital and labour, or colonizer and 

colonized, is characterized as a situation productive to 

"popularN struggle. This situation is more typical to the 

Third World than to Western societies. Western societies, 

since the French revolution, have tended to develop more 

- - 

49 Ibid., 137. 



complex configurations of antagonisms. Popular struggles have 

petered out over the past 200 years, being replaced by 

wdemocraticv struggles. nDemocraticm struggles involve a 

multiplicity of antagonistic relationships. Since the central 

antagonism of popular struggles is now recognized as a 

constructed centre that only partially fixes social meaning, 

I1...it is clear that the fundamental concept is that of 

'democratic strugglel, and that popular struggles are merely 

specific conjunctures resulting £rom the multiplication of 

equivalence effects among the democratic s t ~ g g l e s . " ~ ~  

Democratic struggles operate within the framework 

provided by liberal-democracy, while taking as their goal, the 

deepening of the latter's social meaning. Thus, it is argued, 

e L e f t . , .  c-ot he t 

but on the contrw. to dee~en and e m  

d 9- demoa~acy. n51 Both 

the "liberal" and the "democratic" sides of liberal-democracy 

are integral to post-mamist democratic struggles. Liberty, so 

S0 Ibid., 137. 

51 Ibid., 176. 



valued within liberal discourse, is the principle that 

protects the autonomy, or the "differencen of the multifarious 

democratic struggles. Equality, a principle that must be given 

its due for any system to cal1 itself democratic, allows the 

demands brought out by mequivalencesn of antagonisms a degree 

of legitimacy. There is, in other words, a mapping of 

difference ont0 liberalism and liberty on the one hand, and a 

mapping of equivalence ont0 democracy and equality on the 

other. Paradoxically, any struggle that looks beyond liberal- 

democracy, thus, appears as an attempt at nclosurell - an 

attempt to fix a system of differences, or a bi-polar 

antagonism, with an absolute meaning. 

Democracy came to us in the form of the "democratic 

revolution". The French revolution is post-marxismrs paradigm 

case. For post-marxisrn, the democratic revolution is 

understood as the emergence of a ndemocwatic discourseu. The 

founding text of this discourse is the m a t i a o f t h e  

tn of m. Whereas the ancien régime's legitimacy depended 

on the acceptance of the natural superiority of rulers, 

democratic legitimacy was founded, in this document, on a body 



of natural equals - t h e  "peoplen. But, once the genie was out 

of the b o t t l e ,  it becarne impossible to limit this equality to 

its original definition - the juridical equality of male 

citizens. Laclau and Mouffe follow de Tocqueville in arguing 

that, " T h i s  break with t h e  ancien régime ... would psovide the 

discursive conditions which made it possible to propose the 

dif f erent f orms of inequality as illegitimate and a n t i -  

natural, and thus make them equivalent as forms of 

oppression.fg52 The extension of equality between citizens to 

equality between the sexes, is made possible by democratic 

discour~e.~~ Socialist demands for economic equality are also 

"seen as a moment interna1 to the democratic revolution, and 

only intelligible on the basis of the equivalential logic 

which the latter e s t a b l i s h e ~ . ~ ~ ~  There are many more of these 

chains of equivalence constructed around antagonisms of race, 

sexual orientation, the environment, and so on. 

Y e t ,  as we have already witnessed, these chains of 

52 Ibid., 155. 

53 Ibid., 154. 

54 Ibid., 156. 



equivalence are only a partial limitation on the system of 

differences that constitute the social totality. They are a 

"second meaningw that subverts differential meaning. 

Equivalence is " p a r a s i t i ~ ~ ~  on t h i s  totality, even while 

antagonisms constitute the lirnits of society, thus making it 

~ i m p o ~ s i b l e ~ . ~ ~  The equivalent terms of the various antagonisms 

must have sorne relations with the discursive terrain around 

them, including other  antagonisms. These relations, in the 

ffdemocratic imaginary", are built on the principle of 

"liberty" . 

Liberalism, however, "despite its articulation with the 

dernocratic imaginary, . . .  has continued to retain as a rnatrix 

of production of the individual what Macpherson called 

'possessive indi~idualisrn~.~~~ Nevertheless, there is a 

wsubversive potentialn in liberalism and liberty, that has 

been made evident with the extension of individual rights 

through the construction of chains of equivalence. As more 

55 Ibid. ,  127. 

. . 
56 Ibid. , 175. See C.B. Macpherson, The Pol J t~ c a l  Theorv . . of Po,ssess ve U v i  , (Toronto ; Oxford University 

Press, 1962) , 



oppressed groups gain access to the status of naturally equal 

subjects, it becomes obvious that the "libertyN of the 

possessive individual imposes unfair restrictions on the 

liberty of others . For example, the possessive individual 's 

freedom is freedom to pollute the environment where his or her 

natural equals live. The challenges to possessive individual 

liberty thus provoked, have forced the def enders of possessive 

individualism to draw upon conservative anti-democratic 

justifications of inequality . 57 It is argued that an over- 

emphasis on egalitarianism erases the natural dif ferences that 

are functional for the social whole . Neo-consematives thus 

defend a natural hierarchy of differences against the 

onslaught of democratic equality. Natural differences are 

protected by possessive individual liberty.s8 

Laclau and Mouffe, on the other hand, see the potential 

for an authentically gemocratic-liberalisrn, where liberalism 

would be the means of protecting the autonomy of the various 

democratic struggles. The problem with Gramsci's counter- 

'' P & SI 175. 

Ibid. , 174. 



hegemony was its necessary class character. Laclau and Mouffe 

see this as fundamentally anti-democratic because it is anti- 

pluralist. A counter-hegemony organized around a working-class 

project, is 5ncompatible with the plurality and the opening 

which a radical democracy requires . I t s 9  Democratic struggles 

must be conducted on their own terrain. Workers democratic 

stniggle will be anti-capitalist. Wornenfs dernocratic struggle 

will be anti-sexist. Since anti-sexisrn is not automatically 

produced by anti-capitalism, or vice versa, the two struggles 

must keep their chains of equivalence £ r o m  completely 

overlapping. Since antagonisms are bi-polar, this could only 

m e a n  that fusing the two antagonisms would subordinate one of 

the struggles on the dernocratic end: 

mere w-t, . . . necessary links between anti-sexism and 
anti-capitalism, and a unity between the two can only be 
the result of a hegemonic articulation. It follows that 
it is only possible to construct this articulation on the 
basis of separate struggles, which only exercise their 
equivalential and overdetermining effectç in certain 
spheres of the social. This requires the autonomization 
of the spheres of struggle and the multiplication of 
political spaces . . . 60 

59 Ibid., 178. 

60 Ibid. , 178. 



So the "leftn is not really a discrete entity with a 

unified political project: "... there is not one politics of 

the Left whose contents can be determined in isolation from 

al1 contextual referen~e?~ This is not, of course, what it 

rneans to argue for a working class left, even from the most 

dogmatic, mechanistic, economic-determinist marxist 

perspective. The claim has never been made by marxists that 

& the progressive movements of history have been working 

class ones. This claim has only been made (and not by mamism 

as a whole, but only by certain marxist tendencies) for the 

capitalist era. The claim has D e v e r  been made "in isolation 

from al1 contextual referencen. Nevertheless, the post-marxist 

position goes further than this anti-a ~ r i d - i s m  in its 

argument for the autonomy of democratic struggles. Even within 

the context of the capitalist epoch, "[w]e are exactly in the 

field of Wittgensteinls laquage games: the closest we can get 

is to find 'family resemblances l 1'62 between the dispersion of 

elements that we recognize as the regularity of the 'left- The 

61 Ibid., 179. 

62 Ibid., 179. 



autonomy of the various democrat ic language-games is , 

therefore, built on a liberal basis: 

... total equivalence never exists; every equivalence is 
penetrated by a constitutive precariousaess, derived from 
the unevermess of the social. To this extent, the 
precariousness of every equivalence dernands that it be 
complemented/limited by the logic of autonomy. It is for 
this reason that the demand for ecniqJ&y is not 
sufficient, but needs to be balanced by the demand for 
liberty, which leads us to speak of a radical and 
democracy . . . . [LI iberalism. . . as an ethical principle 
which defends the liberty of the individual to fulfil his 
or her human capacities, . . . is more valid today than 
ever . 63 

Democracy requires both the democratic equality of the 

democratic revolution, and the liberal liberty that has been 

articulated with it. Democracy without the ethical principle 

of liberalism is not really democracy at all. Thus, Laclau and 

Mouffe conflate democracy and D e r d  -democracy. Their 

decentred, pluralist, counter-hegemonic project is therefore, 

not only "interna1 to the democratic revol~tion~~, it is also 

interna1 to the current liberal-democratic system. And however 

"radicalI1 it is claimed ta be, it does not look beyond 

liberal-democracy. Liberal-democracy is the rneta-language-game 

that makes al1 the democratic struggle language games- 

Ibid . ,  184. 



possible. 

Ironically, this means that any fundamental ç h a t m  to 

. . .  
the current liberal-dernocratic system is , bv d e f u t )  on, an 

attempt to institute an anti-democratic nclosure~. Such a 

challenge would either present one democratic set of 

equivalences as constitutive of counter-hegemony as such, or 

it would present the "nationw as a stable system of 

differences. The equivalential challenge would mean a 

subordination of al1 difference to one equivalential 

opposition. Laclau and Mouffe seem to have as their model, 

here, a centralized state-socialist alternat ive to liberal - 

democracy , where al1 di£ f erence is labelled ltbourgeoisll and 

purged by violent means. The differential challenge would mean 

an active valuation of the differences that make up the 

"nationn, while chains of equivalence are labelled 

Nunpatrioticll allegiances, and are broken up by violent means. 

The fascist state best represents this alternative. Despite 

the laquage of lIequivalencell and lldif f erence , we can see 

that this is a very old and familiar argument for liberal- 

democracy. It is the same argument that Karl Popper made in 



the 1 9 4 0 ~ ~  for the liberal-democratic I1opent1 society, and 

against the f a s c i s t  and communist wclosedm s~cieties.~~ And if 

the choice is between liberal-democracy, fascism and 

Stalinism, it is obvious which alternative is most "openM. 

Against Laclau and Mouffe, it will be argued that the 

liberal-democratic system is inextricably bound to capitalism, 

and that democratic-socialism constitutes the only really 

wradicalw (ie. anti-capitalist) alternative - and it is a 

radical alternative without *closurel'. But first, we must deal 

with the post-marxist derivation of social totality from the 

Wittgensteinian language-game. 

The disjunction between the Wittgensteinian language-game 

and the post-mancist social totality is that the former is an 

manti-model~, while the latter is a "meta-modeln. The 

language-game anti-mode1 allows for the greatest possible 

variance in its application to particular contexts . The 

meaning of any word or action is i n ?  on j t s  

context - how it is used in "ordinary 

languageu . There are language-gantes that have in 

K.R. Popper. The m n  Socjatv and Itn m, Vol. 2 ,  
(London; Routledge and Kegen P a u l ,  19621, 63, 162. 



common, Save their linguistic mclothingw. The social totality 

meta-mode1 starts £ r o m  this universal linguistic integument 

and thus derives a functi o & p  semi01 o g i c a  svstem. As f have 

argued, Laclau and Mouffe conceive social totality on the 

Saussurean linguistic mode1 of mutually related (even 

though signs include non-linguistic elements, this does not 

change the fact that language is the master pattern). The 

words and actions that make up language-games find their 

ultimate social meaning in the semiological system. Their 

meaning depends on their articulation as differential and 

equivalential moments, which both constitute and dissolve 

social totality, or lldiscoursell. It may appear on the face of 

it that Laclau and Mouffe, like Wittgenstein, are not positing 

something comon to al1 the various language games, but merely 

that they are al1 mutually related in ways similar to the 

various games in Wittgenstein's list. But Laclau and Mouffe do 

not merely Say that language games are related in a variety of 

unpredictable patterns. They claim that language games are al1 

o l w u  related65 on the mode1 of commonality and 

65 This is the significance of Laclau and Mouffels claim 
that I1Every social practice is ... - in one of its dimensions - 



disjunction or equivalence and difference. This d a i m  is then 

. . yeif~ed when equivalence and difference are mapped ont0 

equality and liberty respectively. With the first move Laclau 

and Mouffe are playing with words - they are constructing a 

false common element that runs through the thread. With the 

second move they are saying that this word play is real - they 

are saying that the common elernent that runs through the 

thread is a very important property of the thread that tells 

us what we can do with it. Since liberty and equality are what 

constitute the thread, we can only do liberal-democratic 

things with it (unless we want to live in a 'lclosedn social 

totality) . 

Even though "actionsn are part of Laclau and Mouf fe l s 

semiological system, neither actions nor words are actually 

anything here, the way that they do things in ordinary 

language-games. The only thing that "gets done" in post- 

marxist discourse, is the establishment of new differential 

and equivalential relations through the rearticulation of 

elements. Signs are mutually related, but things only get done 



at the level of speech (=file). This is where signs are used 

for particular purposes. 

Laclau and Mouffe use Wittgenstein's example of two 

workers building a waLl to illustrate their concept of 

discourse. Here, something gets done; a wall is built. The 

actions and the words of the builders are u s d  and meant in 

this context of w u  sanetm. When Laclau and Mouffe go on 

to discuss the differential and equivalential relations of 

words and actions that constitute discourse, one is given the  

impression that they are suggesting that equivalence and 

difference somehow render the building of the wall possible, 

in the way that Saussurean language (-) renders speech 

(parole) possible. But they never corne back to explain the 

of anything else. 

Laclau and Mouffe go on, in their fourth and final 

chapter, to explain 200 years of history as the play of 

differential and equivalential logics. The democratic 

equivalence of the "peopleN disrupts the difference of the 

I1ancien régimeu . The "democratic imaginaryn , thus established, 

makes possible new chains of equivalence along lines of class, 



gender, race, etc. The logic of difference finds expression in 

the liberal ideology that is articulated with the democratic 

imaginary. This allows the various democratic struggles to 

maintain their autonomy, and develop a "plural radicalisrnn 

within liberal-democracy. History m n e u ,  but nothing aets 

dane. Workers recognize certain commonalities amongst 

themselves that put them in opposition to the bourgeoisie, but 

the fact that they recognize these commonalities while 

building walls, or do- other things for their bosses, seems 

incidental? Gender equivalences are established in a similar 

way. The fact that things in the home and workplace are 

in a gendered way seems u~iirnportant.~~ Furthemore, these 

struggles are autonomous, not because workers and women SQ 

different things, but because liberal ideology allows the 

distinct oppositions of class and gender to be autonomously 

articulated. 

66 '*S~cialist~~ issues are put on the agenda because 
relations of political equality between the ensemble of the 
citizenry can be seen as inconsistent with relations of 
economic inequality. H a - ,  156. 

67 Political equality is revealed to be inconsistent with 
gender inequality, and v-, f eminism is born. H a ,  154. 



By contrast, Wittgensteinian language-games explain 

precisely how words and actions are used to a-th done; 

how A and B use words and actions to build a wall, how one 

uses words and actions to make boilers according to 

calculations so that boiler explosions will be less likely, 

how the words and actions of student and teacher allow the 

former to become adept at applying a mathematical 

And the relations between the elements of these diverse 

language-garnes are not sign to sign relations on the 

Saussurean model. Words and actions do not form a system of 

differences. They are functioning components of social 

processes, both of which are constantly undergoing change. 

This is why Wittgenstein d r a w s  parallels between the 

w o r u  used by the workers A and B, and their too;Ls. Tools are 

parts of the social process of building. Through constant use 

tools undergo change, and as the social process of building 

develops, their functions in that process change as well. when 

tool N breaks, it is no longer serviceable in its function. 

Even if the tool never gets replaced, however, the word "Nn 

6e PT, Part 1, Sect. 2, 3e, Sect. 466, 133e, Sect. 151, 
59e. 



can çtill have a function in the overall social process: 

. . . we could. . . imagine a convention whereby B has to shake 

his head in reply if A gives h i m  the sign belonging to a tool 

that is broken. n69 A less functionalN word would be a name 

that does not correspond to any past or present tool, but even 

this word ltcould be given a place in the language-gametW. 70 B 

could shake his head just as he did with the broken Wn, and 

the part played by this nexus of words and actions could be 

imagined as "a sort of joken between the two workers.'l 

Although this joke does have a function in a social process 

(humour can be very useful in breaking up the monotony of 

work) , it does not f ind its meaning in its use in the  same 

sense as the words and actions that are part of the "normaltt 

language-game of A and B. The joke is an exception to the 

rule. It has a dvsfuctjonZb;L aspect, even thoilgh there are 

ways in which it is functional as well. Thus Wittgenstein 

concludes: "For a class of cases - though not for al1 - 

69 Ibid., Part 1, Sect. 41, 20e. 

70 Ibid., Part 1, Sect. 42, 20e. 

71 Ibid., Part 1, Sect . 42, 20e. 
89 



in which we employ the word 'meaningt it can be defined thus: 

the meaning of a word is its use in the lang.aage.u72 

While this approach allows Wittgenstein to point out the 

problems with attempts to assign meanings to words outside of 

the particular social processes in which they are used, it 

limits his ability to generalize beyond particular instances 

of use-in-social-process. Thus, the modesty of his claim: 

meaning is use for a wm class of cases - though not for 

all.. . There is nothing more that can be said about this 

large class of cases, or the cases that are outside it. How do 

we know whether the meaning of a particular word is found in 

its use or not? By looking at the place the word occupies in 

its particular ordinary language-game. Social processes are 

not fully historical. social processes, because they appear 

unrelated to the history of societies generally. Social 

processes are language-games. That is to Say, that social 

processes have no one thing in comon. The "language-gamem is 

an anti-model. 

Dues this mean that history can only be understood behind 

72 Ibid., Part 1, Sect. 43, 20e. 

90 



the back of social process? Must we establish a system of 

differences out of the disjunction of the common properties of 

social processes à la Laclau and Mouffe? 1s the positing of a 

semiological meta-model the only w a y  out? 

. . 
P pny J t - 1 ~ ~  of 

In the course of developing a rnarxist alternative to 

Saussurean approaches to language, V.N. Voloshinov gives us a 

response that we can oppose to post-rnarxism's semiological 

meta-model. Until quite recently, Voloshinov was an obscure 

figure, both within the marxist tradition, and among 

philosophers of lang~age.'~ His unorthodox approach to his 

object of study made him a target of Stalinist censorship and 

repression, and his principle work was only translated into 

'' It is well known that Voloshinov was part of the 1920s 
Russian intellectual milieu that influenced M.M. Bakhtin. 
Voloshinov participated in what later became known as the 
"Bakhtin circlen, whose work, until recently, was thought to 
be entirely the product of M.M. Bakhtin. Among the 
philosophers profoundly influenced by Voloshinov after his 
publication in English, is Raymond Williams, who countered the 
"systemN approach to language found in some forms of 
structuralist marxism with Voloshinov's nsocial processm 
approach. See Raymond Williams, M s r n  andterat - ,  (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1977) 35-38. 



English more than 40 years after its publication in Russian." 

A Russian marxist writing during the 1920s, Voloshinov was 

ignorant of Wittgenstein's p o s t - m a c t a t ~  writings. His work, 

nevertheless, can be read as an extension of Wittgensteinian 

philosophy into social and political domains. Voloshinov 

experimented with approaches that start with words and actions 

engaged in particular social processes. The mutual interaction 

of these processes produces a history that cannot be reduced 

to the play of equivalential and differential logics. It is a 

history of people -a tw with words and actions. The 

basic tools for a historical-materialist exploration and 

systematization of the "prodigious diversitym of 

Wittgensteinian language-games are to be found here. 

Voloshinov takes as his starting point for a marxist 

philosophy of language, the "utterance" . 7 s  The utterance, in 

Wittgensteinian terms, might be called a lvmovem in a language- 

74 V.N. Voloshinov, M a r x i , s m  +h PbjJosppbv of 
m, (hereafter M & PL) trans. Ladislav Matejka and I.R. 
Titunik (Cambridge Mass . ; Harvard University Press, 1973 ) . 

7S ItMamist philosophy of language should and must stand 
squarely on the utterance as the real phenornenon of language- 
speech and as a socioideological structure." M a P L ,  97. 



game. ït is an act that is part of a social process. Just as 

a move has a purpose in a language-game, an utterance has a 

purpose in a dialogue.76 There are many different social 

contexts in which dialogue occurs. The various dialogical 

forms associated with different social contexts are called 

"genresN. Like Wittgenstein's language-games, genres are 

social processes where people do things with words and 

actions. And just as the language-game concept is used to show 

how ordinary language actually works, so Voloshinovls concept 

of the I1behavioral genren is used to show the generative power 

of "real- life utterances" There are distinctly effective 

ways of dialoguing within various social processes: 

. . .casual causerie of the drawing room where everyone 
'feels at home l . . .  Here we find devised special forms of 
insinuation, half-sayings, allusions to little tales of 
an intentionally nonserious character, and so on.... 
conversation between husband and wife, brother and 
sister, etc .... a random assortment of people ... waiting 
in a line or conducting some business . . . .  Village sewing 
circles, urban carouses, workersl lunchtirne chats, 
etc. , . . . The behavioral genre f its everywhere into the 
channel of social intercourse assigned to it .... 

The production processes of labour and the processes 
of commerce know different forms for constlructing 



utterances. 78 

It is clear that the forms of effective dialogue, 

appropriate to their respective genres, are as diverse and 

untotalizable as Wittgenstein's language-games. They do not 

have any one thing in comrnon, Save their linguistic clothing. 

They share a series of partially overlapping Dfamily 

resemblancesu. Nevertheless, according to Voloshinov, they do 

form a "unified wholem . 

Voloshinov is not saying that the various genres are 

unified by "the disjunction of a l1  their common propertiesn. 

He is not "playing with wordsn in the Wittgensteinian sense. 

H e  i s  not  saying that the common element running through the 

thread is the continuous overlapping of fibres, but rather, is 

pointing to an actual thread that comects al1 the diverse 

elements. Speech genres form a unif ied whole because their 

diverse contexts are al1 formed by interactions between 

"socially organized pers on^^.*^ The basis for this daim is 

78 Ibid., 97 .  

79 Ibid., 1 8 .  

a0 Ibid., 21. 



actually implicit in Wittgenstein. As Anthony Kemy has shown, 

the p o s t - n m q  Wittgenstein came Irto believe that the 

datum on which language rests, the framework into which it 

fits, is given.. . by a shifting pattern of forms of life 

grafted on to a basic comon human nature.n81 For philosophers 

like Jean-François Lyotard, Wittgenstein's ~anthropological 

assumptionff constitutes a "humanist obstaclem to be o ~ e r c o m e , ~ ~  

but it is precisely this humanist perspective that allows 

Voloshinov to d a i m  that speech genres "are entirely 

detemined by production relations and the sociopolitical 

order. As I will argue in Chapter 4, Lyotardl s bracketing 

of extra-linguistic elements does a disservice to his stated 

objective - the promotion of linguistic polyphony - because F t  

Anthony Kenny, Hi t tar-. (England : Penguin Books, 
1973) 224.  

82 By replacing Wittgenstein's %nthropological 
ass~mption~~ that ltpeople make use of languagew, with the anti- 
humanist assumption that language makes use of people, Lyotard 
effectively removes al1 extra-linguistic elements from his 
Wittgensteinian and Bahktinian influenced analysis of 
language-gantes. See Jean-François Lyotard, "Wittgenstein's 
'AfterqIft in a r c i l  Wntina;s 

. . . . , trans. Bill Readings and 
Kevin Paul (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993) 
21. See also chapter 4 of this work. 

fbid., 



means that Lyotard mus t ignore the extra- linguistic condit ions 

that either promote or retard polyphonie discourse. 

Voloshinov, on the other hand, directs our attention to the 

material forces that structure the terrain of dialogical 

practices . 

The thesis that our comon human nature unites al1 of the 

diverse laquage games contradicts Wittgenstein's assertion 

that there is no one thing comon to al1 the diverse 

activities that we cal1 ngames,ll but it does not do so by 

playing with words. Rather than pointing to the disjunction of 

al1 the common properties of the various games, Voloshinov 

points to 

Wittgenstein also contradicts U n e I f  this ~ay.~' This 

contradiction can, of course, be resolved in an ati - 

fashion. We find the postmodern form of this resolution in 

Lyotard, and the  "postmodern materialist" form in Diskin and 

84 nThe common behaviour of mankind is the system of 
reference by means of which we interpret an unknown language" 
(x, Part 1, Sect. 206, 82e). One kind of comon behaviour is 
"pain behaviour." Our pain behaviour sets grammatical limits 
on how we use the word "painn ( X I  Part 1, Sect . 293, 295, 
303, 304, 100e-2e). 



Sandler.8S Diskin and Sandler's resolution is of particular 

interest, since they offer criticisms of Laclau and Mouffe 

that problematize the post-marxistsl failure to apply 

Wittgensteinian method to the economic sphere. Diskin and 

Sandlerts critique is çimilar to my own insofar as it implies 

that the reification of equivalence and difference as equality 

and liberty creates blind spots in post-marxism that are 

endemic to bourgeois political economy, but the postmodern 

materialist perspective differs from my own in its rejection 

of the humanist elements of ~ittgenstein. For postmodern 

materialism, Wittgenstein is to argue that games have no 

one thing in common. Laclau and Mouffe are therefore 

criticized for their failure to include class as one of the 

many fibres that corne together to f o m  the thread of the 

Jonathan Diskin and Blair Sandler, Wssentialisrn and 
the Economy in the Post-Marxist Imaginary," RethinkinP 
-, Vol. 6, No. 3 (Fall, 1993) 28-48.The term tlpostmodern 
materialismm comes £rom Antonio callari and David F. Ruccio, 
llIntroduction: Postmodern Materialisnt and the Future of 
Marxist Theory, " in p p ,  Antonio Callari 
and David F. Ruccio (eds. ) (London: Wesleyan University Press, 
1996). The broader epistemological implications of postmodern 
materialist anti-humanist Wittgensteinianism are developed in 
Stephan A. Resnick and Richard D. Wolff -andAg, 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). 



social t ~ t a l i t y . ~ ~  1, however, will go further, arguing that 

in capitalist societies class exploitation occupies a 

strategic centrality in the organization of the very 

activities that make us human. Thus, in the present context, 

class constitutes a common element that nins through the 

thread of the social whole. 

This form of class centrality is inspired by Voloshinov. 

Utterances are made by various speakers and are received by 

various addressees within a "sign c~mmunity~~ . e7 Sign 

communities are a series of overlapping networks with no one 

thing in common. There are only family resemblances. 

Nevertheless, the speakers and addressees that make up the 

various sign comrnunities are al1 g o c i u v  organixed Dersm. 

They are all, sornehow, imbricated in  prodiirt i on r d  a t j  a& 

. . 
e socionol it x a l  order. Their respect ive places in these 

social relations make up their respective "orientationsn in 

terms of "social interestu. The cacophony of dialogue within 

the diverse speech genres is where "differently oriented 

a6 Diskin and Sandler, 38 -3 9 ,  

M & PL, 23. 



social interestsR interse~t.~~ Differently oriented social 

interests are thought, primarily (but not exclusively), in 

terms of class opposition. Within the various sign 

communities, utterances will be spoken and heard differently, 

with differing ~accentsl~, depending on the social orientation 

of the speaker or addressee. It is this Yn~ltiaccentuality~~ 

that makes the sign itself into "an arena of the class 

struggle . m 8 9  

This raises two fundamental questions. First, why must 

orientation of social interest be thought primarily in terms 

of class opposition? Second, what is the relation between the 

effectivity or functionality of an utterance, within a given 

social process, and its multiaccentuality? A different 

formulation of the second question is the following: How is 

the function of an utterance invaded by the class stniggle? 

Neither Voloshinov, nor any other member of the so-called 

"Bakhtin schoolw, have answered the first question with any 

clarity. Voloshinov argues that the hierarchical organization 

88 Ibid., 23. 

Ibid., 23. 



of speakers and addressees is of paramount importance in the 

shaping of dialogical processes: DLanguage etiquette, speech 

tact, and other forms of adjusting an utterance to the 

hierarchical organization of society have tremendous 

importance in the process of devising the basic behavioral 

genres. Itg0 But, however pervasive, class is only one f o m  of 

social hierarchy. The fact that dialogical processes involve 

people with more or less power in social hierarchies, does not 

speak to the primacy of hierarchy. Voloshinov also makes 

vague, and fleeting references to the "material basism which 

determines the ltideological superstructures" . 91 But if 

relations of class are somehow more "materialn or "basicn than 

other sorts of relations, then we need an explanation of y&y 

this is so, and we need an explanation of the determination of 

the ~superstructures~ by the lfbasisw that goes beyond the 

nreflectionn and "refractionw of class contradictions in 

multiac~entuality.~~ 

Ibid . ,  21. 

91 Ibid., 17-23, 106. 

92 Ibid., 23. 



Voloshinov does not Say he thinks of orientation to 

social interest primarily in terms of class, but he does 

single out the behavioral genres found in "production 

processes of labour and the processes of commercetr .93 These 

behavioural genres are central to the organization of other 

dialogical forms. It is in production and commerce that 

extracti~n occurs . With Voloshinovl s emphasis on 

dialogue, this surplus extraction now becomes a dialoaical 

~ o c e s s .  94 Genres of surplus extract ion are somehow more 

trbasicm. But how can we differentiate between more and less 

93 Voloshinov lists a whole series of behavioral genres 
in a lengthy paragraph (Ibid., 96-97), followed by a one 
sentence paragraph: "The production processes of labour and 
the processes of commerce know different forms for 
constructing utterances." (Ibid., 9 7 )  

94 One does not generally think of exploitation as being 
a two-way process of dialogue, but this concept makes sense if 
we consider that capitalists need the knowledge and skills of 
direct producers and these things cannot be secured without 
some degree of active consent. Domination through a 
combination of coercion & CO- is precisely what is rneant 
by Gramscils concept of hegemony. ~hinking of surplus 
extraction as a dialogical process means conceptualizing 
hegemony as operating at the level of the relations of 
production. This form of hegemony is captured v e q  well in 
Gramsci's concept of "Fordisrnfl. See Antonio Gramsci, 
lVUnericanism and F ~ r d i s m , ~  in ed. Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey 
Nowell Smith, # (New York: 
International Publishexs, 1971) 277-320. 



"basicn genres of discourse? 

The relation between the genres of surplus extraction and 

other dialogical forms can be conceived as analogous to the 

relation between a pile of bricks and mortar on the one hand 

and a series of structures that could be constructed from them 

on the other. A specific structure cannot be deduced from the 

pile of stock, but we can get some idea of the material 

limitations on the builders from the properties of the  

material they must work with. Of course, this mode1 merely 

begs the question, must it be the genres of surplus 

extraction that set the matexial limits on social structures? 

Why not patriarchal or racial genres? These are every bit as 

?naterialu as the genres of surplus extraction. 

It is not, however, simply a question of nmaterialityu, 

but a question of strategic placement. If we w a n t  a red brick 

house, we need red bricks. No matter what the arrangement of 

white bricks, they will not constitute a red brick house. An 

egalitarian society can only be constructed w i t h  red bricks. 

R e d  bricks do not, in themselves, constitute an egalitarian 

society (one can build prisons with red bricks as weii), 



however, white bricks will invariably mean exploitation. 

Genres of surplus extraction have a strategic placement 

in relation to dialogical processes in general that make them 

central to the "red or white brick" choice. This is because 

the dialogical processes of surplus extraction have a central 

role in organizing what Len Doyal and Roger Harris cal1 

llconstitutive activitiestl .95 Constitutive activities are sub- 

dialogical in the sense that they are a mtranslation 

bridgehead ... [between radically different cultures] which is 

not language -dependent l1 96 : 

... it will be recognized that any form of human life will 
require them [constitutive activities] in some way or 
another for physical survival . For example, . . . both 
translater and aliens will share a certain measure of 
understanding of the distinctively human and social ways 
of doing a variety of different sorts of things (e .g. 
eating, sleeping, agricultural production, reproducing, 
construction, sheltering, healing, playing, etc.) None of 
these can be done in just any old w a y ?  

Doyal and Harris1 analyses of constitutive activities are 

9s Len Doyal and Roger Harris, "The Practical Foundations 
of Human Understanding," New L&t Revjea, No. 139 (May-June 
1983) 65. 

Ibid. , 

97 Ib id . ,  6 5 .  



an unpacking of Wittgenstein ' s pregnant s tatement : [#The common 

behaviour of mankind is the system of reference by means of 

which we interpret an unkriown language . t1g8 

The common behaviour of constitutive activities brings us 

to the really f,~~&atiod material limitations on human 

social interaction. We must aJ.wavs eat, sleep, produce and 

reproduce in "distinctively human and social waysm. While 

recognizing these material limitations is important, there is 

a sense in which they are uninteresting. They do not present 

us with choices. We must always do these things, whatever 

dialogical practices we engage in. Things only become 

interesting when we consider the way that constitutive 

practices are organized in dialogical practice. We must always 

engage in constitutive activities, but we can do so in a 

multitude of ways. Nevertheless, these choices are not sirnply 

a series of potentialities laid out before us. They are 

structured by more or less basic dialogical processes. 

Developrnentç at the level of the most basic dialogical 

processes will have consequences that extend throughout the 

- - 

fL, Part 1, Sect. 206, 82e. 
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cacophony of discursive genres. The most basic dialogical 

processes in class-divided societies are the genres of surplus 

extraction. Since the organization of surplus extraction has 

such a wide range of consequences for the organization of 

constitutive activities, it profoundly structures the very 

building blocks that other dialogical processes have to work 

with. Of course, other dialogical processes structure 

constitutive activities and, therefore, have a reciprocal 

effect on the organization of surplus extraction, but the 

reciprocal relation is not a symmetrical one. 

The asymmetry of the relation between the process of 

surplus extraction and other dialogical processes, in 

capitalist societies, is most economically expressed in the 

following formulation; non-class genres of discourse that 

hierarchically organize speakers and addressees are both 

functional and dysfunctional to surplus extraction, but they 

are n e c e s n i i ~ ~ v  d v s f ~ c t m n d  to a working class project with 

the aim of replacing capitalist surplus extraction with the 

self-organization of direct producers. Movements to challenge 

non-class forms of hierarchy can exploit the dysfunctional 



contradictions of their respective hierarchies with surplus 

extraction, and thus use the power of capital to advance their 

respective causes. A working class rnovernent cannot advance the 

struggle to overcome surplus extraction by using the power of 

non-class hierarchies, because these hierarchies are 

necessarily antithetical to this goal. Thus, the dialogical 

processes of surplus extraction organize speakers and 

addressees in such a way that a radical transformation of al1 

social hierarchies demands the continua1 affirmation, from al1 

fronts, of a working class project in opposition to capital. 

In capitalist society, with the important exception of 

capitalists, each of us must at least partially accept the 

"rôlet1 of "worker" . We rnust speak and be spoken to as workers . 

We must enter into ltequal exchanges" of labour power for 

wages. We must accept this rô l e  in order to be human in the 

most basic sense - in order to survive. But this "equal 

exchange" is synonymous with exploitation. One of the partners 

in the exchange extracts a surplus, while the other must be 

content with mere survival. In fact, at a macro-level, this 

game must continually produce surplus extraction. Each 



individual capitalist is constrained by competition such that 

survival as capital depends on capital accumulation. On the 

other hand, the fact that the continual accumulation of 

capital can only continue through the production of mere 

survival for its human component, constitutes the very 

contradiction that makes the sign an arena of class ~truggle.~~ 

Whether workers are organized or unorganized, politicized or 

gfapoliticaltl, there will always be contradictions between the 

uniaccentual capitalist category of llwage labourff and the 

multi-accentua1 dialogue of people who are constrained in such 

a way that they must perform it. 

Although the process of capital accumulation has a 

u~tru~tural indiEferenceu to nextra-economic identitie~",~OO 

99 This is the contradiction expressed in the first volume 
of capital, as Marx makes the transition from the sphere of 
circulation (equal exchange) to the sphere of production 
(exploitation) : "He who was previously the money-owner now 
strides out in front as a capitalist; the possessor of labour- 
power follows as his worker. The one smirks self-importantly 
and is intent on business; the other is timid and holds back, 
like someone who has brought his own hide to market and n o w  
has nothing else to expect but - a tanning." Karl Marx, 

3 +al, Vol. 1, trans . Ben Fowkes (New York: R a d o m  Houser 
1977) 280. 

'O0 Ellen Meiksins Wood, ~ ) ~ r n o c r a c ~ ? . i s m ,  
(New York : Cambridge University Press, 1995) 2 6 7 .  



and in principle, w o r k s  just as well with Black, White, male 

or female wage labour, it is nevertheless functionally 

integrated with non-class hierarchies such as sexisrn and 

racism. Sexism and racism also structure constitutive 

activities. For instance, in patriarchal societies, human 

beings are generally constrained such that they must take up 

some gender position on a "heterosexual matrixtl . 'O1 People must 

speak and be spoken to as gender rôles. These gender rôles 

structure our eating, sleeping, production and reproduction. 

These gender rôles have been functionally integrated with 

capital accumulation. For instance, predominantly fernale 

labour in the household allows capital to externalize some of 

the costs of the reproduction of labour power, and 

predominantly female work ghettos function as a method of 

distribution of "shit worku with a built-in legitimation 

'O1 1 am using Judith Butler's term here, in the way that 
she explicitly def ines it . The heterosexual matrix, designates 
"that grid of cultural intelligibility through which bodies, 
genders, and desires are naturalized." The assumption made 
here is Vhat for bodies to cohere and make sense there must 
be a stable sex expressed through a stable gender (masculine 
expresses male, f eminine expresses f emale) that is 
oppositionally and hierarchically defined through the 
compulsory pract ice of heterosexuality . Judith Butler, G m  
T r o u b l e ,  (New Y o r k :  Routledge, 1990) 151116. 



mechanism that also divides the working class against itself. 

Moreover, when women experience exploitation, they always 

experience it a .  Sexist exploitation is not simply 

meconomic" surplus extraction with sexism "added onw .IO2 A n d  

part of the reason why sexism is so effective in dividing the 

working class against itself, is because male workers derive 

# from sexist exploitation even while being 

exploited themsel~es.'~~ 

IO2 While we cari understand surplus extraction as a 
process involving property owners and wage labourers without 
referring to categories of gender (and race), just as workers 
do not experience surplus extraction as a mere exchange, so 
women workers cannot separate the economic exchange they enter 
into £rom their political subordination as workers and as 
women. So distinguishing between exploitation (as the 
extract ion of surplus) and oppression (as hierarchical 
relations of domination that may or rnay not entai1 
exploitation) may have a didactic value in certain contexts, 
but it ought not blind us to the fact that the extraction of 
surplus does not work without being integrated with some kind 
of oppression. The concepts of sexist exploitation and racist 
exploitation emphasize this integration. 

IO3 This material benefit does not generally take the form 
of an lleconomic" one. The existence of lower wage ghettoes 
pull d o m  wages generally, but just as white workers receive 
what W.E.B. Du Bois called a "public and psychological wage" 
at the expense of black workers, so do male workers receive 
benefits of status and power inside and outside the family at 
the expense of women. See W.E.B. Du Bois, m c k  Recon*t-ruation 

(New York: Touchstone, 1995) 700. 



There are al1 kinds of reasons why women and men should 

organize to subvert the heterosexual rnatrix. Just as workers 

must constantly engage in dialogical struggles that pit their 

multiaccentual aspirations against capital's insistence that 

they accept their given rôle of "wage labour", so must 

gendered human beings struggle to subvert their assigned 

gender rôles within the heterosexual matrix. The thesis that 

the sign is an arena of class contradiction, is repeated in 

feminist theory by Judith Butler, when she argues: "The 

injunction ta be a given gender produces necessary failures, 

a variety of incoherent configurations that in their 

multiplicity exceed and defy the injunction by which they are 

generated. As they are currently constituted, gender rôles 

constrain how we eat, sleep, produce and reproduce, in ways 

that are clearly undesirable for those not on the Yoptt of the 

male/female, straight/gay divisions. of the rnany reasons 

for subverting gender rôles is that the working class should 

be able to confront its exploiters with a greater degree of 

solidarity if it is less divided along gender lines. But the 

lo4 Butler, 145. 



subversion of the heterosexual matrix is not synonymous with 

the subversion of capitalist exploitation. 

If gender struggles are not integrated into a working 

class project, there is no reason to expect capitalist 

exploitation to be challenged. At best , capitalist 

exploitation could be reformed such that it is no longer 

functionally integrated with the hetero-sexual reproductive 

matrix. State-funded daycare, for instance, could replace some 

of the wexternalities" of predorninantly female household 

labour. "Shit workfl could be distributed along racist and/or 

nmeritocraticw~05 lines and no longer distributed along sexist 

ones. In other words, the basic fact that some people must 

sel1 their labour power to survive would remain. What would 

change would be ghe way that this exploitation occurs. Women 

might experience exploitation, or even racist exploitation, 

but would no longer experience sexist exploitation. The 

unprecedented successes of the womenls movement during the 

past centuries of expansion of capitalist surplus extraction 

los nMeritocracylf, in this context , simply means 
discrimination on the basis of access to education and 
whatever "natural advantagesn people are lucky enough to 
inherit . 



speak ta the possibility of potential advances in this 

direction. 

Reformism along these lines is possible, at least in 

part, because the functional integration of surplus extraction 

and the heterosexual matrix is not without contradiction. 

There are also ways in which sexism is dvsfunctjonal to 

surplus extraction. As Ellen Meiksins Wood argues, Ifthe 

development of capitalism has created ideological pressures 

acrainst such [extra-economic] inequalities and differences to 

a degree with no precedent in pre-capitalist so~ieties."~~~ It 

c m ,  of course, be argued that working class struggles that 

f a i l  to integrate themselves with a feminist project rnight 

successfully challenge capitalist exploitation, but would 

leave patriarchy in tact. Structurally, however, it is much 

more dif f icult for an anti-capitalist workers ' struggle to 

ignore sexisrn, than it is for an anti-patriarchal feminist 

struggle to ignore surplus extraction. Because of the 

functional integration of the heterosexual matrix and surplus 

extraction which includes the interna1 division of the working 

'O6 Wood, Dmcracv A$-t Ca~jtalism, 2 6 7 .  



class, for those who seek to overthrow capitalism, there is a 

strategic advantage ta putting the heterosexual matrix on the 

agenda. And the dysf unctional contradictions between the 

heterosexual matrix and capitalist surplus extraction do not 

manifest themselves in forms that allow patriarchal power to 

be used for the achievement of socialism (although it might be 

useful for resisting certain forms of cornmodification while 

leaving the basic structure of capitalist exploitation in 

t a c t ) .  Y e t ,  the subversion of the heterosexual matrix does not 

necessarily achieve a strategic advantage in t he  fight to put 

anti-capitalism on the agenda. This is what gives such force 

to liberal feminism. 

It is quite possible for feminists to seek to split apart 

the functional integrat ion of sexism and surplus extraction by 

exploiting the contradictions of the relation between the two, 

such that the considerable material power accumulated in the 

f o m  of capital, is actually used to d e -  sexism. It  can 

be and is argued that the distribution of "shit workn along 

gender lines is illegitimate (and therefore undermines the 

legitimacy of capitalism) and inefficient (and therefore 



undermines the viability of capitalism) . The externalization 

of costs associated with the reproduction of labour power can 

be argued against in a similar fashion. There are other ways 

for capital to get its I1dirty workw done, and there may, in 

fact, be considerable advantages for long-term capital 

accumulation to be gleaned from an evolution from sexist 

distribution of "shit workn to xacist and meritocratic 

distribution. 

It is much more difficult for workers seeking to 

challenge capitalist surplus extraction, to use the power of 

patriarchy to these ends. Obviously this does not mean that a 

workers' movement cannot be sexist. But a workerst movement 

that ignores the heterosexual matrix and the benefits that 

straight male workers derive from it, does itself a strategic 

disservice insofar as its objective is the challenging of 

surplus extraction. A workerst movement that is not anti- 

capitalist, but merely seeks to improve the relative position 

of some of its members can strategically use straight male 

privilege to achieve its ends, but these ends abfuscatccatc rather 

than express the contradiction between the rôle of "wage 



labourn and those constrained in such a way that they must 

perform it. Failure to challenge the aspect of sexist 

exploitation is a strategic mistake here, not merely because 

it perpetuates divisions within the working class, but also 

because the continued acceptance by straight male workers of 

the benefits they derive £rom the heterosexual matrix that 

does the "d i r ty  work" of capitalisrn serves as an ideological 

support for surplus extraction itself. Sexism is an investment 

that straight male workers have in a system that nevertheless 

exploits them. 

Socialists, of course, can and do make strategic 

mistakes, but it should be clear that sexism is dysfunctional 

to working class struggles in a way that surplus extraction is 

not with respect to feminist struggles. In fact, non- 

patriarchal capitalism is constantly being imagined in the 

form of a gender rôle "parodym that creates subjects that are 

misf its in the heterosexual matrix-lo7 These misf its cannot 

properly speak or be spoken to in the heterosexual matrix, yet 

somehow fit into the rôles of speakers and addressees engaged 

lo7 Butler, 142-149. 



in the equal exchanges that constitute surplus extraction.lo8 

One can tfplayll with gender rôles in a way that one cannot play 

with class rôles. A penis is little more than a wproplf in a 

very powerful theatre piece, but those who possess the means 

of production hold the =terid means of working class 

=O8 The functional integration of surplus extraction and 
the heterosexual matrix often means that options of where 
sexual rnisfits can fit into equal exchanges will be severely 
limited. Gayle Rubin has suggestively characterized this as a 
blockage of what Marx identified as "the great civilizing 
influence of capital l1 . K a r l  Mam, in David McLellan (ed. ) , 
G m i  sse, (New York: Harper and Row, 1971) 94. Rubin argues 
that " [k] eeping sex from realizing the positive ef f ects of the 
market economy hardly makes it socialist . Gayle S. Rubin, 
"Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of 
Sexuality, in Henry Abelove, Michèle Aina Borale and David M. 
Haperin (eds . ) 1 Resbianand, (New York: 
Routledge, 1993) 20. Rubin is arguing that legislation 
against prostitutesf right to sel1 their services in a safe 
environment or against the sale of sexually "deviantW porn, 
whether it is defended from a religious fundamentalist 
perspective or a feminist perspective, reinforces oppressive 
sexual codes. While this does not mean that purchase and sale 
of sexual cornmodities will make people free, it would give 
capitalism a sorely needed push in the direction that Marx and 
Engels thought it was clearly rnoving in when they argued that 
Ir [dlifferences of age and sex have no longer any distinctive 
social validity for the working class." K a r l  Marx and 
Frederick Engels, "Manif est0  of the Communist Partyn in Robert . . 
C. Tucker, (ed. ) The - Readet. Sernnd , (New 
York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1978) 479. Obviously there are 
other struggles that are needed to bridge wextra-economicn 
divisions, and al1 of these together, must be part of 
socialist stmggle. 



survival. Of course, it is often the case that women are 

rnaterially dependent on men for their survival, but there is 

a qualitative difference between this instance which is gfteu 

the case and the instance of working class dependence which is 

d ~ c ~ s s a r j l y  the case. A butch-femme lesbian couple 

can subvert the norms of the heterosemzal matrix very well 

without a penis. Workers can challenge the norms of the 

capital genre by satirizing the capitalist, but the 

expropriators must be g h v s i c u  expropriated before the real 

impact of their Rparodyfl can be felt. This expropriation 

demands a unity that can only be achieved by overcorning the 

divisions in the working class bred by sexism and racism. 

Integrating feminist struggles with the working class 

struggle, is not a simple harmonious process . For instance, it 

means female workers confronting male workers with their 

complicity in sexist exploitation, while demanding that al1 

workers struggle together to end al1 forms of exploitation- 

This is what it means to struggle against a P F ? ~  

,on that is more than "ec~nomic~~ exploitation with 

sexism "added onu. Nevertheless, capital accumulation and 



exploitation can continue without sexist f orms of 

exploitation. Al1 that is required for capital accumulation is 

wage labour, and if f eminist stmggles l i r n i t  themselves to 

equality for *extra-economic" gender identities, then capital 

is effectively let off the hook. 

I have abstracted here, from the concrete, lived 

experience of exploitation that is always sexist and racist, 

and have abstracted f r o m  feminist, anti-racist and anti- 

capitalist struggles that are historically inseparable, not in 

the interest of separating struggles that work best when they 

are united. T h e s e  abstractions are useful because they clarify 

the specific role played by the dialogical processes of 

surplus extraction. By rnaking these abstractions, we are able 

to see that the dialogical processes of surplus extraction 

organize speakers and addressees as workers and capitalists 

whose very sunival depends on their continual dialogical 

engagement in these rôles. Furthemore, gender and race rôles 

can be functionally integrated with this social hierarchy, but 

they can also be challenged without endangering the 

capitalist-worker hierarchy. An anti-capitalist working class 



pro j ect, however, is structurally antithetical to al1 forms of 

hierarchy. It is thus the working class project that has the 

capacity to act as a unifying principle for various multi- 

accentua1 dialogical engagements. Tt is in this sense t h a t  the  

dialogical processes other than those of surplus extraction 

structure constitutive activities and have a reciprocal ef f ect 

on the organization of surplus extraction without decentring 

it. 

S tryacrl e " V a e  G m e  I1 

If the dialogical processes of surplus extraction have a 

. . 
certain prirnacy by virtue of their fw- with 

respect to other forms of social intercourse, then we can link 

up Voloshinov' s philosophy of language with Marxt s historical- 

materialist social analysis. Hierarchical relations between 

speakers and addressees, in al1 their diversity, are 

structured by struggle in the dialogical relations between the 

direct producers and their exploiters: 

The specific fonn, in which unpaid surplus labour is 
pumped out of direct producers, determines the 



relationship between rulers and ruled, as it g r o w s  
directly out of production itself and, in turn, reacts 
upon it as a determined element . . . . It is always the 
direct relationship of the owners of the conditions of 
production to the direct producers ... which reveals the 
imermost secret, the hidden basis of the entire social 
structure, and with it the political form of the 
relations of sovereignty and dependence, in short, the 
corresponding form of the state. This does not prevent 
the same economic basis - the same from the standpoint of 
its main conditions - due to innumerable different 
empirical circumstances ... from showing infinite 
variations and gradations in appearance, which cari be 
ascertained only by analysis of the empirically given 
circumstances . log 

Just as the process of surplus extraction forms the basis 

for the I1relationship of rulers and ruledu, "relations of 

sovereignty and dependence" and Ilthe statem, it forms the 

basis for a diverse range of behavioral genres. The surplus 

extraction process is just one among many, where there are 

"infinite variations and gradations in appearance", but 

because of its centrality with respect to al1 the other social 

processes, the opposition between the direct producers and 

their exploiters extends beyond the bounds of surplus 

extraction. The surplus extraction genre constantly overflows 

its boundaries. We find the class struggle language-game in 

' O 9  Karl M a m ,  m i t &  Vol. 3, (New York; International 
Publishers, 19841, 791-792. 



al1 the other diverse ianguage-games. Even though the class 

struggle language-game is "ordinary languagen , in the sense 

that it is part of everyday life, it is not a language-game 

like the others, because of its func t ion  in the organization 

of the other language-games, o r  to put it differently, because 

of the class strugglels centrality to the organization of 

social life. 

This is a far c r y  £rom the relationship between base and 

superstructure that Laclau and Mouffe argue is constitutive of 

marxism as a whole. The superstructure is not an ideological 

of the  material base, but a set of genres or 

language-games that are organized around the more basic class 

struggle genre. Class is not llconstitutedN as an economic 

category that is then "representedfl at the political and the 

ideological level. The process of class struggle is 

simultaneously economic. political and ideological. Even 

though surplus extraction is referred to as an lleconomiclt 

basis. the whole point of Marx's critique of bourgeois 

political-econorny is that the relationship between capitalist 

employer and worker is not merely an weconomicN exchange 



relationship between I'equal* partners. Tt is also a poww-  

relat ionship . A surplus is extracted f rom workers , constrained 

by circumstances to accept this extraction.L10 The process of 

surplus extraction structures other processes because of its 

strategic position in their mutual relations. 

This leads us to our second question: EXow does the class 

struggle invade the genre-specific social function of a given 

utterance? It does so in innumerable ways. There are an 

infinite variety of ways in which utterances can be accented 

and reaccented by class opposition. But a particularly 

interesting example, that relates to the relatively 

untheorized dysfunctionality of the joke in Wittgenstein's 

anti-nominalism, is morbt jç  accentuation. It is Bakhtin who 

develops the lrrnultiaccentualityll , that we have already 

observed in Voloshinovls work, along humoristic lines. 

Bakhtints most Eamous work on multiaccentual humour is 

directed to  the medieval context of the carnival in Rabelais 

"O For further development on this point see Ellen 
Meiksins Wood, "The separation of the 'economic' and the 
'political l in capitalism, l1 in pemocr~v A-3 ta' i   m. 
1 9 - 4 8 .  Wood develops this line of argument against the post- 
marxist interpretation of marxist thought in T-m 
Class., (London; Verso, 1986) 82-95. 



l, but there are also more general developments 

of irony, parody, and humour as a whole, to be found in his 

other works . 

In class societies with particularly heavy-handed 

responses to resistance, attempts will be made to maintain a 

certain seriousness in social intercourse. Bakhtin calls this 

tendency wmono-tonym or Yrton~tony".~~ It can be thought of as 

an attempt to limit humoristic multiaccentuality. In a 

completely monotonous discursive structure, meaning would be 

unitary. There would be one truth - the truth of the ruling 

class. In fact, however, pure monotony is an abstraction, only 

achieved in the intellectual realm. The Saussurean linguistic 

mode1 of a systern of signs is an example of pure monotony.n3 

By abstracting a total system of differences from words that 

normally have dialogical contexts, each word is given an 

n1 M. M. Bakhtin, Rabelaisand Hj s World, tranS . Hélène 
Iswalsky (Cambridge, Mass.; MIT Press, 1968). 

M.M. Bakhtin, "From Notes Made in 1970-71," in S ! h  

University of Texas Press, 1986), 134. 

lu M.M. Bakhtin, "The Problem of the T e x t  in Linguistics, 
Philology, and the Human Sciences, " in n d  O t h a  
&te -, 120. 



unambiguous place where its meaning is fixed. But Saussure 

himself would be the first to point out that this fixity 

cannot be maintained in the actual use of words. Speech 

(par01 e) is dynamic and un£ ixed, whereas language ( lana le )  is 

a systemic whole where the place of each linguistic element is 

absolutely fixed- 

Yet, even though pure monotony can never be achieved, the 

w d ~ n c y  to monotony is very real in class society. Bakhtin 

had to deal with the profoundly monotonous Stalinist regime in 

the context of the Soviet Union. And even though todayls 

liberal-democratic regimes are most often presented as 

"pluralist icI1, there are certain strategic regions where 

monotony is strictly maintained. There is a tendency to 

confine multiaccentuality to manageable limits. 

Where the tendency to monotony manifests itself, there 

will be social forces at work with an interest in presenting 

certain meanings as absolutely fixed. Such social forces 

. . 
strive for a r e o e w i l ~ u  that can only be achieved at the 

abstract level of the system of signs.lM For instance, in a 

114 Bakhtin, "The Problem of the Text in Linguistics, 
Philology, and the Human Sciences," 108. 



capitalist workplace, when the man in charge presents himself 

as the "bossn, he strives to imbue the word with respect, 

legitimacy, etc. And he wmts workers to maintain bis sense of 

the word when they repeat it: "Did the boss Say that you could 

do it that way?" There are al1 kinds of mechanisms to ensure 

this kind of repetition, This repetition of the boss1 "boss" 

is, f r o m  his class perspective, wti o n d  to the workplace 

genre. Nevertheless, as anyone that has worked for such an 

enterprise will know, there are going to be various 

accents placed on workerst repetitions of the word %oss". 

Conceptually, the first response to monotony Ivis the 

fairly primitive and very ordinary phenornenon of double- 

voicedne~s...~~l~ Double-voicedness is a simple parody in 

repetition of the first utterance. After the man in charge 

leaves, one of the workers presents herself as the wbossn, 

mocking the mannerisms of her supposed superior. While the 

importance of double-voiced parody should not be 

underestimated as an effective technique of resisting 

monotony, this response is not a very deep one because it 

Ifs Ibid. , 110. 



merely opposes monotony wi thout engaging people in real 

dialogue. Deeper responses wiil involve more than a doubling 

of the original utterance. Meanings will be multiplied - 

"polyphonyW will burst ont0 the scene? The utterances of the 

man in charge will be taken apart and recontextualized, An 

older worker will question the daims to superior knowledge of 

the mbossN: ''1 was doing this job while our 'boss1 was still 

in swaddling clothes." Workers will simultaneously mock their 

own subrnission while mocking the authority of the man in 

charge: llWell, if the 'boss1 says we should do it that way, 

who are to argue with his royal highness?" There will be 

i ~ ~ m e r a b l e  instances of polyphony , many of them humorous . 

They will involve, not only issues of class, but issues of 

racism, sexism, and other problems experienced in the context 

of work and working class life. 

This Bakhtinian examination of multiaccentual humour in 

the workplace, brings out its revolutionary potential. 

Breaking up the monotony of work is not the mere frivolity 

that we find in Wittgenstein's phantom tool-joke between 

Il6 Ibid., 112. 



workers A and B. Breaking up the monotony of work cari be a 

revolut ionary exercise . Happily, this does not make it any 

less funny, but it does help us to understand how the 

dvsfiincti onaJ ity of humour relates to the proper functioning 

of a class divided workplace, and the functioning of a class 

divided society generally.'17 We see how the class struggle 

invades the genre-specific functions of utterances. The 

liberatory force of humour is brought to the fore. 

Class struggle invades al1 kinds of dialogical processes, 

overf lowing the boundaries of the class divided workplace. The 

opposition between working class multiaccentuality and the 

uniaccentuality of capital is most evident when utterances are 

directly implicated in the class struggle. For instance, a 

newspaper may report a conflict between an  automobile 

producerIt and a wunionu, or between a ~ c o r p ~ r a t i o n ~ ~  and its 

The dysfunctional contradictions endemic to 
capitalist, racist, patriarchal, and other hierarchically 
organized language games form the strategic terrain of 
revolutionary struggle. In Chapter 4 we will examine the 
contradictions between capital s nomenclature (exchange value) 
and other ways of speaking about the world. In Chapter 5 we 
will examine the contradictions between penal and psychiatrie 
discourses on the one hand, and the everyday lives of 
delinquents and the insane on the other hand. 



'lw~rker~N. In the first case, the bourgeoisie, the 

nproducersl', are accented with productivity - they are the 

productive half of the class struggle couplet. In the second 

case it is clearly the mworkersN who are doing the ~ o r k . ~ ~ ~  In 

the uniaccentual idiom of capital, production cari only be the 

bringing together of various commodities through equal 

exchanges. nProducersH (ie. capi ta l i s t s )  bring together the 

commodities of machines, raw material, wage labour, etc. 

According to its circular logic, capital is everything; 

therefore the production of value is the self-expansion of 

capital. But workers do not simply accept their assigned rôle 

of l lwage labouru. They recognize, in various ways, that they 

are more than a line item on capital's ledger. Class 

opposition is less obvious when utterances are only indirectly 

implicated in the class divided work environment. For 

instance, a councillor may advise a young persan to pursue 

post-secondary education as an %westmentW in the future, or 

as a path ta future "maturationm. In the first instance, there 

Il8 Although the implications are obvious to us in this 
context, the bourgeois accentuation usually passes for truth 
in the mainstream media. This example is taken from Wood, 
Pemocracv A w s t  C a g i t d j - a ,  157. 



is an implied instrumental value to learning that pays off in 

the form of greater remuneration when alienating one's labour 

power. In the second case, learning is presented as a growth 

process with a value in itself, outside the circuits of the 

capitalist economy. Of course, this non-instrumental value can 

only be fully realized once capitalism is transcended by 

political struggle. The uniaccentual genre of capital can only 

see human cognitive development as an "externalityn that is 

more or less useful to the labour market. It is infinitely 

more for human beings . 

Since surplus extraction involves workers and bosses 

which have rôles assigned to them in the heterosexual gender 

matrix, and surplus extraction and gender rôle-playing occur 

simultaneously, class opposition will also be articulated with 

the hierarchical opposition of gender. For instance, someone 

may ask me, What does Jenny do?" 1 can respond that Jenny is 

a "working girlft or that she is a "clerical workern. If I cal1 

Jenny a "working girlu with no sense of irony, then I am 

simultaneously affirming the n o m  of the heterosexual matrix 

and the capital genre. 1 am implying that domestic labour, 



because it is not integrated into the circuits of capitalist 

production, is valueless - it is not "workU. Thus, 1 am also 

valorizing the work done within the circuits of capitalist 

production and legitirnating the capitalist organization of 

that form of labour. Furthermore, by using the term "girl", 1 

am suggesting that once this young woman develops more fully, 

she should hope to find a male partner who will help her fil1 

her proper rôle in the household. Until that time however, she 

is not betraying her femininity by working in her pink collar 

ghetco, since she is not usurping the male rôle by taking a 

l t rea ln  job. The term "girl" modifies Jennyls wworkingn in such 

a way, that it is recognized to be less than male work. If I 

cal1 Jemy a nclericai workerI1, however, 1 am recognizing her 

mernbership and the membership of other workers in her pink 

collar ghetto, in the class of people called "workers". 

Furthermore, the capitalist exploitation of these workers is 

not accented with legitimacy. In the genre of capital, Jenny 

is just par t  of the line item of "wage labourn. She is nothing 

more than wage labour, but also, nothing less. Nevertheless, 

the capital genre is functionally integrated with a 



heterosexual matrix that c m o t  be expressed in the terms of 

the  former. The flexternalityn of domestic labour is outside of 

the realm of the sayable in the grammar of the capital genre 

even if it  is important in reproducing the commodity of wage 

labour that capital carmot do without. The positive valuation 

of the "maleM in the heterosexual matrix is mapped ont0 labour 

within the c i r c u i t s  of capitalist production, and the negative 

valuation of t h e  "femalen is mapped onto domestic labour, in 

such a way that the female rôle locks one into devalued work 

whether it is done in the domestic sphere or the capitalist 

economy. This means not only cheap labour for capital (because 

the cost of labour's reproduction is externalized, and because 

the wage labour done by women costs less) , it also m e a n s  that 

there is a real value for men to be gleaned from alienating 

t h e i r  labour power - this activity has a positive value in 

gender terms. It is "realn work, 

These are j u s t  a few examples. There are  countless 

examples we can obsel-ve in our everyday life. The intricacies 

of the grammar of the processes by which class struggle 

invades our ordinary language remains to be analyzed. 



Wittgenstein, Voloshinov and Bakhtin provide us with the 

conceptual tools to undertake this project. 

Post-marxism shares some surface similarities with the 

Voloshinovian-Bakhtinian approach outlined abcve. Because they 

are tlpluralisticv, democratic struggles could, perhaps, be 

described as npolyphonousm and Ynultiaccentual". Post-marxist 

democratic struggles are not, however, opposed to class 

rnonotony. Democratic oppositions are based on autonornous 

chains of equivalence with no necessary class character. The 

failure to recognize the monotonous tendency of class power in 

capitalist societies, renders post-mamist "pl~ralisrn~~ 

complicit with rnonotony. Liberal-democracy is recognized only 

as an arena for pluralistic struggles. There is no critical 

understanding of the bond between liberal-democracy and class 

power . 

Liberal  npossessive individualism" is more than just one 

more conception of liberty. It is precisely how the liberal- 

democratic "gameN works. Possessive individualism renders 

power "rnovesm in the private sphere non-political, or 

autonomous. It insulates them f r o m  penetration by the 



multiaccentual struggles of the working class. Within liberal- 

democracy, as a functioning political system, capitalist power 

is presented as the result of autonomous political entities 

putting f o r t h  their demands. Laclau and Mouffe accept the 

liberal-democratic ideology uncritically. They merely re- 

present the ninputs" of the standard liberal-pluralist model, 

as the challenging of differences with chains of equivalence. 

A much more radical move would be to show the capitalist 

monotony behind the liberal plurality. This would mean posing 

the alternative of a democratic-socialism, where polyphonous 

self-management would replace the monotonous directives of 

capital in the private sphere. This is precisely the opposite 

of the "closure~ Laclau and Mouffe argue that everything 

except liberal-democracy invokes. 

Laclau and Mouffe's post-marxism also shares some surface 

similarities with other Mpostsll - ie. postmodenism and post- 

~ t ~ u c t u r a l i s m . ~ ~  If, for instance, we compare the respective 

'19 Laclau and Mouffe themselves daim to be inspired by 
the likes of Foucault and Derrida (8 & ÇÇ., 105, 112.) 
However, 1 will be examining Foucault and ~yotard's 
use of Wittgensteinian language games makes his approach a 
very interesting contrast to that of Laclau and Mouffe. 



approaches of Foucault (Chapter 5) and Lyotard (Chapter 4)  , we 

find that Foucault, Lyotard, and Laclau and Mouffe al1 wish to 

understand the discursive dimension as more than a 

"representation" of the "material". We find as well, political 

projects that are conceived as attempts to foster some form of 

polyphonie diversity. Nevertheless, there are important 

differences. While Lyotardls postmodernism must share Gerasl 

critique of post-marxism as an "inflation of the symbolicw, in 

the sense that Lyotardls analysis does not go beyond language, 

his neo-Wittgensteinian approach to language games does not 

totalize the social as a semiological system à la post- 

marxism. Furthemare, unlike Laclau and Mouffe, Lyotard 

recognizes the homogenizing force of the "capital genret1 of 

discourse and argues that the fight against capital must be a 

strategic priority. Yet Lyotardl s exclusive focus on the 

linguistic dimension renders both his understanding of 

capital's homogenizing effects and his strategies of anti- 

capitalist struggle incomplete. In Chapter 4 1 will show the 

lacunae of Lyotardls linguistic critique of the capital genre, 

while linking the most useful insights of his anti-capitalist 



neo-Wittgensteinianism with a materialist critique of 

bourgeois political econorny. In Chapter 5 1 wilî show how the 

respective strengths and weaknesses of Foucault and Lyotard 

complement each other. Where Lyotard recognizes the totalizing 

discursive power of the capital genre but fails to specify its 

specif ic material underpi~ings, Foucault analyses the 

workings of micro-technologies of power in excruciating 

detail, explaining how bodies are worked upon by material 

institutions like the prison and the asylum. Yet Foucault 

fails ta recognize the connections between these and o the r  

bourgeois institut ions that make prisons and asylums 

institutions of a class divided society. Foucaultls micro- 

technological analyses become much more significant once these 

links are made. Laclau and Mouffe, however, rather than 

drawing on the çtreriaths of postmodernism and post- 

structuralism and absorbing them into a forward-looking non- 

dogmatic marxism, draw instead upon the V t v  and 

. . .  
W t j c  aspects of the  currently fashionable "posts" in 

order to destroy an economic determinist caricature of marxism 

that they thernselves create. They triumphantly replace this 



vulgar r n a r x i s m  with a worked-oves bourgeois liberal-democratic 

approach to politics that they cal1 tlpost-marxismn. 

Foucauldian dispersion minus Foucaultls material analyses of 

micro-technologies of power is brought together with neo- 

Wittgensteinian meaning-creating language games, but without 

Lyotardls analysis of the homogenizing power of capital that 

would allow them to see through the mm. of polyphonie 

discourse that is liberal-dernocracy. Learning from the 

mistakes of post-rnarxism, 1 will now undertake an engagement 

with two of the most well-known representatives of todayls 

"postsN - Jean-François Lyotard and Michel Foucault - in the 
interests of strengthening a aarxisrn that is not yet finished. 



Jean-François Lyotard expresses a sentiment that runs 

through all (or, perhaps, nearly all) of the diverse streams 

of thought that can be characterized as "postmodernn, when he 

advises us to be incredulous toward 9netanarrative~~.~ But, 

unlike m a n y  of his fellow postmodern thinkers, Lyotard singles 

out the çàpjtâl metanarrative as " ( t l h e  problem which 

overshadows ail others ..."' Following Marx, Lyotard argues 

that the genre of capital is fundamentally opposed to the 

flourishing of other genres of discourse, and linguistic 

diversity in general. Incredulity toward metanarratives, 

. . Jean-François Lyotard, Postmodem C o n a t ~ m ~  trans. 
Geof  f Bennington and Brian Massumi (Minneapolis : University of 
Minnesota Press, 1984) mciv. 

Jean-François Lyotard, "A Svelte Appendix to the . . . . Postmodern QuestionN, in p03 7 1 cal W n  t a ,  traxls . Bill 
Readings and Kevin Paul Geiman (Minneapolis: University of 
M i ~ e s o t a  Press, 1993) 25. 



demands, in this case, going beyond a philosophical 

understanding of capital in order to destroy it.' Unlike 

Laclau and Mouffe, Lyotard does not identify social totality 

with a semiological system that remains flopenll only so long as 

it is liberal-democratic. Lyotardts "language garneI1, like 

Wittgenstein1 s is an untotalizable anti-mode1 meant to show 

the context-dependent nature of meaning. And like Marx, 

Lyotard recognizes that the language game played by capital 

prof oundly limits the possibility of polyphony . Because 

Lyotardts critique of metanarratives at least partially 

overlaps with some of Marx's anti-capitalist critique of 

political economy, there exists the possibility for a fruitful 

engagement between marxism and postmodernism on this shared 

terrain. In what follows, 1 will first establish the cornmon 

ground of Lyotard and Marx - the mutual recognition that the 

genre of capital both produces and effaces an oppressive 

working class linguistic reality. This is the "differendf8 

between capital and labour. Second, 1 will show how Marx1 s 

Jean-François Lyotard, "A Memorial of M a m i s m m  in 
Form Evenf;, (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1988) 72. 



critique of political economy goes further than Lyotardfs, 

because Marx's understanding of capital and his anti- 

capitalist politics encompass e x t r a L  - of 

working class oppression and resistance. Finally, I will show 

that the strategic implications that arise from the inclusion 

of extra-linguistic reality in a critical understanding of 

capitalism demand participation in some f o m  of working class 

project as the only viable response to the totalizing 

metanarrative of capital. My analysis draws mainly upon 

Lyotardls The Djfferendt4 llJudiciousness in Dispute or Kant 

After M a r x t 1 ,  "A Mernorial of Marxism", and The Da- 

. . o n b t ~  on, Marx's f irst volume of t a l ,  a d  cont;ributiQXL 

to t-tique of Polit~cal Ec- . . . ,' as w e 1 1  as VON. 

Jean-François Lyotard, mt trans . Georges 
Van Den Abbeele (Minneapolis: University of Mi~esota Press, 
1988) . 

Jean-François Lyotard, rlJudiciousness in Dispute or Kant 
After M a r x t t ,  in n e  Lvotard Readex, Andrew Benjamin (ed. ) 
(Cambridge: Blackwell, 1989) . 

K a r l  Marx, , Vol- 1, trans. Ben Fowkes (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1977) . 

. 1 

Karl Marx, AContxibi~.&to Polit~cal 
-, trans. S.W. Ryzanskay (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 
1977) . 



Voloshinovls M a r x i s m a n d t h e l o s o ~ h v  of L-. 8 

Voloshinovfs work is particularly relevant here, because his 

reflections on language deal precisely with the opposition 

between the discursive genres of capital and labour that 

Lyotard highlights in M a m l s  critique of political economy, 

but Voloshinov's is a decidedly materialist approach to 

language . 

Lyotard draws upon Wittgensteinf s p s t  -Tractatbis anti- 

nominalist, context dependent approach to language. L i k e  

Wittgenstein, Lyotard accepts neither a nominalist view of 

language as a set of names that represent a material reality, 

nor a structuralist view of language as a unified semiological 

system. He summarizes his neo-Wittgensteinian stance as 

follows : 

The examination of language games, ... identifies and 
reinforces the separation of language from itself. There 

V.N. Voloshinov, m m  andth& P ~ ~ J v  o f  L m a s  
(hereafter M & PL), trans. Ladislav Matejka and I.R. Titunik 
(Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1986). 



is no unity to language; there are islands of language, 
each of them ruled by a different regime, untranslatable 
into the others. This dispersion is good in itself, and 
ought to be respected. It is deadly when one phrase 
regime prevails over the ~thers.~ 

While it is true that Wittgensteints writings show a 

profound respect for linguistic diversity and the context- 

dependent nature of rneaning, against Lyotard it must be 

pointed out that the common humanity of speakers and 

addressees makes translation across very different language 

regimes possible (even if this possibility is fraught with 

innumerable problems of misunderstanding). Wittgenstein's 

assertion that the llcommon behaviour of mankind is the system 

of referenceu which allows us to "interpret an unknown 

languageIW1O seems to suggest that, despite the fragmented 

nature language , the 

existence might render some kind of general social analysis 

possible. We will explore the possibilities of such a general 

analysis later on. For now, it is sufficient to note that it 

Jean-François Lyotard, I1Wittgenstein8s 'Afteran in 
PoliklcaL W r W  

. . . . , 2 0 .  

l0 Ludwig Wittgenstein. f~ 
(hereafter u), trans. G.E.M. Anscombe (New York: Macmillan 
Company, 1968) Part 1, Sect. 206, 82e. 



is precisely Wittgensteinls wanthropological assumptionfl that 

"people make use of languagen which Lyotard seeks to eliminate 

from the neo-Wittgensteinian theoretical frameworkL1: 

After Wittgenstein, the first task is that of overcoming 
this humanist obstacle to the analysis of phrase regimes, 
to make philosophy inhuman. Humanity is not the user of 
language, nor even its guardian; there is no more one 
subject than there is one language. Phrases situate names 
and pronouns (or their equivalent) in the universes they 
present . * 

1 will argue later that the stark contrast between the 

anthropological assumption that people make use of language, 

and the anti-humanist assumption that language makes use of 

people, is overstated. What must be noted here is that 

Lyotardls anti-humanist assumption effectively removes extra- 

linguistic elements from his theoretical framework. If our 

status as "names and pronounsN in incommensurable linguistic 

universes is held to represent everything that we are, then we 

must ignore the fact that w e  are living, breathing creatures 

w i t h  certain cornmon behavioural traits and biological needs. 

Even though Lyotard chooses to ignore the extra- 

Lyotard, Wittgensteinls 'Afterl ", 21. 

l2 Ibid . ,  21. 



linguistic, this does not m e a n  that he is blind to the human 

suffering caused by Our current global capitalist system, He 

sirnply sees this suffering in linguistic terms. Lyotard is 

worried about the totalizing Itgramrnarw of capital. In order to 

deal with this general problem, he must develop some general 

concepts, that would seem, on the face of it, to contradict 

the incommensurability of the various nislandsn of language. 

Lyotard argues for a kind of "negative generality" . While 

maintaining that language is composed of diverse and 

incommensurable genres of discourse, he also wants to maintain 

that the trans-linguistic principle of respect for diversity 

should be universally recognized. Because Lyotard values the 

polyphony of language, he takes an uncompromising and critical 

stance towards threats to polyphony. His negative categorical 

imperative is expressed as "incredulity toward 

metanarrat ives " . l3 
Metanarrat ives are genres of discourse which 

simultaneously produce and efface a ndifferendll. The concept 

of the differend is the key justifying term in ~yotard's 

. . 
Jean-François Lyotard, me PopCondltion, 
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pos tmodern stance of general incredulity towards 

metanarratives because it points to the fundamental 

incommensurability of various language games that must be 

ignored by totalizing discourses: 

As distinguished £rom a litigation, a differend would be 
a case of conflict, between (at least) two parties, that 
cannot be equitably resolved for lack of a rule of 
judgement applicable to both arguments. One side1s 
legitimacy does not imply the otherrs lack of legitimacy. 
However, applying a single rule of judgement to both in 
order to settle their differend as though it were merely 
a litigation would wrong (at least) one of them.. . A 
wrong results £rom the fact that the rules of the genre 
of discourse by which one judges are not those of the 
judged genre or genres of disco~rse.~ 

Metanarratives are hard to combat because it is difficult 

to identify their totalizing wrong-producing language game 

moves. Metanarratives simultaneously produce and ,-, a 

dif ferend. Because the totalizing genre judges only by its own 

rules, and not those of the party it wrongs, it silences the 

. . 
wronged party and makes the wrong The 

l4 Jean-François Lyotard, --ad, xi - 
lS "It is in the  nature of a victim [of a wrong] to be 

incapable of proving that a wrong has been su£ fered. Jean- 
François Lyotard, ~Judiciousness in Dispute or Kant After 
MarxM, in -d Re-, Andrew Benjamin (ed. ) 
(Cambridge: Blackwell, 1989) 352. 



identification of a wrong is, theref ore, an important critical 

move. Ail of this can be explained using the example of the 

differend between capital and labour. Here, the wrong of 

exploitation is both produced and hidden by the " judgingUr 

discourse of bourgeois political economy (or the "genre of 

capitalu) . Marx makes the important critical move of revealing 

the wrong done to labour (exploitation) in his critique of 

political economy. 

Marxr$ critique of bourgeois political economy is the 

first clear articulation of a wrong (done by capital to wage 

labour), and is, in fact, Lyotardfs mode1 for general 

incredulity towards rnetanarratives. Marx allows the wronged 

worker to speak from the underside of the totalizing discourse 

of capital as it was expressed in the bourgeois political 

economy of his time : 

If [Marx's] çàpitd had been the critique ... of political 
econorny [Caoitalf s subtitle] , it was because it had 
forced the & d , f g y a  0 to be heard where it lay, hidden. . . 
beneath the universal. Marx had show that there were at 
least two idioms or two genres hidden in the universal 
language of capital: the M 6 r I  [circuit of exchangel spoken 
by the capitalist, and the CMC spoken by the wage 



By subjecting the categories of bourgeois political economy to 

a radical critique, Marx was able to show that the equal 

exchange expressed in the formula "MCMU, is simultaneously a 

relation of exploitation, expressed in the formula "CMCn. with 

"MCMN, money and commodity corne together in production to make 

more money (which will be used to start the process again). 

Accumulation is the end. From this point of view, we "live to 

workm. With "CMCN, the worker sells one commodity (her labour 

power) t o  get other  ones (the necessities of life) . No 

accumulation occurs, which means that V M C n  will continue to 

happen. The worker does not "live to workfl but "works to 

l i v e t l ,  so that her partner, the capitalist, can continue to 

accumulate via "MCMR. Of course, both "MCW and V M C U  express 

relations of equal exchange. Equal exchange simultaneously 

produces and effaces the wrong of exploitation. 

Marx had to produce his own category of surplus value in 

order t o  express this wrong. The wrong is inexpressible in the 

l6 JeamFrançois Lyotard, "A Mernorial of Marxismlt i n  
W .  Form. Event, (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1988) 6 0 .  



idiom of capital. The grammar of the capital genre is 

structured in such a way that only equal exchange can be 

signif ied, and capital s locutionary force is powerf ul enough 

to drown-out any cornpetitors. The reason that Marx's critique 

of political economy is so powerful is that by showing the 

contradictions immanent in the movements of value which 

produce the category of surplus value, Marx is able to use the 

locutionary force of the capital genre u t  itse3f. Marx's 

language game move is analogous to the movements of Judo, 

which use the force of one's adversary to bring the opponent 

to the floor. 

Lyotard daims that his postmodernism follows in the 

radical anti-capitalist tradition of marxism. He argues that 

[tlhe problem which overshadows al1 others is  that of 

capital."18 ûppositional politics cari only daim radicality if 

they combat capital: 

l7 This deficiency is the starting point for Marx's 
critique of bourgeois political economy: "Use-value as such, 
since it is independent of the determinate economic form, lies 
outside the sphere of investigation of political econom~.~ . . . . 
Karl Marx, A t r i b r t h n  to the C r ~ t i q t i a  o f  P o l i t ~ c d  
FcoaalY, 2 8 .  

l8 Jean-François Lyotard, I1A Svelte Appendix" , 25. 



... what in M a r x i s m  cannot be objected to.. . is that there 
are several incommensurable genres of discourse at play 
in society.. . and nonetheless - one of thern at least - 
capital. . . - imposes its rules on the others. This 
opposition is the only radical one, the one that forbids 
its victims to bear witness against it. It is not enough 
to understand it and be its philosopher; one must also 
destroy it.lg 

Going beyond philosophy in order to destroy capital, 

would seem to i m p l y  participation in some form of working 

class project . This is not, however, Lyotardl s position. 

Faithful to his anti-humanist form of neo-Wittgensteinian 

philosophy, he argues that there exists no proletarian subject 

to struggle against capital. There can be no recourse to 

"authentic" experience of exploitation and alienation to 

counter bourgeois 5deologyl~. Recognizing the differend 

between capital and labour means recognizing the 

incommensurability of the two genres and the wrong that is 

produced when one is judged in the t e m s  of the other. Justice 

is not done by judging capital in the terrns of labour. Justice 

is done by the act of r e c o w i  the incommensurability of 

the two genres. Going beyond philosophy, for Lyotard, m e a n s  

that speakers and addressees situated as names and pronouns in 

l9 Lyotard, "MemorialN, 72. 



various linguistically constituted universes must "bear 

witness" to the differend that capital produces and effaces.20 

Lyotard calls on us to take up the "radicaln position of 

spectator: " L e t  us wage a war on totality; let us be witness 

to the unpresentable; let us activate the differences and Save 

the honour of the name. n2r 

The problem is that Lyotard only recognizes half of 

Marx1 s critique of political economy. For Marx, simply showing 

the contradictions of bourgeois political economy is not 

enough to pose a serious threat to the capitalist system. Marx 

argues that the contradictions of bourgeois political economy 

are simultaneously soc3 a 1 contradictions, that involve 

continua1 class struggle. 

Labour power, for bourgeois political economy, is a 

commodity like any other, bought and sold for commodities of 

. * 
Lyotard, The D i f  f r y e d ,  181. The ~ o n t r n o d ~ @ n d ~ ~ ,  

8 2 .  



equal value, But Marx shows that this discourse ignores an 

important social reality. The value of most commodities can be 

measured by the socially necessary labour tirne needed for 

their production. But what is the socially necessary labour 

time needed for the production of labour power? The actual 

determination of labour power's value is a process of which 

bourgeois political economy is necessarily ignorant. All that 

can be said is that, since workers are physically engaged in 

the production process, the value of labour power must meet 

the minimum requirements for the reproduction of the working 

class. This, of course, begs the question; what are the 

minimum requirements for the reproduction of the working 

class? It is clear that an answer that does not take into 

account I1historical and moral"22 elernents, will be inadequate, 

But the only sentences that can be spoken in the capital genre 

are composed of commodities (subjects and objects) and their 

exchange (verbs) . Historical and moral elements lie outside 
the scope of bourgeois political economy, so the genre of 

22 "In contrast, ... with the case of other commodities, 
the determination of the value of labour-power contains a 
historical and moral element." Karl Marx, witd, Vol. 1, 
trans. Ben Fowkes (New York: Vintage Books, 1977) 2 7 5 .  



capital is inadequate to the task of explaining the value of 

labour power. This is an important contradiction, but showing 

this inconsistency does not stop the market in labour power 

£ r o m  functioning. 

Capital does not need a genre of discourse adequate to 

explain value in all of its forms. It simply needs a genre 

capable of producing equal exchanges that facilitate the 

accumulation process. If the historical and moral conditions 

are there - if there exists a class of workers divorced £rom 

the m e a n s  of production that is ready to sel1 its labour power 

to the class of owners - then it is enough for the capital 

genre to name the commodity that workers are ready to 

alienate. Capitalists can engage with moral and historical 

elements without having a genre of discourse adequate to 

explain thern. The capacity to produce equal exchanges is not 

challenged simply by "bearing witnessn to theoretical 

inconsistencies. The power of capital is challenged by workers 

refusing the nanow role they are forced into as expressed by 

the category of labour power. 

For the capitalist system to function, it is not adequate 



that the value of labour power be high enough to meet the 

minimum requirements for the reproduction of the working 

class. It must also be laÿI enough to facilitate the 

accumulation process. -lus value must be produced. It is 

this double requirement which expresses the oppression of the 

working class. As long as the only way for one to live is to 

exchange one ' s labour power, the majority of human kind is 

limited to mere survival (at best). And it is a form of life 

in which one is forced to produce a surplus for the class 

which directs the enterprises that limit one's existence to 

mere survival. 

It is the presence of this form of oppression which 

distinguishes capitalism from other forms of social 

organization. There are other foms of social organization 

that can be opposed to capitalism, with their own distinctive 

f orms of surplus extraction (ie . f eudalism or state 

socialisrn) . But the form of social organization most radically 

opposed to capitalism, is one in which there are no class 

divisions and therefore no extraction of surplus from one 

class by another. This form of social organization is the 



self-organization of workers in democratic socialisrn. Because 

of the contradictions of the capitalist system, democratic 

socialism exists, but only in potentb. 

The possibility of the realization of democratic 

. . 
socialism demands more than a yecounltioq of differend- 

producing and effacing contradictions. It also demands social- 

political struggle in the very processes which constitute 

these contradictions. The social process in which the value of 

labour power itself is decided, while necessary for the 

continuation of the accumulation process, also tbreatens to 

erupt into working class revolt and, in situations of extreme 

crisis, can even threaten to erupt into revolution. To Say 

that the value of labour power contains irreducibly historical 

and moral elements, means that the process by which the value 

of labour power is decided is inseparable from class struggle. 

The cost of reproducing the working class, relative to the 

surplus value it is capable of producing, involves a whole 

series of questions with answers that will Vary depending on 

the strategies pursued by classes and class fractions and on 

the balance of class forces: What is an "acceptable leveln of 



unemployment? What should be considered a "normal working 

dayI1? What kind of health and safety regulations (if any) 

should be enforced in the workplace? Should there be a level 

of purchasing power that workers or even the unemployed be 

protected from falling below? etc. 

There are also a whole series of questions involving 

working life in each capitalist enterprise, decided by local 

struggles, which are implicated in the value of labour power. 

These struggles are not the only factors in deciding the 

value of labour power. There are also a whole series of 

technology and productivity improvements t h a t  affect the cost 

of the  necessities of life and, therefore, the cost of the 

reproduction of the working class. But the value of other 

"non-human inputst1 are similarly affected by this sort of 

development. What makes labour power unique is that the very 

movements of its value are directly dependent on class 

struggle, or in Lyotardls terms, on the production and 

effacement of a differend. 

The direct implication of class struggle in the formation 

of the value of labour power may, at first, appear ta be an 



inconvenience for capital. Would it not 

capitalists if the value of labour power 

technical question like the value of machines 

Machines do not have the freedorn to rebel, 

interrupt the process of surplus extraction. 

machines have the freedom to starve, so they 

of producing surplus value. 

be easier for 

were a simple 

and their fuel? 

so they cannot 

But neither do 

are not capable 

Machines do not sell their labour power in order to 

survive. T h e i r  value is simply the socially necessary labour 

time for their production. Machines have independent owners 

who sell them at market prices that tend towards this value. 

Assuming market equilibrium, their owners will not get 

anything more out of the machines by using them in production. 

The machines will simply constitute part of the socially 

necessary labour tirne for the commodities that  are produced. 

Workers, however, do not have independent masters who 

sell them in the market place. They are independent agents 

themselves, who must sell t h e i r  labour power i n  order to 

survive. It is precisely because the question of the socially 

necessary labour time to pay for survival is an open one, that 



there exists the possibility of value- ft is possible 

for the capitalist to pay the worker wages that are less in 

terms of labour time than the labour power received by the 

capitalist. In fact, capital as a whole, rust continually 

reproduce this asymmetrical relation in order for the 

accumulation process to continue. 

But it is an asmetrical relation that is presented as 

a symmetrical one. Exploitation is presented as an equal 

exchange. Marx reveals the differend hidden by this 

surreptitious representation, but the force of his critique is 

not only derived from the contradictions of the categories of 

political economy. Marx's critique also derives its force from 

the social co-ctia which he points to as evidence of 

the contradictions of political e ~ o n o m y . ~ ~  The value of labour 

power is not a technical question like the value of other 

commodities. There are a multitude of diverse struggles which 

are of key importance in deciding the value of labour power. 

These are struggles that pit capital's need for surplus value 

23 See mita, Vol. 1, "The Struggle for a Normal Working 
DayN, 389-411 and Part Eight "So-Called Primitive 
Accumulationrr, 873-940.  



against labourts need for an existence that is more than mere 

survival. It is because these struggles are central to the 

accumulation process itself that Marx's critique goes beyond 

philosophy. M a r x  identifies the social forces that have the 

potential to destroy capital, and bring its productive 

capacity under democratic control. These social forces 

constitute the category of the "proletariatI1. The proletariat 

is a potentially radical force because the movements of value 

that are central to the capital genre require its engagement 

in struggle and prepare it for a transfomative project. 

Lyotard, however, cannot accept the existence of a 

proletarian subject. He only recognizes names and pronouns in 

discrete linguistically constructed universes. He rejects the 

proletarian subject as a totalizing, wrong producing category 

of a marxist metanarrative: "We donlt know any proletarians, 

but we can form the concept of one. The proletarian concept 

is formed via critique of the categories of bourgeois 

political economy. The subject of the capital genre says 

"MCMM. The wrong of this phrase is revealed by the VMC"  

24 Lyotard, It Kant A£ ter Marx, II 3 54. 
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spoken by labour, but, according to Lyotard, if the latter is 

the only legitimate (marxist) phrasing of production, then one 

wrong is merely replaced by another, Lyotard is afraid that 

countering the capital genre's "living to workm with labour's 

"working to liven will drown-out other ways of speaking about 

working and living. Thus, Lyotard argues that marxism presents 

5tself not as one party in a suit, but as the judge, as the 

science in possession of obje~tivity."~~ Thus  Lyotard hirnself 

is wronged, placed in the realm of "stupidity. . . subjective 

particularity ..." which is "incapable of making itself 

understoodm except by borrowing from "the dominant idiom 

[marxism] If . 26 In the rnarxist idiom, as perceived by Lyotard, 

production is either capitalist exploitation of the 

proletariat, subject to the exigencies of a world market 

beyond anyone's control, or a scientifically managed social 

enterprise where irrationality is finally overcome by 

scientific socialism. With capitalist production, the world 

market defines our lives for us (as work) . With socialist 

25 Lyotard, "A Mernorial", 61. 

26 Ib id . ,  61, 



production, the "workers stateIr scientifically determines our 

l i f e  requirernents and allocates work accordingly. The wrongs 

of the destruction of the environment, racism and sexism, not 

to mention the  wxong of state socialist exploitation of 

workers by a technocratic class, which are also implicated in 

production, remain inexpressible - drowned-out by the TMC" of 

the proletarian sub j ect . 

Lyotardls critique of scientific socialisrn can, perhaps, 

be applied tu some of the more dogmatic and scientistic 

strains of marxism, but it completely misses the critical 

intent of Marx's category of the proletariat. The point of 

counter-posing the proletariatls T M C v  ta capital's " M W ,  is 

ta open up production to democratic control, thus allowing a 

whole series of differends effaced by the capital genre to be 

spoken. Lyotardls criticism of the differend-effacing 

abstraction of the proletarian category is misplaced. Lyotard 

argues, "We donlt know any proletarians. but we can fonn the 

concept of one," where he ought to argue in a mamist vein. 

"We donlt know wage labour but we can form the concept of it." 

That is to Say, workers are not merely defined by the wage 



relation, but the grammar of capital only allows us to sigriify 

this aspect of their existence. The category of the 

proletariat, as conceived within non-dogmatic foms of 

marxism, is meant to destabilize the wage relation by 

foregrounding the class struggle where capital is confronted 

with the moral and historical elernents that refuse exclusion 

from capital's category of wage labour. The "proletariatm is 

not the name of a subject that cornes ready-made along with 

capital - its mirror image and nemesis. The category of the 

proletariat names a continually evolving contradiction between 

the category of "wage labourr1 and those that are constrained 

in such a way that they have very little choice but to perform 

it. The proletariat is not the guarantor of mancist science, 

but a force that continually destabilizes and challenges the 

categories of bourgeois economics . There is no objectively 

rational proletarian organization of production that can be 

posed in advance as a scientific alternative to the 

irrationalities of capitalisrn. Socialism, when understood as 

the form of social organization most radically opposed to 

capitalism, can only mean the democratic self-orgdzation of 



the direct producers. Workers themselves must decide what is 

"rational". This means that they must canfront problems of 

environmental degradation, racism and sexism. These are 

differends that can be discussed by proletarian voices. 

Capital is necessarily monotonous but the proletariat can be 

polyphonous . 
  ut why pose T M C n  with such locutionary force against 

capital's "MCMU? 1s it not enough to Say that "MCMU not only 

ignores the moral and historical elements of labour power, but 

it also treats the environment and the predominantly female 

labour outside the circuits of capitalist production as mere 

llexternalitiesll. These are, indeed, important contradictions 

(and they are also directly related to the moral and 

historical elements of labour power) and they reveal a great 

deal about the limits of bourgeois political economy, but they 

do not correspond to 3-1 aont;E8dictiom that are capable of 

posing themselves with the same transf ormative force as the 

contradiction between labour and capital. The social 

contradiction between labour and capital has a strategic 

centrality because capital must organize our daily lives in a 



way that facilitates capital's expansion - surplus value must 

be produced. In other wurds, capital must continually produce 

a class of people with interests directly opposed to this 

continual expansion - a working class for which capital can 

only provide survival. And since capital organizes so m a n y  

aspects of our daily lives, creating a bi-polar class-tension 

in so many of our quotidian language games, the struggle to 

organize our lives differently will require a proletarian 

character to achieve really profound social transformation 

(ie. democratic socialism) . 

Lyotard does not recognize the centrality of the 

contradiction between labour and capital. He refuses to make 

judgements about the strategic importance of the various 

differends that capital produces and effaces. This refusal is 

itself a judgement about the relative importance of extra- 

linguistic elements. It is the polyphony of -ailacre it..solf 

that justifies incredulity to the capital metanarrative. It 

does not matter what capital does to Q--. For ~yotard, 

people are merely names and pronouns brought to life in 

various discursively constructed universes. ~yotard's 



categorical imperative is an argument for respect for 

linguistic diversity. But the failure to deal with the extra- 

linguistic conditions necessary for the recognition of 

differends, actually does a dissemice to the cause of 

polyphony . Polyphony requires , not only increduli ty towards 

the capital metanarrative which effaces exploitation with 

equal exchange, but also requises the challenging of 

capitalist exploitation itself. 

Lyotard does not argue that language is everything, or 

that reality is entirely discursively constructed, but his 

method has consequences sirnilar to the ones that follow from 

the thesis that language "goes al1 the way downtl. 

Lyotard chooses to ignore extra-linguistic elements for 

two reasons. First, he wishes to avoid the worst excesses of 

communication theory. Communication theory tends to privilege 

the cognitive function of language. When language is viewed 

primarily as a circuit of communication of information about 

an extra-linguistic reality, the "agonisticil language game 

moves and countermoves that constitute society becorne mere 



disruptions in a process of self -realization. 27 : 

At bottom, ... [communication theoryl presupposes a 
language, a language naturally at peace with itself, 
'comninicationalr, and perturbed for instance only by the 
wills, passions, and intentions of humans. 
~nthropocentrism. 

Lyotard, in opposition to the thesis that I1to speak is to 

~ommunicate~~, proposes "to speak is to fightn .2g Lyotard 

overstatas this opposition, just as he does the opposition 

between anthropocentric language (used by people) and anti- 

humanist language (user of people). He overstates the 

opposition between cornmunicational and agonistic language in 

order to advance his project of changing the focus on the 

communication of information, to a focus on the functioning of 

Lyotard, 

Lyotard, D j f f n r e a ,  137. Although Lyotard speaks 
in general terms here, it is difficult to avoid reading this 
as a critique of Jurgen Habermas. Habermas models social 
evolution on the wontogenetically analyzed stages of cognitive 
development" found in the work of J. Piaget. As the challenges 
of "system problems1l are continually met through the use of 
'laccumulated cognitive potential", human development tends 
towards rational consensus in the domains of strategic action, 
legitimation, legality and morality. See J. Habermas, "~oward 
a Reconstruction of Historical Materialismm in J. Habermas 
clo-cat j on and the Evol utjon of Soaietv, t f ~ s .  Thomas 
McCarthy (Boston: Beacon Press, 1979) 130-177. 

. . 
29 Lyotard, a, 10. 



agonistic language games through which senders, receivers and 

the information sent and received are constituted. 

This brings us to the second reason for ignoring the 

extra-linguistic. Since Lyotard wishes to focus on the 

agonistic language games which constitute the social, and his 

political project is to encourage the proliferation of these 

diverse games, in opposition to totalizing rnetanarratives, he 

must eschew language game moves which challenge the legitimacy 

of other rnoves on the basis of their failure to accord with an 

extra- linguistic reality . The reality I1trump cardf1 must be 

rejected because it is always possible for players who are 

better situated to Vix" the rules by which the trump is 

established. Wrongs are invisible because they are 

inexpressible within the grammar of the genre where 

litigations are decided. The victimizer obtains 

. . .  the silence of the witnesses, the deafness of the 
judges, and the inconsistency (insanity) of the 
testirnony. You neutralize the addressor, the adàressee, 
and the sense of the testimony; then everything is as if 
there were no referent (no damages) . 30 
Tt is preferable to bracket the question of the referent, and 

30 Lyotard, Jli-reM, 8. 



examine the dif f erent genres by which referents are 

established- This reveals the differend which was hithexto 

invisible and aids the cause of polyphony. This is why bearing 

witness to the differend is thought to be a radical act. 

Lyotard has two principle defences to deflect 

epistemological objections to his choice to ignore the extra- 

linguistic. First, while it must be adrnitted that there is 

something extra-linguistic involved in social relations, it is 

not unreasonable to bracket such concerns because we can 

understand a great deal about society without reference to the 

extra-linguistic. "Societym does not become unintelligible 

when conceived only in linguistic terms: 

It should now be clear from which perspective 1 chose 
language garnes as my general methodological approach. 1 
am not claiming that the entiretv of social relations is 
of this nature - that will remain an open question. But 
there is no need to resort to some fiction of social 
origins to establish that language games are the minimum 
relation required for society to exist ..." 

Second, whatever extra-linguistic elements rnight exist, 

they are becoming less and less important because of our 

contemporary "postmodern conditionn. Because we live "in a 



society whose communication component is becoming more 

prominent day by day, both as a reality and as an issue, it is 

clear that language assumes a new importance."32 

While denying neither the problematic nature of authority 

derived f r o m  supposedly superior representations of extra- 

linguistic reality, nor the reality-constituting power of 

agonistic language games, 1 will argue that an exclusively 

linguistic focus misses the centrality of class struggle to 

the continued furictioning or radical transformation of 

capitalist society. This is an important defect, because the 

failure to pose a working class project in opposition to the 

capitalist one, whatever one's reservations about capital's 

totalizing grammar, will mean defacto support for the status 

For V.N. Voloshinov, language is both communicational and 

agonistic, both used by and a user of speakers and addressees. 



Language evolves in processes of struggle within a "sign 

comunity". Since sign communities, in the present context at 

least, are class divided - they contain both exploiter and 

exploited - the sjan itsel f llbecomes an arena of the class 

strugglelr I t  is t h e  struggle over meaning that gives life 

to language: 

A sign t h a t  has been withdrawn from the pressures of the 
social struggle ... inevitably loses force, degenerating 
into allegory and becorning the object not of live social 
intelligibility but of philological comprehension. The 
historical memory of mankind is full of such w o r n  o u t  
ideological signs incapable of serving as arenas for the 
clash of live social accents.34 

Meaning is not simply derived f rom the ref erent . It is 
constructed through social struggle in language. This is not 

to Say, however, t h a t  t h e  referent is irrelevant. There is a 

struggle over the representation 

because it is a source of power. 

of the ref e ren t  precisely 

The grammar of the capital 

genre structures the sayable in such a w a y  that the referent 

of llproductionlf can only be represented as a series of equal 

exchanges and it is the class project of capitalists to make 

33 Voloshinov, the P-v of -, 23 

34 Ibid., 23. 



this an exhaustive representation. This makes accumulation 

appear to be the self-valorization of capital itself, rather 

than the exploitation of the working class, and this 

surreptitious representation is instrumental in the continual 

reproduction of relations of exploitation. Thus, the niling 

class simultaneously communicates and astorts  the referent: 

The very same thing that makes the ideological sign vital 
and mutable is also, however, that which makes it a 
refracting and distorting medium. The ruling class 
strives to impart a supraclass, eternal character to the 
ideological sign, to extinguish or drive inward the 
struggle between social value judgements which occurs in 
it , to make the sign uniaccentual. 35 

But this distortion is never fully successful, There is 

always some degree of struggle over meaning. There is always 

a degree of multiaccentuality, even if the t'-leat.ic 

&jtv of the sign cornes out fully in the open only in times 

of social crises or revolutionary changes. Multiaccentual 

signs opposed to the uniaccentual idiom of capital continually 

disturb the totalizing tendencies of the capital genre, 

because the referent of exploitation that capital refuses to 



name w s t ~ ,  and its existence is expressed in the f o m  of 

social contradictions whether or  no t. these social 

contradictions are able to %peak". 

1 do not wish to suggest, here, that social 

contradictions are entirely ftextra-linguisticw, but merely 

that T M C W  existed before Marx said it. Clearly, there are 

both linguistic and extra-linguistic elernents involved in the 

social contradictions of labour and capital. The repetitive 

strain disorder suffered by a garment worker and the words 

uttered in her fight for compensation from her employer are 

both elements of social contradictions. But these social 

contradictions are referents that can only be narned, as social 

contradictions, by a discourse that counter-poses "CMCW, or 

something like it, to the totalizing wMCM1l. 

Social contradictions, ironically, are absolutely central 

to the expansion of the totalizing genre that refuses to 

recognize thern - the genre that effaces them. As we observed 

in Chapter 3, the accumulation of capital is the result of a 

process where activities central to human existence - 



t~constitutive activitiesW3' - are organized as equal 

exchanges, and these exchanges continually produce a surplus 

for one class of partners, and mere survival for the other 

class of partners. Since these activities are an essential 

part of being human, and they are organized only in this way, 

human beings have no choice but to act as partners in these 

equal exchanges. For a few lucky ones, this willmean a choice 

between a life as exploiter or exploited, but most will be 

forced, by circurnstances, into the role of exploited. This 

process of surplus extraction cannot, however, be named in the 

genre of capital. In the capital genre, only equal exchanges 

are sayable. Capital accumulation can only be the self- 

valorization of capital itself. The vocabulary of capital 

consists of names of cornmodities (specific forms of capital). 

Sentences are formed with these names and the verb nexchangen, 

which is always equal. Wita js t h s e f o r e  t& o u  

37 See Len Doyal and Roger Harris, "The Practical 
Foundat ions of Human Understanding, l1 New, No. 13 9 
(May-June 1983). 



For capital to name exploitation would be a nonsensical 

denial of its own generative powers - it would be an admission 

that the organization of more and more humari activities, in 

the form of equal exchanges is a moral-historical project of 

one class, imposed on another, rather than simply "the way 

things are" . Capital self -expansion would no longer appear as 
a natural process. In other words, the capital genre would 

cease to have the totalizing quality essential to it. The 

capital genre is therefore necessarily blind to the 

exploitation that constitutes capital accumulation itself. 

Naming this reality does not "open capital's eyesm, because 

the name is nonsense in the capital genre. It violates the 

rules of grammar of the capital genre. But there are human 

beings who, simply because they are human, must engage in the 

very activities that constitute humanity, which are only 

accessible by taking the name of "wage labour" for 8, 10, 12, 

14, 16 hours a day? These human beings have an interest in 

These constitutive activities are precisely what 
Wittgenstein calls the "cornon behaviour of mankindn which 
allows us to "interpret an unknown languagetl. These are the . . 
common material c o d t t - a  that constitute the basis for a 
general social analysis where Lyotard is only able to see 
ungeneralizable islands of language. In capitalist society, 



organizing things differently. They  insist on being more than 

"wage labourN. T h e y  are a problem that the capitalist class 

c m o t  ignore even if the problem cannot be spoken in the  

capital genre, because the problem is also the very life-blood 

of capital's existence as a problem. Capital cannot "solven 

the problern - it the problem, Grammatically, "wage labouru 

is a commodity - a subcomponent of capital. That is the only 

way that the w o r d  can be used in the capital genre. But 

, capital- must engabe with the moral and 

historical elements of wage labour in order to maintain it as 

a source of value - capitalists must engage in class struggle. 

So the "self-valorizationtf of capital is based on the 

nonsensical historical and moral elements of its wage labour 

subcomponent. It is self-valorization because wage labour is 

a subcomponent of capital, but it is only able to act as a 

source of value because it is capital - because of its 

moral and historical elements. Yet everything depends on 

effacing precisely these aspects of wage labour because their 

the necessity of gaining access to constitutive activities 
ef f ectively f o r c e s  u s  to engage in the equal exchanges that 
constitute the genre of capital. See Chapter 3 of this work. 



visibility risks provoking demands from workers that go beyond 

the m e r e  survival that capital must provide. 

Clearly, the environment and the predominantly female 

labour outside the circuits of capitalist exchange have multi- 

accentua1 qualities that are effaced by the category of 

llexternalitiesw . Here too, there are moral and historical 

elements. Yet capital is not forced to organize and engage 

these elements in ways that carry strategic risks anything 

like the risks involved in organizing and engaging with wage 

labour. Some of the natural world is divided up into units 

that have value, but nature is passive insofar as exchanges 

are concemed. This is why Smith's political economy is an 

advance over the "Physiocratie illusion that ground rent grows 

out of the soil, not out of s~ciety".~~ Nature does not produce 

value. Value is a social relation. Of course, nature is 

llwrongedfl just as workers are. There is a dif ferend between 

the terms "eco-systernI1 and tldumping-groundu, just as there is 

between "wage labourn and "human being", but an eco-system 

cannot refuse to be a dumping-ground. Human beings cari fight 

39 Marx, Witd, Vol. 1, 176. 



the use of eco-systems as dumping-grounds, but will they do so 

with the same level of engagement as human beings fighting to 

be human beings? ~erhaps. Does ending the use of eco-systems 

as dumping-grounds necessarily mean the end of capital? 

Strictly speaking, no. 

The only logical requirement for the expansion and 

survival of capital is the production of surplus value which 

means that human beings must be forced into the role of 

exploitable wage labour. Environmental considerations can m a k e  

production more costly, and limit possible areas of capital 

expansion, thus making the production of surplus value more 

crilt, but this does not necessarily mean an end to 

capitalism. In fact, capitalists can be concerned about the 

environment as well as workers: 

. ..the issues of peace and ecology are not very well 
suited t o  generating strong anti-capitalist forces. In a 
sense, the problem is their very UvernaJity .... it is 
no more in the interests of the capitalist than of the 
worker t o  be wiped out by a nuclear bornb or dissolved in 
acid rain. We might as well say that given the dangers of 
capitalism, no rational person should support it; but 
this, needless to say, is not how things ~ork.~O 

40 Ellen Meiksins Wood, w t  C w i t w ,  (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1995) 266. 



Given the capital genre's inability to speak about 

anything outside of the exchanges that constitute capital's 

self-expansion, it is extremely unlikely that, as long as 

production is organized in a capitalist f ashion, ecological 

devastation will cease. Nevertheless, capitalises and workers 

live in the same biosphere and both can work towards placing 

limits on certain areas of capital expansion. Both can be 

~envir~nmentalists~~. It seems extremely unlikely, however, 

that the capitalist class will give up its class privilege 

simply because it is inconsistent with sound ecological 

principles. Clearly, it is up to the working class to end 

class privilege, which means that environmentalism cannot 

fundamentally challenge capitalist ecological destruction 

without a working class project.  

The predorninantly female labour outside the circuits of 

capitalist exchange is often crucial to the reproduction of 

the working class and allows capital to externalize some of 

these costs. Clearly, women are not only wronged as workers, 

but also, as wornw, by capital. There is a differend produced 

by the inapplicability of the term "workW, in the capital 



genre, to the referent of womenls reproductive labour. The 

common experience of being wronged in this way has contributed 

to the self-organization and stmggle of women in feminist 

movements. Because capital wrongs women i n  this way, feminist 

struggle must be directed against t ,  yet the feminist 

- struggle can only be really g ~ t j  capita- when it is 

integrated with working class struggle. Since this female 

labour is unpaid, it can be used to externalize some costs 

involved with the reproduction of the working class, but it is 

not impossible for female labour to be integrated into 

circuits of exchange, and thus recognized as I1worku . But i f  

"recognitionN as a wornan means more than recognition as wage 

labour, then there is common cause to be made with male 

workers . 

Capital has a nstructural indifferencew to "extra- 

economic identities" .41 For the genre of capital, there is no 

difference in principle between male, female, Black or White 

wage labour. Nevertheless, the process of capital accumulation 

always manages to functionally integrate itself with these 

-- 

4f rbid., 2 6 7 .  



identities. They have helped justify the distribution of "shit 

workm and wage differentials, and they have divided the 

working class against itself. White male workers' relative 

privilege in terms of power, status and wealth over other 

workers gives them a real investment in a system that exploits 

them and it obscures their  exploitation. The oppression of 

extra-economic identities also obscures the class nature of 

the exploitation suffered by ndoublylf or "triplytt exploited 

groups. Extra-economic identities are thus ,-u to capital,  

but not, in principle, mi9-3e. There are other ways to 

distribute "shit worktt and wage differentials. There are other 

ways to divide the working class against itself. If those 

struggling against racism and s e x i s m  want more than the less 

shitty end of the shitty stick given wage labour then they 

must integrate their struggles with the working class 

struggle . 

As 1 have argued in Chapter 3 ,  this is not a simple 

process of adding the nextra-economic' struggles onto the 

anti-capitalist struggle. Women and men, Black and White are 

exploited differently, and these different foms of 



exploitation will demand different f o m s  of struggle. 

Nevertheless , capital accumulation and exploitation can 

continue without (hetero)sexist and/or racist forms of 

exploitation. Al1 that is required for capital accumulation is 

wage labour. and if the anti-racist or anti- (hetero) sexist 

struggle limits itself to equality for llextra-economic* racial 

or gender identities, then capital is effectively let off the 

hook . 

Lyotard recognizes that capital is the "problem which 

overshadows al1 others, n42 but he is not able to explain &y 

the metanarrative of capital has such totalizing power. Why 

are state rnetanarratives, for instance, overshadowed by 

capital? The capital metanarrative has become the central 

problem of (post)modernity because it is not merely a 

totalizing, differend-producing and effacing genre, but is 

also a genre which has a central role in organizing the 

activities which constitute speakers and addressees - 

t ao - bevmd m a a e . 4 3  This is also the reason 

42 Lyotard, l'A Svelte AppendixI1, 25. 

43 In Chapter 5 1 will show how Foucault's analyses of 
penal and psychiatrie micro-technologies of power explain how 



why class struggle is central to the continued functioning or 

radical transformation of capitalist society. Capital &aws 

its self-expanding power from its organization of the 

activities that are central to human existence in such a w a y  

that all human beings must enter into the fundamentally bi- 

polar nexus of exchange relations that continually produce 

surplus value (capital's self-expansion) for one set of 

exchangers, and mere sumival for the rest. It is this 

continual extraction of a m w  surplus that gives the 

capital genre the locutionary force to drown-out polyphony. 

Ownership and control of cultural production, direct influence 

on private education and indirect influence on public 

education, in short ideoloqica  heoern- depends at least in 

part on surplus extraction. 

Nevertheless, surplus-extraction is only made possible by 

organizing and engaging wage labour in class struggle and 

preparing it for a transformative project. The historical and 

moral elements that constitute "wage  labour" are extraneous to 

the constitutive activities of delinquents and the insane are 
organized in both linguistic and extra-linguistic dimensions. 
Yet Foucault fails to theorize the central role played by 
capital in organizing constitutive activities. 



it as a category in the capital genre, and yet the question of 

the necessary labour time for the reproduction of the working 

class cannot be avoided. This question pits the need of 

capital accumulation against t h e  need for lives t h a t  are more 

than mere sunrival. Thus it is the sarne mteriaL centrality 

that makes capital an "overshadowingn metanarrative, that also 

gives a strategic centrality to class struggle in a radical 

transfomative project. If we bracket the referent, and only 

deal with language, counter-posing "eco-system" to "dumping- 

groundu has the same strategic value as counter-posing "human 

beingn to I1wage labourn. But, if we recognize the necessary 

dependence of the capital genre on the extraction of surplus 

value from wage labourers that must be organized and engaged 

in class struggle, then the class struggle takes on a 

strategic centrality. human beings and eco-systems have 

moral and historical elements t h a t  are ef faced by capital. 

Ecological and proletarian struggles canna be et.- 

prioritized. Yet, it is possible to recognize that it is 

working class struggle that constitutes the weakest link in 

the equal exchanges of the capital genre. 



As we will see in Chapter 5, Foucault also fails to 

strategically prioritize social struggies. But Foucaultls 

refusa1 to do so has nothing to do with the bracketing of the 

referent. Foucault does not bracket the referent. On the 

contrary, he recognizes the referent as a source of power and 

resistance. The meaning of prisonersl bodies is not only 

decided discursively, but is also created by their engagement 

in repetitive daily activities in an architecture of power. 

Nevertheless, Foucault does not situate this architecture in 

relation to other micro-power mechanisms in a way that allows 

us ta make sense of the social whole. And, 1 will argue, this 

is not because the social whole is intrinsically nonsensicai, 

but rather, because it must be understood as a social whole 

that is organized around the activities of surplus extraction 

. . 
and class struggle. It m u s t  be understood as a -dived 

social whole. 



Foucaultfs approach to power, unlike that of Lyotard, is 

decidedly materialist. The lack of engagement between marxists 

and Foucauldians, given the sirnilarities in their approaches 

to power , is truly astounding . M a y  rnarxis t s , including Marx 

himself, have focused their analyses, as Foucault argues they 

ought to in order to avoid tfmarxistlï economic determinism, on 

"the point where power surmounts the rules of right which 

organise and delimit it and extends itself beyond them, 

invests itself in institutions, becomes embodied in 

techniques, and equips itself with instruments and eventually 

even violent means of material intervention. If1 By examining 

Michel Foucault, "Two Lecturesw, in Michel Foucault, 
Power/Kriowledge, Colin Gordon (ed. ) (New York : Pantheon Books, 



the "ref erent " of institutions, techniques and violent means 

of intervention, both Foucault and Marx extend their analyses 

beyond the agonistic language games of Lyotard which establish 

the criteria for the judging of referents. In Marx's critique 

of political economy, analysis is centred on the point where 

the power of capital surmounts the rules of bourgeois exchange 

that organise and delirnit the relation between ownex and 

worker, investing itself in institutions, becoming embodied in 

techniques, and equipping itself with instruments and 

eventually even violent rneans of material intervention - a 

material intervent ion that Marx calls IV surplus extract ionm . 

Surplus extraction can be thought of as a kind of Foucauldian 

"micro-technologyI1, whose relation to other micro-technologies 

(eg. penal and psychiatric technologies) needs to be 

theorized. 1 will undertake this task, drawing upon Foucault's 

analyses of penal and psychiatric technologies in 

P r i s o n 2  and Siv>.l~.zatih 
. . .  , and upon Marx's 

Michel Foucault, 1, ttrans. Ahn 
Sheridan, (New York: Vintage Books, 1979). 

. . .  
Michel Foucault, *and&, trans . 

Richard Howard (New York: Vintage Books, 1988). 



critique of political economy in the first and third volumes 

of -. 1 will argue that theorizing the relation between 

these micro-technologies of power allows us to develop a 

general (marxist) strategy that is absent in the work of 

Foucault - a strategy that is needed in order to combat the 

(post)modern proliferation of oppressive micro-technologies. 

1 R w e  and Macro - Political S - t r i i r t ~  
. . 

It is hoped, by Foucault, that revealing the micro- 

technologies of power that form the underside of rules of 

right will lead to a recognition of "the manner in which they 

(micro-technologies of power] are invested and annexed by more 

global phenornena and the subtle fashion in which more general 

powers. . . are able to engage with these technologies. . . In 

other words, Foucault hopes that analyzing micro-technologies 

of power will give insight into the functioning of a more 

global hegemony or hegemonies which he deliberately leaves for 

Karl M a m ,  -, Vol. 1, trans. Ben Fowkes, (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1977) . QQ-1, Vol. 3, (New York: 
International Publishers, 1984) . 

T"o Lectures, 99. 



later elaboration from the ground-up, as it were. It is as if 

Foucault seeks to replace the economic base of the vulgar 

criticises, w i t h  . . 
J t~ c d  hase,, which 

leads us to examine forms of macro - political swerstructure . . 

that must have some kind of functional compatibility with the 

technologies of the base in order to engage with them and 

organise them. 

Foucault, however, never arrives at an explanation of how 

macro-political power functions within modem society. He 

never achieves the project he set out for himself in the early 

and mid 19709, of explaining the macro-political engagement of 

micro-political technologies. Foucault remains bogged d o m  in 

a multitude of micro-technologies of power. He does, however, 

provide the simple example of macro-power in feudal society as 

a mode1 that might be followed in analyzing more complex 

modern situations: 

Take a simple example, the feudal form of power relation. 
Between the serfs tied to the land and the lord w h o  
levies rent from them, there exists a local, relatively 

A 4 CI autonomous relation, almost a - - . For this 
relation to hold, it must indeed have the backing of a 
certain pyramidical ordering of the feudal system. But 
itfs certain that the power of the French kings and the 
apparatuses of Sta te  which they gradually established 



£ r o m  the eleventh century onward had as their condition 
of possibility a rooting in forms of behaviour, bodies 
and local relations of power which should not at al1 be 
seen as a simple projection of the central powerO6 

This is precisely the approach followed by Marx in the 

third volume with the crucial difference that Marx 

gives special emphasis to the su- extractu that occurs 

within the tete a tete n A - - of lord and serf. Marx posits a special 

relationship between micro-technologies of surplus extraction 

and more general forms of power: 

The specif ic form, in which unpaid surplus labour is 
pumped out of direct producers, determines the 
relationship between rulers and ruled, as it grows 
directly out of production itself and, in tum, reacts 
upon it as a determined element.. . . It is always the 
direct relationship of the owners of the conditions of 
production to the direct producers ... which reveals the 
imermost secret, the hidden basis of the entire social 
structure, and with it the political form of the 
relations of sovereignty and dependence, in short, the 
corresponding form of the state. This does not prevent 
the same econodc basis - the same f r o m  the standpoint of 
its main conditions - due to innumerable different 
empirical circumstances ... from showing infinite 
variations and gradations in appearance, which can be 
ascertained only by analysis of the empirically given 

Michel Foucault, "The Confession of the Flesh," A 
conversation with Alain Grosrichard, Gerard Wajeman, Jaques- 
Alain Miller, Guy Le Gaufey, Dominique Celas, Gerard Miller, 
Catherine Millot, Jocelyne Livi and Judith Miller, in Michel 

Foucault, Power/Knowledcre, Colin Gordon (ed . ) (New York : Pantheon 
Books, 1980) 201. 



circurnstances . 

men though Marx refers to  an I1economicn base here, it is 

. . clear that surplus extraction is a p o l m  relation as well 

. . - the technology of surplus extraction is a golltxcal 

technology. This is obvious in the case of feudalism: 

It is.. . evident that in al1 forns in which the direct 
labourer remains the 'possessorl of the means of 
production and labour conditions necessary for the 
production of his own m e a n s  of subsistence, the property 
relationship must sirnultaneously appear as a direct 
relation of lordship and servitude .... Under such 
conditions the surplus-labour for the nominal owner of 
the land can only be extorted from them by other than 
economic pressure, whatever the form assumed may be.' 

As Foucault States, 'Irelations of power1I are l'prof oundly 

enmeshed in and with econornic relations and participate with 

them in a common circuit.. . w 9  The unpaid surplus labour of the 

serf is extracted by the lord by means of direct and overtly 

political coercion. The lord's right to the serf's labour is 

derived from his political status. And what Marx shows in 

CaDital is that, although the owner and worker of capitalist 

Kari M a r x ,  t d ,  Vol. 3, 791-792. 

Ibid., 790-791. 

I1Two Lectures, l1 89. 



society share the same formal juridical rights, their relation 

of "equal exchangeIf is clearly a case of domination of the 

former over the latter - even though this domination is not 

lfpolitical'l since it occurs in the 'private' sphere. Owners 

exercise this private power because of the historical 

innovation of absolute and arbitrary power of the owner over 

his property grounded in positive right . Thus I1political 

marxistsn like Ellen Meiksins Wood have argued that 

"capitalism represents the ultirnate privatization of political 

power . 

Nevertheless, Foucault does not engage with this sort of 

marxism. This is, no doubt, at least partially due to the fact 

that his interest lies with Ilpeople situated outside the 

circuits of productive labour: the insane, prisoners, and ... 

children. For them labour, insof ar as they have to perform it , 

has a value which is chiefly disciplinary."ll So although 

'O Ellen Meiksins Wood, "The separation of the 'economic l 

and the 'political' in capitalismN, in Ellen Meiksins Wood, 
prmocracv A-st Cr;igi+,d i ~ m ,  (Great Britain: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995) 4 0 .  

l1 Michel Foucault in conversation with Jean-Pierre Barou 
and Michelle Penot, "The Eye of Powerw, in Michel Foucault, 
Power/Knawladcre, Colin Gordon (ed. 1 (New York : Pantheon Books, 



Foucault deals with important institutional and extra- 

institutional mechanisms of power that regulate peoplets day- 

to-day lives, these mechanisms are not directly implicated in 

surplus extraction. But there are some important questions 

begged here. 

m t  are the relationships between Foucaultls political 

technologies and the technologies of surplus extraction which 

Marx argues are the central categories for understanding the 

rnacro-power structure of any class divided society? 1s 

discipline through Nunproductiven labour even thinkable 

without an already existing capitalist system of surplus 

extraction - that is to Say, without an already existing, more 

or less widespread, system of fôctow-cj ml-? These 

questions can also be given a formulation that bears directly 

on the discussions of Chapters 3 and 4: How does the class 

divided nature of the organization of constitutive activities 

in society as a whole effect the organization of constitutive 

activities in the prison and the asylum respectively? ~oucault 

does not really confront these problems head on. 



Foucault fails to confront the question of the centrality 

of surplus extraction to politics because instead of exploring 

the relations between technologies of surplus extraction and 

other technologies of power, he organizes technologies of 

power around regimes of truth, and he organizes (or, more 

accurately, disorganizes) regimes of truth around the 

principle of dispersion. While it must be recognized that 

truth and power are intimately connected, and Foucault has 

some important insights in this regard, the macro-political 

%uperstructurel~ only becomes comprehensible (and it clearly 

is h c o ~ r e h e w  to Foucault) when the central role of the 

micro-technologies of surplus extraction in the organization 

of that superstructure is taken into account. We must raise 

new questions about the relation between Foucaultls regimes of 

truth and the predominant mode of surplus extraction in the 

capitalist era - the wage relation of owner and worker. 



We cari observe numerous similarities and differences, 

functional links and dysfunctional contradictions, and 

circuits of exchange between the technologies of surplus 

extraction and other micro-technologies. The question is, do 

these relationships make more sense if we think of the 

technologies as a series of ndispersionsn each of which is 

governed by a %exus of regularities1l" organized around a 

particular "régime of truthtl,* as Foucault is w a n t  to doL4; or 

Michel Foucault, -eoloav of K n o w J e a ,  trans. 
A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon BooksI 1972) 48. 

l3 Michel Foucault, Truth  and Powerm interview with 
Alessandro Fontana and Pasquale Pasuino in ~ower&KUx&&!!, 
Colin Gordon (ed.) (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980) 132- 

l4 This is what Wittgenstein calls Ifplaying with words". 
(a, Part 1, Sect. 67, 32e.) Foucault does not take this word- 
play to the extrernes of Laclau and Mouffe (See Chapter 3 of 
this work). Foucault does not derive a semiological system 
£rom the play of regularity and dispersion as Laclau and 
Mouffe do with equivalence and difference, because Foucault is 

* .  concerned with ~ e c ~  f s  socj ii 1 nract iceg, whereas Laclau and 
Mouffe deal with symbolic relations at the macro-level. Laclau 
and Mouffe, by isolating the symbolic dimension of various 
practices, are able to construct a total semiological system 
of equivalence and difference. But Foucault refuses to group 
al1 social practices into the single category of ndiscoursen- 
Describing diverse social practices that can only be 
understood on their own terms as I1regularity in dispersionn is 
thus merely a meaningless play on words (like the description 



if we think of them as sets of practices organized in a 

complex hierarchy with surplus extraction in the dominant 

position? 1 will argue that more sense can be made using the 

latter paradigm. My case will be made, simply by pointing out 

the practical links between llextra-economic rt inst itutional 

apparatuses of the prison and the asylum on the one hand, and 

the mechanisms of surplus extraction on the other. There are 

functional links, dysfunctional contradictions and circuits of 

exchange that can only be brought out by an examination of 

specific technologies on their own terrain. 

Prisons and asylums are "capital investmentsn in a very 

literal and straightforward sense. These institutions are 

costly material structures financed by the diversion of 

resources from the capitalist economy. And, as with any 

investment, there is risk. The bourgeoisie, from the beginning 

of the capitalist era, has continually posed the question of 

whether the return on these investrnents is justified by their 

of the continuous element of a thread as the continuous 
overlapping of discontinuous fibres) rather than an 
ontological mistake à la Laclau and Mouffe. Foucault does not 
reify "regularity in dispersionu by rnapping regularity and 
dispersion ont0 the categories of lfequalityI1 and "libertyff. 



risk. To many bourgeois political economists at the turn cf 

the nineteenth century, the whole enterprise of confinement 

appeared to constitute a "dangerous f inancing" , IS an 

unproductive drain on the economy. It was argued that the 

confinement of the poor, criminals and the insane disrupted 

the labour market, causing more social dislocation, thus 

bringing about the need for larger houses of con£ inement , 

causing more disruptions, and so on, 

Even after the need for some forms of confinement became 

generally accepted, there remained the endless task of 

identifying bad risks. And once bad risks are identified, it 

is not possible to follow simple administrative procedures of 

rationalization. Political battles ensue. There are always 

dysfunctional contradictions between the mechanisms of 

confinement and the mechanisms of surplus extraction. Prisons 

and asylurns can never be completely rationalized. There is 

always an element of "dangerous financing", even in the most 

f unctional institutions. 

Nevertheless, prisons and asylums, over the course of two 

. . .  
l5 Michel Foucault, URSS and C J V - ~ ,  Trans. 

Richard Howard (New York: Vintage Books, 1988) 233. 



hundred years, have corne to form apparently indispensable 

tools for the maintenance of order. In theory, order is 

maintained by the production of "docile subjects" in the 

prison system, and "disalienated subjects" in the asylum. 

However, prisons and asylums only work in this way as abstract 

ideal-types. In the actual functioning of these mechanisms of 

order, I1delinquency" and %nreasonm1 are produced along with 

docility and disalienation. Yet, this does not mean that these 

technologies of power are dysf unct ional. Delinquency and 

unreason are, in fact, parts of the order that is produced. 

They are part of the return on capital's investment. 

Despite their location "outside the circuits of 

productive labourm, the institutional practices of the asylum 

and the prison each have a set of asymmetrical relations with 

practices of surplus extraction that allow us to characterize 

both the asylum and the prison as bourgeois institutions. Work 

done by institutionalized individuals in the asylum and the 

prison is not usually organized so as to produce surplus value 

for capital (although this situation is changing, especially 



in prisons of the üS and Chinaf6) . Institutionalized work is 

different from "productive labourn. But the organizational 

forms of institutionalized work are, in fact, adapted from 

specialized segments of the I1productive labourm process. 

Certain aspects of the labour process in the capitalist 

system, with potential disciplinary applications, are hived- 

off and reproduced in the institutionalized environment. 

Institutionalized work, thus specialized for its function in 

a distinct apparatus, differs qualitatively from nproductive 

labouru, but it is, nonetheless, part of the capitalist mode 

of production. 

For Adam Smith, labour was able to fil1 the r o l e  of "the 

real measure of the exchangeable value of al1 commoditiesuL7 

because of the regularity of the drudgery involved in al1 

l6 See "There l s Prison Labor in Arnerica, Too, Busj neçs 
Yeeb, No. 3 2 5 2 ,  Feb. 17 1992, 42-44. See also Alexander C. 
Lichtenstein and Michael A. Krolly, "The Fortress Economy: The . . 
Economic R o l e  of the U.S. Prison System," in Crimrnal 

usticc, Elitu Rosenblat (ed. ) (Boston, MA: South End Press, 
1996) 16-39. See also Julie B r o m e ,  "The Labor of Doing Tirne,' 
in 1- 

. . , 61-72. 

" Adam Smith, =th of N a t j o l l g ,  in 
çmith, Robert L. Heilbroner (ed. ) (New York: W. W. Norton and 
Company, 1986) 175. 



forms of work. The worker "must always lay d o m  the same 

portion of his ease, his liberty, and his happinessnu over a 

given period of time spent in the labour process. Marx points 

out the historical specificity of Smith's characterization of 

labour: "., . [Smith] views this expenditure merely as the 

sacrifice of rest, freedom and happiness, not also m a n ' s  

normal life-activity. Of course, he has the modern wage- 

labourer in mind . "lg 

The role of labour in the prison and the asylum has been 

precisely the breaking up of "normal life-activity", into more 

manageable units of regular drudgery - the regular sacrifice 

of ease, liberty and happiness . Despite the general absence of 
an official contract of exchange between juridically equal 

partners, institutional work is part of the capitalist mode of 

production. 

Nevertheless, the institutional labour process, unlike 

the extra-institutional labour process, is not defined by 

aiienation. In fact, Foucault contrasts aiienating factory 

le Ibid. ,  177. 

l9 Karl Marx, m, vol. 1, footnote on 138. 
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labour with work in the asylum which has the "single a i m  of 

disalienating the mind lostfr .'O Asylum work Dpossesses a 

constraining power superior to al1 f orms of physical coercion, 

in that the regularity of the hours, the requirements of 

attention, the obligation to produce a result, detach the 

sufferer from a liberty of mind ... and engage him in a system 

of responsibilities . . . f 1 2 1  Regular sacrifice of ease, happiness 

and liberty due to the requirements of attention and results, 

precisely the same features of labour that make it the source 

of exchangeable value and alienation in the capitalist 

economy, render it disalienating in the context of the asylurn. 

Of course, both the institutionalized worker and her 

proletarian counterpart are alienated from their "normal life- 

activityN, but only the worker operating in the capitalist 

economy has a commodity to alienate - her labour power. Only 

juridically free agents own this comrnodity. Therefore, only 

such agents are capable of alienating it. In the institutional 

context, labour power is not alienated because there are no 



f ree agents. 22 The labour process is actually digai i e w  in 

the context of the asylum because, in her submission to the 

labour regimen, the institutionalized worker is re-integrated 

to the rational world from which she had previously been 

alienated. The "mind lostu is disalienated. 

In the context of the prison, submission to the labour 

regimen is not a means to the end of disalienation, but an end 

What, then, is the use of penal labour? Not profit; nor 
even the formation of a useful skill; but the 
constitution of a power relation, an empty economic form, 
a schema of individual submission and of adjustment ta a 
production apparatus. Z3 

Prisoners, that become accustomed to the daily sacrifice of 

ease, liberty and happiness, through integration into a 

regularly functioning production apparatus, are fomed into 

22 Even in prisons where wages are paid, they "do not 
reward production; they function as a motive and measure of 
individual transformation: it is a legal fiction, since it 
does not represent the 'freef granting of labour power, but an 
artifice that is presumed to be effective in the techniques of 
correction. Michel Foucault, rand ttrans . 
Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, 1979) 2 4 3 .  



docile sub j ects . 24 

Work is not a universal feature of confinement, but there 

are other mechanisms which function in a similar way, engaging 

the connfined individual in an activity with the r equ i r emen t  of 

regular sacrifice of ease, liberty and happiness, to produce 

disalienation and docility. The most obvious example is the 

time-table which breaks up the confined individualls day into 

monotonous, repetitive activities, requiring submission to a 

regimen.25 The monotonous regimen of prisoner and patient are 

good examples of Bakhtinl s humourless , repetitive I1rnonotonyw 

that we examined in Chapter 3. As an authoritarian imposition 

of a monotonous discursive structure, the time-table divides 

al1 daily activities into an inflexible regirnen, and as we 

find in Bakhtin's monotony, the time-table never works in 

practice without being punctuated with polyphonous humoristic 

accentuations. These accentuations fa11 into Foucault's 

concept of nresistancev.26 

24 Ibid. , 128-9. 

25 Ibid. , 149-51. 

26 See Michel 
Eower/Knowledae, Colin 

Foucault, "Power 
Gordon ( ed . ) (New 

and Strategies," in 
York : Pantheon Books, 



The discrete organization of time and activity is 

mirrored by and achieved through the organization of space. 

The architecture of disciplinary power, given ideal expression 

in Jeremy Bentham's Panopticon, allows the penal and 

psychiatrie authorities, the organizational and observational 

control necessary to order and, most importantly, to h o w ,  the 

minutiae of the conf ined individual s existence. 27 Thanks to 

the controlled conditions of physical and spiritual isolation, 

and daily regimentation, the augmentation of docility and 

disaiienation become J J I J I . ~  and, at least in theory, 

p e r f e c ~ l e .  Foucault calls this achievement the crossing of 

the u'technologicalt thresholdm, the point where "the 

formation of knowledge and the increase of power regularly 

reinforce one another in a circular pro ces^."^^ 

Foucault recognizes that the factory organized on 

capitalist principles has also crossed the technological 

F! and P-., 195-228. See also Jeremy 
Bentham, Vanopticon Papersw in A Readoader, Mary Peter 
Mack (ed.) (New York: Pegasus, 1969) 189-208. 



threshold. In fact, it is impossible to maintain an absolute 

distinction between the micro-technologies of surplus 

extraction, penal technologies and psychiatrie technologies. 

Although the extraction of surplus is the primary function of 

the surplus extract ion apparatus, this fmct ion is clearly 

reinforced by the docility produced by a penal-like space-time 

management with its concomitant science of social engineering. 

In f act, the docility producing machine, -cd 1-, 

Bentham's Panopticon, was inspired by a f actoxv designed by 

Jererny Bentham's brother, Samuel, for Catherine the Great of 

~ u s s i a . ~ ~  Furthemore, it is clear that the VreedomU of the 

proletarian must always be placed in quotation marks. The 

distinction between a I1freeN exchange in the market and forced 

institutionalized labour w i l l  have more or less sense 

depending on a variety of conjunctural circumstances. There 

cannot be a clear-cut opposition between working class 

alienation and the disalienation of lost minds. submission to 

the production apparatus by working class individuals is 

disalienating in the sense that, through regular repetition, 

29  Michael Ignatieff, Just M e w e  of P a  (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1978) 110. 



it produces a rat ionde for accepting that submission. A 

working class made up of rational subjects is precisely the 

kind of work force required by the surplus extraction 

apparatus. And, finally, I will argue that prison life and 

asylum life are alienating in that institutionalized 

individuals are caught in relat ionships where , through their 

own activity, they are constrained to produce "surplus powerw 

and %urplus reasonu for an alien force. The  precise natures 

of surplus power and surplus reason are not, however, 

specifiable without first examining the contradictions of the 

functional models we have been using. 

cal Contr - 

The actual operation of apparatuses of surplus 

extraction, prisons and asylums, does not conform to our 

perfectly integrated functional models. As Foucault argues, 

l1 [Tl here are no relations of power without resistances. . . 

As we observed with Bakhtinian monotony in Chapter 3, 

monotonous regimes can never insure constant and faithful 

Foucault, llPower and Strategies, " 142. 



repetition without polyphonous accentuations. Yet, resistances 

are not simply dysfunctional. They are components of the 

micro-technologies of power. There are ways in which 

resistances undermine the functioning of these technologies, 

but there are also ways to recuperate elernents of resistance. 

Resistance, like power, is contradictory. 

Mechanisms of surplus extraction have rarely been able to 

function without bringing together large groups of 

proletarians. The experience of anti-social exploitation in a 

social labour process, has produced and continues to produce, 

on many occasions, individual acts of defiance. But workers 

learned very quickly that their strength lay in association. 

Time and again, individual "free agentsu selling their labour 

power to an employer, have unionized to further their common 

interests. On occasion, workersB associations have threatened 

to overthrow the entire system of surplus extraction 

apparatuses, but these associations have generally been 

somehow integrated into the normal functioning of the system 

of production. They generally cause manageable trouble. Yet, 

there is always the possibility that more profound crises wilî 



arise. Capital itself must be understood as a "dangerous 

financing". As Marx and Engels argued, the bourgeoisie, in 

order to continue its existence and developrnent as a class, 

must produce "its own grave-diggers"? 

Just as mechanisms of surplus extraction produce both 

manageable and unmanageable proletarian rebellion, prisons 

produce both manageable and unmanageable delinquency, and 

asylurns produce both manageable and unmanageable unreason. 

The manageability of delinquency relative to previous 

forms of illegal practice constituted its utility ta the 

emerging bourgeois order of the turn of the nineteenth 

century. Previously, illegal practice had a place in the moral 

order, that was, in many ways, much more dangerous than the 

place of delinquency. Crime was an affront to the power of the 

sovereign, and punishment was the ceremony intended both as a 

restitution of the transgressor to the sovereign and as a 

representation of the natural order of sovereign and subjects. 

But in practice, public torture and execution were also 

'l Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, "Manifest0 of the 
Communist Party, ff in The - Marx Re* , Second Edition, 
Robert Tucker (ed. ) (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1978) 
4 8 3 .  



opportunities for the crowd 

popular hero, thus endangering 

natural order of sovereign 

transformation of crime into 

irrational transgression of a 

to defend the criminal as a 

restitution and subverting the 

and s~bjects.~~ Through the 

the cornmonplace event of an 

rational juridical order, and 

the transformation of punishment into the "hurnaneI1 correction 

of delinquency, "the people was robbed of its old pride in its 

crimes. . . u33 

Of course, the prisons really do not "correctn 

delinquency, but, in fact, continually reproduce it. But, this 

does not mean that prisons are not functioning properly. The 

penal system is "a mechanism intended to aàrttinister 

illegalities dif ferently, not eliminate them all. In this 

new adminstration of illegalities, delinquency becomes an 

obj ect of knowledge, a force to be acted upon, a mechanism of 

surveillance (through a system of inf ormants) , and a mark of 

33 Ibid., 69. 

34 Ibid., 89. 



the petty ~rirninal.~~ The technologies which regiment the 

prisonerls daily life cannot help but produce rebellion. The 

social stigma of criminality, and the absence of %ormal life- 

activityn in the prison environment guarantee recidivism. But 

the surveillance technologies of the prison and the statels 

bureaucratic apparatus, make criminality knowable and 

manageable. Delinquency itself, through a system of 

informants, is actually integrated into mechanisms of 

surveillance and control . And, perhaps most important ly, 

delinquents cannot be popular heroes: 

... delinquency ... maintains at a sufficiently low level 
everyday illegal practices (petty thefts, minor acts of 
violence, routine acts of law-breaking); it prevents them 
from leading ta broader, more obvious fortns, rather as 
though the exemplary effect once expected of the 
spectacle of the scaffold was now sought not so much in 
the rigour of the punishments, as in the visible, branded 
existence of delinquency itself . .J6  

Despite the apparent domestication of criminality, 

delinquency retains a transfomative potential. Foucault 

points out that the nineteenth century anarchist movement 

moved some way towards the goal of re-establishing the 

35 Ibid., 277-83. 

36 Ibid., 2 7 8 - 9 .  



wpolitical unity of popular illegalitiesw by attempting to 

separate "delinquency from the bourgeois legality and 

illegality that had colonized itne3' This is not the strategy 

Foucault recommends to contemporary prison movements, but it 

serves as evidence of the potential for expanding upon the 

resistance within delinquency. 

ms- 

The potential of resistance in the prison, the asylum, 

and other social spaces, argues Foucault, is best served by 

the strategy of "detachhg the power of truth £rom the foms  

of hegemony (social, economic, and cultural) within which it 

operates at the present time.. It is not a question of 

proposing truths of delinquency and unreason as alternatives 

to hegemonic truths.  The best this strategy will produce is a 

rebellion whose defeat is "inscribed in advance" .39 Accepting 

37 Ibid., 292.  

38 " T r u t h  and Poweru, 133. 

39 9 . . .  , 2 5 2 .  
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the categories of the dominant power/knowledge mechanism, even 

if they are given dif ferent values. tends to reproduce the 

same moral economy. Even if one were somehow able to pose a 

radically new truth, avoiding the dominant knowledge/power 

categories, the result would not be a truth free of power. 

This i s  why Foucault concludes that intellectual engagement 

ought not be "a matter of a battle 'on behalfl of the truth, 

but of a battle about the status of truth and the economic and 

political role it plays . 

There is no question of a strategy of resistance. 

since each micro-power technology operates with its own logic, 

under a distinct régime of truth. There are connections, but 

they are contingent, and cannot be theorized at the general 

level. Foucault abandons the project he set out to accomplish 

in the early and mid 1970s. It appears that it is impossible 

to understand how micro-technologies of power are appropriated 

by more "global phenomena". Foucault refuses the terms of the 

question, * m a t  is to be done?": 

... if 1 donit ever Say what m u s t  be done, it isnlt 
because 1 believe that therets nothing to be done; on the 

40 Ibid., 132. 



contrary, it is because I think that there are a thousand 
things to do, to invent, to forge, on the part of those 
who, recognizing the relations of power in which theygre 
implicated, have decided to resist or escape them." 

The one atternpt that Foucault makes to theorize a macro- 

power structure does not suggest any way to unite the 

resistance that is scattered throughout distinct micro- 

technologies. There are no general contradictions in 

Foucault s techniques of trgovernrnentalitym . Just as with 

Foucaultts reading of Machiavellifs Dart of governmentm the 

prince acts as an external power on his territory and 

sub j ects , 42 so too does Foucault s force of governmentality act 

as an external power on its npopulationn, through the 

organization of various techniques, distinct micro- 

technologies, that are summed up in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth century term, as wpolicell . 43  It is the invasion of 

peoplesl daily lives that differentiates governrnentality frorn 

41 Michel Foucault, -ks on u, trans. R. James 
Goldstein and James Cascaito (New York: Semiotext(e), 1991) 
174. 

42 Michel Foucault, mGovernmentaiityn , in T h e U k  
Ef f ect,  Graham Burchill, Colin Gordon and Peter Miller (eds . ) 
(London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991) 9 0 - 9 3 .  

43 Ibid., 102-104. 



the art of government, but this does not mean t ha t  

governmentality is inte- where the art of government was 

m. Insof ar as governmentality acts as a Q ~ R F ~ T ~  1 power, 

at the mcro-level, it takes as its object the general and 

non-contradictory rlpopulat ionM which can be known and measured 

through aggregate statistics. Its strategies depend on the 

manipulation of this data through the science of political- 

economy . These extemal, abstract manipulations are then 

applied to the population, but not directly. They are applied 

through a multitude of distinct micro-technologies, summed up 

in the tern 'lpolicen. Each of these micro-technologies have 

their own distinct contradictions, but the contradictions do 

not operate at the macro- level of governmentality . 
Governmentality is a macro-strategy without a sub jec t  that 

operates without contradiction. Power is unified and 

resistance is scattered. This is a far cry from the project 

that Foucault had set for himself in the early and mid 1970s - 

a project that was supposed to explain how power relations at 

the micro- level extend their contradictions throughout a 

social formation. 



The self-imposed inability to present an overall theory 

(or proposed t ru th)  about how micro-technologies of power are 

intertwined and mutually dependent at the level of the social 

system, is at the root of the practical-strategic "risk of 

being unable to develop these [micro-] struggles for want of 

a global strategy or outside support. . . n44 Yet , despite 

recognizing this risk, Foucault refuses to acknowledge any 

systemic inbalances that might ground a global strategy of 

struggle. He cannot support the unification of various micro- 

struggles in a proletarian class project because he sees this 

as a subordination of political struggles to the lreconomicll 

struggle of the working class . Foucault mistakenly believes 

that al1 mamists view power "primarily in terms of the role 

it plays in the maintenance simultaneously of the relations of 

production and of class domination which the development and 

specific forms of the forces of production have rendered 

possible. w 4 5  In this vulgarized mamist model, power is a 

superstructural support for the economy. For vulgar marxism, 

44 T r u t h  and PowerI1 , 13 O . 
45 TWO Lectures," 8 8 - 8 9 .  
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power is merely a means to revolutionize economic 

relationships, so it is reasonable to surmise that micro- 

technologies of power will be uncritically appropriated to 

this end. Foucault does not recognize that there are forms of 

mancism that look at u s  do-atjon as a ~ r t j c u 3 ~ r I y  

t Eom of DOWW that  colour.c-~ 

gower rebt  onçhioç. For these forms of marxism, it is 

important to challenge power in al1 its forms, and challenging 

class power is a strategically central means to that end. 

The alternative that Foucault finally comes to present is 

the neo-Hobbesian hypothesis that multiple resistances 

constitute a struggle of "al1 against ail" : "There arentt 

inmiediately given subjects of a struggle, one the proletariat, 

the other the bourgeoisie. Who fights against whom? We al1 

fight against each other. And there is always within each of 

us something that fights something else. w 4 6  

And whilst Foucault is ambivalent, seeing a strategic 

risk whose alternative is thought to present a greater risk 

46 "Confession of the Flesh", 208. Foucault, in fact, goes 
further than Hobbes, since the war of al1  against al1 is not 
limited by any form of social contract and is even present at 
the u b  - U v i u  . . level . 



(of unchallenged and uncritically appropriated micro-power 

mechanisms) , in this climate of "post-communisrnn some of 

Foucaultts followers sound remarkably like Margaret Thatcher 

- arguing t h a t  there & "no alternative". Jon Simons argues 

that t h e  time has come for "an internai critique of Our 

present that proceeds without proposing a viable 

alternati~e."~' Since liberalism no longer needs "to legitimate 

itself in the face of socialist critiques claiming to offer 

better social systemstf , we ought to turn to Foucaultrs 

"critical thought for a Western 

alternative. M 4 8  

Foucault does not go this far. 

legitimate liberalism, or deny the 

critiques of capitalism. Nevertheless 

present without an 

He does not w a n t  to 

force of socialist 

Foucault would agree 

that there is a "Western present" that does not have "an 

alternativen, in the sense that there is not alternative, 

but W .  And al1 these alternatives must pose themselves 

. 
Jon Simons, Foucault w d  the P o h t i d ,  (London: 

Routledge, 1995) 124. 

4e Ibid., 124. 



simultaneously, without a "global strategyN . 4g There are "a 

thousand things to dow 

1 do not wish to deny the essentially polyphonie nature 

of stmggle against multiple power/knowledge mechanisms, but 

1 do wish to question the extent to which this multiplicity 

must be at odds with "global strategy". This essentially, is 

what 1 have argued throughout this work. In my critique of 

Laclau and Mouf fe (Chapter 3 )  1 argue that anti-capitalist, 

anti-racists and anti- (hetero) sexist struggles must al1  be 

understood on their own terms, but that their inter- 

connections must be understood as more than the abstract 

articulation of Itequivalence and differenceM. In my critique 

of Lyotard (Chapter 4 ) .  1 argue that the differends between 

capital and labour on the one hand. and between capital and 

nature on the other hand, have similar ethical implications 

when considered in the abstract as discourses, and each 

dif f etend must be "witne~sed@~ in its specif icity, but when the 

production and effacement of these differends is considered as 

49  I*Truth and Power, * 13 0 .  

-on-, 174. 
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a means of organizing our quotidian activities, their 

strategic relation becomes apparent. 

If one insists, as the Foucault of the late 1970s and 

1980s does, that a general strategy of resistance to diverse 

micro-technologies of power is impossible, then there is a 

sense in which one must accept a de facto Thatcherite version 

of, IVthere is no alternativem . Micro- technologies of power are 
organized around the technology of surplus extraction, and the 

working class pro j ect of transf onning these relations, 

currently organized on capitalist principles, must form the 

core of polyphonie resistance. Failure to unite resistance in 

this way will mean a continuation of capitalism, with whatever 

technical adjustments isolated struggles are able to achieve 

to their respective power/knowledge mechanisms. This becomes 

obvious when we examine the msurplus powertV and V1surplus 

reasonIV that define the asymmetrical relationship between 

prisons and asylums on the one hand, and mechanisms of surplus 

extraction on the other. 



Surplus power and surplus reason, like the concept of 

suqlus value, express an asymmetrical relation between two 

positions. Surplus value appears as the self-valorization of 

capital, brought about through the exchange of commodities of 

equal value. Marx reveals the asymmetry hidden by the equal 

exchange - he reveals the s t r a c t i p n  of a surr>lus that moves 

f r o m  labour to capital. He reveals an -al social relatjon 

hidden by the relat jon of u. Surplus power and 
surplus reason appear as the self-valorization of power and 

reason themselves . They appear as the expenditure of power and 

reason on delinquent and unreasonable elements in order to 

produce more power and reason. In fact, however, it is the 

unequal relation between delinquency and legality in the 

prison and between unreason and reason in the asylum that are 

productive of power and reason respectively. Legitimate power 

defines itself in opposition to the petty usurpations of 

delinquents. Reason defines itself in opposition to the 

ravings of the lunatic. By isolating and engaging with 

delinquent and unreasonable elements, in an architecture that 

forces their active submission to power and reason, surplus 



power and surplus reason are produced. The spheres of power 

and reason are thus able to expand, as does the sphere of 

capital, via the extraction of surplus. 

Nevertheless, the character of the expansion of capital 

on the one hand, differs qualitatively from the expansion of 

power and reason on the other. The macro-structure of 

capitalist cornpetition constrains distinct fractions of 

capital in such a way that there is a tendency for them to 

bring their respective micro-mechanisms of surplus extraction 

into conformity with the average rate of exploitation. This 

macro-structure gives the expansion of capital a "necessaryIt 

O "immanentn character. Neither power nor reason have 

distinct macro-structures that constrain their micro- 

technological apparatuses in such a way as to produce 

necessary or immanent expansion. Expansions of the spheres of 

power and reason are contingent on various historical 

circurnstances. Furthemore, the micro-technologies of power 

and reason are dependent on financing from the capitalist 

economy, making them possible ob j ects of llrationalizat ionf1 , 

depending on whether or not they are perceived as "bad risksl' . 



This rationalization, in certain historical circumstances, can 

itself constitute a drive to expand the spheres of power or 

reason . 

Foucault 

designate the 

himself uses the  term "surplus p o w e r M  to 

asymmetrical relationship between disciplinary 

technology and the disciplined subject. The explicitly 

subordinate status of disciplined subjects is what 

distinguishes the Odisciplinary linkv £rom the tkontractual 

linku. The latter presents itself as a link between ostensibly 

equal partners in an equal exchange. Of course the equality of 

capitalist and wage labourer is largely fictitious. Foucault 

is quick to point out that "workshop discipline is not the 

least importantn of the Rmany real procedures [which] 

undermine the legal fiction of the work ~ontract".~~ Surplus 

power is directly productive of surplus value. The 

disciplinary link underwrites the contractual link. 

But as we have already obserred, even where prisoners are 

involved in production, there is no contractual link to 

distort. The primary aim is generally not the production of a 



rnaterial surplus, but rather, individual submission and. . . 

adjustment to a production apparatus" . The prison thus appears 

as a clearly demarcated zone of pure nextra-economicll 

relations, where surplus power is produced simply to 

strengthen the bonds of coercion interna1 to the power zone. 

This position is untenable, however, given the very clear 

links between mechanisms of surplus extraction and penal 

technologies. It is inadequate to limit the flow of surplus 

power within the disciplinary link, as does Foucault, for 

disciplinary links not directly implicated in mechanisms of 

surplus extraction. The financing of prisons flows from the 

capitalist econorny, and, insofar as this "dangerous financing" 

is successfui., surplus power flows back to it. Illegality is 

managed as less threatening ndelinquencyw. Of course, the 

financing is never completely successful (delinquency is not 

always manageable) , and the production of surplus power is 

every bit as contradictory as the production of surplus value. 

Nevertheless, and this is the crucial point, the ~ r o d u c + . i o ~ !  



"Surplus reasonn is not a category used by Foucault- 

Nevertheless, the asymmetrical relation of disciplined subject 

to disciplinary mechanism that produces surplus power in the 

prison, is paralleled by the relation between the patient and 

the mechanism of disalienation in the asylum. Asylum 

structures, of course, are also disciplinary, and productive 

of surplus power, but the ernphasis on "disalienating minds 

lostw justifies the new category of surplus reason. The world 

of reason is made more rational by isolating, studying and 

explaining unreason. Reason defines itself in opposition t o  

unreason. The world of reason is expanded by asylum practices 

which penetrate uireason and disalienate minds l o s t .  Foucault 

underlines the pre and post -psychoanalytic continuity in 

asylum structures with respect to asymmetry: 

. . . p  sychoanalysis doubled the absolute observation of the 
watcher with the endless monologue of the person watched 
- thus preserving the old asylum structure of non- 
reciprocal observation but balancing it, in a non- 
symmetrical reciprocity, by the new structure of language 
without response . 52 

Just as the surplus power produced by disciplina- 

asymmetry is not contained within the prison, but flows back 



to the capital that finances it, so too does capital act as 

expropriator of surplus reason. Mechanisms of surplus 

extraction require subjects who accept their places in these 

mechanisms as rational. It is precisely this form of 

rationality that is reinforced by the asylum system. Just as 

the penal system manages illegalities in the form of 

wdelinquencylf , so the asylum sys tem manages unacceptable . 
responses to micro-technologies of power in the form of 

nunreasonN. And, of course, unreason is every bit as 

contradictory as delinquency. Unreason can be unmanageable as 

well. Financing its confinement can be a dangerous enterprise. 

Thus far, however, it appears to have been worth the risk. 

Surplus reason continues to be produced. 

C o n w i o n :  Cwital  j nt &=gc?mmy a d  the Nwd f o r  G e n e r d  

%xa=¶Y 

This analysis of surplus power, and surplus reason in 

Foucaultts thought, combined with a historical-rnaterialist 

analysis of the mechanisms of surplus extraction, gives us a 

series of productive apparatuses invested in institutions and 



techniques situated at "the point where power surmounts the 

rules of right which organise and delimit it and extends 

itself beyond themnmS3 But these micro-technologies are 

g r a a n i a  in a heaemoni c structure, with the micro-technology 

of surplus extraction at the centre. This centre is not an 

neconornicv base w h i c h  determines a npolitical/ideologicalM 

superstructure, but a strategically crucial mechanism of 

power . 

There are a number of strategic implications that follow 

from this reorganization of micro-technologies of power into 

a hegemonic structure. Foucault ' s pro j ect of "detaching the 

power of truth from the forms of hegemony (social, economic, 

and cultural) within which it operates at the present 

time...M54 is still a useful enterprise. Destabilizing régimes 

of truth that are part and parcel of the domination of reason 

over unreason and legality over delinquency allow problems to 

be posed in n e w  and radical ways. If the power of truth 

escapes the grasp of penal and psychiatric authorities, then 

53 Two Lectures, " 96, 

54 I1Truth and Power, 133 . 
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an winswrrection of subjugated knowledgesmS5 becomes possible. 

Removing the power of truth from these authorities is a means 

of breaking the "circular processn whereby "the formation of 

knowledge and the increase of power regularly reinforce one 

anotherIt . 56 This means that "sub j ugated knowledges II, or 

"knowledges that have been disqualif ied as inadequate to their 

task or insufficiently elaborated: naive knowledges, located 

low d o m  on the hierarchy, beneath the required level of 

cognition or scientif icityns7 can develop more effective 

challenges to micro-technologies of power. Even though Marx 

claimed a scientific status for his critiques of bourgeois 

political-economy, ttlese same texts can also be read as 

attempts to detach the power of truth from bourgeois 

political-economy, which would allow the subjugated knowledges 

of the working class to overcome certain barriers. This is the 

reading off ered by Lyotard. According to this reading, 

s5 "Two Lecturesn, 81. 

s6 p i  ,scUJ i p w d  PUIL+Sh, 224. 

57 Two Lectures, 82. 

See Chapter 4 of this work. 
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marxism is a genre of discourse that allows the proletariat to 

speak from the underside of bourgeois political economy. Thus 

Lyotardls critique of capital as a totalizing metanarrative 

can at least partially compensate for t h e  absence of a 

theorization of capital in Foucault. 

Once t h e  asymmetrical organization of micro-technologies 

of power is recognized, "detaching the power of t r u t h  from 

forms of hegemonytl is no longer adequate in itself. If 

of hegemonyI1 are themselves organized under a single, more or 

less unified, hegemony, then resistance must have a 

general character as w e l l  . Since, under capitalism, general 

hegemony is organized around the micro-technology of surplus 

extraction, this means that various foms of resistance must 

be  unified in a working class project. 

If the power of truth is alienated £rom prison 

authorities, and the subjugated knowledges formerly under the 

category of delinquency successfully chal lenge the régime of 

truth that constitutes the petty criminal, this would create 

a very important crisis. It could mean, for instance, a crisis 

of bourgeois legality via a popularization of certain foms of 



illegal practices. This would also constitute a crisis for 

capitalism insofar as mechanisms of surplus extraction are 

dependent on the surplus power produced by the penal system. 

But there is no reason to think that, in the absence of a 

general attack on the system of surplus extraction, capital 

will not eventually be able t o  rationalize its bad risks in 

the penal system. And there is no reason to think that no new 

oppressive régime of truth will arise in this newly created 

vacuum in an architecture formed of interlinking micro- 

technologies of power. 

The absence of general strategy in Foucault is a serious 

defect because the power of truth cannot simply be detached 

from 50- of hegemony, since it will nevertheless remain 

attached to ca~italiçt heoernci~,  in t h e  singular. The only way 

to detach the power of truth from ç ~ p j t u s t  ~aernony, is to 

attack the keystone of the system of micro-technologies of 

power - the mechanisms of surplus extraction. This does not 

mean that working class self-organization of production can 

automatically bring about an end to al1 foms of oppression. 

Nevertheless, it does offer significantly more to subjugated 



knowledges than does capitalist hegemony. Production organized 

on democratic socialist principles does not have the same 

functional "f itn as capitalist surplus extraction with respect 

to the surplus reason and surplus power produced in the 

prisons and asylums. The socialist reorganization of 

production is precisely the sort of catalyst needed to detach 

the power of truth from various forms of hegemony, and break 

a multitude of vicious circles where the "formation of 

knowledge and the increase of power regularly reinforce one 

anothern . 59 



Combining Lyotardls general critique of the capital 

genre's metanarrative with Foucauldian micro-analyses of 

prisons, asylums and workplaces, 1 have thus suggested how 

some of the most useful aspects of postmodernism and post- 

structuralism might be absorbed into a non-dogrnatic marxism. 

This project is far from cornplete, but one can obselve a 

marked contrast between the marxism evolving from these 

engagements and the post-mamism of Laclau and Mouffe that is 

the result of opposing the I1postsw marxism. whereas 

Laclau and Mouffe view marxism as a form of vulgar economic- 

determinism which has fettered the brilliant superstructural 

analyses of Luxemburg, Gramsci and Althusser by tying their 

symbolic readings of politics to the predetermined economic 

categories of the base (Chapter 2) , I view mamism as a 



. . 
of the categories of bourgeois political economy that 

allows the polyphonic voices of the proletariat to disrupt 

surplus extraction (Chapters 3 and 4 )  . Whereas Laclau and 

Mouffe view social struggles as the result of the articulation 

of symbolic elements in a system of mutually related signs - 

a social ensemble - with no necessary class character (Chapter 

31, 1 view social struggles as the result of the more or less 

authoritarian organization of Our everyday lives in 

(hetero) sexist and racist matrices (Chapters 3 and 4), and in 

the micro-technologies of prison, asylum and workplace 

(Chapter 5 ) whose continual reproduction also means the 

reproduction of a proletariat with interests that are 

fundamentally opposed to the authoritarian organization of our 

quotidian discursive and non-discursive practices. 

The proletariat is not, however, a ready-made subject 

constituted at the level of the neconomic basen seeking 

expression at the level of the t~political/ideological 

superstructure.It The proletariat is the name given to a 

cont inually evolving -u between the bourgeois 

category of "wage labourn and those human beings who are 



constrained by circumstances such that they have very little 

choice but to perform it. There are many other contradictions 

in capitalist societies. There is a contradiction between the 

natural world and the names it is given in the capital genre 

(i .e. "externality" or "resource commoditiesm) . There is a 

contradiction between domestic work and its status in 

bourgeois economics as an "externality.I1 There are 

contradictions between the formal equality of ethnicities and 

genders on the one hand, and material inequalities on the 

other hand. There are contradictions between the production of 

delinquents and mental patients on t h e  one hand, and the 

functional requirements of penal and psychiatric institutions 

on the other. 

But the  difference between the  social contradiction that 

opposes the direct producers to exploiters on the one hand, 

and other social contradictions on the other hand, is that the 

f i r s t  contradiction must x e s s  a be continually reproduced 
by capital in a way that canies u _ a t g @ c :  r- for capital 

far beyond any other contradiction. Capital literally and 

materially çonatitute~ jtnelf through wage labour .  When wage  



labour refuses to be w a g e  labgur, capital's very existence is 

threatened. Lyotard is correct to point out the ethical 

problems inherent to the genre of capital - a genre that mst 

continually produce and efface differends between its own 

"met anarrat ive and the narratives produced by other genres 

(Chapter 4 )  . Yet merely llwitnessingm these dif f erends is not 

enough. The capital genre will continue to produce equal 

exchanges where capital is both subject and object of 

exchange, and thus capital will continue with the =teri& 

tj on despite the witnessing (undertaken by 

intellectuals like Lyotard) of the injustices this process 

produces. The only way to pose a r e d  challenge to capital 

accumulation and the capital genre is to develop to the 

fullest extent, the contradiction between the bourgeois 

category of "wage labourI1 and those h u m a n  beings who are 

constrained by circumstances such that they have very little 

choice but to perform it. Fundamentally challenging the power 

of capital means going beyond bearing witness - it m e a n s  

developing a radical proletarian alternative to capitalist 

exploitation. 



For the proletariat to take this radical stand - for the 

contradiction between the category of *wage labourm and the 

human beings that are shoe-horned into this category to 

express itself in such stark terms - al1 of the other 

contradictions must be brought to the fore as well. Those 

whose interests are not tied to capital accumulation carinot 

fully recognize their cornmon interests unless al1 forms of 

oppression (which are generally functionally integrated with 

surplus extraction) are targeted by a working class project. 

It is with these strategic observations in mind that we should 

read the following passage from Volume Three of m i t a 1  : 

The specif ic form, in which unpaid surplus labour is 
pumped out of direct producers, determines the 
relationship between rulers and ruled, as it grows 
directly out of production itself and, in turn, reacts 
upon it as a determined element ... . It is always the 
direct relationship of the owners of the conditions of 
production to the direct producers ... which reveals the 
innermost secret, the hidden basis of the entire social 
structure, and with it the political form of the 
relations of sovereignty and dependence, in short, the 
corresponding form of state ...l 

The very a c t i v i t i e s  that make us human are organized in 

such a way that a surplus is continually produced by direct 

Karl Marx, mit& Vol. 3, (New York: International 
Publishers, 1984)  791-792. 



producers for a class of exploiters. This basic fact 

structures al1 hierarchically organized social relations. But 

for the exploited to do anything about this situation the 

vinnermost secretn and "hidden basis of the entire social 

structuren must be laid bare. This means being brutally 

explicit about the links between class exploitation and other 

hierarchically organized social  relations. 

1 have only pointed in some of the directions that this 

research and activism might take. 1 have suggested how we 

might think about the functional integration and dysfunctional 

contradiction of the dialogical processes which assign class 

and gender rôles respectively (Chapter 3). The capital genre 

requires speakers and addressees that fit the rôle of wage 

labour. These speakers and addressees m u s t  also fit into the 

rôles of the heterosexual gender matrix. Just as workers are 

shoe-horned into the category of "wage labour," so are women, 

lesbians and gay men shoe-horned into the categories of the 

heterosexual gender matrix. And just as the capital genre is 

never entirely successful in this enterprise, and the sign 



itself becomes "an arena of class ~truggle,"~ so too does 

[t] he injunction ta ba a given gendertl produce "necessary 

failures, a variety of incoherent configurations that in their 

rnul t ipl ic i ty  exceed and defy the injunction by which they are 

generated. w 3  

The "wage   labour^ category does not have a gender, but 

t he  capital genre is  functionally integrated with the 

heterosexual gender matrix despite the fact that the capital 

genre itself does not have the grammatical tools to Say 

anything about gender. The power of capital can be turned 

against gender inequalities - t h e  functional link can be 

broken - if gender inequalities are show to be problematic 

for continued capital accumulation (eg. for reasons of 

legitimacy or efficiency) . Even though sexism is generally 

functionally integrated with capital accumulation, there are 

dysfunctional contradictions as well. Part of t h e  reason why 

liberal feminism has been able to make the huge gains over the 

* V.N. Voloshinov, m m  a d  the P-hv of 
I;anauaae., trans . Ladislav Mate j ka and S .  R. Titunik (Cambridge 
Mass.; Harvard University Press, 1973) 23. 

Judith Butler, -der Txo- (New York: Routledge, 
1990) 145. 



past two centuries of capital accumulation is the ability to 

exploit these contradictions. Strictly speaking, wage labour 

is a necessary requirement of capital accumulation, whereas 

the reproduction of the heterosexual gender matrix has been a 

historical-practical requirement. Capital can find other ways 

of getting its "dirty workn done if externalizing the costs of 

wage labourls reproduction through unpaid fernale domestic 

labour and the distribution of "shit workn through female work 

ghettos prove to be inconvenient. Liberal feminism has had 

some success in making these options inconvenient, thus, t a  a 

certain extent, breaking the functional link between the 

capital genre and the  heterosexual gender matrix. The 

functional link is not, however, reversible in the case of 

workers struggling to end their exploitation. For workers to 

reject the very legitimacy of " w a g e  labourî1, there must be a 

unity in the working class that can only be achieved by 

~ r i e c t w  the heterosexual gender matrix. A workersl movement 

that is not anti-capitalist, but merely seeks to improve the 

relative position of some of its members can strategically use 

straight male privilege to achieve its ends, but these ends 



obfuscate rather than express the contradiction between the 

rôle of "wage labourIl and those constrained in such a way that 

they must perform it. Failure to challenge the sexist aspect 

of sexist exploitation is a strategic mistake, not merely 

because it perpetuates divisions within the working class, but 

also because the continued acceptance by straight male workers 

of the benefits they derive from the heterosexual matrix that 

does the "dirty workw of capitalism serves as an iàeological 

support for surplus extraction itself. The power of patriarchy 

will not help challenge capitalism . These general principles 

are a useful guide for further research and activism but there 

is still a great deal of practical work to be done here and 

with respect to other "extra-economicu identities. 

1 have also suggested how we might think about the 

relationship of surplus-extraction, penal, and psychiatric 

mmicro-technologiesm (Chapter 5). In these cases, there is a 

direct link between the capitalist state on the one hand, and 

penal and psychiatric micro-technologies on the other. This 

link is the "dangerous financingn of the enterprises of 

surplus power extraction and surplus reason extraction 



respectively. Although prisons and asylums are theoretically 

supposed to produce l1 docile sub j ects and " disalienated 

subjectsn respectively, they in fact produce "delinquencyn and 

ltunreasonll . This does not mean, however, that prisons and 

asylums are dysfunctional for capital. Delinquency is a method 

of administration of illegalities4 which makes criminality 

knowable and manageable. Unreason provides an "OtherU against 

which reason can define itself, and even if minds contaminated 

with unreason are never completely ndisalienatedw, they are 

safely isolated and studied as u n r e m .  The submission of 

delinquents to a disciplinary regime produces r a o w a .  

The isolation and study of unreason produces çurPlus. 

Yet just as the production of surplus value is a contradictory 

enterprise where capital must necessarily produce its own 

"grave-diggersus, so are the production of surplus power and 

Michel Foucault, Qj nnj Plineand ttrans . Alan 
Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, 1979) 89. 

Karl M a m  and Frederick Engels, "Manifest0 of the 
Communist Party, in The - Re- , Second Edition, 
ed. Robert nicker (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1978) 
4 8 3 -  



surplus reason examples of "dangerous financingnœ6 The 

financing is dangerous because the functional integration of 

penal and psychiatric micro-technologies with the micro- 

technology of surplus extraction can never be guaranteed. The 

transformative potential contained in delinquency briefly but 

brilliantly burst forth in the nineteenth century anarchist 

movement where "the political unity of popular illegalitiesn 

was at least partially re-established by separating 

"delinquency from the bourgeois legality and illegality that 

had colonized it."' There is a great deal of work that needs 

to be done to flesh-out the precise means by which delinquents 

and patients can make their respective administration 

unmanageable, whilst integrating their respective struggles 

into the general working class struggle. This work must also 

take into account the changing terrain of struggle that is 

produced by the struggles themselves and by the continua1 

rationalization of the "bad risks" that are identified by 

powerful political-econornic interests. 

. . .  
Michel Foucault, m e s s  and Cl v> 7 J x g t i  on, tram . 

Richard Howard (New York: Vintage Books, 1988) 233. 



In North America for instance, it appears that rates of 

incarceration are being pushed up by a neo-liberal turn in 

social policy combined with a "get toughn approach on crime 

(especially drug offenses) . Maintaining growing prison 

systems has placed hefty financial burdens on states that have 

been trying to cut costs by cutting social services. 

Privatization of prisons and the increasing use of prison 

labour in private enterprises reduces the immediate financial 

costs of incarceration and fits well with the neo-liberal turn 

in social policy. The broader impact of these developments is, 

however, more ambiguous. This situation is creating a growing 

class of ghettoized workers (with an astounding over- 

representation of people of colour) that is not protected by 

normal labour laws. This class is even larger when we include 

those workers "outsideN the prison system who are forced to 

work without the protection of normal labour laws through 

mworkfarem legislation. But even though these workers are 

* Mike Davis, "The Politics of Super Incarceration," in . . r m  1 tice, Elihu Rosenblat (ed.) (Boston, MA: South 
End Press, 1996) 74-76. 

Joel Olson, "Gardens of the Law," in Cr- . . 
. ice, 4 3 - 4 4 .  



ghettoized, they are more clearly than ever before, w-s - 

they are forced by extremely powerful circumstances into a 

wage relation. There exists the possibility that links of 

resistance made with "freeN workers that compete i n  the same 

market might force a crisis in an already heavily subsidized 

disciplinary apparatus. Blurring the distinction between 

labour and prison labour may be costly because it could also 

mean a blurring of the distinction between surplus value and 

surplus power. Workers not in the pend system may also start 

to see the quotation marks around the "freen of their "freeN 

. . .  
labour. This crisis, of course, is only one - U i t v  that 

depends on innumerable struggles - but it is a possibility 

that is rendered more likely by working class strategies of 

struggle that take this situation into account. 

At its best, marxism offers us a coherent understanding 

of a contradictory reality. It shows us the potentialities of 

social struggles in these contradictions. Postmodern thought 

is part of our contemporary contradictory reality and it must 

be engaged as such - both as object of analysis and as terrain 

of struggle. The refusal of postmodern thought to d r a w  the 



various theoretical, discursive and social contradictions that 

it deals with into a nmetanarrativen tells us something about 

the present conjuncture. It tells us about more than a century 

. . of polltlcal frustration of the activists seeking to unite 

diverse struggles into a common socialist project. It tells us 

about a ubiquitous enemy (capital) whose multiple forms belie 

its fundamentally homogenizing and monotonous nature. Yet the 

refusal is ultimately unjustified. Taking a completely 

contingent and ad hoc approach to the conception of the links 

between conternporary social struggles does indeed take us 

beyond marxism, but t plunges us into an ultimately 

disempowering chaotic abyss. The first step in finding our way 

out of the abyss is recognizing that capital must 

systematically engage with the very people who live in the 

abyss - and it must engage with them in the capital genre's 

own terms. There is no word for Nhumariityll in the capital 

genre - the closest possible translation would be "wage 

labourtf. Failure to make the connections between various 

struggles that human beings engage in is a defacto acceptance 

of capital's continual surplus extraction via the wage 



relation. It is an acceptance of the translation of "humanity" 

as "wage  labourw. Finding our way out of the abyss means 

opposing capital ' s rule with a systematic working class 

understanding of the process of surplus extraction which 

opposes real human beings to capital's abstract category of 

"wage labourn. Failure to develop such a systematic approach 

will put us i n  the position of Saint-Exupéry% lamplighter - 

i s o l a t e d  on his far-off planet, unable to understand the 

mysterious unseen forces that  are speeding-up h i s  work 

process, making his existence increasingly inhuman and 

unlivable . 
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