UC Riverside
UC Riverside Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Marx in Kansas: A Hegemonic Diagnosis of Conservatism's Contradictions

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/4gd119vn

Author
Mitchell, Mandy Erin

Publication Date
2010

Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Diqital Library

University of California


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/4gd119vn
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA
RIVERSIDE

Marx in Kansas: A Hegemonic Diagnosis
of Conservatism’s Contradictions

A Dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction
of the requirements for the degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

in
Philosophy
by
Mandy Erin Mitchell

June 2010

Dissertation Committee:
Dr. Georgia Warnke, Chairperson
Dr. Pierre Keller
Dr. Martin Schwab



Copyright by
Mandy Erin Mitchell
2010



The Dissertation of Mandy Erin Mitchell is approved:

Committee Chairperson

University of California, Riverside



Acknowledgments

There are a number of people who contributed to this project by providing
intellectual stimulation, moral support, or both. Topping this list and firmly in thé™bot
category is Georgia Warnke. | feel privileged to have had the opportunity ikanitbr
Georgia throughout my time at UCR, in classes, reading groups, and one-on-one. She
has also helped in material ways; she assisted me over many an adinmistnalle and
provided me with work when it was needechal/e appreciated her patience and
encouragement in times when | was not able to produce much, her willingness to
accommodate this project in its various guises over the past few years, ressingr
brainstorming abilities, her sense of humor, and the incredible speed with whitdsshe
always provided valuable feedback on my written work.

Larry and Gerry Wright have graciously hostedand Drew for the Weekly
Wittgenstein Club Meeting, for which | am very thankful. I'm not sure how nyaays
we’ve been in attendance, but it's been long enough that Drew has outgrown the toddler
bed, and that | understand at least one of Wittgenstein’s cryptic remagkstagvery
other week. The Wittgenstein Group, more than anything else, has kept my love of
philosophy alive in the face of the trials of grad school. The Group, and especiafly La
have transformed my understanding of reasoning and of philosophical inquiry and
disagreement into something much more modest and nuanced. Larry’'s compatibilis
and charity are infectious (like the kind of diseasesveargsto catch), and have been

very encouraging when aimed in my direction. | am also grateful for thedrlAlve



provided me with, which gave me the opportunity to extend my education in new
directions.

| must also thank Bill Bracken for his invaluable input on Chapters Two and
Three. Bill was kind enough to accompany me through my second readileg@iony
and Socialist StrategyOur regular meetings helped me to grasp postmarxism’s “big
picture”, after which | could make sense of the details. On a personal note, these
meetings also provided a much-needed therapeutic outlet for me during my’'sMothe
illness.

Rachel Stevens’ level-headedness, sense of humor, culinary skills, andthase wi
Drew have been a substantial source of comfort throughout this process. Har radic
politics, keen mind, love of debate, and fluency in “poststructuralism” have made for
great conversation. She is, in short, the very best sort of friend and colleague.

Against all conventional wisdom, my parents discussed nothing but religion and
politics as | was growing up; they deserve much credit (or blame) for theqghioal
impulses that have guided this work. 1 also count myself fortunate to have had my
Mother’'s example as I've weathered this program; she was a hardgarkintenacious
woman. Finally, I have benefitted from the support and love of my extended famdy,
have stood in as my immediate family since my Mother’s death. | am pariycul
thankful to Eric and Lisa for their hospitality and friendship, and to Auntie fordipr h

with Drew, excellent cooking, and wisdom.



Dedication

To Drew, who made this project infinitely more urgent and meaningful,

and to Matt, who understands the Dialectic

Vi



ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Marx in Kansas: A Hegemonic Diagnosis
of Conservatism’s Contradictions

by

Mandy Erin Mitchell

Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Program in Philosophy
University of California, Riverside, June 2010
Dr. Georgia Warnke, Chairperson

Thomas Frank’$Vhat's the Matter with Kansadentifies some of the more
incoherent aspects of American political conservatism, which continues to cause
puzzlement among thinkers on the Left. | argue that Frank and others on the Left ar
attempting to understand a complex movement in terms of a simplistic version of
Marxism. | explicate a contemporary alternative to orthodox Marxism: thienpogsm
of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, the centerpiece of which is their thfeory o
hegemony. | demonstrate the explanatory value of their theory by means of two

applications: first, | describe Stuart Hall's hegemonic analysis datlibasm in Great

Vil



Britain; and second, | apply the theory to American conservatism—Dboth to the

phenomena that Frank describes, and to the recent health care debates.
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Introduction

Any project that aspires to comprehend social phenomena with a critical lets—tha
is, in the tradition of critical social theory—will take a certain sort of @ggn in
diagnosing those phenomena. Because | take my project to lie within the tradition of
critical theory, | would like to briefly discuss the nature of this approach.

The point of departure for critical social theory is a certain conception @i soci
being, according to which the production and conceptualization of self, other, and world
is inextricable from a particular shared way of life. It requires onlyrsocy glance
along the historical axis to recognize that we have not always organizelVesiraghe
way we do now, that we have not always fed ourselves the way we do now, that we have
not always known what we do now. It requires only a cursory glance across ths borde
of culture, gender, or nation to recognize that there exist a variety of hatysd relate
to self, to other and to environment. The significance of particularity presentiale s
theorist with a unique descriptive task: to reveal the nature of a mode of knowing and
being, namely, the one that is indexed to that shared way of life encompassed within he
analytical focus. And theritical social theorist lays great emphasis on two implications
of such a description: first, that there is a boundary that marks the limit to whaayve m
know and become; and second, that that boundargn@vang,and thus, perhaps,
moveableboundary. These implications have, of course, great potential for political

exploitation, a point to which | will return shortly.



One of the recurring challenges to critical social theory arises feochaims
concerning the conditioned nature of knowledge. According to this challenge, the
theorist herself is hopelessly entangled with structures, practices, laaid ipea way that
precludes her offering an objective interpretation of them. The gregiirmdithe
German idealist tradition is that this entanglement is enabling, not saniohyting
condition for those who would articulate aspects of our being-in-the-wa@ldly from a
foundationalist perspective—from one, that is, that seeks a primitive upon which to found
all thought—does our situatedness appear entirely negative, and its acceptnce fat
philosophical insight.

Even if the critical theorist has a legitimate place from which to speakever,
she cannot be released from the onus of mapping the geography within which she finds
her orientation, nor can she depend on sure footing. On the contrary, speaking from an
orientation coincides with responsibility for that orientation. But here thegtgpby”
metaphor breaks down, and the passive characterization of “being” in a locality (one’s
era, culture, profession, gender) becomes misleading. For these terms diestase t
that that locality is collectively produced, and that the theorist's attemptsed light on
social life are a contribution to that effort. Critique is defined by its attemd the

significance of this conditioning, in both its passive and active aspects.

! Beginning with Kant, of course, and appropriatgdHegel, Marx, Heidegger, Gadamater
alia.



The practice of critique is therefore both limiting and empowering. isitig in
its acknowledgement of its own conditioned nafuteis empowering insofar as the
critic presumes a degree of mastery over her conditioning, at least taghetkat she
can articulate something about the nature of that conditioning. This seemingly
paradoxical position, that is, as simultaneously ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ vis-ang’s
conditioning, is constitutive of the critic’s stance toward her object, and colorsttbal c
task. Most obviously, it endows critique with an internal tension. On the one hand, as
“outsider”, the critic must assume responsibility for her analytic caiegyand her choice
of object; therein lies the strategic character of critftj@n the other hand, because she
is an “insider”, it is always possible that the critic’s terms are acedf forces beyond
her control, and not an effect of the critique itself. This precarious positiorp{s tine
critic to account for the metaphysical status of her analytical toolsearalithorship.
This account signifies her ownership of those terms, and therefore promisesithat the
selection and deployment is in some sense self-deterrhined.

This analysis brings us to a recognition of three senses in which critique is
normative. First, and most broadly speaking, the conditioned aspect of critique kends i
normative quality. The theorist speaks from within a tradition and is tied to dphers

number of commitments and institutions. Her formulations reinscribe this wag,ablif

2| do not want to downplay this ‘acknowledgementtdisipossible for critique to be preoccupied
in the main with elaborating upon its limiting catiohs.

3 “Strategic” connotes voluntarism, but it is possito offer either a “thin” or a “thick” account of
strategy; only the former would imply voluntarisrfBome versions of existentialism seem to slip thie
interpretation of the choosing subject. Thesesaria chooser unmoored from the substantive aspéct
her identity.

* It is not my task here to inquire into the podiipbf escaping wholesale determination by one’s
conditioning, (whatever the nature of that condithg may be) and thereby delve into the free valbaite.
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some extent. Critical theory is of course not unique in this; indeed, to ascribdinidyma
in this broad sense makes it an almost trivial quality. Critical theory is yriiquegh,

both in its recognition of the social and historical nature of thought, and in its possessi
of philosophical resources with which to elaborate this nature.

Second, the strategic aspect of critique represents a normative el@memnerms
in which the critic describes social phenomena and his choice of object are to seme ex
determined by his purposes. He regards his goals as valuable, his object g®fvorth
scrutiny, and certain phenomena as relevant to his investigation. His work fgrnn ot
words,selective Even supposing, then, that his task is not the explicit establishment or
application of ethical norms, even supposing that his task is ‘purely descriptsve’, hi
critique will be bounded by his valugs.

The third and perhaps most significant sense in which critical theory is normative
derives from the “ought not” directive that is always implied by critique, segliéntly
serves as its focus. In explicating society and its institutions, critiqaee®where these
fail. The terms in which the analysis is carried out will also guide the digsgofabese
failures. Critique seeks and finds where our practices are inconsistent, sango®s
unsustainable. Implicit in this discovery is the suggestion that these psaatec
illegitimate. Critique may offer explicit recommendations, the purposenath is better

to facilitate our going on together. | should clarify here that critiquerdiffem applied

> The “thick” account of strategy would attend te tomplexity of the critic’s values. To put it
briefly, such an account would draw attention tosthaspects of “his” values which cannot by easily
changed or even recognized by him. For exampdeydfue the critic places on freedom (and,
consequently, on empancipation) might derive frasrblelonging to a society that trumpets the value o
freedom.

4



ethics in its ambitious scope: even ethical norms may fall within the scopé&opieri
This expansiveness earns it its “radical” moniker.

If the critical theorist is situated in the way | have described, we can tamtbrs
why her task has been described as speaking at the limit—that is, thef hvhi&t can be
thought, said, or practiced. We can also understand the frequently political quality of
critique. The limit from which the theorist speaks is not absolute; it is sopraitiuced.
Critiqgue makes this collective responsibility visible and representsitleescassumption
of her own portion of it. The force of critique might therefore be encapsulated &soa cal
action; the critic reveals the deep structures of our social pracdtieesay that
highlights their contingencies and thus their susceptibility to change. Tlelveitefore
enjoins her audience, if only implicitly, to think, speak, and act differently.

I would like to link up my rather abstract comments on the nature of criticalythe
to those in a more concrete vein, regarding the critical project at hand. Mynabject
the ensuing chapters is to provide a certain sort of critique of a persistans fafa
American political life: the predominance of working-class conservatisns Criique, |
hope, will accomplish two things: First, it will demonstrate the continuing netevaf
Marxist-inspired social critique; second, it will provide insight into wisygaificant
portion of the working-class in America identifies as Republican, in spite ofd¢héhéd
that party does not provide them with the culture they want or the material bénefits
need.

The variety of Marxism | will examine here is Laclau and Mouffe’s “p@siism”

as developed in their monograptegemony and Socialist Strategyhat might be



called the “negative” task dlegemonynvolves a critical assessment of the theoretical
and practical failures of orthodox Marxism, both in Western Europe and in Russia.
Marxism, like other social movements, was inspired by what Laclau and Mailliftee
“democratic imaginary”. It sought to interpret “democracy” in termscohemic
equality, so thatrue democracytrue equality, could only be achieved under
communism. The problem, as Laclau and Mouffe show, was that in the foundationalist
and economistic guise of orthodoxy, Marxism came to pose a threat to its own vision of
social democracy. Orthodoxy in every formulation was not able to escape a fatalame
theoretical incoherence (dualism), and its consequences for the emexgaligts
political movement were quietism, in-fighting, and violence. Though it seject
orthodoxy, postmarxism remains within the Marxist paradigm insofar asks 2o
understand society’s agents and institutions in systematic terms ‘thatacgose the
tensions and contextualize the struggles of the pre$ent.”

Laclau and Mouffe achieve this “positive” task by shifting their philosophical
orientation from Hegel to Derrida, Foucault, and Lacan in response to what tbeivge
to be the primary threat to social democracy. The threat is not national socialis
capitalist exploitation, or the deleterious intrusion of markets and buregucta our
way of life. Rather, it is the problem of “diversity” in the wake of the disintegraf
narratives that formerly provided social stability: religion, classpnatace, and family.
Where these univocal narratives once provided the basis for political movements and

alliances, now divergent voices compete to have their interests heard andatinsr cl

® Nancy Fraser and Axel HonnefRecognition or Redistribution? A Political-Philogupal
Exchangetrans. Joel Golb, James Ingram, and Christiarlke/fNew York: Verso, 2003), 4.
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recognized. Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of hegemony locates a source ofigglelan
among a fragmented polity, in discursive articulations. The quality of thdagoi
moreover, poses no limit to the transformation of political identities. Laokdu a
Mouffe’s discursive apparatus is thoroughly critical insofar as it explaenkégemonic
form of politics in a way that conveys its contingency, as well as that of thgicala
categories in terms of which they describe hegemony. In the mannépfecithen,
their account peers beyond the apparent facticity of sociopolitical phenomena,
emphasizing instead the conditioned nature of these phenomena.

Thomas Frank’$Vhat's the Matter with Kansgsovides the starting point for my
description of the contradictory features of American working-class caisgn. In
Chapter One of this dissertation, | explore Frank’s claims that “woiass
conservatism exists,” and that “it is an important, if not the preeminent reasbe for t
continuing electoral weakness of the Democratic Party.” | argue tak’Brpolitical
commentary stands on the ground of a popular and simplistic Marxism that seestsnt
only as economic interests and the complexity of discursive framings onlgalsgical.

To be sure, Frank’s implicit Marxist orientation serves as a point of (ageomlikely)
contact between him and Laclau and Mouffe, as Laclau and Mouffe devote twashapte
of Hegemonyto a demonstration that facile Marxism cannot explain the complexities of
political identification.

A frequent criticism of Frank’s analysis is that it misidentifieswioeking class

and its voting behavidr. Although Frank responds to such criticisms with a powerful




defense of his theses, | argue that his problem is the simplistic Maaxsework that
requires an endless search for the “true” working class in the first plderemedy to
Frank’s orientation is not greater precision, as | demonstrate in ChaptenTw
examining Laclau and Mouffe’s genealogy of Marxist orthodoxy. Rathet,ig/ha
required is an alternative account of political identity and identificatigoroMide this in
Chapter Three in my interpretation of the theory of hegemony.

It might seem that Frank’s argument is dated; after all, George Bushlonger
in office. However, working-class conservatism is a stable feature of modern
democracies, though its strength has waxed and waned. Chapter Four examines a
particularly potent form: Thatcherism in Great Britain. Here | rely tuiar$ Hall’s
discursive analysis of the phenomenon, which provides an illustration of hegemonic
analysis. In Chapter Five, | return to Frank’s description of conservativeakathis
time looking at it through a hegemonic lens. | conclude the chapter by addieessarg
recent attempt on the part of Republicans to hegemonize the working class, tims time

the post-Bush era: the battle over health care reform.

" Jeffery Stonecash, “Scaring the Democrats: Whhaé&sMatter with Thomas Frank’s
Argument?,"The Forum3, no. 3 (2005): Article 4; Larry Bartels, “Whathe Matter with What's the
Matter with Kansas?,” (paper presented at the dirmaating of the American Political Science
Association, Washington D.C, September 1-4, 2005).
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Chapter One

What's the Matter with Marxism?

Thomas Frank’$Vhat's the Matter with Kansasxamines the political and social
climate of Kansas, circa 2084Frank’s hypothesis extends beyond the geographical
center of the country, however. Kansas functions as an ideal sample population in whose
civic affairs we may easily recognize (Frank 2004) national trends. Ofram{’s
central claims concerns, in particular, the political behavior of lower-inccemedt
voters: the poor and the working-class. He observes that working-class voters have
distanced themselves from their traditional alignment with the Left, areldoame to
support such politicians as George W. Buklansasis comprised of a number of
vignettes that demonstrate this shift toward the hard right in American paditid the
path that shift has taken over the past thirty years—dating roughly back to theenodl
the Carter administration. On Frank’s view, the policies that the RepublidygrsPeks
to enact are harmful to working-class Americans, while the Democratth&aparty of
workers, of the poor, of the weak and the victimizédlhese supporters of the
Republican cause thus appear to be voting against their own best interests. The
explanatory project dansasaims to answer two questions with regard to this seemingly
paradoxical political phenomenon: (1) Why is it significant that this demogrhpkic

taken up the conservative Republican cause; and, (2) By what mechanisms, rhetorical,

8 Thomas FrankWhat's the Matter with KansagRlew York: Henry Holt and Company, 2004).

°1Ibid., 1.



economic, and otherwise, has it been facilitated? To preface Frank’s foomoitathe
puzzle that drives his inquiry, | will begin by recounting his description of &ans

society, past and present.

Kansan Castes

Frank examines roughly four segments of a socioeconomically diversesKansa
Johnson County is home to the upper-middle class white-collar workers of Katysas C
upper-class CEOs and investment-banker types own mansions in Mission Hills, the
wealthiest district in Kansas City; Garden City and its envirotiseatvestern end of the
state are inhabited by the cheap (often migrant) labor supply for the beefyndust
Wichita’s residents are employees of its aerospace industry; anditnesvamaller
Kansan communities, formerly farm towns, suffer economic decline and dwindling
populations?’

Johnson County, like many American communities, grew up in the years
following WW II. Its most recent boom, “in the eighties and nineties, cama whe
corporate Kansas City packed up and moved its operations out to...where its top
executives already lived” As a result, this suburb has come to rival its urban host,
Kansas City, Missouri, in the availability of opportunities for work and play. Johnson

County is packed with all varieties of professionals, most notably in the Telecom

% bid, pp. 36-66.
" bid., 48.
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industries. In the 1990’s, during the rise of those industries, the population of Johnson
County grew from 355,000 to 451,000. The median household income in 1999 was
$61,455, a comfortable $20,000 above the national fitfufthe Mission Hills homes
antedate their neighbors in Johnson County by at least a generation. Miskidreghhn

on the Missouri side of Kansas City as part of an upscale housing development—the
“Country Club District”. By the 1920s, it had drifted across the statélimes of 2000,

the median household income of its denizens—including “the owners of H&R Block,
Hallmark, and Marion Merrell Dow’— was $188, 81.

At the Western end of the state, Garden City is a thriving center for the meat-
packing industry. The productivity of Garden City is such that, together with &nleyne
towns of Liberal and Dodge City, it has made Kansas “the biggest beef-paietams
the country through most of the last decaliePrank’s portrait of Garden City is bleak;
it is a victim of the food industrialists, such as Tyson, ConAgra, Cargill, who have
intentionally chosen Nowhere, Kansas as the perfect location to conduct busfdess. *
the High Plains, the packers are just about the only game in town. And they use their
power accordingly. They threaten to close down a plant if they don’t get theorwa

some issue or othet® Here, these corporations have the relative freedom to increase

12U.S. Census Bureau. (n.d.), “Fact Sheet for Jan@munty,” http://factfinder.census.gov/
(accessed February 24 2008).

13 Erank, 44.

4 bid., 42. Median income drawn from U.S. Censusgau, “Fact Sheet for Mission Hills,”
http://factfinder.census.gov/ (accessed Februdrya08).

15 Frank, 51.

8 1pid., 53.
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their profits in ways which would be difficult in urban areas: by deterring erepfdy
unionization, by importing populations of workers “from Southeast Asia, Mexico, and
points south,” by bleeding the aquifer dry to grow feed ¢6riorkers themselves
“receive mediocre wages for doing what is statistically the most dangsoolkisn
industrial America.*® Garden City’s median household income is $37, 752, which may
not seem so low, unless one understands it in light of both the financial success of Tyson
et al, and their systematic externalization of the industry’s socia.cdsiese towns
generate significant revenue for the state and the beef industries—ahenanonly
known as “rural boom towns”. Regardless, the local communities must pick up the tab
when it comes to medical care and retirement, among others. What Frankedeiscin
essence, a domestic “race to the bottom”: the corporate exploitation of a coysnunit
need for wages.

Sedgwick County’s Wichita lies about halfway between Kansas City andiGarde
City. Wichita is Kansas’ largest city, with a population estimated at 356°9R3s a
Kansan blue-collar stronghold, “that is to civil aviation what Detroit used to be to
automobiles® Wichita has managed to remain a center for aircraft manufacture and

design. lIts top three employers—Cessna, Spirit Aerosystems, and Rayethpioy-a

7 bid, 52.
18 bid., 53.

9 Wichita’s population is the second largest instee; in first place is the greater metropolitan
area of Kansas City. Wichita is the largest cityper.

2pid., 5.
12



total of 33,900 Despite the fact that it has not entirely lost its economic base, Frank
claims that Wichita has suffered from the mass movement of manufacturingascers

The nineties were a bad decade for Wichita, just as they were foratlities

over that still relied on manufacturing and skilled workers for their

prosperity...companies like Boeing ...asked cities to bid against one

another for new projects, they moved production overseas, and they

picked fights with their unions
It is certainly true that Wichita has suffered from global free tratiewagh it is
notoriously difficult to trace job loss due to outsourcing.

Since the post-World War Il era, U.S. international trade policy has, at minimum,
sought to lower tariffs and quotas. Since the mid-1960s, multilateral and bilesdeal t
agreements “began to include both trade and investment proviéfoHsis trend was
facilitated by advances in communications and transportations technologids méte
overseas organization easier and shipping cheaper. Trade agreemeassNAET A
took the risk “out of foreign investment in countries which previously failed to provide

the legal protections and due process rights corporations enjoyed in the U.S. and most

other westernized countriés.These agreements overwhelmingly benefit corporations at

2L Wichita Chamber of Commerce, “Business and Inghistr
http://www.wichitakansas.org/business (accesséduaey 26, 2008).

22 Frank, 58.

% One reliable source of information is the Tradguatinent Assistance program (TAA),
established by Congress in 1962, which “providewitis information on firms and workers affectedjbp
loss due to U.S. trade policy.” Judy Ancel, “Offsing the Kansas Economy,” University of Missouri--
Kansas City, 2005, http://www.umkc.edu/laboredignents/OffshoringtheKansasEconomy (accessed
March 14, 2008).

% |bid. These included the border industrializatwoject with Mexico in 1965 and NAFTA in
1994.

% bid.
13



the expense of overseas workers and communities in that most agreements dmaot exte
labor rights, health and safety, and environmental protections. Of course, this is
indirectly harmful to domestic workers: since the costs of labor rights atecpons can

be externalized outside of the U.S., corporations have even greater incentive to move
overseas. The Economic Policy Institute estimates that Kansas lost 6,908 yaeEnbet
1993 and 2002 due to NAFTA alone, and 5,454 jobs lost to China between 1989 and
20012° For Wichita, the significance of this long-term trend lies in the moveaofent

parts manufacturing overseas; its aerospace corporations have becomdadhéirsiie
assembly only. “Separating parts manufacture from final assembly..sallow
manufacturers to focus on the highest level of value-added work, and also allovie them
purchase parts and subassemblies from vendors throughout the world, usually arfar low
costs.’

Frank’s broad rhetorical sweeps do, however, tend to obscure unique features of
the Wichita economy. The numbers in fact show steady growth in the manufacturing
industry throughout the mid to late nineties. Compared to national rates of manngact
growth, manufacturing and employment in Sedgwick County generally traifeadhe

although not by a significant amouffit Between 1996 and 1998 alone, manufacturing

% Robert E. Scott, “The High Price of 'Free' Tradegbnomic Policy Institutehttp://www.epi.org
(accessed March 14, 2008); Robert E. Scott, “UlSn&Trade 1989-2003,” Economic Policy Institute,
http://www.epi.org/workingpapers/epi_wp270.pdf (@ssed March 14, 2008).

2" steven Miller, “Kansas Aerospace Industry Foret&snter for Economic Development and
Business Research, Wichita State University, lttpeids.wichita.edu/cedbr/KSaero.pdf (accessed March
14, 2008).

2 PNREAP, “Shift-Share Analysis of Employment Groytkansas Regional Economic Analysis
Project, http://www.pnreap.org (accessed MarctOD82.

14



employment in Wichita rose by approximately 20,000 fdbk fact, Wichita’s
manufacturing sector did not experience anything approaching devastati@d0it

and this decline was a consequence of the 9/11 attacks. “Between 1999 and 2002, the
main union representing Boeing workers nationally lost nearly a third mieitsbership

to layoffs; in Wichita, the number was closer to haif.ContraFrank’s implication, this

was a market response to the attacks, rather than a direct resukex-faise economic
policies; Americans stopped flying, airlines cut their budgets, Wichitarfaorders

were cut back dramatically, and there was a drop off in available work foryfac
employees.

We should note these details should in the interests of accuracy; however, they do
not nullify the pertinent elements of Frank’s argument. Frank is tryingdblest that
conservative economic policies are harmful to the working and lower claaBelkat he
needs to provide is some empirical data showing a correlation between sa&b @oliti
said groups! As | described above, Republican support for “free trade” has had an
impact on the U.S. economy since the 1940s, but has become particularly harmful to
workers since the early 1990s, with the creation of NAFTA and the rise of the*VTO.

Frank relates an example of the impact that international trade agredraeathad on

29 Center for Economic Development and Business Relsd®99, “City of Wichita,” Profile of
Wichita, http://www.wichita.gov/NR/rdonlyres (acsesl March 7, 2008).

%0 Frank, 58.

3L A correlation which has no other obvious explasmatin contrast to the post-9/11 economic
downturn.

%2 NAFTA was written and signed during George H.WsBs presidency (in 1992). President
Clinton prioritized passage of NAFTA in 1993 in aodance with his own economically centrist policies
and it was implemented beginning in 1994.
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communities such as Wichita: “In 2003, [Boeing]...began taking applications from state
to see which one would get to build its new 7E7 airliférThis reversal of the standard
contracting process, in which companies like Boeing compete for governmesttpyr g
no longer uncommon. Wichita bid against Washington, Michigan, California, and Texas
to provide Boeing with a business-friendly (cheap) production environment:

The winning community, Boeing announced, would furnish the company

with quality schools, low absentee rates among its labor force, good

services, low taxes, cheap land, and ‘local community and government

support for manufacturing business&s’.
When Boeing demanded $500 million from Kansas just so they could remain a bidding
contender, Kansan legislators rushed to pass a bond measure to cover the cost. This was
no ordinary bond measure, though. Not only was it passed in the face of a budget
shortfall, it re-routed tax money from the general fund to the repayment osinderéhe
bond. Thus, although “Boeing would eventually have to reimburse the state for the
principal, all interest on these bonds would come out of the state taxes of people working
on the 7E7 project®

Finally, Frank describes the most destitute of the lot: small-town KansasisTow
such as Emporia and Hays, he claims, are “in the early stages of irreveesibly.*®

Frank attributes this decay to two decades of deregulated capitalisnpichadhby the

Republican Party. The winners under such an arrangement are quasi-monopolistic

3 Frank, 86.
% |bid., 87.
% |bid.
% |bid, 59.
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corporations such as Wal-Mart and agribusiness’s ConAgra. The losers are local
businesses and small farms. Emporia lies in Lyon County almost exatydyal
between Kansas City at the eastern end of the state and Wichita in the souaih-gentr
of the 2000 census, Emporia’s population was 26,760; six years later it had fallen by
5003" To place this in a broader context, Lyon County’s population ranking has fallen
from its high in the 1970s as 2in the state to 47at the most current meastife.
Emporia’s median household income in 2006 was estimated to be $31,400. In 1994,
eleven years after Wal-Mart came to town, Emporia was still home to snaail/
businesses. It boasted 240 retail establishments, two-thirds of which hadhamween
employees® Ten years later, Emporia was reduced to 152 retail establishments. The
number of small businesses (fewer than ten employees) was slightly abewrtisp

but a glaring addition to the picturedse retail employer of “250-499” employees,
categorized as “Warehouse Clubs & Supercenfr€urrently, Wal-Mart is the sixth
largest employer in Emporia; its employees number approximately 250. biegted

just to the left of center-state, numbers 19,726, about 300 less than its 2000 census figure;

37U.S. Census Bureau, “Population Estimates Julys208merican Fact Finder,
http://factfinder.census.gov (accessed March 26820

3 PNREAP, “Population Ranking by County,” Kansas iRegl Economic Analysis Project,
http://www.pnreap.org (accessed March 7, 2008) p&ia contains 74% of Lyon County’s total
population.

39U.S. Census Bureau , “1994 Industry Code Summa&griStats Databases,
http://censtats.census.gov (accessed March 14)2008

“0U.S. Census Bureau, “2004 Industry Code Summ&giStats Databases,
http://censtats.census.gov (accessed March 13)2008
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its (Ellis) county population ranking has fallen fron"3@ 53° since the 1970%. Like
Emporia, Hays’ retail sector has decreased: from 243 establishments in 1994 to 185 in
2005, with small businesses following the same pattern as Emp8ritsl-Mart is the

4" largest employer in Ellis County with a total of 420 employees.

Frank identifies the second factor in small-town decline as the tendefedecdl
agricultural policy to favor corporate producers over smaller farm operations
Historically, the westward expansion of the boundaries of the United States ptompte
government policy which encouraged small, independent farm operétidieese
policies ranged from the federal sale of newly acquired territory iaaHhg 1800s, for
the purposes of increasing national income, to the wholesale giveaway of land by mid
century to promote the settlement and development of new territories. When Frank
opines that “farming is a field uniquely unsuited to the freewheeling whirl affgba
market”, the farming he has in mind is our agrarian ideal of the small féamnity such
as existed in the late 18005.The number and diversity of these entities called for some
measure of ‘top-down’ organization, in chief to forestall over- and underprodudtion.
the 1890s, under the banner of the Populist movement, Kansan (small) farmers rcalled fo

national government control of an expanded money supply, government

ownership of transportation (railroads) and communication (telegraph)
systems, an income tax to replace high tariffs as a source of Federal

“L Ellis County’s population is estimated at 26,928% of which is concentrated in the city of
Hays.

2 Small retail businesses constituted 63% of adlirestablishments in 1994 and 71% in 2005.

3 Anne B. Effland, “U.S. Farm Policy: The First 28@ars,”USDA Agricultural OutlooKMarch
2000). http://lwww.ers.usda.gov/publications/agmaitimar2000/a0269g.pdf (accessed March 26, 2008).

4 Frank, 63.
18



revenue, and continued government support for distribution of land to
small, independent farmef3.

Federal controls did not achieve a stronghold over agriculture until the New Beal er
reforms. New Deal policy controlled production by stipulating the crops aedgecthat
could be planted. These programs were incentivized with price supports; pantgipati
farmers were guaranteed a basic price for certain commodities]lesgaof market
fluctuations—a minimum wage, as it wéfeThis standard—known as “parity"—was

set according to the purchasing power of farm commaodities during a pahjidutaative
period for agriculture, just prior to World Waf'l. Since the 1930s, Republican
administrations—specifically those of Eisenhower, Nixon, Reagan, and Bush&#e
managed to significantly dismantle both aspects of federal interventioly. payrnents

were reduced and then finally replaced by direct income support (“defitipagments)

by the Food and Agriculture Act of 196%.Production controls were gradually lifted in

the 1980s, and 90s, and deficiency payments reduced. This trend reached its most radical
expression in the 1996 Federal Agriculture Improvement and Reform Act, forthblate

a newly Republican-controlled legislature. The so-called Freedom to Farex#nded
market-friendly farming policy which had been enacted in 1985 and 1990. Cutting costly
regulation of the agricultural sector seemed like a promising way to retitederal

deficit. The Act provided a six-year gradual phase out of deficiency paymerdasgto e

4 Effland, 3.

“6 Bill Winders, “Sliding Toward the Free Market: iflimg Political Coalitions and U.S.
Agricultural Policy, 1945-1975,Rural Sociology64.4 (2004): 467-489.

47T Winders, 467.

8 Effland, 4.
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farming into the market. It also eliminated supply management programe$b
crops?® The fallout from this was disastrous:

It launched the nation’s remaining farmers into a desperate

overproduction spiral, a frantic race to compete...failure was inevitable

for everyone except the largest and most efficient farms. In fact, the

crisis got so bad so fast that the federal government resumed making

massive payouts to farmers in order to stop the bleedifig...
How has all of this affected small-town Kansas? The marketization of fpddy has
made it unprofitable for small farms to stay in business and impossible fordghem t
compete domestically and internationally. A century ago, “one out of evesy thr
Americans lived on farms...At the century’s end, the farm population stood at 2%, and
even for those who remained in farming, almost 90% of household income came from
nonfarm sources>* Those who remain contract their land out to the agricultural giants,
who provide seed, machinery, and product distribution. Those who fold find the food
trust ready to absorb yet another share of the market; the trend in agricaKuyeen
“the increase in size and number of large farms and decrease in numbafief fms

in the United States’® Four of these corporations “process from 57 to 74 percent of the

corn, wheat, and soybeans in the United Stafed:his mode of expansion, called

9 lbid.

*Frank, 65.

*! Linda Lobao and Katherine Meyer, “The Great Agltiatal Transition: Crisis, Change, and
Social Consequences of Twentieth Century US Farfhifugnual Review of Sociolo@y.1 (2001):103-
124,

*2pid., 109.

> William D. Heffernan, “Agriculture and Monopoly @#al,” Monthly Reviev0.3 (July-
August 1998): 51.
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horizontal integration, is characterized by the acquisition of an incredsang af one
commodity. It can also include commodity diversification within the same sefdor
example, expanding from corn-only production into corn and soybean production. To
state the obvious, horizontal integration is a stop along the route to monopoly. But it
doesn’t end there—food firms have also integrated vertically by gainingptowar
different stages of production in the same sector. Cargill, for example, “cf tme
three major global trades of grain (the major ingredient in animal feedgtbads
largest animal feed producer, and one of the largest processors of hogs antl beef.”
Tyson, ConAgra, ADM, and others in their cohort have gained a quasi-monopolistic hold
on American agriculture. They also happen to be the beneficiaries of damgula
the first place, large firms are better able to survive the ups and downs of market
dynamics. In the second place, competition amongst farmers translatesntpiioes
for these buyers. Since the legislature’s 1996 failure to phase out subsidy payheent
federal government has continued to supplement farm income. Corporations can buy
agricultural commodities more cheaply than ever before—for less, in factt t@sts
farmers to produce them—and let subsidies make up the difference. Not surprisegly, t
savings are not passed on to consumers. For Kansans, these politico-corporate feats
translate very simply into depressed local economies.

Despite the economic, geographic, and cultural diversity of the population of
Kansas, its members manage to achieve a surprising political soliti@ng/thing

unites all these different groups of Kansans, these millionaires and pailedwellers,

** Ibid.
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these farmers and thrift-store managers and slaughterhouse workersiggnd util
executives: they are almost all RepublicatisErank is not surprised that the wealthy
denizens of Mission Hills vote Republican, but he is surprised that those whom they
employ also vote Republican. Expressing mystification over these stradfglows,

Frank writes, “by all rights...these two groups—business and blue-collar—should be at
each other’s throats® The economies of the Great Plains states—Nebraska, Kansas,
and the Dakotas—have suffered heavy losses under Republican leadership.af fact,
Frank observes, “the poorest county in America isn’t in Appalachia or the Deep 8outh.
is on the Great Plains, a region of struggling ranchers and dying farm twns.”
Dispossessed Kansans would thus seem a likely source of support for the Democrati
party. Yet “meatpacking Garden City voted for George W. Bush in even greatieersum
than did affluent Johnson Counf?"This is, as Frank concludes, “not just the mystery of

Kansas; this is the mystery of America.”

Marx in Kansas

Frank presents a compelling case for our national pathology, yet lurking behind

his colorful prose is another mystery: what is it that enables these phenomenato appea

*° Frank, 67.
*% Frank, 8.
*"Ibid., 1. That county is McPherson County, Nekaas
*%1pid., 67.
%9 |bid.
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as bizarre? That is, against what set of assumptions does working-class fardree
market ideology require explanation? It does not appear so to everyonepthdidaa
working class, for example, regards their own conservatism as the most thagran
the world. | believe that Frank’s query arises against a background wisMar
presuppositions. Briefly, he presumes that social and political attitudes and behagior
explained by economic mechanisms. He writes,

none of what | have described here would make sense were it not for a

critical rhetorical move: the systematic erasure of the economic...thie gre

goal of the backlash is to nurture a cultural class war, and the first step in

doing so, as we have seen, is to deny the economic basis of soci class.
In short, the great movement to the Right would be impossible without the strategic
concealment of what really divides us: our place in the economy. For this reason, Frank
finds conservative diagnoses of social ills misguided and shallow, in ways tilat | w
discuss in more detail below. In a passage that reveals even more expfdillgriist
leanings, Frank remarks,

one problem the old Left didn’t have was explaining how the world

worked: class struggles, they thought, could pretty much account for

everything. But drain economics out of the world, and you're left with

few tools for explaining anything. Why is our culture the way it is? Why

does TV get coarser with each passing year? What makes certan style
or words or ideas suddenly so visible and other disappear?

His answer is even more telling: “The truth is that the culture that surrounds us

largely the product of business rationality.’'He asks pointedly, “how can you lament

% |bid., 127-8.
%% |bid., 131.
%2 bid., 132.
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the shabby state of American life while absolving business of any respdy$doili?
How can you complain so bitterly about culture and yet neglect to mention the main
factor making culture what it is?” In order to clarify how “business rationality” could
determine culture, which seems to be of a different kind, as well as to indicataythe
in which Frank’s query is shaped by Marxism, | would like to turn now to a brief
explication of some precepts of classical Marxism.

If we take seriously Marx’s doctrine of historical materialism, hiscstiral
understanding of society in terms of base and superstructure, and the pictuss of cla
identity and class relations that arises from these, then, like Frank, we wagédthe
behavior of working-class Kansans as misguided, even self-destructiveridaist
materialism and base and superstructure represent society frorardifferspectives and
for different purposes; together, these provide the means to explain human agkency wit
all that that entails—identity, behavior, and knowledge of self and world. Hidtorica
materialism assumes a transhistorical perspective, identifyingiord), economy—
specifically, economy-based conflict—as the mechanism driving social changs e
ages; | will return to social conflict below. The history of human society is, &x,M
about how human beings meet their material needs, how they manage to reproduce the

populace, given limited and unevenly distributed resodfcése designates the way

% bid., 132.

% Implicit here is the Marxist conception of whatieans to be a human being, of what
distinguishes humans from Nature. The answeffisporse, labor. Human labor is of a differentdkthan
animal labor insofar as it is (potentially) undeir conscious control. According to Marx, when werky
we in a sense re-create ourselves. We create ggoishuour own image, so to speak; these prodedisct
our skills, our interests, our personalities. Blggregate result of labor thus conceived is a hunatd;
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societies met these needs thmeode of productioranalyzable, into two dimensions: as
forces of productiomndrelations of production.Forces of production are the raw
materials, tools, machinery, and labor power. Relations of production include property,
interpersonal relations in labor contexts, class relations in a society, ancezvating

all of these relations. A Marxist interpretation and schematization of ayss¢u
civilization’s) history turns on its mode of production; this is what distinguishes one
epoch from another.

If historical materialism takes, to borrow a term, a diachronic pergpebtarx’s
distinction between base and superstructure depicts social structuressiyoaineonic
perspective. According to this depiction, a society’s mode of production—its economic
base—determines the shape assumed by the rest of the social apparatus—the
superstructure. The base is defined by a society’s present mode of productiothevhile
superstructure is ‘everything else’. It includes formal and informarozgtions typical
of civil society: those that provide leisure activities—chess clubs, for eratiiphries;
professional organizations such as the AMA; marriage and the family; sports
organizations such as AYSO or the NBA; community service groups like the Rotary
Club; political organizations such as MoveOn, or even political parties, and so on. The
superstructure is also comprised of society’s most complex institutionst—mos
significantly, the state. Finally, superstructure includes a common humanctemsss,

shaped according to material relations. To clarify, a society’s mode of picodwua|

or, to put it another way, a humaedworld. Marx explicitly develops these ideas is barly “humanist”
writings.
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determine, to some extent, the consciousness of the individual—what each person knows
and perceives, and how she regards herself. Marx summarizes:

In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that

are indispensible and independent of their will, relations of production

which correspond to a definite stage of development of their material

productive forces. The sum total of these relations of production

constitutes the economic structure of society, the real foundation, on

which rises a legal and political superstructure and to which correspond

definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of

material life conditions the social, political, and intellectual life in
generaf®

One explanatory benefit of this classification of society into “economy” andytweg
else” is the distinction of cause (economic base) from effect (supeus&lucihe base is
taken to determine the morphology and boundaries of the superstructure. Thus we will
find that a society that sustains itself by small-scale agricuttui@operatively-owned
land and by bartering will have a markedly different superstructure than twat of
industrial societyand more importantly, we can account for this difference in
superstructures by the difference in bases. Thus, according to this picture,ieconom
forces are determinant of every dimension of human social existence.

Just as superstructural elements of a society mirror its economicng|ao do
the identities of its agents. Because economy is posited as a final causiéiniaiely
determinant of social identity—for Marglass identity The role that one plays in

economic production determines one’s identity as, for example, hunter, peasant, priest, or

% Karl Marx, “A Contribution to the Critique of Ptittal Economy, The Marx-Engels Reader
ed., Robert C. Tucker, (London: Norton, 1978), 4.

% There is much debate over how to read Marx, aisdthlesis in particular—of ‘the economy, in
the last instance determinant'—is contested, im&tegl, and re-interpreted. | will return to thegis in
my exegesis of the revisionary Marxism of Laclad Mouffe (Chapter Three). Here | simply want to
sketch the basic tenets of orthodox Marxism in ptde&lemonstrate Frank’s reliance on its principles
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aristocrat. These vocational labels are somewhat misleading, thoughdsimity is
determined not by the performance of some set of {askse but by the nature of one’s
access to society’s resources. Particularly of interest to us hehe astations between
economy and agent in a capitalist society: those who own the forces of production, who
have the capital to purchase materials, tools, and labor-power, and who, consequently,
own and sell the finished product, are bloeirgeoisclass; those who own no such private
property, who must sell their labor power for a wage in order to meet thenahate
needs, and who, consequently, have no ownership over that which they labor to produce,
comprise theroletarianclass. In a capitalist mode of production, Marx theorizes, there
IS an increasing concentration of society’s resources into the hands of thedew
correspondingly, increasing impoverishment of the many. This imbalancéestam
the relations of production as the increasing simplification of social sttateewer and
fewer classes. According to Marx and Engels, this process would ternmnhée i
division of society into just two classes; as they proclaim ilCmmunist Manifesto
“society as a whole is more and more splitting up into two great hostile cangpisyant
great classes directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletarige increasing
impoverishment of workers creates the impetus for struggle against theeagus
capitalism.

We can now understand the role that class conflict plays in dialectical
materialism. The unequal distribution of resources creates inevitable tbafliccen the

“haves” and the “have-nots”. As Marx writes, “from forms of development of the

87 Karl Marx and Frederick Engelsanifesto of the Communist Pafyondon: Penguin, 2002),
220.
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productive forces these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an epodhalof soc

%8 \When a society’s economic and class divisions intensify to the point that

revolution.
that society is fundamentally internally divided, at war with itself, thean no longer
maintain a cohesive identity. It is defined, paradoxically, by contradicttarx

theorizes that a society in this state must transform itself so as to résolve

contradiction. Deep contradictions in economic reproduction, then, issue in social
evolution—a qualitative change from one way of life to another. If we return to
capitalism, we can see how this developmental logic, together with the destiomini

nature of the economy, enables theorists to unequivocally identify the iatef¢se

proletariat. Given that the conflict between workers and capitalists rsinifes internal

and insoluble contradictions of the capitalist mode of production, it must be in the interest
of the working-class to achieve freedom from the exploitation they experatnice

hands of the capitalists. It is not entirely clear how this can be accomplished, but
according to the metanarratival logic of social development, the ultimateqrerxe

can only be a complete transformation of society; or, as Marx and Engelededa

more inflammatory vocabulary, revolutih.We can at the very least be sure that, from

a Marxist perspective, it is decidedigt in the interest of the working-class to support

% Marx, “Contribution,” 4.

% There has been much debate among followers of Mavxthis transformation comes about—
or, to frame it in a way that favors a differensaser, how transformation is to beoughtabout. It would
not be overstating the case to say that thidtsisentral question for Marxism. Orthodox Marxisior, f
example, rejects any compromise between labor tatd &long the lines of, say, Keynesian solutipns)
while other interpretations of Marx, such as rexigsm, embrace gradual progress via political psses
as legitimate. Chapter Two summarizes some oftthlismte.
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and defend the wealthy (those for whom they work). To do so would essentially be to
willingly participate in—even further—its own victimization.

To return toKansas we can now see why Frank is puzzled. The Kansan working
class does not, as the Marxist would expect, look to the party that has traditionally
supported them against those who would profit at their expense. Instead, and against all
good (Marxist) sense, they turn “to the right, to the right, farther to the’fitiiow are
we to explain this? Frank identifies a number of factors that account for thistblata
deviation from rational behavior: the “culture wars”; the crafting of a rgthi
conservative identity; the perceived threat to individual freedoms on the plagt of t
welfare state and the correlated resurrectidaie$ez-faireeconomics; the
spiritualization of social problems (and solutions); and, finally, the failutleeoEeft to
articulate any real alternatives. With the exception of the last, Eragkbunt amounts
to a catalogue of so many rhetorical strategies that obscure thausalaf
conservatives’ discontent. To put it briefly—and, perhaps, crudely—Frank’s chief
contention is that the working class has been duped. | will return later in tphterctea
his criticisms of Clintonian-era Democrats’ political strategy. riw, | want to
describe in more detail the means by which this con was done, after whichHomill s

this idea—that the working-class is deceived—is also a thoroughly Marxist one.

® Frank, 68.
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Conservatism’s Contradictions

The so-called “culture wars” might be described with less bellicasian
ongoing public discussion about “the good life”, a discussion that gains its urgency from
its intimate connection with our national identity. What kind of people are we? How
should we conduct ourselves as citizens, and in the interest of achieving which goals?
This is not a new discussion, nor a unigue one, but since (approximately) the 1980s, it has
become particularly virulent. There are myriad causes of this; it could bedatitat
some of those causes—Christian fundamentalism, for example—are as old aaAmer
itself. Proximate causes, however, include the following: newly institutemuhfights
for minorities and women as a result of the feminist and civil rights movemeihis of t
1960s; the increasing visibility of gay culture and the gay rights movement; the
legalization of abortion with Roe v. Wade; the consolidation of the “religious right”; the
increasing vulgarity of popular culture; the increasing plurality of @ligjipractice; and
heightened hostility between certain religious groups and sciéri€ansans’ enlistment

in the culture wars, Frank recounts, has manifested in a number of ways; | woubd like t

"L With regard to the religious right: Christian famdentalism antedates the culture wars, as do
religiously-based political pressure groups. “Wisatovel,” as James Hunter observes, “is theimgnan
number, their increasing variety, and their rigiditical impact.” James Davidson Hunt€ulture Wars:
The Struggle to Define Ameri¢tlew York: Perseus, 1991), 89. The number ofalggsups roughly
doubled in the forty years following the second Wakar. Significant, also, was their changing
composition: there have tended to be fewer groepistd a particular denomination. Instead, theseygs
tend to align cross-denominationally along thee@dty-drawn) lines of conservative or liberal stance
toward social issues; this has the effect of estigry those camps more deeply into their own purssti

With regard to the increasing plurality of religiopractice: a significant consequence of this has
been that the Protestant Christian perspectiv&iih a unitary thing exists) can no longer be tdken
granted. This has led to diverse public conflizish as, for example, that over prayer in publi®osts, or
the posting of the Ten Commandments in civic bogdi
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mention two that are notable for their display of the fanaticism surrounding sdhesef
issues. The first concerns the large-scale mobilization of the pro-lifeneoven the
early nineties. Kansas would seem an unlikely place for the pro-life movemem to g
ground—it was an early champion of women’s’ suffrage, and “in later years, t&'s sta
largest city, Wichita, gained the dubious distinction of being the only place in iba reg
where a woman could receive a late-term aborti6rifowever, in the summer of 1991,
Operation Rescue saturated Wichita with its ranks in order to draw a line emthe s
challenging the moderate Republicans of Kansas to “choose up sides and join tHé fight
At the advice of local police, Wichita’s abortion clinics closed their doors fore&.we

For once they had completely stopped what they called “the abortion

industry” in its tracks. In July and August they descended on Wichita by

the thousands, spreading out over the city, chaining themselves to fences,

lying down beneath cars, filling the jails, and picketing the residences of

abortion doctors and others they deemed complicit in the culture of

death’*
This so-called “Summer of Mercy” was eminently successful. Oper&escue was
able to polarize and simplify a complex issue, and to make visible the many local and
state public servants who did not valorize making abortion illegal above all other
objectives. In the next election, Kansans overwhelmingly chose conservatives-tha
pro-life—Republicans over the institutionalized moderates.

The second and very highly-publicized issue that conservative Kansas united over

was the teaching of evolution in its public schools. “The whole thing started,” Frank

2 Frank, 66.
" bid., 92.
™ Ibid.
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recounts, quoting a right-leaning Kansan paper, “with a humble ‘Prairigg¥illa
homemaker’, who decided to get involved in formulating the science standards by whic
the progress of the state’s public school students is evaluatddis the Citizen’s
Writing Committee was formed in order to articulate an alternative seradards—
young Earth and creationist ones—for the state school board’s consideration. What
followed was a very public debate, depicted by the media as “Rubes versug’ R2atit
a sense, their crusade was successful. The State Board of Education diddelé&et “
references to macroevolution and the age of the earth from the state¢gscien
standards® And insofar as students are not therefore assessed on their knowledge of
macroevolution, and it is not therefore necessary for teachers to focus onpbgssiisle
that a Kansan high school graduate would be ignorant of evolutionary concepts.
However, the new standards didt “outlaw evolution or mandate the teaching of
creationism.*® Moreover, the standards that were altered applied only to high school. In
this light, the “victory” was a very modest one.

The debate over evolution in the public schools has been an ongoing one in
Kansas. The episode that Frank discusses took place in 1999. This was overturned in
2001, when the composition of the school board changed. The issue was raised again in

2005, when conservatives had a ten-seat majority. This time, the Board voted to change

S bid., 209.
% bid., 206.
" bid., 205.

8 1bid., 207.
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the definition of science so that it would not preclude supernatural explanations, and to
emphasize that evolution is a thedtyThese restrictions were overturned again in
2007%° The new standards had more of a science/evolution-critical stance hather t
wholesale curriculum conversion to intelligent design.

Frank’s assessment of these controversies is twofold. In the first péace
observes that there is an economic basis to the debate. Socially “conservative” a
“liberal” positions do not fall tidily along party lines; as described in cotiore with the
anti-abortion rallies, there are conservative and liberal factions witeiRépublican
party itself. The divide between conservative and moderate Republicans ratypsme
to the divide between working and upper-classes, respectively. In Kansamasy
places, this also maps on to a geographic divide:

One Johnson County lives in landscaped cul-de-sac communities with

statuary in the traffic islands and a swimming pool behind each house and

a neighborhood golf course that you occasionally glimpse from between

the three-car garages. In this Johnson County, all you see in election

years are yard signs cheering for Team Mod. The other Johnson County

is a place of peeling paint and cheap plywood construction and knee-high

crabgrass and shrubbery dying in the intense heat and expired cars rotting

by the curb. Drive through this Johnson County, and you read nothing

but the battle cries of the Cons. The difference between the two Johnson
Counties is a class differente.

" MSNBC News, “Kansas Education Board Downplays Htioh, ” MSNBC Online, November
8. http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/9967813 (accessid2P 2009).

8 The Chronicle of Higher Education News, “Anti-Emtibn Standards are Overturned by School
Board in Kansas,” February 14, 2007. http://chetmncom/article/Anti-Evolution-Standards-Are/38217
(accessed July 29, 2009). For reasons | willdisbelow, it is relevant to Frank’s analysis thath times
that the Board voted to change the state standdwelshanges were fairly measured.
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Moderate Republicans, branded by Kansan conservatives as RINOs—Republicans in
name only—are fiscally conservative, but tend to support public education, women’s’
rights, gay rights, gun control, and “they accept the separation of churctasn®’st
Conservatives, however, identify as “pro-life, pro-gun, and anti-evoluffon.”

This brings us back to the heartkainsas and to the second aspect of Frank’s
analysis of the culture wars. How has the working-class come to care sobouth a
abortion and evolution that its members will identify as Republicans, therebyittorgm
to fiscal conservatism and their own impoverishment? Frank argues that the &epubli
party platform deliberately emphasizes these divisive issues—or, to phenedify,
raises these issues in a divisive manner—as a political maneuver. Asshihvbe
issues that comprise the culture wars are complex ones—they arise froaflectcar
diversity of socioeconomic, historical, and political experiences and intefEs¢s
intensity of our national interest in these matters is evidence of their groyrid be
brief, identity. Because these issues are so closely connected with whey waere we
come from, and where we wish to go, the temptation to caricature or accephtucaitis
overwhelming. As Frank describes, the caricature manifests in thefsiatjn of all
possible interpretations of the issue into dichotomous ‘pro’ and ‘con’ positions, and in the
uncharitable understanding of the opposition’s character and opinion. | addredgthe lat

below in connection with the conservative identity.

8 Frank, 105.
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We take it as a commonplace that a politician should identify as pro-life-or pr
abortion, as pro-gay rights or “pro-family”. Frank argues, however, that the prominenc
of these issues is not a natural phenomenon, but a political strategy designed tineivide
populacé* He writes, “What [conservatives] are after is cultural turmoil, whicheser
mainly to solidify their base.” The Republican strategy is to rally getmpthe
conservative cause by drawing attention to, say, gay marriage, while coggtias a
yea-or-nay matter. Insofar as conservatives are first to define sisegs in their current
incarnation, they have what might be called a ‘home court advantage’. They choose the
terms that frame the debd&feThere are many who would not otherwise think about
these issues. Others might have an inarticulate opinion, but would not regard these issues
as significant enough to impact their voting behavior. But when conservatalessig
champion some cause or another, many are stirred to action—anger is a powerful
motivator.

Frank provides further evidence that the culture wars are more distraction tha
debate by drawing attention to the quixotian character of the crusadeg abanisn
and evolution. Concerning the pro-lifers, he writes that their “goal of stoppingaaborti
is, almost by definition, beyond achieving."Likewise, as we saw in the evolution
debacle, conservatives were committed to a cause that flies in the facat ohost

people take to be true: that evolution is a legitimate theory. The widesprepthacee

8 Hence their designation as “wedge” issues.

8 George Lakoff has written a number of books onittiygortance of “framing”. Particularly
relevant here idDon’t Think of an Elephant! Know Your Values ana@ire the DebatgWhite River
Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2004).
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of evolution not only guaranteed that they would look very foolish in denying its validity;
it also guaranteed the failure of their cause. Conservatives are, oddly enoogtiledc
to this failure.

For them the importance of the evolution issue arose not so much from the

possibilities it offered to change the way Americans thought as from the
allegorical resonance of the gesture...The combat was purely syfibolic.

For these crusaders, the battle with the elite and powerful, as theywpdhmescientific
community, represents their rejection of the values (or lack thereof) thapraleced
“sexually transmitted diseases, despair and suicide,...socialism, abortiongdator
cetera.®® What matters is not whether one wins, but that one has taken a stand. This
variety of campaign, indifferent as it is to success, is ripe for politigabieation.

Wedge issues are played up by conservative politicians, Frank opines, ‘lgreecssise
they are not capable of being resolved by the judicious application of state ploeer...t
stoke the anger, keep the pot simmering, but have little to do with the practietd; day
day uses of government pow&r.It might be described as a complex, though very
mundane, deception, “designed to keep Kansas polarized, keep its outrage levels high and
its Con pot boiling, while changing the way things are actually done not & bReal
change, Frank indicates, would be economic in nature. The conservative attention to

abortion, gay marriage, the demoralized state of pop culture, the ‘liberal’,raadiao

8 |bid., 206.
% |bid., 207.
% |bid., 101.
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on, serves as another distraction from the economic dimension of social ills, and also
thereby precludes the implementation of policies which would address this dimension.
This becomes painfully clear as we step beyond Kansas; the culture wars ltaeeledc
on a national scale:

Culture war most assuredly helped protect those who had much in 2004.

On the morning after the election...according to exit polls, at least, ‘moral

values’ outranked all other issues in determining voters’ choices. Later on

that same day, the reelected President Bush set out his legislative

objectives for his second term. Making America a more moral country

was not a priority. instead, his goals were mainly economic: he would

privatize Social Security once and for all and ‘reform’ the federal tax

code...The stock market soared nearly 8 percent in the year’'s remaining
weeks in giddy anticipation of the profitable things Republicans would do

with their fresh political capital™
Thus, Frank more pointedly argues, not only does talking ethically secure conssrvati
political leverage. That leverage is wielded by instituting economic esltbiat favor
the wealthy and make the vulnerable more vulnerable, thereby harming the very ones
who strengthen the Republican party with their votes.

A key element of the culture war deception is the crafting of a conservative
identity, a theme to which Frank returns again and again, as Kansan conservatives
exemplify that identity. The conservative persona is the means by whible albund
and fury of the culture wars is made meaningful. There are two sides to thityide
The more flattering side depicts conservatives as ordinary folk who nrakeica

strong. They are “the plain people, the grassroots Americans who [inhabit]tkevaa

know as the ‘heartland’, a region of humility, guilelessness, and above all, stooary

bid., 261.
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righteousnes&® These so-called “red-staters” live in flyover states, attend church, shop
at Wal-Mart, make their own coffee, watch NASCAR, work with their hands, don’t look
for praise or thanks, et cetera. Integral to this identity is that which catigses/define
themselvesgainst “the stereotype of liberals that comes up so often in the backlash
oeuvre: arrogant, rich, tasteful, fashionable, and all-powettulhis contrast was much-
touted during the Bush presidency, particularly during and after election season. So
called “latte liberals”, inhabitants of any blue state you choose, idenéigdelves by

where they live, and by what they “eat, drink, and drive...the Volvos, the imported
cheese, and above all, the latt&s.”

The second aspect to this persona is what Frank calls the “backlash mentality”
Conservatives perceive themselves as a minority voice opposing the juggernauts of
secularization and public immorality. This leads to feelings of persecutien, e
victimization at the hands of a (supposedly) liberal majority, and causes thesarnoezs
defensive, reactionary posture.

The backlash...provides a ready-made identity in which the glamour of

authenticity, combined with the narcissism of victimhood, is available to

almost anyoneYou're the salt of the earth, the beating heart of America

the backlash tells all those cranky suburbanites who tune in to Fox News;
and yet you are unfairly and outrageously persectited

%2 bid., 16.
% |bid., 240.
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These two elements feed off of each other, as Frank captures so nicelylmsre. T
IS, conservatives’ conviction that they are the heart and soul of America, the audienc
whom the Founding Fathers wrote, only heightens their sense of being wronged when
they try (and fail) to uphold our national values. This distress in turn enhances the appea
of the self-aggrandizing red-stater narrative—a narrative that, of ¢c@alssaationalizes
the failure and righteousness of the cause. Indeed, Frank shows the ways imevhich t
perception of oneself as a suffering martyr is attractive to many eatiserfolk. Frank
muses,

understanding themselves as victims besieged by a hateful world absolves

conservatives of responsibility for what goes on around them. It excuses

them for their failures; it justifies the most irresponsible rages; and it

allows them, both in politics and in private life, to resolve disputes by

pointing their fingers at the outside world and blaming it all on a depraved
liberal elite?

This self-perception sometimes takes the extreme form of assamitatthe persecution
of racial minorities, where conservatives liken their foes to “bigots’ anbees of a
‘hate group™?’

If this is a deception, we might wonder, who is doing the deceiving? The answer
is not simple. Frank indicates, as we have seen, that conservative politieiary ar
agents in that they lay great emphasis on the issues that define the culsurénvwiaking
a stand on these issues, they can appear to have conviction and character atnrtually

cost to themselves, since abortion and the like are complex problems, and our debates

about them intractable. He describes these sorts as

% bid., 159.
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opportunists: professional politicians and lawyers and Harvard men who
have discovered in the great right-wing groundswell an easy shortcut to
realizing their ambitions...By mouthing some easily memorized God-talk
and changing their position on abortion—as Brownback and other leading
Cons have done—they could instantly haveaemenat their back®

Frank also points the finger at our media, those many voices that shape our understanding
of self and society, and public discussion thereupon. He focuses not only on the
staunchly right-leaning elements—aBill O’Reilley, Ann Coulter, Sean Hgnand the
entire Fox News apparatus—but also on seemingly innocuous (if windbag) pundits such
as Andrew Sullivan, or David Brooks, popularizer of the red state/blue state mythology.
A third source of the deception is simply the conservatives themselves. It isdctee
to reject the heroic red-stater identity, even if it does come with the baggiduge of
backlash mentality. And when combined with the onslaught of political and media
rhetoric, it would take a herculean effort to resist the conservativeinarr&ach of
these—politician, pundit, public—contributes to a common misperception, according to
Frank; a national case of mistaken identity. And each element feeds off ttee other
collectively giving life to a myth that claims to be self-evident. Frartes of this
dynamic,

conservatism’s house intellectuals...[offer] an irresistable...way ofrigami

our victimhood. They invite us to take our place among a humble middle-

Americanvolk, virtuous and yet suffering under the rule of a snobbish

elite who press their alien philosophy down on the hearffand.

It's an offer Kansas just can’t refuse.

% |bid., 227. Brownback is one of Kansas’ senatdmdiscuss Brownback (and other Kansan
members of Congress) below in connection with &dgire economic policies.
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Frank’s purpose in highlighting this confusion is, of course, to reveal who
conservative Kansameally are, and who their enemie=sally are. Here, again, he draws
attention to the fundamentally economic nature of social identity and conflicthéA
center of it all is a way of thinking about class that both encourages classyhoktiie
kind we see in Kansas and simultaneously denies the economic basis of the gritVanc
There is an aversion, Frank claims, to interpreting ourselves on the basis of income or
occupation. The red state/blue state identities are not, purportedly, distetyais any
criteria other than what might be described as “consumer choices”. What umite us i
social classes are essentially mattermste According to this view, “class is about
what one drives and where one shops and how one gfay$Hhis understanding of class
enabled so many poor and working-class to identify with ‘plain-talking’ Georgeuah,
whose Texan accent belies his upper-crust pedigree and life of privilege. aFgark
that the widespread acceptance of the red state/blue state rhetoriesitpeifsuccess of
a corporate marketing campaign. Speaking of Kansas’ moderate Republieaks, Fr
asserts that “such people aren't liberal,” as the conservatives sdankidwhat they
are is corporate™®® “Liberals” shop at Whole Foods, drive Volvos, vacation in France,
and own pedigreed dogs not because they are inherently snooty, but because they can

affordto do so, and because they are the target demographic for certain companies.

Likewise, they can afford to support gay rights, abortion, and NPR as they please.

100 1hid., 113.
101 1pid.

1021hid., 108.
41



Indeed, in some cases, it is very lucrative to take the “liberal” side iutheecwars. |
will discuss this in more detail below.

Class-as-taste rhetoric might be dismissed as a faddish media daviwere not
for the crippling economic consequences it has for many of those taken in by ijusEo
as our consumer choices establish class solidarity, so they are also tieeo$@ur
national conflicts. Frank remarks ironically, “what divides Americaraitbenticity not
something hard and ugly like economié¢$”And this means that working-class
conservatives misunderstand who their enemies are—big business, and big-business-
loving Republicans:

From Fox News and the Hoover Institute and every newspaper in the land

they sing the praises of the working man’s red-state virtues even while

they pummel the working man’s economic chances with outsourcing, new

overtime rules, lousy health insurance, and coercive new management
techniques®

This, Frank argues, is the true source of working-class conservatives’ mietitality.
Yet they mistake this economic victimization for cultural marginalzati“The state is
up in arms,” Frank writes, “it’s just that the arms are all pointing away from the
culprit.”' He then quotes Kansan senator Sam Brownback, a Republican, who declares
confidently that “Kansans just don’t care about economic issti@s.”
Frank has glibly described these strategies for framing politea¢ssand class

conflict as the “erasure of the economic”. But elsewhere, he examinesameitglg the

103 hid., 27.
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ways in which Republicans do address economic issues, arguing that in so doing, they
again mislead their constituency. For many years following the Greatd3eprea
laissez-faire approach to economics was not considered a serious option; indeed, many
would have considered it a dangerous option, one that would lead to another market
crash. Even Republican presidents such as Eisenhower and Nixon worked with
economists to craft policies that protected markets with government pldfihifigis
caution was cast aside when the stagflation of the 1970’s made Reagan’s promipe of dee
tax cuts and deregulation look pretty good—in effect, resurrecting a zombisedz-
faire for the post-capitalist era. Reaganomics has since come to be agdiei@ture of
the Republican party platforf® No platform sells itself, of course, and Reagan was a
champion salesman.

Events, for Reagan, arranged themselves unproblematically according to

his heroic myths of American life. From his fixed ideas about rugged

individualism and the venality of government no amount of fact or history
could budge hint%

For conservatives in Reagan’s shadow, laissez-faire economics are @g avipre
freedom, our chief national virtue. This is certainly the case in Kansask profiles

three of Kansas’ congressional leaders: Jim Ryun, a representativesintnal Kansas;

97 Hugh S. NortonThe Quest for Economic Stability: Roosevelt to B@sumbia, SC:
University of South Carolina Press, 1977). Nortonsiders the transformation of the president’s
economic role from the Coolidge administration tigh George H.W. Bush'’s term; that is, fréarssez-
faire observer to active manager.

198 Norton, 229-230. Many Republicans of the Reaganiecluding the elder Bush, disagreed
with Reagan’s radicalism; it was one of Bush’s astaiff who coined the term “voodoo economics” in
reference to Reagan’s policies. The fact remédiastherhetoric of Reaganomics still has a grip on the
Republican imagination and vocabulary. Talk ofénopnarkets” and “free trade”, not to mention a
business-friendly demeanor and tax policy, is comicain.

19 Erank, 144.
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Todd Tiahrt, from Wichita; and senator Sam Brownback. Ryun notably cited big
government as the source of California’s electricity crisis of the late 1880®nding
that “the state’s political establishment...interfered with the fre&end'° Tiahart is
deeply anti-government, of the variety the blames the poor for their troubles, would like
to do away with welfare programs, and even “calls for the ‘privatization of ptistis
Brownback, meanwhile, made his way to the Senate in the wake of a lawsuit tltht ende
his career as Kansas’ secretary of agriculture. Some took issue with histiagnbito
that post “by the state’s largest agricultural interests—by the hedus vty industry
he was charged with overseeirg® These three, among others, have come to define the
state’s party objectives and ideals. Frank reports that the “manifestokdribas
conservative movement,” a document crafted by the state’s Republican pespgouinds
a list of demands as friendly to plutocracy as anything ever dreamed up by Mamsant
Microsoft.”3

Kansas conservatives, suffering from backlash mentality as described atdve, f
such rhetoric very appealing. Conservatives embrace these policies bbhegsaetbig
government as a liberal creation that espouses liberal social policies. vatinesr

experience these policies as so many constraints on their freedom, andrthikesna to

what they understand America to be all about. The public school system, for example, i

"9pid, 72. From Jim Ryun’émerica Strong: George W. Bush’s PJ&002, 81.

1 bid. From Laurie Kalmanson, “Abortion Questioividles GOP Hopefuls,Wichita Eagle

July 19, 1992.
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one sphere of conflict between conservatives and government: “School is where big
government makes its most insidious moves into their private lives, teachingjdiseir
that homosexuality is OK or showing them their way around a condSm.”
Conservatives’ perceived inability to practice their principles in the cbafex
government institutions is precisely what makes Government so objectionable.
Conversely, the perceived value-neutrality of business, combined with imagedtbf wea
trickling down, unhindered, from above, is what makes laissez-faire economics so
attractive. “When markets flex their muscles, it is productive, organic, deticperaen
government know-it-alls take the wheel, power becomes destructive, top-dowiararbit
and tyrannical **®

Laissez-faire rhetoric appeals to what conservatives want—freedomikdtlid
culture wars and conservatives’ own self-understanding, it misdirects iteatthabout
how to achieve what they desire. This is because, Frank argues, laissezdammic
policies are premised on a mistaken, or at least antiquated, understanding of haw marke
function. Itis simply not true, Frank contends, that such policies benefit everyone. In
fact, they benefit the wealthy (and harm the poor and working class) in a noimber
ways: by permitting the establishment of monopolies, which lead to highes;drce
permitting the exigencies of profit to determine wages, benefits, workey,safed other
matters; by directly (legislation) or indirectly (tax cuts) weakgror dismantling the

public safety net; and the list goes on.

141bid., 204.
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A state is spectacularly ill served by the Reagan-Bush stampede of

deregulation, privatization, and laissez-faire. It sees its countryside

depopulated, its towns disintegrate, its cities stagnate—and its wealthy

enclaves sparkle, behind their remote-controlled security gates. Tde stat

erupts in revolt...But what do its rebels demand? More of the very

measures that have brought ruination on them and their neighbors in the

first place!'®
Conservatives see themselves as “helpless pawns caught in a machiviat they get
wrong is what the machine is—again, they have mistaken corporatism for berali

Even more powerfully deceptive—and destructive—than either the culture wars
or laissez-faire rhetoric alone is the two working in tandem. This is the winning
combination that has brought Republicans to power so many times in the past thirty
years. Itis not simply the combination of the two into one platform, though; this
combination establishes a dynamic that keeps conservatives loyal to the Esask
describes this dynamic, in which conservatives are rallied against all tinegd,lwhere
“liberal” means “the opposition in the culture waesid Big Government: “the backlash
mobilizes voters with explosive social issues...which it then marries to pro-laisines
economic policies. Cultural anger is marshaled to achieve economic'&hds.”

Frank has shown many of the economic consequences for the poor and working
classes when business is permitted to do as it pleases. He has argued thatléingse

part, drive these exploited groups back to a party that promises them moexusggigss,

where they have abandoned all hope of economic stability. But Frank also derasnstrat
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that thecultural consequences of laissez-faire have a direct impact on the issues that
conservatives care so deeply about. In fact, laissez-faire economicsdisalypthe
oppositeeffect that conservatives want, and therein lies a significant paradox in the
Republican party platform. It is not the government that makes our societyibevas, |
but business-friendly policies. “The truth is that the culture that surrounds uggeiy lar
the product of business rationalit}* Our media swings to the right or left depending
on where money is to be made. Popular culture gets ever more outrageous because it
sells well:

The Supreme Court doesn’t make American culture; neither does Planned

Parenthood nor the ACLU. It is business that speaks to us over the TV

set, always in the throbbing tones of cultural insurgency, forever shocking

the squares, humiliating the pious, queering tradition, and crushing

patriarchy. It is because of the market that our TV is such a sharp-tongued

insulter of ‘family values’ and such a zealous promoter of every species of
social deviancé?®

Frank admits that “ordinary working-class people are right to hate theeculeulive

in.”*?! The entertainment industry endorses hedonism (in the form of the ubiquitous
promotion of instant gratification) and caricatures the lifestyle of ‘neiddherica’ in
none-too-flattering ways. This state of affairs is marshaled asne@dkat liberals

control the media—who else would depict conservatives so negatively? Who else would

challenge conservative values so radically? And the liberal threaissréo vote

19hid., 132.
1201hid., 133.
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Republican. But this interpretation is possible, Frank contends, only because
conservatives ignore a significant piece of evidence:
It is possible to understand popular culture as the product of liberalism
only if you have blinded yourself to the most fundamental of economic
realities, namely, that the networks and movie studios and advertising

agencies and publishing houses and record labels are, indiachercial
enterprises?

If our media pump out any message at all, it is not in the service of a purpose any higher
than turning a profit—a purpose which the economic policies of the Republican party
wholeheartedly endorses—sacrificing any sacred cow that happens tohgetvianyt
Frank captures this relationship between corporatism and conservatismras 6a ki
inverted symbiosis: one mocks the other, and the other heaps even more power on the
one.™ Thus, alignment with the Republican party not only diminishes economic
opportunity for many Americans; it also enables the spread of values they stendlje
oppose, and (they think) vote against. This is one more consequence, Frank argues, of
conservatism’s failure to recognize the material basis of cultuefuges, he writes, “to
think about capitalism critically'®*

As ever, Kansas is a prime example of these political, social, and economic
forces. Kansas’ Sam Brownback was on a congressional committee in 2003 whose topic
was the trend toward monopoly in the radio industry. This trend followed on the heels of

the deregulation of that industry some years prior. Brownback, a pious Catitblic a

1221bid., 129. My emphasis.
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staunch social conservative, would have a likely interest in impeding the virad sifrea
what he regards as a significant source of social decay—the immossgasavhich
permeate the airwaves. Yet, Frank reports,
faced with a choice between protecting corporate profits and actually
doing something about the open cultural sewer he has spent his career
deploring, Brownback chose the former. Deregulation is always better, he
insisted...The free-market system is inviolable, in other words, even when

it's the branch of that system that you spend all your time campaigning
against for coarsening our livés.

A final, and most effective, means of deception entwines religious belief with
political aims. Kansas, Frank relates, “is a magnet for the preteriapimls, for every
stripe of Christian holy man from the hermetic to the prophetic to the theocfatia.”
minister in Topeka was the first to ask, “What would Jesus do?”, and the working-class
segment of Johnson county “houses such a heavy concentration of fundamentalists,
homeschoolers, and merchants of God-products that locals call it the ‘holy/€ityrhe
religiously eccentric also find a place here: St. Mary’s, Kansas, is tooenman who
claims to be the rightful pope of the Catholic church. For the pious of Kansas, morality,
politics, and religion are integrally related. These folks battle inuhere wars because
they believe that our social problems are caused by, to quote Todd Tiah$js@atthe
soul”*?® Frank more pointedly accuses conservative leaders here than elsewhere of

exploiting the faith of their constituency for their own political gain. Theaders, he
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argues, opportunistically appeal to popular Christianity, which has the efféiceécting
public discourse away from the material and toward the otherworldly. Senator Sam
Brownback, for example, “believes the cause of poverty is spiritual riduer
‘mechanistic’.*?° And “on three separate occasions in 1998,” Frank relates,
Congressman “Tiahrt admonished the nation from the floor of Congress for ‘Issing it
soul’ by turning its back on God and family valué®"0ddly enough, the solution is a
political one, and the religious right conceives of its political mission asedyvi
sanctioned, even mandated.

Frank implies that, like the wedge issues that define the culture wars,safipeal
religion serve as a distraction from the real, material forces that shalpeesurReligion
therefore also prevents conservatives from discovering effective mearsdbythey
might build a more virtuous nation. Speaking of the would-be pope, Frank writes, “in
tackling [the world’s sheer gone-to-hellness since the sixties] hendbésrn to secular
scholarship, to academic history or sociology or political economy. ...Insteahdvers
must be sought exclusively among foundational church téXtsBut religion of the
variety that prevails in Kansas inhibits effective action in a way thatiskactions of
the culture wars do not; and inhibits in a way that is far more insidious. In devaluing
‘worldly’ goods, this religious outlook makes political success likewise unimpuorta

your reward is in heaven, what matter if immorality and injusticegiers earth? Frank
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interviews Tim Golba, a leading Kansas pro-lifer and inhabitant of Olditehabby
suburb on the outskirts of Johnson County. Golba works in a bottling factory by day; in
his spare time, he’s “built his organization, Kansans for Life, into one of the most
powerful political groups in the staté®® A self described “born-again, Bible-believing
Christian”, Golba eschews economic matters: “You can’t stir the ggmésht up to get
out to work for a candidate on taxes or the economy...But you can get people who are
concerned about the moral decline in our natidh.Frank describes the tragedy of
crusaders like Golba, who he likens to a “sort of upside-down Cesar Chavez”:

Like that legendary union organizer, Golba is deeply religious,

utterly dedicated to his task, toiling selflessly every day of the

year—all to make the powerful more powerful. He travels about

the state, agitating, educating, organizing, without any hope of

material recompense...He denies himself so that others might

luxuriate in fine mansions; he labors night and day so that others

might enjoy their capital gains and never have to work at all.

Humility in the service of its exact opposite; is there not something
Christlike about it all?*

Religious conservatives will always have the comfort of believing i@t évery

political battle is a win insofar as it signifies their obedience to a God edwadl. Thus
there is ever an incentive to continue to “fight the good fight”, but on terms constructed
by conservative politicos, pundits, and preachers; terms that include not even a whispe

of financial matters.
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Frank suggests that so many rhetorical strategies might not have be@atteeeff
had it not been for the total failure of the Left to provide any real alternativeabtiae
right was offering. Given the realities of our two-party system, votingd2eahis the
only other option for those who part ways with economic and social conservatism. In
recent years, argues Frank, the platforms of the respective pamsebdt@me less
distant from one another. Specifically, the Left has come to occupy ‘the Mididtes
rightward movement of the Democratic Party under the leadership of Clinton and the
“New Left” served to erase important distinctions between Left and rigth, that “both
parties became vehicles for upper-middle-class inter€Stdere, as elsewhere, Frank’s
analysis follows the money trail; he argues that the Democrats’ shift toitlae was
geared toward courting the corporate element. The target constituency ingper-
class and upper-middle class professionals who lean to the left on social issugsui
has an obvious financial advantage over the working class, from which the D&enocra
party can benefit.

The way to collect the votes and—more important—the money of these

coveted constituencies, ‘New Democrats’ thing, is to stand rock-solid on,

say, the pro-choice position while making endless concessions on

economic issues, on welfare, NAFTA, Social Security, labor law,

privatization, deregulation, and the rest of it. Such Democrats explicitly

rule out what they deride as ‘class warfare’ and take great pains to
emphasize their friendliness to business interg&ts.

However, the Left’s failure to distinguish their economic policies from tbhbsae
Republican Party has eroded their traditional base—the working class and the

disenfranchised. Neither party offers these groups economic hope, but, Frank hegues, t

135 hid., 243.
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Republican party has been so successful because it has adopted and adapted tke languag
of class warfare for its own ends. As we have seen, Frank has shown that this amnounts t
the substitution of cultural conflict for economic. He argues here that ttis Lef
abandonment of this rhetoric to the right has facilitated the large-sdatiaig swing of

the “have-nots”.

The main thrust of Frank’s diagnosis of Kansan working-class conservatism is
that it is the outcome of a large-scale deception. Even this way of putting it, as | have
tried to show, is somewhat misleading, since the mechanisms facilitasrdgteption,
as Frank describes, interact with and reinforce each other in a complex dyaawiag
on national myths, individual psychology, and regional identity. However, in Frank’s
final analysis, it is the usual suspects—money and power—that drive this deception, and
Frank points the finger at many who benefit from the working-class Republicarihete
right-wing media; the unreflective, if not right-wing pundits; and, of course, #mym
Republican politicians at every level of government. Frank claims that thassecters
perpetuate—or, in the case of ‘Third Way' Democrats, fail to challengeistaading
narrative that disguises economic ills as cultural ones. And because our leadeis a
position to benefit from the acceptance of the narrative, there is no incentiverta offe
true estimation of what ails us.

The notion that the masses are taken in by rhetoric that enslaves them to an unjust
economic regime has its roots in a particular appropriation of Marxism—fisp#ygj in
the purportedly Marxist doctrines mfeologyandfalseconsciousnessin their popular

Marxist use, ideology and false consciousness constitute the respectvacdesfect
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of deception on the scale that Frank has described. To recapitulate, accordimg, to Ma
the source of a society’s intellectual productions—including individual consciousisess
the material base of that society. However, “ideology” is not just a cong#atonal
reflection of the capitalist mode of production; in its typical use, it is lohtbedescribing
the ideas and values of thding class—the bourgeoisie, in a capitalist society—and the
function of those ideas and values. Because the bourgeoisie benefit from the unjust
distribution of the capitalist economy, their values extol the supposed virtues of this
system. This must be qualified with three remarks. First, this typicatigtia conscious
effort on the part of the bourgeoisie. The upper-class as much as any othacaqlaes
an outlook on the world during the process of socialization; the process is largely
unreflective, and the resultant outlook constitutes what may be taken for grarited, i
very broadest sense. That said, as beneficiaries of capitalism, the @gsesdiave no
incentive to critique their beliefs. In fact, they have every reason to saslstritique,
even if this resistance is unconscious. Second, then, ideology is expressed in & way tha
does not draw attention to the injustices of capitalism; indeed, ideology is epsesh
that even those who suffer the greatest harm under the capitalist mode of production are
convinced of its desirability.

Finally, “values of the bourgeoisie” should not be understood as consisting in all
of those preferences and goals that distinguish the lifestyles of thealapgefrom the
less fortunate: excelling at tennis or polo, getting into an vy Leaguelseresying
designer clothing and driving designer cars. Although the content of ideology can hold

up such things as being worthy of imitation, it does not necessarily do so. Instead,
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ideology consists in the invocation of abstract values such as “freedom” or “family”
Because these are broad terms—because, that is, they can accommodate afnumbe
differences among people and ways of life—they have an appeal that extgos be
class boundaries. However, the meanings that restrict such terms semétoe the
capitalist mode of production. For example, many of us equate “freedom” withingcei
a paycheck. We therefore tend to participate rather uncritically in the ‘goketi and
likewise resent the taxes that remove a portion of what we've earned. Titades
make it less likely that we would recognize that we are being systathaticeated in

the course of employment, as a Marxist would hold, and more likely that we would
oppose measures that are intended to mitigate that unjust state of affairs.

Because the status of these ideas as “truly Marxist” is contested, | vkauld |
briefly trace these terms back to their origins in Marx’s writings. Megards his
materialist conception of society as getting at the true source of sigridicance;
indeed, thenly source of significance, strictly speaking: humanity. The economy in
whatever form it assumes is our means of creating and reproducing a human world.
Therefore, that human world is best understood as a reflection of our interfadeewith t
natural world—as a reflection, that is, of the economy. Writing of this relatioreba
material reproduction and all that the “human world” encompasses, Marx disaerts

the production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first

directly interwoven with the material activity and the material intesmur

of men, the language of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental

intercourse of men, appear at this stage as the direct efflux of their

material behavior. The same applies to mental production as expressed in

the language of politics, laws, morality, religion, metaphysics, etc., of a

people. Men are the producers of their conceptions, ideas, etc.—real,

active men, as they are conditioned by a definite development of their
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productive forces and of the intercourse corresponding to these, up to its
furthest forms-’

This passage and others similar to it have served as textual grounds for the notions of
ideology and false consciousness. The former term does appear in Marx’sswriting
although his use of it does not exactly map on to its popular application. The latter does
not appear in his writings at all. My concern here is not to delve into the inésaafci
Marxist scholarship, but | do want to establish that the notions of ideology and false
consciousness have some textual legitimacy, insofar as they can be etddaipora
Marx’s depiction of the relationship between (material) base and superstructure

It should be clear at this point that Frank implicitly relies on these popuad$il
notions of ideology and false consciousness in a number of ways. He contends that
working-class Kansans have been fooled into voting Republican. They would not vote
Republican if they had not been subject to, and had not bought into, the many
misrepresentations of the American sociopolitical landscape. This isramekt broad
deception; Frank is claiming that the Kansan working class misunderstanelesns
their world, and their place in it. Their consciousness, in other words, is primarily
characterized by a fundamental and permeating confusion. Moreover, the né#tise of
confusion is one that disguises the true, economic sources of the distress expeyienced b
the working class. And this is precisely what is described by the notion @ “fals
consciousness”. The means by which this confusion is perpetuated are rhetesca

That is, they are selective interpretations, conceptual in nature, and conveyed by

137 Karl Marx, “The German Ideology”. Mhe Marx-Engels Readeed. Robert C. Tucker,
(London: Norton, 1978), 154.
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symbolic means. These interpretations are oriented not towards accuracy,dods tow
satisfying the interests and psychology of the audience; the question otthacy of
the content is secondary. Most significantly, the content of the interpretatiocegtad,
serves to benefit the economically privileged.

Frank’s treatment of the conservative movement in Kansas, which he regards as
microcosm of the nation, makes manifest a set of behaviors which appear to be
contradictory: the Republican upper class behaves in many of the same wagys as t
‘liberal elite’; religious fervor is marshaled in support of policies whi@haarything but
godly; the Democratic party abandons its political base; and most sigtifidhe
economically disadvantaged take political action that contributes to their own
impoverishment and worsens the cultural state of affairs they find so obpduie. As |
have shown, Frank’s very recognition of these phenomena as contradictiond,ass wel
his assertion they can only be comprehended as outgrowths of economic iatetests
mechanisms, arises against the background of garden-variety Marxisne. einsuing
chapters, | want to explore whether a more sophisticated Marxism mightaife
insight into working-class conservatism. It is possible that, when viewed witteigedt
theoretical lens, this conservatism might not appear so puzzling; that it migidt,in f
operate according to its own distinctive logic. In turning to Chapters Two and Three
will exploit a contemporary Marxist text in order to bring to light some of the prable
with garden-variety Marxism (and with the attempts to patch it up), conclwdihgn

exposition of a Marxist-inspired social theory.
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Chapter Two

A Genealogy of Orthodoxy

Frank’s pronouncement that working-class Kansans are duped may well be
correct, but it is insufficiently subtle as a diagnosis. Frank cannot, for exasaglwhy
they are duped and he is not. And although he describes the means by which they are
duped—the media and religion—he cannot describe to us in any depth how and why this
has happened. Why are these folks so susceptible to what they hear on Fox news and
from the pulpit? The investigation Kansassuffices to call our attention to “this all-
American pathology”, but without a more thorough analysis, we may arrive at
conclusions that are far too simple: that working-class Kansans areeyallibl
unintelligent; that our news media are nothing more than a mouthpiece for political
conservatism,; that religion is indeed the opiate of the people; or that Frank akdahes il
condescending elitists. These conclusions stem in part from the genrelnRrdumk
writes, which is journalistic rather than academic. | have tried to shoveveowthat
even Frank’s modest interpretation of matters depends on certain Marxist
presuppositions. Moreover, these presuppositions collectively represent some basic
tenets of what we might call ‘crude’ Marxism. This claim is not to find faith his
analysis—it is appropriate to the scope and genre of his project. Yet, it is unsgrprisi
that this blunt tool would yield only a rough-and-ready explanation of its objeatult
like to explore whether the remedy can be found in a more discriminating tbabreti

apparatus.
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In Chapters Two and Three, then, | will examine one variety of contemporary
social analysis which promises insight into Kensasphenomena: the postmarxism of
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. Like Frank, Laclau and Mouffe aneddaon the
working class. They, too, seek to explain why the working class is behaving in a wa
contrary to all expectations and, indeed, to its own interests. As we shall see, thes
problems began very early on and first manifested as the difficulty in gagtihe
proletariat—what Laclau and Mouffe call the “crisis” of Marxism. Tdrisis, they
argue, is indicative of the inadequacy of the orthodox interpretation of Marist te
They demonstrate that those theories that rely on orthodoxy are likewdeg|irde and
invariably try to ‘shore up’ orthodoxy in such a way that results in internal
inconsistencies. Laclau and Mouffe grapple with the necessity of atitiguéanew
understanding of Marxism in light of these theoretical inconsistencies andmsoble
applying orthodox Marxism.

Laclau and Mouffe’s revisionist Marxism is most thoroughly articulatedeir t
monograpHegemony and Socialist Strategsegemonys historical in its backward
glance at the ways in which Marxism has been politically appropriated, vhich i
summarizes with a theoretical intent; it also represents a forward-tpo&itribution to
political and social analysis, specifically, in Laclau and Mouffe’s theory gémeny.
Like the Marxist critique of political economy, the theory aims to illuminagedeeper
structures of political alliances, social change, and the individual’s selfatadding. It
is “post” Marxist, however, in two senses: first, and most obviously, it seeks to advance

Marxism beyond theoretical dead ends. Indeed, we will see that in many waysathe t
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departs radically from the tradition, seeming to retain only the mininMéistist insight
that economy matters—though even “economy” has a different significance. Tbe sour
of the distance between post-Marxism and the tradition lies in the distan@=bdhe
respective theoretical groundings of each. Therein lies the second sensghin whi
postmarxism departs from the Marxist tradition: its many theoreticatgof departure

are widely known (wrongly, as some contest) as “poststructuralist’”. Howeaaau

and Mouffe’s theory of hegemony extends more widely, incorporating elememts fr
structuralism, psychoanalysis, and Wittgensteinian semantics. Becdbselwéadth, it

is a challenge to offer even a faithful exposition of the theory. Laclats@fsummary

of the complexity of their thought in the following excerpt:

In the first place, | see that we need to have some sort of combination of
what | would call various branches, various kinds of poststructuralist
theory—and not only poststructuralism; for instance, the Wittgensteinian
approach is very important to this matter. Deconstruction provides us with
a discourse concerning the deepening of the logic of undecidability, which
[...] becomes central. Lacanian theory provides us with a logic of the lack,
the logic of the signifier, which is also a discourse of enormous
importance...And | think that the whole conception of a microphysics of
power can be complementary to this effort. One should not dismiss the
work of Foucault (or, for the matter, of Deleuze and Guattari) too easily,
as some people tend to do. So what we have is a very complicated
discourse which has to combine traditions of thought that begin from
different starting points but that are all converging on a political

analysis:®

It is clear at the outset, then, that the theory of hegemony relies on a wealth of
philosophical resources. This seems to promise more delicate analyticahersts with

which to examine the working-class conservatisi{aisas In this chapter, | focus on

138 |nterview with Ernesto Laclau in L. Worsham andA@GDlson (eds), “Hegemony and the
Future of Democracy” iRace, Rhetoric, and the Postcolonialbany 1999.
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Laclau and Mouffe’s account of Marxist orthodoxy and the historical context that

provided the setting for its development in Western Europe. | will follow Lacidu a

Mouffe in tracing the adoption and modification of orthodoxy by Western European
theorists such as Rosa Luxembourg and Antonio Gramsci, and Russian theorists such as
Lenin and Trotsky. This history amounts to a demonstration of the exhaustion of the
orthodox paradigm. | conclude by summarizing their objections to the metaphysical

commitment underlying orthodoxy, that is, economism.

Orthodoxy and its Critics

Laclau and Mouffe unfold the meaning of hegemony genealogically, beginning
with the period of the Second International. The International was an alliareeofls
generation followers of Marx, comprised of Social Democratic partiek traions,
Bolsheviks, and communists. Its understanding of Marxism, so-called orthodoxsMarxi
is encapsulated by Karl KautskyTime Class Struggjevritten in 1892. Karl Kautsky
was a prominent Austro-Hungarian theorist and party leader during thi€leiss
Struggletakes as its starting point a particular strand of Marxist theory: hidtorica
materialism, which attempts to explain the progress of human society in ttagaee in
turn defined by the way of society meets its material needs—its mode of produairon. F
many theorists, Kautsky included, this interpretation of the history and futbrevain
society was necessarily true. Indeed, orthodox Marxism claimed foratself

understanding of history and society that offered the same insight as sciensetd
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the natural world. As Laclau and Mouffe observe, for Kautsky, the “science ofdwérx
offered “a theory of the increasisgnplificationof the social structure and the
antagonisms within it**® This simplification would involve the increasing division of
society into two camps (proletariat and bourgeoisie), the increasing actiomofa
goods in the hands of the bourgeoisie and corresponding impoverishment of the
proletariat, the necessity that the proletariat seize political ponetha inevitable
collapse of capitalism. Laclau and Mouffe point out that contemporary socialiocoadit
in Germany had lent an initial plausibility to his analysis, which was moueipigge

than predictive in emphasis. Accordingly, Kautsky’s claims regarding wilat
“necessarily” take place do not serve “to guarantee a meaning beyoncetezeérbut
rather “to systematize experience itseff”

Nevertheless, shortly after its publication, near the turn of the century kiGauts
optimism gave way to widespread recognition of the “crisis of Marxism"-fyrie
difficulty in determining exactly who counted as working-class. Contrafyet¢endency
toward class simplification and unity presumediass StruggleLaclau and Mouffe
describe how the workers’ movement was characterized by an everdingreas
fragmentation, stemming from factors such as, in Germany and England,

the rise of a labour aristocracy; the opposition between unionized and non-

unionized workers; the counterposed interests of different wage

categories; the conscious policy of the bourgeoisie to divide the working
class; the presence of masses of Catholic workers subjected to a church

139 Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Moufféegemony and Socialist Strate@ondon: Verso 1985),
14.
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populli451m which distances them from the Social Democrats, and so
forth.

Likewise, they explain that in Austro-Hungary, the complexity of economicauidl s
conditions testified against orthodoxy—in this case, the co-presence of diffevdas of
production did not fit well with orthodox predictions, which posited them as
successiondf*? Neither economic patterns nor political alliances could secure a firm
foundation—in the sense called for by orthodox Marxism—for the proletarian identity
“the economic base [was] incapable of assuring class ianitye presentwhile politics,
the sole terrain where that present unity can be constructed, [was] unable ioghyioc
guarantee thelasscharacter of the unitary subjecté® Economic change blurred class
lines, prompting orthodox Marxists to reinterp@#ass Strugglén a way that
emphasized its predictive elements and identified the proletariat in tean@ma@fised
future unity. In addition, as Laclau and Mouffe show, workers’ political partiesl@se
problem for Kautskian Marxism. Despite the fact that these parties secdesfhcto
unity in the name of the proletariat, they were increasingly joined and segyra
non-proletarian element, for example, university-educated intellectuaésupiiot was
that working-class interests could no longer be identified and represented smtpéy
basis of economic station. The challenge facing Marxism, then, was to refigritsd

so as to permit the theorization of these ‘aberrations’, “and, at the same timd, to f

“!bid., 19.
12 Eor example, feudal, industrial, and socialist ®df organized labor.
“*bid., 37.
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forms reconstitutinghe unity of scattered and heterogeneous elem&Htsri other

words, Marxism needed a way to ‘think’ the new economic developments as wdieand t
class diversification of the Socialist party. It needed a model able &ryedbe

diversity of these phenomena and also able to manifest their coherence. Instead, the
widening gap between theory (as presentedass Struggleand reality resulted in the
solidification of the orthodox platform.

The tenets of Kautskian orthodoxy were intended to provide a foundation for
Marxist theory and practice, but at best, this could only be a shaky found@tass
Strugglemight have once offered a timely description of economic and political trends
bearing on proletarian interests, but it had outlived its own relevance. Its moratslogm
reinterpretation retained Kautsky’'s account of social trends favorable tselef r
socialism, but took these ‘on faith’, as it were. In the absence of any empiidshee
for such trends, the predictive promises of historical materialism provided hape for
future of the workers’ movement, and this future was secured by a determinism
characteristic of scientific law. Laclau and Mouffe conclude that “thesisyitself up as
a guarantee that these tendencies will eventually coincide with the typaaif s
articulation proposed by the Marxist paradighft."The ultimate practical effect of this
turn to deterministic explanations was quietism; political action was no loegéred to
bridge the gap between present and future. But orthodoxy’s failure to offer ehat w

might call a more immanent political guidance was unsatisfactory, to steasie It

144 bid.
145 1hid., 10.
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thus required aupplementwhich Laclau and Mouffe show that Kautsky found in the
figure of the intellectual—not surprisingly, the theorist him&®IfHis role is a
supplement to orthodoxy in the sense that the intellectual has a freedom that isthyot str
permitted in terms of the theory, a freedom afforded by his position outside theo§cope
history. Because the theorist is neither working class nor capitalist, heaissngited a
role in the orthodox narrative that must culminate in a final class conflict. Tiwstise
perspective as outsider was supposed to give him privileged insight into thityagéc
this history—insight that neither workers nor capitalists, as mereipartts, could hope
to attain. The theorist’'s analyses supplanted political action as the bridgeebeaeality
and revolution, and thus served as a nominal antidote to quietism. Kautsky’s introduction
of the intellectual into the fabric of orthodox Marxism was not only immediately
significant as a remedy for the weaknesses of the theory, howevere &salsee, on
Laclau and Mouffe’s telling, this strategy of supplementation manifestsimatempt to
overcome the limitations of orthodoxy.

If one is to follow Laclau and Mouffe’s account, then in Western Europe,
generally speaking, responses to post-crisis orthodoxy and the quietisnietiesdaaght
to carve out a space for autonomous political action. Although they see this cohesion as a
de-emphasis of orthodoxy’s deterministic message, their analysis rmake=s that these
responses reflected a widespread return to Kant, with many theoristsrajpheitly or

explicitly adopting a Kantian dualism of some varitty Kant's transcendental idealism

146 Since virtually all theorists were men (with thetable exception of Rosa Luxemburg), the sole
use of the masculine pronoun is appropriate.
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conceives of the person as both determined object and free subject. For Kant we are
subordinate, as any entity in the natural world, to the intransigent laws of phisittee
same time, we must regard ourselves as operating under our own power, as something
more than mere cogs in nature’s machinery. Regarding ourselves in this Wwayiras

the ability to act freely, is the enabling condition for human action, and, most
importantly, for morality. Kant himself was seeking to reconcile the déetesm

inherent in Newtonian physics with our human intuition that we are the source of our
own actions. Kantian metaphysics would thus seem an optimal basis for “crésis”-e
Marxism. It promised the possibility of reconciliation between a detestiartistorical
materialism and free political action. As we shall see, orthodox theorisisushto

hold on to the laws of history articulated in historical materialism. At the Samean
undetermined or self-determined human element now accompanied these laws, and
supplanted them as the cause of progress toward revolution. Post-orthodox thinkers
were, of course, more concerned with securing a theoretical basesdonmending
collective action on the part of the proletariat, inexorable laws of history hstauitding.
They could thereby urge the proletariat to unite, to ally with bourgeoiseatsnto seek
political power, to strike, without compromising their theoretical commitmeihis

shift to activism was in part forced by the crisis—socialist thinkers began to found
cohesion at the political level because the movement could no longer be based on

economic commonality alone.

147 bid., 29.
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Laclau and Mouffe discuss several varieties of post-orthodox socialist thabry
take this strategy. |look at four below: Austro-Marxism, and, in Germany Ros
Luxemburg’s spontaneism, Eduard Bernstein’s revisionism, and Georges Sorel's
revolutionary syndicalism.

Laclau and Mouffe see Austro-Marxism as arising out of the peculiar
circumstances of the Austro-Hungarian economy which, like Russia, wastehiaed
by “combined and uneven development”. At the turn of the century, Austro-Hungary
was a (dual) monarchist state, the economy of which included artisanal, tagaicand
industrial elements. Such diversity was resistant to an orthodox interpretati@miatyi
as grounded in economic class. “In this mosaic of social and national situations, it was
impossible to think of national identities as ‘superstructural’ or of class asidy
necessary consequence of the infrastructtifeltientity, as the basis of membership in
the Austro-Marxist movementiadto be constructed at the so-called superstructural
level. The theoretical resources for this move were found in neo-Kantian nmstaphy
and moral theory. A Kant-friendly reading of Marx offered a concept of thectage
free and also determined by the laws of nature. On this basis, one could accept the
orthodox philosophy of history, which was understood as predictive in a “morphological”
sense, and at the same time provide theoretical grounds for political action on tife par

free subject$®®

148 hid., 28.

1491bid. Austro-Marxists accepted Engel’s dialedtidaw of history, a view that included the
future outcome of class struggle. They understhdwbwever, as providing a very general hypothesis
about “certain fundamental tendencies”,” insteadsoh means to make sense of immediate events.
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Rosa Luxemburg likewise accepts the “necessary laws of capitaliso plent”
and explains the fragmentation of the proletariat as, very simply, “a salettect of
the capitalist state*®® That is, the working class cannot but be fragmented in light of the
economic supremacy of capitalism. Her views are in tune with orthodoxy in that, for
Luxemburg, the proletariat must wait for the advent of the “revolutionary atmosphere
for political action (specifically, the mass strike) to carry a sigguit impact. Thus far,
Luxemburg is in tune with orthodoxy. Her Kantian contribution comes in her
identification of an element of unpredictability characteristic of wotldasonstrations
in such an atmosphere, which she designates “spontaneity”. According to Luxemburg,
resistance efforts are neither self-contained, nor are their consequeadetermined
and linear. Spontaneism, then, diverges from orthodoxy in that it interprets as
unpredictable the form, direction, and consequences of workers’ demonstrationgsvis-a-
the march toward revolution. It diverges in a more radical way, though. Luxemburg, like
other ‘crisis’ theorists, was faced with the challenge of locatirgses lof unity for a
fragmented working class. Instead of defining class unity as amdliytiistinct from the
process of the workers’ struggle, so that it is established on the basis of priorer fut
economic commonalities, she argues that class unity is symbolic, achiegadvocal
struggle takes on a larger meaning. Laclau and Mouffe write,

in a revolutionary situation, it is impossiblefbo the literal sensef each

isolated struggle, because each struggle overflows its own literality and

comes to represent, in the consciousness of the masses, a simple moment
of a more global struggle against the system.

150 1hid. 9.
Bbid., 11.
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Spontaneism, then, is implicitly dualistic insofar as it provides a suppleméret to t
narrative of dialectical materialism. For Luxemburg, the generaésind other
revolutionary activities function as a symbolic force and emerge in an unpisdict
manner. Laclau and Mouffe show that her analysis was intended to provide an incentive
for political action, as it is always possible the result will be widespreatbeh They
argue that her attempt to provide this incentive is especially clear in herrtgonpa
between Russia and Germany, one that finds more similarities than diéfetezteveen
East and West. According to Luxemburg, Russia already manifests autrenaty
atmosphere”, and Germany could not be far behind. Laclau and Mouffe relatevher vi
that “in the repressive context of the Tsarist state, no movement for pamiahds

could remain confined within itself: it was inevitably transformed into an exaear
symbol of resistance, thus fuelling and giving birth to other movem&tts.”

Laclau and Mouffe summarize Eduard Bernstein’s revisionism as a radétal a
forward-looking critique of classical Marxism. Indeed, Bernstein in soaes
anticipates the work of the Frankfurt School. Bernstein argues that in response t
fundamental changes in capitalism, the German Social Democratic pestyalter its
strategy and expectations. As monopoly capitalism replaced laisse@pfaiete)
capitalism, the state was positioned to prevent the crises and extemméivisions
predicted by orthodoxy. Consequently, Bernstein claims, “Sciences, afis|@asegries

of social relations are today much less dependent on economics than formaving le

%2 Ipid., 8.
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“ideological and...ethical factors greater space for independent actR/itRernstein
could thus explain the diversification of class identities as a phenomenon that would not
necessarily be resolved according to orthodox predictions. At the same tiraelaas
and Mouffe argue, his analysis opened up new strategic possibilities for iddessoc
movement. Given the relative autonomy of ‘superstructure’ from ‘base’, uroficati
could be effected simply as a political task, regardless of the ecoatatis quo The
political party is the vehicle for class unity; as Bernstein writ@sit,‘the special interest
of the economic group is submerged in favour of the general interest of those who depend
on income for their labour:®*

Despite these advances, Laclau and Mouffe argue that revisionism ésllimits
break with orthodoxy. In the first place, Bernstein does not offer a gemngicgie of the
concept of historical necessity integral to orthodoxy. Like Austro-Marxisvisionism
continues to accept the orthodox account of the relation between the political subject and
the deterministic trajectory of the dialectical narrative. Bemstecepts “the orthodox
identification of objectivity and mechanical causality, he merely triesrio ilis
effects.*>> Second, in his belief, as Laclau and Mouffe write, “that the State will become
increasingly democratic as a necessary consequence of ‘histeotian’,” Bernstein

resorts to a totalizing concept of evolution that lies behind both the development of the

133 Eduard BernsteirEvolutionary Socialism: A Criticism and AffirmatiofNew York: Schocken,
1961) 15-16.

%4 Eduard Bernsteiie heutige Sozialdemokratie in Theorie und Prakg3. Quoted in Peter
Gay, The Dilemma of Democratic Socialism: Eduard BeringeChallenge to Marx(London: Collier,
1962), 207.

1551 aclau and Mouffe, 33.
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autonomous subject and the progress of society toward ever more free modes of
organization>° This theoretical commitment is not far removed from the orthodox
philosophy of history in that both predetermine the meanings of historical events and
subject identities priori.

Georges Sorel likewise relies on a supplementary subjectivity—spégjfeca
Nietzschean-inspired concept of will—in his rethinking of socialism, accotdihgclau
and Mouffe. Even early on, Sorel distances himself from orthodoxy with the notion that
the very expression of Marxism, the publicity of its concepts, affects the movement
“Marxism is not for him merely a scientific analysis of society; dlso the ideology
uniting the proletariat and giving a sense of direction to its strughlesSorel thus has a
theoretical account of how Marxism serves to collect the members of theapatlahd
enable them to identify themselves as a class, as if by magnetism. HoWweveattre
Sorel’s thought departs more radically from orthodoxy insofar as hés#jecrationalist
elements of orthodoxy—‘the social’ as a totality, class identity, and luatdrajectory
determinedh priori. In other words, Sorel rejects the notion that society, class, and
historical stages could be known prior to history, independently of immersion in history.
Contrahistorical materialism, Sorel argues that there is no necessithéabrking
class exist, much less achieve its political goals. What functions, then, asithibthe
socialist movement? Here, Laclau and Mouffe claim, Sorel relies on and expands a

earlier thought about the power of the symbol: “the level at which the forcesagglst

158 1bid., 35.
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find their unity is that of an ensemble of images or ‘language figut¥s'Sorel’s
revolutionary syndicalism designates the general strikleeammage or myth able to unify
the proletariat. This image is not, of course, a guarantee of class unitysentde
offered by orthodoxy. For Sorel, unity, if it exists, may exist only in the minds of the
workers, and is produced by the idea of the general strike. Laclau and Mouffe
summarize, “...it matters little whether or not the general strike caedieed: its role is
that of a regulating principle, which allows the proletariat to thinkmibangeof social
relations as organized around a clear line of demarcafidrFurther, they claim that this
unity requires (class) antagonism for its definition, and that antagonism in turibenus
maintained by violent struggle; Sorel holds that social formations are subjbeirtown
kind of entropy. Power can only be achieved by the exercise of fSrceowever much
he departs from orthodoxy, Sorel’'s Marxism remains thoroughly traditionalfocits

on the proletariat as the main character of history. In fact, he maitfteriecus despite
his claim that the unity and achievements of the working class are entirelygamifia
claim that would seem to undermine the theoretical grounds for privileging the
proletariat. Thus, like other revisions we have considered, revolutionary dismdica

retains vestiges of dualism.

158 1bid., 39.
1591hid., 40.

1%0bid., 41. Laclau and Mouffe note that this emgis@n myth, together with the affirmation of
violence, helped to pave the way for fascism. Boassertion of the radical contingency of thelgtarian
identity discouraged his followers, who found “dostitute myth capable of assuring the struggleresgai
bourgeois decadence...in nationalism.”
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Revolutionary Russia and the Problem of Hegemony

According to Laclau and Mouffe, the persistence of feudalism and the irregular
development of industrialization in Russia yielded a socioeconomic milikedigr
different from that of contemporary Western Europe. Revolutionary-eragRusstiety
was predominantly peasant and agricultural in character, and thus lacked thoss fea
that, according to orthodoxy, enabled the formation and vitality of a workers’memie
industrialization, and, correspondingly, a controlling bourgeois class; urbanization, a
strong civil society, and proletarian opposition to the bourgeoisie. These peeglariti
which were, of course, peculiar only in comparison to the orthodox paradigm—were
reflected at a theoretical level in the writings of intellectualbaftdrefront of the
revolution, such as Trotsky and Lenin. For Russian socialism did exist—the question
was how to understand it, given the dominance of orthodox thought. However, Laclau
and Mouffe contend, even stranger than Russian socialism’s mere deviation from the
script, from an orthodox perspective, was the fact that this deviation was ksngfici
functioned as “the stepping-stone for the seizure of political power by théapiaie™*
Specifically, they write, “the limits of an insufficiently developed bourgenigization
forced the working class to come out of itself and to take on tasks that were not its

own.”®? The presence of the Russian bourgeoisie was not sufficient, for example, to

161 1hid., 49.
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establish political liberties and representation, to permit either theogieweht of
modern science, or the autonomization of religious institutions; to secure, in otdsr wor
the achievements of a post-feudal society.

The term “hegemony” emerges in the writings of Russian theorists Georgi
Plekhanov and Pavel Axelrod to describe the anomalous assumption of bourgeois tasks
on the part of the proletariat. “Hegemony” was intended to function as a link between
theory and reality; it indicated an “on the ground” Marxism that had deviated from
orthodoxy. Trotsky, for example, proposes that the proletariat establish @&ssbtwial
of government directly, which would necessitate that it assume—that is, “begerit—
properly bourgeois task&® Lenin likewise envisioned the hegemonization of tasks such
as the securing of civil liberties, although this was to be accomplished ria by t
proletariat, but by a privileged party of activists. Lenin’s vanguard partypricsed by a
class alliance, would function to represent working-class interests iitiagbol
capacity'® Laclau and Mouffe argue, however, that “hegemony” as it is used by
Russian Marxists vacillates between assignidg &éctoand ade juresignificance to the
relation between class identity and the hegemonized task performed bg;delaveen
whether the proletarian assumption of bourgeois tasks should be understood as an

anomaly, or as the rightful (and not simply factual) state of affairs. Tte fir

183 _eon Trotsky, “The Proletariat and the RussiandRetion,” 1905 The Marxist Internet
Archive, http://www.marxists.org/archive/trotsky(®1905/ch24.htm (accessed May 4 2010), Sec. 2.

184 \/ladmir Lenin, “What is to Be Done?Collected WorkgMoscow: Foreign Languages
Publishing, 1961), 347-530. See especially ChT@&de-Unionist Politics and Social-Democratic
Politics”. Orthodoxy’s ontological privileging tfie working class easily translated to epistemalaigi
privilege for Leninism’s vanguard party. This seavto legitimate the party’s purported knowledgetiod
objective interests of the working class; togethigh the actual gap between the vanguard party ted
‘masses’, it contributed to the inception of auttastanism in Russia.
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interpretation defines the terms and relations of hegemony according to the
determinations of orthodoxy. That is, class identity and the ‘nature’ of a tadkfared
by relations of production, by economic criteria, which are known independently of the
specificity of any particular context. On this view, history proceedsrdicg to the
dictates of dialectical materialism, and hegemony is a mere bump in theasddclau
and Mouffe put it, “normal’ forms of development dominate the course of history and
the hegemonic moment occupies a clearly marginal pf&geyet this first account left
theorists with a difficult tension between the orthodox narrative of the “noipa#t’ of
socioeconomic evolution and the reality—hegemony—in Russia:

An opposition arose betweemacessary interiofcorresponding to the

tasks of the class in a ‘normal’ development) acdrgingent exterior

(the ensemble of tasks alien to the class nature of the social agents which

they had to assume at a given momé&t).
The solution to this tension, for some, was simply to adopt the second interpretation; to
declare hegemony the norm, despite its deviation from orthodoxy. This account tried to
think what was happening in Russia, to incorporate it into socialist theory such that, as
Laclau and Mouffe write, “the hegemonic transference of tasks consthetgsry

substance of revolution® Trotsky, for example, argued that revolution couldnat

happen by means of hegemdf..In light of the effects of imperialism, which brought

165) aclau and Mouffe, 52.
188 |bid., 49.
%7 bid., 52.

18 | eon Trotsky, “En Route: Thoughts on the Progafghe Proletarian Revolution,” The
Marxist Internet Archive, http://www.marxists.orgéive/trotsky/1924/ffyci-1/ch07.htm (accessed May
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into contact industrialized and undeveloped nations, he rejected the rigidity of the
orthodox economic stages, which corresponded with readiness or unreadiness for
revolution. Leninism offers a more complex interpretation of hegemony—hegemony
does not simply describe the proletariat stepping into the shoes of the bourgeoisie
Rather, the bourgeoisie is replaced by a political alliance comprised of mseofibe
different class sectors—proletarian, peasant, and intellectuals, ttoé wdsch serve to
mobilize an underdeveloped working cla&s Despite these differences, both Trotsky
and Lenin maintain the necessity of hegemony for the successful transitioratsisoc

in Russia.

Despite distinguishing betweele jureandde factoaccounts of hegemony,
Laclau and Mouffe argue that these two interpretations are not in fact medigingf
distinct. The first, of course, explicitly upholds the teachings of orthodoxisfarxThe
second, more ambitious interpretation styles itself as a revision of orthge@bxygclau
and Mouffe show that it also collapses into orthodoxy. For Trotsky and Lenin, the
historical metanarrative of orthodoxy remains ascendant: the proletsstak the main
agent of revolution; class identity is determined in the second account just astistthe fi
by economic criteria; and, finally, the working class assumption of bourgekssaibsrs
neither the identity of the working class, nor the identification of the tasksasgeois”.
Furthermore, just as for theorists in Western Europe, the explanatory failures

orthodoxy lead Russian theorists to posit a supplemental element—specifically,

2010). Trotsky argues here against the Mensheuikngitments to gradual ‘revolution’, and makes aecas
for Russia’s unique conditions favoring revolutvs-a-vis Western Europe.

189 Vladmir Lenin, First Letter in “Letters From AfarCollected Work§Moscow: Progress
Publishers, 1964), 297-308.
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“hegemonic relationsupplementlass relations™° The theories of Russian Social
Democracy are thus dualistic in the same manner as spontaneism, revisiodiine, a

rest; only here, the hegemonic relation serves as the “other” of economy.

Determinism/Dualism

As we have seen, the historical events that contributed to the crisis of orthodoxy
included the fragmentation of the working class in Western Europe, and (from the
perspective of orthodox Marxism) the idiosyncratic nature of the inception alisotin
Russia. On Laclau and Mouffe’s interpretation, theorists responded to the byrmer
expanding the range of what could be accomplished by the political activity of the
proletariat, and responded to the latter by incorporating into theory an anonmalyttha
across class divisions:

In Western Europe [the dislocation of the orthodox paradigm] involved a

displacement of levels from the economic to the political within the same

class...the displacement was much greater in Russia because it occurred
between different classéS.
In both Western European and Russian contexts, these attempts to go beyond orthodoxy
resulted in dualism. The theses of orthodoxy are interpreted in a determashtant
economy is taken to e ultimate causal mechanism vis-a-vis social events,

configurations, and identities. As described above, theoreticians responded to

orthodoxy'’s failure to explain adequately and to predict social phenomena dgdoyate

170) aclau and Mouffe, 51.
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positing a second causal mechanism. Laclau and Mouffe argue that thegpdsative
conceptualize social and political movements are insufficient, insofaryatatht®

explain coherently the phenomena motivating the theorization. These dualisms are
short, comprised of two theories, neither of which is independently plausible. On the one
hand, the deterministic discourse of orthodox Marxism is inadequate to addressahistor
specificity and to account for variations from the predicted path of the csipgatinomy

in a systematic fashion. This opens up, as Laclau and Mouffe put it, a “thdareitia
which is supplemented by some contingent element. This latter takes the farm of a
autonomous or spontaneous—that is, undetermined—element, or else a qualification of
orthodox determinism—designating it as deterministic in only a morpholcgosk, for
example. On the other hand, that contingent element, whatever it may be, is unable to
provide a comprehensible theorization of social phenomena, that is, to guarantee the
identity or role of social agents, or to give an account of “the social’.ithedtead of
developing a framework that can accommodate and explain deviations from orthodoxy,
spontaneism and Russian theories of hegemony hypostatize “the indetegquanate
indeterminate*”? They are thus also accompanied by a theoretical void, which is
supplemented by the quasi-scientific declarations of orthodox Marxism. Fembuxg,

for example, social phenomena that cannot be explained by orthodoxy—that is, the
‘fragmentation’ of the proletariat which appears as fragmentation ontytfie

standpoint of orthodoxy—are simply operating according to a different logic,abie “I

172\hid., 47.
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of the symbol”, or overdeterminatidf Luxemburg in effect posits two independent
explanatory principles. On the one hand, orthodox determinism serves to establish the
identity and destiny of the proletariat. On the other hand, overdeterminatiomexplai
unpredictable, fragmentary, and plural character of contemporary wonkevements.
Although these seem to function in a complementary way, each in fact intethdisev
other only to limit its effects. Laclau and Mouffe designate this congldenaralouble
void”, as each principle is, taken in isolation, accompanied by a theoretical void that
represents its explanatory failure.

We can understand the equivocation of Russian theorists with regard to the
significance of “hegemony” in a similar way: The first account adheresthodoxy in
claiming that the nature of a political task follows from the economiktidefined
nature of class agents. It is important to recognize, however, that thisbcaooot
permitthe displacements of stages and tasks that occurred in revolutionary era Russia.
simply does not have the resources to explain what was going on in Russia. The second
account effects an apparent coherence between economistically-detirsd@lemnents
and the observable complexity of the Russian context. The second account, in other
words, tries to incorporate the terms of the first account. However, just as in
Luxemburg’s spontaneism, there is no real theoretical cohesion between thetglem

the second account; the definition of the identities and activities of social agjents i

173 As 1 will discuss in Chapter Three, overdeternimais the notion that the meaning of an
event, idea, or anything that might function agmalsol, overflows its immediate effects, literal méesy,
or temporal significance. In other words, it hagdtiple meanings. This is taken to be thedus operandi
of the symbol. Laclau and Mouffe are here readiligusser (who imported overdetermination from
psychoanalysis to social theory) into Luxemburgheswritings pre-dated his by a generation.
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determined independently of contingent social relations. Despite the illusion of a
hegemonic link, Laclau and Mouffe insist that the elements in the theory of hegemony
are exterior to each other. There is, consequently, no conceptual relation between the
Russian proletariat and the bourgeois tasks they perform:

The agent does not, therefoidentify with the task undertaken...The

splitting of the task is an empirical phenomenon that does not affect its

nature; the agent’s connection to the task is also empirical, and a

permanent schism develops between an ‘inside’ and an ‘outside’ of the

agent’s identity."*
The Russian theory of hegemony is thus internally inconsistent in that the agents’
performance of certain tasks does not impact their orthodox definition in any \Wesy. T
lack of impact is exactly what we would expect, since acceptance of tihe déne
orthodoxyprecludeghe conceptualization of the hegemonic relation in its specificity.
Indeed, the phenomenon cannot be conceptualized, because its existence undermines t
theses of orthodoxy. To articulate hegemony, to explain what is happening in
revolutionary Russia, would only bring this into sharper relief. Thus, accordiragtau
and Mouffe, for Trotsky et al, the theory of hegemony is orthodoxy plus ‘evegythin
else’, and the latter signifies the extent to which the hegemonic relation iepkle
They argue,

relation (a) and relation (b) cannot be conceptually articulated, simply

because the latter has no positive conceptual specificity whatsoever, and is

reduced to a contingently variant terrain of relations between agents
constituted outside itself’

174 bid., 54.
178 hid., 51.
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The supposedly complementary relationship between determinism and
contingency in the Marxist theories that Laclau and Mouffe examineasdtit of as a
confluence of two positive and different explanatory principles, each valid in its own
area.”’® What each principle is attempting to explain is, of course, the causal mechanism
that effects social change. Characterizing determinism and contingency a
complementary, though, obscures the illicit nature of the theoretical move tigs bri
them together. This move is illicit insofar agjipearsto produce a complementarity,
when in fact the deterministic principle must function as the ground:

In order to affirm that something &bsolutelydetermined and to establish

a clear line separating it from the indeterminate, it is not sufficient to

establish thepecificityof the determination; itsecessary charactenust

also be asserted’

Necessity specifies that something must happen, must be so. Contingendy at leas
signifies the absence of necessity; what happens is ‘undetermined’ amramd
‘spontaneous’. It is, of course, possible to say something about how the contingent
element operates, as Luxemburg does. It is clear, however, that meratedabzannot

put the contingent on equal footing with the necessary. Laclau and Mouffe thus
designate the metaphysical amalgam that serves as the foundation for quostany
orthodox theories a “spurious dualism”, insofar as the two poles of the “dualism” are not

equal. Politico-economic determinism claims necessity for itselfujyelesmentary

element of contingency (in whatever guise) does not. The deterministic destous

178 1bid., 13.
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has metaphysical priority. Unlike true Kantian “dualism”, which finds itsyunithe
transcendental ego, the dualisms of post-orthodoxy lack theoretical coherence.

Laclau and Mouffe find an advance toward a coherent theory of hegemony in the
work of Antonio Gramsci. Their interpretation of Gramsci is instructive in that i
prefigures their own theory. Specifically, Gramsci’'s treatment of¢ineept of ideology
is a stepping-stone for their own concept of the discursive nature of politicet@rac
which | discuss below. Gramsci, like Lenin, regards hegemony as the perferofa
properly bourgeois tasks by class alliant&sThe political and economic dominance of
the working class are thus achieved by means of cooperative action with otker clas
agents:

The proletariat can become the leading and dominant class to the extent

that it succeeds in creating a system of alliances which allows it to

mobilize the majority of the working population against capitalism and the

bourgeois Stat&’’
Gramsci departs from Leninism, however, in his understanding of the significhnce
such an alliance, which he terms an “historical bloc”. Specifically, Gidmsa
different conception of the political subject, of the relation between tla@edliiand the

subject, and of the means by which the alliance is achieved. For Lenin, intra-clas

alliances were founded on the basis of common political interests and goals. Agents

78 taly had been split into states by the Congrésgenna in 1815, some of which were under
the control of Austria or France. ltaly's statesrgvsubsequently unified by 1871 as the Kingdotitady,
and the last territory joined Italy after World Whr Gramsci writes in the 1920s, addressing issunear
to those faced by Russian theorists—namely, “coetband uneven development”, in this case, among the
various regions of Italy.

179 Antonio Gramsci, “Notes on the Southern Questi@®lections from Political Writings 1921-
26 (London: International, 1978), 443.

82



could therefore retain a strong, economically-based class identity degpagmatic
cooperation across class lines. Gramsci’s historical blocs, however, atiéuted at an
intellectual/moral level, in other words, at the level of “ideology”, where atgotliffers
significantly from the traditionally Marxist notion. The latter ideesfideology as a
system of ideas and institutional mechanisms that arise directly fronotihe ah
production; they can be thought of, in fact, as the symbolic manifestations of the mode of
production. ldeology functions to maintain the capitalist mode of production in two
ways: it validates and reinforces that economy, for example, in the way tisahthe
systems prepare students—both skills-wise and values-wise—to become workers;
ideology also obscures the exploitative nature of capitalism. Ideology iclakscal

sense perpetuates a so-called false consciousness in the proletariatdbnesng to the
traditional Marxist paradigm, any and every system of ideas is suspecpitalist
economy. Gramsci, however, argues that ideology possesses a moral anduiatellect
appeal whereby it does and should cement alliances that can serve the ioté¢hnests
working class. Thus for Gramsci, according to Laclau and Mouffe, ideology does not
belong exclusively to capitalism’s ruling class, but can be wielded by thetgmiat:
“Intellectual and moral leadership constitutes, according to Gramsci, a hygltieess, a
‘collective will’, which, through ideology, becomes the organic cement unifying a
‘historical bloc’.”®® Gramsci's notion of ideology, then, cuts through the distinctions of
classical Marxism; ideology is no longer the ghostly counterpart of ialgbeocesses,

but “is instead an organic and relational whole, embodied in institutions and

189) aclau and Mouffe, 67.
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apparatuses...This precludes the possibility of a ‘superstructural’ reaiding

ideological.*®* That is, these activities and institutions cannot be reduced to economic

forces. This theoretical difference is also reflected in his concepé @idlitical agent—

for Gramsci, agency is no longer reducible to class. Political subjgetivinderstood as

a complex conglomerate which is susceptible to ideological forces of edl;t(gramsci’s
organic ideology does not represent a purely classist and closed view of

the world; it is formed instead through the articulation of elements which,
considered in themselves, do not have any necessary class bef8hging.

For Gramsci, the historical blagthe political agent. Given his interpretation of
ideology, this agent is a new entity, formed by the collective assumptioroafraan
political goal that is understood by participants as legitimate and normafizeording
to Gramsci, then, it is the task of the proletariat to articulate this foundatipolitical
alliance. The unity achieved for the purposes of political action is not nominal, nor
merely pragmatic. It is a real—though symbolically mediated—unity, forgekeobatsis
of perceived common interests and goals.

The more radical implication of the Gramscian theory of hegemony is the
reconceptualization of the foundations of political identity. Recall that, for orthpdexy
Laclau and Mouffe put it,

the condition for the maintenance of working-class unity and identity on

the terrain of economist stageism—the only terrain capable of constituting

it as a ‘universal class'—was that the hegemonized tasks should not

transform the identity of the hegemonic class, but enter into a merely
external and factual relation with'ft®

181 |hid.
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The economistic basis for political subjectivity and action persisted inidfaix the
interest of providing a theoretical basis for the identity and unity of the mgpokass, as
well as the necessity of this identity and the proletarian role in historyordiog to
Gramsci, however, social agents do not maintain a pre-given class nature, &g posse
dynamic nature that alters according to “their relation to the foroenma&gjzing them” or
to their practice of hegemony: “the dominant sector modifies its very naturdeanyi
through the practice of hegemony® Thus the alliances formed in this discursively-
driven process assume a new identity which cannot simply be understood as the sum of
its parts—those ‘parts’ being the fragments of economistically-degoeial classes.
Furthermore, ideology, which for Gramsci has a legitimizing capacitytifunscas the
vehicle and cement for hegemonic alliances.

Despite these advances, however, Laclau and Mouffe argue that Gramilici is st
caught in the dualism of orthodox Marxism. Gramsci diverges from orthodoxy in his
claim that the unity of any hegemonic formation is not guaranteed in advance, but must
be achieved by ideological means. However, it is the task of the proletariajedtier
alliance by these means, and the proletarian identity is defined by ecomibenia,not
ideological articulation. Again, we have a theory that privileges the wodkasg and
determines its nature outside of the flow of history, prior to its historical $értiugag

produces the hegemonic formation. Again, we are faced with dualism: theamgcess

183 hid., 57.
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element is, as ever, the identity of the working class and its role in histergpntingent
element here is the successful formation of a hegemonic alliance.

Gramsci’s theory, then, is in the company of post-orthodox Marxism in its
dependence upon economistically-defined class natures and relations, asinviedl a
dependence on the thesis that the economy itself exists in an a priori space:

To assert...that hegemony must always correspond to a fundamental

economic class is not merely to reaffirm determination in the last instance

by the economy; it is also to predicate that, insofar as the economy
constitutes an insurmountable limit to society’s potential for hegemonic
recomposition, the constitutive logic of the economic space is not itself
hegemonic®

Laclau and Mouffe designate this view “economism”. Ultimately, Gramsansnitted

to this picture of social dynamics, and this commitment precludes anynpmralvement

on Kautsky or his interlocutors.

Deconstructing Economism

As my summary has made clear, Second International-era theories were
committed to a dualism which, Laclau and Mouffe contend, was the unfortunate
consequence of attempts to rescue economism. Economism, which posits a central
concept from which all others derive their meaning and identity, can providedteaa
for interpretation of social and historical phenomena, but cannot recognize multiple and
conflicting meanings. But as we shall see, this is precisely the sort of tteedau and

Mouffe aim to articulate—one that can accommodate plurality at the levislsady and

185 hid., 69.
86



praxis. They begin their advance to this with a reasoned defeat of economism. In this
way, they prepare the grounds for their presentation of the theory of hegemony.
Laclau and Mouffe summarize economism in three theses: “The thesis of the
neutrality of productive forces,” is the claim that the economic sphere redefi ara
priori manner. Its identity is thus secured independent of the unpredictable trends of
history®® This thesis likewise establishes the independence of the economy vis-a-vis
political processes, which purportedly take place at the superstructural Téwese
processes have a derivative significance, serving only to perpetuate ecfunuctions
through ideological expression. The second thesis stipulates “the unity and homyogenei
of social agents, constituted at the economic |e¥él Economic functions are thus
constitutive of social identities. The identifiability of the working clias®f course, of
primary significance for these theorists. Finally, “the thesis that the ngpdkass has a
fundamental interest in socialism,” implies the totalizing scope of the econom
determination of the proletarift® The actions, interests, and roles of the working class
ultimately derive from and are meaningful only in reference to relations of piracluc
Laclau and Mouffe reject these theses and their implications on the following
grounds: In response to the first, they argue that the economic sphere cannot be
delineated rationalistically, due to the social character of labor. Inwrdeeorize labor,

Laclau and Mouffe contend, “Marxism had to resort to a fiction: it conceived of labour-

1% bid., 76.
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power as a commodity® This permitted the quantification of labor; however, it
obscures an important difference between labor and other commodities—the esefvalu
labor power is not immediately available upon purchase, but mestitaeted Thus

Laclau and Mouffe observe that “a large part of the capitalist organizatiahafr can

be understood only as a result of the necessity to extract labour from the labour-power
purchased by the capitalist® The location where, and conditions under which this is
attempted—that is, the workplace and working conditions—thus function as a site of
struggle and offer workers opportunities for resistance. This potential of course
undermines “the thesis that productive forces are neutral, and that their dexeicam

be conceived as natural and unilinear,” as well as the conception of the economy “as an
autonomous and self-regulated univerSé.’/Recognition of the problem (from
management’s perspective) of extracting efficient labor from the wakd,

consequently, of the struggle between capitalist and worteggral to the process of
productionimplies the political nature of production. Or, as Laclau and Mouffe would
have it, this struggle implies that production processes are permeated by tbal poiit

not prior to it*%

In response to the second thesis, Laclau and Mouffe argue that the fragmentati

of the working class reflects political and not simply economic divisions. Their

189 |bid, 78.
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demonstration that political as well as material factors are conatitoitieconomies
provides support for this claim. The fragmentation that so many post-orthodoxttheoris
have tried to account for is no mere epiphenomenon, but reflects events and processes
that have both a social and an economic (if we are to understand those terms in a ‘pure’
sense) dimension. Itis, in other words, “real”. Fragmentation poses a thébnatita
to the identification of the working class, or, alternatively, for the arsabfssocial
dynamics in terms of the “bourgeoisie-proletariat” paradigm. Fragtmami{zoses local
hurdles to the unification of workers with conflicting, even contradictory, intgrest
desires, and beliefs—"a fragmentation of positions ewgtsn the social agents
themselves®® This undermines the economistic claim that individual and class identity
is secured solely by economic forces. As Laclau and Mouffe observe, if Ebwtde
understood in purely economic terms, neither can the agents of labor be identifigd purel
in those terms; “the economy could hardly constitute subjects unified by alsigigle
which it does not itself possess”

Finally, Laclau and Mouffe address the implications of the fragmentation of the
working class vis-a-vis the “objective” political interests of the workilags. Because
the identity of the working class is no longer clearly defined once and for all, the
theoretical foundation for the “objective interests” (that is, in socialgdrth)e proletariat
is lost. The third thesis of economism is thereby undermined. Laclau and Mouffe

conclude that

193 1bid, 84.

% bid, 81. Laclau and Mouffe find other strategiesidentifying the working class—on the
basis of progressive deskilling, or on the basistbér narrower criteria for what counts as “truasrking
class, for example—to be unconvincing, ad hoc,ieetevant.

89



it is not the case that the field of the economy is a self-regulated space
subject to endogenous laws; nor does there exist a constitutive principle
for social agents which can be fixed in an ultimate class core; nor are class
positions the necessary location of historical intergsts.

Laclau and Mouffe’s refutation of economism is a response to a specific body of

literature and a specific theoretical formation. However, as wesdalih the
subsequent chapter, in the company of other poststructuralists, Laclau and Moaffe hav
reason to reject economism because ofytpeof theory it is. In anticipation of my
explication of the theory of hegemony, | want to describe here some feattures
economism at a more general level. As is evident from their line of reasoauoigyL

and Mouffe have rejected a specific understanding of “economy”. Accordingto thi
concept, it is possible to articulate the meaning of economy—how it functions, how it
relates to other elements of society, its importance—independently of tbiy \zaril
variability of particular social and economic configurations. This explainf®dadxy’'s
recourse to metaphors of “containment” and “presence”; on this view, the sigodiof
economy is “self-contained”, or alternatively, economy is “self-presétat is, it is
possible to indicate it, distinguish it independently of and prior to everything edtfe. S

presence is no arbitrary theoretical feature, though. This status is ngdessar

foundational concept is to meet the demands the theory places on it. These demands are

to: (a) give meaning to all other concepts; (b) set the benchmark againsttéreality
of all other entities is measured, and; (c) embody truth and thus serve as aguideli

against which we may distinguish knowledge from error. Recall that Laclau and

199 hid., 85.
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Mouffe’s desideratum is for a theory that can model plurality. It ig,dlean, why they
are motivated to reject economism: it concentrates meaning, being, and truithgular s
source.

Relying on Laclau and Mouffe’s genealogy, | have described the inadequacies of
orthodox Marxism. This variety of Marxism held great appeal for workershawdis$ts,
perhaps due to its promise of eventual overcoming, a promise that was held out during
dark times. As | have recapitulated, it failed both in Russia and the Westeatahef
praxis; it failed to unite the working class, and it failed to establish (oegs) a
victorious socialism. It failed also at the theoretical level; “economyiatserve as the
primitive that orthodoxy requires. In Chapter Three, | turn to Laclau and M®uffe

alternative to economic foundationalism.
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Chapter Three

Hegemony

Consistent with Laclau and Mouffe’s rejection of foundationalist Marxibeir t
theory of hegemony does not proceed from a single idea, proof, or thinker. Itis
constituted instead by web of intersecting concepts drawn from diverse tamdis
poststructuralist sources. In this way, they build pluralism into the verywseuaf the
theory. In this chapter, | reconstruct their theory, drawing out certaimdstfeom among
the complex of sources they use. In this analysis | move from Saussure tta Derri
Foucault; that is to say, from structuralism to deconstruction to discoursd.tHesil
elucidate the core concepts of the theory of hegemony, attending to theanstlig to
this intellectual heritage, and to their function in the theory.

Before | address the substance of the theory, | would like to remark lannefly
their general approach to social and political theory. | intend these remaky¢ as a
guide to understanding the ‘glue’ that cements such an internally diverse theayld
characterize their derivation of the tools for social critique as toatiscendentaand
strategic “Transcendental”, because Laclau’s and Mouffe’s theorization beginsh&ith t
conviction that “contingency and articulation are possibilhdeed, in their estimation,
orthodox Marxism fails not only because it holds dubious theoretical commitments but
also because it fails to accommodate political agency and unpredictabhigy.

conviction of the reality of contingency and articulation provides the point of departure

19 hid., 106.
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for their theory, and their standard for what counts as a viable explanation of social
phenomena. The theory can be described as “strategic”, then, because these
commitments provide criteria for what they select from the wealth of thespphical
tradition. Thus, the seeming patchwork of elements from which they construcwvimeir
theory is supposed to provide the best tools for an explanation of free politicalaw

unpredictability in the political field.

Theoretical Debts

Structuralism, as the name suggests, conceives of its object as a structure or
system; it prioritizes the whole, conceived as the sum of its constitutive rulesheve
parts and sees the parts as generated by the whole. For example, al&tztahgsis
of the game of chess would focus on the rules—the knight moves in this way, the queen
in that way, castling is such-and-such, and so on. The rules take priorityeofzato
moves of the pieces because the rules are the enabling conditions of any one move. The
analyst does not address the historical emergence of such rules, sincehisbory i
regarded as susceptible to systematic analysis. Instead, the towlgss exclusively on
the present, aynchronigaspect of the structure.

Ferdinand de Saussure’s structuralist inquiry focuses exclusivelygunsiic
components—those elements integral to signification (conceived as a sy3tam)
meant an exploration of the nature of the sign in its meaning-conveying capdudly

Saussure called “semiology”. Saussure accepts as given that lasgeagers have
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meaningful exchanges. It is his treatment of the units of linguistic comatiamc¢hat
are so important for poststructuralist thought, for his account provides a unique account
of how these units—signs—can be meanindtllAs Derrida describes it,

Saussure’s analysis of language considered it as a system of differences

without positive terms; the central concept was thaabfe according to

which the meaning of a term was purely relational and determined only by

its opposition to all the othef€®
Saussure rejects reference theory, according to which a sign derivaagrfeam its
indication toward a “real” referent. On this account, the sign “cat”, for exarmab
meaning in virtue of its indication of a meowing, fur-covered, four-legged being.
Saussure posits instead that a sign has a dual nature. Itis comprised dteheowri
spoken symbolic component (thignifier) together with the concept it refers to (the
signified. There are many ways to signify the meowing, fur-covered-four legged being:
ascat, orchat orgato. Thus there is no necessary, internal connection between signifier
and signified; their relationship is purely conventional. The sign cannot, then, provide
meaning from within itself. To return to spatial metaphors, we do not extractngeani
from within a sign. A sign is not ‘full’ with meaning. Instead, that sign meesth
outside of itself, referring to other signs for its meaning. As Derrida suines,

the system of signs is constituted solely by the differences in terms, and

not by their plenitude. The elements of signification function not through

the compact force of their nuclei but rather through the network of

oppositions that distinguishes them and then relates them to one
another®

197 \We shall see that Laclau and Mouffe embrace thetstralist doctrine of ‘meaning as
difference’, though it is understood via Derrideginterpretation, that iglifférance

198 hid., 112-3.
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The most transparent instance, used by Saussure himself, is the dictionaryAantr
individual word is defined in terms located elsewhere throughout the dictionesg th
terms in turn can be traced elsewhere. Ultimately, then, a word is definedabit ish
not.

A generation after Saussure, theorists such as Claude Levi-Strauss (in
anthropology), Jacques Lacan (in psychology) Roland Barthes (in cultural studies), and
Roman Jakobson (literary criticism) greatly broadened the scope of sgymidrhey no
longer limited the object of structural analysis to language, but dereer# to include
any signifying system: the food system, the unconscious, or religious sgmbalihe
terms of a structure or system were likewise extended; a menu, a film gcartetemic
representation counted as a legitimate object of Sfldyhis expansion made
structuralism a viable tool for sociopolitical analysis. Applied in this wayctsiralism
interests Laclau and Mouffe because it offers an alternative understamngioigical
identities and alliances. The significance of an identity—whether of &pbhgent, a
political class, or the social writ large—is not located within an entitybasal
individualism would have it. Nor does the significance lie in some externalnmgfsueh
as the economy, as orthodox Marxism would have it. Instead, significance anses fr

the total set of relationships among agents or groups within a given structure.

199 Jacques Derrida, “Différance,” i Derrida Reader: Between the Blindsl. Peggy Kamuf
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1991), 63.

29 David Howarth Discourse(Philadelphia: Open University Press, 2000), 3&e also Roland
Barthes Elements of Semiolograns. Annette Lavers and Colin Smith (New YdiKl and Wang, 1977).

95



Still, Laclau and Mouffe observe that the nature of the relationship among the
elements of any structure offers an easy step back into essentiahsmery concept of
a system implies the “arrangement or conformity of parts in a structureahstends
and explains its elements. Everything i;ecessaryn it that modifications of the
whole and of the details reciprocally condition each otffér Though the elements of
structures are relational and dynamic, this dynamism is constrained ygta Bor
example, if a couple is dancing the fox trot (or any ballroom dance), the moves of the
lead elicit a response, a corresponding move, in the partner. So even though the essence
that would guarantee the stability of meanings and identities would no longer be “a
underlying intelligible principle” & la orthodox Marxism, it would be the essemea
of formalism, that is, the “regularity of a system of structural positié¥sThis
regularity means that the elements @egerminedto accept structuralism is thus to
commit again to a paradigm that is limited, as orthodox Marxism is, in what it can
explain. The critical point for Laclau and Mouffe is that it would erase theljldgsof
acting otherwise; the possibilities for action would be defined and prescribetknal
relationships that, for structuralism, constitute the object and enable itsnédetm take
on meanings themselves. Lévi-Strauss’ analysis of myth, for examgihes $e
conceptualize myth-making as an open-ended and contingent process. Howdser, he a
posits, but does not elaborate on, the human mind as a ‘deep structure’ constraining the

production of myths, “a human mind that is able to generate and comprehend an endless

201) aclau and Mouffe, 106.
202 pid., 106.
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series of myths®?® Thus, while Lévi-Strauss’ analysis manages to attend to “the
richness and variety of empirical phenomena,” he reduces this to “a static amobéss
structure.?®* To return briefly to the chess example, if we conceive of chess in terms of
its constitutive rules—its structure—we may yet recognize a varietyooes on the

chess board. However, the rules themselves, including the identities of the cbess pie
are never altered.

In order to avoid this variety of systemization, Laclau and Mouffe need to be able
to show the essential openness of systems and their vulnerability to mutation. Or, to put
it in a way that better represents the political nature of their project:mimt be
demonstrated is systems’ and identities’ capacity for transformatiogy rided a set of
analytical tools that permits the demonstration of, for example, the contingerg ofat
the rook’s movement. This is precisely what Derrida’s critique of struisnrgrovides.

Derrida asserts that we may understand the history of Western thought as
successive systems: “It would be easy enough to show that the concept of structure and
even the word ‘structure’ itself are as old asdpesteme-that is to say, as old as
western science and western philosopfy.His critique begins with the Heideggerian-
inspired observation that these systems of thought—that is, structures—havelaemays
constructed and interpreted such that every element in the system refers back to a

“center”: being, reason, essence, or the like. Even in structuralism, acdorarhgch

203 Howarth, 33.
204 pid.

2% Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and Play irtthenan Sciences,” iWriting and Difference,
trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicageddr 1978), 351.
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meaning is generated relationally, the sign is preferred above anyestherthe center
is, ultimately, the source of meaning for every element within thersystll meanings

can be traced back to the center. And each system claims that its centgues @i

point of presence, a fixed origiA® It follows from this characterization that the center
cannot move; it cannot change in relation to other elements of the system, anhd thus
escapes structuratiorithe center...constituted that very thing within a structure which
while governing the structure, escapes structurafy. The center resists the relational
determination that evidences structuration. Thus, the center, the foundatiormaityéser
in fact absent. Although it is supposed to both provide the condition of existence for the
systemand be a member of the system, it exists outside of the system. “The cetter is
the center of the totality, and yet, since the center does not belong to thy (istalbt

part of the totality), the totalitiias its center elsewheté”® And if something—
anything—exists outside of the system, then the system cannot in fact zenigtall is

not a ‘closed’ system.

This establishes what a structur@dg; in other words, it establishes the limits of
structural determination. It is no longer possible to speak of “the nature” or “the
meaning” of a structure, a system, an identity, a text. Or, to put it les$ullbycit is
misleading, and not especially productive, to speak thus. Consequently, as Derrida

observes, “henceforth, it was necessary to begin to think that there was no cdritez, tha

208 |hid., 352.
207 |bid.

298 |bid.
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center could not be thought in the form of a present-béftigl’aclau and Mouffe echo
this in their declaration that

the incomplete character of every totality necessarily leads us to abandon,

as a terrain of analysis, the premisesaiciety as a sutured and self-

defined totality. ‘Society’ is not a valid object of discourse. There is no

single underlying principle fixing—and hence constituting—the whole

field of differences:®
Laclau and Mouffe have already established with their critique of econotha the
significance of “society” cannot be explained by “economy”, as orthodoxisfamwould
have it. Now we can see that their acceptance of Derrida’s insights aboultiecoha
structure translate to their conviction there is no single term that couldestaffitefine
society. There is no concept that is meaningful independent of every other concept, as a
system’s center purports to be. There is thus no concept that can “fix the wialabé fie
differences’—that can give stable, singular, and unchanging meaningsyemraent
within the system, in this case, within society. Consequently, foundationalisethebr
society are fundamentally flawed insofar as they always overreavisehees.

The resulting challenge for Laclau and Mouffeer alia, is to locate a
framework for analysis that does not simply repeat and reinforce Weséaphysics
(as described by Derrida). They find such a framework in a particular undengtahdi
discourse that stems in part from Saussure’s understanding of language. Uisévdisc

paradigm goes far beyond Saussure, however, in its reliance on an analognlbeve

social and the symbol; in this, it follows the Lacanian strategy summaryzed dictum

2091hid., 353.

219) aclau and Mouffe, 111.
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that “the unconscious is structured like a language”. “Discourse”, as it is\sdiy
Laclau and Mouffe, is distinguished by the ontological privileging of languaige
signifying function. Signification serves as a model according to whichaye m
comprehend phenomena not strictly linguistic—the political, for Laclau and Mouff
Derrida’s elaboration of the self-undermining tendencies of systems of thought
provides philosophical expression for Laclau and Mouffe’s antifoundationalism. But
they rely just as heavily on Derrida’s notiondifférance which represents the
undetermined character of a system’s constituents, such as individual wordsdidgcor
to this concept, determinate meaning is impossible due to the relationalafature
signification; a word, phrase, or identity is dependent on other words and on a context for
its meaningfulnessDifféranceprovides “the condition for the possibility and functioning
of every sign”, as the propensity for movement, for pfayThis “neographism” brings
together two features of significatiétf. The first,différance is derived from Saussure’s
concept of linguistic value. Signs’ differences from each other enabtaritividuation
and thus their capacity for meaning; Derrida refers to thépasing Derrida goes
beyond Saussure, though, in understanding the differing elements as containimg withi
themselves &race, “the mark of the past element”, thereby “constituting what is called
the present by means of this very relation to what is not.” The trace reintsaduce

historical element into structuralism; “trace” implies that elemeittsin systems of

21 Jacques Derrida, “Différance,” Margins of Philosophytrans. Alan Bass (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1982), 5.

%2 philosophy since Plato has preferred the spoked a®an origin, a primary, a presence;
writing has been understood as a derivative. Ba'sipresentation of différance is a demonstratiime
insufficiency of speech—a deconstruction of thenaicy of speech—as the ear cannot detect which of
“difference” or “différance” is meant by the speake
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meaning have a history that exhibits change over time. This change is préces#b
their placement in different contexts. The second feati@fesral captures signs’
function vis-a-vis presence: “The sign, which defers presence, is conceivabta ahéy
basisof the presence that it defers andving towardhe deferred presence that it aims
to reappropriate®!® That is, the sign can be meaningful only insofar as it depends on
some other meaning, one that promise self-sufficiency; that claims toananbe
interdependence relationships of the structure. Derrida refers to thisefaat
temporization

Différancerepresents a reconceptualization of meaning and identity, one that is
grounded in the play of meaning, the capacity for reconfigurations of meaning. In
conceiving of “. différanceas the relation to an impossible presence, as expenditure
without reserve, as the irreparable loss of presence, it inscribes ingtabilithe very
fiber of signification®* It is thereby resistant to the metaphysics of presence—to the
fixation of meaning and identity by an original, self-sufficient being or qancddowarth
writes, “Derrida’s concept afifféranceargues for the historicity and contingency of
identity formation, as every affirmation of identity is also premised ondiinea
deferring of certain possibilitie$*® Thus we can begin to understand the logic of the
sign according to a discursive interpretation, and perhaps also to understandtbg logi

the social in the postmarxist sense. Both employ a notion of signification that

23 Derrida,Margins 5.
24 Derrida,Margins 19.
> Howarth, 41.
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systematically emphasizes dubious nature of the would-be “real” elerttemtaould-be
center. In fact, what Derrida establishes is the paradoxical thesistbatess
inessential; a system is always lacking, always implicating herOtSignificantly, then,
“...Itis not because concepts have multiple and contradictory meanings thatethey a
undecidable; rather, it is the way these words are arranged structuatliyakes their
meaning ambiguous:® It is due, in other words, to the systematic arrangement that is
itself necessary for meaning. Structuration both enables and undermines mesthiag, a
oppositions between words might be relatively invariable or highly variable.
Consequently, seemingly stable systems of thought—or identities—are elyimat
unstable. There is no one term that can give meaning to all of the others, tiratlean
meaning of the others. The ‘nature’ of a system or identity will thus alwayvisable.
Laclau and Mouffe’s reliance on Derrida permits them to incorporate Akhgs
notion of overdetermination into their account of “the social”. Althusser’s stalistur
interpretation of Marxism rejects the division of society into base and sujotuse,
according to which the superstructure is merely a reflection of—and detdremtigely
by—economic mechanisms and processes. Althusser contends instead that society
consists of the economic, the political and the ideological, each of which funictions
‘relative autonomy’ in maintaining and reproducing society. Thus social dsrdlie not
determined unidirectionally, according to the economic function, and the classical
Marxist notion of contradiction is too simple. The singular contradiction prescnbed b

dialectical materialism

1% bid.
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cannot of its own simple, direct power induce a ‘revolutionary situation’,
nor a fortiori a situation of revolutionary rupture and the triumph of the
revolution. If this contradiction is to beconative in the strongest
sense, to become a ruptural principle, there must be an accumulation of
‘circumstances’ and ‘currents’ so that whatever their origin and sense (and
many of them willnecessarily be paradoxically foreign to the revolution
in origin and sense, or even its ‘direct opponents’), thesg‘into a
ruptural unity.?’
If these contradictions truly merge as a result of their accumulation, he algues, t
product isoverdetermined-caused by a plurality events occurring at each level.
Although Althusser breaks with orthodox Marxism in his understanding of social
conflict, he nonetheless remains wedded to the ultimate determination of all social
phenomena by the economy—*“determination in the last instance by the economic mode
of production”?'® This commitment runs counter to Laclau and Mouffe’s rejection of
economism; still, they render Althusser’s notion of overdetermination useful by
reactivating its Freudian origins. In a psychoanalytic context, ovengieggion signifies
“a very precise type of fusion entailing a symbolic dimension and a pluoélity
meanings™?*® Freud uses the term in reference to the multiple meanings (“dream
thoughts”) associated with a single dream element, a multiplicity thextges over time
as the result of “over-interpretation”—that is, repeated and revised int¢iqrstaf the

dream?® The (misleadingly singular) “meaning” of the dream elements is pallgnti

217\ ouis Althusser, “Contradiction and Overdetermioy’ in For Marx, trans. Ben Brewster
(London: Verso, 2005), 99.

218 pid., 111.
219) aclau and Mouffe, 97.

220 5igmund FreudThe Interpretation of Dream#rans. James Strachey (New York: Avon, 1998).
See especially Book VI, “The Dream-Work”.
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inexhaustible. Integrating Althusser’s and Freud’s development of thehtasnyields a
model for explaining social phenomena amenable to Derrida’s insight that singula
determination is an impossibility—or perhaps a sort of “dialectical illtisidwwcording
to this conception, “the social constitutes itself as a symbolic offfeif.so, then
analysis of the social should proceed along the lines of Freud’s over-itdégreand
the objects of such analysis—social identities, relations, events, and allenttey
appear within discursive formations—

lack an ultimate literality which would reduce them to necessary moment

of an immanent law. There are mwb planes, one of essences and the

other of appearances, since there is no possibility of fixingtamate

plane of signification. Society and social agents lack any essence, and

their regularities merely consist of the relative and precarious fofms

fixation which accompany the establishment of a certain &fder.
Overdetermination, then, indicates the essential openness of the social dieldingrthe
possibility for mutable identities and complex happenings.

The termdiscoursehas a distinctly linguistic connotation and, inasmuch as it is
traced it back to Saussure, history. This connotation necessitates sonwtitariis we
move to Laclau and Mouffe’s incorporation of the Foucaultian notion of discourse.
Foucault distinguishes language from discourse in the following way: language is
system that functions according to a finite and potentially articulable sgdesf—a
grammar—that enables speakers to produce an infinite amount of statements. A

discursive formation, on the other hand, is the accretion of (in part) those linguistic

productions, or, as he puts it, “performances”. Thus, linguistic analysis askwdiag

221) aclau and Mouffe, 98.
222 |pid.
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to what rules has a particular statement been made, and consequently accordatg to w
rules could other similar statements be made?”, whereas discourseésaasitgs “how is
it that one particular statement appeared rather than andtiief&’ Saussure asserts, it
is possible, given a grammar and a set of sounds, to produce an infinite number of
meaningful statements—just as, given a set of rules and the proper board andtseces, i
possible to produce countless sequences of chess moves. Foucault’'s understated
observation is precisely that we dot produce a variety and number of sentences even
approaching this potential; on the contrary, we produce a limited number of statements
that we repeat. The analysis of discursive formations, then, takes in not only the
linguistic component of discourse—what is said—but also identifies concepts,
institutions, materials, and persons (roles) that constrain what is saidu bad
Mouffe’s appropriation of Foucault thus expands the scope of discourse analysis beyond
linguistic productions to include the material and institutional elements thkat tinese
productions intelligible.

Discourse analysis does not, therefore, recognize the traditional philosophical
distinctions between “words and things”, which presumesritbptalcharacter of every

discursive structure?®*

This presumption in turn relies on “the very classical dichotomy
between an objective field constituted outside of any discursive intervention, and a

discourse consisting of the pure expression of thoughtWe have already gone most of

22 Michel FoucaultThe Archaeology of Knowledgeans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York:
Pantheon, 1972) 27.

2241 aclau and Mouffe, 108.
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the way toward understanding Foucault’s rejection of the word/thing distination i
understanding what sets discourse apart from language. Discourse is not ragsedyna
of signification that operates according to grammatical rules. “Of epdiscourses are
composed of signs; but what they do is more than use these signs to designaté®things.”
A discursive structure is fundamentatisacticameaning and identities are produced
and reproduced in a system of practices that have both material and linguiséntsfé’
Foucault's characterization of discourse as “practical” undermines tle(awor
thought)/thing dichotomy by introducing a more fundamental category. Discouirse is f
and foremosperformed—it is the kind of thing that exists by virtue of the coordinated
performances of “actors”. We must use that term lightly, though, sincar$aat the
Foucaultian sense are largely performing according to script, and agaxceived of

as more effect than cause. Likewise, we should understand “practice” inotpucalll
usage, as in “to practice piano”, or “batting practice”. These usages eneptegatition
and prescribed execution. Discursive formations, then, are constituted by a latroadry
objects, institutions, roles, locations, technologies, ‘scripts’, and so on. Foucault
summarize clinical medicine, for example,

as the establishment of a relation, in medical discourse, between a number
of distinct elements, some of which concerned the status of doctors, others

225 | pid.
226 Foucault, 49.

227 Thjs is nascent in the Marxist notion of ideologwpd is more fully developed in Althusser's
expansion of ideology to include ideological stapparatuses. According to Althusser, ideologyois
simply rhetorical, having a propositional naturet i3 also constituted by the activities of ingiihins and
by the organization of social and personal spabésrx and EngelsCommunist Manifestd ouis
Althusser, “ldeology and Ideological State Appasas)’Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essalyans.
Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971)
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the institutional and technical site from which they spoke, others their
position as subjects perceiving, observing, describing, teachirfg® etc.

This diverse array of ‘things’ maintain their apparent distinctiveness amnliysis
insofar as Foucault accepts our conventional understanding as a valid starting point
According to our ordinary understanding, for example, “people” and “places” are
different things. According to a traditional philosophical understanding, “agents” and
“objects” are ontologically different. For Foucault, however, these digtirecare not as
fundamental as the discursive formation that unites people, places, sodiahselates,
tasks, and sentences into a reliable pattern of scripted performances.

For Laclau and Mouffe, objects of knowledge and experience are and cannot but
be discursively structured, in just this Foucaultian sense. “Every object iduimasts
an object of discourse, insofar as no object is given outside every discursive condition of
emergence®® This is, on the one hand, a quasi-transcendental—and certainly
ontological—claim about the nature of objects. Objects are those things that are
meaningful to us; any object that is an object for us has some significance. Orethe ot
hand, this is a claim regarding the source of that significance, viz., discoursg. Eve
meaning is enabled and limited by the discursive formation in which it arisesevidgw
given Foucault’s goal of “de-centering” Western thought—that is, of thinking histor
apart from the Western subject—discursive analysis rejects conventiomes.utit
resists, that is, organizing interpretive concepts such as tradition, consc&gusnes

evolution and development, “spirit”, or even accepted disciplinary boundaries. Itadoes s

228 Foucault, 53.

2291 aclau and Mouffe, 107.
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in two senses: (i) as features of the analytical apparatus, and;diibstantive parts of

the explanandurf?® With regard to the former, Foucault argues that the theorist’s use of
conventional unities produces an analysis marked by sameness and overridiAt} unity
According to Foucault, conventional strategies of analysis thus tend to correahan

they reveal. Discourse analysis instead reveals discontinuities, imsipgsistencies,

and differences—in short, the radical contingencies—within a discursive formation,
where these are preséfit. This is a social science that harmonizes well with Laclau and
Mouffe’s postmarxist aims in its rejection of essences and unities, its mpoéia stable

but essentially dynamic field, and its emphasis on the historical and megteritions

of meaning-making.

The Social Field

The commitment to a discursive paradigm provides the conceptual contours of

Laclau and Mouffe’s explanatory apparatus, but does not yet amount to a geneyal theor

of society. In order to describe the specific features of the social, they irdraduc

20 Foucault explicitly declares that he is not a pivstturalist. And given that Derrida
understands his own remarks on structure to betdnldowardeverysystem of Western thought (and not
simply structuralism), Foucault’s aversion to tleeeentional unifying concepts of philosophy canilgas
be interpreted more broadly than as a simply “pastturalist” attitude—we might take him to be “pos
Western”, for example.

%1 Foucault, 21-2. Foucault clarifies in Chaptehatthis intent is not to “deny all value to these
unities or forbid their use; it was to show thatythiequired, in order to be defined exactly, a tagcal
elaboration (71). That is, Foucault’s purposeigite voice to what remains silent in our unretflez
acceptance of these unities—what, exactly, we @nenttted to in our application of such unities.

32 poycault, 31.
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number of analytic terms, which include: the field of overdeterminationukation;
elements and moments; the field of discursivity; and nodal points. This terminology is
intended to depict the “nuts and bolts” of social life, to capture the conception of the
social | have been describing. To recapitulate, Laclau and Mouffe posit tredt soci
identities, institutions, and other “stable” structures are ultimatelyendatable; that
these same, “unified” features of social life are in fact internaffgréint; and that their
claims to self-presence are falsified by the supplementation theysateguire*>

| have above described the origins and significance of the concept of
overdetermination. To reiterate briefly, the claim that the social fielchtggeaccording
to the logic of overdetermination indicates its affinity with symbolic repriegion. Of
course, “representation” typically appears in tandem with a realism thtst @os
ontologically ultimate substratum—the “represented”, whatever it may havel
described how this changes once the concept of overdetermination is incorporated into a
poststructuralist-inspired discursive paradigm: symbolic representatiendsred
multiple and limitless “through the critique of every type of fixity, throaghaffirmation
of the incomplete, open and politically negotiable character of every idefifity”
Consequently, there can be no ultimate determination, no single meaning, that once and
for all defines social objects, as the “economy” serves to do in orthodox Marxism.

Laclau and Mouffe conclude that “this field of identities which never manageftolye

233 As | will explain below, this supplementation istmdamental requirement for the politics of
hegemony.

241 aclau and Mouffe, 104.
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fixed, is the field of overdeterminatioA® This is simply what follows from the
conceptualization of social processes as operating according to the ltdggcsymbol.
The significance of overdetermination shifts once more against the background of a
Foucaultian understanding of discourse. The meanings of identities and events are
indexed to their involvement in multiple discursive formations (family, profession,
religion, etc.). This provides a more concrete elaboration of the nature of ideteym
as well as lending it stability, since discursive formations tend to shwitysl The
resulting picture of political subjectivity is close to the experience ofymdtns a
subjectivity marked by conflicting demands and commitments.

Laclau and Mouffe call this intersection and interpenetration of discursive
formations at certain pointarticulation. Articulation names a connection that is flexible,
as at bodily joints; an appropriate metaphor, as articulations link discoursasethat
completely exclusive of each other. “Objects appear articulated not lilesprea
clockwork mechanism...because the presence of some in the others hinders the suturing of
the identity of any of then?3® There is thus no need to conceive of, for example, the
working-class identity solely in terms of the economy. Workers’ identitieg be
determined by overlapping discourses within which they are meaningful. A walkisg)-
identity may be at the same time a Catholic identity, a socially cotiserndentity, a
patriarchal identity. Compare this view to the economism of orthodox MarxisiatlyStr

speaking, economism dictates that the economy is the only discourse in town; & define

5 bid., 111.
28 bid., 104.
110



the social and all elements within it. We saw, though, that applications of economism
required a supplementary explanatory principle, resulting in a “spurious dualidm”
supplementary principle might explain workers’ religious or political comenits or
activities; it explains, that is, any deviations from workers’ supposed econugsrests.
Aside from the incoherence of this approach, we saw that dualism is still nahatqplly
rich enough to explain the intricacies of social dynamics and identities, roitdoe
satisfactorily escape determinism. Overdetermination and articulation, othéréhand,
can convey the complex nature of political alliances, identities, and events, had at t
same time provide for reconfigurations—in a word, change.

The concept of articulation requires a further qualification. It does not simply
name a point or points of intersection; it is not a noun, but a verb. Like Foucault, Laclau
and Mouffe makgracticebasic to social constellations of meaning. Articulation is thus
defined as “any practice establishing a relation among elements sutitethatentity is
modified as a result of the articulatory practice,” distoursds “the structured totality
resulting from the articulatory practic&®® This deviates in a significant way from the
more heavily normative, “sedimented”, sort of practice basic to Foucaoitteption of
discourse; change is built into the notion of articulatory praétfcén articulation, the

oppositional relationships that engender meaning are re-positioned. For exanmge, in t

7 bid., 105.

238 | aclau and Mouffe say as much in their criticaheeks regarding Foucault’s distinction
between discursive and non-discursive practicesstanction they regard as illegitimate. Foucault’
category of dispersion, they claim, cannot accéamtliscursive change, and only maintains the idloof
doing so by excessive abstraction (see Laclau amaffiel 107). Laclau and Mouffe themselves opttifar
Lacanian notion ofiodal pointg(points de captionto model the relative stability of a discursive
formation—or, to put it differently, their resist@nto change. | discuss this shortly.
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early 1990s, Democrats in the United States (as well as Leftist partiésstern Europe)
reinvented the Left under the banner of the “Third W&Y"The Third Way is a centrist
approach to government that tries to navigate between the more socialisttelefne
advanced capitalism (the so-called “welfare state”), and its freleetraspirations. Prior
to the Left’'s Third Way identification, it had been defined as favoring big social
programs that required government spending, typified by Lyndon Johnson’s Great
Society project. The Reagan years, in emphasizing smaller governrdetdgaaasing
expenditures on government programs, had consolidated the Left's opposition to laissez-
faire management. The Third Way ideology shifted oppositional relationshigg—a
consequently, identities—such that the Left was subsequently opposed to a massive
welfare state, adopting instead a stance of fiscal conservatism. itulparthe New
Left was open to the cooperation of the private sector and the public in approaching
social issues. In this dimension they aligned with the thinking of some on the Right. The
articulation of the Third Way, then, shifted political positions and alliances; in
structuralist terms, the value of the identities “Left” and “Right”, “Dematicand
“Republican”, shifted as new differential relationships were established.

Laclau and Mouffe tend to focus on the indeterminate nature of meaning, on its
potential for revision. This presupposes, as they recognize, that meaning niustbe a
provisionally determinate:

The impossibility of an ultimate fixity of meaning implies that theaee
to be partial fixations—otherwise, the very flow of differences would be

29 The “Third Way” is not a new idea, of course, butariant of Keynesianism.
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impossible. Even in order to differ, to subvert meaning, there hasato be
meaning’*°

This fixation of meaning is effected by discourse, armnentsre those sub-structural
bearers of meaning within a discourse that result from articulatory @sctiosofar as a
moment’s value is determinate in the resulting discourse, moments represent the
defining—if not essentially so—features of the discourse. For examplekatma
friendly stance is a moment within the discourse of the Third Way, as arentbose
traditionally Left positions—for example, the commitment to programs sucbcal S
Security—that are together incorporated into the centrism of the Third Way.

There are certain moments within a discourse that act as an anchor hatsign t
organizes others in relation to itself. Laclau and Mouffe designatertbhdaépoints
“privileged discursive points of partial fixatioi** Nodal points have a peculiar nature;
oddly enough, these most important points are also the emptiest, the most abstract. On
the one hand, nodal points exert a stabilizing force on a discourse by “limit[ing] the
productivity of a signifying chain®¥? In fact, nodal points often occupy the provisional
center of a discourse. On the other hand, they are themselves the most abasactae
discourse, and therefore the most flexible, the most open to multiple and novel
assignations of meaning. “Democrat” is one such moment within the discourse of the

Left; both Lyndon Johnson and Bill Clinton have identified as Democrat, though their

240 bid., 112.
241 |bid.
242 |pjd.
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platforms are on many points divergent. “Demaocrat” is thus a central, itefasture
of leftist discourse in the United States.

As we have seen, the potential for the subversion of meaning derives from Laclau
and Mouffe’s metaphysical commitments—in particular, their commitment tinéses
that the permanent fixation of meaning is impossible. The vulnerability of ngemi
mutation is due to its relationship to an extra-discursive well of potential meanihg
field of discursivity The field of discursivity is comprised by the surplus of meaning of a
discourse—or more precisely, those meanings that the discourse excludes. This
establishes both the boundaries of a discourse and that which would destabilize it.
Howarth observes that “exactly because a discourse is always constittg&dion to an
outside, it is always in danger of being undermined by it, that is, its unity of mgaiann
danger of being disrupted by other ways of fixing the meaning of the $fin$He field
of discursivity is populated bglements“floating signifiers, incapable of being wholly
articulated to a discursive chaifi* Recall that articulation produces new differential
relationships, new moments within a discourse. Elements are potential moments, but
they are not yet situated in relationship to other moments within the discourse. Thei
meaning is, in other words, indeterminate, incomplete. In the post-Clinton years, fo
example, Democrats were said to be undergoing an identity crisis. Thosensasiét

had previously defined their platform were again only potential moments—theyiwe

283 Howarth, 27.

2441 aclau and Mouffe, 113.
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other words, elements. “Democrat” had become a thin notion, signifying little haore t

opposition to the Right.

The Machinery of “the Political”

We are now in a position to understand the theory of hegemony and the
operations that typify hegemonic politics. Recall that Gramsci’'s conceptipolitical
leadership serves as a template for Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of hegemaeordiAg
to Gramsci, the working class could only achieve dominance by uniting with other
segments of society. It is the quality of this alliance that is integetdiLaclau and
Mouffe. Gramsci proposed that Italy’s proletariat would not simply ally idise:
groups, but would forge a common vision with them, engaging their intellectual and
moral interests as well as economic interests. The resulting aJli@haeGramsci calls
a “collective will”, integrates a collection of “diverse ‘elements’ osksl [that] no
longer had any identity apart from their relation with the force hegemorttzémg,?*°
Their (former) identities and concomitant interests are thoroughly @lterether words,
by hegemonization. This goes also for the hegemonizing group: “the dominant sector
modifies its very nature and identity through the practice of hegemony. &mrsGra

class does naake State poweit becomesState.?*® The possibility of this

transformation inspires Laclau and Mouffe’s appropriation of Gramsci’s hegerthey

23 bid., 67.
248 |hid.
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aim to describe this political unity in terms of the poststructuralist ontologprided
above, which is able to capture the “complex dialectic between differeniality
contingency™*’

How, according to this picture, can one group identity come to represent the
whole? How can a political movement bring together a number of discretessm#ch
of which participates in discrete discourses (religion, economic, ethnic,rjjemalg, in
other words, is hegemony possibl&fie execution of hegemony rests on the potential for
a political discourse to both dominate and represent political interests beyow its
borders, transforming, in the process, its own identity and the identities of the
hegemonized®® This is precisely what happens when a group attains political power; it
absorbs and claims to speak for an ever-larger segment of society. Laclau ared Mouff
must describe, at a theoretical level, how the particular can representbesosne—
totality.

Their argument begins by translating poststructuralist insights intoaivai
vocabulary. A hegemonic political maneuver—that is, a political maneuver eaipast
to absorb the interests of ever more of the citizenry—is above all an aiticuld@hat is,

hegemonic maneuvers reconfigure of relationships of difference, thdtablyiag new

significances to social entities and events. What is required for hegemanitaions?

247 Ernesto Laclau, “Glimpsing the Future,”liaclau: A Critical ReaderSimon Critchley and
Oliver Marchart, eds. (New York: Routledge, 200835.

248 Anna Marie Smith clarifies that a political movemenay exert power over/represent society
to a greater or lesser extent; it need not domitetentire field. Smith provides a helpful degtan of
hegemonization as a process in her monograpllau and Mouffe: The Radical Democratic Imaginary
(New York: Routledge, 1998), 167-8.
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Reconfiguration requires both fixed meanings and unfixed meanings. Stable rmganing
according to the structuralist understanding in play here, are establistiedlibternal
differences of a system. That system must, moreover, be closed figdalimithout
which no difference could become actudf”That is, if the system is ‘open’, definition
is not possible; yet a closed system precludes transformation, pretiadgggpearance of
novel meanings. This is the determinism particular to structuralism, whiale saw,
was surmounted by Derrida’s demonstration that the structures that permiteitygeece
of meaning are themselves inherently unstable: any “closed” or “tg&tBra must have
a border, which in turn implies a “beyond”, a suppleni&htEvery discourse or identity
must have something to define itself against, and its meaning is thereforeficmrguf
unto itself.

While the deconstruction of structuration overcomes determinism, the resulting
“open” character of discourses poses yet another obstacle to the praetitteuddtion.
If systems of meaning—in Laclau and Mouffe’s term, discourses—are cansiily
open, if they require a supplemental discourse, then that supplement would be one more
difference, “and the two formations would not, strictly speaking, be exterealch

other.®! That is, if what lies beyond my identity is different to my identity, then it is,

29 aclau, “Future,” 235.

%0 The findings of a critique of structuralism canaseved at by several poststructuralist avenues.
Laclau himself identifies three: Barthes’ work amaootation and denotation, Derrida’s concept of the
supplement, and Lacan’s analysis of the logic gifiification. | have above summarized the Derridean
way in my elucidation of the philosophical souréasthe basic ontological concepts of the theory of
hegemony. Ernesto Laclau, “Philosophical Root®istourse Theory,” University of Essex,
http://www.essex.ac.uk/centres/TheoStud/onlinepapsp (accessed March 12, 2009).

1) aclau and Mouffe, 135.
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paradoxically, constitutive of my identity, according to a structurahigierstanding of
signification. The “logic of difference”, Laclau and Mouffe’'s term for ofieres that
make meaning by establishing differences between terms, is theretdfiigst for
hegemony. It cannot establish the borders of an identity. What is needed is an account of
partial determination. But, as we have seen, “partial determination” cannot be anything
like Luxemburg’s spontaneism, which was in fact a dualism. The “fixity” that
hegemonic operations both require and establish are made possible by Laclau and
Mouffe’s account of the peculiar nature of the “supplemental” discourse.
Each moment within a discourse has what Laclau and Mouffe, following
Saussure, call a “positive identity”. This just means that it is definablerganing is
unambiguous. By contrast, the elements that lie beyond the limits of a discourse have
what might be called a “negative identity” (vis-a-vis that discourse). Tdesitity is
negative in the sense that, from the perspective of the (positively-defisediide, the
elements lack definition. In Laclau and Mouffe’s terminology, they have déhessbf
“floating signifiers”; they are not tied down to any signified, to any one qincehey
have a merely nominal significance vis-a-vis the positive moments of the distoeys
stand in relationship to. Because these terms do not amount to positive differences, they
can provide the limits of social identities without being incorporated into theséties.
Articulations that include/exclude these ‘meaningless’ elementstieéiyc

stabilizing identities and discourses, follow “the logic of equivaleAteThe

%2 aclau and Mouffe’s distinction between the logiéslifference and equivalence riffs on
Saussure’s designation of two types of relatioas ¢An obtain among signs: syntagmatic and paradigm
(or associative). The former are linear relatitha link signs in a chain—the relations betwegmsiin a
sentence, for example. These arise as a mattactef-you cannot pronounce two words simultaneously.
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construction of chains of equivalence functions to ‘close the gap’ in an identigy. dbh
so by incorporating floating signifiers that lie beyond a discourse in igydartway, so
that those signifiers serve as “stand-ins” for positive differences. Tis sfahese
signifiers within the discourse is thereafter “not us”. By including wiaat ihot as part
of my identity, | establish the boundary to my identity, which provides the syabilit
necessary for articulation. This means, however, that equivalence terms haweaua dubi
status: they are bothternal to an identity, in the sense that they are constitutive of the
identity, andexternalto it, in the sense that they are “n®t-Thus, the same articulatory
maneuver that enables identity is also that which destabilizes it.
Vis-a-vis the excluded elements all identities antagonised by it are not
merely differential but also equivalent, and equivalence is precisely what
subverts difference. So that which makes difference possible is also what
makes it impossibl&?
That is, a discourse achieves its definition by means of its internal difés;ena also in
its distinction from what it imot And the simplicity of the label “not* obscures—or,
in Laclau and Mouffe’s terndissolves—the ‘positive’ aspects to identityl he inclusion

of what lies beyond my identity thus renders my identity particularly vulnerable t

mutation.

The latter are relations of similarity; they sub$fistween terms that have a graphic or syntactic
commonality—for example, the relation between “poveand “tower”, or between “power” and “force”.
Poststructuralist thinkers beginning with Romanaleion extend these concepts beyond structural
linguistics to characterize types of discoursedigcourse may bmetonymicalcorresponding to
syntagmatic relations) enetaphorical(corresponding to paradigmatic relations). Byiefhetaphorical
discourses establish similarities among theiredéhces, which can lend itself to substitutions of
differences. These relations predominate in riclyinbolic texts.

23| aclau, “Roots,” 5.
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In naming what lies at the borders of significance, equivalence maneuvers
concretize a ‘space’ that, Laclau and Mouffe maintain, is a basic fe&fpoétal
agency. That ‘space’ is the sense of incompleteness that is endemic to atentity
meaning. Equivalence relations are built around this space, and locate—or rather,
accuse—a source of that felt incompleteness. That is, they give nhame and face to one
that | will thereby come to view as my antagonist, who becomes the “engiy’w
The presence of this enemy poses a perennial threat to my identity, and precludes
‘wholeness’. | will elaborate on antagonism below, following an illustration of
equivalence relations.

The definitive features, or positive moments, of American patriotic discounse ma
include members’ unquestioning support of the President and the “troops”, identification
with the Republican party, (at least nominal) religious identification, the glisplhe
American flag on clothing, driving an American car, the display of certairpbum
stickers, and a whole array of consumer choices. These are the positive snoment
constitutive of this discourse, established by internal differences. Yetxatalned
above, these differences are not sufficient. Any identity also requires #@utosest
‘outside’: “not one more element, but one in an antagonistic relation to an ‘insidéf whic
is only constituted through the latter. In political terms, “an enemy which maks&blpos
the unity of all the forces opposed to3t™ This constitutive outside is established by the
logic of equivalence, and that outsiolely has meaning in its negative relationship to the

positive differences of patriotism. Equivalence relations provide the rderanhthe

%4 bid.
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patriot’s identity: she is not a bleeding-heart liberal, not a commie, not a hippie, not
French. Those other identities lack any elaboration from within patriotic degounr
their relation of equivalence to patriotic discourse, all of patriotism’s tigrfeatures
are “equivalent to the others in terms of their common differentiation fromgbein
French, or a communiét® “The differences cancel each other out insofar as they are
used to express something identical underlying thenf&llThe excluded element, say,
“French”, “has come to be purely negative...it can only be represented indif&ttly.
That is, what it is to be French has become a mere name that points to nothing, but serves
the very important functions of demarcating the limits of our patriotic discane
providing a unifying element for the moments within that discourse. Equivalence
articulations are therefore indispensible for hegemony’s gesture at ahiwmetasion—
that is, the representation of the whole by the part—because they establish@atitym
among different discourses. This commonality serves as the ‘glue’ that bietizetog
divergent political projects; though those who identify as patriots may have deep
differences, equivalence articulations enable them to come together in theitiopgos
a common antagonist.

Laclau and Mouffe’s concept of antagonism provides an alternative to the
orthodox Marxist notion of contradiction. The ontological terms of orthodoxy gawe clas

conflict the significance of a contradiction internal to the capitalist modeodfiption,

25| aclau and Mouffe, 127.
28 |pid.

7 bid., 128.
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which was reflected at a superstructural level in social relations éetilve proletariat
and bourgeoisie. Laclau and Mouffe, however, reject the modeling of social conflict
either a physical collision, according to which self-contained, fully comstitidentities
are opposed, or on a logical contradiction, according to which identities are corigeptual
mutually exclusive. They have demonstrated that no set of differences, no descursi
formation or political identity, can ever be complete. In their discursivdemthen,
social conflict signifies the failure of objectivity. The enemy consdaibly equivalence
relations “is a symbol of my non-being...The presence of the ‘Other’ preveritemme
being totally myself. The relation arises not from full totalities, but fioen t
impossibility of their constitution®®® To put it simply, conflict is located wherever
Discourse B—which from the perspective of Discourse A has the status dfiregfloa
element—threatens to undermine Discourse A. The Latte Liberal with hiseaxbr-
critique of American imperialism, for example, prevents the patriot froresstully
being her political self, prevents her from actualizing herself as iatpatihe workings
of social antagonism, then, imply that the claim to objectivity, to definition, to
invulnerability, is an empty ornfg’

The current debate in religious communities over the significance of faith vis-a-
vis homosexuality provides yet another example of antagonism. Fundamentalist
Christians understand Christianity as essentially intolerant of homosez&uates;

many gay Christians disagree. Each contests the relationship of homosestice poa

28 aclau and Mouffe, 125.
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other elements of the Christian faith; gay Christians understand it as dolepatih the
Christian faith as is eating meat or driving a car. It can, in other words, leserf®d in
the discursive formation “Christianity”, according to gay Christians; in &terms, it
can be a difference, a moment within that formation. Fundamentalists, on the other hand,
understand “homosexual practice” as “not Christian”. The meaning of homosexual
practice is captured in purely negative terms by an articulatioratygii¢he logic of
equivalence—that is to say, it has no meaning. The impossibility of universatly fixi
the meaning of Christianity together with the articulation of equivalehatoms
preventfundamentalists from attaining a complete identity; that is, the terohsdex
by those equivalence relatioastagonizehe fundamentalist identity. Consequently,
fundamentalist Christians experience the failure of their hegemonizatiotnglcover)
the meaning of “Christianity”.

We have seen that hegemony operates on discursive identities that ataldeth s
and incomplete; its wielders seek to acquire power by capitalizing on the intemple
nature of identities. This is accomplished by means of the articulation of multipl
symbols and demands into a common discursive form, resulting in an alliance that claim
to represent the entirety of the social. In other words, a hegemonizing political
movement claims to speak and act for the people, to be the expression of the will of the
people. The singularity of the hegemonic relation is that it subsistsesetagarticular
difference” and “a totality with which it is incommensurable”, betweenracpéar

segment of the population and “society” as a witleBut due to the “unresolvable

2801 aclau, “Future,” 325.
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tension between equivalence and difference”—that is, their mutually undermining
character, which makes completely stable identities, meanings, and abjeatsible—
hegemonic politics can only produce a “distorted” representation of s6tiety.

It should be clear that hegemonic projects can only take place in certairapolit
contexts; namely, where there is a contestation of identities, as thene reaolutionary
Russia. Laclau and Mouffe do not claim to be identifying hegemony as the eskence
society or politics—predictably, they reject the possibility of doing scegétinony is,
quite simply, a politicatype of relationaform, if one so wishes, of politics. This
relation requires, they argue, a social field that is characterized byé&benie and
frontier effects”, where a “frontier” is the provisional demarcation of an igeloyi
differential positivities’>? It can only occur in contexts where identities are relatively
unstable, and where that instability has been revealed through articulatiousvefence
that threaten the internal differences of an identity by locating a confime. The
reorganization of, for example, the Postal Service would not count as a hegemonization,
though it would resemble articulatory practice in repatterning differeelationships.
What is lacking in this case, of course, is antagonism.

Antagonism thus necessary, but not sufficient for hegemony, for there are
political contexts marked by great antagonism, yet lacking in the poteantifief
transformation of identities. For example, “in a medieval peasant communityethe a

open to differential articulations is minimal and, thus, there are no hegemoniadiorms

1) aclau, “Roots,” 6.

262 aclau and Mouffe, 136. “Frontier effects” is aa@iscian term that Laclau and Mouffe
reinterpret in poststructuralist terms.
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articulation.”®® This is a highly stable society in which there is little possibility fofaoc
mobility—for shifting social identities and meanings. Howarth summarnezes t
conditions for hegemony in the following way:
Hegemonic practices presuppose a social field criss-crossed by
antagonisms, and the presence of elements that can be articulated by
opposed political projects. The major aim of hegemonic projects is to
construct and stabilise tm®dal pointsthat form the basis of concrete
social orders by articulating as many available elements—floating
signifiers—as possiblé?
In other words, hegemonic practices require a social field that is soméutia@nid
characterized by antagonism. In such a field, features of political ideraie not fixed
once and for all, but only provisionally; the Latino vote may go to the Democrats or the
Republicans, and the evangelical Christians may become environmentalists.
Modern democracies in particular provide a social field amenable to admigem
form of politics. Its practice is therefore both local and recent. It can be found
predominantly after the “democratic revolution”—the popularization of demoddaals
that began around the time of the French Revolution—and is facilitated by thosegdefinin
features of modernity, such as industrialization, urbanization, and civil sonietyalia:
The hegemonic form of politics only becomes dominant at the beginning of
modern times, when the reproduction of the different social areas takes
place in permanently changing conditions which constantly require the
construction of new systems of differences...Thus the conditions and the
possibility of a pure fixing of differences recede; every social identity

becomes the meeting point for a multiplicity of articulatory practiceayma
of them antagonistit®

283 |bid.

%4 David Howarth, Aletta J. Norval, & Yanni StavrakglDiscourse Theory and Political
Analysis(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 200Q), 15

25| aclau and Mouffe, 138.
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The emergence of democracy, of the myth of “the people” as the ultimate source of
political legitimacy, “made it possible to propose the different forms of iney @i
illegitimate and anti-natural, and thus make them equivalent as forms of oppréss
Democracy enables the proliferation of antagonisms, and thus (potentiallyyeofdweic
articulations. Political projects that articulate themselves as datiosiruggles are able
to challenge their inferior social status on the basis of the democratic mythtaclau
and Mouffe call a “nodal point’—of equality for and among all. In the case of femjni
for example, what had been an acceptable subordination to men is transformed into an
unacceptable oppression, where the oppressive element—patriarchy—is noweplercei
as an obstacle to identity as a wom3n.

Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of hegemony pushes Marxism beyond its former
constraints: determinism, economic foundationalism, and an inadequately theorized
political subject. | have identified and given a brief explanation of the philosbpbats
that facilitate this advance. | have described the analytical casgidrihegemony,
which are carefully elaborated by Laclau and Mouffe, and ultimately diearea
complex model of signification, what they call “discourse”. In Chapters FourigadlF
will explore their theory in greater depth through its application. In Chapter IReilir,
consider Stuart Hall's application of a version of hegemonic theory to British
conservatism. In my concluding chapter, | will apply Laclau and Mouffeyhe the

perplexing behavior dansas’American conservatives.

26 |bid., 154.

%7 \Where, as some feminisms contend, “woman” engajlglity with men.
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Chapter Four

Thatcherism

In this chapter | look at Stuart Hall's examination of the phenomenon of
“Thatcherism” in the United Kingdom, an examination of interest for two reaSmsts:
Hall relies on a Gramscian-inspired Marxism very similar to Laelad Mouffe’s theory
of hegemony; second, Hall’'s object of analysis bears a striking simiiarynerican
conservatisni®® My purpose is to indicate the some of the ways in which discursive
Marxism can advance our understanding of social and political phenomena beyond the

type of analysis Frank offers Kansas

Hall and Hegemony

We should understand Hall's translation of Gramscian insights into
recommendations for political strategy much as we should understand Laclau and
Mouffe’s theoretical contribution: as a self-conscious dissociation frotaice&iements
of Marxism that, the authors argue, have led to dead ends. But while Laclau and Mouffe
are occupied with a more comprehensive task—incorporating Gramscian Marxist
concepts into a general political theory—Hall applies a selection of toesepts that

are particularly relevant to understanding of a new era of Leftist faildi® historically

%8stuart Hall,The Hard Road to Renewglondon: Verso, 1988).
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rich analysis makes use of the postmarxist rejection of economism as key to the
reinterpretation of class identity, class conflict, and ideology.

Hall begins by echoing the claim Laclau and Mouffe makdggemonynamely,
that the Marxist view according to which the political arena is dominated by twimgva
factions is considerably outdated. Laclau and Mouffe have made this point in both
historical and theoretical terms. In the first place, they contend thatWiate at a
unique moment in history: feudalism had produced a deep division between the people
and the nobility, between the many and the few. This division deeply imprinted itself
upon European consciousness, even as it lingered on in the Industrial Revolution. There
was at this time more or less of a correspondence between, on the one hand, tb& empir
interests and identities of the masses and, on the other hand, Marx’s theoretical
description of them. Subsequently, the expansion and increasing strength of @i, soci
inter alia, yielded an increase in diversity of interests and identifications.

In the second place, Laclau and Mouffe offer a discursive interpretation of the
claim that industrial societies are more complex: while there continuesato be
increasing number of ways of understanding society—by attaching fundamental
significance to, say, one’s gender, or race, or profession, or sexual arrenttiere is at
the same time a declining ability to regiment these significances abla shanner, to
establish once and for all that one of these factar®gsignificant. Likewise, for Hall,
complexity, not duality, is the hallmark of the political in a post-capitalistdyorl

moreover, the Left's commitment to a classist conception of social dynaascgelded
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only parochialism, paralysis and loss of political poff&rHall rejects, then, the
traditional Leftist view that
there is a simple, irreversible correspondence between the economic and
the political, or that classes, constituted as homogeneous entities at the

economic or ‘mode of production’ level, are ever transposed in their

already unified form onto the ‘theatre’ of political and ideological

struggle?”®

This view is, as we have seen, economism. According to Hall, a person’s posi@en vis-
vis the economy—that is, her class membership—cannot on its own provide us with
insight into her values and voting habits.

Yet, echoing Laclau and Mouffe again, Hall does not reject Martastncourt
Marx’s continuing contribution, he claims, lies “not in the religious expectation that
every one of his specific prophecies of the nineteenth century could be true fod thfe e
the twentieth,” but in his attention to the peculiar and particular social conditions of a
given age€’’* Discourse analysis is compatible with this Marxism, then, in its aitetui
political trends that defy conventional taxonomies. As | explained in the previous
chapter, the logic of “discourse” provides the parameters within which a hegeimani
of politics may be identified and comprehended. Hegemony is defined in part by
antagonism, where this means the contestation of political identitiegleitined in part,
that is, by conflict. This conflict is not restricted to class conflict, d®ddx Marxism

dictates. It can and does occur “across a multiplicity of sites in sdejabti many

29| jke Frank, Hall faults the Left for complicity—viaegligence—in the rise of the right.
Interestingly, his reasoning here is in direct gpfion to Frank’s. | will return to this below.

2%bid., 4.
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different fronts.?’?> A successful hegemonization has fixed the meanings of contested
terms in a way that conforms to the agenda of a particular political pragelcgclau and
Mouffe put it, the part comes to represent the whole. Along these lines, Halbdsscri
the on-the-ground workings of “hegemony” as

the struggle to contest and dis-organize an existing political formation; the

taking of the ‘leading position’ (on however minority a basis) over a

number of different spheres of society at once—economy, civil society,

intellectual and moral life, culture; the conduct of a wide and

differentiated type of struggle; the winning of a strategic measure of

popular consent; and, thus, the securing of a social authority sufficiently

deep to conform society into a new historic profétt.

A hegemonic project is always in process. It is secured through struggkeevet i
vulnerable to contestation. This view of the political can, unlike orthodox Marxism,
describe a process that is constitutive of identities and alliances, and nasdume that
these are formed outside of and prior to political maneuvering.

As should be clear, one of the striking differences between a traditional
materialist and a discursive understanding of social phenomena is thatetheetpdtrds
the stuff of superstructure—ideas, values, and institutions—as real, evesydnai as
economic relation§’* There is a corresponding reconceptualization of ideology;

ideology is no longer the exclusive property of the bourgeoisie, reflecting economic

inequalities, casting its spell over society and luring the working clagses i

#Ipid., 231.
pid., 7.
#"*This is one consequence of relying on a Foucauit@ion of “discourse”, which rejects an

ontological distinction between “words and thingsirperhaps more accurately, regards this distincam®
relatively insignificant in light of the roles thatich plays in discursive formations.
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misunderstanding themselves and their enemy. Ideology, like social and politica
identities, is unmoored from economic class, and is understood more generally as the
symbolic means by which we comprehend ourselves and our world. It “provides the
frameworks within which people define and interpret social existéfiteDiscourse
theorists typically speak of ideology, rather metaphorically, as arootien; it is

grounded in and built from the stable structures that characterize a wagy of lif
“Construction” talk can lead us to believe that ideological statements arecmnsgi
strategically produced, and under the control of their architects. Yet it would be
misleading to conceive of the production of ideology in terms of a simplisticlcausa
paradigm along the lines of Hume’s billiards. Rather, it is in reflexive gnandic
relationship to already existing constellations of meaning. This relatpiswhat has

led some to describe ideology as an “effect”, rather than a “cause” in the gensstof

the word. It is not typically “constructed in a very learned or systematjc bwut in

terms of everyday, practical social reasoning, practical conscioushssis our very

grip on the world that gives rise to ideological competence, and that grip on tbdasyor

by and large, something inherited. This inheritance helps explain the power of ideology
the disambiguation of a plenitude of potential meanings is appealing, but ever more so
when that disambiguation draws on familiar and deep-seated traditions, myths,

metaphors, and icons, so that we are able to recognize ourselves in these @nsculati

2%)bid., 188.
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We “make identifications symbolically: through social imagery, in [our] jalit
imaginations.”’

Armed with this new understanding of ideology, discourse theory may give
weight to the ideological in political struggles. “This is a struggle over eplart kind
of power—cultural power: the power to define, to ‘make things mean’. The politics of
signification.?”® Hall's own analyses bear this emphasis:

The decision to focus on politics and ideology was the result of a

deliberate strategy; if necessary, to ‘bend the stick’ in this direction, in

order to make a more general point about the need to develop a theoretical
and political language on the Left which rigorously avoids the temptations
to economism, reductionism or teleological forms of argurffént.
Thus, if Hall's or Laclau’s and Mouffe’s attention to the rhetorical seemsssie, it is
important to remember, first, that it is against the backdrop of an excessatelyaiist
approach that has prevailed in political practice since the formulation of orthodox

Marxism. Second, given the metaphysical groundings | described in Chapter 3,

“ideology” should not be mistaken for a reduction of everything to the ling@fStias

2Mbid., 261.
278 1bjid., 188.
2¥pid., 3.

2801t would be odd indeed for Laclau and Mouffe tb ifiato this variety of reductionism, given
their rejection of economistic reductionism andrtigeasp of the theoretical inconsistencies that
accompany it. Nevertheless, while Hall aligns lethwith Laclau and Mouffe, he issues the caveat th
their approach “[dissolves] everything into discsrit (157) Hall's comment might be interpretedtaes t
claim that Laclau and Mouffe are too enamored efdiscursive apparatus, too absorbed in a certain
picture of the social, and that, however illumingtithe vocabulary of that picture can conceal irgyd
features of the social. | will return briefly toet theoretical differences between Hall and Laaladi
Mouffe below.
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Hall writes, “material interests matter profoundly. But they are yv@eologically
defined.?!
The political shifts in Great Britain that Hall's essays track beamarkable
similarity to those Frank observes in Kansas. After Margaret Thateddvéden voted
party leader for a third time, Hall recorded the following observation:
In the aftermath of the election, many people on the Left are arguing that
Labour’s only hope lies in the working class. However, Thatcherism’s
electoral hegemony continues to rest precisely on certain parts of the
working-class voté®?
Although this puzzling behavior on the part of the working class is the very matter that
preoccupies Frank, Hall's subsequent assertion gives us a sense of the detteeer b
their respective views: “Indeed, there is no such thing as ‘the’ working clasamwpt
more. Divisions, not solidarities, of class identification are the fifeThe weight of
Frank’s explanations rests on the presumption that the working class does indged exis
and that it has be lured into bizarre and pathological behaviors. | have tried to show tha
this way of looking at things arises from (roughly) economistic sensibilitB&cause
Hall rejects economism and embraces discourse analysis, he is ablguitesaybit
more than Frank can about the specific nature of “working class” support for the
conservative cause, as well as how conservatism won that support. Hall intticzges t

factors in particular that have enabled the right to take—and keep hold of—sizeable

political territory: (i) certain historical events and socioeconomic trdrath immediate

Blbid., 261.
221hid., 266.
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and long-term; these lent plausibility to (ii) a number of new articulatiotisdsological
constructions on the part of the right; and none of this could have rooted so deeply in the
public imagination without (iii) the unintended complicity of the Left. | wilirenarize

each of these in turn below, noting the postmarxist elements of Hall’'s obseryatidns

indicating where he diverges from orthodox Marxism.

Historical Currents

One of the most significant factors in setting the stage for Thatchectsosl was
the subtle and long-term transformation of British society from a libeeah t
interventionist state between (roughly) 1880-1830As Hall writes (with Bill Schwarz),
by the middle of the Tcentury, the liberal point of view occupied the privileged place
of ‘common sense’. As such, liberalism defined a whole constellation of sociogconom
relationships and identities. The ideal citizen, according to liberalisntitimeasovereign
individual in civil society, with his right to property and to his liberties of actiah a
movement.?®®> The freedom of this citizen was delimited by his possibilities for action in
the marketplace, and these possibilities in turn were “sanctioned and protedtedudg t

of law.”?®® The role of the state was limited to the establishment of just these sorts of

#B4ugtate and Society, 1880-1930", Road 95 ff.
2bid., 98.
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legal rights; other interventions were performed on a very small scale, and ondier
to—somewhat paradoxically—ensure the “free play of the mafkét”.

According to Hall and Schwarz, the factors that began to undermine the
hegemony of liberalism included the disintegration of the Liberal Part; #gsenomic
decline, and the enfranchisement of a larger segment of the populace. By th8 late 19
century, the extent of capital accumulation had facilitated the growth of aaptalist
type: those who specialized in managing capital. This “new plutocracy—bankers
stockbrokers, investors and so on—who through their spectacular wealth commanded
immense prestige in Edwardian society...gravitated to the Conservative Bpetyially
from the 1890s® This fragmentation was aggravated by the Party’s internal division
over the question of whether Ireland should be permitted “Home Rule”; the split turned
out to be fatal.

There were larger forces that compromised Britain’s strength, hovignsh
manufacturing faced increasing competition from Germany, Russia, JapahegdJSA,
all of whom were industrializing rapidly. The consequence was a “sustained per
stagnation and paralysis in capital accumulation...which later came to be kndwen as t
Great Depressiorf® In tandem with economic decline arose “the pressure for mass

democracy.**® Numerous reforms in the mid-nineteenth century aimed to recognize and

27| bid.
281bid., 101.
291bid., 102.
29 bid., 109.
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accommodate the newly emergent demands of the middle and working classes.
However, even reformist liberals were very much concerned to proteajhieonly of

a certain sort of individual, to ensure, that is, “the continuance of government by men of
property”?®* The Reform Acts of 1832 and 1867—both landmark pieces of legislation in
their extension of the franchise—made voting rights contingent on property ovmnershi
Despite protracted struggle and much resistance on the part of an arsfmamament,

in particular to women’s suffrage, the era of reform effectively “underinine

traditions of patronage and thereby broadened...the power centres of th&state.”
Significant among these was the Representation of the People Act of 1918, which
“enfranchised all male adults of twenty-one and over and all women aggdtiurt

over.”?® The extension of voting rights to so many had the predictable effect of
unseating the narrowly-defined liberal citizen from his privileged pldtere broadly, it
introduced a new concept of citizenship, in which “the individual voting subject became
the lynchpin within all official state discours€S™” In a related move, the claims of labor
were institutionalized as a constitutionally legitimate political pafitlge effect of this

new political landscape was a “universalist” sensibility vis-a-vigdlend social

n 295

rights”.

1Eric J. EvansThe Great Reform Act of 183Rew York: Routledge, 1983), 37.
#?Road 117.
2% |pid.
2% pid.
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All of this tumult that marked the demise of liberalism also generated avagw
of thinking about citizenship, the state, and the economy: collectifsifihe unfettered
market had proven to be an ineffective means of distributing resources, assmanif
declining profit margins. The expansion of the citizenry only intensified theipetct
shortcomings of the market, insofar as the many who had not benefited from its laisse
faire management now had political voice and a vote; these were mobilizedeto plac
increasing demands on the state. Collectivism competed with and was combined with
other ideologies that promised a way forward; its viability and staying@play in the
fact that the state, above all, seemed the only “force capable of interveningf Hyai
logic of the market and of individual interest in the cause of social reforrstribdtive
justice and the guarantee of social righit€."Despite general disagreement about the
ways in which collectivism should be implemented, something resembling a consensus
emerged regarding the belief in the benefits of an increase in state poders
responsibilities. Where liberalism had once represented (political) conensa, 10w
collectivism had come to do so.

As collectivist sentiment has evolved into advanced capitalism, Hall and @chwa
explain, the state has taken on increasing roles. Perhaps the most signifaamnt am
these, at least insofar as it provides a stark contrast with classicalisitmeris the

management of the economy. Hall claims that the goal of “secur[ing] theioosdf

2%Hall and Schwarz characterize this era as an “écgaisis” in the sense that Gramsci uses the
term. Very briefly, the liberal state could no d@m sustain itself by means of those policies libatalism
prescribed.

27 bid., 109.
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capitalist production and reproduction” dominates Britain’s domestic policieshahgc
accordingly focused around “crisis management and containment straféyiBsi’
collectivism has manifested itself in another important and controversial &srthe
“welfare state”. This aspect of the contemporary British state hatogdedan part from
the universalist sentiment discussed above. It also derived from a patireuleln of
collectivism that emerged during crisis-era Britain, known as Fabianism.

Fabian socialism was the reformist, bureaucratic, anti-democratic and

illiberal variety. Their dream was of a fully regulated, fully admimesie

collectivist society...It was Fabianism which fashioned the ideology of

rational efficiency and administrative neutrality which charactdrize

welfarism in practicé?®
From a contemporary perspective, the troubles that accompany bureaucedi-ex
inefficiency, impersonality, and unreflective adherence to rules—havestheie in the
Fabian state. The experience of ill-treatment at the hands of the wdtaresshowever
unintentional, a common one. When bureaucratic virtues are ascendant, Hall claims
people are regarded as “the objects, not the subjects, of political prattic@ie
unfortunate consequence is increasing passivity on the part of the burealierdtic ¢
What “ill-treatment” amounts to, then, is a kind of dehumanization and a loss of
individual and collective control.

A further problem that threatens the British government, Hall contends, is the

sheer cost of the welfare state—or perhaps more precisely, the osingf the

expanding welfare state:

298 bid., 43.
29bid., 112.
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The more complex are the forms of social and industrial organization, the

older the average age of the population, the greater the range of social

needs we ought to care for and support, the greater is the scale of

expansion envisaged:

Hall calls for acknowledging that capitalism has radically mutated, amgéspondingly,

that the needs of citizens in an advanced capitalist society have changdditidm,ahe
public ethos has turned away from expansionism and toward sustainability, exhibiting a
new consciousness of “the finite character of global resout&eghus, there is no

longer an easy acceptance of economic policies that benefit Britons apémsef the
environment or of other peoples.

These are the very problems that have set the stage for the anti-séatish str
Thatcherist ideology. As Hall and Schwarz show, though, anti-statism is nothindgtnew.
has been a persistent presence in the political arena since the inceptiorcoVisotipat
the start, it took the form of “neo-liberalism”. Neo-liberalism is not a netoiiclassical
liberalism, Hall claims. Where collectivism defines the status quo, aset Britain,
there is already too significant a departure from liberalism to make sethra feasible.

On the contrary the project of neo-liberalism was systematically to tontes

and where possible to uproot the political conditions in which collectivism

flourished. This called for a strong state...and a particular kind of

interventionism which could enforce free-market relatifis.

Like collectivism, classical liberalismequireda robust state, one that was capable of

managing the crises that inevitably arise in capitalist economies, anditortimsg

31 |bid.
%92 |bid., 249.
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measures that aim to prevent such crises. Liberalism, of course, put the state to ve
different work than collectivism. Hall argues that the persistence oélilakas and

policies in the form of neo-liberalism indicates that the collectivist solwtias only a

partial one, its hegemonic project incomplete. This makes sense of the deep divide tha
marks British political culture: “social democracy was formed out of tiises ©f

liberalism between the 1880s and the 1920s. We are now living through its successor—
the crisis of social democrac§*

A second long-term transformation, this time of the British economy, has
generated market relations that are radically different from thosM#ra analyzed in
Capital. Hall does not go into the emergence of these new market forms in detail, but
only briefly discusses two developments: the decline of British manufacturing and the
spread of global capitalism. The division of labor has been internationalized, with
components produced here and assembled there. This global expansion of capital has
been facilitated, in part, by the development of information technologies. Doatlgsti
Hall observes, “the ‘globalization’ of capitalist production has produced mainly
recession, deindustrialization and unemployméht.it has also undermined the
autonomy of the British state. It is increasingly difficult for Britanrtstitute socialist
values as its economic borders expand: “What hope is there for a ‘socidahst’Bri

escaping the consequences of this global revolution of production, perched as it is on the

304 1bid., 121.
303 bid., 246.
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outer edge of Western Europe and held at the centre of a worldwide financial
network...?3%
All of these changes in state and economy have had an impact on the composition
of Britain’s working class. The expansion of the welfare state means thedsimg
numbers of Britons are state employees, creating a unique set of labortgomflideast
of which is a deep ambivalence about “sleeping with the enemy”; this ambivaleyce
reflects the general ambivalence that many—even those on the Left—ydkebtbward
the welfare state. “The slogan which most accurately expressesesantdiland
captures this contradictory reality is ‘In And Against The State’. Inorgamimbers of
us are, regularly, bot®" The internationalization of the labor force in its turn has
resulted in an ever-greater fragmentation of labor. It has meant a ‘turmotrer nature
of work, from manufacturing to service jobs, from full-time to part-time empémtm
from requiring a particular skills set to requiring multiple or flexigissets.
No one seriously concerned to analyse the nature of present class
formations could fail to recognize the changing class composition of our
society: the decline of certain traditional sectors and the growth of new
sectors; the shift in patterns of skill; radical recomposition as a result of
the new gender and ethnic character of labour; the new divisions of labour
resulting from changing technologies, and s¥dn
It is consequently ever more difficult to identtfye working class, as Hall’s rather

hyperbolic proclamation that “there is no working class” attests. Theoghmg fixing

the meaning of the working class to a particular sector, to a particularctaofia

308 |hid.
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particular politics. “The whole masculine imagery of the proletariat—védreguard class
of production’—simply doesn’t make any sense, except as a historical réall.”

| want to indicate some of the ways in which Hall's contextualization of
Thatcherism is both distinctive of discourse analysis and divergent from an orthodox
Marxist analysis, first in a general way, and then more specificéddlieceto the
historical phenomena I've discussed above. Hall’s attention to historicdlaletady
indicates a theoretical choice that may be summarized as “spedfroiigter”. They
matter for discourse analysis, in the first place, because there is no selgulant of a
discursive formation that is presumed to be foundational, or more ‘real’, than any other
Put differently, discourse analysis does not conceive of its object in terms déorene
rationality, the working class, modes of production, institutions, or rituals. Comghlgue
we cannot understand Great Britain’s collectivist movement, for examplglysasia
reflection of the logic of capital. Discourse analysis is resistant t@thetion of many
specifics to one. Specificities matter, in the second place, because ttegirguat
positioning is constitutive of what Hall has identified as “liberalism” otlézbivism”.
We therefore should not allow the convenience of a label to mislead us into thinking that
there is a “thing” called “liberalism” that exists independently ofdasstituents.
“Liberalism” and “collectivism” are useful ways to describe a configjan of events,
institutions, and practices, as Hall demonstrates. On a discursive understandiagrhow
neither exists independently of their unique conditions of emergence, some of which are

elided in their identification. Discourse analyses are self-conscious alsalision,

39 bid., 247.
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which permits attention to phenomena that might otherwise go unnoticed. Spesificiti
matter in a third sense because “times change” and language does nsttedalay
change well. The contexts that motivate theorization will open up certain inétiqoe,
methods, strategies, and vocabulary as plausible for theorization. Intévpeetat
together with their terminologies, tend to outlast their own usefulness. Attemtioa t
elements that constitute “liberalism”, or “the proletariat”"—nhistoreagnts, among other
things—enables us to recognize when these labels are no longer meaningful.

As Hall's genealogy demonstrates, the expanding state of advancetistapita
emerged from a reformist movement in the lat8 48d early 28 centuries. The
outcome of these varieties of collectivist reform, as we have seen, is@ typkare
state that Marx never envisioned, and the import of which the Left, in its rebance
orthodox script, fails to consider. In the first place, orthodoxy understands thessdate a
epiphenomenon vis-a-vis the economy—as the economy goes, so goes the state. On this
view, “a social formation is a simple structure, in which economic condition®evill
immediately, transparently and indifferently translated on to the polérehideological
stage.?'° The state therefore takes no unique forms, does not operate according to its
own logic, does not make its own contribution, and need not be studied in itself. In the
second place, orthodoxy understands the march of history teleologically; accorthirgg t
story, the current incarnation of the British state—social democracy—da®esfinal
and inevitable transition to pure communism. Investigation into what is taken to be a

transitory stage can therefore only be wasted effort.

3191bid., 41.
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By contrast, discourse theory enables Hall to say quite a bit about Britaiids soc
democratic state. Hall presumes at the outset that “there is no ‘genergl di¢he
capitalist state, specifiable outside its specific national and histogoditions of
existence.*! It is not possible to begin with economism and deduce the nature,
development, and future of the state, as orthodoxy would have it. Hall explores the crisis
of the British state because it has prepared the ground for the politicalsascoes
Thatcherism. The historical conditions of the existence of the state, then, incheage
sites of struggle will arise, which terms will be contested, which aatioms will be
available for hegemonic projects. As | have summarized, there is widgslseantent
with certain aspects of the welfare state; this discontent is prabjecte the Labor Party
itself insofar as it is “wedded to a particular conception of socialism throatgh st
management®? The recognition of this antagonistic relationship between state and
citizenry would not be available from an orthodox perspective, which locateslstrugg
between capitalist and worker. Hall shows, then, that the meaning of the stastusppar
is not determined in advance, either by the economy ortélps but must be forged
ideologically, articulated, and expand&d.

Hall's remarks on the singularities of Britain’'s economy likewiseciaid ways in

which orthodoxy'’s theoretical commitments both preclude a nuanced analysis of

31 bid., 129.

12 |bid., 222.
33bid., 96-7, 131. Hall relies here on Gramsci's@epts of an organic crisis that provides the
opportunity for new articulations; in an organicsig, formerly successful hegemonic projects are
dissolved. Where this newly available territorgatested, we find sites of political struggle atvh
Gramsci calls a “war of position”.
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advanced capitalism and cripple the political viability of the tradition#l Liarst of all,
orthodoxy takes century capitalism, as anatomized by Marx, to be paradigmatic.
Thus, the economy of the 1980s is shoehorned into the principles Marx developed in the
1880s. At the very least, this anachronistic schema blinds the Left to uniquesf@hture
the contemporary economic landscape. The real consequence, however, is tifatshe Le
unable to formulate a platform that addresses the real needs and experi¢nediash
people—a serious political handicap. It also leaves the Left open to blindsiding by
political movements such as Thatcherism, which attend to and successfubly el
distinctive morphology of advanced capitalism. Second, orthodoxy espouses a
philosophy of history according to which those”(mntury) contradictions of capitalism
will set in motion a crisis resulting in its eventual collapse. Hall ardwagghis leads the
Left to tacitly approve of worsening economic conditions in the belief thaptéares
the grounds for socialist victory, all evidence to the contrary. “They forget how
frequently in recent history the ‘sharpening of contradictions’ has ledttersents and
solutions which favoured capital and the extreme right rather than the retérse.”
Discourse theory, of course, rejects orthodox claims to an unproblematic
understanding of the present and future economy. Freed from this economistic vision of
the necessary path of history, discourse theory may attend to the present nis\wéme
capital. Hall is therefore able to recognize that the “new industrial remalus, “in the

usual uneven and contradictory way, in process and transforming everything in its

3141bid., 40.
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wake.® This understanding has the potential to open up an entirely novel—and, Hall
argues, effective—set of strategies in response to globalization, consuemid other
aspects of the ‘new economy’ virtually ignored by the Left. This understarsdawgn

more potent when given ideological expression, where ideology transcendsya merel
classist significance. Moreover, discourse theory’s conception of thegendty of
historical developments lends urgency to the struggle for political tgrraeropposed to
the passivity engendered by orthodox Marxism.

On a strictly economistic picture, the nature of the working class reflexts
nature of material reproduction; transformations in the latter spelfdaramstions in the
former. Thus, orthodoxy’s inability to theorize new economic developments means that
it also cannot theorize new relations of production. This is an especially serious
deficiency, given the emancipatory aspirations of socialism. The Leffydhbost its
traditional base, can only wait for the tide to turn—that is, for economic conditions to
polarize the classes such that the working class is again identifiablecamdiant. In the
meantime, the impact of the “new industrial revolution” on workers goes largely
unexamined.

The hegemonic model of politics, on the other hand, is able to capture
contemporary shifts in identity and alliances. It can do so primarily bedadsesinot
presume that either political conflicts or movements align solely with toctiheoenic
stations of participants—especially not with economic stations conceived ehfury

terms. Hall insists that

313 bid., 245.
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there is not—and never has beehegiven unity ofthe working class in

Britain, which Labour could simply ‘reflect’ in its programmes. There

have always been the divisions and fracturings we would expect under an

advanced capitalist division of labour. Underlying these are certain shared

conditions of exploitation and of social and community life which provide

the contradictory raw materials from which the complex unity of a class

could possibly be constructed; and out of which a socialist pativigkl be

forged but of which there was never any guaratitee.
The formation of political identity is passive only in the sense that the ‘matubktofy’
opens up different possibilities for what is ultimately an effortful taskaifng an
ideology under which disparate needs, interests, and views can be united. This
articulation of socioeconomic realities to political aspirations to eteaasibilitiesjnter
alia is constitutive of “class identity”. Hegemonic politics, unlike orthodoxy, empésisiz
class identity as productthat is forged through struggle—specifically, through a
struggle that assumes symbolic form and operates according to certaiicahéigics.
To this aim, ideology “articulates into a configuration different subjects relifte

identities, different projects, different aspirations. It does not refteminstructs a

‘unity’ out of difference.?’

Ideology

This leads us to what Hall takes to be the most significant factor contributing to

Thatcherism’s success: its ideological strategies. On a discouasetite view,

ideology’s power lay in its capacity to craft what comes to be known as “commai.sens
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Successful ideologies make complex rhetorical productions appear naturabseglcst
interpretations organic. They do so, in large part, by drawing on alreadingxiatterns
of meaning. Above, | discussed the way in which the history of a people, an msfituti
or a conflict can prepare the ground, so to speak, for present political cortfksts: t
provide the materials that, over time, are integrated into discursive formations.
Discursive formations then provide the ‘frame’ that imbues political claimgygles,

and strategies with significance. This frame is not neutral, however; thegratterns of
the formation, certain claims will have more purchase than others, and certain
productions will be more likely than others. Even ‘novel’ articulations are fresh
cultivations of “already constituted social practices and lived ideologigs'he most
compelling ideological creations, then, are those that draw on the familialeonents
which have secured over time a traditional resonance and left their traces & popul
inventories.?® Thatcherism, as | will show, exploits the logic of ideology in a way that
appeals to the British ethos. “What Thatcherism as an ideology does, is to duglress t
fears, the anxieties, the lost identities, of a people...It is addressed tolechivaol
fantasies, to Britain as an imagined community, to the social imagitfary.”
Thatcherism’s re-imagining of the British identity performs the immorfiznction of
sublating the fragmentary elements of that identity to an idealized nagelfiabncept, a

self-concept that looks back as much as it looks forward.
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The point where the discourse-theoretical notion of ideology most radically
departs from orthodoxy, though, is in its understanding of the ontology of ideological
productions, and, consequently, their potential impact on the political field. Ideology
cannot be reduced to its symbolic aspect, nor to its propositional content. Its effects a
not restricted to the beliefs of its hearers—not, that is, restricted to decagents
whose essential being and interests remain unchanged. Central to the theory of
hegemony is the insight that ideologycanstitutiveof its object; it has what might be
called emergent material consequences. Orthodox Marxism cannot accommaedate thi
view, since it conflicts with the doctrine that political interests and idegt#re
determined solely by the economy, which alone can truly be called “real”. Aad for
long as the policies of the Left have prevailed in Britain—since the 2@ century—
this way of thinking has defined the conventional political wisdom for Left aghtRi
Labor and Tory. It has been presumed that it is most effective to spieak ¢tass
interests. But given a discourse-theoretical concept of ideology, politiatdgst that is
primarily focused on economic interests, or even primarily focused on diyattention
away from economic interests, is one-dimensional, incomplete. Thatcherismtooders
this, at least implicitly, and developed an innovative politics that organized “on &/varie
of social and cultural sites at once, both in society and in the state, on moral and cultural
as well as economic and political terrafi™” The Left continued to address the presumed

real concerns of the working class, and on that basis, to expect working-class support.
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The Right, however, recognized that it could win the working-class vote by ayptali
its interests differently, in a way that could also transform those itgeres

Since, in fact, the political character of our ideas cannot be guaranteed by

our class position or by the ‘mode of production’, it is possible for the

right to construct a politics which does speak to people’s experience,

which does insert itself into what Gramsci called the necessarily

fragmentary, contradictory nature of common sense, which does resonate

with some of their ordinary aspirations, and which, in certain

circumstances, can recoup them as subordinate subjects into a historical

project which ‘hegemonises’ what we used—erroneously—to think of as

their ‘necessary class interests’.
Thatcherism, Hall observes, presumes that the interests of the workimgalast
organically align with Leftist policies, and (therefore) that it is in coitipatwith the
Left for the support of the working class. Moreover, this is a competition whose outcome
is uncertain. If it was to win over a traditionally Leftist constituencytdrfrexism had to
fight on all fronts. As | will discuss in more detail below, this entailed asgjghew-
yet-familiar significance to economic, social, and moral issues. Thehéret platform
was calculated to appeal to already existing concerns, but also to definretheftéhe
debate, and so, in a sense, to constitute those concerns. This process of re-definition
through a complex struggle, the outcome of which is an increase in political cackee, just
hegemonization.

The reconstitution of political interests and identities is precisely arttadoxy
cannot explain by means of a realist, foundationalist notion of the economy; it is what

discourse theory explains with recourse to a linguistic model of sociopolitical

phenomena. According to this model, the logic of the symbol is key to understanding
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ideology’s capacity to unite seemingly contradictory interests. Symbutsds,
slogans, identities—are characterized by a surplus of meaning. Likéwibke,
ideological sign is always multi-accentual, and Janus-faced—that is,becan
discursively rearticulated to construct new meanings, connect withestitfeocial
practices, and position social subjects differentfy. Thatcherist ideology availed itself
of this overdetermination in order to accomplish what seprima facie an impossible
task: it formed a coalition that included both the working class and the verywwehita
word, it hegemonized these groups, at least to an extent sufficient to secuterthsee
for Margaret Thatcher. Instead of presuming that the working class ydeaita “true”
(economy-based) meaning, Thatcherism drew on other elements of the workeg cla
identity—its social conservatism, patriarchalism, racist tendencids@ucational
ambitions. The significance of its economic position was ‘collapsed’ along vagn ot
aspects of its identity that might pose a threat to the administration’s ag&ntte same
time, the latent elements of its identity were brought to the fore, positionddtionship
to other interests and allies in a way supportive to the administration.

Ideology always consists, internally, of the articulation of different

discursive elements; and externally that discursive articulations can

position the same individuals or groups differently...This is why

[Thatcherism] believes that the conceptions which organize the mass of

the people are worth struggling over, and that social sulgantse ‘won’

to a new conception of themselves and socféty.

Thatcherism, Hall contends, has been able to build a genuine populist support base,

though it seems the unlikeliest party to be thus supported. It has hegemonizecteksge a
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of political territory by addressing “real problems, real and lived expezi real
contradictions”, while representing them “within a logic of discourse whidk fhém
systematically into line with policies and class strategies of ¢me. {2

Ideology avails itself of the logic of the symbol in two ways. The exanhples
have so far given illustrate what might be called “positive” articulatimhsch follow the
logic of difference. These establish that “we stand for such-and-such” rahtbte
provide the substance for a party platform or a political identity. On a discourse
theoretical view these positive identifications are necessary, but nictentfffor a group
identity. Ideology makes its mark also by constructing a contrast, am{érwhose
identity consists solely in its equivalence to “d€”.Both “who we are” and “who we are
not” articulations work in tandem to shape the political according to an agenda. The
positive aspect of Thatcherist ideology, as we shall see, marries thgengldbve of the
free market to a conservative, even retrograde, social vision. The concdpteddrn”
and “choice” are conceived of asonomidreedom of a certain variety. These concepts
are an appealing centerpiece, particularly when coupled with a paggcnadil for a
return to social stability. In this way, Thatcherism seems to offer both autcarminy
benign rule; in Hall's words, it “speaks in our ear with the voice of freewheeling

utilitarian, market-man, and in the other ear with the voice of respectable, bourgeois
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patriarchal man®’ In addition to this message, Thatcherism secures its borders by
opposing itself to other interests, movements, and institutions in the sodial fiel
[Mrs. Thatcher] engineered the fatal coupling of the anti-Labourist, anti-
statist, anti-equality, anti-welfare spirit with the revitalized gogp¢he
free market. Thus the relatively new and unstable combination of
‘Thatcherism’—organic national patriotism, religion of the free market,
competitive individualism in economic matters, authoritarian state in
social and political affairs—began to cohere as an alternative social
philosophy??®
Thatcherism’s grab at hegemony has articulated certain featureobitomic and
social policies together with a rejection of Leftist policies, where taesenderstood in
the condensed form of a chain of equivaleriéd.turn now to a closer examination of
these operations of connection and contrast as they have figured in three key moments of
Thatcherist ideology: (patriarchal) family values, economic limrgland anti-statism.
Social conservatism was perhaps the most potent message Thatchert$radprea
The sense of “family values” ideology follows, again, the general logic abualise: in
the first place, it is articulated to already-existing structures ahing, transforming
them in the practice of articulation; in the second place, it opposes itseleteities—

in this case, the morally permissive society, and the state. In definifigqgsbe

champion of the patriarchal family, Thatcherism “has put down deep roots in the
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329 One example of this is Thatcherism’s use of ththep“the Loony Left”, which collapses a
series of unflattering interpretations of the pielicof the Left (“high rates and political extremi§ into an
efficient label.Road 262. This might pass as a simple case of naitiagzaxcept for its effectiveness.
This in turn requires quite a bit of ideologicabgndwork. Compare the devastating effect of laigeli
John Kerry as a “flip-flopper” in the United Stat@604 presidential election. This label had punch
because of already circulating interpretations efri{ as a peacenik and a (weak, indecisive) irtkeléd,
as well as well-engineered hysteria over natioaaligty issues.
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traditional, conventional social culture of English sociéf{}."The ideal of the traditional
family unit, it could be argued, reached its fullest expression during the Vicemaa
The royal family itself promoted this ideal, presenting itself not in thalieegf
monarchy, but in bourgeois garb. In fact, much of the impetus behind the social reforms
enacted during the latter part of Victoria’s reign had to do with concerthihat
underclass could not achieve this ideal, as both parents (and children, in many cases)
were forced to work** One effect of reformism, then, was the extension of the
bourgeois family values into working-class territory—or, in discursive testogy, the
articulation of the two. This family-type thus has a particular place of isnpaetin
British culture, and even more so because of its association with increasiagtovi
(through peaceful social reform) and prosperity (at the height of imgenjaliThis is the
Great Britain, and indeed, the Victorian era, that Thatcherism channelstirertses of
tradition, family, and nation, respectability, patriarchalism and ortiérThese are
united in a discourse whose appeal lay in its promise of a return to a mythical national
greatness. Moreover, for the working class in particular, Hall argues|yfaaties”
rhetoric awakens a latent conservatism grounded in the aspirations and achis\ddme
the Victorian era:

Patriarchalism, the uncritical forms of the modern family, the patterns of

sexual dominance, the disciplining of pleasure, the reinforcement of the
habits of social conformity are some of the key ways in which the political

¥ pid., 90.

31 Thomas Laqueur, “Revolution and Reform, 1815-188cording available at
http://itunes.Berkeley.edu (lecture, UC Berkeleistbry 5: European Civilization from the Renaissatw
the Present, Fall 2007).
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movements of the Left have remained deeply conservative and
traditionalist at their cultural core. The tiny ‘family man’ is still migli

away in the heads of many of our most illustrious ‘street-fighting’

militants 333

It is therefore too quick to call working-class conservatism “backlash’nghet these

values were formative of the modern British working class identity. In additien, t

‘action-reaction’ dynamic connoted by “backlash” cannot capture the geegradcess

of ideological articulation. There is no discrete referent that is perizagkured by

“Victorianism” or “working class”; there is, rather, an object whose megisin

potentially multiple. Ideology selects one of these interpretations, grefts another,

and the “working class” has a new significance. And that interpretatidnstggernally

diverse, combining a number of elements and images that may or may not ‘go together

according to standards of logical consistency. Within the “moral discourses of

Thatcherism...a whole range of other languages have been cond&fised.”
Thatcherism establishes itself as the guardian of the familydpyiradj with a

bright moment in the nation’s history, vowing to “make Britain ‘Great’ once more,”; a

the same time, it defines these family values in greater relielaypsnof a set of

oppositions>° In opposing itself to certain enemies, Thatcherism focuses the diffused

anxieties of the citizenry; it simplifies complex social problems infogas,

representing a crisis, to which a return to traditional family valueeses the solution.

Hall describes the effectiveness of this tactic as owing to its “deplact effect”, by
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which “the connection between the crisis and the way it is appropriated in thle socia
experience of the majority—social anxiety—...finds a temporary reispikee projection
of fears on to and into certain compellingly anxiety-laden theff{&s These themes
function as the defining contrasts for Thatcherist ideology: the ever-expawneliizge
state and a host of social ills supposedly engendered by moral permissiveness
Thatcherism’s anti-statism is multifaceted, worthy of analysitsiown right, but
it intersects with the family values platform by establishing a partitaiandary
between public and private. This boundary would define the private sphere around the
individual, as conceived in classical liberalism, and around the patriarchit.fami
Thatcher would be understooddefendinganatural boundary from state interference,
and the ‘naturalness’ of this boundary provides grounds for its moral and legal
reinforcement. This obscures the significance of “Mrs. Thatcher's iasstrat ‘there is

no ‘society’, only individuals and their families>®

What appears to be a description is
in fact a selective interpretation of the state primarily as intrusive fasttategic
connection with the T®century upper-class individual and family.

Hall traces in detail the “social history of social reaction” to whicHfdumily
values offensive” is the latest in a series of respofiéeshe phenomena for which the

offensive promises relief, Hall asserts, are not fabricated: “Sasietore

polarized...than it was in the 1950s. Conflicts, repressed and displaced at an earlier point
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in time, emerge into the open, and divide the natidh.The anxiety corralled by
Thatcherist moral discourse is not without its objects. However, these “Olgjexia
part constituted by their ideological articulations. Discourse theorgftrerregards as
critical attention to

the distortions and inflections which are endemic to the ways in which the

crisis...[is] ideologically perceived and represented by those in power, and

how those misrecognitions come to form the basis for misconceptions of

the crisis in popular consciousnéss.
The targets of the Right are those familiar accompaniments of the §s@rensociety”:
sexual promiscuity, drugs, pornography, homosexuality, the disappearance of the
traditional family and coincident emergence of ‘unconventional’ family aenauegts,
abortion, sex education, feminism, and so on. From a discourse-theoretical perspective
these are evoked as a chain of equivalences. Each link in the chain has the potential to be
a meaningful difference in and of itself, but to accord it this status would nottkerve
purposes of the Right. For example, to take feminism seriously, to truly consider the
motivations, achievements, experiences, and challenges of the women’s movement,
would be to give it significance according to the logic of difference. But thistrobus
meaning would undercut the weight that Thatcherism wants to assign to theriedditi
family. This potential meaning of “feminism” must be subsumed under the label
“permissive society”, thereby functioning solely to give definition to thalitimily; it is

merely a term that “family values” is defined against. Whateverfefs@ism may be,

in Thatcherist discourse, it has a merely negative identity—it is not rekggctat ideal,
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not womanly. Insofar as feminism takes on this meaning within famihegatieology,
it is identified as threat to the bourgeois family; in discursive ternsatittiagonistic to
this family-type. Against this threat, Thatcherism asserts, “as axoont subterranean
theme, the restoration of the family, the bulwark of respectable societpanentional
sexualities with its fulcrum in the traditional roles for wom&H.”

Thatcher’s economic policy attempts a reversal of the Keynesian pdheie
have been a cornerstone of Britain’s social democratic state; it has dogeand,large,
with the support of the working class. This speaks to the success of its economic
ideology in hegemonizing working-class concerns. Clearly, the hardships of the 1970s
together with an ever-present, if latent, liberal political contingenqgyapeel the ground
for alternative theories to be heard. But Thatcherist ideology sold i adet
platform primarily by linking it to a certain conception of freedom, shoring up this
message by invoking British moralism and national pride, and securing its ingpact b
casting the state as its enemy. | will discuss these ideological pmduititurn, but in
regard to the last (anti-statism), my analysis will extend beyond itgrpl®moting
neoliberal economic policies.

Perhaps the most potent piece of rhetoric in the Conservatives’ arsenal is the
conception of “freedom”. Thatcherites seized on one use of freedom, signifyingd lac
constraint, and, as | will discuss in more detail, identified the state a®thé-be
constraining power. This identification maps nearly precisely onto theczhbkiseral

conception of freedom in the market, according to which the individual is free to buy and
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sell, accumulate and invest as he pleases, without state interferenceseltiis u
“freedom” essentially derives from a defunct version of capitalism; morgeven at the
height of liberalism, the exercise of such freedom was only available to ththé&ew
privileged, a point upon which Marx and Engels pointedly insist. The hegemonization of
“freedom” in this way, which might seem bizapema facie can be explained in part by
the availability of the term for hegemonization. Hall observes that “free@®orie of
the most powerful, but slippery ideas in the political vocabulary: it is a ternhwhit
be inserted into several different political discourses. The language of freedom
rivetingly powerful one, but it contains many contradictory idé&s.Ih Laclau and
Mouffe’s terminology, “freedom” is an empty signifier that tends to sesv& r@odal
point in discourses. It is a term whose meaning fluctuates depending on whiclalpolitic
project it is incorporated into. This can be seen if we contrast it with a terne whos
meaning is relatively fixed, such as “table”. As | noted above, however, theasissoci
of Thatcherist policies with select aspects of the Victorian way of lifectseely
interpreted by the administration, is a powerful one. It is the carefufigdoassociation
with a limited narrative of liberalism that is relevant to the promotion efrdnarket
policies. That the exercise of that liberalism precipitated the Depresdmngotten in a
haze of nostalgia for a golden age when “we” could do as “we” pleased.
Thatcherism’s manifest effort in garnering working-class suppoftdermarket
policies was to offer a certain diagnosis of the nation’s economic difficLdinesa

certain solution to them. Thatcherism’s assessment of Britain’s econonriets lays
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the blame on burgeoning state spending, and by extension, on left-voting citizens.
Although finding fault with voters may seem like a dicey strategy, givdritiag are the
very voters Thatcher wanted to win over, it succeeded by its associationlivihah
conception of freedom. At a time when many felt like state and economy were gpinnin
out of control, Thatcherist ideology addressed them as responsible for the state of the
nation, and as therefofieeto move matters in a different direction. Thatcherites
facilitated the public’s choosing of the Right, though, by establishing ancimpli
connection between their policies and a set of cultural norms, adherence to which is
regarded as integral to the British national identity. Second, Thatcher'ageesas
communicated in working-class language; not in academic terms, but in metaphors
familiar to the average citizen:

When the economy is not being represented in terms of the household

budget (‘you can’t buy more at the shops this week than you have in the

kitty’), then it is likened to the British weather. One good summer has to

be paid for, in psychic currency, by at least five winters of discoritént.
These rhetorical maneuvers, following the logic of difference, estatilsirae of the
‘positive’ moments of Thatcherism—in particular, its nationalism and populisrhneAt
same time, it addressed them as Britons, and, invoking an aspect of the Britigi+denti
what might be called self-discipline, or even asceticism—guided them inréotiat of
the policies of the Right.

The first point in the ‘new realism’ consists of convincing people that the

nation has been living beyond its means, paying itself too much, expecting
perks and benefits it can’t afford, and indulging in all that consumption,
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permissiveness, and pleasure. Very unBritish! Realities must be faced!
Expectations are out of control and must be lowétéd.

Thatcher’s solution to this supposed profligacy, including “the doctrine of tight money,
cuts in public expenditure, and a return to the discipline of the free market”, squeezed a
already squeezed working class, but this was billed as a necessary redasgrthe

lines of ‘taking one’s medicine’, or ‘no pain, no gain’. Thatcher, in essence, asked voters
to tighten their belts, and not in exchange for personal gain; compensation would come in
the immediate form of pride accompanying fiscal responsibility, and ifuthee

promise of the (supposedly) collective benefits of that responsibility. €$&ence of the
British people was once again identified with the restoration of competition and
profitability; with tight money and sound finance ("You can’t pay yourself nitoae you
earn!’’).”** Here, Thatcherist ideology presumed to speak for all Britons; it has this in
common with any effort to hegemonize. However, it is clear that its exhortations
emanate from a middle-class experience; managing the household budget requires a
steady income, even disposable income. But in generalizing this experience and
identifying it with national virtue, Thatcherism expanded its audience. “In that
campaign,” as Hall colorfully puts it, “British masochism is a powerful &t

Thatcher’'s economic policy, radical as it was, was welcomed in part due tethegy

that tapped into British identity in this way, identifying itself as repredimet of the

British character.
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No attempt at hegemony can be complete without the operations of equivalence
that sets a differentially defined identity against a facelessyer@&m rather, an enemy
that is defined only as ‘not-us’. For Thatcherism, this enemy was the eveléde. This
is not the state that provides a safety net for society’s most vulneratdenottthe state
that provides substantive conditions for equality, seeking to achieve truly democrat
conditions. It is not even the bureaucratic state that is badly in need of reform. The
operation of equivalence does not offer a nuanced critique of its object, but instead
reduces it to an opposition. Thatcherism’s treatment of the state, Hall argues,

was an attempt to penetrate to some of the core and root social ideas in the

population. They seized on the notion of freedom. They market it off

from equality. They contrasted it to a dim and dingy statism which they

chained to the idea of social democracy in potier.

Statism is a threat to all that Thatcherism promises voters: famipgreibility, national
pride, and, most significantly, freedom. The state threatens the boundariesaofitize
as Thatcherism defines it—the self-determining, heterosexual, nuclaby, iamierstood
as an extension of the self-determining individual. It does this by providingesstich
as welfare or childcare, formerly available only from one’s familyeine undercutting
the intradependency of families—in particular, women’s dependence on men or the
extended family. It also intrudes in order to sanction neglect and abuse. t€he sta
threatens British responsibility and pride in its careless spending hibitkebts and

deficits are an embarrasment to middle-class respectability, whicbhEhnigin portrayed

asBritish respectability, in the hopes of creating more widespread hostility toward the
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state. Finally, the state poses a threat to “freedom”, where this isdlaticerding to the
market values of “self-sufficiency, self-help, and rampant individualf8fThis is most
obviously because the state does indeed constrain the movement of capital with
regulation and taxation. Again, Thatcherism generalized this experience of iobstra
the part of the state; all citizens are invited to attribute their inabolibehave as they
please, to have sole control over their private property, to “creeping cobetti/’

It is ‘the state’ which has overborrowed and overspent; fuelled inflation;

fooled the people into thinking that there would always be more where the

last handout came from; tried to assume the regulation of things like

wages and prices which are best left to the hidden hand of market forces;

above all, interfered, meddled, intervened, instructed, directed—against

the essence, the Genius, of The British Petfle.
The state also impinges on freedom in a more personal sense when citizen becomes
client, subject to the myriad regulations of the National Health System, atdfes.”
Thatcherism could appeal here to a genuinely broad base of experienceytasverif
claims. Hall acknowledges, “humane as the impulse behind the welfare stataveay
been...there is little doubt that the establishment of beneficent welfare baesitras
effectively demobilized popular powet*

In short, “the state” functioned in Thatcherist ideology as an empty repragenta

of Thatcherism’s mirror opposite: anti-family, anti-British, anti-femn. Discourse

theory’s unique insight into the logic of signification is able to recognize andlukescr
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this phenomenon of “empty representation”, which might sound nonsensical from a

realist perspective.

Leftist Missteps

Like Frank, Hall contends that the Right’s electoral and ideological triumph
would not have been so complete had it not been for the Left’'s unintended complicity,
issuing foremost from its commitment to orthodox theory and strategy. This toemhi
led the Left to speak primarily to the interests of the working class, whegarded as
economic in nature. Yet even this “narrow, corporate and electoralist conception of
politics” does not guarantee that Labor receives the working-class vetie, Esatcher
phenomenon evincéd? Labor’s failure and Thatcher’s success did not, as one might
think, motivate the Left to change course, for orthodoxy comes equipped with an
interpretation of the proletariat’s tendency to vote against its own intefiestist is the
work of ideology, and a manifestation of false consciousness; second, ibhgslad
path of the working class’ eventual triumph, and is therefore unworthy of concern. This
same assurance engenders complacency in the face of economic downtutmgrsince
times prepare the grounds for socialist victory. Hall disparages thiapacoval of
worsening of economic conditions, together with the belief that generdfEsay forget

how frequently in recent history the ‘sharpening of contradictions’ has |ettkensents
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and solutions which favoured capital and the extreme right rather than the .réverse
This attitude on the part of the Left resulted in further erosion of its power; quistis
hardly a solution to working-class hardship.

Still other Labor leaders have responded by moving closer to the center. This
process began in response to Britain’s own backlash, a reaction to the 1960s. The
administrations of the 1970s were certainly center-left; they distinguibbatselves by
ceding ground to the Right during the worst of that decade’s recession. Hadl eecall
Labor government that was conciliatory to capital in a way that aggravated the
impoverishment of workers. This was a party

just centrist enough to persuade the working class to be pushed and bulied

by the Labour pragmatists into tolerating a dramatic rise in the rate of

unemployment and a dynamic, staged lowering of working-class living

standards>*
The Left at this time asked trade unions to freeze pay increases; anthéra, they cut
social spending. In effect, both the Right and the Left demanded concessions from the
working class, and the Left failed to hold out any hope for improvement.

To be more precise, the Left failed to pursue political territory accotditthe
expanded, multifaceted and hegemonic conception of politics as a ‘war of position’ wit
which (however instinctively and intuitively) Thatcherism always worRS.First, it

failed to recognize the working class as a site of contestation—thatrigfsaessence

contestable, subject to transformation. From an orthodox perspective, the worksng clas
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identity is defined according to its economic function; it is non-negotidiiie. Left
therefore made no effort to hegemonize the working class, to defend it, re-win and
reconstitute its base. Second, the Left failed to recognize that it could and shoald appe
to so-called “cultural factors”. “Itis a struggle,” Hall writes,

to realize the interconnectedness of things which in our prevailing

commonsense are kept separate. Hence the view that moral, social,

familial, sexual, cultural questions have nothing to do with the ‘struggle

for socialism’3>®

From an orthodox perspective, so long as economy is politically paramount, moral and
cultural facets of identitare (indirectly) addressed. After all, these “other” concerns are
merely reflections of what is happening at the economic level. To address thetly di
would be redundant; worse, it would risk perpetuating capitalist ideology. While,Labor
then, continued to speak the language of economism to a diminishing audience,
Thatcherites discovered and wielded an expanded conception of political sitlgjecti
one which re-drew the lines between Left and Right. The Left, Hall writes cbedl®
conduct such a “politics’ of the subjective moment, of identity,” which left it Haiit a
conception of the subjects of its projects, those who it [makes] socfaliemdwith.”3’
Hall's discursive analysis of Thatcherism demonstrates the divergeneesbe
orthodox Marxism and discursive Marxism. His insight into British politicstilaiss the

theoretical advantages of the latter. In addition, the distance betweeratbgissr of

Labor and those of the Thatcherites, and the respective failure and sucEads, of

%% |bid., 249. Hall contends here that the rejecébnon-economic factors as relevant to political
subjectivity derives also from the implicit patgaal and masculinist values of the socialist mowgme

%7 bid., 8.
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illustrates the practical difference that theory can make. With Hadéisnple in mind, |

would like to return in Chapter 5 to the theory of hegemony, aKansas
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Chapter Five

Back to Kansas

In this chapter, | bring Laclau and Mouffe’s version of discursive Marxishe#r
on the puzzle oKansas | argue that their theory of hegemony provides the
understanding of working-class conservatism that eludes Frank, just as Ralysis
demystifies Britain’s turn to the Right. | follow the same path heredakih examining
Hall's examination of Thatcherism: | begin by revisiting the ideologtraltegies
employed by conservatives, as detailed by Frank, this time examiningrtimam f
hegemonic perspective; | give a postmarxist reinterpretation of the Detnoqmolitical
strategies he describes, and then extend my application of the theory to a related, but
more contemporary instance of the struggle for hegemony: conservatives’ idaibfeg
fueled attempt to derail healthcare reform. | conclude the chapter by congier

objection to Laclau and Mouffe’s postmarxism.

More than Rhetoric

Laclau and Mouffe’s relevance to the analysis of this dissertation liesitin the
reinterpretation of the function of ideology vis-a-vis political identitiesolagy does
not, as orthodox Marxism claims, obscure one’s true identity, which orthodox Marxism
liks to one’s class. Rather, ideology is in part constitutive of political idesititideology

is a symbolic component of discourse, and reveals the world and our place initin a
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particular way. The practice of hegemony enlists ideology in the attemmintoand

more of the political field. Meaningful ideological productions are constiateording

to the logics of difference and equivalence. Both operations establish an opposition
between terms that serves to distinguish them. The terms establisheddoyctio¢
difference are associative; that is, they are connected to otheresgymfernal to an
identity. Discourses in which the logic of difference is largely in opmratiructure
identities “through non-adversarial, ‘positive’ differenc&® By contrast, equivalence
operations are built around antagonism. Laclau and Mouffe, following Lacan, pbsit tha
every subject experiences a fundamental and pervasive lack in her identity, and an
accompanying desire to fill that lack. Equivalence relations capitalizahyt offering

a kind of fixation of identity, “suturing” the identity closed, as it were. Td@go by

giving symbolic form to those potential differences that lie beyond a meanidgniity.

In this, they reach past the positive differences to include what is lacking a$ {beer
identity, in effect, offering a prosthetic extension of identity. The inclusiavhat lies
beyond is expressed as “ndt-where X’ is a positive aspect of the identity. The same
move that brings closure to an identity, though, reveals its fundamental vulngrabilit
since that which lies beyond the positive aspects of identity is incorporated asaateobst
to the completeness of that identity: that which is “xiatepresents a threat to my
identity, even as it is constitutive of my identity. Equivalence is the meanbibly a

common enemy can become the basis for an alliance, for solidarity betwsenspar

%8 Townshend, Jules. "Laclau and Mouffe's HegemBnigect: The Story So FarPolitical
Studiesb2, (2004): 271. These discourses do not deperdeoestablishment of, in hegemonic terms,
antagonism.
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groups that otherwise share little in common. Discourses in which the logic of
equivalence dominates produce increasingly polarized political opponents. Laclau
observes that “a populist discourse...which tends to dichotomically divide society into
two antagonistic camps will tend to expand the equivalential ch&ih#As | describe
below, maneuvers of equivalence, more than difference, produce the political divisions
that Frank laments.

Frank spends considerable time on the ways in which issues of social conscience
have been exploited to divide the nation, otherwise known as the “culture wars”. One of
the ‘fronts’ of the culture wars that Frank focuses on is the abortion controversy, i
particular, Operation Rescue’s carefully engineered interruption of W&/shabortion
industry” in 1991. Frank’s analysis of the impact of the Summer of Mercy a#isilitst
success to economic factors. Pro-life activism, he claims, is aimecsa¥goor and
working-classes. Although the demonstration carried a moral messagecitremfa
well-worn course along a ‘real’ division between economic classes. Thifestadiat
the political level in increased enmity between working-class Cons and uppsr-cl
Mods. The true impact of the Summer of Mercy, Frank argues, was to remind the
working class that conservative Republicans, not moderates, had their snié teesrt.

Frank shares the orthodox perspective, then, that ascribes political camtiis, case
between Con supporters and Mod supporters, as class conflict, in this case between the

working and upper classes.

39 Ernesto Laclau, “Roots,” 6.
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Yet it is possible to interpret the pro-lifers’ display as a paradige afas
hegemonic politics. One of the questions that the theory of hegemony seeks to answer is
how a particularistic movement such as the pro-life movement, with which only a
segment of the citizenry identifies, can come to occupy a larger portion of ifheapol
field, and can do so, moreover, in such a way that alters the identities of the movement,
its supporters, and the political field. Wichita’s “Summer of Mercy” wésutated to
draw attention to the abortion debate, but it also aimed to absorb more moderate voters,
and to displace moderate Republicans currently holding office. It did so by demanding
that moderate Republicans, “choose up sides and join the $#f§hthis ultimatum
illustrates the role that equivalence relations serve in a hegemonizatitime @olitical
level, the incompleteness of the pro-life identity means that it is able tosexpee
interests of few, not all. However, according to the theory of hegemony, it iblpdssi
a group to enlarge its membership by establishing equivalence relationshipsskips
of opposition between itself and an eneftlyIn this case, Midwestern pro-lifers targeted
the hated “RINOs"—Kansas’ “Republicans in name only"—as the enemy they would
define themselves against. Moderate Republicans are in this way absorbbd prim t
life identity as an empty signifier; “Moderate Republicanism” beouiually

meaningless in the pro-life discourse. Or rather, it becomes meanimgtesaparison

360 Frank, 92.

31 Alternatively, pro-lifers might avail themselvestbe logic of difference in order to add to
their numbers. The logic of difference undercutagonisms by making a positive difference out of a
signifier that has been part of a chain of equiveds. For example, if the pro-choice faction idist pro-
lifers as “not feminist”, pro-lifers might try tm¢orporate feminism into the pro-life identity. &'tesired
result would be to bring feminists into the canfgriefly, the logic of difference hegemonizes by rimak
friends with a former enemy.
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to the meaning it has for moderate Republicans. If the equivalence relati@nship i
successful, pro-lifers, and not moderate Republicans, will control the meanh&y of t
moderate Republican identity. The activists’ attempt at hegemonizati@nfgeés
themselves as anti-abortion, the only true RepubliGardnot-RINOs. Although this
last label would appear to add nothing, it makes identification with moderate
Republicanism very unappealing, as it has nothing to offer to voters. In discersngg t
the pro-lifers have displaced an element in the Republican identity suchishateitely a
placeholder, a floating signifier.

As this example demonstrates, hegemony enables social analysis togrogres
beyond the rather uninformative verdict that the pro-life movement simplifigens)a
polarizes voters. Employing the concept of hegemony allows us to debesiee t
operations in more than a cursory manner. Hegemony can describe the means by which
simplification is carried out: by the subversion of meaning-constitutingeifées (the
positive elements in a discourse) and their conversion into empty signifigrarouihd
an antagonism—that is, by the establishment of equivalence relations. Thectdreory
also account for the motivation to make an enemy of the Other; this derives frort the fe
deficiency of an identity or interpretation. Equivalence gives expressibistoyt
naming the Other as an obstacle to the complete actualization of an icwerttty,
complete control over an interpretation. Orthodoxy would attribute Operation Rescue
success either to the necessary development of the essence of the socialjllustra
divergence from that path of development; these exhaust its explanatory p@ssibilit

Hegemony abandons economic essentialism as an explanatory princgdéad it
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draws on discourse theory in articulating a logic of the social that begimghe@ipremise
that ultimately it escapes total determination by a single principd¢helR we can best
understand the social as operating as signification does: meanings aitie sderet
determined only provisionally by relationships of difference, the potentialfor re
positioning of which will always threaten any attempt at unitary detetrmmaThis
understanding permits, even anticipates, the occurrence of the unexpectedanthat m
among the working class would vote Republican based on the abortion issue alone.
Frank examines another significant battle in Kansas’ culture war:ubk-m
publicized debate over the teaching of evolution in the public schools. He emphasizes
that here, just as in the abortion debate, conservatives have taken on a battle that they
cannot hope to win. Yet Frank’s diagnosis for this is unsatisfying: conservative
politicians distract their supporters with unwinnable moral battles so thatdhgyush
through policies that harm those same supporters. These battles, he clamesefre
symbolic; they do not address the “real” problem: those policies that makehhglner
and the poor more impoverished. In contrast, discourse theory rejects taidisti
between “symbolic” and “real” as an absolute or substantial one. It reesghiat
symbolic productions are inextricable from material contexts and effects, and
disregarding this inextricability, or even emphasizing their analgpebility,
sacrifices relevant information. Such is the case for Frank’s intetipretevhich, in
dismissing conservatives’ anti-abortion strategy as mere rhetorsgsrtise
transformation it effects on the political field. This transformation cannoapeired

adequately as misplaced anger, as Frank has it. The Right's hegemonization of the
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working class fundamentally alters the nature of that class, such that its @onom
interests are re-positioned in relationship to other elements. That is, econattcs
come to have a different significance, a lesser importance, and tiner&real”
substratum against which this may be checkéd.

Here again, a hegemonic analysis attends to the oppositional relationsleprbet
evolutionary science and conservatism, indicative of an equivalence aiticul@he
significance that evolutionary theory has in scientific discourse is undetoyninis
operation, and conservative discourse articulates “evolutionism” as the mirror efgosit
conservative values; that is, “evolutionism” reflects a negative imate @onservative
identity. Conservatives are moral, God-fearing, humble, ordinary folk. Evolui@mes
amoral nihilists, atheists, elitists. This description expands the congendgntity in a
direction that is likely to significantly broaden its appeal. Even the nomirgidious,
for example, are suspicious of atheists, and therefore might opt for consematisa
scientistic atheisn®® Again, the effect of the equivalence maneuver is that the
meaningful choices are reduced to two: arrogant atheism or down-home piety.

Frank’s analysis suffers in a similar manner in regard to the ‘mythical’
conservative identity. He argues that those conservatives who stand to lose ealhnomic

from Republican rule have been taken in by a compelling narrative, one in which they are

%2«Economy”, of course, has the potential to takenmre meanings that what it does in orthodox
Marxism or in American conservative discourse. Might interpret Frank’s effort as an attempt tdéa
back’—that is, to hegemonize—“economy” for a conpemary progressive agenda.

363 , . : .
Of course, Kansas’ School Board battles are buepisode in a series of maneuvers

establishing this opposition between conservatisthstience. As Mark Nottaces inThe Scandal of the
Evangelical Mind this antagonism dates back to the early daysrafdmentalism, the secularization of the
Ivy Leagues, and the Scopes Trial. (Grand Rapidsediians, 1994).
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featured as heroes. This narrative depicts both the conservative and her opponent in
terms of virtues (or vices) and lifestyle choices. Frank laments that the notdassf

has been entirely divorced from its true, economic sense. Worse, there is an opposition
between “class-as-taste” and class defined by one’s place in the ecamahtiye latter
notion is rejected as passé or vultfarLaclau and Mouffe would agree with Frank that
“class” no longer signifies economic status in conservative discourse, antughat

part the product of Republican ideology. But to say that that ideology, that that
interpretation of class is therefateceptivas to betray a commitment to a particular
notion of truth and falsehood according to which language is able unproblematically to
comprehend and express the “fact of the matter”. Discourse theory’s con@dption
signification as a product of relationships among differentially-positiceraaist
relationships that are ever subject to rearrangement, challenges titnagt. pAccording to
discourse theory, the meaning of “class” vis-a-vis “economy” is not fixed. Waak F
dismisses as mere ideology is the means by which “class” has becomedfpos
“economy”. In hegemonic terms, Republican ideology has articulated ™ ttassoral

and spiritual issues, thereby incorporating them as moments within congervati
discourse. At the same time, this ideology has articulated “class” to “ecbbymy
designating the latter as equivalent to all that does not properly belong to the @bncept
“class”. That is, in this discourse, economic matters are taken to have my lo@aclass

membership and boundaries. This discourse thus asserts a way of distinguishieg betwe

34 Conservative political discourse opts for mora$piritual convictions as the ultimate
determinants of civic identity. Not coincidentalthis mirrors orthodoxy’s economism. | will dissuthis
in more detail below, in connection with consers@ais spiritualization of social problems.
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those who continue to frame class in economic terms (many Democrats, unions) and
those who identify their class membership in non-economic terms (conseryvsbines
Democrats).

Frank implies, however, that the economic source of our social conflicts isievide
if we take a harder look at the “class-as-taste” narrative. This lthst&ers shopping at
Wal-Mart, making their own coffee, and being content with the education thayedc
while Blue-staters shop at Whole Foods, frequent Starbucks, and wear their
professionalism on their sleeves. These are not matters of taste, Frankbpipintg
matters of money. The corporatization of political identity along income knes i
accident—it indicates that the true divide is between the haves and have-nots, not
between those with humble tastes and character and those with elitishtastémracter.
Again, Frank’s remarks align with the orthodox story, in which ideology both depends on
and distortedly represents true social relations, which is tecaomiaelations.

The theory of hegemony is able to accommodate Frank’s observations in two
ways. First, it is able to recognize the relevance of economic factors togbadientity.

It contends, though, that these factors are not the ultimate determinants célpoliti
identity. They cannot be, insofar as they themselves do not lie outside of discourse.
Even those things we take to be bare, material facts cannot have meaningrexcept i
relationship to different aspects of a way of life. My household budget may dardons
but | can understand my income as evidence of exploitation, as a spirituallicaignif
burden | must bear, or as a temporary state of affairs on my road to attaining the

American dream. In the first case, | understand “income” in relatipnstuapitalist
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production. In the second, | understand it in relationship to aspects of a religious
worldview—what that worldview has to say about suffering and material passessid
comforts. In the third case, its meaning arises from its relationship ttueatuahythos.
Given that discourse precedes and structures significance in this way, lpolitica
intervention will always be effected at the level of discourse. Since discsushat
enables “economy” to have any meaning for us at all, it would be self-defeativejla
as impossible to try to reach beneath it. Laclau and Mouffe would agree with Fra
then, that economic factors do matter, but the way that they matter cannotrbernete
independently of discursive conditions and operations.

Second, the theory of hegemony can account for the patterns of meaning and
practice that become sedimented over time, such that they come to appealt™oat
“essential”. It can explain the tendency of poorer folks to shop at Wal-K@aritra
Frank, this tendency cannot easily be explained by income levels, since what one ca
“afford” is known to be elastic, particularly in a consumer-driven economy.sOne
available income is not given, but is understood in relation to a number of social
institutions and practices: advertising, together with the laws that tesfacfail to do
s0); lines of credit that expand income at the borrower’s whim; lifestyle ngvhat one
musthave as part of social belonging); and family expectations, to name a few. One’s
inclination to frequent particular businesses can be similarly elaboratede Thes
transactions, interactions, and social facts are not easily changed, ortevdated.
Indeed, there is typically no need to do so, and therein lie their stability and irtyisibi

This stability of discourse, of those factors that make meaning-making popsibleles
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the grounds for hegemonic practice. Hegemonization then takes political yawyitor
reconfiguring existing meaningful relationships of the kind that | havelgstribed, and
fixing them in a particular way, in consonance with a particular political grojdus
destabilizes a preexisting order to a greater or lesser extent. Botma@ans that
hegemony must begin with order, with stable patterns of meaning, with “sedimented
discourse”. These are the patterns that Frank describes when he finaddagicorr
between income levels and preference for four-dollar lattes. Frank’s ephaisathat
income levelsausethe preference, but a discursive explanation includes income as one
term among many that give significance to who | am and what | need.

Just as misleading as the rhetoric that aims to divert the public’s atteotion f
the import of the economy, Frank claims, is rhetoric that draws their atteatit.
Kansans have chosen congressional leaders who sing the praises of thekieéamdar
curse the welfare state. They have, moreover, convinced their constitudribies
virtues of economic policies that are, in fact, harmful to those folks. As we know, Frank
explains the popularity of this message with lower-income conservatives as the
consequence of a mass deception. Laclau and Mouffe suggest that it is nfoitedruit
examine the ways in which ideology connects with various facets of identitytaich t
some are thematized and others elided. In this case, Republican discourse concerning
economic policy effectively forecloses many possible meanings tbam6eny” might
have, and many meanings it has had in the past. For example, in spite of the fact that
post-Depression Republican presidents accepted the necessity of a planned economy

(perhaps with the exception of Reagan), any hint of ‘planning’ or ‘managing’ the
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economy is omitted from Republican economic ideology. Also omitted is the end that
planned economies aim to realize (or approximate): material equalitgllyFthere is no
acknowledgement that the middle class as we know it, which figures so idlyilica
conservative ideology, is the product of planned economy. The theory of hegemony
explains these omissions not as a deception, but as the realization of a potenéiat inhe
in signification. The meaning of any term or identity is possible, in partubec# its
articulable and re-articulable oppositions to other terms.

| return shortly to a discussion of the particular oppositions that constitute the
rhetoric surrounding the economy, and the contributions that these have made in
popularizing the conservative cause. It is first important to understand thggositi
differences that constitute the conservative identity. Recall thattibel@iions that
enlarge political territory by incorporating non-antagonistic differemat an identity
operate according to the “logic of difference”. The ideology of the Rightoperated in
this way in identifying the Right as the defender of the free market. nliglst appear
prima facieas just another plank in the Republican platform. On a hegemonic reading,
however, the resurrection of pre-Depression notions of the economy is a complex
articulatory maneuver, and their acceptance as commonplace indicates taetslibs
success of the Republicans’ attempt to hegemonize “economy”. In large part, this
maneuver has consisted in defining “economy” in terms of “freedom”. It is nohpkes
as equating the two, however; recall that “freedom” is what Laclau and Mzalffe
“floating signifier”. That is, it is the kind of term that can take on a number ohimgs

and thus the kind of term for which different interests must compete if they want to
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incorporate it into their project—to control its meaning, as it were. “Freétogiven a
particular content in Republican economic discourse by its opposition to otherrierms i
that discourse. It is connected with, among others: imperatives of selhdetton and
private property; American democracy; creativity; self-actuatmatind American
dominance. By extension, the economy is also connected with these notions. This
maneuver of difference lends conservative ideology appeal to a number ot interes
groups. Most obviously, it appeals to corporate interests, to shareholders—Marx’s
capitalists. But it also appeals to those with small business aspirations, and to
entrepreneurs. Significantly, its broadest message has the potential to appest t
citizens, and even to those who pursue citizenship, in its invocation of the (mythical)
American way of life.

Operations of equivalence further refine the meaning of “economy/freedom”,
even as they permit a wider variety of interests to identify with the coatsey
movement. The chief enemy of the free market in conservative ideology, to wizch |
already alluded, is the welfare state. In its opposition to the state, timedrket stands
against interference, against redistribution, against taxation, against¢érama In this
opposition, equivalence operations mark the site of an antagonism. It is not simply the
case, then, that equivalence distinguishes conservatism from social democracy
conservative ideology seeks to establish that the tenets of social denareracy
fundamental obstacle to the conservative identity, to conservatives’ tiealiabtheir
political goals. The appeal of free market ideology for working-classceaisves, then,

has two sources. In the first place, “economy” is connected with notions of self-
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determination—that is, with the notion of freedom in the private sphere—according to
the logic of differencé®® Meanwhile, “economy” is opposed to an interventionist state
according to the logic of equivalence, where that state sigoifigsan obstacle to

freedom in the private sphere. Thus the working class’ embrace of WattH8grdly

policies comes to make good sense. Kansan conservatives vote the way they do not out
of some deep pathology, but to preserve control over their lives—a cherished@meri
goal. Those who, from Frank’s perspective, should not be predisposed to vote
Republican are drawn to the party’s message. Specifically, they identép¢ingy of the

free market atheir ownenemy, and this commonality (effected by equivalence) ties

them to that vision of the econon’¥.

One important implication of this view is that the Republican party’s wooing of
the working class does not amount to bait-and-switch; or at least, not in the “wolves
preying on sheep” sense that Frank invokes. If one reason to reject Frangss “ma
deception” claim is the impossibility of unitary meaning, another issuestire
transformative effects of articulation. A truly hegemonic articulatitengits to link
local interests into a larger project, so that the ‘part’ comes to identifye aatole’.

This is no mere combination of interest groups in which each retains its id&htity.

Rather, it is an alliance that alters the identities of its participatheasignificance of

3% The “private sphere” is associated by this sargilwith a patriarchal notion of the family,
and often with religious values. Again, “the staignifies all that would undermine the “traditiain
family” and those terms that constitute the dissewf the family—what might be called “family vaftie

3% |n this way, the theory of hegemony discursivelgiprets “my enemy’s enemy is my friend”.

37 that were the case, identities would be defisgtérnal to the conditions within which they
emerge. Orthodox Marxism, for example, positsréage constellation of political identities thatisixin a
capitalist society. These are economistically+tkdi categories, and the determinative charactideof
economy is unadulterated by historical, sociapditical factors.
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those identities is reconfigured into a new system of differential relat®aswhile
Frank’s attention is focused entirely on the rightward shift in working-classgva
hegemonic analysis notes that neoliberalism also assumes a new form. Whatever
original intent of neoliberal Republicans may have been, they no longer stand over and
against the working class. They are not in a position to control the working clgss; the
have become imbricated with that class such that “us” and “them” must be nedtglgar
interpreted. In the wake of this hegemonization that links traditionalllimgpclass
values tdaissez-faireeconomics, wealthy Republicans, for example, can no longer easily
embrace socially liberal policies. Frank’s account of the fate of Kdi\dad Squad”
illustrates this point. Once the working-class comes to understand itselfialy
conservative and as quintessentially Republican, and once this is recognized tasah poli
movement, socially moderate Republicans must assume a defensive posturea This is
symptom that the hegemonization is succeeding: political identities havechoedned
on both sides of the equation.

The commitment ttaissez-faireblinds conservatives to what are, according to
Frank, the real mechanisms that fuel cultural degradation. Consider conservatives
frequently voiced complaint that the media has a leftist bias. According to Fradig m
bias is not liberal, but corporate. Our media represent one more capitalist industry
oriented toward profit; this orientation manifests as sensationalism, andvadives are
accordingly offended. Laclau and Mouffe might agree that the media is ¢nigét;
they would likely agree with Frank that the pursuit of profit pushes the media tergreat

vulgarity, and even that conservatives fail to see this. But the more saliestfpaimta
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hegemonic perspective are, first, that the nature of the media has beentederpae
way that does not exhaust its meaning. Frank makes this point himself insofar as he
offers at least two impressions of the mediKamsas(his own and the conservatives’).
Second, then, the media has been articulated to the conservative cause in arparticul
way: it functions as an enemy. Conservatives define themselves against aniatitag
media that threatens all they hold dear. Attaching the epithet “liberdie tmédia
underscores this, as it stands for everything “conservative” does not. Thefedni€s
thesis that th&rue meaning of the media consists in its corporatized character actually
obscures the discursive quality of such claims. This obscurity in turn impesolgst i
into the use to which conservatives put their own claims about the media, and by
extension, into the methods by which these claims might be controverted. In short, the
commitment to economism covers over certain political mechanisms that aratdmug
light and explained by the hegemonic model.

Frank makes a final nod to the orthodox notion of ideology in his examination of
the role of religion for Kansas’ working-class conservatives. In partkSrastimation
of this otherworldly orientation echoes Marx’s own—religion pacifies thdse are
materially disadvantaged and politically frustrated. At the same timesvsoyrank
recognizes that religion motivates conservatives to political action, dwithgir belief
that social ills issue from morally and spiritually bankrupt public policy. Theffett is
what Frank describes as political martyrdom: religiously-minded consersdtil in
God’s name so th&oe v. Wadwvill be reversed; when their efforts inevitably fail, they

can find solace in the promise of heavenly reward. This guarantee religvesetted
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officials from considerable pressure to produce real change in cultenalsa thus
providing politicians with great incentive to identify as religious, and to integrat
religious language into political rhetoric.

The same analytical commitments that move Frank to diagnose the cultare wa
as mere distraction move him to puzzled sympathy for Kansas’ religious \cainses,
whose strategies are so backwards. Frank is not explicit about whether Westibld
religion has an appropriate place in the political arena, but his evaluation letliags t
Like religious conservatives, Frank accepts the opposition of spiritual toahater
concerns. But like orthodox Marxists, he claims that the former do not really make
contact with the (material, economic) mechanisms that produce the sodal Bgr
contrast, discourse theory can understand religious language as embeddedng, creat
and re-creating the material world. Ideology, even with a heavenly oreenthés a
material character; its significance lies not only on the coherence gimts$c form,
but also in those practices, habits, objects, and institutions that lend it intéNigibd
are reinforced or altered by its impact. Laclau and Mouffe’s comenitto a discursive
ontology provides them with grounds from which to take up Gramsci’s valuation of the
moral and spiritual dimensions of ideology. These are not in their essence foreign t
politics, to political identity, or to the material world. The ontological underpirsnarfig
the theory of hegemony therefore do not permit the political import of religion to be
reduced to “mere distraction”; religion does not distract from political iyemtis

potentially constitutive of political identity.
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Orthodox Marxism anticipates quietism from those with a religious orientation.
Likewise, Frank’s economistic commitments provide him with the means ofireixjgla
why conservatives do not demand the earthly success of their political.eBoittbe is
not in a position to say much about how religious ideology could elicit such efforts to
begin with. “False consciousness” begins to look like a rather anemic explanation i
consideration of Frank’s own examples: the pro-lifers who cross staddihe arrested
for their cause; or Tim Golba, whose blue-collar salary and precious freeréime a
devoted entirely to travelling, speaking, and all manner of agitation on behadf ogits
of the unborn. Theirs is not simply an epistemic attitude, much less one thatvislpass
received, but a very practical, even strategic, civic engagement. Fromnaomége
perspective, religion plays a discursive role similar to that of other ttahsdn assume
multiple meanings—that is, empty signifiers. Empty signifiers playn&g@erole in what
Laclau and Mouffe call the “openness of the social’—that is, the impossilility o
“society” to have a final meaning. Empty signifiers are those termsdhanost easily
be integrated into a number of discourses. At the same time, this emptiness épables t
simultaneous function as an organizing term within a discourse, one in terms of which
other signifiers become meaningful. These “nodal points” are would-be cehters
discourse. As an empty signifier, then, faith can also serve as a nodal point, as a
privileged term within conservative discourse. That it so serves is bornekanisas

as Frank demonstrates, many conservatives understand the imperative todadlyoliti

185



active and also the quality of that action in reference to their #&itfhe centrality of
faith is evident in the very nature of the conflicts—over school prayer, or evolution, for
example. It also manifests in the conservative myth that America is sti@mnnation,
and that the Founding Fathers were men of faith.

The real distance between hegemonic and orthodox explanations of the political
function of religion can be seen in what is gained by regarding religiom s gty
signifier. The meaning of “religion” is not given; it cannot obviously be eldbdras the
dictum that “the best things are the more eternal thitfgslt is not necessarily the case,
then, that the power of religious language lies in its reference to a reghigr than the
material world. Rather, the meaning of religious belief and practicegesar the way it
is articulated to other, and potentially diverse, signifiers and practices. d€grier
example, the distance between the Quaker’s refusal to register fangegsrvice and
the Israelite’s pious fulfilment of her mandatory tour of duty. This differdhcstrates
that “religion” can be articulated to different political projects; thatssmeaning can be
elaborated in different ways. It does not have a single meaning and a decfieef
those for whom it is politically relevant.

Once the relative emptiness of “religious faith” is recognized, its fipémim in
Kansan politics also becomes visible. Clearly, conservatives have adopteftaging”

as part of their political identity; that is, it is a positive difference in exvadive

38| aclau gives “order” as an example of an emptyisigr that is also a nodal point in
Hobbesian discourses, which envision society addéarentally chaotic and brutaEmancipation(s)
(London, Verso: 1996), 54.

39 william James, “The Will to Believe,The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular
Philosophy(New York: Dover, 1956), 25.
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discourse. From a non-hegemonic perspective, this is not very informative, sisice m
Americans identify as theists. However, conservatives’ articulatifaitbfto socially
conservative public policy is more than religious expression. At least sinasdlwé the
Christian Freedom Foundation, Christian conservatives have sought to control the
meaning of “god-fearing”, which strategy establishes a common politasa with others
who think of themselves as people of faith.The positive aspect of this maneuver—that
is, that aspect of the conservative identity established by the logic of ddéerdies in
its fundamentalist quality. Conservatives regard the tenets of their fatmple, self-
evident, accessible to anyone with a conscience and a Bible. These tenets ar
(notoriously) non-negotiable, and the penalty for failure is damnation. This approach
differs markedly from that of mainline Protestant traditions, which tend toureestcal,
and theologically and socially moderate, or even libEfaBignificantly, the religious
character and language of mainline Protestantism is not a feature aghéredn
political landscape; fundamentalism, on the other hand, dominates, and therefore
influences the public perception of what it is to be religious.

Precisely because fundamentalists cannot represent all varietieeoéhehey
must resort to operations of equivalence in their quest for hegemony. Their mosisobvi

enemy is the atheist. As | indicated above, the battle against evolutionisnes evag

370 Chip Berlet, “The New Political Right in the Unit&tates”, inConfronting the New
Conservatism: The Rise of the Right in Amerazh Michael J. Thompson (New York: New York
University Press, 2007), 84. Other notable Clas®ight groups that began in the same era (190€)s-8
were the Religious Roundtable, the Moral Majoribe Council for National Policy, Concerned Women
for America, and the Christian Coalition.

31| have in mind here Unitarians, Congregationaliststhodists, Presbyterians, Lutherans,
Episcopalians, and Quakers, nearly all of whichehigneir conservative factions, but which, on theleh
could not be characterized as “fundamentalist” de&nations.
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this ground®”? Conservatives’ identification as “not atheists”, where “atheism” is
relatively void of meaning except in its opposition to fundamentalist Christidnasy
served as a unifying feature of the conservative identity. Less obvious astagoai
homosexuality, environmentalism, or feminism, yet each of these has beentadiesla

a threat to faith. Perhaps the most unifying of these enemies has been homgsexualit
Not everyone is interested or equipped enough to discuss the theological subtlages of t
longstanding Christian prohibition of homosexual practice. But many agrdeighat
“unnatural”, or can grasp that “God created Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve,” and
are therefore inclined to ally with conservatives against homosexuadifripolicy and
politicians on the basis of this equivalence—that is, on the thesis that homosexual
practice is against God’s plan for human life, that it is ungodly. Note thatdtnotde

the case that these folks are actually motivated by religious reasamtikdly that they

are motivated by a very deep cultural taboo against homosexual practice. But
conservatives’ articulation of anti-homosexuality to faith to their lapgétical agenda
provides the opportunity for the general public to identify with or against them, amal in t

terms of conservative discourdg.

372 More broadly, the antagonistic opposition to atheserves as the basis for conservatives’
rejection of scientific authority. This servesith@olitical cause in a number of ways: if scieikbiased
against faith, that may be grounds to reject stelfresearch or findings on the biological basis of
homosexual orientation.

33 The cultural battle over homosexuality is partlyl illustrative of hegemonic practice. Bush-
Cheney-Rove’s blatantly political Defense of therflg Act, which sought a Constitutional definitiarf
marriage, was a paradigmatic maneuver of equivaleftovas eminently successful at establishingrai
homosexual antagonism that, at least, further i§ieliticonservatives’ support of Republicans, aridnast,
won more voters to the conservative cause. Howéhverissue also provides an example of how thie log
of difference can operate to hegemonize: in regptmshe Act, a number of religious groups havegbbu
to incorporate homosexuality as a potential diffieseof religious identity; that is, they have tried
establish the compatibility of homosexual practiod religious faith. Episcopalianism has receitrex
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Hegemonizing Wealth

Frank contends that the American Left was an unwitting accessory to the
conservative hegemonization of the working class. It is no secret that corseympor
Democrats have sought to distance themselves from their former, morespragyre
stance, and certainly from their more radical projects that aimed abtria¢ democracy,
such as Johnson’s Great Society. As the party has shifted to the center, @&ferenc
between Democrat and Republican have diminished, particularly in the area of economic
policy. Democrats’ growing fiscal conservatism has meant that theqaartyo longer
sell itself as the champion of the downtrodden; consequently, it holds a diminishing
attraction for the poorer and working classes, which partially explainsnirggiation to
the conservative camp. This was not an unmotivated surrender on the part of,the Left
Frank argues—Democrats shifted away from working-class concerns, bed sbvftards
alliances with wealthy liberals who could better fund political campaiggnsrank’s
assessment, this move represents a concession to capital, a purely prsmategy’.’
Frank’s rejection of this new strategy seems to rest on moral and not théoretica

(orthodox) grounds: he implies that the party, as representatives of truadinesilould

most attention for their inclusive efforts, whiaitiuded appointing an openly gay man (Gene Robjrgsn
bishop. If successful, this would undermine thagiveness of conservatives’ equivalence maneuver.

37 Frank is not the first to criticize the Left foorceding too much; as | summarized in Chapter 2,
this evaluation has a long and contentious histoMarxist politics. It derives from orthodox notis of
class and the dialectic of history. Accordinghede, class distinctions are finally dissolved aitgr
Labor and Capital are polarized to the greatestrextLabor’s alliance with Capital therefore silgrthe
hindrance of utopia; such alliances should for te@son be regarded with suspicion or rejectedgbtr
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continue in its role as advocate for the disenfranchised. However, this normative
conception of left liberalism’s identity ultimately derives from orthodobdg also seems
to give his own pragmatic reasons against an alliance between the Left aresbusi
interests, contending that it undercuts the main distinction between Left drtd Rig
thereby alienating voters who were drawn to a distinctive Leftistophatf Yet again, it
is orthodoxy that frames political divisions in economic terms, and therefere it
orthodoxy that determines that the possession or lack of wealth is the main distincti
between Right and Left.

From a hegemonic perspective, the Democrats’ strategy is a responseighthe R
in kind; while the Right has sought to hegemonize the working class, the Left has sought
to hegemonize the upper class. Both have successfully redefined their owalpolitic
identities and those with whom they have allied. Both have attained political power
(two-term presidents, Clinton and the second Bush) as a result of their reatefifior
its part, the Left has incorporated elements of free market ideologysntientity by
means of the logic of difference. Those who identify with the platform—including the
wealthy and those of the working class who continue to vote Democratic—are
transformed by the identification. The hegemonic model explains this as a true
transformation of class identity, not simply a deviation. Although the model allotvs tha
preexisting discursive formations may make some articulations morg tiiteet others,
there is no essence that ultimately determines political identifies lack of essence

does not bar a reactivation of the Left’s traditional identity, or of the workasg'c
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traditional identity, but Laclau and Mouffe allow us to interpret these posisibifis

hegemonic projects, not as a return to a true nature.

Beyond Kansas

The Republican party’s hegemonization strategies did not falter when Bush the
younger left office. If anything, President Obama’s election breathedifieeinto their
opposition to “Big Government” and loose morals. In hegemonic terms: regangeh
sharpened the antagonisms around which equivalence articulations center. Euetherm
the strategies and rhetoric of the Right continue to produce bafflement amoogrBtm
just as they did for Frank. In the interest of demonstrating the relevancgeohdieic
analysis to the post-Bush political environment, | consider a more recenplexafithe
Right’s attempt to expand their grip on the electorate: the debate over healteéfoem.
| look at several examples of strategies aimed at broadening the Rigiaa by
recalibrating existing equivalence articulations.

The resources of a hegemonic analysis provide insight into the reasons health car
health care reform becomes significant at a particular time. From aareim
perspective, the inefficiency and rising costs of a third-party pagézrayare
longstanding reasons to reform health care. From a social democratic pegspedti
the widespread inaccessibility of health care and the injustice of markkamems that
currently determine accessibility and quality speak in favor of reform. Thenpte and

normative reasons for reform are nothing new, however. We might look, then, to the
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national recession that began just before President Obama took office; theaismbas|
and concurrent loss of health insurance by many Americans has brought the issue to t
fore. Or, we might consider the 2008 presidential race—in particular, Presidend’®bam
promise of reform. This promise rendered the issue politically significaatibe©f its
centrality to his public image. The success or failure of reform could thedtermine
the success or failure of his presideAty.

Hegemony accounts for the weight of each of these factors in a particular way
First, although it may examine the pragmatic or normative reasons givenggainst
reform, it does not regard these reasons on their own terms. A hegemonic avalgsis |
beyond these reasons to both the discourses that give them significance and the logi
according to which they are formulated. This approach constitutes thal ¢rétioel of
hegemonic analysis. Second, in recognizing the discursive formations that imbue our
words and actions with significance, hegemonic analysis attends to thechlstori
peculiarities that shape political movements and alliances. Though hisemecds may
be patterned, these patterns are not readily apparent; moreover, “deviatiohe’asa
significant as the patterns themselves. For example, although the cecession has
often been cast as 1929 redux, a hegemonic analysis tries to identify what isdokt in s

an assimilatiori’® Finally, a hegemonic interpretation of politics understands the

375t is notoriously difficult to define a “successfiresidency”; what counts as “success” has
quite a bit to do with one’s political persuasiand also with the historical distance from whicle on
judges. That said, | have in mind here a smalpsauwoibric: being able to make good on at least some
campaign promises, having a good working relatignslith Congress (or at least not an overly-
contentious one), popularity, a second term, angigiajor disasters in governance, and maintainirogig
relationships with other nations.
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emergence of an issue as the outcome of articulatory operations. Theséfassue in
conjunction with moments of other discourses. In a significant sense, the issue does not
exist prior to the articulatory operations that either succeed or fail imepridi

momentum; that succeed or fail, in other words, in hegemonizing political tgrritor
According to a hegemonic analysis, then, health care reform became an isaise lhee
Obama administratiomadeit an issue. The administration did not achieve this by

rational argumentation, nor was the issue’s prominence simply causedth&n afc

events. Rather, health care reform was built, constructed using a varietyeoélmaand
according to a discursive logi€’

Republicans’ primary tactic in the debates was to heighten the argi-diatoric
that has so successfully unified their constituency since the Reagan Aeensding to
Laclau and Mouffe, the political power of equivalence discourses such as$adistia lies
in their ‘enlarging’ effect. Every identity constituted by positive défees will always
be incomplete; it will never include every difference, and it will alwaygubeerable to
mutation by the differences that lie outside the identity. In identifyingsbbms as
“opposed to Big Government”, Republicans extend the party identity via conflict. If

successful, this has the effect of appealing to those who feel strongly aleaudracy.

37 postmarxism’s resistance to comprehending histoder simple schemas has at least two
sources. To recap, these are: first, the explayatad political failures of orthodox Marxism, whicelies
on a one-dimensional narrative of the trajectorhiefory; and second, the reliance on Foucaultianght,
which conceives of the “unity” of a discursive faation as constituted by “regularity in dispersiowhere
that regularity does not lie in a common objecdtitntion, mechanism, or agent. Though Foucault’s
meaning is debatable, | believe that Stuart Halhalestrates its application when he considers tipaats
of globalization, new labor practices, working-&amtriarchalism, and other factors that Labor lowds
by characterizing Thatcherism as one more instah&ase (class) consciousness.

377 To reiterate, the assertion that politics folladiscursive logic is just to say that political
maneuvers are best understood by comparison tidis&gion—to the factors and operations that permit
meaningful symbolic productions.
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This opposition was deployed preemptively in the health care debate: bébonme re
efforts had begun in earnest, before Democrats had even submitted a proposal,
Republican leaders referred to the specter of the proposal as a “government takeove
health care®’® This characterization continued throughout the debate and survived the
passage of the reform bill. In a brief response to the passage of the bill,iapivbke
Pence stated that “House Republicans...are determined to continue to take our case
against this government takeover of health care to the American people...Theameri
people oppose a government takeover of health éateThe meaning of “government”
here, as well as its capacity to pose a threat, derive from the truncatadtedako
receives in the discourse of the Right; “truncated” because its meaningtsamdy in its
contrast to the differentially-constituted conservative identity. Republregasd the
individual's freedom as paramount, where “freedom” is understood in classibahgl|

terms>8°

“Government”, then, stands for all that would undermine this privilege:
“invasive”, “patronizing”, and “arbitrary”, in other words, all that signifiesabstacle to
the realization of the conservative identity.

The anti-statist maneuver included familiar strategies, slightly neoldif

accommodate the issue at hand. For example, Republicans repeatedly invokedtthe threa

of economic stagnancy that, they assert, accompanies state oversight. A wfembe

378 Jill Jackson, “House Republicans Offer Health Glen,” CBSNews, June 17, 2009,
http://www.cbsnews.com/8301-503544_162-5093897-8838ml (accessed May 2, 2010).

379 GOP.gov Press Release, “Pence: ‘One More SpeechtAlie Same Bad Bill Isn’t Going to
Change Any Minds in America”, (GOP.gov: Press Retedlarch 23, 2010), http://www.gop.gov/press-
release/10/03/23/pence-one-more-speech (accessett R 2010).

30| have described these terms above; briefly,ishidaissez-fairddeal according to which the
individual has sovereignty over his private propert
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House Minority Leader John Boehner’s staff, for example, referred to thesstudbe

passed reforms as “the Democrats’ job-killing takeover bill”, while Esnesponse
promised continued Republican opposition to the “job-killing tax increases” thatlthe bil
would impose®' Moreover, Republicans continued to make such accusations in spite of
President Obama’s rebuttals, and with no recognition that both partieswarehiarted
territory. In doing so, they are relied on an equivalence strategy thabhieed for them

time and again; in this incarnation, it aimed to fix the meaning of health ¢aren gy

casting it as the enemy of a healthy economy. It did so by incorporatinth*baes

reform” into an already-existing chain of equivalences whose termsysanyf “that

which the Right stands against”. Articulations of this sort do not follow the ofiles

reason, but the rules of discourse. Boehner, for example, attacked a Housdileform
based on its length. “All you need to know is there are 1,990 pages...That should tell you
everything.®® Lee Terry, another Republican Representative—and a lawyer—
complained about the language of the bill, saying that “it's written in legal&learly,
Republicans have grasped that the impact of rhetoric does not lie in its rational
consistency. Rather, its appeal lies in the promise to hegemonize; to fixahmgef

terms that cannot be fixed, to simplify issues that are hopelessly complea, @nt

closure to identities that are constitutionally open to change. For Republigans, t

31 Marin Cogan and Glenn Thrush, “In Wake of Healdr€Debate: Was GOP Response Ugly
Politics or Reaction to Dems’ ArrogancePQOLITICO, March 23, 2010,
http://www.twincities.com/allheadlines/ci_147398@tcessed March 29, 2010). Pence’s response cited
above in GOP.gov.

%32 Brian Montopoli, “Republicans Attack Size of Houdealth Care Bill,"CBSNewsOctober 30,
2009, http://www.cbsnews.com/8301-503544_162-54838%544.html (accessed March 29, 2010).
Montpoli noteghat “spending bills routinely exceed 1,000 pagssjo some other bills...Bush’s 2007
budget bill,” for example, “was 1,482 pages long.”
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fixation is accomplished by amplifying an antagonism, thereby unifyigig llase
against the enemy: Big Government.

In their opposition to Democrats’ proposals for health care reform, Republicans
opposed measures that would insure all Americans, proposing instead programs that
would reinscribe inequality. These counter-measures included such features as
permitting insurance companies to provide across state lines, or creatingskigbols;
the former would presumably increase competition and lower costs, but would likely be
accompanied by a decrease in quality of care. The latter would effectinalyzpehose
with health conditions by charging them outrageous premiums. At the same time,
Republicans employed populist language in their rejection of reform. Peespinse,
for example, recalled Alexander Hamilton’s words: “here sir, the peoplernjote
While both Republicans and Democrats presume to speak in the name of the American
people, the reforms proposed by Republicans would have benefitted the few, and were
thus antithetical to the spirit of populism. The theory of hegemony is able toretty@ai
transformation of populism such that “the will of the people” no longer derives its
meaning from opposition to the wealthy, as it did in the eaffyc@dtury. Right-wing
populism depends upon antagonism between the many average citizens and Big
Brother—the State that micromanages its citizens. This strateggwigent in Senator
Mitch McConnell's remarks following an early vote on health care legisiatn which

he described the Democratic approach to reform as “this sort of arrogant appiaiac

33 pence, GOP.gov.
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everybody sort of shut up and sit down, get out of the way, we know what'’s best for
you.”384

Two of the Right's more potent attacks cast the government as an enemy to one of
our most basic liberties—our bodily integrity. In the midst of the health careedebat
government panel proposed new guidelines for mammography tests; these pushed the
recommended age for regular screenings back from 40 to 50, and from eveoy year t
every other year. Republicans’ interpretation of these guidelines wasplcshed by
two discursive maneuvers. First, they established a connection between thaegideli
and the concept of “rationing”. In fact, a group of Republican congresswomen held a
press conference specifically to “warn that access to mammograms could be
restricted.®®®> Representative Jean Schmidt commented, “that’'s why | was so outraged
by it...every year, I'm allowed to have a mammogram, because that'shehat t
recommendations are. My fear is it'll be every two years, and then megthetleree
years.*®® Evidently, the elaboration of the meaning of the guidelines according to the
logic of difference—by articulating them to “rationing”—is only one piece of thelpuz
for “rationing” is not inherently a threat, and not sufficient to provoke outrage. Indeed,

rationing efforts have historically been connected to patriotic sentimantfesting an

allegiance to “we” over “I”; this was highly valued during World War II, ésample.

34 Karen Tumulty, “Republicans Plot Their Health CAtéack Strategy, Time November 23,
2009, http://mwww.time.com/time/politics/article/389,1942128,00.html (accessed March 29, 2010).

%85 Mara Liasson, “GOP Uses Mammogram Study to Attdeklth Bill,” NPR November 19
2009, http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.ptp?yld=120562882 (accessed March 29, 2010).

%% bid.
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Schmidt’s expression of outrage indicates an antagonism and thus the operation of the
logic of equivalence. It draws attention to the threat of encroachment bglestac
bureaucracy on the private sphere. The new guidelines, Republicans claimedatatustr
the way in which the government could intrude upon the doctor-patient relationship,
curbing the individual’s right to determine what kind of care she needs.

Another equivalence maneuver, articulated early on in the debate, established this
same opposition: on the one hand, the individual’s right to bodily integrity, to self-
determination, and to the prescriptive authority of her doctor, all of which are taken t
belong to the private sphere; on the other hand, the government, which would limit the
freedom of individuals (doctor and patient) by limiting access to resourdes, wi
potentially fatal consequences. This time, Republicans warned that according to a
pending House bill, “Congress would make it mandatory...that every five years, people i
Medicare have a required counseling session that will tell them how to endféheir li
sooner, how to decline nutritiod® Former vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin was
responsible for giving this mythical measure its inflammatory nameédtsth panels”.

One conservative news outlet even compared the death panels to Nazi programs that
euthanized the disabléf The measure, which in fact provided égtional end-of-life

counseling, was dropped from the bill. The effectiveness of the “death pan#igtepi

37 Sharon Begley, “The Five Biggest Lies in the He&are Debate NewsweekAugust 29,
2009, http://mww.newsweek.com/id/214254 (accesgad B0, 2010). Republican Betsy McCaughy,
former lieutenant governor of New York, is quotertédn She first expressed this on a radio show.
McCaughy'’s political career was catapulted by 4l critique of the Clintons’ proposed health care
reforms.

38 Jim Rutenberg and Jackie Calmes, “Rumor DoggingjtHeCare Reform has Mainstream
Roots; Conservative Journals Initiated Insinuatitvas Led to ‘Death Panel’ Talk|hternational Herald
Tribung August 15, 2009, in LexisNexis [database onliaeessed March 29, 2010.
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however, did not consist in the exclusion of end-of-life counseling from the bill, or even
in the accuracy of the title. A hegemonic maneuver such as this is efiédtive
successfully fixes the terms of the debate according to the articultitbratiis, it
convincingly establishes that Democrat-led health care refornsyreumgtomatic of a
totalitarian threat, and wins adherents to conservatism on the bases of that equivalenc
articulation.

The specter of “death panels” also served as ammunition in a second type of
equivalence maneuver: that establishing health care reforms as a promotion of the
“culture of death”. The idea that Democrat-led reform would lead, at worst, t
euthanizing the elderly or at best, to public acceptance of euthanasia, wasyueled b
conservative Jim Towey, “director of the Office of Faith-Based Inegtunder George
W. Bush”3® A Wall Street Journabp-ed written by Towey claimed that “a 1997
workbook from the Department of Veteran Affairs,” which had been out of circulation
for two years, “pushes vets to ‘hurry up and di€®"Equivalence maneuvers typical of
the culture wars aim at polarizing voters by offering them the choice &etwevhat
we, the Republican party offer”, and “ngteffered by liberals”. The latter is not simply
opposed to the former, but poses a threat to the former. In this case, Republicans sought
to reinforce their socially conservative ranks by drawing attention to the iwayhich

health care reform threatens the valuation of life as such. If effectivendmsuver

39 Begley.
39 pid.
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could lead to more widespread rejection of health care reform on the basisyohdral
implications.

A similar Republican strategy attempted to enlist the pro-life movemest in
rejection of reform. Throughout the debates, Republicans made it clear thabtidy w
oppose any bill that provided federal funding for abortions. This opposition was
demonstrated during a House discussion on the place of abortion in the reform bill, when
Republican Representative Randy Neugebauer, shouted “It's a baby kitben!tHe
House floor®* Fanning the flames of the abortion debate here followed the same pattern
as other battles in the culture wars: it targeted citizens “on the fence”. areexe
number of moderate Catholics, for example, who favor public policy that offeristoelie
those in need, as universal health care would, but who also oppose abortion. In drawing
attention to the possibility that a health care bill would provide public funding for
abortion, the Right drew attention to an antagonism between these moderates and pro-
choice Democrats. If these moderates had joined the Right in their oppositionito healt
care proposals over the abortion issue, it could have proven fatal to the reforriteffort.
However, it would have meant a successful hegemonization of health care measures by

means of an equivalence maneuver. That is, the Right would have succes&dIlthdix

391 Ashley Southall, “Order in the House, Pleadégiv York Times Prescriptions Bldgarch 23,
2010, http://prescriptions.blogs.nytimes.com/20328/order-in-the-house-please/ (accessed March 29,
2010).

392 Dan Gilgoff, “Abortion Debate Could Make or BreHlealth Care Reform,lJS News
September 14 2009, http://www.usnews.com/articeegafreligion/2009/09/14/abortion-debate-could-
make-or-break-healthcare-reform.html?PageNr=2 &sszeMay 2, 2010).
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significance of health care reform in accordance with their agendaythég have
convinced enough of the citizenry to achieve political g&in.

Throughout the life of the health care issue—from its appearance in the
presidential race to its codification in various reform proposals—its termesheen
contested by Democrats as well as Republicans. For its part, the Obamesiagtion
spearheaded a hegemonization effort by linking health care reform, fiisgab
responsibility, and second, to social democratic ideals such as substantiitg.&ua
Framing the issue in terms of fiscal responsibility amounts to an attengizéo s
Republican territory, as “fiscal responsibility” is generally understoaank in the
Republican party platform. President Obama’s call for fiscal responsiuitiged on
establishing an opposition to those who profit by driving up costs: insurance companies.
One of the administration’s top advisors, for example, characterized insurtoroe as
protection against “the sort of mercurial judgments of insurance bureaiiératénder
the umbrella of this opposition, the administration could appeal to Republican voters

without refuting the Party’s claims; a refutation would put the disagreeément

93 As it turned out, the United States Conferenc€atholic Bishops remained opposed to the bill
that was passed, while a broad coalition of nuppstted it. See Mitchell Landsberg, “Nuns in UBack
Healthcare Bill Despite Catholic Bishops’ OppositibLos Angeles Time#larch 18, 2010,
http://articles.latimes.com/2010/mar/18/nation/&trealthcare-nuns18-2010marl8 (accessed May 2,
2010).

394 A discourse analysis attends to the fact that ingamaking relies on the articulation one thing
instead of another The health care debate brought forward a mdkitof reasons in favor of health care,
most of which were not articulated into the emeggiiscursive formation. Those selected were likely
projected to have the greatest resonance and igrattherefore to have the greatest potentiaddease
the administration’s political power.

3% Sheryl Gay Stolberg and David M. Herszenhorn, “TSiges Take Health Care Debate Outside
Washington,"New York TimesAugust 3, 2009,
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/03/health/policy/@akthcare.html (accessed May 2, 2010).
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Republican terms and thereby give them a home court advantage. By contrast,
Democrats’ equivalence maneuver located a new enemy to the nation’sdfimaadth:
Big Business, and not, as Republicans would have it, Big Goverrifient.

The Obama administration had to tread lightly in articulating its vision oflsocia
democracy, given that conservatives’ caricature of “tax and spend” fibtralchief
promoters of a bloated, expensive, and inefficient State is the commonsensical
understanding. This picture is associated with Democrats’ historical subpoograms
that redistribute resources in a way that aims to empower the disenfranchiseidte@bns
with this record, President Obama continued to assert the importance of univegsal ac
to affordable health care. However, his message is combined with the promise that
reform would reduce the deficit, and that most Americans’ taxes would not inclease
this way, the administration sought to reinterpret its party’s traditi@mhdtment to
social justice as compatible with a sensible budfjeThis articulation seeks to win
voters by inclusion, not exclusion; by dissolving antagonism rather than building around
it. Specifically, it follows the logic of difference, and takes aim diyeatlconservatives’
equivalence discourse in which “Democrat” signifies one who is hostile tcedisiag
within its means.

Despite this (ultimately successful) hegemonic effort, many on thedmhin

baffled by right-wing strategies. As a result, the Left responded te $iegegies in

3% gtrictly speaking, it was not “the Democrats” whd this effort, but the Obama administration
and a handful of Congressional Democrats (Peloakman,inter alia).

397 Of course, Obama is not the first Democrat to @nnt this tactic; many have noted his
administration’s similarities to Clinton’s, both &taff and strategy.
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ineffectual ways throughout the debates, in the same ways as it did during Bkorge
Bush’s presidency: by dismissing the Right’s political plays as absurdyibg to reason
with the Right, or by analyzing its ideology for inconsistencies. Such respalhses
presume that rationality is the norm. For example, in response to the most extreme
“death panels” accusations—those that compared the proposed reform measuzes to Na
programs—former Senator Tom Daschle confidently claimed that “almost atitalty,
you have most of the audience on your side...Any rational normal person isn’t going to
believe that assertiorf®® Daschle is probably correct in his belief that if the average
American is asked whether Democrats are in favor of exterminatingdigryekhe will
respond in the negative. But this fact does not exhaust the significance of whatas,
facie a polemical comparison between Democrat-proposed reform measures and the
programs of a totalitarian regime, for the weight of “bare facts” igmméted within
discourse. Health care reform likewise gains its significance fromliskeurse in which
it is embedded, and discourse is constructed by successful articulatiorssahbsie
differences and equivalences between “health care reform” and other Emm&ight’'s
claims, even if false, have the potential to link Democrat-led reforms to itatodal
state, and it is in terms of articulations such as these that the public will tanddngalth
care reform.

Consider also President Obama’s meeting with Republicans in January of 2010,
after the health care debate in Congress had become intractable. Tihg mast

ostensibly an attempt to reason with Republican members of Congress who seemed

3% Rutenberg and Calmes.
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opposed to reform as a matter of principle, in the hopes of reestablishing some
bipartisanship. The President opened the meeting remarking,

I’'m looking forward to taking your questions and having a real

conversation...And | hope that the conversation we begin here doesn’'t end

here; that we can continue our dialogue in the days ahead...It's only

through the process of disagreement and debate that bad ideas get tossed

out and good ideas get refined and made better...| want us to have a

constructive debat®?
These comments are consistent with the interest in bipartisan cooperation agaledial
that Mr. Obama expressed as a presidential cand¥faiet a hegemonic analysis
explains why the President’s efforts are unlikely to pay off in light obtrategies
employed by the Right. The Right’s ideology is not dialogical; its purgosetia
refinement of ideas through critical exchange. Rather, it is hegemormpaorjisse is to
control an ever-larger portion of political territory by shaping the discewvghin which
social identities, values, activities, and resources become meaningful.

Where the Left does not assume that Republicans will act rationally, inwest
to assume that theshould In a scathing critique of the right-wing rhetoric surrounding
the health care debate, “based mainly on lies about death panels and...that riéform wi

undermine Medicare,” Paul Krugman finds Republicans’ defense of “unredtrict

Medicare spending” blatantly inconsistent with their ideological committeesrhall

39 Barak Obama, “Obama at House Republican RetreBaliimore,” transcriptHuffington Post
January 29 2010, http://mwww.huffingtonpost.com/201029/transcript-of-president-o_n_442423.html
(accessed May 4, 2010).

% while this might be interpreted as “one step baokthe Administration’s “two steps forward”
in hegemonizing the terms of the debate, it needao Some analysts speculated that the President
not, in fact, trying to reason with the Right, butexpose their dearth of ideas for reform andthei
unwillingness to cooperate in a matter that hasatlipearing on something conservatives claim td hol
dear: fiscal responsibility.
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government, and to their track record on this issue since the 188Rrugman observes
that Reagan, the hero of

the modern Republican party...was a fierce opponent of Medicare’s

creation, warning that it would destroy American freedom...In the

1990s, Newt Gingrich tried to force drastic cuts in Medicare

financing. And in recent years, Republicans have repeatedly

decried the growth in entitlement spending that is largely driven by

rising healthcare cost§?
According to Krugman, the GOP has abandadtedwn party identityan identity well-
established over the last thirty years, in assuming the role of ‘defendersofcibesafety

net’. Krugman looks for, and fails to find, coherence in this position. Again, the theory
of hegemony emphasizes that political identities are fundamentallcstibghange.

That “Republican” gains its meaning from a discursive formation makes s@neuvers
more likely than others, some options more ‘live’ than others. However, that forngation i
essentially open to mutation, making even “contradictory” articulations passibthis
instance, an equivalence relation targets the Democrats’ health caes@la enemy to
seniors’ quality of life. This is a way of giving significance to healtle caform. There

is not one way, but several ways to understand health care reform; the theory of
hegemony explains how, for the purpose of advancing a political project, different groups
try to fix the significance of terms so thaafipearsthat that meaning ikhecorrect one.

This chapter concludes my demonstration of Laclau and Mouffe’s contribution to

Marxist thought. The value of the theory of hegemony is evident, first, in the extent t

01 paul Krugman, “Comment & Debate: Guided by Spitenom from Republicans is Familiar,
but This a New Low—and it's a Clue to America’s E#roblems,The Guardian (LondonfOctober 6
2009, in LexisNexis [database online]; accessedcmae 2010.

92 |bid.

205



which it can explain the power of conservative discourse—especially its powdheve
working class; and second, in the comparison of this hegemonic explanation with that
given by Frank. Conservatism’s influence over the working class cannot, as orthodoxy
would have it, be easily explained as deception. As my hegemonic analysis shows,
conservatism genuinely appeals to its audience by articulations that tietegia

interests into the conservative cause.
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Conclusion

My explanation and application of hegemony would be incomplete if | did not
acknowledge the objections that many have raised to the theoryHgsgeenony and
Socialist Strategwas published. These have taken the form of direct responses to
Laclau and Mouffe, but are also derivable from responses to poststructhralgt in
general. Jurgen Habermas, for example, is one of the most consistent and shand critic
structuralist-inspired thought, which, as | showed in Chapter 3, provides the foundations
of the theory of hegemorfy® The Habermasian objection is not surprising given that,
prima facie his project differs greatly from that of poststructuralist thinketste
Habermas seeks to identify and exploit the emancipatory potential of the Emigghit,
Foucault and Derrida seek to make visible its victims, caesurae, and endemic
contradictions. From a Habermasian perspective, Laclau and Mouffeisraad the
political is theoretically inadequate and insufficiently subtle in thabiks with only one
type of social action, thereby occluding the normative aspects of steiadtion

A significant branch of Habermas’ social theory centers on his theory of
communicative action, which “places linguistic processes of reaching uniingta.as
the mechanism for coordinating action, at the focal point of intef¥sttabermas’
theory begins with, and seeks to explain, the remarkable phenomenon of social action

coordination; that is, how individuals in society manage to align their actions based on a

%3 See especiallyhe Philosophical Discourse of Modemityans. Frederick G. Lawrence
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987).

%4 Jiirgen Haberma@n the Pragmatics of Communicati®@ambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998),
106.
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shared understandiriy He develops a typology of social interaction that is grounded in
a reconstruction of the features of everyday communications. His analisesef
features articulates the skills, resources, and presuppositions ofgaautisain
communication. According to this analysis, actors in modern societies coordinate thei
behavior by linguistically-mediated processes thateither at reaching consensas at
exerting influencé®® In communicative action—that is, action oriented toward
consensus—participants’ claims about the world are distinguished by their prdvisiona
status. That is, participants in communication who aim to come to agreementtiynplici
recognize that others may challenge their claims, and they arecfttgplvilling to

defend their claims by an exchange of read8hsn this way, communicative action
establishes solidarity by the “unforced force of read8h By contrast, “participants in

strategic action instrumentalize one another as a means for achievirrgspective

%5 Maeve Cookel.anguage and Reason: A Study of Habermas’ Pragsétiambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 1994), 5.

% Habermas has both a sociological and a psychalbagcount of the “decentered”
understanding of those who live in modern societiise former draws heavily on Max Weber's
examination of modernization; the latter dependmupiaget’s and Kohlberg'’s reconstructions of
cognitive and moral development, respectivelymiydern societies, agents take a more or less ¢tefte
attitude towards the world. For the sociologica@unt, see Habermatheory of Communicative Action
Vol. 2: Lifeworld and System: A Critique of Funcitidist Reasontrans. Tom McCarthy (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1987). For the psychological account, Reednstruction and Interpretation in the Social
Sciences,” ifMoral Consciousness and Communicative Agttoans. Christian Lenhardt and Shierry
Weber Nicholsen, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990).

“97 Moreover, participants recognize that differentsof reasons are appropriate depending on
what kind of claim is being made; they distinguigtween empirical truth claims, which refer to the
objective world, normative validity claims, whicéfer to the social world, or expressive claims,alhi
refer to the subject’s inner experience. See CobBe

% Thomas McCarthy, Introduction fthe Philosophical Discourse of Moderniyi.
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success...They deal with other persons and with their own inner nature as thoeigh thes
were states of affairs, or entities in the physical wotid.”

If we accept Habermas’ differentiation of linguistically-meedhsocial
coordination into consensus and success-oriented types of action, then, at thesyery lea
Laclau and Mouffe have made a glaring omission in their elaboration of “ttad’soc
This explanatory inadequacy, though, is only as serious as its practical consggaetce
these can be drawn by contrast to the consequences of the inclusion of communicative
action for Habermas’ social theory. Where, for Habermas, communicatiga acti
provides a dialogical conception of rationality, Laclau and Mouffe can only speiaé of
logic of signification; thus social actors’ capacity to be responsible toataehfor their
beliefs and desires disappears behind a system that functions seeminugy dedely of
these. More importantly, Habermas’ reconstruction of the presuppositions that
communicative action lays the foundation for his discourse ethics. Discourxseierthi
turn provides a procedure for identifying morally valid norms. Compare this tal_acl
and Mouffe’s (or Stuart Hall's) account of, say, the claims of ideology. Hegemonic
theory offers no principled way of distinguishing between the claims andgaaof
Thatcherism and those of Labor. It can offer no reason to prefer the rhetoric of
conservatism over that of social democracy; worse yet, it can offer no prethbgses for
preferring democracy over totalitarianism. From a hegemonic penrspedtipolitical

actions are alike in that they strategically aim to appropriate a gstate of social

409 Cooke, 20.
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power?? Again, at the very least, this fails to explain a key aspect of social exgerie

namely, that our political decisions seem justifiable to us, and that we do engage i
practices of justifying our political persuasions to each other. If we hékdimension
of experience seriously, Laclau and Mouffe’s characterization of sdeigems
asymmetrical.

Although Habermas provides a ready counterpoint to poststructuralism, we need
not range so far to find the worry expressed here. Simon Critchley, a defender of
Derridean thought, finds fault with Laclau and Mouffe’s theory on grounds akin to those
of the Habermasian. Critchley claims that Laclau and Mouffe oscillateebatan
overly-developed descriptive apparatus and an underdeveloped normative stance in thei
analysis of hegemonic politics, and that the consequences of this oscillat@tethio
undermine their endorsement of democracy:

If the theory of hegemony is simply the description of a positively axgisti

state of affairs, then one risks emptying it of any critical functionhelf t

theory of hegemony is the description of a factual state of affairs, then it

risks identification and complicity with the dislocatory logic of

contemporary capitalist societi€s.

One can hear echoes here of Max Horkheimer’s cautions concerning the dangett inher
in excessively empirical (he had in mind positivistic) theorizations of socialphena:

they risk unwitting complicity in the systems they describe as opeiatiegpendently of

human action or desifé?

*1%1n hegemonic terms, “power” measures the extenttich social subjects or groups have fixed
the meaning of certain signifiers (e.g., “freedofidemocracy”, “marriage”) or identities.

“11 Simon Critchley, “Is There a Normative Deficittine Theory of Hegemony?” imaclau: A
Critical Reader eds. Simon Critchley and Oliver Marchart (New K.dRoutledge, 2004), 117.
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These objections, however, must be understood in light of the scope of Laclau and
Mouffe’s project. Lacalu and Mouffe aim to provide a theoretically consistentat of
political agency and identity, one that avoids the foundationalism and dualism of
orthodox Marxism. In addition to accommodating the potentially multiple and
constitutionally unstable significances that make hegemonic politichpmdsieir theory
can also explain the basis upon which different political interests and groups forge
alliances. Their reliance on a Lacanian notion of subjectivity also shores apxiaivi
weakness by making sense of the motivations of political actors. In brief, then,
postmarxism seeks to provide an account of social and political dynamics that is
explanatorily ‘thick’ and theoretically consistent. | have tried to showdyof exegesis
and application that it realizes both of these goals.

Laclau and Mouffe radically reinterpret Marxism, collapsing “basel’ a
“superstructure” into discourse, deconstructing class determinism, tnagskafication
as the effect of successful hegemonization—an effect that is, howeveriadigsent
renegotiable. Theirs is a Marxism that overcomes the theoretical anidgrimitations
of orthodoxy while still providing a systematic account of society, even a\ptita is
fragmented by specialized interests and by diverse local movements.

Of course, orthodox Marxism may seem an easy target and the theory of
hegemony is not alone in its attempt to provide a general account of society that can

make sense of contemporary events and alliances. Yet the theory of hegemony does

“12 Max Horkheimer, “Traditional and Critical TheonyCtitical Theory: Selected Essagidew
York: Continuum, 2002), 188.
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provide for a particularly subtle understanding of these, as my analysis ofvativee

hegemony is meant to demonstrate.
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