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Introduction

Left-wing thought today stands at a crossroads. The ‘evident truths’
of the past — the classical forms of analysis and political calculation,
the nature of the forces in conflict, the very meaning of the Left’s
struggles and objectives — have been seriously challenged by an
avalanche of historical mutations which have riven the ground on
which those truths were constituted. Some of these mutations
doubtless correspond to failures and disappointments: from Buda-~
pest to Prague and the Polish coup d’etat, from Kabul to the sequels
of Communist victory in Vietnam and Cambodia, a question-mark
has fallen more and more heavily over a whole way of conceiving
both socialism and the roads that should lead to it. This has re-
charged critical thinking, at once corrosive and necessary, on the
theoretical and political bases on which the intellectual horizon of the
Left was traditionally constituted. But there is more to it than this. A
whole series of positive new phenomena underlie those mutations
which have made so urgent the task of theoretical reconsideration:
the rise of the new feminism, the protest movements of ethnic,
national and sexual minorities, the anti-institutional ecology
struggles waged by marginalized layers of the population, the anti-
nuclear movement, the atypical forms of social struggle in countries
on the capitalist periphery — all these imply an extension of social
conflictuality to a wide range of areas, which creates the potential,
but no more than the potential, for an advance towards more free,
democratic and egalitarian societies.

This proliferation of struggles presents itself, first of all, as a
‘surplus’ of the sodial vis-3-vis the rational and organized structures
of society — that is, of the socal ‘order’. Numerous voices,
deriving especially from the liberal-conservative camp, have insis-
tently argued that Western societies face a crisis of governability and
a threat of dissolution at the hands of the egalitarian danger. How-
ever, the new forms of social conflict have also thrown into crisis
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theoretical and political frameworks closer to the ones that we shall
seek to engage in dialogue in the major part of this book. These
correspond to the classical discourses of the Left, and the charac-
teristic modes in which it has conceived the agents of social change,
the structuring of political spaces, and the privileged points for the
unleashing of historical transformations. What is now in crisis is a
whole conception of socialism which rests upon the ontological
centrality of the working class, upon the role of Revolution, with a
capital ‘r’, as the founding moment in the transition from one type of
society to another, and upon the illusory prospect of a perfectly
unitary and homogeneous collective will that will render pointless
the moment of politics. The plural and multifarious character of
contemporary social struggles has finally dissolved the last founda-
tion for that political imaginary. Peopled with ‘universal’ subjects
and conceptually built around History in the singular, it has postu-
lated ‘society’ as an intelligible structure that could be intellectually
mastered on the basis of certain class positions and reconstituted, as a
rational, transparent order, through a founding act of a political
character. Today, the Left is witnessing the final act of the dis-
solution of that Jacobin imaginary.

Thus, the very wealth and plurality of contemporary social strug-
gles has given rise to a theoretical crisis. It is at the middle point of
this two-way movement between the theoretical and the political
that our own discourse will be located. At every moment, we have
tried to prevent an impressionist and sociologistic descriptivism,
which lives on ignorance of the conditions of its own discursivity,
from filling the theoretical voids generated by the crisis. Ouraim has
been the exact opposite: to focus on certain discursive categories
which, at first sight, appeared to be privileged condensation-points
for many aspects of the crisis; and to unravel the possible meaning of
a history in the various facets of this multiple refraction. All discur-
sive eclecticism or wavering was excluded from the very start. As is
said in an inaugural 'manifesto’ of the classical period, when one
enters new territory, one must follow the example of ‘travellers
who, finding themselves lostin a forest, know that they cught not to
wander first to one side and then to the other, nor, still less, tostop in
one place, but understand that they should continue to walk as
straight as they can in one direction, not diverging for any slight
reason, even though it was possibly chance alone that first deter-
mined them in their choice. By this means if they do not go exactly
where they wish, they will at least arrive somewhere at the end,
where probably they will be better off than in the middle of a forest."!
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Introduction 3

The guiding thread of our analysis has been the trapsformations in
the concept of hegemony, considered as a discursive surface and
fundamental nodal point of Marxist political theorization. Our prin-
cipal conclusion is that behind the concept of ‘hegemony’ lies hidden
something more than a type of political relation complementary to the
basic categories of Marxist theory. In fact, it introduces a logic of the

* social which is incompatible with those categories. Faced with the

rationalism of classical Marxism, which presented history and
society as intelligible totalities constituted aroqnd conceptually ex-
plicable laws, the logic of hegemony presented itself from the outset
as a complementary and contingent operation, required for conjunctural
imbalances within an evolutionary paradigm whose -essenna! or
‘morphological’ validity was not for a moment placed in question.
(One of the central tasks of this book will be to deter’mme ths
specific logic of contingency.) As the areas of the concept’s applica-
tion grew broader, from Lenin to Gramsci, the ﬁeld of contingent
articulations also expanded, and the category of “hlstorlcal neces-
sity’ — which had been the cornerstone of classical Marxism —
withdrew to the horizon of theory. As we shall argue in the last two
chapters, the expansion and determination of the social logic implicit
in the concept of ‘hegemony’ — in a direction that goes far beyond
Gramsci — will provide us with an andwm}qe from \thch contem-
porary social struggles are thinkai}!e‘in their specificity, as well as
permitting us to outline a new politics for the Left based upon the
project of a radical democracy. '
One question remains to be answered: why should we brpach this
task through a critique and a deconstruction of the vanous discursive
surfaces of classical Marxism? Let us first say that there is not one
discourse and one system of categories through which the treal
might speak without mediations. In operating dqcpnsfm;twely
within Marxist categories, we do not claim tc be writing universal
history’, to be inscribing our discourse as a moment of a single,
linear process of knowledge: Just as the era of normative epistemo-
logies has come to an end, 5o too has the era qf unfversal discourses.
Political conclusions similar to those set forth in this book could have
been approximated from very different discursive formations — for
example, from certain forms of Christianity, or from libertarian
discourses alien to the socialist tradition — none of which could
aspire to be the truth of society (or ‘the insurpassable philosophy of
our time’, as Sartre put it). For this very reason, however, Marxism
is one of the traditions through which it becomes possible to formu-
late this new conception of politics. For us, the validity of this point
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of departure is simply based on the fact that it constitutes our own
past.

Is it not the case that, in scaling down the pretensions and the area
of validity of Marxist theory, we are breaking with something
deeply inherent in that theory: namely, its monist aspiration to
capture with its categories the essence or underlying meaning of
History? The answer can only be in the affirmative. Only if we
renounce any epistemological prerogative based upon the ontolo-
gically privileged position of a ‘universal class’, will it be possible
seriously to discuss the present degree of validity of the Marxist
categories. At this point we should state quite plainly that we are
now situated in a post-Marxist terrain. It is no longer possible to
maintain the conception of subjectivity and classes elaborated by
Marxism, nor its vision of the historical course of capitalist deve-
lopment, nor, of course, the conception of communism as a trans-
parent society from which antagonisms have disappeared. But if our
intellectual project in this book is pest-Marxist, it is evidently also
post-Marxist. It has been through the development of certain intui-
tions and discursive forms constituted within Marxism, and the
inhibition or elimination of certain others, that we have constructed
a concept of hegemony which, in cur view, may be a useful instru-
mient in the struggle for a radical, hbertarian and plural democracy.
Here the reference to Gramsci, though partially critical, is of capital
importance. In the text we have tried to recover some of the variety
and richness of Marxist discursivity in the era of the Second Inter-
national, which tended to be obliterated by that impoverished
monolithic image of ‘Marxism-Leninism’ current in the Stalin and
post-Stalin eras and now reproduced, almost intact though with
opposite sign, by certain forms of contemporary ‘anti-Marxism'.
Neither the defenders of a glorious, homogeneous and invulnerable
‘historical materialism’, nor the professionals of an anti-Marxism i la
nouveaux philosophes, realize the extent to which their apologias or
diatribes are equally rooted in an ingenuous and primitive concep-
tion of a doctrine’s role and degree of unity which, in all its essential
determinations, is still tributary to the Stalinist imaginary. Qur own
approach to the Marxist texts has, on the contrary, sought to recover
their plurality, to grasp the numerous discursive sequences — to a
considerable extent heterogeneous and contradictory - which con-
stitute their inner structure and wealth, and guarantee their survival
as a reference point for political analysis. The surpassing of a great
intellectual tradition never takes place in the sudden form of a
collapse, but in the way that river waters, having originated at a
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common source, spread in various directions and mingle with cur-
rents flowing down from other sources. This is how the discourses
that constituted the field of classical Marxism may help to form the
thinking of a new left: by bequeathing some of their concepts,
transforming or abandoning others, and diluting themselves in that
infinite intertextuality of emancipatory discourses in which the
plurality of the social takes shape.

Note to Introduction

1. Descartes, ‘Discourse on Method’, in Philosophical Works Vol. 1, Cambridge 1968,
p. 9.
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Hegemony: the Genealogy of a
Concept

We will start by tracing the genealogy of the concept of ‘hegemony’.
It should be stressed that this will not be the genealogy of a concept
endowed from the beginning with full positivity. In fact, using
somewhat freely an expression of Foucault, we could say that our
aim is to establish the ‘archaeology of a silence’. The concept of
hegemony did not emerge to define a new type of relation in its
specific identity, but to fill a hiatus that had opened in the chain of
historical necessity. ‘Hegemony’ will allude to an absent totality,
and to the diverse attempts at recompomtxon and rearticulation
which, ui ovucommg this original absence, made it possxble for

struggles to_be given a meaning and. for hlgonca forces to be
endowed with full _positivity. The contexts in which the concept
appear will bé those of a fault (in the geological sense), of a fissure that
had to be filled up, of a contingency that had to be overcome.
‘Hegemony’ will be not the majestic unfolding of an identity but the
response to a Crisis.

Even in its humble origins in Russian Social Democracy, where it
is called upon to cover a limited area of political effects, the concept
of ‘hegemony’ already alludes to a kind of contingent intervention
required by the crisis or collapse of what would have been a ‘normal’
historical development. Later, with Leninism, it is a keystone in the
new form of political calculation required by the contingent ‘con-
crete situations’ in which the class struggle occurs in the age of
imperialism. Finally, with Gramsci, the term acquires a new typfgf
centrality that transcéfids its tactical or strategic uses: ‘hegemony”
becomés the key concept in understandin ing the very uﬁi’t’)’f“éﬁstmg in

ncrete social formation. Each of these ¢ :_extensions of the térm’
wever, was accompanied by an expat expansxon of what we could

ly call a logic of the contingent’. In its turn, this expres-
sion stemmed from the fracture, and withdrawal to the cxp]amtory
horizon of the social, of the category of *historical necessity’ which
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had beqn the comerstone of Second Intemnational Marxism. The
alternatives  within this advancing crisis — and the different
responses to it, of which the theory of hegemony is but one

‘ for1
the object of our study. "

The Dilemmas of Rosa Luxemburg

Let us avoid any temptation to go back to the ‘origins’. Let us simply
pierce a moment in time and try to detect the presence of that void
which the logic of hegemony will attempt to fill. This arbitrary
beginning, projected in a variety of directions, will offer us, if not the
sense of a trajectory, at least the dimensions of a crisis. It is in the
multiple, meandering reflections in the broken mirror of *historical
necessity’ that a new logic of the social begins to insinuate itself, one
that will only manage to think itself by questioning the very literality
of the terms it articulates.

In 1906 Rosa Luxemburg published The Mass Strike, the Political
Party and the Trade Unions. A brief analysis of this text — which
already presents all the ambiguities and critical areas important to
our theme — will provide us with an initial point of reference. Rosa
Luxemburg deals with a specific theme: the efficacy and significance
of the mass strike as a political tool. But for her this implies con-
sideration of two vital problems for the socialist cause: the unity of
the working class and the path to revolution in Europe. Mass strike,
the dominant form of struggle in the first Russian revolution, is dealt
with in its specific mechanisms as well as in its possible projections
for the workers’ struggle in Germany. The theses of Rosa Luxem-
burg are well known: while debate concerning the efficacy of the
mass strike in Germany had centred almost exclusively on the poli-
tical strike, the Russian experience had demonstrated an interaction
and a mutual and constant enrichment between the polinical and
economic dimensions of the mass strike. In the repressive context of
the Tsarist state, no movement for partial demands could remain
confined within itself: it was incvitably transformed into an example
and symbol of resistance, thus fuelling and giving birth to other
movements. These emerged at unpreconceived points and tended to
expand and generalize in unforeseeable forms, so that they were
beyond the capacity of regulation and organization of any political or
trade union leadership. This is the meaning of Luxernburg’s ‘spon-
tancism’. The unity between the economic and the political
struggle — that is to say, the very unity of the working class — isa
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consequence of this movement of feedback and interaction. But this
movement in turn is nothing other than the process of revolution.

If we move from Russia to Germany, Rosa Luxemburg argues,
the situation becomes very different. The dominant trend is the
fragmentation among diverse categories of workers, between the
different demands of various movements, between economic
struggle and political struggle. ‘Only in the sultry air of the period of
revolution can any partial little conflict between labour and capital
grow into a general explosion. In Germany the most violent, most
brutal collisions between the workers and the employers take place
every day without the struggle over-leaping the bound of the indivi-
dual factories . . . None of these cases . . . changes suddenly into a
common class action. And when they grow into isolated mass
strikes which have without question a political colouring, they do
not bring about a general storm.” This isolation and fragmentation
is not a contingent event: it is a structural effect of the capitalist state,
which is only overcome in a revolutionary atmosphere, ‘As a matter
of fact the separation of the poliucal and the economic struggle and
the independence of each is nothing but an artficial product of the
parliamentarian period, even if historically determined. On the one
hand, in the peaceful, “normal” course of bourgeois society the
cconomic struggle is split into a multitude of individual struggles m
every undertaking and dissolved in every branch of production. On
the other hand, the political struggle is not directed by the masses
themselves in a direct action, but in correspondence with the form of
the bourgeois State, in a representative fashion, by the presence of
legislative representation.”

In these conditions and given that the revolutionary outbreaks in
Russia could be explained by factors such as the comparative back-
wardness of the country, the absence of political hberties, or the
poverty of the Russian proletariat — were not the perspectives for
revolution in the West postponed sine die? Here Rosa Luxemburg's
response becomes hesitant and less convincing as it assumes a charac-
teristic course: namcly, an attemipt to minimize the differences
between the Russian and the German proletariat, showing the areas
of poverty and the absence of organization in various sectors of the
German working class, as well as the presence of inverse phenomena
in the most advanced sectors of the Russian proletariat. But what of
those pockets of backwardness in Germany? Were they not residual
sectors which would be swept away by capitalist expansion? Andin
that case, what guaranteed the emergence of a revolutionary situa-
tion? The answer to our question — Rosa Luxemburg does not at
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any point formulate it in this text — comes to us abruptly and
unequivocably a few pages later: ‘(The social democrats) must now
and always hasten the development of things and “endeavour to
accelerate_cvents. This they cannot do, however, by _suddenly
issuing the “‘slogan’ for a ‘mass strike at randomatany r momcnm
irst and foremost, by making clear to the widest layers of the f the
proletariat the inevifabte advemtof this révolutionary period, the inner
social factors. makmg for it and the political consequences ofit.” Thus,
the necessary laws of capitalist development’ establish themselvesas
a guarantee _Ft:()j“thf_fummmney,olunonary Situation in Germany.
Everything is now clear: as there were no morcmBourgems-
democratic changes to be achieved in Germany (sic}, the coming of 2
revolutionary situation could only be resolved in a socialist direc-
tion; the Russian proletariat — struggling against absolutism, but in
a historical context dominated by the maturity of world capitalism
which prevented it from stabilizing its own struggles in a bourgeois
stage — was the vanguard of the European proletariat and pointed
out to the German working class its own future. The problem of the
differences between East and West, so important in the strategic
debates of European socialism from Bernstein to Gramsci, was here
resolved by being discarded.”

Let us analyse the various moments of this remarkable sequence.
Concerning the constitutive mechanism of class unity, Rosa Luxem-
burg’s position is clear: in capitalist society, the workmg class i ns
necessari} mented and the recomposition _of its unity on
occurs through the very process of revolution. Yet the form of t
fevolutionary recomposition consists of a speafc - mechanisim v"vTTc}T
Wo with any mechanistic explanation. It is “here that
spontaneist éomes into play. One could think that the ¢ gpontanelst
theory simply affirms the i the impossibility of foreseeing the direction of a
revolutignary_process, given the complexity and variety of forms
which it adopts. chergheless this explanation is insufficient. For’
‘what'ts at stake is not merely the complexity and diversity inherent
in a dispersion of struggles - when these arc seen from the point of
view of an analyst or a political leader — but also the constiturion of
the unity of the revolutionary subject on the basis of this complexity
and diversity. This alone shows us that in acempting to deterniine
the meaning of Luxemburgist ‘spontaneism’, we must concentrate
not only on the plurality of forms of struggle but also on the relations
which they establish among themselves and on the unifying effects
which follow from them. And here, the mechanism of unification is
clear: ina revolutionary. sxtuatlon 1t is 1mp05$1ble 16 fix the literal sense™
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of each isolated struggle because each struggle overflows its own

hteraw omies to represent, in the conscxousness ofthf: masses,
a simple moment of a momg}gb& struggle against the system. And -

2~

so it is that while in a period ofstablhty ¢ class consciousnessof the &
worker — as a global consciousness constituted around his ‘his- 3
torical interests’ — is ‘latent’ and ‘theoretical’, in a revolutionary ¥
situation it becomes ‘active’ and ‘practical’. Thus, in a revolutionary
situation the meaning of every mobilization appears, so to speak, as

splhit: aside from its specific literal demands, each mobilization repre-

sents the revolutionary process as a whole; and these toralizing |~
effects are visible in the overdetermination of some struggles by A
others. This is, however, nothing other than the defining charac-

teristic of the symbol: the overflowing of the signifier by the sig-

nified.* The unity of the class is therefore a symbolic unity. Undoubtedly
this is the highest point in Luxemburg’ WWTT‘ h estab- *+

lishes the maxinium distance from the orthodox theoreticians of the -
Second Tnternational (for whom class unity is simply laid down by
the Taws of the econoniic base). Although in many other analyses of

f.‘

the period a role 1s given to the contingent — exceeding the moment 2

of ‘structural’ theorization — few texts advance as much as Rosa

J

Luxemburg's in determining the specific mechanisms of this contin- ™

gency and in recognizing the extent of its practical etfects.
Now, on the one hand, the analysis of Rosa Luxemburg has

~

multiplied the points of-antagonism and the forms of struggle — vy
K

which we will from now on call the subject positions — up to the
point of exploding all capacity for control or planning of these
struggles by a trade-union or political leadership; on the other hand,

has proposed symbolic overdetermination as a concrete

N

mechamsm tor the unification of these struggles. Here, however, the

problems begin, since for Rosa Luxemburg this process of over- <
determination constitutes a very precise unity: a class unity. Yet there ™~

is nothing in the theory of spontaneism which logically supports her

1

N

: - : Al
conclusion. On the contrary, the very logic of spontaneism seems to] « |

1mply that the resulting type ofunitary subject should remain largely
indéterminate. In the case of the Tsarist state, if the condition of -
Gverdetermination of the points of antagonism and the diverse
struggles is a repressive political context, why cannot the class limits
be surpassed and lead to the construction of, for example. partially
unified subjects whose fundamental determination is popular or
democratic? Even in Rosa Luxemburg's text — notwithstanding
the dogmatic rigidity of the author, for whom every subject has tobe
a class subject — the surpassing of classist categories appears at 2
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number of points. ‘Throughout the whole of the spring of 1905 and
into the middle of summer there fermented throughout the whole
empire an uninterrupted economic strike of almost the entire pro-
letariat against capital — a struggle which on the one hand cau }?t all
the petty-bourgeois and liberal professions, and on the c>thetg hand
penctrated to the domestic servants, the minor police officials and
even to the stratum of the lumpen proletariat, and simultaneous!
surged from the towns to the country districts and even knocked y
the iron gates of the military barracks.”’ *
Let us be clear about the meaning of our question: if the unity of
the working class were an infrastructural datum constituted ouz;xae
the process of revolutionary overdetermination, the guestion ¢on
cerming the class character of the rev()lutionary’s'ubj'ééf”wdm'ﬁo;
arise. Indeed, both political and economic struggle Would be sym
metncal expressions of a class subject constituted prior toyth;
struggles themselves. But if the unity is this process of overdeter-
mination, an independent explanation has to be offered s to Why
there should be a necessary overlap between political subjectivi v
and class positions. Although Rosa Luxemburg does not o??er?ﬁg
an explanation — in fact, she does not even perceive the problem —
;)hg_b:_a‘c_kgxgupgqf, her thought makes clear what this would have
peen; namely. an affirmation of the necessary character of the objec-
1ve laws of capitalist development, which Tead to an increasing
proletarianization of the middle sectors and the peasantry and, thu g
to a straightforward confrontation between Sb\ﬁg—&;isig and ‘13?5}1 S'
tarla’“tquQ_Qs_c;g\gg:‘n‘tlvy the inf{d{’é‘tz);r&\ effects of the logic of s o
tancism appear to be strictly limited from the beginning.
The cffects are so imited, no doubt, because the area in which the
operate 15 extremely circumscribed. But also because, in a scconc)i,
and more important sense, the logic of spontaneism an:j the logic of
necessity do not converge as two distinct and positive principles to
expl‘am certain historical situations, but function instead asp anti-
thetical logics which only interact with each other through the
reciprocal limitation of their effects. Let us carefully examignc tl‘lt
pomtt) where they diverge. The logic of spontaneism is a logic of thg
wymt (iilx 1nalsmngh_.aﬁiLQP_CL%!SS%pxs:Cisdx_th@E&th,h_ci.diSfUE‘_ié“ of
______ y literal meaning. The logic of necessity is a logic of the literal: it
operates through fixations which, precisely because they are neces—
sary, establish a meaning that eliminates any td&i’ngéhfﬁgér;ﬁonwfn
this case, howgver, the relation between the twéiégics isa rclatm’hf; of
frontiers, which can expand in one or another direction but never
overcome the irreducible dualism ingroduced into the analysis.

/l('L'U—-LO [z "% 0{3 oa by Lo o 3 i
—+le Mbo( — ABPO peaX O
Dé ‘97 - rof [~ fc u~ca

29!1-

_else these necessary laws

LU““"“)‘W" r*e, Htion Shifl 17 BV AR AT M

+e,~ m :h ;"’?h
('Ml Jé Hegemony: the Genealogy of a Concept 13

In reality, we here witness the emergence of a double void. Scen
from the category of necessity, the duality of logics merges with the
determinable/indeterminable opposition: that is to say, it only
points to the operational limits of that category. But the same thing
occurs from the point of view of spontancism: the ficld of ‘historical
necessity” presents itself as a limit to the working of the symbolic.
The limits are, in actual fact, limitations. 1f the specificity of this
limitation of offects 1s not Tmniediately evident, this is because it is
thought of as a confluence of two positive and different explanatory
principles, each validinits own area, and not as what each of thems:
the purely negative reverse of the other. The double void created by
dualism hereby becomes invisible. However, to make a void
invisible is not the same as to fill itup.

Before we examine the changing forms of this double void, we
may for a moment place ourselves within it and practise the only
game it allows us: that is, to move the frontiers separating the two
opposed logics. If we broaden the area corresponding to historical
necessity, the result is a well-known alternative: éither capitalism

feads through its necessary laws to roletarianization and crisis; or
Eé not function as expected, n which casc|

following the xmﬁﬁwﬁﬂw_burgist discourse, the fragmen-
tation between WW@&&I
‘productof the capisalist state and becomes a permanent reality  Itis
%l? zero-sum game intrinsic to all cconomistic_and_reductionist
@W@?ﬁam, we move the boundary in the
opposite direction, to the point where the class nature of political
subjects loses its necessary character, the spectacle that appears
before our eyes is not at all imaginary: it is the original forms of
overdetermination assumed by social struggles in the Third World,
with the construction of political identities having little to do with
serict class boundaries; it is the rise of fascism, which would brutally
dispel the illusion of the necessary character of certain class articula-
tions: it is the new forms of struggle in the advanced capitalist
countries, where during the last few decades we have witnessed the
constant emergence of new forms of pohtical subjectivity cutting
across the categories of the social and cconomic structure. The
concept of *hegemony’ will emerge ccisely in a conge in:
by the experience of fragmentation and by the indetermy
articulations betwéerrdifferent s ruggW. It
il offer a socialist answer in 3 politico-disctirsive universe that has
witnessed a withdrawal of the category of ‘necessity” to the horizon
of the social. Faced with attempts to tackle the crisis of an essentialist
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monism through a proliferation of dualisms — free-will/determi-
nism;  science/ethics; individual/collectivity; causality/teleolo
— the theory of hegemony will ground its response on a displacge}i
ment of the terrain which made possible the monist/dualist alter-
native.
One final point before leaving Rosa Luxemburg. The limitation of
cffects which the ‘necessary laws’ produce in her “discourse also
functions in another important direction: as a limitation of the
p&iﬂtﬂj@@' capable of being derived from the ‘observabte
fendendies’ in_advanced capitalism. The role of theory is not to
elaborate intellectually the observable tendencies of fragmentation
anwﬁﬁfersnoq, but to ensure that such tendencies have a transitory
character. There is a split between “theory” and “practice” which isq;:
clear symptom of a crisis. This crisis — to which the emergénce of
Marxist ‘orthodoxy’ represents only one answer — 13 the starting-
point of our analysis. Yet it requires that we place ourselves at a point
prior to this beginning, in order to identify the paradigm thatentered
nto crisis. For this we can refer to a document of exceptional clarit
and systematiaty: Kautsky’s 1892 commentary to the Erfurt Pro)-(
gramme, the seminal manifesto of German Social Democracy.®

Q\ \Qﬁ. ,
[ isis, Degree Zero

The Class Struggle is a typical Kautskian text which puts forward an
indissociable unity of theory, history and strategy.'° From our
present-day perspective, of course, it appears extremely naive and
simplistic. Yet we must inquire into the various dimensions of this
simplicity, for they will permit us to understand both the structural
characteristics of the paradigm and the reasons that led to its crisis at
the turn of the century.

The paradigm is simple, in a primary and literal sense that Kautsky
quite explicitly presents a theory of the increasing simplification of the
social structure and the antagonisms within it. Capitalist society
advances towards an increasing concentration of property and
wealth in the hands of a few enterprises; and a rapid proletariani-
zation of the most diverse social strata and occupational categories is
combined with a growing impoverishment of the working class
This impoverishment, and the necessary laws of capitalist dcvelop;
ment that’ are at its origin, hinder a real autonomization of spheres
and functions within the working class: the economic struggle can
have only modest and precarious successes, and this leads to ade facto
subordination of trade-union to party organization, which alone can
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substantially modify the position of the proletariat through the
conquest of political power. The structural moments or instances of
capitalist society also lack any form of relative autonomy. The state,
for example, is presented in terms of the most crass instrumentalism.
Thus, the simplicity of the Kautskian paradigm consists, first of all,
in a simplification of the system of structural differences constitutive
of capitalist society.

Yet the Kautskian paradigm is also simple in a second and less
frequently mentioned sense, which is of crucial importance for our
analysis. Here, the point is not so much that the paradigm reduces
the number of pertinent structural differences, but that it fixes them
through the attribution to each of a single meaning, understood as a

precise Tocation within a totality. In the first sense, Kautsky's
analysis was simply economistic and reductionist; butif this were the
only problem, the corrective would merely have to introduce the
‘relative autonomies’ of the political and the ideological, and render
the analysis more complex through the multiplication of instances
within a topography of the social. Yet each one of these multiplied
instances or structural moments would have an identity as fixed and singular
as the instances of the Kautskian paradigm.

In order to illustrate this unicity of meaning, let us examine how
Kautsky explains the relationship between economic and political
struggle: ‘Occasionally someone has attempted to oppose the
political struggle to the economic, and declared that the proletariat
should give its exclusive attention to one or the other. The factis that
the two cannot be separated. The economic struggle demands
political rights and these will not fall from heaven. To secure and
rmaintain them the most vigorous political struggle 1s necessary. The
political struggle is, in the last ‘analysis, an ccggomig_;;_t;_gggl}f‘“
Rosa_Luxemburg also_affirmed the _unity of the two types_of
struggle. but she began from an initial diversity, and unity was 3
unification, the result of an overdetermination of discrete elements
without any forms of fixed, a priori articulation. For Kautsky,

however, unity is the starting-point: the working class struggles in

the ficld of politics b virtue of an economic calculation, Itis ossiblé
O pass from one struggic to the other through I

t ~a_purcly logical
transition. | ase 3 Luxeimburg, each struggle had more
than one meaning — as we have seen, it was reduplicatedina second |

\
\

symbolic dimension. Kor was its meaning fixed: for it depended

ipon variable atticulations which, from her spontaneist perspective
repelled any a priori determination (within the limits we have sig-
nalled). Kautsky, on the other hand, simplificd the meaning of every
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social antagonism or element by reducing it to a specific structural
location, already fixed by the logic of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion. The history of capitalism set out in The Class Struggle consists
of pure relations of interiority. We can pass from working class to
capitalists, from the economic spherc to the political sphere, from
manufacture to monopoly capitalism, without having to dep,art for
one instant from the internal rationality and intelligibility of a closed
paradigm. Capitalism is, no doubt, presented to us as acting upon an
external social reality, yet the latter simply dissolves upon enterin
into contact with the former. Capitalism changes, yet this change 1%
nothing more than the unfolding of its endogenous tendencies and
contradictions. Here the logic of necessity is not limited by anything;
thlSylS what makes The Class Struggle a pre-crisis text. ¢
Finally, simplicity is present in a third dimension — that which
refers to the role of theory itself. If this early Kautskian text is
compared with others belonging to an earlier or later Marxist tradi-
tion, we find that it contains a rather surprising feature: it presents
itself not as an intervention to unravel the underlying sense of
history, but as the systematization and generalization of a trans-
parent experience which is there for all to see. As there is no social
hieroglyph to decode, there is a perfect correspondence between
theory and the practices of the workers movement. With regard to
the constitution of class unity, Adam Przeworski has pointed out the
peculiarity of Kautsky's text: whereas Marx, from the time of the
?over{y,gj.,P&ﬂosophy, presented the unity of the €conoMIC RSEFHON
and political organization of the working ¢lass as an unfinished
process — this was the hiatus which the distinction between "elass in
itself” and ‘class for itself tried to fill — Kautsky argues as if the

warking class-has already completed the formation of its unity Tt
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scems. that-Kautsky believed that by 1890 the formation of the~

proletariat into-a class was a fait accompli; it was already forred as a
class and ~would remain s in the future. The organized proletariat
had nothing left to do but to pursué its historical mission, and the
pmmﬁfﬂﬁﬁﬁ'p‘:re‘_"{ﬁ its realization.”™ Similarly, When™
'y reters to growing proletananization and impoverishment
to t.he. inevitable crises of capitalism, or to the necessary advent 0%
socialism, he seems to be speaking not of potential tendencies
revealed by analysis, but of empirically observable realities in the
first two cases, and of a short-term transition in the third. Despite the
fact that necessity is the dominant category in his discourse, its

function Is not to guarantec a meaning beyond experience, but to
systematize experience itself.
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Now, although the combination of elements underlying this
optimism and simplicity is presented as part of a universal process of
class constitution, it merely represented the crowning of the very
specific histoncal formation of the German working class. Firstly,
the political autonomy of the German working class was the result of
two failures: that of the German bourgeoisie, after 1849, to set itself
up as the hegemonic force of a liberal-democratic movement; and
that of the Lassalleans’ corporatist attempt to integrate the working
class into the Bismarckian state. Secondly, the great depression of
1873-96, and the accompanying economic insecurity which affected
all social strata, nurtured a general optimism about the imminent
collapse of capitalism and the advent of proletarian revolution.
Thirdly, the working class had a low degree of structural com-
plexity: the trade unions were incipient and subordinated to the
party both politically and finandially; and in the context of the
twenty-year depression, the prospects for an improvement in the
workers’ condition through trade-union activity seemed extremely
limited. Only with difficulty was the General Commission of the
German trade unions, established in 1890, able to impose its
hegemony over the workers movement, amid the resistance of local
trade union powers and the overall scepticism of Social
Democracy.”

Under these conditions, the unity and autonomy of the working
class, and the collapse of the capitalist system, virtually appeared as
facts of experience. These were the reading parameters which gave
the Kautskian discourse its acceptability. In reality, however, the
situation was strictly German — or, at most, typical of certain
European countries where the liberal bourgeoisie was weak — and
certainly did not correspond to those processes of working-class
formation in countries with a strong liberal (England) or
democratic-Jacobin tradition (France), or where ethnic and religious
identities predominated over those of class (the United States). But
since, in the Marxist Vulgate, history advanced towards an cver
greater simplification of social antagonisms, the extreme isolation
and confrontation course of the German workers movement would
acquire the prestige of a paradigm towards which other national
situations had to converge and in relation to which they were merely
inadequate approximations.**

The end of the depression brought the beginning of the crisis of
this paradigm. The transition to ‘organized capitalism’, and the
cnsuing boom that lasted until 1914, made uncertain the prospect of
a ‘general crisis of capitalism’. Under the new conditions, a wave of
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successful trade union economic struggles enabled the workers to
consolidate their organizational power and influence within Social
Democracy. But at this point, a steady tension began to assert itself
between the trade unions and the political leadership within the
party, so that the unity and socialist determination of the working
class became increasingly problematic. In all areas of sodety, an
autonomization of spheres was taking place — which implied that’any
type of unity could only be attained through unstable and complex
forms of rearticulation. From this new perspective, a serious
question-mark appeared over the seemingly logical and simple
sequence of the various structural moments of the 1892 Kautskian
paradigm. And as the relationship between theory and programme
was one of total implication, the political crisis was reduplicated in a
theoretical one. In 1898 Thomas Masaryk coined an expression that
soon became popular: the ‘crisis of Marxism’.

This crisis, which served as the background to all Marxist debates

fram the turn of the century until the war, seems to hiave béen~

dominated by two basic moments: the new awareness of the opacity
of the social, of the complexities and resistarices of an increasingly
organized capitalism; and the fragmentation of the different posi-
tions of social agents which, according to the classical paradign,

should have been united.” Tn a famous passagé of a letter t
Lagardelle, Antonio Labriola stated at the beginning of the revi-
sionism debate: ‘Truly, behind all this rumour of controversy, there
is a serious and essential problem: the ardent, lively and precocious
hopes of some years ago — those cxpectations of over-precise
details and contours — are now running up against the most
complex resistance of economic relations and the most intricate
meshing of the political world.’'®

It would be wrong to see this as a merely transitory crisis; on the
contrary, Marxist finally Tost its innocence at that time. In so far as
Ehc Qaradlgﬁiic sequence of its categories was subjected to the
gmmgl_vwsmﬁéfeéﬁrme

‘MMS}},E@:‘mgcial relations to structural moments
mterpal_;Qf_t_l_mgg_,categ*c)ﬁrfe_s—."x proliferation of caesurae and dis-
continuities start to break down the unity of a discourse that con-

idered_itself profoundly monist. From then on, the problem of
Marxism has been to think those discontinuities and; 3t the same time,
Wmof scattered and heterogenéots
e ts. The transitions between different structural moments
have lost their originary logical transparency and reveal an opacity
pertaining to contingent and labgﬁously constructed relations. The
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specificity of the different responses to the crisis of this paradigm
resides in the way of conceiving this relational moment — whose
importance increases to the extent that its nature becomes less
evident. This is what we must now analyse.

The First Response to the Crisis: the Formation of Marxist
Orthodoxy

Marxist orthodoxy, as it is constituted in Kautsky and Plekhanov, is
not a simple conunuation of classical Marxism, It involves a very
particular mflection, characterized by_the new role assigned to
theory. Instead of serving to systematize observable historical ten-
dencies — as it did in Kautsky's text of 1892 — theory sets itself up
as a guarantee that these tendencies will eventually coincide with the
type of social articulation proposed by the Marxist paradigm. In
other words, orthodoxy is constituted on the ground of a growing
disjuncture between Marxist theory and the political practice of
Social Democracy. It is the laws of motion of the infrastructure,
guaranteed by Marxist ‘science’, which provide the terrain for the
overcoming of this disjuncture and assure both the transitory
character of the existing tendencies and the future revolutionary
reconstitution of the working class..

Let us examine, in this regard, Kautsky's position on the relation-
ship between party and unions, as expressed in his polemic with the
theoreticians of the trade union movement.'” Kautsky is perfectly
aware of the strong tendencies toward fragmentation within the
German working class: the rise of a labour aristocracy; the opposi-
tion between unionized and non-unionized workers; the counter-
posed 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 populism which distances
them from the Social Democrats, and so forth. He is equally con-
scious of the fact that the more immediate material interests predomi-
nate, the more tendencies toward fragmentation assert themselves;
and that hence pure trade-union action cannot guarantee either the
unity or the socialist determination of the working class. ' These can
be consolidated only if the immediate material interests of the work-
ing class are subordinated to the Endziel, the final socialist objective,
and this presupposes the subordination of economic struggle to
political struggle, and thus of the trade unions to the party.'® But the
party can represent this totalizing instance only insofar as it is the
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depository of science — that is, of Marxist theory. The obvious fact
that the working class was not following a socialist direction —
English trade unionism was a resounding example of this, and by the
turn of the century could no longer be ignored — led Kautsky to

\/ affirm a new privileged role for intellectuals which was to have such

(S' X
o

an important influence on Lenin’s What is to be Done. Such intellec-

tual mediation is limited in its effects, for, according to-the Spinozist

formula, its sole freedom consists in being the consciousness of

necessity. However, it does entail the emergence of an articulating

nexus that cannot simply be referred to the chain of a monistically
conceived necessity.

_The fissure that opened up in the identity of the class, the growing
dissociation between the different subject positions of the workers
could only be surpassed by a future movement of the economic base

hose advent was guaranteed by Marxist science. Consequently,

verything depends on the predictive capacity of this science and on
he necessary character of such predictions. It is no accident that the
category of ‘necessity’ has to be affirmed with ever increasing
virulence. It is well known how ‘necessity’ was understood by the

. _ Second International: as a natural necessity, founded on a combina-

et

\

tion of Marxism and Darwinism. The Darwinist influence has
frequently been presented as a vulgar Marxist substitute for Hegelian
dialectics; but the truth is that in the orthodox conception, Hege-
lianism and Darwinism combined to form a hybrid capable of satis-

\ . ; . .
*\1 r' " fying strategic requirements. Darwinism alone does not offer

‘guarantees for the future’, since natural selection does not operate in
a direction predetermined from the beginning.?® Only if a Hegelian
type of teleology is added to Darwinism — which is totally incom-
patible with 1t — can an evolutionary process be presented as a
guarantee of future transitions.

This conception of class unity as a future unity assured by the
action of ineluctable laws, had effects at a number of levels: on the
type of articulation attributed to diverse subject positions; on the
way of treating differences which could not be assimilated to the
paradigm; and on the strategy for analysis of historical events.
Concerning the first point, it is evident that if the revolutionary
subject establishes its class identity at the level of the relations of
production,2 its ﬁéscngm\lgymanmmwm
WMrepresentation of interests’. The terrain o

olitics can wersm
s )

truggle between agents wHngTdcntltL,_,m coticeivedunder_theform.
of 'interests’, has'set ltsEﬁrup at another level. This essential identity
L —
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was thus fixed, once and for all, as an unalterable fact relating to the
various forms of political and ideological representation into which
the working class entered.*

Secondly, this reductionist problematic used two types of reason-

ing — which we may call the argument from appearance and the argu-

ment from contingency — to deal with differences that could not be
assimilated to its own categories. The argument from appearance:

everything presenting itself as different can be rediced toidentity.
mmﬁﬁ§fémarancc is a mere artifice of
concealment, or it is a necessary form of the manifestation of
essence. (An example of the first form: ‘nationalism is a screen which
hides the interests of the bourgeoisie’; an example of the second: ‘the

Liberal State is a necessary political form of capitalism’.) The argu-
%WWM@C
reducible to the central 1dentities of a certain form ot society, but in
that case its very marginality vis-a-vis the fundamental line of his-
torical development allows us to discard 1t as irrelevant. (For
example: because capitalism leads to the proletarianization of the
middle classes and the peasantry, we can ignore these and concen-
trate our strategy on the conflict between the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat’.) Thus, in the argument from contingency, identity is
rediscovered in a diachronic totality: an inexorable succession of
stages allows existing social reality to be divided into phenomena
that are necessary or contingent, according to the stage of that
society’s approaching maturity. History is therefore a continuous
concretization of the abstract, an approximation to a paradigmatic
purity which appears as both sense and direction of the process.
Finally the orthodox par: esent, pos
lates a strategy of recognition. In as much as Marxism claims to know
the unavoidable course of history in its éssential determinations, the
understanding of an acTal €vent can osly mea o identy i 3 3
moment in a temporal siiccéssion that is fixed a priori. Hence dis-

cussions such as: is the revolution of year x in country y the
bourgeois-democratic revolution? Or, what forms should the tran-
sition to socialism assume in this or that country?

The three areas of effects analysed above present a common
characteristic: the concrete is reduced to the_abstract. Diverse subject
positions are rcdﬁcm_tfod manifestations of a single position; the
plurality of differences is either reduced or rejected as contingent; the
sense of the present is revealed through its location in an a priori
succession of stages. It is precisely because the concrete is in this way
reduced to the abstract, that history, society and social agents have,
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aradigm, qua analytic of the present, postu-.
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for orthodoxy, an essence which operates as their principle of unification.
And as this essence is not immediately visible, it is necessary to
distinguish between a surface or appearance of society and an under-
lying reality to which the ultimate sense of every concrete presence
must necessarily be referred, whatever the level of complexity in the
system of mediations.

It is clear which strategic conception could be derived from this
vision of the course of capitalism. The subject of this strategy was, of
course, the workers’ party. Kautsky vigorously rejected the
revisionist notion of a ‘popular party’ because, in his view, it
involved a transference of the interests of other classes to the interior
of the party and, consequently, a loss of the revolutionary character
of the movement. However, his supposedly radical position, based
on the rejection of any compromise or alliance, was the centrepiece
of a fundamentally conservative strategy.” Since his radicalism
relied on a process which did not require political initiatives, it could
only lead to quietism and waiting. Propaganda and organization
were the two basic — in fact the only — tasks of the party. Prop-
aganda was geared not to the creation of a broader ‘popular will’,
through the winning of new sectors to the socialist cause, but above
all to the reinforcing of working—class identity. As to organization,
its expansion did not involve greater political participation in a
number of fronts, but the construction of a ghetto where the work-
ing class led a self-focused and segregated existence. This progres-
sive institutionalization of the movement was well suited to a per-
spective in which the final crisis of the capitalist system would come
from the bourgeoisie’s own labours, while the working class merely
prepared for its intervention at the appropriate moment. Since 1881
Kautsky had stated: ‘Our task is not to organize the revolution but to
organize ourselves for the revolution; not to make the revolution but
to take advantage of it."**

Obviously, alliances did not represent for Kautsky a fundamental
strategic principle. In concrete circumstances, a variety of alliances
were possible at the level of empirical tactics; but in the long term,
Just as the revolution would have a purely proletarian character, so
did the working class occupy an isolated position in the anti-
cagitalist struggle. Kautsky's analysis of internal contradictions in
other sectors precisely demonstrates the impossibility of establishing
long-term democratic and anti-capitalist alliances with them. In the
case of the peasantry, he attempts to prove that it is a disintegrating
sector, so that working-class defence of its interests is a reactionary
policy opposed to the general line of economic progress. Similarly,
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in the Kautskian analysis of imperialism, the middle classes are
increasingly united under the ideological domination of finance
capital and militarism. Characteristically, Kautsky is never for one
moment aware that this political and ideological hold dangerously
accentuates the workers’ isolation, and that, faced with the offensive
of capital, the working class should respond with a counter-
offensive to win over these middle sectors to the anti-capitalist cause.
This line of thought is closed because, in his analysis, the increas-
ingly reactionary character of the middle sectors corresponds to
objective and unalterable processes. For the same reason, the isola-
tion of the workers is not a threat to socialism, because this 1s
guaranteed by historically given laws which in the long term will
prove the powerlessness of all bourgeois machinations.

A good example of how Kautsky conceived the proletarian
struggle may be found in his concept of ‘war of attrition’. This refers
not to a special tactic but to the totality of political actions under-
taken by the working class since the 1860s. Three aspects are in-
volved in war of attrition: (1) the preconstituted identity of the
working class, which increasingly undermines the opponent’s
power but is not significantly modified in the course of the struggle;
(2) an equally preconstituted identity of the bourgeoisie. which
increases or reduces its capacity for domination but under no cir-
cumstances alters its own nature; (3) a prefixed line of develop-
ment — once again the ‘inexorable laws’ — which gives a direc-
tional tendency to the war of attrition. This strategy has been com-
pared to Gramsci’s ‘war of position’,” but in reality the two are
profoundly different. War of position presupposes the concept of
hegemony which, as we shall see, is incompatible with the idea of a
linear, predetermined development and, above all, with the pre-
constituted character of Kautskian subjects.

The role assigned by orthodox Marxism to theory confronts us
with a paradox. On the one hand, its role increases as the widening
gap between ‘present consciousness’ and ‘histoncal mission”of th¢

class can only be externally bridged through political intervention:
"On the other hand, since the theory underpinning political interven-
g N —=

“Hon is_presented as_consciousness of a necessary and mechanical

determination, . the analysis becomes ever more detefiminist and
. s e i L s
economist to the very extent that the composition of historical force3
degena_f more on theoretical mediation. This is even more evident 1n
Plekhanov than in Kautsky. The incipient development of capi-
talism in Russia failed to create a bourgeois civilization, with the

result that the meaning of Russian reality could only be unravelled
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through a comparison with Western capitalist development. For
Russian Marxists, therefore, the social phenomena of their country
were symbols of a text which transcended them and was available for
a full and explicit reading only in the capitalist West. This meant that
theory was incomparably more important in Russia than in the
West: if the ‘necessary laws of history” were not universally valid, the
fleeting reality of a strike, of a demonstration, of a process of
accumulation, threatened to melt away. A reformist like Guglielmo
Ferrero® could wax ironic about the orthodox claim that Marxism
constituted a coherent and homogeneous theoretical field. In the
end, if the doctrine was eclectic and heteroclite, this scarcely affected
the materiality of a social practice sanctioned by the ensemble of
proletarian institutions — a practice which, in the revisionism con-
troversy, began to establish its own relations of exterionity with
theory. This, however, could not be Plekhanov's position, for he
; confronted phenomena which did not spontaneously point in a

precise direction, but whose meaning relied on their insertion within
an interpretative system. The more the meaning of the social
depended upon theoretical formulation, the more the defence of
orthodoxy turned into a political problem.

With these points in mind, it is not surprising that the principles of
Q%MM _were given a_much more rigid formulation in
: € ngu 1on u

anov than in Kautsky. It is well known, for example, that he
coined the term “diatertical materaliss”” Buthe was alsoresponsible
for_the radical naturalism which led to such a strict separation
between base and superstructure that the latter was considered to be ~
16 more than a combination of necessary expressions of the former.
Moreover, Plekhanov’s concept of economic base allows for no
intervention by social forces: the economic process is completely
determined by the productive forces, conceived as technology.”
This rigid determination enables him to present society as a strict
hierarchy of instances, with decreasing degrees of efficacy: ‘1) the
state of the productive forces; 2) the economic relations these forces
condition; 3) the socio-political system that has developed on the given
ecpnomic “basis”; 4) the mentality of social man, which is deter-
mined in part by the economic conditions obtaining, and in part by
the entire socto-political system that has arisen on that foundation; 5)
the various ideologies that reflect the properties of that mentality .’
In Secialism and Political Struggle and Our Differences, Plekhanov
formulated an equally rigid succession of stages through which the
Russian revolutionary process had to pass, so that any ‘uneven and
combined development’ was eliminated from the field of strategy.
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All the early analysis of Russian Marxism — from Peter Struve’s
‘legal Marxism’, through Plekhanov as the central moment, to
Lenin's Development of Capitalism in Russia — tended to obliterate
the study of specificities, representing thesc as nothing other than
outwardly apparent or contingent forms of an essential reality: the
abstract development of capitalism through which every society
must pass.

Let us now make a final observation on orthodoxy. As we have
seen, theory maintained that the growing disjuncture between final
objective and current political practices would be resolved at some
future moment, which operated as a coincidentia oppositorum. As this
practice of recomposition, however, could not be left entirely 1o the
future, a struggle had somehow to be waged in the present against
the tendencies towards fragmentation. But since this struggle .
entailed forms of articulation which did not at that time spontaneously
result from the laws of capitalism, it was necessary to introduce a -
social logic different from mechanical determinism — that is to say,
a space that would restore the autonomy of political initiative. Although
minimal, this space is present in Kautsky: it comprises the relations
of exteriority, between the working class and socialism, which
require the political mediation of intellectuals. There is 2 link here
which cannot simply be explained by ‘objective’ historical deter-
mination. This space was necessarily broader for those tendencies
which, in order to overcome the split between day-to-day practices
and final objective, strove hardest to break with quietism and to
achieve current political effects.”” Rosa Luxemburg'’s spontaneism,
and, more generally, the political strategies of the Neue Linke con-
firm this. The most creative tendencies within orthodoxy attempted
to limit the effects of the ‘logic of necessity’, but the inevitable
outcome was that they placed their discourse in a permanent dualism
between a ‘logic of necessity’, producing ever fewer effects in terms
of political practice, and a ‘logic of contingency’ which, by not
determining its specificity, was incapable of theorizing itself.

Let us give two examples of the dualism created by these partial
attempts to ‘open the game’. The firstis the concept of morphological
prediction in Labriola. He stated: ‘Historical foresight . . . (in The
Communist Manifesto) does not imply, and this is still the case, cithera
chronological date or an advance picture of a social configuration, as
was and is typical of old and new apocalypses and prophecies . . . In
the theory of critical communism, it is the whole of society which, at
a moment in the process, discovers the reason for its inevitable
course, and which, at a salient point in its curve, sheds light on itself
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and reveals its laws of motion. The prediction to which the Manifesto
alludes for the first time was not chronological, of an anticipatory or
promise-like nature; it was morphological, a word which, in my
opinion, succinctly expresses everything.”*® Labriola was here
waging a twofold battle. The first was directed against tendencies
critical of Marxism — Croce, Gentile® — who, basing the unpre-
dictability of history on the non-systematic character of events,
found a unitary order only in the consciousness of the historian. For

his part, Labriola stressed the objective character of historical laws.
owever, these were morphological — that is, their area of validity
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whs restricted to certain fundaniental tendencies. Labriola’s second

battle, then, was against the forms of dogmiatsm Which convexjtcfi

general tendencies into immediately legible facts on the 3utface of
historicalTife. It is now clear that the way in which this twofold battle
was waged could not but introduce a dualism which, in Labriola,
found expression in the counterposition of historical development as
narration and as morphology; and, more generally, in the decreasing
capacity of Engels’s dialectical paradigm to explain history.>* More-
over, this dichotomy presents the same double void that we found in
Rosa Luxemburg. For, the ‘narrative’ elements are counterposed to
the ‘morphological’ ones not as something positive, with its own
internal necessity, but as the contingent reverse of morphological
necessity. According to Badaloni, the ‘real unfolding of events can
{for Labriola) give rise to intricate and unforeseeable vicissitudes.
Nonetheless, what counts is that the understanding of these vicis-
situdes should occur within the genetical hypothesis (class contradic-
tion and its progressive simplification). Thus, the proletariat is
lo_cated not in an indeterminate historical time, but in that peculiar
historical time which is dominated by the crisis of the bourgeois
social formation.” In other words, ‘morphological necessity’ con-
stitutes a theoretico-discursive terrain which comprises not only its
own distinctive territory but also what it excludes from itself —
contingency. If an ensemble of ‘events’ are conceptualized as ‘con-
ungent’, they are not conceptualized at all, except in their lack of
certain attributes existent in the morphological tendencies opposed
to them. However, since the life of society is ever more complex
than the morphological categories of Marxist discourse — and this
complexity was Labriola’s starting point — the only possible con-
sequence is that theory becomes an increasingly irrelevant tool for
the understanding of concrete social processes.

Thus, to avoid falling into complete agnosticism, it is necessary at
some point to introduce other explanatory categories. Labriola does
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this, for example, in his concrete analyses, where diverse social
categories are not simply conceptualized in their *contingency’, but
are each endowed with a certain necessity or lawfulness of theirown.
What is the relationship between these *factual’ structural complexes
and the structures which are the object of morphological prediction?
A first possible solution would be ‘dialectical’: to maintain a monist
perspective which conceives complexity as a system of mediations.*
Labriola could not adopt this solution, however, because it would
have forced him to extend the effects of necessity to the surface of
historical life — the very area from which he wanted to displace
them. But if the dialectical solution is rejected, it is not possible to
pass logically from morphological analysis to the distinctive lawful-
ness of partial totalities. The transition therefore assumes an external
character — which is to say that the conceptualization of these legali-
ties 1s external to Marxist theory. Marxist theory cannot, then, be the
‘complete and harmonious world-system’ presented by Plekhanov
and thinkable only within a closed model. The necessity/contin-
gency dualism opens the way to a pluralism of structural legalities
whose internal logics and mutual relations have to be determined.
This can be seen even more clearly if we examine Austro-
Marxism, our second example of an ‘open orthodoxy’. Here we find
a more radical and systematic effort than Labriola’s to diversify the
starting points, to multiply the theoretical categories, and to auto-
nomize areas of society in their specific determinations. Otto Bauer,
in his obituary on Max Adler, referred to the beginning of the school
in the following terms: ‘Whereas Marx and Engels began from
Hegel, and the later Marxists from materialism, the more recent
“Austro-Marxists” had at their point of departure Kant and
Mach.””® The Austro-Marxists were conscious of the obstacles to
working~class umty in the dual monarchy, and of the fact that such
unity depended upon constant political initiative. They therefore
understood well what, fom the different perspective of the Leninist
tradition, was termed ‘uneven and combined development’. ‘In the
Austro-Hungarian monarchy there are examples of all the economic
forms to be found in Europe, including Turkey . . . The light of
socialist propaganda shines everywhere in the midst of these diver-
gent economic and political conditions. This creates a picture of
extreme diversity . . . What exists in the International as a chrono-
logical development — the socialism of artisans, journeymen,
workers in manufacture, factory workers, and agricultural workers,
which undergoes alterations, with the political, the social, or the
intellectual aspect of the movement predominating at any given
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moment — takes places contemporaneously in Austria.”*

In this mosaic of social and national situations, it was impossible to
think of national identities as ‘superstructural’ or of class unity as a
necessary consequence of the infrastructure, Indeed, such a unity
depended on a complex political construction. In the words of Otto
Bauer: ‘It is an intellectual force which maintains unity . . .
*“Austro-Marxism” today, as a product of unity and a force for the
maintenance of unity, is nothing but the ideclogy of unity of the
workers movement.”’

The moment of class unity is, thus, a political moment. The
constitutive centre of what we might call a society's relational con-

; figuration or articulatory form_is displaced towards the_field of the
| “superstructures, so that the very distinction between economic base
© and supers
“types of Austro-Manxst theoretical iiitérvention are closely linked
. to this new strategic perspective: the attempt to limit the area of
~validity of ‘historical necessity’; the suggestion of new fronts of
struggle based upon the complexity of the social that was charac-
tenstic of mature capitalism; and the effort to think in a non-
reductive manner the specificity of subject positions other than those
- of class. The first type of intervention i1s mainly connected with Max
_ Adler’s philosophical reformulation and his peculiar form of neo-
Kantianism. The Kantian rethinking of Marxism produced a
number of liberating effects: it broadened the audience for socialism,
insofar as the justness of its postulates could be posed in terms of a
umversality transcending class bounds; it broke with the naturalist
conception of social relations and, by elaborating concepts such as
the ‘social a priori’, introduced a strictly discursive element into the
constitution of social objectivity; and finally, it allowed Marxists to
conceive the infrastructure as a terrain whose conformation
depended upon forms of consciousness, and not upon the naturalis-
tic movement of the forces of production. The second type of
intervention also placed the base/superstructure distinction into
question. In the discussion regarding Kautsky's Road to Power,
Bauer, for example,* tried to show how wrong it was to conceive
the economy as a homogeneous field dominated by an endogenous
logic, given that in the monopoly and imperialist phase political,
technico-organizational and scientific transformations were increas-
ingly part of the industrial apparatus. In his view, if the laws of
competition previously functioned as natural powers, they now had
to pass through the minds of men and women. Hence the emphasis
on the growing interlock between state and economy, which in the

¢ becomes blurrec foblematic. Three mam
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1920s led to the debate about ‘organized capitalism’. Views also
changed about the points of rupture and antagonism created by the
new configuration of capitalism: these were now located not solely
in the relations of production, but in a number of areas of the social
and political structure. Hence too, the new importance attributed to
the very dispersion of the day-to-day struggle (revc!utiondre
Kleinarbeir), conceived in neither an evolutionary nor a reformist
sense,” and the fresh significance acquired by the moment of poli-
tical articulation, {This is reflected, among other things, in the new
way of posing the relationship between party and intellectuals.*)
Finally, with regard to the new subject positions and the ensuing
break with class reductionism, it is sufficient to mention Bauer's
work on the national question and Renner’s on legal institutions.

The general pattern of the theoretico-strategic intervention of
Austro-Marxism should now be clear: insofar as the practical
efficacy of autonomous political intervention is broadened, the dis-
course of ‘historical necessity” loses its relevance and withdraws to
the horizon of the socdial (in exactly the same way that, in deist
discourse, the effects of God’s presence in the world are drastically
reduced). This, in turn, requires a proliferation of new discursive
forms to occupy the terrain left vacant. The Austro-Marxists, how-
ever, failed to reach the point of breaking with dualism and eliminat-
ing the moment of ‘morphological’ necessity. In the theoretico-
political universe of fin-de-siécle Marxism, this decisive step was
taken only by Sorel, through his contrast between ‘mélange’ and
‘bloc’. We shall return to this below.

The Second Response to the Crisis: Revisionism

The orthodox response to the ‘crisis of Marxism’ sought to over-
come the disjuncture between ‘theory’ and ‘observable tendencies of
capitalism’ by intransigently affirming the validity of the former and
the artificial or transitory character of the latter. Thus it would seem
very simple to conclude that the revisionist response was symmetri-
cally opposed, especially since Bernstein himself insisted on many
occasions that he had no major disagreements with the programme
and practices of the SPD as they had materialized since the Erfurt
Congress, and that the only purpose of his intervention was to
realize an aggiomamento adapting the theory to the concrete practices
of the movement. Nevertheless, such a conclusion would obscure
important dimensions of Bernstein's intervention. In particular, it
would lead us into the error of identifying reformism with revision-
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ism.*' The trade union leaders, who were the true spokesmen for a
reformist policy within the SPD, expressed little interest in
Bernstein’s theoretical propositions and remained strictly neutral in
the ensuing controversy — when they did not openly support
orthodoxy.** Moreover, in crucial political debates on the mass
strike*? and the attitude to war, Bernstein’s position was not only
different from but strictly opposed to that of the reformist leaders in
the trade unions and the party. Thus, in attempting to identify the
precise difference between reformism and revisionism, we must
stress that what is essential in a reformist practice is political quietism and
the corporatist confinement of the working class. The reformist leader
attempts to defend the gains and immediate interests of the class, and
he consequently tends to consider it as a segregated sector, endowed
with a perfectly defined identity and limits. But a ‘revisionist’ theory
1s not necessary for this; indeed, a ‘revolutionary’ theory can — in
many cases — better fulfil the same role by isolating the working
class and leaving to an indeterminate future any questioning of the
existing power structure. We have already referred to the conserva-
tive character of Kautskian revolutionism. Reformism does not
identify with either term of the revisionism/orthodoxy altemnative
but cuts across the two.

The basic issue confronting revisionist and orthodox theoreticians
was not, therefore, the question of reformism. Neither was it the
problem of peaceful or violent transition from capitalism to
socialism — in relation to which the *orthodox’ did not have a clear
and unanimous position. The main point of divergence was that, whereas
orthodoxy considered that the fragmentation and division characteristic of the
new stage of capitalism would be overcome through changes in the infra-
structure, revisionism held that this was to be achieved through autonomous
political intervention. The autonomy of the political from the
economic base is the true novelty of Bernstein’s argument. In fact, it
has been pointed out* that behind each of Bernstein's ¢ritiques of

classical Marxist theory, there was an attempt to recover the political
initiative in particular spheres. Revisionism, at its best moments,
Iepresented a real effort to break with the corporative isolation of the
Working class. It is, also true, however, that just as the political was
€Merging as an autonomous instance, it was used to validate a
‘Teformist” practice which was to a large extent its opposite. This is
he paradox that we must try to explain. It refers us to certain
iMitations in Bernstein's rupture with economism which would
ONly be rigorously overcome in Gramsci. Autonomy of the political
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and its limits: we must examine how these two moments are struc-
tured.

It is important to recognize that Bernstein, more clearly than any
representative of orthodoxy, understood the changes affecting
capitalism as it entered the monopoly era. His analyses were, in this
sense, closer to the problematic of a Hilferding or a Lenin than to the
orthodox theorizations of the time.** Bernstein also grasped the
political consequences of capitalist reorganization. The three main
changes — a-symmetry between the concentration of enterprises
and the concentration of patrimonies; the subsistence and growth of
the middle strata; the role of economic planning in the prevention of
crises — could only involve a total change in the assumptions upon
which Social Democracy had hitherto been based. It was not the case
that the evolution of the economy was proletarianizing the middle
classes and the peasantry and heightening the polarization of society,
nor that the transition to socialism could be expected to follow from
a revolutionary outbreak consequent upon a serious economic crisis.
Under such conditions, socialism had to change its terrain and
strategy, and the key theoretical moment was the break with the
rigid base/superstructure distinction that had prevented any con-
ception of the autonomy of the political. It was this latter instance to
which the moment of recomposition and overcoming of fragmenta-
tion was now transferred in the revisionist analysis. ‘Sciences, arts, a
whole series of social relations are today much less dependent on
economics than formerly, or, in order to give no room for mis-
conception, the point of economic development attained today
leaves the ideological, and especially the ethical, factors greater space
for independent activity than was formerly the case. In consequence
of this the interdependency of cause and effect between technical,
economic evolution of other social tendencies is becoming always
more indirect, and from that the necessities of the first are losing
much of their power of dictating the form of the latter.™*

It is only this autonomization of the political, as opposed to the
dictates of the economic base, that permits it to play this role of
recomposition and reunification against infrastructural tendencies
which, if abandoned to themselves, can only lead to fragmentation.
This can clearly be seen in Bernstein's conception of the dialectic of
working-~class unity and division. Economically, the working class
always appears more and more divided. The modem proletariat is
not that dispossessed mass of which Marx and Engels wrote in the
Manifesto: it 1s just in the most advanced of manufacturing industries
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that a whole hierarchy of differentiated workmen are to be found,

\bctWCen those groups only a moderate feeling of identity exists.™’
This diversification of interests — which was most apparent in the
English case — was not simply the residue of a guildist past, as
Cunow had argued, but was the result of the establishment of a
democratic State. Although, under conditions of political repres-
sion, unity In struggle placed sectoral interests on a secondary level,
these tended to blossom once again in a context of freedom,

Now, if the tendency towards division is inscribed in the very
structure of modern capitalism, what is the source of the opposite
moment, the tendency towards unification? According to Bernstein,
it is the party. Thus, he speaks of the ‘necessity of an organ of the
class struggle which holds the entire class together in spite of its
fragmentation through different employment, and that is the Sodial
Democracy as a political party. In it, the special interest of the
economic group is submerged in favour of the general interest of
those who depend on income for their labour, of all the under-
privileged.™® As we saw earlier, in Kautsky the party also repre-
sented the universal moment of the class; but while in his case
political unity was the scientific prefiguration of a real unity to be
achieved by the movements of the infrastructure, in Bernstein the
moment of political articulation could not be reduced to such move-
ments. The specificity of the political link escapes the chain of
necessity; the irreducible space of the political, which in Kautsky was
limited to the mediating role of the intelligentsia, appears here
considerably enlarged.

However, in Bernstein’s analysis of political mediation as consti-
tutive of class unity, a barely perceptible ambiguity has slipped
through to vitiate his entire theoretical construction. The ambiguity
1s this: if the working class appears increasingly divided in the
economic sphere, and if its unity is autonomously constructed at the
political level, in what sense is this political unity a class unity? The
problem was not posed for orthodoxy, as the non-correspondence
between economic and political identity was ultimately to be
resolved by the evolution of the economy itself. In Bernstein’s case,
the logical conclusion would seem to be that political unity can be
constituted only through an overcoming of the class limitations of the
different fractions of workers, and that there should thus be a perma-
nent srructural hiatus between economic and political subjectivity.
This js, however, a conclusion which Bernstein never reaches in his
analysis. On the one hand, he insists that Social Democracy must be
a party of all the oppressed and not only of the workers, but on the
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other he conceives this unity as that of an ensemble of sectors which
‘accept the point of view of the workers and recognize them as the
leading class’. As his biographer Peter Gay indicates,*® Bernstein
never went beyond this point. Consequently, a link is missing in his
reasoning. The class character of the unification between the political
and the economic is not produced in either of the two spheres, and
the argument remains suspended in a void.

This conclusion may perhaps be excessive, because it assumes that
Bernstein’s reasoning moves on the same level as that of Kautsky or
Rosa Luxemburg — that he is referring to necessary subjects of an
ineluctable historical process. The truth is, however, that by deny-
ing that history is dominated by an abstract determinist logic,
Bernstein precisely shifted the debate from this plane. In his concep-
tion, the centrality of the workers seems instead to refer to a his-
torically contingent line of argument — for example, that the work-
ing class is better prepared than other sectors to fulfil the leading role,
given its degree of concentration and organization. Yet the problem
remains of why Bernstein presented these advantages — which
were at most conjunctural — as irreversible achievements. The same
ambiguity can be found in Bemstein’s dictum that ‘the path is every-
thing and the goal is nothing’. Traditionally, this has been consi-
dered a typical ‘gradualist’ slogan.*® However, in some of its mean-
ings, which produce both theoretical and political effects within the revi-
sionist discourse, gradualism is not logically entailed. The only neces-
sary implication of this statement is that the working class can obtain
concrete gains within the capitalist system, and that revolution
cannot therefore be considered as an absolute moment in the passage
from total dispossession to radical liberation. This does not neces-
sarily imply the gradualist conception of slow, unilinear and irrever-
sible advances, although it is true that Bemstein’s line of argument
concerning democratic advances links them to a gradualist perspec-
tive. Once again, we must therefore pose the problem of the terrain
where these logically distinct structural moments unite.

This brings our investigation to the concrete forms of Bernstein’s
rupture with orthodox determinism, and to the type of concepts he
deploys in order to fill the space opened by its collapse. When
Bernstein questions whether any general mechanism can validly
explain the course of history, his argument assumes a characteristic
form: he does not criticise the type of historical causality proposed
by orthodoxy, but attempts to create a space where the free play of
subjectivity will be possible in history. Accepting the orthodox
identification of objectivity and mechanical causality, he merely tries
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to limit its effects.*' He does not deny the scientific character of a part
Of Marxism, but he refuses to extend it to the point of creating a
closed system that will cover the entire ficld of political predictic%n

The critique of the dogmatic rationalism of orthodoxy takes the
form of a Kantian dualism. For Bernstein, there were three particular
objections to the consideration of Marxism as a closed scientific
system. First, Marxism had failed to show that socialism necessarily
followed from capitalism’s collapse. Secondly, this could not bz:
dc_monstrated because history was not a simple objective process:
will also played a role in it. Hence, history could only be explained as
the resultof an interaction between objective and subjective factors.

Thirdly, as socialism was a party programme and therefore founded
upon ethical decision, it could not be entirely scientific — could not
be based upon objective statements whose truth of falschood had 5
ke accepted by all. Thus, the autonomy of the ethical subject was the
basis of Bernstein’s break with determinism.

Now — and this point is crucial — the introduction of the ethiral
subject cannot dispel the ambiguities we found earlier in Bernstein's
reasoning. The ethical subject’s free decision can at most create an
area of indeterminacy in history, but it cannot be the foundation for a
gradualist thesis, It 1s here that a new postulate — the progressive
and ascending character of human history — intervenes to provide
the terrain on which the political and the economic combine, im-
parting a sense of direction to every concrete achievement ’The
concept of evolution, Entwicklung,* plays a decisive role in the
Bernsteinian dlspourse: in fact, his entire schema obtains its
coherence from it. The unification of the political and economic
spheres takes place not on the basis of theoretically defined articu-
Iatlon§, but through a tendential movement underlying them both
and dictated by the laws of evolution. For Bernstein, these laws are
not at al? the same as in the orthodox system: they include not on]
antagonistic but also harmonious processes. Yet in both cases they
are conceived as totalizing contexts which fix a priori the meaning o%
every event. Thgs, although ‘the facts’ are freed from the essentialist
connections which linked them together in the orthodox concep-
ton, they are later reunited in a general theory of progress uncog-
nected to any determinable mechanism. The rupture with mechanist
0b_1¢ct1v15m, which considered classes as transcendent subijects, is
achieved through the postulation of a new transcendent squcct’——
the ethical subject — which imposes ascendancy in a humanit
Increasingly freed from economic necessity.*> From here, it i)S(
impossible to move towards a theory of articulation and hegem’ony.
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This clarifies why, in Bernstein, the autonomization of the poli-
tical can be linked to acceptance of a reformist practice and a
gradualist strategy. For if every advance is irreversible — given the
Entwicklung postulate — its consolidation no longer depends upon
an unstable articulation of forces and ceases to be a political problem. If,
on the other hand, the ensemble of democratic advances depended
upon a contingent correlation of forces, then abstract consideration
of the justness of each demand would not be sufficient reason
assert its progressiveness. For example, a negative realignment of
forces might be brought about by an ultra-left demand or its oppo-
site, an absence of radical political initiatives in a critical conjuncture,
But if the ensemble of democratic advances depends solely upon a
law of progress, then the progressive character of any struggle or
conjunctural demand is defined independently of its correlation with
other forces operating at a given moment. The fact that the demands
of the workers movement are considered just and progressive, and
Jjudged separately from their correlation with other forces, erases the
only basis for criticism of the corporative confinement of the work-
ing class. Here lie the premises for a coincidence between theoretical
revisionism and practical reformism: the broadening of political
initiative to a2 number of democratic fronts never enters into contra-
diction with the quietism and corporatism of the working class.

This can be clearly seen if we consider the revisionist theory of the
State. For orthodoxy, the problem was straightforward: the State
was an instrument of class domination, and Social Democracy could
only participate in its institutions with the purpose of spreading its
own ideology, and defending and organizing the working class.
Such participation was therefore marked by exteriority. Bernstein
sees this problem from the opposite perspective: the growing
economic power of the working class, the advance in social legisla-
tion, the *humanization’ of capitalism, all lead to the ‘nationalization’
of the working class; the worker is not merely a proletarian, he has
also become a citizen. Consequently, according to Bemstein, the
functions of social organization have a greater influence within the
State than do those of class domination; its democratization trans-
forms it into a State ‘of all the people’. Once again, Bernstein has
understood better than orthodoxy the basic truth that the working
class is already on the terrain of the State, and that it is sterile
dogmatism to seek to maintain with it pure relations of exteriority,
In his discourse, however, this is immediately transformed into a
totally illegitimate prediction: namely, that the State will become
increasingly democratic as a necessary consequence of ‘historical
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evolution’.

Having reached this point, we may now apply the test we used fi
Rosa Lux;mb}lrg: to follow the logical lines of Bemnstein’s a o
ment, while eliminating the essentialist presuppositions (in this e,
the postulate of Progress as a unifying tendency) which limictas'e’
effects. Two conclusions immediately arise from this test. Fj i«
democratic advances within the Stage cease to be cumulative mtci
begin to depend upon a relationship of forces that cannot be de?n
mined a priori. The object of struggle is not simply punctual s,
but forms of articulating forces that will allow these gain gambS)
conslghdated. And these forms are always reversible. In tha% ﬁgsh:ozhz
X{;Sx;d;n%hc;asgt::?st g::)gglf;‘ :;or;ih::hgre 1}: really is: both with:’r;and
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Bcrn_st'e!n s very clearsightedness opens upa r;zcc(l)anr?mi:?jci:ui:?r:’
possibility. If the worker is no longer just proletarian but alsoqcit(i:zleng
consumer, and participant in a plurality of positions within l?
country’s cultural and institutional apparatus; if, moreov the
ensemble of positions is no longer united by a;ly “law of pgér:fs;?
ﬁnlorf of Eourse, by the ‘necessary laws' of orthodoxy), then the
clations between them become an open articulation which offer
a priori guarantee that it will adopt a given form. There is lSno
possibility that contradictory and mutually neuéralizin atf"o .
po_ls]xtlons wlnll arise. In that case, more than ever, dcmocrati%afi‘f/;tjrifcE
;Z)lc ialneccsmitc a proliferation of political initiatives in different
areas — as required by revisionism, but with the differe
iﬁi; t?}fenz)ct;mng 1<3f eahc.h lLni;‘iatiws comes to depend upon its relatinocrf
. others. Lo think this dispersion of elements and point f
antagomsm, and to conceive their articulati i "2 prion
sch_ema of unification, is something that goeso ?a;) g;?gﬁ; rtllzleaﬁsfclior;'
revisionism. Although it was the revisionists who first posed tf(l)
problem in its most general terms, the beginnings of anpadequatf:
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The Third Response to the Crisis: Revolutionary Syndicalism

Our Inquiry into revisionism has brou
Bernstem‘, paradoxically, faces the sam
currents (including his arch-enemy Rosa
base is incapable of assuring class unity i
the sole terrain where that present unity ¢

ght us to the point where
¢ dilemma as all orthodox
Luxemburg): the economic
n the present; while politics,
an be constructed, is unable

Hegemony: the Genealogy of a Concept 37

convincingly to guarantee the class character of the unitary subjects.
This antinomy can be perceived more clearly in revolutionary syn-
dicalism, which constituted a third type of response to the *crisis of
Marxism’. In Sorel the antinomy is drawn with particularly sharp
lines, because he was more conscious than Bernstein, or any
orthodox theoretician, of the true dimensions of the crisis and of the
price theory had to pay in order to overcome it in a satisfactory
manner. We find in Sorel not only the postulation of an arca of
‘contingency’ and ‘freedom’, replacing the broken links in the chain
of necessity, but also an effort to think the specificity of that ‘logic of
contingency’, of that new terrain on which a field of totalizing effects
1s reconstituted. In this sense, it is instructive to refer to the key
moments of his evolution.*
Even in the relatively orthodox beginnings of Sorel’s Marxist
career, both the sources of his political interest and the theoretical
assumptions behind his analysis showed a marked originality and
were considerably more sophisticated than those of a2 Kautsky or a
Plekhanov. He was far from keeping to the established idea of an
underlying historical mechanism that both unified a given form of
society and governed the transitions between diverse forms. Indeed,
Sorel’s chief focus of interest — and hence his frequent reference to
Vico — was the type of moral qualities which allowed a society to
remain united and in a process of ascension. Having no guarantee of
positivity, social transformations were penetrated by negativity as
one of their possible destinies. It was not simply the case that a given
form of society was opposed by a different, positive form destined to
replace it; it also faced the possibility of its own decay and disintegra-
tion, as was the case of the ancient world. What Sorel found attrac-
tive in Marxism was not in fact a theory of the necessary laws of
historical evolution, but rather the theory of the formation of a new
agent — the proletariat — capable of operating as an agglutinative
force that would reconstitute around itself a higher form of civiliza-
tion and supplant declining bourgeois society .
This dimension of Sorel’s thought is present from the beginning.
In his writings prior to the revisionism controversy, however, it is
combined with an acceptance of the tendencies of capitalist deve-
lopment postulated by orthodoxy. In these writings, Sorel sees
Marxism as a ‘new real metaphysics’. All real science, he argues, is
constituted on the basis of an ‘expressive support’, which introduces
an artificial element into analysis. This can be the origin of utopian or
mythical crrors, but in the case of industrial society there is a grow-
ing unification of the social terrain around the image of the



38

mechani i
charac;lsmfl g’he CXpressive support of Marxism — the social
h e“r of labour alqd the category of ‘commaodity’, which increas
minates quaiitative disctineti i i !
beoa i i Ons — 1s not an arbitrary base
is the moulding and constitur i i :
. is stitutive paradi f soci
pocay ' lve p gm of social rela-
ducgoiocnahsm, qua collective appropriation of the means of pro-
» fepresents the necessary culmination of the grovljing

increasing sway of
otion of capitalism,

which i is poi
are not questioned by Sorel at this pomntothis career. But even

so, t i ' '
so;ic}:c atgcnifonsmous of its own interests — the one that will shift
move;;: };gher forn}‘;»— 1s not constituted by a simple objective
- Here another element of Sorel” 15
Maryimens : orel's analysis intervenes:
s not for him mercly a scienti i ;
: scientific analysis of soci it i
e hi ‘ ysis of society; it is
Lso tOfeitldcology uniting the proletariar and giving a sense of};i’ircc—
deﬁ{éﬁ{;gruggle@ The ‘expressive supports’, therefore, operareas
) *
ettt ba;ggregl;atmg and condensing the historical forces that Sorel
his ocs. It should be clear that, vis-3-vis orthodox Marxism
n ~ ) s - . )
SO-ca“eady?niglrc.ady shlftys the terrain on a crucial point: the field of
socalle ? {;CUVC laws’ has lost its character as the rational sub-
racum o ht' ¢ social, becoming instead the ensemble of forms
imposg(S :v 1c_}11] a cl:;]ss constitutes 1tselt as a dominant force and
-5 1ts will on the rest of socie
. ty- However, as the validity of
these laws is not ' ' orthodony & !
questioned, the distance fron i i
) ’ s 1 or ¢ .
mailt“;1 ly not that considerable, thodoxy is uli-
e se i 1 > ing fi
e ag)czzrgtuzn ;eglgs when Sorel, starting from the revisionism
, $ en bloc Bernstein's and Croce’s crit i
pooa eir roces cniiques of Marxism,
Qe i;n:}i;r t(; ‘ex{t’ract v‘c;y different conclusions. What 1s striking in
radicalism with which he a
Sore i ccepts the conse :
crisis of Marxism’. Unlj i s
- Unlike Bernstein, he doe i
stein, ¢s not make the slighee
attempt to replace orth 's histori i L analer.
. odoxy’s historical rat i i
place ort onalism with 1
native evolutionist view ibili S civils
: s » and the possibility that a fi ivili
naue 01 4 . y a torm of cvili-
may disintegrate always remains open in his analysis. The

totality as I i
¥ as a founding rational substratum has been dissolved, and

what now exists is mé
exists 1s mélange. nder these circumstances, how can one

thlnk the p0551bll. y p
prOCt.S Of it [ ¢
’ 1t 0( a S recom 0s1t10n 50](}] S answy
centres on SOClal CIQSSCS, W hl(_h no I

centr ‘ asse onger play the role of structural
aUons in an objective system, bue are rather oles of re
gation that he calls ‘blocs’. The possibility of unitypi o rt.{ag%)rc—
gatic . [ ) 1 society is thu
ccongc;:izoothe will of certain groups to imposc their concc;tion 0?
rganization. Sorel’s philosophy. in f; i
Nictseche o 5 mzatio p Phy. mtact — influenced b
| In particular by Bergson — j i |
‘ . — 1s one of action and wi
e ! : n and will
hich the future is unforesecable, and hinges on will. Further.

Sorel's presK wi‘f{; The cateqo™) DY

h NP Vcal necasg
A S"}of‘ Hegemony: the Genealogy of a Concept 39
more, the level at which the forces in struggle find their unity is that
of an ensemble of images or ‘language figures’ — foreshadowing
the theory of myth. However, the consolidation of classes as his-
torical forces cemented by a ‘political idea’ is reliant upon their
confrontation with opposing forces. Once its identity ceased to be
based on a process of infrastructural unity (at this level there is only
mélange), the working class came to depend upon a split from the
capitalist class which could only be completed in struggle against it.
For Sorel, ‘war’ thus becomes the condition for working-class iden-
tity, and the search for common areas with the bourgeoisie can only
lead to its own weakening. This consciousness of a split is a juridical
consciousness — Sorel sees the construction of revolutionary sub-
Jjectivity as a process in which the proletariat becomes aware of a set
of rights opposing it to the class adversary and establishes a set of
new mstitutions that will consolidate these rights.®® Sorel, however,
an ardent Dreyfusard, does not see a necessary contradiction
between the plurality of working-class positions within the political
and economic system: he is a partisan of democracy and of the
political struggle of the proletariat, and even considers the possibility
that the working class, while in no way economically linked to the
middle sectors, could become a pole for their political regroupment.
We see a clear pattern in Sorel’s evolution: like all the tendencies
struggling against the quietism of orthodoxy, he is compelled to
displace the consututive moment of class unity to the political level,
but as his break with the category of ‘historical necessity’ is more
radical than in other tendencies, he also feels obliged to specify the
founding bond of political unity. This can be seen even more cleatly
when we move to the third stage of his thought, which corresponds
to the great disillusion following the triumph of the Dreyfusard
coalition. Millerand’s brand of socialism is integrated into the
system; corruption spreads; there is a continuous loss of proletarian
identity; and energy saps away from the only class which, in Sorel’s
eyes, has the possibility of a heroic future that will remodel declining
bourgeois civilization. Sorel then becomes a decided enemy of
democracy, sceing it as the main culprit for that dispersion and
fragmentation of subject positions with which Marxism had to
grapple at the tum of the century. It was therefore necessary, at
whatever cost, to restore the split and to reconstitute the working
class as a unitary subject. As is well known, this led Sorel 1o reject
political struggle and to affirm the syndicalist myth of the general
strike. ‘(We) know that the general strike is indeed what I have said:
the myth in which Socialism is wholly comprised, i.e. a body of

Vf/'/ﬂé 0717/714 0\( %Aé i@heb@/ <tniKe



/\ The syndicalist ‘general strike’,

i

10 ¢ pevolution & « ""*’/#‘

images capable of ing instincti
evoking instinctivel i
o . ely all the s i
Socxljﬁpond to the different manifestatior?s of the wzmmcms e
pmlet;i;?;taglamst l;;mdem society. Strikes have en
¢ noblest, deepest and i
they paiat t cst and most moving senti
ey possess; the general strike groups them al] ign a colfoirc]itl;:::] :ij[
(v

» Bives to each one of them

- heir pamful i (o]
: . me!no! pla f-
kd 1 1

[COlours Wlth an mtensc llfC a” the detai]s Of[he

 cons ousness. We thus obtain that intyj.

ness — and e np ich la g hge cannot give us with perfect clear-
a whole, perceive it instantancously 50
or the ‘revolution’ in Marx Is a

logical point of condensation for

gendered in the

my;h m'thag it functions as an ideo
srg_etanan.i‘c{entity. constituted o
ubject positions. It is the one type of recom

encles toward disintegration. More ge
‘theme of anti-physis in Sorel’s aff%
Jatural’ tendency to decay, and t
artificial’. Thus, violence is the o

nerally, one recognizes the old
hrmanon that societies have 3
at the tendency to greatness s

antagonism des, r}ly force which can keep alive the
La capitalist class is energetic it js.

constantly a ing i s
conshtens fmﬁLm_% ,Mﬂgr%@tlon to defend itself; its frank and
- : attitude contribites af Toger ae oy —o-
pmrmyﬁ”‘“ o deast as grearly 2
o enCe towards keeping ¢ Q‘QI!,C_Q:&?E:TES};EE&W\Q

i}

c b ‘
tasses which is the basjs of all Socialism.’>" Fropm i = !

matters lttle whether or not the gener. m this perspective, it

~ WAacther ke can be realized: its role

i ] 2 fa r‘c uI - e e
at n pI lacﬁ ]‘ e! “_‘_hleChNZHOWS thc r()leta! at o Ihl‘“k

demarcation- ETAtEEOrY 2 d 5 e o
: n; t egory of totality. ‘chimis e of
o 'N“Z‘ - Oralty, eliminated asan o
blishiing The ae Y. B teintrodiiced as 3 mythical clegrers oo
~-i0g _the. unity "6f the workers’ conseiin, e Paohs 1
pointed out,*® the fotion of ‘coprirs 1o
P »~ the notion of ‘cognitive instrimens -
hasgorr — whose artificiality was recopn;
iy reeg broadened to include fictions.-
orel, then, the possibility of a dich

society is given not as a dat al “paen ©
' atum of the social structure, but as 3
*

‘moral factors’ governin

' g grou
€ with the problem that weg havs
ncy has attempted to break with
S unity at some other level]. Why

r undertaken by

or € . .
’\/\ ’ V"\Sa w‘é M‘&‘tOMlNSM
Hegemony: the Genealogy of a Concept 41

does this politically or mythically reconstituted subject have to be a
class subject? But whercas the inadequacy of Rosa Luxemburg’s or
Labriola’s rupture with economism created the conditions for the
invisibility of the double void that appeared in their discourses, in
Sorel’s case the very radicality of his anti-economism made this void
clearly visible. So much so that some of his followers, having
abandoned hope of a revolutionary recovery of the working class,
gave themselves to a search for some other substitute myth capable
of assuring the struggle against bourgeois decadence. It is known
that they found it in nationalism. This was the avenue through
which a part of Sorel’s intellectual legacy contributed to the rise of
fascism. Thus, in 1912 his disciple Edouard Berth was able to affirm:
‘In fact, it is necessary that the two-sided nationalist and syndicalist
moveinent, both parallel and synchronic, should lead to the com-
plete expulsion of the kingdom of gold and to the triumph of heroic
values over the ignoble bourgeois materialism in which present-day
Europe 1s suffocating. In other words, it is necessary that this
awakening of Force and Blood against Gold — whose first
symptoms have been revealed by Pareto and whose signal has been
given by Sorel in his Réflexions sur la violence and by Maurras in Sile
coup de force est possible — should conclude with the absolute defeat of
plutocracy.”™®
Of course, this is merely one of the possible derivations from
Sorel’s analysis, and it would be historically false and analytcally
unfounded to conclude that it is a necessary cutcome.* Historically
false, because Sorel’s influence made itself felt in a number of direc-
tions — it was, for example, crucial in the formation of Gramsci’s
thought. Analytically unfounded, because such a teleological inter-
pretation assumes that the transition from cass to nation was neces-
sarily determined by the very structure of Sorel's thought, whereas
the latter’s most specific and original moment was precisely the

indeterminate, non-apriori character of the mythically constituted .

subjects. Furthermore, this indeterminacy is not a weakness of the
theory, for it affirms that social reality itself is indeterminate

(mélange) and that any unification turns on the recomposing practices -

of a bloc. In this sense, there is no theoretical reason why the mythical
reconstitution should not move in the direction of fascism, but
equally none to exclude its advance in another direction — such as
Bolshevism, for example, which Sorel enthusiastically welcomed.
The decisive point — and this is what makes Sorel the most pro-
found and original thinker of the Second International — is that the
very identity of social agents becomes indeterminate and that every
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et les origines du syndicalisme d'action directe, Paris 1971; Gregorio de Paola, 'Georges
Sorel, dalla metafisica al mito’, in E.J. Hobsbawm etal., vol. 2, pp. 662-692; and with
serious reservations, Zeev Sternhell, Ni droite ni gauche. L'idéologie fasciste en France,
Paris 1983.

55. See Shiomo Sand, 'Lutte de classes et conscience juridique dans la pensée de
Sorel’, Esprit 3, March 1983, pp. 20-35.

56. G. Sorel, Reflections on Violence, New York 1961, p. 127.

57.1bid., p. 182.

58. G. de Paola, p. 688.

59. Quoted by Z, Sternhell, p. 105.

60. This is what weakens Sternhell’s analysis (Ni droite ni gauche), despite his
richness of information. The history presented by him scems organized around an
extremely simple teleology, according to which every rupture with a matcrialist or
positivist view can only be considered a forcrunner of fascism.
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Hegemony: The Difficult
Emergence of a New Political
Logic

It is necessary at this point to clarify the relgnonsmp l;e}tlw;in thz
double void that emerged in the e:r)sentzghst discourse of the 2 ;‘:orl;
International, and the peculiar d:slqcanon of. stages 1o whu:L the
problematic of hegemony will constitute 2 political resl.pon§<é. e}:i::l}i
begin by specifying those charactensucs of the double voi F\':'stl
make possible its comparison with the hegemonic sx;gure.d ) omzé
that void appears in the form of a dualism: its founding 1sc.‘h r
does not seek to determine differential degrees of efﬁca(t::ty wi ; ng
topography of the social, but to set limits on the em vracm}gcncc
determining capacity of every topographical structuration. c
such formulations as: ‘the infrastructure does not detgrn;:nc ev:iryr
thing, because consciousness or will also intervenes in tstcérya,ucze
‘the general theory cannot account for concrete s‘ltua}t]x‘on;, F;:m ”
every prediction has a morpho}ogxcal character’. This dua ld -
constructed through a hypostasis of the indeterminate qua in ed
minate: entities which escape structural determination are un ir—-
stood as the negative reverse of the latter. This is what mamgs
dualism a relation of frontiers. If we observe closely, hov{gver, Ixs
response does not break at all with structural determinism: it mferely
comes down to a limitation of its effects. For example, it E{'}fm c}f_t ¥1
possible to argue both that there are vast areas of social life wh;ch
escape €CONOMIC determinism, and that, in the limited areabm wd ecr "
its effects are operative, the action of tbe economy must hc unt -
stood according to a determinist paradigm. Nonetl;(gless th ere (;Isn n
obvious problem with this argument: in order toa 1-1rm that st ome-
thing is absolutely determined and to establish a clear line si;:para _ 'glt
from the indeterminate, it is not sufficient to establish the spegjl[c; Y
of the determination; its necessary character must also.be assette1 . For
this reason the supposed dualism is a spunous one: 1ts tvo po _{;; g:e
not at the same level. The determinate, In establishing its specifici y;
as necessary, sets the fimits of vanation of the indeterminate. Tt
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indeterminate 1s thus reduced to a mere supplement® of the deter-
minate.

Secondly, as we have already scen, this apparent dualism responds
to the fact that structural deterinination does not provide the founda-
tion for a political logic in which a struggle can be waged here and
now against tendencies towards fragmentation. It is immediately
apparent, however, that the only terrain permitting the specificity of
such a logic to be thought has been erased from the picture: as every
theoretically determinable specificity is referred to the terrain of the
infrastructure and the resultng class system, any other logic dis-
appears into the general terrain of contingent variation, or is referred
to enuties escaping all theoretical determination, such as will or
ethical decision.

Thirdly, and finally, in the Second International’s discourse, the
class unity of social agents rested upon the ever weaker base of mirror
play: economic fragmentation was unable to constitute class umity
and referred us on to political recomposition; yet political recom-

position was unable to found the necessary class character of social
agents.

Combined Development and the Logic of the Contingent

Let us now compare this ensemble of fissures, present i the theo-
retical discourse of the Second International, with the dislocations
that the concept of hegemony will attempt to suture. Perry
Anderson® has studied the emergence of the concept of hegemony in
Russian Social Democracy — the theoreticians of the Comintern
took it from there, and it reached Gramsci through them — and the
results of his investigation are clear: the concept of hegemony fills a
space left vacant by a crisis of what, according to Plekhanov’s
‘stagist’ conception, should have been a normal historical develop-
ment. For that reason, the hegemonization of a task or an ensemble
of political forces belongs to the terrain of historical contingency. In
European Social Democracy, the main problem had been the dis-
persion of working-class positions and the shattering of the unity
postulated among these by Marxist theory. The very degree of
maturity of bourgeois civilization reflected its structural order
within the working class, subverting the latter’s unity. By contrast,
in the theory of hegemony as it was posed in the Russian context, the
limits of an insufficiently developed bourgeois civilization forced the
working class to come out of itself and to take on tasks that were not
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be overcome; but in the Russian case, since the dislocations ex-
pressed themselves as positive conjunctures permitting the advance
of the working class — a certain way of infiltrating itself into
history — it became necessary to characterize the new type of
relationship between the working class and the alien tasks it had to
assume at a given moment. This anomalous relation was called
‘hegemony’.

We must now examine the specificity of the hegemonic relation in
the discourse of Russian Social Democracy. In fact, ‘hegemony’ here
designates, more than a relation, a space dominated by the tension
between two very different relations: a) that of the hegemonized task
and its ‘natural’ class agent; and b) that of the hegemonized task and
the class hegemonizing it. If the coexistence of these two relations
under imprecise conceptual forms is sufficient to give the term
‘hegemony” a referential space, the precise determination of their
logical articulation is a sine qua non for the conversion of ‘hegemony’
into a theoretical category. In this case, however, one has only to
examine the two relations with care, in order to observe that they are
not logically articulated at any point.

First of all, in the struggle against absolutism, none of the Russian
Social Democratic analyses suggests that bourgeois tasks cease to be
bourgeois when they are assumed by the proletariat. Class identity is
constituted on the basis of the relations of production: for ortho-
doxy, it is within that primary structure that the antagonisin
between working class and bourgeoisie arises. This primary struc-
ture organizes itself like a narrative — we may call it first narrative —
given that its movement is contradictory and tends to its self-
climination. In the structuring of this narrative, the laws of capitalist
development are the plot, while the characters, with perfectly
assigned roles, are the proletarian and capitahist classes. Now, the
clarity of this history is marred by the emergence of an anomaly: the
bourgeois class cannot fulfil its role, and this has to be taken over by
the other character. We may call this role substitution the second
narrative — in Trotsky's terms, the permanent revolution. What is
the structural relation between these two narratives? Itis sufficient to
read briefly through the strategic debate, to convince ourselves that

their articulation occurs in a theoretical terrain marked by the domi-
nance of the first. Three considerations are enough to prove the
point. (1.) The order of appearance of the characters i not altered by
the second narrative: if the bourgeoisie is incapable of fulfilling ‘its’
tasks, these necessarily pass to the proletariat — yet the necessity of
this transfer is only evident if one takes for granted the totality of the
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evolutionary schema constituted at the level of the first na:anve. @
(2.) The class nature of the tasks is not altered by the fact that they are
assumed by one class or the other — the democratic .tasksl rcm;gm
bourgeois even when their historical agent s the workmghc ass. (3.)
The very identity of the social agents is determined by t c.;xr _T“?‘C'
tural positions in the first narrative. Thus there is an unequal re atl:on '
between the two narratives: hcgcmomc' relations supplement class
relations. Using a distinction of Saussure’s, we could say that hege-
monic relations are always facts of parole, while class relations are
f langue. .
faC{_Sh‘z senﬁ: and identity of the hegemonic task and the agents which
put it into effect are totally contained within relation (a), as deﬁped
above. Hence the relation between the two components of relation
(b) can only be one of exteriority. Now, a relation of exteriority can
be considered under two aspects: as a relation of exteriority and as a
relation of exteriority. The first aspect presents no difficulty: a rela-
tion is one of exteriority if the identity of its components is entirely
constituted outside the relation. As to the relational moment, in
order that the relation may be one of strict exteriority, it is neces;ary
that no conceptual specificity should be attributable to xt.d (?t g-
wise, such specificity would become a structurally de 1fna e
moment. And since this would require a special theory of its forms
of articulation with other structural moments constituting ‘the class
as such, the identity of the class would inevitably be modified.) In
other words, the relation of exteriority can only be thought of as pu}:e
contingency. This explains why the spurious dualism found in the
discourse of the Second International is, fo; the same reasons, re-
produced in the theory of hegemony. Relation (a) and relation (b)
cannot be conceptually articulated, simply because the latter has no
positive conceptual specificity whatsoever, and is reduced to a con&
tingently variant terrain of relations between agents constitute
outside itself. But, it could be argued, in Russian Social Democracy,
from Plekhanov and Axelrod to Lenin and Trotsky,' there was a
positive and increasingly complex theory of hegemony! This is trucé
but it is not an objection to our argument. For such posm‘iflt% an
complexity refer to the typology of situations making possible hege-
monic relations among classes, and to the variety of relaugr?s’ amor;lg
social groups acting in a given conjuncture. Wﬁ%i%
hegemonic link as such is never discussed or, rather, there is a subtle
H&Tghmm/u}nwslblc. bould
n order to see how this sleight-of-hand occurs, we should not
focus on those zproaches for which ‘normal’ forms of development
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dominate the course of history and the hegemonic moment occupies
a clearly marginal place. (This is the case with Plekhanov, who saw
intervention by the working class as a means of pressing the bour-
geoisie to fulfil its own tasks.) More pertinent are those other
approaches in which the hegemonic transference of tasks constitutes
the very substance of revolution, so that it is comparatively more
difficult for the specificity of the hegemonic link to be made in.
visible, In this sense Trotsky's texts are of exemplary clarity, since
they place extreme emphasis on the peculiarities of Russian develop-
ment as opposed to the course of Western European capitalism. Asis
well known, in a number of writings published before and after the
1905 Russian Revolution,* Trotsky raised the possibility of a
working-class government that would undertake a direct transition
to socialism, as against the Menshevik perspective for a bourgeois-
democratic republic following the collapse of Tsarism, and the
Bolshevik notion of a workers’ and peasants’ government that
would restrict its reforms to a bourgeois-democratic mould. This
possibility was inscribed in the very peculiarities of Russia’s his-
torical development: weakness of the bourgeoisie and urban civili-
zation; disproportionate growth of the State as a military-bureau-
cratic apparatus becoming autonomous from classes; insertion of
advanced forms of capitalism resulting from the ‘privilege of back-
wardness’; freshness of the Russian proletariat, due to the absence of
traditions tying it to a complex civil society; and so on. As the
bglrgemsne had arrived too late to assume the historical tasks of the

struggle against absolutism, the proletariat became the key agent for

their realization, This dislocation in the stagist paradigm, and the
o O T LC Stag
supersession of the resulting hegemonic transference, were the ve
resut MhhulaiAdd |

axis of Trotsky's theory of the revolution,

t'would seem that no greater centrality could have been given to
the hegemonic relation, as the very possibility of revolution
revolved around it. However, we should look more closely at the
forms which this centrality assumes in Trotsky’s discourse. On two
fundamental points his analysis is confronted with the specificity of
social relations that seem to resist strict class reductionism — that 1s,
the necessary character of relation (3} — and on both points he
shrinks from a theoretical advance that would determine this speci-
ficity. The first point concerns the correlation between the structural
weakness of the bourgeoisie and the exceptional role played by the
State in the historical formation of Russian society. Faced with the
theoretical challenge posed by the Bolshevik historian Pokrovsky —
who, from a crudely economist viewpoint, insists that to grant such
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importance to the State would be to dgach it ftom its classibases —
Trotsky fails to reply with a theoretical analysis of relative State
autonomy in different capitalist social formations, appcahfxg instead
to the greenness of life against the greyness of theory: ‘Comrade
Pokrovsky's thought is gripped in a vice of rigid social categories
which he puts in place of living historical forces . . . Where thereare
no “‘special features”, there is no history, but only a sort of pseudo-
materialist geometry. Instead of studying the living and changing
matter of economic development, it is enough to notice a fevf;
outward symptoms and adapt them to a few ready-made clichés.
With this, the ‘special feature’ constituted by the autonomization of
the State from social classes is hereby plgced on a terrain which
severely limits its effects from the beginning: we are now dealing
with circumstances, which belong to an eminently factual order an_d
are capable of being incorporated into a story — hence the predomi-
nantly narrative tonc of Trotsky’s analysis — but which cannot be
sped conceptually. o

gr?l'l}:ies would};ot nzcessarily be negative if all social determinations
were subjected to the same treatment, because Trotsky would then
have to narrate — at the same level of Russia’s specificities — the
processes through which the economy manages to determine, in the
last instance, all other social relations. This, ‘holw.ev'er, does not
happen; although there is a narration of the ‘sp<_rc1ﬁcmes ,_thc features
considered common to every capitalist social formation are not
subjected to a narrative treatment. That the economy determines in
the last instance the processes of history 1s something which, for
Trotsky, is established at a level as extra-historical as Pokrovsky's

- S . N N S — .
and in as dogmatic a manner. An order of ‘essences’ inescapably

confronts an order of ‘circumstances’, and both are re ced

within the same social agents. What is liable in them to historica
variation 1is reduced to that ensemble of characteristics which makes

them deviate from a normal paradigm — the weakness of the bour-
geoisie in Russia, the freshness of its proletariat, etc. These ‘special

features’, however, do not in any way undermiqc the validity of the
paradigm: this continues to produce its cffects insofar as the social
agents define their basic identity in relation to it, apd insofar as the
‘special features’ present themselves merely as empirical advantages
or disadvantages for the attainment of class objectives pre-
established at the level of ‘essences’. ‘

This is clearly revealed in the second fundamental point where
Trotsky's analysis touches the limits of the reductionist conception
of classes; in the analysis of hegemony. As we saw earlier — and this
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can also be applied to Trotsky’s analysis — there is a split between
the ‘natural’ class agent of a historical task and the concrete agent that

uts it into effect. But we also saw that, for the agent which under-
takes it, the class nature of a task is not altered by this split. The agent
does not, therefore, identify with the task undertaken; its relation
with that task remains at the level of a circumstantial calculation —
even when this may involve ‘circumstances’ of epochal dimensions.
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 ‘out-
side’ of the agent’s identity. Never for a moment do we find in
Trotsky the idea that the democratic and anti-absolutist identity of
the masses constitutes a specific subject position which different
classes can articulate and that, in doing so, they modify their own
nature. The unfulfilled democratic tasks are simply a stepping-stone
for the working class to advance towards its strictly class objectives.
In this way, the conditions are created not only for the specificity of
the hegemonic link to be systematically conjured away (given thatits
factual or circumstantial character eschews any conceptual construc-
tion), but also for its disappearance to be made invisible. Indeed, the
insertion of the hegemonic relation into a narrative of adjustments
and recompositions, into a succession which cannot be subsumed
under the principle of repetition, seems to give a meaning to that
conceptually evanescent presence, Thus, the historico-narrative
form in which Russian specificities are presented, plays an
ambiguous role: if, on the one hand, it limits them to the terrain of
the circumstantial, on the other, the fact that they can be thought,
even under the weak form of a narrative, gives them a prinaple of
organization, a certain discursive presence. Yet this is an extremely
ephemeral presence, since the saga of hegemony concludes very
quickly: there is no speaficity, either for Trotsky or for Lenin,
which can assure the survival of a Soviet State unless a socialist
revolution breaks out in Europe, unless the victorious working
classes of the advanced industrial countries come to the assistance of
the Russian revolutionaries. Here the ‘*abnormality’ of the dis-
location of stages in Russia links up with the ‘normal’ development
of the West; what we have called a ‘second narrative’ is reintegrated
into the ‘first narrative’; *hegemony’ rapidly finds its limits.
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‘Class Alliances’: Between Democracy and Authoritarianism

This conception of the hegemonic link as external to the class iden-
uty of the agents is not, of course, exclusive to Trotskyism but
characterizes the whole Leninist tradition. For Leninism, hegemony
involves political leadership within a cass alliance. The political
character of the hegemonic link is fundamental, implying as it does
that the tefrain on which the link establishes itself is differént from
that'on which thé social agents are constituted. ‘As the field of the
elations of producuon is the specific terrain pf class constitution, the
preserice ‘of classés in the political field can onl ly ‘be undc&od asd
represen@_:,:gn_g{ interests. Through their representativé’ parties they
unite under the leadership of one class, in an alliance against a
common enemy. This circumstantial unity does not, however,
affect the identity of the classes comprising the alliance, since their
idenuty 1s constituted around ‘interests’ which are in the end strictly
incompatible (‘strike together but march separately’). The identity
of the social agents, rationalistically conceived under the form of
‘interests’, and the transparency of the means of representation in
relation to what is represented, are the two conditions which permit
the exteriority of the hegemonic link to be established. This ex-
teriority was at the root of those paradoxical situations in which the
communist militant typically found himself. Often in the vanguard
of a struggle for democratic liberties, he nevertheless could not
identify with them since he would be the first to abolish them once
the ‘bourgeois-democratic’ stage was completed.

At this point, 1t is important to note the ambiguity and the
contradictory effects that stem from the centrality of hegemony in
Leninist discourse. On the one hand, the concept is undoubtedly
associated with the more authoritarian and negative tendencies of the
Leninist tradition, for it postulates a clear separation within the
masses between the leading sectors and those which are led. (This
separation is evidently absent in the revolutionary strategy of
Kautskian orthodoxy, in which a complete coincidence between
political leadership and social base leaves no necessity for hegemonic
recompositions.) But, on the other hand, the hegemonic relation
entails a conception of politics which is potentially more democratic
than anything found within the tradition of the Second Inter-
national. Tasks and demands which, in classist economism, would
have corresponded to different stages are now seen to coexist in the
same historical conjuncture. This results in the acceptance of current
political validity for a plurality of antagonisms and points of rupture,


mailto:unds.ts@od'as

f~

Liticam L ot o Lo iari 540 THoanm o 4 Stanctiom

betvreen e (eaders andthe fed
/\N‘a—d; W~ ondenr o ‘3‘““«1 ‘f’&uace.‘%g:‘{-y a[

PVARY: MO
ot e De . s e Braaeitd,

tionary legitimacy is no longer exclusively concen-
trated in the working class. A structural dislocation thus emerges
between ‘masses’ and ‘classes’, given that the line separating the
former from the dominant sectors is not juxtaposed with class
exploitation. Combined and uneven development becomes the
terrain which for the first time allows Marxism to render more
complex its conception of the nature of social struggles.
How, then, are we to account for this paradox: that at the very

moment when the democratic dimension of the mass struggle was

being enlarged, an ever more vanguardist and anti-democratic on-

ception asserted itself in socialist political practice®€Quite simply, by
the fact that the ontclogical privilege granted to the working class by

Marxism was transferred from the social base to the political leader-
ship of the mass movement. In the Leninist conception, the workifig

1 class and 1ts vanguard do not transform their class identity by fusing’

- 1t with the multiple deriiocratic demands that are politicalty recom-

posed by the hegemonic practices; instead, they regard “these
demands as stages, as necessary yet transitory steps in pursuit of their

own class objectives. Under such conditions, the relations between

' ‘vanguardand "masses’ cannot but have a predominantly extemnal

and manipulative character. Hence, to the extent that democratic
demands become more diverse and the terrain of mass struggle more
complex, a vanguard that continues to identify with the ‘objective
interests of the working class’ must increasingly broaden the hiatus
between its own identity and that of the sectors it seeks to lead, The
_very expansion of the democratic potential of the mass movement
glves rise, in a strictly classist conception, to an increasingly authori-

tarian_practice of politics.”While démottatization of the mass
struggle depends upon a proliferation of points of fupture which

overflow class boundaries, political authoritarianism emerges at the -

moment when, in order to ground the necessity of ¢lass hiegemory, a-

¢ disTinction Tscstablished between lcadéfswiiﬁfdr'l?:‘a within mass mové-
ments. if this distinction were based upon a greater practical capacity
for self-organization in the struggle for objectives shared by the

[, entire movement, the consequences would not necessarily be

authoritarian. But, as we have seen, it is actually posed in very
different terms: one sector knows the underlying movement of
history, and knows therefore the temporary character of the
demands uniting the masses as a whole. The centrality attnbuted to
the working class is not a practical but an ontological centrality, which
15, at the same time, the seat of an epistemological privilege: as the
‘universal’ class, the proletariat — or rather its party — is the
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depository of science. At this point, the schism between class iden-
tity and the identity of the masses becomes permanent. The possi-
bility of this authoritarian tum was, in some way, present from the
beginnings of Marxist orthodoxy; that is to say, from the momentin
which a limited actor — the working class — was raised to the
status of ‘universal class’. If none of the theoreticians of the Second
International advanced in this authoritarian direction, this was
because for them the political centrality of the working class had to
coincide with the proletarianization of the other social strata, and
there was thus no room for a schism between dass and masses. All that
was necessary for the authoritarian turn to become inevitable, how-

ever, was that the seizure of power shouid be conceived as an act of

masses broader than the working class, while the latter’s political
centrality was upheld as a principle in classical terms.

Let us now bring together several links in our argument. It has
become clearer why the tension between the two relations embraced

by the concept_of hegemon —wae\?htimﬁ between the hege-
L - PSS N - N e
monized task and the class hegemonizing it, and the relation between
the hegemonized task and the class that 15 1ts ‘natural’ agent — could

The condi-

never be resolved in an effective conceptual articulation.

1

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

terrain of economist stagism — the only terrain capable of constitut=

ing it as a “universal class’ — was that thé hegémonized tasks should
not transform s, bu

merely external and factual relation with it. Moreover, the onfy Wiy
of affirming the external character of this relation was to tighten the
bond between the hegemonized task and its ‘natural’ class agent. The
terrain of hegemonic relations was, therefore, one of essenually
pragmatic discourses. All the terminological innovations which
Leninism and the Comintemn introduce to Marxism belong to mih-
tary vocabulary (tactical alliance, strategic line, so many steps
forward and so many back); none refers to the very structuring of the
social relations, which Gramsci would later address with his con-
cepts of historical bloc, integral State, and so forth.

Now, this tension between the two relations embraced by the
concept of hegemony is not distinct from the ambiguity we have
located between a democratic and an authoritarian practice of hege-
mony. The relation between a hegemonic class and a democratic task
or demand assumes an external, manipulative character only insofar
as this task is bonded to a different class, and to a necessary stage
within the evolutionist paradigm. Conversely, the democratic
potential can be developed only if this bond is broken, only if the

' ity of the hegemonic class, but éntet into a -
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conditions disappear which permitted the emergence of a rigid
separation between leaders and led within the masses. At this point,
we must present the conditions which would allow the original
ambiguity to be overcome in either a democratic or an authoritarian
practice of hegemony. _ . '
Democratic practice. As we have indicated, the terrain of heg;’:momc
recomposition”carnies a potential for the democratic expansion and
deepening of socialist political practice. Without hegemony,
socialist practice can focus only on the derpa’nds and interests of the
working class. But insofar as the dislocation of stages compels the
w\?b@gc_lggto act on a mass terrain, it must abandon its class ghetto

and_gransform itself into the articulator of a multiplicity of anta-
gonisms and demands stretching beyond itself From ever thing we
have said, it is evident that the deepening of a mass democratic prac-
tice — which shuns vanguardist tiianipulation and an_ external
characterization of the relation between class hegemony and demo-
cratic tasks — can be achieved only if it is recognized that these tasks
do not have a necessary class character and if stagism is renopnced in
@@Eﬁg&ﬁé‘ﬁanncr. It is necessary to'break with the view thz}t
democratic tasksare bonded to a bourgeois stage — only then will
the obstacle preventing a permanent articulation between socialism
and democracy be eliminated. Four fundamental consequences
follow from this. First, the very identity of classes is transformed by
the hegemonic tasks they take on themselves: the rigid line of demar-
cation between the internal and the external has fallen. Second,
inasmuch as the democratic demands of the masses lose their neces-
sary class character, the field of hegemony ceases to involve a maxi-
mization of effects based on a zero-sum game among classes; the
notion of ‘class alliance’ is also clearly insufficient, since hegemorﬂ%
supposes the construction of the very identity of social agents, an

not just a rationalist coincidence of ‘interests’ among preconstituted-—-

agents. Thirdly, the field of politics can no longer be cg{leidered a
‘??gprcscmanon of mrerests™; givern That the so-called ‘represéntation

ifies the nature of what is tepresented. {In fact, the very notion
of_reépresentation_as_transparency becomes uintenable. What 1s

actually called into question here,is the baseZsupcrs‘t‘mcture_mp@
itself.] Finally, insofar as the identity of social agents Ceases to be
exclusively constituted through their insertion in the relations of
production, and becomes a precarious articulation among a number

/ of subject positions, what is being implicitly challenged is the identi-

fication between social agents and classes. .
Authoritarian_practice. Here the conditions are the opposite. The
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class nature of every demand or task has to be fixed a priori. There
are bourgeois-democratic demands, petty-bourgeois demands, etc.,
and their relative progressiveness is established through a political
calculation which analyses every conjuncture in terms of the tradi-
tional mode! of stages and the changes introduced by their uneven
combination. There is, obviously, a complete separation between
the hegemonic tasks of the working class and its class identity. The
military conception of politics dominates the whole range of
strategic calculations. But since the real working class is, of course,
far from fully identifying with its *historical interests’, the dissocia-
tion becomes permanent between the mateniality of the class and the
political instance representing its ‘true identity’. From Lenin’s Whar
is to be Done to the Bolshevization of the Communist parties under
the Comintern, this line of demarcation becomes increasingly rigid
and is reflected in the growing authoritarian turn of Communist
politics. It is important to clarify what makes this turn inevitable. We
do not seck to deny the need for political mediation in the socialist
determination of the working class; even less, to oppose it with a
workerism based upon the myth of a spontaneously socialist deter-
mination of the class. What is decisive, however, is how the nature of
this political link is understood: and Leninism evidently makes no J/
attempt to construct, through struggle, a mass identity not predeter-
mined by any necessary law of history. On the contrary, it maintains
that there is a “for itself” of the class accessible only to the enlightened
vanguard — whose attitude towards the working class is therefore -
purely pedagogical. The roots of authoritarian politics lie in this!
interweaving of science and politics. As a consequence, there is no®
longer any problem in considering the party as representative of the
class — not of the class as flesh and blood, of course, but of that
entelechy constituted by its *historical interests’. Whereas the demo-
cratic_practice of hegemony_increasingly calls intoquestion the
transparency of the process of representation, the authoritarian prac-
tice has laid the ground for the relation of representation to become

the basic political mechanism. Once every political rélation is con=

c€ivéd as a relarion of fépreséntation, a progressive substitutionism
moves from class to party (representation of the objective interests of
the proletariat) and from party to Soviet State (representation of the
world interests of the Communist movement). A martial concep-
tion of class struggle thus concludes in an eschatological epic.

As we have seen, the roots of this transference of class unity to the
political sphere go back to Second International orthodoxy. In
Leninism as in Kautskyism, the constitutive character ofthzc()litical
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moment does not entail that a major role is attributed to super-
structures, because the privilege granted to the party is not “topo-
graphical’ but ‘epistemological’: it is founded not on the efficacy of
the political level in constructing social relations, but on the scientific
monopoly enjoyed by a given class perspective. This monopoly
guaranteed, at a theoretical level, the overcoming of the split
between the visible tendencies of capitalism and its underlying
evolution. The difference between Kautskyism and Leninism is that
for the former the split is purely temporary and internal to the class,
and the process of overcoming it inscribed in the endogenous ten-
dencies of capitalist accumulation; while for Leninism, the split is the
terrain of a structural dislocation between ‘class’ and ‘masses’ which
permanently defines the conditions of political struggle in the
imperialist era.

This last point 1s decisive: hegemopic tasks become increasingly
central to communist strategy, as they are bound up with the Very
conditiongof development of the world capitalist system. For Lenin,
the world economy 1s not a mere economic fact, but a political
reality: it is an imperialist chain. The breaking points appear not at
those links which are most advanced from the point of view of the
contradiction between forces and relations of production, but
instead, at those where the greatest number of contradictions have
accumulated, and where the greatest number of tendencies and
antagonisms — belonging, in the orthodox view, to diverse
phases — merge into a ruptural unity.® This implies, however, that
the revolutionary process can be understood only as a poliucal
articulation of dissimilar elements: there is no revolution without a
social complexity external to the simple antagonism among classcs;
in other words, there is no revolution without hegemony. This
moment of political articulation becomes more and more funda-
mental when one encounters, in the stage of monopoly capitalism, a
growing dissolution of old solidaritics and a general politicization of
social relations. Lenin clearly perceives the transition to a new bour-
geois mass politics — labelled by him Lloyd Georgism’ — which is
profoundly transforming the historical arena of class struggle. This
possibility of unsuspected articulations, altering the social and poli-
tical identities that are permussible and cven thinkable, increasingly
dissolves the obviousness of the logical categorics of classical
stagism. Trotsky will draw the conclusion that combined and
uncven development is the historical condition of our time. This can
only mean an unceasing expansion of hegemonic tasks — as
opposed to purely class tasks, whose terrain shrinks like a wild ass’s
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skin. But if there is no historical process which does not involve a
‘non-orthodox’ combination of clements, what then is a normal
development?

Communist discourse itself became increasingly dominated by
the hegemonic character which every political initiative acquired in
the new historical terrain of the imperialist era. As a result, however,
it tended to oscillate in a contradictory manner between what we
have called a democratic and an authoritarian practice of hegemony.
In the 1920s economist stagism was everywhere in command, and as
the prospect of revolution receded the class lines grew still more
nigid. Since the European revolution was conceived purely in terms
of working-class centrality, and since the Communist parties re-
presented the ‘historical interests’ of the working class, the sole
function of these parties was to maintain the revolutionary con-
sciousness of the proletariat in opposition to the integrationist
tendencies of social democracy. In periods of ‘relative stabilization’,
therefore, it was necessary to strengthen the class barrier with even
greater intransigence. Hence, the slogan launched in 1924 for the
Bolshevization of the Communist parties. Zinoviev explained it as
follows: ‘Bolshevization means a firm will to struggle for the hege-
mony of the proletariat, it means a passionate hatred for the bour-
geoisie, for the counter-revolutionary leaders of social democracy,
for centrism and the centrists, for the semi-centrists and the pacifists,
for all the miscarriages of bourgeois ideology . . . Bolshevization is
Marxism in action; it is dedication to the idea of the dictatorship of
the proletariat, to the idea of Leninism.™ As a rencwal of the revolu-
tionary process would inevitably follow upon a worsening
economic crisis, political periodization was a mere reflection of
economics: the only task left to the Communist parties in periods of
stabilization was to accumulate forces around a wholly classist and
‘rupturist’ identity which, when the crisis arrived, would open the
way to a new revolutionary iitiative. (Characteristically, the
‘united front’ policy was reinterpreted as a united front from below
and as an opportunity to expose the social democratic leaders.)
Under these conditions a manipulative approach to other social and
political forces could not fail to gain ascendancy.

The break with this reductionist and manipulative conception —
or the beginnings of a break. as it has never been overcome in the
communist tradition — was linked to the experience of fascism in
Europe and the cycle of anti~colonial revolutions. In the first case the
crisis of the liberal-democratic State, and the emergence of radical-
popular ideologies of the Right, challenged the conception of demo-
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cratic rights and freedoms as ‘bourgeois’ by nature; and, at the same
time, the anti-fascist struggle created a popular and democratic mass
subjectivity which could potentially be fused with a soaalist
identity. In the terms of our carlier analysis, the link unitng th_e
hegemonized task to its ‘natural’ class agent began to dissolve, and it
became possible to tuse that task with the identity of the hegemonic
class. In this new perspective, hegemony was understood as the
democractic reconstruction of the nation around a new class core.
This tendency would later be reinforced by the varied experiences of
national resistance against the Nazi occupation. But the change in
communist policy started with Dimitrov’s report to the Seventh
Congress of the Comintern, where the Third Penod line of ‘class
against class’ was formally abandoned and the policy of the popular
fronts first introduced.®* While implicitly retaining the notion of
hegemony as a merely external alliance of classes, the new strategy
conceived democracy as a commeon ground which was not open to
exclusive absorption by any one social sector. Under these condi-
tions, it became more and more difficult to maintain a strict separ-
ation between hegemonic tasks and class identity. A number of
formulas — ranging from Mao's ‘new democracy’ to Toghatt’s
‘progressive democracy’ and ‘national tasks of the working class” —
attempted to locate themselves on a terrain that was difficult to
define theoretically within Marxist parameters, since the *popular’
and the_‘demacratie’-wese tangible realities at the Tevel of the mass
sffxfgiéjgbutcoulénot be ascribed to a strict class belonging. Revolu-
tions in the peripheral world which took place under a communist
leadership presentus_with a similar phenomenori: from China t
Vietnam or Cuba, the popular mass identity was other and broader
_than class identity. The structural split between ‘masses” and Tlass’,
which we saw insinuating itsclf from the very beginning of the
Leninist tradition, here b i ST
At this point, communist discourse was confronted by a pair of
crucial problems. How should one characterize that plurality of
antagonis nerging on a mass terrain_different from that_of
MWWCQemonic force retain a stactly pro-
letarian character, once it had incorporated the democratic demands
of the masses in its own identity? The main responsé t6 the Arst
question Was to imiplementaserol discursive strategies whereby the
relationship established between classes went beyond their speafi-
cally class character, while formally remaining on a dassist terrain.
Consider, for example, the use of enumeration in communist dis-
courses. To enumerate is never an innocent operaton; it involves

6!*\'7»1 We o7 epumépai/sns

Hegemony: the Difficult Emergence of a New Political Logic 63

major displacements of meaning. Communist enumeration occurs
within a dichotomic space that establishes the antagonism between
dominant and popular sectors; and the identity of both is constructed
on the basis of enumerating their constitutive class sectors. On the
side of the popular sectors, for example, would be included: the
working class, the peasantry, the petty bourgeoisic, progressive
fractions of the national bourgeoisic, etc. This ecnumeration, how-
ever, does not merely affirm the separate and literal presence of certain
classes or class fractions at the popular pole; it also asserts their
equivalence in the common confrontation with the dominant pole. A
relation of equivalence is not a relation of identity among objects.
Equivalence is never tautological, as the substitutability it establishes
among certain objects 1s only valid for determinate posi-
tions within a given structural context. In this sense, equivalence
displaces the idenuty which makes it possible, from the objects
themselves to the contexts of their appearance or presence. This,
however, means that in the relation of equivalence the identity of the
object 1s split: on the one hand, 1t maintains its own ‘literal’ sense; on
the other, it symbolizes the contextual position for which it is a
substitutable element. This is exactly what occurs in the communist
cnumeration: from a strictly classist point of view, there is no
identity whatsoever among the sectors of the popular pole, given
that each one has ditferentiated and even antagonistic interests; yet,
the relation of equivalence established among them, in the context of
their opposition to the dominant pole, constructs a ‘popular’ dis-
cursive position that is irreducible to class positons. In the Marxist
discourse of the Second International, there were no equivalential
enumerations. For Kautsky, cach class sector occupied a specific
difterential position within the logic of capitalist development; one
of the constitutive characteristics of Marxist discourse had been,
precisely, the dissolution of the ‘people’ as an amorphous and
mprecise category, and the reduction of every antagonism to a class
confrontation which exhausted itself in its own literality, without
any cquivalenual dimension. As to the discourse of ‘combined and
uncven development’, we have scen that the dislocation of stages and
the hegemonic recompositions were mierely thought of as a more
complex movement among classes, whose factual character made
room for a narrative of exceptionalitics but not for a conceptuali-
zation of specificities. In Rosa Luxemburg we come closer to a
symbolic-equivalential split which subverts the literal sense of cach
concrete struggle; but as we saw, her attribution of a necessary class
character to the resulting social agent places a rigid limit on the
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expansive logic of equivalences. Only in the enumeratgve practices
of the popular fronts period does the ‘people’ — thatagent central to
the political and social struggles of the nincteenth century — re-
emerge, timidly at first, in the field of Marxist discursivity.

From what we have said, it is clear that the condition for the
emergence of the ‘people” as a political agent in communist discourse
has been the relation of equivalence which splits the identity of
classes and thereby constitutes a new type of polanzaton. Now, this
process takes place entirely within the field of the hegemonic prac-
tices. Communist enumecration is not the confirmaton of a de facto
situation, but has a performative character. The unity of an ensemble
of sectors 1s not a datum: it is a project to be built politically. The
hegemonization of such an ensenible does not, therefore, involve a
simple conjunctural or momentary agreement; it has to build a
structurally new relation, different from class relations. This shows
that the concept of ‘class alliance’ is as inadequate to charactenize a
hegemionic relation as the mere listing of bricks would be to describe
a building. Nevertheless, given its internal logic, the reladon of
equivalence cannot display its presence simply through the ind-
dental substitutability of its terms; it must give rise to a general
equivalent in which the relation as such crystallizes symbolically. It is

at_this poine, in the political case we are examining, that national-

popular _or _popular-democratic _symbols emerge to constitute

subject positions different_from_those of class; the hegemonic
relation then definitively loses its factual and episodic charactér,
e T S S N —_—
becoming instead a stable part of every polifico-discursive
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formation. In this sensc Mao's analyses of contradiction — despite

their near-to-zero philosophical value — dohave the great merit of
presenting the terrain of social struggles as a proli

dictions, not all of them referring back to the class prnaple” ™ 77
“"The 6ther scries of probléms facing communist discourse con-
cerned the question of how to maintain the class identity of the
hegemonic sector. Formulated in its most general terms, the issue is
the following: if in the new conception the hegemonic relation
transtorms the identity of the hegemonic sector, and if the conditon
of social struggles in the imperialist cra entails that these occur in an
increasingly complex terrain dominated by reconiposing practices,
doces it not follow that the class identity of the hegemonic subjects is
put into question? Up to what point can we continue to refer to a
class corc as the articulating principle of the various subject posi-
tons? Two answers — or rather, two ways of arrving at an
answer — are possible here. And in the end they depend on the two

cration of coritra-

o
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conceptions of hegemony — democratic and authorjtarian — that
wethestTibed earlier. For one of them, characterizing most of the
coT it tradition, the solution is found in an ad nauseam exten-
siomof the-model of representation. Each instance is the represent-
ation of dricther, unitil a final ¢1ag§ €ore is reached which supposedly
g_i}/ff meaning to the whole series. This response evidently denies all
opacity and density to political refations, which are a bare stage on
awhich characters constituted beyond them — the classes — wage
their stru glrg. Furthermore, the class represented in this way cannot
but be the class “for itself’, the finalist perspective ificarnated in the
‘scientific’ cosmovision of the party; that 1s, thé orfologically pri-
vileged agent.-In this-way, all concrete problems toncemning the
Ppracticé of representation are simply eliminated. Thg other response
accepts the structural diversity of the relations in which social aggnts
are immersed, and replaces the principle of representation With that’
of articulation. Unity between these agents is then not thé €Xpression

of a common underlying esserice-but the resutrof-politicalconstriic-

tion Eq?éimggle If the working class, as-a-hegemonic Ageért,
manages to a?"thlatewmmwini%ﬁj
and struggles, this is due not to any a priori structural privilege, but
to a political initiative on the part of the class. Thus, the hegemonic
subject is a class subject only in the sense that, on the basis of class
positions, a certain_hegemonic formation is practically articulated;
but, n that case we are dealing with concrete workers and not with
the entelechy constituted by their ‘historical interests’. In the world
of the Third International, there was only one thinker in whom the V,‘/
notion of politics and hegemony as articulation found — with allits

ambiguities and limitations — a theoretically mature expression.
We are, of course, referring to Antonio Gramsct.

The Gramscian Watershed

The specificity of Gramscian thought is usually presented in two
different and apparently contradictory ways. In one interpretation,
Gramsci was an eminently Italian theoretician whose conceptual
innovations were related to the particular conditions of Italy's back-
wardness: failure of the Risorgimento project to construct a unified
national State; strong regional split between industrial North and
agrarian Mezzogiorno; lack of integration of the Catholic masses
into the political life of the country, as a result of the Vaacan
question; nsufticient and contradictory development of capitalism;
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etc. In short, Gramsci was an original theoretdan and a political
strategist of ‘uneven development’, but his concepts are scarcely
relevant to the conditions of advanced capitalism. A second, diver~
gent reading presents him as a theoretician of revolution in the
West,'® whose strategic conception was based upon the complexity
of advanced industrial civilizations and the density of their social and
political relations. One of his interpreters goes so far as to see him as
the theoretician of the capitalist restructuring which followed the
1929 world crisis, and of the complexity acquired by mass struggle
within the context of a growing intertwining of politics and
economics. " [n fact, Gramsci’s theoretical innovation is located at a
more general level, so that both of these readings are possible — and
partially valid. More than any other theoretician of his time,
Gramsci broadened the terrain of political recomposition and hege-
| mony, while offering a theorization of the hcgemomc link which

clearly went beyond the Leninist category of ‘class alliance’. As, in
both the advanced industrial countries and the capitalist penphcry,
the conditions of political struggle moved further and further away
from the ones imagined by orthodox stagism, the Gramscian cate-
gories applied equally to both cases. Their relevance should there-
fore be situated at the level of the general theory of Marxism, and
cannot be referred to specific geographical contexts.

The starting point was, however, a strictly Leninist approach. In
Notes on the Southern Question (1926), the first Gramsaan text in
which the concept of hegemony is used, he states: “The proletariat
‘can become the leading and the dominant class to the extent that 1t
succeeds in creating a system of alliances which allows it to mobilize
the majority of the working population against capitalism and the
bourgeois State. In ltaly, in the real class relations which exist there,
this means to the extent that it succeeds in gaining the consent of the
broad peasant masses."'? The precondition of this leading role is that
the working class should not remain confined to the narrow defence
ofits corporative interests, but should take up those of other sectors.
However, the logic is still only one of preconsttuted sectoral
ntéTests, ‘which is perfectly compatible with the notion of a class
alllance. As in Lenin, leadership is merely political and not ‘moral
and intellectual.

[t is in this movement, from the ‘political’ to the ‘intellectual and
moral’ plane, that the decisive transition takes place toward a
concept of hegemony beyond “class alliances’. For, whereas polirical
leadership can be grounded upon a conjunctural coinddence of
interests in which the participating sectors retain their separate
identity, moral and intellectual leadership requires that an ensemble
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of ‘ideas’ and ‘values’ be shared by a number of sectors — or, to use
out own termmology, that certain subject. positions traverse_a
number of class sectors. Intellectual and moral leadership consti-
tutes, according to Gramsci, a higher synthesis, a “collectve will’,
which, through ideology, becomes the organic cement unifying a
‘historical bloc’. All these are new concepts having an effect of
displacement with regard to the Leninist perspective: the relational
specificity of the hegemonic link is no longer concealed, but on the
contrary becomies entirely visible and theorized. The analysis con-
ceptually defines a new series of relations among groups which
baffles their structural location within the revolutionary and rela-
tional schema ot economism. At the same time, ideology is signalled
as the precise terrain on which these relations are consatuted.

Thus, everything depends on how ideology is conceived." Here
Gramschnngs about two new and fundamental displacements with
regard to the classical problcmatm ‘The firseis his concepnon of the
dens™ ot with the ‘false” C’onscié’ijsmss of socia ggents,ltxslnstead an
organic and relational whole, embodied in institutions and appira-
fises, which welds together a historical bloc around a numberof
basic articulatory-principles. This prcc]udes the posmbsl:ty ‘of a
superstructurallst reading ot the ideological. In fact, throughthe
concepts of historical blocand of ideology as organic cement, a new
totahzing category takes us beyond the old base/superstructure dis-
tinction. This is not sufficient, however, because moral and intel-
lectual leadership could still be understood as the ideoiogical inculca-
tion by a hegemonic class of a whole range of subordinate sectors.
In that case, there would be no subject positions traversing classcs,
for any that seemed to do so would in fact be appurtenances of the
dominant class, and their presence in other sectors could be under-

»
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stood only as a phenomenon of false conschusness. It is at this \/

crucial point that Gramsci introduces his third and most important
displacement: the break with the reductionist problematc of
1deology For Gramsci, political subjects are not — strictly speak-
ing — classes, but complex ‘collective wills; similarly, the ideo-
logical elements articulated by a hegemonic class do not have a
necessary class belonging. Concerning the first point, Gramsci's
position is clear: the collective” will is a résult of the politico-
1deological artculation of dispersed” and fragmented  historical
forces. "From this one can deduce the tmportance of the *“cultural
“aspect”, even in practical (collective) activity. An historical act can
only be performed by “collective man”, and this presupposes the
attainment of a “‘cultural-social” unity through which a mulaphary
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of dispersed wills with heterogenous aims, are welded together with
a single aim, on the basis of an equal and common conception of the
world.”'"* Nothing more distant from this ‘collective man’, ‘welded
together with a single aim’, than the Leninist notion of class alliance.
With regard to the second point, it is equally evident that for
Gramsci the organic ideology does not represent a purely classist and
closed view of the world; it is formed instead through the articu-
lation of elements which, considered in themselves, do not have any
necessary class belonging. Let us examine, in this connection, the
following critical passages: “What matters is the criticism to which
such an 1deological complex is subjected by the first representation

of a new historical phase. This criticism makes possible a process of
differentiation and change in the relative weight that the elements of

the old ideologies used to possess. What was previously secondary
and subordinate, or even incidental, is now taken to be primary —
becomes the nucleus of a new ideological and theoretical complex
The old collective will dissolves into its contradictory elements since
the subordinate ones develop socially.”** "How, on the other hand,
should this theoretical consciousness, proposed as autonomous con-
sciousness, be formed? How should everyone choose and combine
the elements for the constitution of such an autonomous consdous-
ness? Will each element imposed have to be repudiated a priori? It
will have to be repudiated inasmuch as itis imposed, but not in itself;
that is to say that it will be necessary to give a new form which is
specific to the given group.™*

We can thus see the central point which demarcates Grasmel from
other anti-economistic positions formulated within the communist
movement of that period. Both Lukics and Korsch, for instance,
also reproportioned the terrain classically attributed to the super-
structures; but they did this within the parameters of a class-
reductionist perspective which identified the revolutionary subject
with the working class, such that hegemony n the sense of arn-
culation was strictly unthinkable. It was preciscly Gramsci's intro-
duction of this latter concept which radically subverted the orniginal
conditions for the emergence of Second International dualism, and
its reproduction on an extended scale in the discourse of the Third.
On the one hand, the field of historical contingency has penetrated
social relations more thoroughly than in any of the previous dis-
courses: the social segments have lost those essential connections
which turned them into moments of the stagist paradigm; and their
own meaning depended upon hegemonic articulations whose success
was not guaranteed by any law of history. In terms of our earlier
analysis, we might say that the diverse ‘elements’ or ‘tasks’ no longer
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had any identity apart from their relation with the force hegemoniz-
ing them. On the other hand, these forms of precarious articulation
began to receive names, to be theoretically thought, and were incor-
porated into the very identity of the social agents. This explains the
importance attributed by Gramsci to the ‘national-popular’ and to
the formulation of a concept such as ‘integral State’, in which the
dominant sector modifies its very nature and identity through the
practice of hegemony. For Gramsci a class does not take State power,
1t becomes State.

All the conditions would seem to be present here for what we have
called the democratic practice of hegemony. Nonetheless, the entire
construction rests upon an ultimately incoherent conception, which
1s unable fully to overcome the dualism of classical Marxism. For
Gramsci, even though the diverse social elements have a merely

. relational identity — achieved through articulatory practices —
' there must always be a single unifying prindple in every hegemonic

formation, and this can only be a fundamental class. Thus two
principles of the social order — the unicity of the unifying principle,
and its necessary class character — are not the contingent result of
hegemonic struggle, but the necessary structural framework within
which every struggle occurs. Class hegemony is not a wholly prac-
tical result of struggle, but has an ultimate ontological foundation.
The economic base may not assure the ultimate victory of the
working class, since this depends upon its capacity for hegemonic
leadership. However, a failure in the hegemony of the working class
can only be followed by a reconstitution of bourgeois hegemony, so
that in the end, political struggle is still a zero~sum game among
classes. This is the mner essentialist core which continues to be
present in Gramsci’s thought, setting a limit to the deconstructive
logic of hegemony. To assert, however, that hegemony must
always correspond to a fundamental economic class is not merely to
reaffirm determination in the last instance by the economys; it is also
to predicate that, insofar as the economy constitutes an insurmount-
able limit to society’s potential for hegemonic recomposition, the
constitutive logic of the ecconomic space is not itself hegemonic.
Here the naturalist prejudice, which sees the economy as a homo-
geneous space unified by necessary laws, appears once again with all
its force.

This fundamental ambiguity can clearly be seen in the Gramscian
concept of ‘war of position’. We have already noted the function of
military metaphors in classical Marxist discourse, and it would be no
exaggeration to say that, from Kautsky to Lenin, the Marxist con-
ception of politics rested upon an imaginary owing a great deal to
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Clausewitz.'” The chief consequence was what might be called a
segregation effect — for, if one understands relations with other
social forces as military relations, then one will always keep one's
own separate identity. From Kautsky's ‘war of attrition” to the
extreme militarism of the Bolshevization drive and ‘class against
class’, the establishment of a strict dividing line was considered the
very condition of politics — ‘politics’ being conceived simply as one
of the terrains of class struggle. For Gramsai, by contrast, ‘war of
position’ involves the progressive disaggregation of a civilization
and the construction of another around a new class core. Thus, the
identity of the opponents, far from being fixed from the beginning,
constantly changes in the process. ltis clear that this has little to do
with ‘war of position’ in the strict military sense, where enemy
forces are not continually passing to one’s own side. Indeed, the
military metaphor is here metaphorized in the opposite direction: if
in Leninism there was a militarization of politics, in Gramsci there is
a demilitarization of war. " Nevertheless, this transition to a non-
military conception of politics reaches a limit precisely at the point
where 1t1s argued that the dass core of the new hegemony — and, of
course, also of the old — remains constant throughout the entire
process. In this sense, there is an clement of continuity in the confron-
tation, and the metaphor of the two armies in struggle can retain part
of its productivity.

Thus, Gramsci’s thought appears suspended around a basic am-
biguity concerning the status of the working class which finally leads
it to a contradictory position. On the one hand, the political cen-
trality ot the working class has a historical, contingent character: it
requires the class to come out of itself, to transform its own identity
by articulating to it a plurality of struggles and democratic demands.
On the other hand, it would scem thae this articulatory role 1s
assigned to it by the economicbase — hence, that the centrality hasa
necessary character. One cannot avoid the fecling that the transition
from a morphological and essentialist conception 4 la Labriola, to a
radical historicist one,' has not been coherently accomplished.

At any event, if we compare Gramsci's thought with the various
classical tendencies of Second International Marxiso, the radical
novelty of his concept of hegemony is quite evident. After the war,
Kautsky*’ tormulated a democratic conception of the transition to
socialism which used the Bolshevik experience as a counter-model,
responsible — in his view — for dictatorial practices that were in-
evitable if an attempt was made to bring about a transition to
socialism in Russian-like conditions of backwardness. However, the
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alternative he proposed was to wait until the mythical laws of
capitalist development simplified social antagonisms: the conditions
would then exist for the dislocation between ‘masses’ and *classes’ to
disappear, and with it any possible split between leaders and led. The
Gramscian theory of hegemony, on the contrary, accepts social
complexity as the very condition of political struggle and —
through its threefold displacement of the Leninist theory of ‘class
alliances’ — sets the basis for a democratic practice of politics, com-
patible with a plurality of historical subjects.?'

As to Bernstein, Gramsci shares his affirmation of the primacy
of politics, and his acceptance of a plurality of struggles and demo-
cratic demands irreducible to class belonging. But unlike Bernstein,
for whom these separate struggles and demands are united only atan
epochal level, through the intervention of a general law of progress,
Gramsci has no room for a principle of Entwicklung. Struggles derive
their meaning from their hegemonic articulation, and their progres-
sive character — from a socialist point of view — is not assured in
advance. History, therefore, is regarded not as an ascendant con-
tinuum of democratic reforms, but as a discontinuous series of hege-
monic formations or historical blocs. In the terms of a distinction we
drew carlier, Gramsci might share with Bernstein his ‘revisionism’,
but certainly not his ‘gradualism’.

With regard to Sorel, the situation is more complicated. Un-
doubtedly, in his concepts of ‘bloc’ and ‘myth’, Sorel breaks more
radically than Gramsci with the essentialist vision of an underlying
morphology of history. In this respect, and this alone, Gramsci’s
concept of historical bloc represents a step backwards. At the same
time, however, Gramsci's perspective marks a clear advance on
Sorel, for his theory of hegemony as articulation entails the idea of
democratic plurality, while the Sorelian myth was simply destined to
recreate the unity of the class. Successive versions of this myth sought
to secure a radical line of partition within society, and never to
construct, through a process of hegemonic reaggregation, a new
integral State. The idea of a ‘war of position’ would have been
radically alien to Sorel’s perspective.

Social Democracy: From Stagnation to ‘Planism’
The political and theoretical void which the turn to a hegemonic

politics tried to fill, can also be found in the practice of the social-
democratic parties after the First World War. In their case, the
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dislocation between strictly class tasks and the new political tasks of
the movement took a characteristic form: that of a contradiction
between the limited list of demands and proposals coming forth
from the labour movement, and the diversity and complexity of the
political problems confronted by a social democracy thrown into
power as a result of the post-war crisis. This new and peculiar form
of ‘uneven and combined’ development could not but set up paralys-
ing political effects in social forces which had placed all their bets on
the progressive development of the productive forces, with the
proviso that this would lead to power only when the ‘objective
conditions’ matured. The narrowly classist mentality of the social-
democratic parties would here produce all its negative consequences.
This was evident in the limited capacity of the social-democratic
parties to hegemonize the broad range of democratic demands and
antagonisms resulting from the post-war crisis. ‘From the turn of the
century until the end of the First World War, the European Socialist
movement, under its cloak of a revolutionary party, was thus a mere
parliamentary instrument of trade unionism. Its real activity was
restricted to trade union problems, its constructive action to ques-
tions of wages and hours, social insurance, tariff problems and, at the
most, suffrage reform. The struggle against militarism, and the
prevention of the war, important as it was, was “incidental” to the
main work of the party.’?* This mentality was to dominate social-
democratic activity as a whole between the end of the war and the
Great Depression. In Germany, for example, from November 1918
onwards, most of the decrees passed by the Socialist Council of
People’s Commissars referred almost exclusively to trade union
demands and reforms in the suffrage system; no attempt whatsoever
was made to face up to key political and economic problems. This
narrow classist mentality was also reflected in the total absence of a
policy of radical democratization in those societies where the social
democrats came to government. The classist mentality — reformist
or revolutionary, it matters little — closed the road to the construc-
tion of a collective will articulating a variety of democratic dernands
and antagonisms within a new popular hegemonic bloc. Neither the
Army nor the burcaucracy was subjected to any reform whatsoever.
And as for foreign policy, the social-democratic governments —
and, above all, socialist ministers participating in cabinets dominated
by other political forces — restricted themselves to following the
dominant tendencies without formulating any political alternative.
In the strictly economic ficld, the dominant policy of the post-war
social democracies was one of nationalizations (called ‘socializa-
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tions'). In Der Weg zum Sozialismus,? Otto Bauer proposed a gra-
duated serics of nationalizations together with democratic manage-
ment of the enterprises. Projects for nationahzation appeared in a
number of other countries, and in some of them like Germany,
Britain and Sweden, commissions were set up to study socialization
plans. Yet nothing came of this activity. ‘Although social democrats
formed or entered government in several countries, the global result
of the first attempts at socialization was nil: with the exception of the
French armament industry in 1936, not a single company was
nationalized in Western Europe by a social-democratic government
during the entire inter-war period.”* After the socialization fiasco,
social democracy did not have the least alternative economic project
until the Great Depression.

There are various reasons for this failure, but they all come down
to two main factors. First, there was a lack of a hegemonic project:
having renounced any attempt to articulate a broad front of demo-
cratic struggles, and aspiring instead merely to represent workers’
interests, social democracy found itself powerless to alter the social
and political logic of the State apparatuses. At this point, an option
clearly emerged: either to participate in bourgeois cabinets in order
to obtain the maximum number of social measures favourable to
working-class sectors; or else, to enter into opposition and thereby
to double one’s impotence. The pressure-group character of trade
union interests, typical of social democracy, nearly always imposed
the first altenative.

There was, however, a second reason for the paralysis of social
democracy with regard to any structural change: and this was the .
persistence of the Second International’s economism, the view that
the economy constituted a homogeneous space dominated by neces-
sary laws, not susceptible to conscious regulation. A. Sturmthal
perceptively comments: ‘Oddly enough, the Radical Marxist tradi-
tion, stll alive in Herman Miiller and other right-wing leaders,
increased their stubborm support of laissez-faire. The behef that
“capitalism cannot be reformed” was part of the Marxist credo,
designed at the beginning of the Socialist party to separate it fromall
middle-class reform movements. Capitalism was supposed to
follow its own laws; only a Socialist revolution . . . would permit
banishment of the evil social consequences of the old system. The
obvious implication of this theory was the belief in revolutionary
rather than democratic methods, but even when the socialist move-
ment accepted democracy it did not completely abandon the basic
ideology of its original theory. Capitalist government had to be



A

P |onism )

74

administered according to this view, within the traditional frame-
work of capitalist economy . . . Thus Herman Miiller had the sup-
port of the Radicals, who otherwise held him in deep mistrust.'**

It was the Great Depression which forced a change in this perspec-
uve and, at the same time, gave a new basis for the redefinition of
social-democratic politics. The ‘planism’ of the 1930s was the first
expression of the new type of attitude. While creating a new welfare-
state economic alternative, the implementation of Keynesianism
allowed a universalist status to be granted to the interests of the
workers, inasmuch as a high-wages policy became a stimulus for
economic growth by contributing to the expansion of aggregate
demand.*®

Planism at its height — as it was formulated in the works of its
main exponent Henn De Man®’ — was, however, more than a
simple economic proposal: it was an attempt to recast the objectives
of the socialist movement in a radically new, anti-economist ver-
sion. All the elements we saw emerging in the crisis of the economist
and reductionist version of Marxism are present in De Man: the
critique oti the rationalist conception of subjectivity based on
economic ‘interests’ — he was one of the first socialists seriously to
study psychoanalysis; the critique of class reductionism; the neces-
sity of a mass bloc broader than the working class; the need to put
forward socialism as a national alternative, as an organic reconstitu-
tion o_fthe nation on a new basis; the requirement of a myth — in the
Sorelian sense — which would cement the diverse components of a
CO”GCUV}? socialist will. The ‘Plan’ was, therefore, not a simple
economistic instrument; it was the very axis for the reconstitution of
a historical bloc which would make it possible to combat the decline
of bourgeois society and to counter the advance of fascism. (The
pro-fascist position which De Man personally adopted after 1938,
and the similar evolution of Marcel Déat’s socialists in France,
should not make us forget the significance of planism as a real effort
to regain the political initative for socialism in the transformed
social climate tollowing the war and the Depression. Many of its
themes became the common patrimony of social democracy after
1945 — particularly its cconomic-technocratic aspects; while its
more radical and renovating political insights tended in the main to
be cast aside )

In this respect, it is instructive to recall a frequently noted ambi-
guity®™ which goes to the heart of the limitations of social-
democratic politics after World War 1. The project of the left-wing
supporters of planism was to establish a mixed cconomy in which

Hegemony: the Difficult Emergence of a New Political Logic 75

the capitalist sector would gradually disappear; thus, it was in effecta

road of transition to socialism. For a more technocratic vanant,

however, the point was merely to create an area of state intervention

which would correct — particularly through the control of
credit — the imbalances inherent in the course of capitalism. The

terms of this alternative show very clearly that both the left and right

alternatives related to economic policy; while projects for radical

democratization and the construction of a new collective will were

either absent or occupied a marginal position. Before 1945 it was the

inveterate classism of 5}_1w¢w_§9§;_i31*democragféf THovements - which

“Barred iy attemipt at hegemonic articulation. After 1945 — with
the Ereation of the Welfare State — this classism slackened con-
siderably, not of course in the diréction of a deepening of the demo-
cratic process, but simply through the expansion of‘a Keynesian
Staté in which the interests of the different sectors were no longer
défitied along clear—cut class lines. In this sense, social democracy
became a politico-economic alternative within a given State form,
and not a radical alternative to that form. (Here we are evidently
referring not to a ‘revolutionary’ alternative, involving the violent
overthrow of the existing Statc, but to a deepening and articulation
of a variety of antagonisms, within both the State and avil society,
which allows a ‘war of position’ against the dominant hegemonic
forms.) As a result of this absence of a hegemonic alternative, social
democracy reduced itself to a combination of, on the one hand,
privileged pragmatic relations with the trade unions and, on the
other, more or less left-wing technocratic policies, which in any case
made everything dependent upon solutions implemented at a State
level. This is the root of the absurd notion according to which the
degree of ‘leftness’ of a programme is gauged by the number of
companies 1t proposcs to nationalize.

The Last Redoubt of Essentialism: the Economy

Our earlicr analysis can be scen from two different perspectives
which are, strictly speaking, complementary. From a first point of
view, the picture we have presented is of a process of splits and
fragmentations through which the disaggregation of the orthodox
paradigm took place. But the space occupied by this paradigm does
not remain empty: from a second point of view, the same process can
be secn as the emergence and expansion of the new articulatory and
recomposing logic of hegemony. We saw, however, that this expan-
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sion met a himit. Whether the working class is considered as the
political leader in a class alliance (Lenin) or as the articulatory core of
a historical bloc (Gramsdi), its fundamental identity is constituted in

t a terrain different from that in which the hegemonic practices

€

operate. Thus, there is a threshold which none of the strategic-
hegemonic conceptions manages to cross. If the validity of the
economist paradigm is maintained In a certain instance — last
though decisive, as it is the rational substratum of history — it 1s
accorded a necessity such that hegemonic articulations can be con-
ceived only as mere contingency. This final rational stratum, which
gives a tendential sense to all histoncal processes, has a specific
location in the topography of the social: at the economic level.

The economic level, however, must satisfy three very precise
conditions in order to play this role of constituting the subjects of
hegemonic practices. Firstly, its laws of motion must be strictly
endogenous and exclude all indeterminacy resulting from political
or other external interveritions — otherwise, the constitutive func-
tion could not refer exclusively to the cconomy. Secondly, the unity
and homogeneity of social agents, constituted at the econoniic level,
must result from the very laws of motion of this level (any frag-
mentation and dispersion of positiohs Téquinng an instance of Te-
composition external to the economy is excluded). Thirdly, the
position of these agents in the relations of production must endow=
them with ‘historical interests’, so that the presence of such agents at
other social levels — through mechanisms of ‘representation’ or
‘articulation” — must ultimately be explained on the basis of
economic interests. The latter are, therefore, not restricted to a
determinate social sphere, but are the anchorage for a globalizing
perspective on society.

Even those Marxist tendencies which struggled hardest to over-
come economism and reductionism mantained, in one way or
another, that essentalist conception of the structuring of economic
space which we have just described. Thus, the debate between
cconomist and anti-cconomist tendencies within Marxism was
necessarily reduced to the secondary problem of the weight that
should be attached to the superstructures in the determination of
historical processes. Yet the most ‘superstructuralist’ of conceptions
retained a naturalist vision of the economy — even when it
attempted to limit the area of its effects. In the remainder of this
chapter we will probe this last redoubt of orthodox cssentialism.
Referring to certain contemporary debates, we will attempt to
demonstrate that the space of the economy is itself structysed as a
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political space, and that in it, as in any other "level’ of society, those

A Y et el

practices we Sharacterized as hegemonic are fully operatix_c;.‘B'éfore
we embark on this task, however, it is necessary to distinguish two
very different problems which have frequently been confused in the
crinque of economism: the first refers to the nature and constitution
of the economic space; the second, which has no relation whatsoever
with the first, concerns the relative weight of the economic space in
the determination of social processes external to itself. The firstis the
decisive problem, and constitutes the ground for a radigal break with
essentialist paradigms. The second, for reasons we will attempt 10
clarify in this book, cannot be determined at the level of a general
theorization of the social. (To assert that what occurs at all levels of
society in a given conjuncture is absolutely dcter.mincd by what
happens at the level of the economy, 15 not — strictly speaking —
logically incompatible with an anti-cconomuist response to our first
question.) ) A o _
Our three conditions for the ultimate constitution of hegemonic
subjects by the economic level correspond to three basic theses of
classical Marxist theory: the condition regarding the endogenous

character of the laws of motion of the cconomy corresponds to the

thesis of the neutrality of the productive forces; the condition of the
unity of social agents at the economic level, to the thesis of the
growing homogenization and impoverishment of the working class;
and the condition that the relations of production should be the locus
of *historical interests’ transcending the cconomic sphere, to the
thesis that the working class has a fundamental interest in socialism.
We will now attempt to demonstrate that these three theses are false.

For Marxism, the development of the productive forces plays the
key role in the historical evolution towards socialist, giver that the
ast devel of the productive forces makes somal:s__n}gossnblc,
- gthor ol fiefiediud ek
1 . : ‘ rcessary. > Theyare
and their future development makes socialism necessary,. y

~t the Toot of the formation of an ever more numerous and exploited

proletariat, whosc historical mission 1s to take possession of, a'nd
collectively manage, highly socialized and dcvclqped productive
forces. At present, the capitalist relations ot production constitute an
insurmountable obstacle to the advance of these productive forces.
The contradiction between bourgeoisic and proletariat is, therefore,
the social and political expression of a primal economic contradic-
tion, one which combines a general law of development of the
productive forces with the laws of development specitic to thg
capitalist mode of production. According to this view, if history has
2 sense and a rational substratum, it is due to the general law of
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development of the productive forces. Hence, the economy may be

understood as a mechanism of society acting upon objective pheno-

mena independently of human action.

~ Now, in order that this general law of development of the produc-

tive forces may have full validity, it is necessary that all the elements
intervening in the productive process be submitted to its determina-

nons. To ensure this, Marxism had to resort to a fiction: it conceived
of labour-power as a commodity. Sam Bowles and Herbert Gintis
have shown how this fiction would make Marxism blind to a whole
series of characteristics of labour-power as an element of the process
of capitalist production. Labour-power differs from the other neces-
sary elements of production in that the capitalist must do more than
simply purchase it; he must also make it produce labour. This
essential aspect, however, escapes the conception of labour-power as
a commodity whose use-value is labour. For if it were merely a
commodity like the others, its use-value could obviously be made
automatically effective from the very moment of its purchase. ‘The
designation of labour as the use-value of labour-power to capital
. obscures the absolutely fundamental distinction between productive
\ inputs embodied in people capable of social practices and all those remain-
Ing nputs for whom ownership by capital is sufficient to secure the
consumption” of their productive services.”™ A large part of the
capitalist organization of labour can be understood only as a result of
the necessity to extract labour from the labour-power purchased by
the capitalist. The evolution of the productive forces becomes un-
intelligible if this need of the capitalist to exercise his domination at
the very heart of the labour process is not understood. This, of
course, calls into question the whole idea of the development of the
productive forces as a natural, spontancously progressive pheno-
menon. We can therefore see that both clements of the economist
viewpoint — labour power as a commodity, and the development
of the productive forces as a neutral process — reinforce each other.
Little wonder that the study of the labour process was for long
depreciated within the Marxist tradition.

] It was the publication of Braverman's Labour and Monopoly
Capital®' which finally triggered off the debate. It defends the thesis
that the guiding principle of technology under capitalism is the
separation of conception and exccution, producing cver more
degraded and ‘deskilled’ labour. Taylorism is the decisive moment
in this struggle of the capitalists to dominate the workers and control
the labour process. Braverman postulates that it is the law of capital
accumulation which lies behind the need of capital to wrest control
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of the labour process from the direct producer; he, however, fails to
provide a real explanation why this is expressed through an unceas-
ing effort to destroy the skills of the workers and to reduce them to
mere performers. Above all, he presents this logic of domination as
an omnipotent force — operating apparently without trammels —
as if the economic forces available to capital did not permit the
working class to resist and influence the course of development.
Here, the old notion of labour-power as commodity, entirely sub-
ject to the logic of capital, continues to produce its effects.

Contrary to Braverman’s argument, the critique of the notion of
labour-power as a commodity whose use-valuc is labour allows us
to understand capital’s need to control the labour process. The factis
that once labour-power is purchased, the maximum possible labour
has to be extracted from it. Hence the labour process cannot exist
without a series of relations of domination. Hence, too, well before
the advent of monopoly capitalism, the capitalist organization of
labour had to be both a technique of production and a technique of
domination. This aspect has been stressed in a number of works,
such as those by Stephen Marglin and Katherine Stone, ™ who argue
that the fragmentation and specialization of labour bear no relation
whatsoever to a supposed need for efficiency, but are instead the
effect of capital’s need to exercise its domination over the labour
process. Since the worker is capable of social practices, he could
resist the imposed control mechanisms and force the capitalist to use
different techniques. Thus, it is not a pure logic of capital which
determines the cvolution of the labour process; the latter is not
merely the place where capital exerts its domination, but the ground
of a struggle.

A number of recent studies, undertaken in Western Europe and
the United States, have analysed the evolution of the labour process
from the point of view of the relation of forces between workers and
capitalists, and of the workers’ resistance. These reveal the presence
of a ‘politics of production’, and challenge the idea that the deve-
lopment of capitalism is the effect solely of the laws of competition
and the exigencies of accumulation. Richard Edwards, in Contested
Terrain,** distinguishes three main forms of control: simple control
based on vigilance; technical control, corresponding to the subordi-
nation of the worker to the thythm of the machine as found on the
assembly line; and finally, bureaucratic control — manifesting itself
through the institutionalization of hierarchical power — by which
control depends no longer on the physical structure of the labour
process, as in the previous case, but on its social structure. He
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maintains that the workers’ resistance explains the need for capital to
experiment with new forms. Similarly, Jean-Paul Gaudemar isolates
four cycles of technological domination in the case of France: ‘a
“panoptic” cycle; a cycle of extensive disciplining (in the factory and
outside the factory); a cycle founded on a twofold process involving
internalization of discipline within a labour process remodelled on
mechanization, a cycle which I propose to call cyde of mechanist
discipline; finally, a cycle of contraciual discipline, in which the internali-
zation of discipline proceeds by formal and real modes of a partial
delegation of power.”** For its part, the Italian operaista current of the
sixties demonstrated how the development of capital, far from
blindly imposing its logic on the working class, is subordinated to
the latter’s struggle. Mario Tronti,*® for example, points out that
working-class struggles have forced capital to modify its internal
composition and forms of domination — for, by imposing a limit
on the working day, they have compelled capital to pass from
absolute to relative surplus value. This leads Panzieri to uphold the
thesis that production is a *political mechanism’, and that it is neces-
sary to analyse ‘technology and the organization of labour as estab-
lishing a relation of forces among classes.” The idea common to
these works 1s that specific historical forms of capitalist control have
to be studied as part of overall social relations, given that the chang-
ing organizational forms of the labour process cannot be understood
merely in terms of the difference between absolute and relative
surplus value. Moreover, a comparative historical analysis reveals
important differences among the various countries. The strength of
trade unions in Britain, for example, has made possible a greater
resistance to change than elsewhere.

Workers’ struggles, understood in thesc terms, obviously cannot
be explained by an endogenous logic of capitalism, since their very
dynamism cannot be subsumed under the ‘commodity’ form of
labour-power. But if this split between a logic of capital and a logic
of workers’ resistance influences the organization of the capitalist
labour process, it must also crucially affect the character and rhythm
of expansion of the productive forces. Thus, the thesis that the
productive forces are neutral, and that their development can be
conceived as natural and unilinear, 1s entirely unfounded. This also
removes the only ground on which the economy could be under-
stood as an autonomous and self-regulated universe. The first con-
dition, therefore, of the exclusive privilege granted to the economic
spherc in the constitution of social agents, is not fulfilled.

This conclusion should alrcady make us suspect that the second
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condition is also not fulfilled, as the economy could hardly constitute
subjects unified by a single logic which it does not itself possess.
Nevertheless, it is important to explore the variegated decentring of
the diverse positions of the “working class’ subject. In the first place,
the very concept of working class in Marx covers two distinct
relations with their own laws of motion: the wage relation esta-
blished through the salc of labour-power — which tums the worker
into a proletarian; and that resulting frqm the worker's location in
the labour process — which makes him a.m;mual worker. Thlsl
dichotomy underpins the pregnant distinction drawn by Mic:ae
Burawoy’’ between relations of production and relations in produc-
tion. If for Marx the distinction 1s not evident, it is not onlyAbccau‘se
the two sets of relations tended to coincide in his immediate his-
torical experience; but also because, seeing labour-power asa s:rpplc
commodity, he tended to withdraw all autonomy and relevance
from the relations established in the labour process. It docs, how-
ever, remain clear that both relations have evolvegi in a d:fferem
manner, making problematic the common ‘working class label
which united them: whereas the wage form has become generalized
in advanced capitalism, the class of industrial workers has dechned in
numbers and importance. This dysymmetry is at the root of_thc:
ambiguities which have dominated recent debate on the limits of the
working class. . -
Once the theory of impoverishment proved untenable as a specific
mechanism for the constitution of workmg—;lass unity, two new
attempts were made to find an economic }JQSIS for such unity: or}:c
centred on the phenomenon of ‘deskilling {Braverman), Wh?l(: the
other sought to identify a more restricted core of workers who
would constitute the ‘true’ working class (Poulantzas). Braverman,
starting from his analysis 9}’5 Taylorism, arlg)ues that tci(l)e S:_g;%‘m a;:at;zg
WL&W)} ¢ scparation between con ,

D

¢xccution brings ever broader strata of workers — be they em-

ployed by the commodity-producitig sectors of not — within the
T oroletarianized working class. ™ According to him,
the polarization foreseen by Marx 1s thercfore in the process of

fulfilment, and the ongoing degradation of its labour conditions will
push the working class to organize itself and struggle pohncall%
against the system. However, few studies dealing with the N(\)'r_t

American working class share Braverman's hqnlogcnlzaglqr»‘a‘ thcsxsd
On the contrary, the general tendency is to insist on the division gn

fragmentation of the working class. The works of Edwards_, Gor on
and Reich® demonstrate, for example, how the forms of control in

[Srayerman - J'le(,‘//'»‘hﬁ ws a basis for
Loorkine.class wuity
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the labour process, combined with racism and sexism, have created a
segmentation of the labour market which has crystallized in the
fractioning of the working class. ® Similar work in Western Europe®
also vitiates the thesis of a progressive simplification of the social
structure and confirms that the current general tendency is towards a
polarization between two sectors of the economy: a well-paid and
protected general sector, and a peripheral sector of unskilled or
semi-skilled workers for whom no security exists. If we add a third
sector, that of the structurally unemployed whose number is con-
stantly growing, it becomes apparent that the thesis of homogeniza-
tion truly cannot be sustained. Furthermore, deskilling does not
display the general character attributed o it by Braverman: although
s increasing in some sectors, there is also a parallel process of the
creation of new skills.

Furthermore, the creation of a dual labour-power market must be
related to the different capitalist strategies to combat shopfloor
resistance and cannot be seen as a simple effect of capitalist deve-
lopment. Thus Andrew Fricdman has shown how in the Briush
case, capitalists employ various strategies according to the capacity
of the different groups of workers to resist their authority . ** Withina
given country and within the same company, a distinction may be
drawn between central and peripheral workers, belonging to dif-
ferent labour markets, whose wages and working conditions reflect
their unequal capacity for resistance. Women and immigrants are
generally situated in the unprotected market. Friedman, however,
sees this segmentation not as the result of a conspiracy to divide the
working class, but as the consequence of relations of force in which
the unions themselves play an important role. The divisions within
the working class are therefore more deeply rooted than many wish
to allow; and they are, to a certain extent, the result of the workers’
own practices. They are political, and not merely economic divi-
S10Ns.

It1s impossible to talk today about homogeneity of the working
class, and a fortiori to trace it to a mechanism inscribed in the logic of
capitalist accumulation. In order to mainain the idea of a workers’
identity around common interests, derived from a class msertion in
the relations of production, the second tendency we mientioned
earlier has therefore attempted to locate the true working class by
means of a more restricted definition. The reality of fragmentation is
tully accepted, and the unitary identity is attributed to one of the
fragments. In this respect, it is instructive to examine the debate
which opposed Erik Olin Wright to Nicos Poulantzas. ** According
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to Poulantzas, productive labour is the criterion for identifying the
limits of the working class,** and unproductive waged workers
constitute a ‘new petty bourgeoisie’. The heterogeneity of the
sectors included in this category does not create a special problem for
Poulantzas. Since, in his view, classes cannot be defined only at thc '
economic level, and since the old and the new petty bourgeoxgef{
occupy the same ideological position with regard to the proletariat |

and the bourgeoisie, he feels quite justified in bracketing them in the °

same class category. This approach has been criticized by Eric Olin
Wright, who rejects not only Poulantzas’s definition of productive
labour, but also the very idea that such a criterion could serve to
define the limits of the working class. His argument is that the
distinction between productive and unproductive labour does not in
any way imply that unproductive workers have dlfferf:nt class
interests and are not concerned with socialism. He states: ‘For two
positions within the social division of labour to bg placed in different
classes on the basis of economic criteria implies that theyshave
fundamentally different class interests at the economic level ™ 'The
solution he offers is to make a distinction between ‘ambiguous’ and
‘non-ambiguous’ class positions. The latter ghgr:ii:tenze the pro-
letariat, the bourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie.* Together with
these three non-ambiguous positions, Wright distinguishes what he
calls ‘contradictory class locations’, half—w:_;y between the two non-
ambiguous positions. Where the economic criteria are contradic-
tory, ideological and political struggle will play a determinant role in
the definition of class interests. ' ‘
The reason for this Diogenes-like search for the ‘true’ working
class is, of course, political: the object is to determine that category of
workers whose economic interests link them directly to a socialist
perspective, and who are therefore destined to lead the anti-capitalist

struggle. The problem, however, with these approache:s_’whigh start »{1'}«, A
from arestricted definition of the working class, is thatthey arestill

based on the concept of ‘objective interest’ — a concept which lacks
any theoretical basis whatsoever, and involves little more .thgn an
arbitrary attribution of interests, by the analyst, to a certaini category
of sacial agents. In the classical view, class unity was constructed
afound iriterests, but it was not a datum of the social structure; it was
a process of unification, resulting from the impoverishment and
proletarianization which went hand in hand with the developmen:;)f
the productive forces. Braverman's homogenization through deskil-
ling belongs to the same explanatory level. The objective intcrests
were historical interests, insofar as they depended upon a rationaland
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necessary movement of history accessible to scientific knowledge.
What cannot be done is to abandon the eschatological conception of
history, and to retain a notion of ‘objective interest’ which only has
sense within the former. Both Poulantzas and Wright seem to
assume that the fragmentation of the working class is a fragmenta-
tion of positions among diverse social agents. Neither pays heed to a
more substantial reality of which classical Marxism was well aware:
namely, that a fragmentation of positions exists within the social
agents themselves, and that these therefore lack an ultimate rational
identity. The tension between economic and political struggle —
and theoretical analyses of working—class ‘embourgeoisement’ or
Bernstein's assertion that through the progress of democracy the
yvorker ceases to be a proletarian and becomes a citizen, etc. —
implied that the working class was dominated by a plurality of
weakly integrated and frequently contradictory subject positions.
Here, the alternative is clear: either one has a theory of history
according to which this contradictory plurality will be eliminated
and an absolutely united working class will become transparent to
itself at the moment of proletarian chiliasm — in which case its
‘objective interests’ can be determined from the very beginning; or
clse, one abandons that theory and, with it, any basis for privileging
certain subject positions over others in the determination of the
‘objective’ interests of the agent as a whole — in which case this
latter notion becomes meaningless. In our view, in order to advance
in the determination of social antagonisms, it is necessary to analysc
the plurality of diverse and frequently contradictory positions, and
to discard the idea of a perfectly unified and homogenous agent, such
as the "working class’ of classical discourse. The search for the ‘true’
working class and its limits is a false problem, and as such lacks any
theoretical or political relevance.

_ Evidently, this implies not that working class and socialism are
incompatible, but the very different statement that fundamental
Interests in socialism cannot be logically deduced from determmate
positions 1n the economic process. The opposite view — that siicha
Iinkis provided by the workers intercst in preventing capitalist’
absorption of the economic surplus — would only be valid if orie
turther assuméd {a) that the worker 1s a homo oeconomiciis Who tries
to maximize the economic surplus just as much as the capitalist; ot b)
tbit_‘[mhtaneofﬂy ‘cooperative béing, Who aspires t6 the
sacial_distribution ot his labour “product. “Even then, however,
neither of these barely plausible hypotheses would supply the
requisite proof, for there is no logical connection whatsoever
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between positions in the relations of production and the mentality of
the producers. The workers’ resistance to certain forms of domina-
tion will depend upon the position they occupy within the ensemble
of social relations, and not only in those of production. At this point,
it is obvious that our last two conditions for the agents of hegemony
to be exclusively constituted by the economic sphere — that they
should be fully constituted as subjects within that space, and that
they should be endowed with ‘historical interests’ derived from their
class positions — are not fulfilled either.

Facing the Consequences

Let us draw the conclusions. It 1s not the case that the field of the
cconomy 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 interests. From this point, the implications
quickly follow. Since Kautsky, Marxism knew that the socialist
determination of the working class does not arise spontaneously but
depends upon the political mediation of intellectuals. Such media-
tion, however, was not conceived as articulation — thatis tosay,asa
political construction from dissimilar elements. [t had an epistemolo-
gical basis: socialist intellectuals read in the working class its objective
destiny. In Gramsci politics is finally conceived as articulation, and
through his concept of historical bloc a profound and radical com-
plexity is introduced into the theorization of the social. Yet even for
Gramsci, the ultimate core of the hegemonic subject’s identity 1s
constituted at a point external to the space it articulates: the logic of
hegemony does not unfold all of its deconstructve effects on the
theoretical terrain of classical Marxism. We have witnessed, how-
ever, the fall of this last redoubt of class reductionism, insofar as the
very unity and homogeneity of class subjects has split into a set of
precariously integrated positions which, once the thesis of the
neutral character of the productive forces is abandoned, cannot be
referred to any necessary point of future unification. The logic of
hegemony, as a logic of articulation and contingency, has come to
determinc the very identity of the hegemonic subjects. A number of
consequences follow from this, representing as many starting points
for our subsequent analysis.

1. Unfixity has become the condition of every social identity. The
fixity of every social element in the first theorizations of hegemony
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proceeded, as we saw, from the indissoluble link between the hege-
monized task and the class that was supposed to be its natural agent;
while the bond between the task and the class which hegemonized it
was merely factual or contingent. But, insofar as the task has ceased
to have any necessary link with a class, its identity is given o itsolely
y 1t5 articulation within a hegemanic formation. Its identity, then,
has"become purely relational. And as this systern of relations has
ifsetf ceased to be fixed and stable — thereby making hegemanic
practices possible — the sense of every social identity appears con-
stantly deferred. The moment of the ‘final’ suture never arrives.
Withthis;Thowever, not only does the very category of necessity fall
but it is no longer possible to account for the hegemonic relation in
terms of pure contingency, as the space which made intelligible the
necessary/contingent opposition has dissolved. The idea that the
hegemonic link could be grasped theoretically through a mere nar-
rative exercise proves to have been a mirage. The link must instead
be defined in terms of new theoretical categories whose status,
insofar as they attempt to apprehend a type of relation that never

l manages to be identical to itself, constitutes a problem.
2. Let us briefly refer to the dimensions in which this unfixity of the
social produces its effects. The first belongs to the terrain of political
% subjectivity. We have seen that in Rosa Luxemburg, the symbolic
| & J(;‘q dimension linking the different antagonisms and political points of

;\\n":\\S rupture was the ma;riyf of new social forces — the ones Gramsci was
%) to call “collective wills". This logic of the symbolic constitution of the
b & “social encountered precise limits in the persistence, at a morpho-
oL Oﬁ.éﬂogncal .level, of the economist conception of history. Once this has
UJ‘ been dissolved, however, the overflowing of class bounds by the
v “\0}" various forms of social protest can freely operate. (Freely, that is, of
e o anyapriori class character of struggles or demands — obviously not
}Q( ‘ in the sense that every articulation is possible in a given conjuncture.)
\o If this 1s the case, however, three important consequences can be

derived for our analysis. The first refers to the link between
socialism and concrete social agents. We have demonstrated that
re ical and necessary relation bétween socialist objectves™
and the positions of social agents in the relations of production; and”
that the arniculation between them is external and docs not proceed
from any natural movement of each to unite with the other. In other
words, their articulation must be regarded as a hegemonic relation.
It follows that, from the socialist point of view, the direction of the
workers' struggle is not uniformly progressive: it depends, jusi as
with any other social struggle, upon its forms of articulation within a
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iven hegemonic cqntext. For the same reason, a variety of other
Wicmatic antagonisms can be articulated to a
socialist ‘collective will' on an equal footing with workers’ demands.
The era of ‘privileged subjects” — in the ontological, not practical
sense — of the anti-capitalist struggle has been definitively super-
seded. The second consequence refers to the nature of the ‘new
social movements’, which have been so much discussed during the
fast decade. Here, the two dominant tendencies of thought are
icompatible with our theoretical position. The first approaches the
natore-amd-efficacy of these movements within a problematic of the
privileged subject of socialist change: thus, they are considered either
as marginal or peripheral with regard to the working class (the
fundamental subject in the orthodox view) or as a revolutionary
substitute for a working class which has been integrated into the
system (Marcuse). Everything we have said so far, however, indi-
cates that there are no privileged points for the unleashing of a
socialist pm hinges upon a ‘collective will” that is
“zboriously constructed fromm 3 numter of dissimilar points. Nor car points. Nor can
mnt tendency in the dis-
cussion of new social movements, which consists in a prion affir-
mation of their progressive nature. The political meaning of a local
community movement, of an ecological struggle, of a sexual
minority movement, is not given from the beginning: 1t crucially
depends upon its hegemonic articulation with other struggles and
demands. TQ_M%:&(«S to the form of conceiving
the relation among different su ject positions, which our analysis
has ten Ttotalize. However, were the decentring operation
to be concluded at this point, we would only have managed to affirm
a new form of fixity: that of the various decentred subject positions.
If these themselves are not fixed, it is clear that a logic of de-
totalization cannot simply affirm the separation of different struggles
and demands, and that the articulation cannot just be conceived as
the linkage of dissimilar and fully constituted elements. Itis here that
the radicalization of the concept of ‘overdetermination’ will give us
the key to the specific logic of social articulations.

3. The logic of our analysis would seem, however, to imply that
the very notion of ‘hegemony’ should be put into question. The
discursive areas of the emergence and validity of this category were
originally limited to the theoretical terrain of a split. A_class con-
stituted ar the level.of essences was confronted with historical con-
tingencies forcing it to take on tasks alien to 1ts own nature. ut\wg
Rave scen, on the one hand, that this split could mot survive the
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collapse of the distinction between these two planes; and, on the
Sther, That insolar as there was an advance in a democratic direction,
the hegemonized task altered the identity of the hegemonic subject.
Does thism . ony' w Lransitional concept, 3

moment in the dissolution of the essentialist discourse, and unable to

- - e
outhive it? In the next two chapters we will attempt to show that this

is not an adequate answer, and that the tensions inherent in the
concept of hegemony are also inherent in every political practice
and, strictly speaking, every social practice.

Notes to Chapter Two

1. The concept of ‘suture’, which we will be using frequently, is taken from
psychoanalysis, Tts explicit formulation is attributed to Jacques-Alain Miller {'Surure
elements of the logic of the signifier’, Screen, Winter 1977/78, vol. 18, no. 4, pp.
24-34), although it implicity operates in the whole of Lacanian theory. It s used to
designate the production of the subject on the basis of the chain of its discourse; that s,
of the non—correspondence between the subject and the Other — the symbolic —
which prevents the closure of the latter as a full presence. {Hence, the constitution of
the unconscious as edge operating the junction/division between the subject and the
Other.) 'Suture names the relation of the subject to the chain of its discourse; we shall
see that it figures there as the elernent which is lacking, in the form of a stand~in, For
while there lacking, it is not purely and simply absent. Suture, by extension — the
general relation of lack to the structure of which itis an clement, inasmuch as st implies
the position of a taking-the-place of* (Miller, pp. 25-6). This moment of lack is,
however, only ane aspect. In a second aspect, suture implies a filling-in. As Stephen
Heath points out, ‘suture names not just a structure of Jack but also an availability of
the subject, a certain closure . . . ltis not surprising . . ., therefore, that Lacan’s own
use of the term “suture” ., . gives it sense of a “pseudo-identification”, defines it as
“function of the imaginary and the symbolic”. . . . The stake is clear: the “I" 152
division but joins all the same, the stand-in is the lack in the structure, but nevertheless
simultancously, the possibility of a coherence, of the filling in' (S, Heath, *Notes on
Suture’, Screen, pp. 55-6}. It is this double movement that we will attempt to stress in
our extension of the concept of suture to the field of politics. Hegemeomic practices are
suturing insofar as their field of operation is determined by the openness of the social,
by the ultimately unfixed character of every signifier. This original lack 1s preaisely
what the hegemonic practices try to fill in. A totally sutured society would be one
where this filling-in would have reached its ulumate consequences and would have,
therefore, managed to identify itself with the transparency of a closed symbolic order.
Such a closure of the social is, 3s we will see, impossible.

2. In the sense in which Jacques Derrida has talked about a ‘logic of the supplement’.
The supplementary of the “indeterminate’ disappears, of course, if the link between
the specificity and the necessity of the *determinate’ is broken. We have seen that this is
what happens with Sorel's myth. In that case, howcver, the only terrain that made
possible the emergence of the dualism, also disappears.

3. P. Anderson, pp. 15ff.

4, Concerning the initial formulation of Trotsky’s thesis of permanent revolution,
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sce A. Brossat, Aux origines de la révolution permanente. la pensée politique du jeune
Trotsky, Paris 1974; and Michael Lowy, The Politics of Combined and Uneven Develop-
ment, London 1981, chapter 2.

5. L. Trotsky, 1905, London 1971, pp. 333, 339.

6. 'There are no miracles in nature ot history, but cvery abrupt turn in history, and
this applies to every revolution, presents such a wealth of content, unfolds such
unexpected and specific combinations of forms of struggle and alignment of forces of
the contestants, that to the lay mind there is much that must appear miraculous . . .
That the revolution succeeded so quickly and — seemingly, at the first superficial
glance — so radically, is only due to the fact that, as extremely unique historical
situation, absolutely dissimilar currents, absolutely heterogeneous class interests, absolutely
contrary political and social strivings have merged and in a strikingly “harmonious”
manner.’ Lenin, Letters from Afar, First Letter. The First Stage of the First Revolution’,
Collected Works, vol. 23, pp. 297, 302.

7. “The mechanics of political democracy works in the same direction. Nothing in
our times can be done without elections; nothing can be done without the masses.
And in this era of printing and parliamentansm it is impossible to gain the following of
the masses without a widely ramified, systematically managed, well-equipped systemn
of flattery, lies, fraud, juggling with fashionable and popular catchwords, and
promising all manner of reforms and blessings to the workers nghtand left — aslong
as they renounce the revolutionary struggle for the overthrow of the bourgeosie. |
would call this system Lloyd-Georgism after the English mimster Lioyd George, one
of the foremost and most dexterous representatives of this system in the classic land of
the "“bourgeois labour party”. A first—lass bourgeois manipulator, an astute pohti-
cian, a popular orator who will deliver any speeches you like, even revolutionary
ones, to a labour audience, and a man who is capable of obtaining sizeable sops for
docile workers in the shape of social reforms (insurance, etc.}, Lloyd George serves
the bourgeoisie splendidly, and serves it precisely among the workers, brings its
influence precisely to the proletariat, to where the bourgeoisic needs it most and where
it finds 1t most difficult to subject the masses morally.’ Lenin, "Impenialism and the
Splitof Socialism’, Collected Works, vol. 23, p. 117-8.

8. Pyatyi vsemimyi Kongress Komunisticheskogo Internatsionala. 17 iuniya-8 iuliya 1924
2. Stenograficheskiiotchet, Moscow-Leningrad 1925, 1, pp. 482-3. Quored in M, Hijek,
‘La bolscevizzazione dei partiti comunisti’, in E.J. Hobsbawm et al., eds., Storia,
Turin 1980, vol. 3, p. 468.

9. Cf. E. Laclau, Politics and ldeology in Marxist Theory, London 1977, pp. 138ff.

10. Cf. especially Ch. Buci-Glucksmann, Gramsci and the State, London 1980.

11. B. de Giovanni, ‘Lenin and Gramsci: State, Politics and Party”, in Ch. Moufte,
ed., Gramsci and Marxist Theory, London 1979, pp. 259-288. For a cntique of de
Giovanni's conception, see Ch. Mouffce's introduction to that volume.

12. A. Gramsci, ‘Notes on the Southern Question’, in Selections from Political
Writings 1921-26, ed. and trans. (. Hoare, London 1978, p. 443,

13. With regard to the relationship between hegemony, deology and state
Gramsci, sece Ch. Mouffe, ‘Hegemony and Ideology in Gramsci', in Gramsa and
Marxist Theory, pp. 168-204; and Ch. Mouffe, ‘Hegemony and the Integral $tate n
Gramsci: Towards a New Concept of Politics’, in G. Bridges and R, Brunt, ods.,
Silver Linings: Some Strategies for the Eighties, London 1981,

14, A. Gramsci, Quademi dal Caarcere, ¢d. V, Gerratana, Turin 1975, vol. 2, p. 349.

15. tbid., p. 1058,

16. Ibid., vol. 3, p. 1875,

17. See the essays contained in the volume Clausewitz en el pensamienio marxista,
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Mexico 1979, in particular the work by Clemente Ancona, *La influencia de De Ia
Guerra de Clausewitz en el pensamiento marxista de Marx a Lenin’, pp. 7-38. These
essays refer, however, more to the relationship between war and politics than to the
political metaphorization of military notions.

18. In a literal sense, which includes armed confrontations themselves. From Mao
onwards, ‘people’s war’ is conceived as a process of constitution of a mass ‘collective
will’, wherein the military aspects are subordinate to the political ones. ‘War of
position’, therefore, transcends the alternative armed struggle/peaceful struggle.

19. Althusser has wrongly assimilated Gramscian “absolute historicism” to the other
forms of ‘leftism’ of the twenties, such as the works of Lukdcs and Korsch. Elsewhere,
we have argued (see E. Laclau, “Togliatti and Pohitics’, Politics and Power 2, London
1980, pp. 251-258) that this assimilation rests on a misunderstanding, insofar as what
Gramsci calls ‘absolute historicism’ is precisely the radical rejection of any essential-
1sm and of any a priori teleology, and itis, therefore, incompatible with the notion of
"false consciousness’. On the specificity of Gramsci's intervention in this regard, see
C. Buci-Glucksmann, op. cit.

20. An adequate study of the positions adopted by Kautsky after the war, particu-
larly with regard to the October revolution, can be found in A. Bergounioux and B.
Manin, La social-démocratie ou le compromis, Paris 1979, pp. 73-104.

21. This is why the critique undertaken by M. Salvadori (‘Gramsci and the PCL
Two Conceptions of Hegemony’, in Gramsei and Marxist Theory, pp. 237-258) to the
theoreticians of the [talian Communist Party, 1s so unconvincing. According to this
critique, Eurocommunism could not legitimately claim the Gramscian tradition as the
source of its democratic strategy. for Gramsa's thought continues to attribute an
essentiat importance to the moment of rupture and seizure of power. Gramsci would,
thus, consnitute the highest moment of a Leninism adapted to the conditions of
Western Europe. There is no doubt that for Gramsci ‘war of position’ is merely a
prelude to ‘war of movement’; yet, this does not justify talking about a ‘structural
Leninism’ in Gramsci. This would only be justified if the alternative reform/ revolu-
tion, peaceful/violent road, was the only relevant distinction; but, as we have seen, the
totality of Gramscian thought moves in the direction of withdrawing the importance
and eliminating the absolute character of this alternative. In more important aspects,
neither the Gramscian conception of political subjectivity, nor its form of concep-
tualizing the hegemonic links, is compatible with the Leninist theory of “class
alliance’.

22. A Swurmthal, The Tragedy of European Labour, 1918-1939, London 1944, p. 23,
This early work is 2 highly penetrating attempt to establish a relation between the
limits of Social Democratic politics and the corporative mentality of the unions,

23. Vienna 1919,

24. A. Przeworski, 'Social Democracy as a Historical Phenomenon’, New Left
Review, no. 122, July-August 1980, p. 48.

25. A. Sturmthal, pp. 39-40.

26. A. Przeworski, *Social Democracy’, p. 52.

27. Cf. particularly Au-dela du marxisme (1927) and L'Idée socialiste (1933).

28. See, for example, A. Bergounioux and B. Manin, pp. 118-120.

29. G.A. Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History, Oxford 1978, p. 206.

30. 5. Bowles and H. Gintis, 'Structure and Practice in the Labour Theory of
Value’, Review of Radical Political Economics, vol. 12, no. 4, p- 8. Thisidea had already
been criticized by Castoriadis in a 1961 article, ‘Le mouvement révolutionnaire sous ke
capitalisme moderne’, Capitalisme moderne et révolution, Paris 1979, vol. 1.

3t. H.B. Braverman, Labour and Monapely Capital. The Degradation of Work in the
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Twentieth Century, New York 1974.

32.S. Marglhin, '"What do Bosses Do?", Review of Radical Political Economics, vol. &,
no. 2, 1974; K. Stone, "The Origins of Job Structure in the Steel Industry’, Review,
vol. 6, no. 2, 1974,

33. R. Edwards, Contested Terrain: the Transformation of the Workplace in the
Twentieth Century, New York 1979,

34. Jean P. de Gaudemar, L'ordre et la production. Naissance et formes de la discipline
d'usine, Paris 1982, p. 24.

35. M. Tronti, Quvriers et capital, Paris 1977, p. 106

36. Panzieri, quoted by B. Coriat, ‘L’operaisme italien’, Dialectigues, no. 30, p. 9.

37. M. Burawoy, ‘Terrains of Contest: Factory and State under Capitalism and
Socialistn’, Socialist Review, no. 58.

38. Braverman, passim.

39. D. Gordon, R. Edwards and M. Reich, Segmented Work, Divided Workers,
Cambridge 1982,

40. They distinguish the existence of three labour markets corresponding to three
different sections of the working class. The first includes most occuparions of a
professional type. Itis the domain of the middle sectors who enjoy stable employment
with possibilities of promotion and of relatively high salaries. These characteristics
can also be found in the first subordinate market, with the difference that the workers
of this sector — the ‘traditional” working class together with the semi-skilled workers
of the tertiary sector — only possess specific skills acquired in the enterprise, and that
their work is repetitive and tied to the thythm of the machines. Thirdly, we encounter
the ‘secondary market' with its unskilled workers, having no possibilities of promo-
rion, without employment security and with low wages, These workers are not
unionized, the tumover is quick and the proportion of blacks and women is very high.

41. See, for example, M. Paci, Mercato del Lavoro e classi sociali in Italia: Ricerche sulla
composizione del proletariato, Bologna 1973, For 2 more general perspective on indus-
trial socicties, see S. Berger and M. Piore, Dualism and Discontinuity in Industrial
Societies, Cambridge 1980.

42. A.L. Friedman, Industry & Labour. Class Struggle at Work and Monopoly
Capitalism, London 1977,

43. N. Poulantzas, Classes in Contemporary Capitalisms, NLB, London 1975; E. Olin
Wright, Class, Crisis and the State, London 1978.
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