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			A Class(ical) Preface

© 2024 Stephen Tumino, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0324.00

			The triumphalist capitalism of the neoliberal period has ended in ‘a miserable fit of the blues’.1 As in all mourning periods, it is mixed with melancholic recriminations that speak a desire for its return. It is mourned not as itself, but as a series of ‘ends’ — the end of democracy, the end of the middle-class, the end of unipolarity, the end of geo-political stability, the end of peace and security, the end of humans and the biosphere, the end of the future,… — which all express the secret hope for a new capitalism to-come, a capitalism beyond capitalism, with a renewed sense of justice and possibility. In the gap between the triumphalist ‘idea’ and its miserable ‘reality’, newer ‘indirect apologetics’ of capitalism are endlessly produced in the idioms of left theory, which, while focusing on ‘the atrocities of capitalism’, explains them as ‘attributes not of capitalism but of all human existence and existence in general’.2 It is the task of these (post)humanist ontologies to spiritualize the existing class relations, and, in doing so, block explanations of the ‘polycrisis’ that uncover its cause in the social ontology of market relations. In this way, they seek to prevent any movement beyond the existing property relations in which the left apologists are recognized and rewarded for their service to capital.

			Because the mystification of the materialist roots of the crises only defers coming to terms with what is required to change it, a host of ‘morbid symptoms’ (Gramsci) have emerged in left cultural theory that exhibit all the progressive stages of grief: from the ‘elegiac’ mourning of (post)marxism, which seeks a substitute for the revolutionary proletariat in ‘cognitive workers’ (Negri, Berardi), to the ‘melancholic’ resentment at the failure of (post)marxism to articulate a true Marxism beyond Marxism worthy of the name (Badiou, Zizek), and, finally, an ‘endless’ mourning that oscillates between ‘remain[ing] faithful to a certain spirit of Marxism’, while making its peace with capitalism as a ‘phantomatic mode of production’ without the concept of ‘social class’ (Derrida, Butler).3 From Berardi’s affirmation of ‘depression’ in place of the ‘identification with socialism’ as the ‘positive possibility of changing social relations’, to Žižek’s missives on ontological ‘despair’ and calls for a ‘modest realist left which has positive proposals of what to do’ because it fundamentally accepts ‘we cannot obviously step out of capitalism’, and, Butler’s embracing a ‘politics of mourning’ while bemoaning the ‘resurgence of left orthodoxy’ and a ‘materialism based in an objective analysis of class’, the transpatriotic left is busy manufacturing a timeless capitalism that is immune to critique so as to make their own allegiance to capital appear like a principled opposition.4 

			The left’s mourning politics are annotations of Derrida’s late theory of ‘general economy’, which is itself a reiteration of Bataille, in which ‘the work of mourning’ is made a figure of ‘work in general’ and thus the basis of a new ‘phantomatic mode of production’ beyond capitalism.5 The new ‘phantomatic’ capitalism, unlike the old terrestrial capitalism, is based not on the materialist appropriation of surplus-value from unpaid labor, but the ‘exappropriation’ of immaterial values by the ‘spectral spiritualization that is at work in any tekhnē’.6 In this technological determinism, Marx’s concept of the capitalist mode of production is rejected for being a ‘restricted economy’ because, as it is centered on the ‘destructive consuming’ of surplus-value, it ‘would only reorganize the world of work’ and leave the ‘sovereignty’ of the concept of value as capital intact.7 By contrast, what is truly ‘revolutionary’, according to Derrida, is the ‘general economy’ in which the ‘exappropriation’ of values by teletechnology makes possible the ‘significative reappropriation of surplus value’ in culture and in turn reveals how ‘there is no sovereignty itself’ in ‘relation to the loss of meaning’ in general.8 Because the decentering of ‘sovereignty’ by teletechnological exappropriation and its discursive reappropriation ‘dissolves the values of meaning’, sovereignty represents ‘the impossible’ that Derrida equates with an ‘undeconstructible justice’ to come.9 The ‘phantomatic’ mode of production, in other words, ‘is not capitalism anymore; it is something worse’ — what Derrida calls ‘teletechnology’, and others call ‘technofeudalism’ — in comparison with which the normal capitalism of daily wage-slavery seems better because at least it affirms the sovereign value of ‘free speech’.10 Any critique-al opposition to capitalism based on the contradictory antagonism between capital and labor in production is dissolved in the left’s mourning and melancholia over the loss of linguistic freedom in the market, so as to make their own brand of affirmative leftism for a more deregulated capitalism appear as a more ‘revolutionary’ Marxism beyond Marxism. 

			The left’s mourning politics, which hypercynically oppose market domination while making peace with class exploitation, also replace the proletariat with the ‘precariat’ on the premise that ‘the only thing worse than being exploited is not being exploited’ (i.e., deprived of one’s ‘human rights’).11 Thus, for Butler, a truly radical politics ‘begins with the precarious life of the Other’, following Levinas’ argument that the ‘more persecuted’ a people are ‘than the proletariat itself, which is exploited but not persecuted’, the more they represent ‘a universality higher than that of a class exploited and struggling’.12 According to Butler, the precariat, who have replaced the proletariat and made capitalism other than itself, are ‘the collective for whom work is elusive, temporary, and debt has become unpayable’.13 By saying farewell to the working class, Butler says goodbye to Mr. Socialism as well.14 They argue that more ‘radical forms’ of social organization beyond capitalism are by definition impossible because ‘no final control can be secured’ in a world in which ‘my life [of First World privilege] depends […] on anonymous others’ who lack such privilege.15 Communism, a class-less and therefore state-less society, ‘cannot be an ultimate value’, in other words, because as the State as such is necessarily constituted ‘by virtue of the social vulnerability of our bodies’, in a world in which one is constantly ‘at risk of losing those attachments’ due to ‘larger global processes’, ‘no final control can be secured’.16 In this geospatial imaginary, Butler is effectively aligned with the evangelist in concluding that, ‘you always have the poor with you’ (Matthew 26:11).17 While claiming ‘not knowing how to theorize […] the basis for global political community’, Butler is clearly recycling the sociology of ‘risk society’ to divide the social according to ‘bodies that matter’ because they are ‘protected’ by State power from those that are vulnerable to the risks of the global market, so as to affirm the contradictions of capitalism as the ontological fate of the ‘inoperative community’.18 And yet, despite ‘not knowing’ how to theorize the social, Butler is quite certain nonetheless that a ‘materialism based in an objective analysis of class’ is impossible.19 

			Butler’s ethics of precarity demonstrates the ‘hypercynicism’ of mourning politics. Hypercynicism, as Teresa Ebert explains, is not merely a personal attitude (cynicism/kynicism), but represents itself as ‘a response to the more complex processes in the material base of an increasingly more global capitalism’, while occulting its basis in class exploitation by using the language of the affective as the ‘limit of critique’.20 Despite dissolving the basis of social theory in bodily feelings of vulnerability and precarity, according to which there can be no determination as to its cause as the body and its affects are thought to exceed the conceptual, in Butler’s left orthodoxy there can be no critique-al questioning of the ‘politics of mourning’ as class ideology because the ‘precarity of life’ constitutes the ‘limit of the arguable’ beyond which any other ‘way[ ] of figuring these conditions within the sphere of politics’ such as to ‘rid the world of this fact’ would necessarily perpetuate ‘violence’ toward the other.21 Violence is always already local and causeless in Butler’s politics as an ontological real that belies history, rather than caused by the existing class structure, so as to put an end to the red critique of capitalism.

			The hypercynicism of Butler’s mourning politics is clear in their response to the ‘war’ in Gaza.22 Butler frames their response as a critique of the contemporary Denkverbot of media representations that only allows ‘hopeless moral outrage’ so that ‘we cannot even stage the debate over whether Israeli military rule of the region is racial apartheid or colonialism’.23 Without ‘making clear a moral and political position’ on the nature of the State of Israel, Butler argues, it is impossible to arrive at ‘a normative aspiration that goes beyond momentary condemnation’ as to the question ‘what form of life would release the region from violence such as this?’24 On Butler’s framing, the question of the political and the nature of the State hangs entirely on how best to represent the ‘violence, the present violence, the history of violence and its many forms’ if we are ‘to create a future in which violence […] came to an end’.25 In this way, Butler conflates a State that would allow its voiceless victims to be heard with the arrival of a future in which violence comes to an end without the need to end capitalism. In other words, Butler’s highest normative political aspiration is a future form of State that would not be violent, despite the fact that the existence of the State itself testifies to an unresolvable class contradiction in the relations of production.

			The statist solution Butler imagines may politically put an end to violence through more freedom of speech, while maintaining the structural violence of class, and is a direct result of their theory of the social as divided ‘forms of life’ that differ in their relation to the State: between ‘bodies that matter’ because they are symbolically valued members of existing nation States, and the precariat, who is excluded from representation in any State. Butler’s social theory denies the existence of the proletariat as ‘a class of civil society which is not a class of civil society’ at the center of capitalism, and thus denies the conditions of life of the majority of Palestinians in Gaza whose lives they are mourning.26 In this way Butler also ignores that what the Palestinians need is not merely political freedom, but what all workers need: economic freedom from need. It is not the Palestinians’ ‘exclusion’ from the nation-State that explains the conditions of life in Gaza as well as what may politically be achieved, but the opposite: it is the nature of their inclusion in the class relations as a part of the proletariat (which is not the part that is directly productive of value), that determines the authoritarian form of the State and the political horizon of possibility for socialism there. This is because, as Marx explains: 

			The specific economic form in which unpaid surplus labour is pumped out of the direct producers determines the relationship of domination and servitude, as this grows directly out of production itself and reacts back on it in turn as a determinant. On this is based the entire configuration of the economic community arising from the actual relations of production, and hence also its specific political form.27

			It is their separation from ownership of the means of production that makes the Palestinians in Gaza subject to the law of value as a ‘reserve army of labor’ to be used to cheapen the cost of productive labor in the region, not their unjust ‘exclusion’ from cultural representation.28 

			The war(s) over Gaza between Israel and the US versus Hamas, with support from the Islamic Republic (formerly known as Iran), ‘are economic and are ultimately about controlling resources in the interests of controlling the price of labor’.29 These nation-states and their proxies all use nationalism, which divides workers into ‘us’ and ‘them’ categories of (il)legality and (il)legitimacy, to keep the workers exploited. Racism, in short, is ‘the secret by which the capitalist class maintains its power’ because ‘[l]abour cannot emancipate itself in the white skin where in the black it is branded’.30 What is mystified by the mourning left is that even without the occupation, whether in their own nation-state or a reformed state of Israel, the Palestinians of Gaza, like the workers in South Africa after the official end of apartheid, would remain a source of exploited cheap labor in the region because ‘[r]ight can never be higher than the economic structure of society’.31 Possessing ‘equal rights’, or what are called ‘human rights’, means having the freedom to be equally exploited by capital. The North Atlantic left, however, reads the class politics of Gaza, which exposes ‘human rights’ as the freedom to trade in the market, as a mark of being insufficiently attuned to otherness and thus a sign of ‘incivility’. Class analysis of Gaza is taken to be disrespectful of the cultural other on the left because it denies the need for a cultural politics for those subject to racialist violence. Class critique is silenced as a lack of civility so as to present the allegiance of the left to capital as the limit of the radical.

			Butler, in the name of a ‘different political morality’ that would acknowledge ‘all the horror there is to represent’, maintains the bourgeois framing of events in Gaza by arguing that ‘the history of violence, mourning and outrage as it is lived by Palestinians’ is part of ‘the history of colonial violence’ rather than contemporary capitalism.32 Leaving aside the allusion to the history of colonialism as a story of racialized violence — it is actually the history of capital accumulation — which Butler invokes not to explain but to mystify in the manner of Joseph Conrad by placing this ‘horror’ outside history (‘where does this horror begin and where does it end?’), the root of the conflict in Gaza here is made affective (lived experience, mourning, outrage), and the goal of politics is therefore also immaterial: to recognize the horror of Gaza and, in so doing, symbolically value those whose lives have been devalued by racialist violence.33 

			It is not racial violence that explains the war(s) in Gaza, however, but the structural violence of class that daily through its inhuman economic logic determines who lives and who dies without the need for any overt political violence and despite any racial/moral justification or condemnation. The violence used against the Palestinians in Gaza — by Israel and Hamas — is wielded to regulate the cost of labor in the region as the Palestinians there constitute an ‘industrial reserve army of labor’ — ‘a disposable mass of human material always ready for exploitation’ that is ‘a necessary product of accumulation or of the development of wealth on a capitalist basis’.34 By making Gaza a ‘symbol of European oppression and colonialism’, the North Atlantic left conflates the actual conditions of life of the Palestinians in Gaza as a cheap source of labor power for borderless capital with the metaphysics of racial violence, so as to affirm market relations as the limit of the possible.35

			Butler takes a ‘matterist’ or ‘object-al’ orientation to Palestinians lives, rather than a materialist one, by assuming that the root of the crisis in Gaza is the lack of estimation that ‘Palestinian lives matter’, which reduces them to a condition of ‘bare life’ as so many bodies traumatized by State violence, rather than a source of labor power that is opportunistically used to increase the value of borderless capital.36 As in nationalist discourse, what is thought to be lacking is the freedom for Palestinians to express their cultural identity and thereby acquire the self-esteem necessary for self-determination. The politics of class that comes out of the social conflicts over material resources are thus displaced with the ‘politics of recognition’, which relies on the concept of the political as an autonomous cultural realm where the rule of capital as a real abstraction is subsumed in the affective concrete, where an ‘undeconstructible justice’ stages its ‘infinite vigilance’ against the ‘violence of metaphysics’.37 As in Hegel’s master/slave dialectic, here the problem of the political becomes how to invent a novel symbolic context where the proper recognition and self-estimation of others may take place beyond the contest to the death demanded by the existing order. Butler adopts the left Hegelian solution and imagines the inversion of ideology from within, the transvaluation of values, to be the only true solution, rather than the class critique of ideology from its outside.

			Butler’s mourning politics is cynical in how the justification for opposing the dominant ‘contextualization’ of what is happening in Gaza relies on the recognition that since any ‘framework’ would have to ‘consider some lives to be more grievable than others’ it must necessarily defer the arrival of ‘true equality and justice’.38 But, as Butler’s affective framing in mourning the loss of politically non-violent others in Gaza equally does so, their mourning politics is actually hypercynical because what it means in the end is that ‘no future of true peace can be imagined’, and all that can be done is to mourn the loss of any truly emancipatory goal.39 By marking any explanation of violence that goes beyond their affective framing as equally violent in its silencing of the suffering of others, Butler reveals that the ‘true’ goal of their ‘politics’ is sentimental and reactionary, rather than materialist and transformative. The affective is deployed, in other words, not to intervene into the existing conditions with an explanation of their root cause, which is necessary to change it, but to deflect awareness away from the class outside (exploitation) onto the psychological ‘inside’ (mourning), where ‘desire and its object are one and the same thing’ and the intensity of feelings defines the limits of the possible.40 Butler’s writings on Gaza as a result, give a ‘picture thinking’ (Hegel) of events that, as in the mainstream commentary, depicts the ‘horror’ and ‘violence’ as occasions for empathy, but that refuses to explain its abstract causality with the ‘force of abstraction’.41 Because such an explanation requires ‘conceiv[ing] the sensuous world as the total living sensuous activity of the individuals composing it’, by failing to conceptualize the class politics of Gaza, Butler is therefore 

			compelled to take refuge in the ‘higher perception’ and in the ideal […] and thus to relapse into idealism at the very point where the communist materialist sees the necessity, and at the same time the condition, of a transformation […] of the social structure.42

			In Butler’s moralizing leftism it is only those who ‘deplore violence and express our horror’ who ‘help to create the non-violent world’ to come, which must always remain a spiritual center (‘true equality and justice’) rather than a material reality (the abolition of class).43 The spiritual ideal of non-violence is thus made into the most infallible means for the realization of ‘true’ or ‘ethical socialism’ (‘a normative aspiration’ of ‘a future in which violence comes to an end’), while ignoring the materialist violence of class which is necessary to change it.44 The true radical in this political morality tale is one who obscures the structural violence of class society with the metaphysics of violence, but whose ‘heart goes out’ to all non-violent victims of politically ‘violent’ speech.45

			Not only is Butler’s framing of events in Gaza not a ‘different political morality’ as they claim, but because it cynically immunizes the class relations from critique while deploring violence in general, it also spiritualizes the goal of politics into an impossible ‘justice to come’.46 This spiritualization of the conflicts is why despite denying that what is happening in Gaza ‘is not simply a failure of political empathy’, this is precisely what Butler ends up affirming by making ‘mourning’ the imaginary basis for realizing a non-violent world. For Butler, ‘true equality and justice’ is only realized in an affective commons that banishes materialist class consciousness.

			The left’s mourning politics is hypercynical in how it gives a knowing wink to the audience of their textual performances that signals that although they ‘know’ that the affective has always been used to undermine radical critique, they also un-know it by making ‘the work of mourning’ the basis of a ‘phantomatic’ capitalism without social classes, in order to make their own brand of cultural reformism appear to be the limit of the political. Their mourning politics has all the signs of what Hegel calls the ‘Unhappy Consciousness’ as a result.47 Caught between the necessity of revolutionary class politics and opportunistic adjustment to going along to get along in the market, they make ‘what should be’ appear indistinguishable from ‘what is’. In this way, they deny the materialist connection between ‘the most radical rupture with traditional ideas’ and ‘the most radical rupture with traditional property relations’.48 This book is the exact opposite: in its analyses it opposes to the blue thinking of leftist hypercynicism the principled politics of writing red, which reconnects cultural theory to its class basis.

			
			Thinking Blue Versus Writing Red

			In its chromatic spectralysis of cultural texts, Thinking Blue/Writing Red is, despite appearances, a ‘classical’ text. It is classical not in its subject matter — which is diverse and ranges in its readings from texts of literary modernism (Melville’s narratives, Pauline materialism,…) and high theory (Marxism, (post)humanism, new communism,… ), to popular culture (Twin Peaks, Beyoncé’s performances,� ) and ‘current events’ (Trump, Covid,…) — but in its analytical mode. In its analyses it argues that there is no agency (change) without reflection (critique), no concrete realization of freedom (the new), without the abstract recognition of necessity (theory). In this it echoes the etymological origins of critique in ancient Greek (kritikos: discernment, judgment) and its medical associations with crisis (krisis: turning point) and kairos (opportunity) in the diagnosis and treatment of disease, in both the physical body as well as in the body politic.49 In this classical tradition, there is no kritik without krisis, no kairos without kritik, as critique is necessary to discern the causes behind ‘what is’ to effectuate the concrete realization of what ‘ought to be’. 

			Besides being classical in this philosophical sense, the analytical mode featured here is also, and more importantly, class-ical in the modern sense of ‘radical’ in that ‘critique represents a class’.50 As radical (i.e., root) knowledge, critique ‘includes in its comprehension and affirmative recognition of the existing state of things, at the same time also, the recognition of the negation of that state, of its inevitable breaking up’, and, therefore, ‘exceeds’, as Derrida puts it, the scholastic containment of critique as ‘self-critique’ that is ‘most proper in the philosophical as such’ because it foregrounds ‘the mode of production and reproduction of the philosophical’.51 Derrida’s recognition of the institutional containment of ‘outside’ (radical) critique to ‘immanent’ (philosophical) critique is not contested but reinscribed in his theory of writing as différance (with an a), which he understands as suspending the ‘logic of the decidable, in other words, of opposition, whether dialectical or not, whether an idealist or materialist dialectics’.52 Such a move of suspending the dialectic of history in the writerly imaginary is symptomatic of what I am here calling thinking blue. By ‘thinking blue’ what I mean is the institutionalized mode of immanent critique that undoes the dialectic of the conceptual from within to produce an intellectual impasse that accepts what is as what ought to be, and thus, which must always end in ‘a fit of the blues’.53 Through cultural mediations that defer and delay the implication of knowledge in the social totality, blue thinking displaces the ‘outside’ knowledge that workers need for their emancipation from capital to instead construct a virtual commons that oscillates with surface differences and emotional intensities, but that resists fundamental ‘change’, which requires the overcoming of differences with sober senses to produce the new — international communism.

			Derrida’s understanding of critique as suspending the dialectic of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ reinscribes the binaries of culture; it does not ‘exceed’ them. What it marks as the ‘outside’ is the nonconceptual, which it considers ‘material’, as in the scholastic sense of matter as the (sensual) other of the conceptual. Différance is ‘neither a word nor a concept’, and like Derrida’s other neologisms such as the ‘trace’, ‘supplement’, ‘pharmakon’, etc., it represents a ‘materiality without materialism’, insofar as its being is dependent on its effects upon ‘thought’, which makes it legible as ‘text’.54 As in scholastic materialism, the material here is ‘matterist’: it is concerned with what is ‘real’ in itself separate from social ‘praxis’.55 The concept of matter, however, is itself determined historically and in its abstract form, is a reflection in thought of the commodity-form within the social relations in which labor-power is commodified and made into a thing that only exists so long as it produces profit in the market. In its cultural analyses, Thinking Blue/Writing Red argues that the ‘outside’ of critique is not the excess of thought or the extra-discursive, whether as the opacity of ‘matter’ or the self-difference of thought from within, but the class antagonism that produces ‘what is’ as well as its negation, and thus explains the phenomenal and discursive as sites of class antagonism that inform conflicting ideas of what ‘ought to be’.

			Knowledge of the outside, rather than its undoing (‘thinking blue’), is necessary for side-taking in the agora over the shape of the social — ‘writing red’.56 Red writing is an intervention into the reinscription of the outside to the terms of the inside authorized by thinking blue that implicates writing in the ‘constant/resistant critique’ (kritisieren beständig) of capital/wage-labor relations, the dialectics of which is inscribed in the ratio of exploitation in ‘the working day’.57 The deconstruction of the dialectic of the concept in blue thinking leaves the material logic of the dialectic in the workday intact, it does not exceed nor escape it. Red writing goes beyond the metaphysics of writing as separate from the dialectic of class relations that shape writing and explain its alienated effects as owning to contradictions in the social relations of production. Writing, on this materialist account, is not merely a ‘tool’ nor is it ‘agential’ in-itself in its self-differing, but rather a necessary relay of the ‘collective worker’, as writing is ‘the concrete concentration of many determinations’ and the ‘unity of the diverse’.58 Writing is a diverse unity of social praxis because, it is, (1) always ‘practical, real consciousness’ of the life activity of humans that provides the means to coordinate and transform their diverse labor practices, (2) an archive of knowledge for-itself that connects the present moment of labor with its past and thus makes possible the differentiation of scientific advances from ideological false paths, and, (3) the medium for ‘social-teleological positing’ that guides transformative praxis through the never-ending critique of ideology in the historical series of humans’ laboring activity.59

			Outside Critique in the Teaching Machine

			Blue thinking has been both instrumental in the construction of the (post)humanities as well as the current ‘post-truth’ culture and has also been used to teach the high-tech workforce educated in the academy to blur the ‘inside’ and the ‘outside’ so that everything is thought to be a matter of differing values and marks of taste. Among other things, what this has done to the concept of social class is to make it is ‘a sort of affinity’ or ‘congeniality’, rather than something as crude as ‘property and ownership’.60 Class, in other words, is made over into a delectable sign of cultural difference to be affirmed in localities as a mark of distinction, rather than the ruthless and systemic deprivation that determines who will be well housed and educated, medically cared for and nutritionally fed — and who will not — and that explains why such disparities continue to exist in the midst of abundance. Class, in short, is made casual, rather than causal, and thus naturalized. This ‘post-al’ view of a capitalism beyond capitalism in which the ruthless binary of class is translated into market differences and the cultural semiotics of distinction (‘classy’), is underwritten by Derrida by his reification of writing as having ‘exceeded [the] logic of the decidable’ such that we take part ‘in a completely different historical necessity’: a ‘phantomatic mode of production’ that requires a new sense of justice that does not subscribe to the concept of ‘social class’ that is foundational for the ‘Marxist critique’ of capitalism.61

			The semiotic pluralization of ‘class’, authorized by Derrida’s deconstruction of Marx’s binary class theory as rooted in exploitation, is facing serious challenges. This occurs at a time when the ‘middle class’ — which is another spectral effect as their professional salaries come from the hidden unpaid surplus labor of workers — is losing the cultural markers of distinction and awakening to the reality that class is, in fact, binary. Recently a video rant posted to Tik Tok went viral that posed the question: ‘Where did the American dream go? What happened to the middle class?’62 ‘Middle class’, as Ebert and Zavarzadeh have explained, is that privileged signifier in bourgeois social commentary meant to signal that Americans live in a ‘post-class’ society that has left the class binary of exploiters/exploited behind because class has become plural and is now an index of cultural taste pegged to an ‘inventory of objects’ (lifestyles), rather than an economic reality.63 In the viral Tik Tok video, however, ‘middle class’ signals an out of touch refusal to grasp the reality that ‘the world has fucking changed’ and while ‘there used to be upper class, middle class, lower class. It’s literally turning into the ultra-wealthy and then everybody else is just poor’. The secret of Derrida’s ‘taste for the secret’ that makes him ‘prefer the secret to the non-secret’ is a class denial of the class reality of ‘everybody else is just poor’.

			What in Derrida’s allusive philosophical writings is announced in the abstract idioms of high theory as a new order of being that has surpassed class as the basis of social critique has since been fully integrated in the corporate university as ‘postcritique’. In the postcritique-al academy, it is the reactionary side of deconstruction in which concepts are thought to be ‘oppressive’ of difference that is preserved, while its critique of writing as a sign of personal and individual freedom is placed under a discursive ban by returning to an aesthetic reading of texts based on one’s singularly affective response. In the ‘affective turn’ of the (post)humanities, as I discuss in Chapter 4, even the immanent critique of textuality is no longer to be tolerated but dismissed — at least rhetorically as it is secretly preserved — along with Marxist ideology critique for its pathological ‘neglect of emotion’ and ‘chronic negativity’, which are taken to be sure signs of critique as such being ‘insufficiently attuned to […] otherness’ because of its singular focus on uncovering ideology.64 Critique, by exposing ideology, is taken to be ‘the dominant metalanguage’ in how it fails ‘to do […] justice’ to ‘the distinctive agency of art works’ and ‘what literature does’ as ‘a coactor’ that helps ‘make a difference’.65 The ‘other’ as text whose affective performance is to be ‘appreciated’ matters more in the postcritique-al (post)humanities than how texts construct the obviousness of social relations that maintains exploitative social differences.

			Felski echoes Latour in arguing that the radical project of critique has failed because not only has critique become a culturally normative metalanguage and is therefore no longer ‘outside’ and oppositional, but also because its singular focus on exposing ideology fails to consider how the affective value of texts may help bring about more inclusive and just social practices. However, what this argument reveals is that ‘postcritique’ is not a ‘new’ inquiry into the agency of texts as is claimed, but a re-branding of the familiar post-al theory that makes the ‘de-hierarchization’ of cultural values the limit of social justice by separating the text from its roots in class exploitation. Felski is not opposing the ‘dominant’ mode of critique of ‘the last four decades’, as she claims.66 She has no problem with equating the culturally normative with the oppression of difference, which is the libertarian dogma that the dominant immanent and reformist criticism of post-al cultural theory teaches. Such a rhetorical distancing from the dominant is necessary for left intellectuals to maintain their appearance of radicality while providing the high-tech workforce with the affective make-up required in the cyber-economy by limiting the concept of agency to the merely surface innovation of cultural appearances. However, because the market for such skills in beginning to wear thin and the workforce is demanding more radical changes in social relations, Felski is forced to diffuse the real object of her postcritique, which is to justify the exclusion from the (post)humanities of ‘critique as outside’, i.e., critique as a ‘mode of militant reading’ that is ‘engaged in some kind of radical intellectual and/or political work’ against ‘oppressive social forces’.67 Postcritique, like deconstructive immanent critique, opposes ‘outside’ critique by refusing to ‘look[ ] behind the text — for its hidden causes, [and] determining conditions’ and thereby reifies the surfaces of culture as an ‘immanent […] weightless, disembodied, freewheeling dance’.68 Where Felski introduces a ‘difference’ to distinguish her own brand of culturalism from the many other brands on offer in the academic marketplace is by using a less-alienating language than the old discourse theory previously required. Instead, she adopts the ‘new materialist’ language of Latour’s actor-network theory and talks about texts as a ‘coproduction between actors’.69 Of course the ‘lesson’ here teaches the future workforce that exploiter/exploited relations are overcome through the aesthetic: when we learn to appreciate exploitative differences as merely cultural differences that fuel the feeling that life is worth living and give ‘hope’ in market society. Felski is not opposed to ‘critique’; she is in fact quite eager to critique the ‘radical’ critique for that which she, following arch-reactionaries like Nietzsche, considers its ‘nay-saying’ rather than ‘yay-saying’.70 In other words, critique that is non-affirmative of the existing has no place in Felski’s version of the (post)humanities because its ‘sadly depleted language of value’ will not serve to sell, or, to use her word, ‘legitimate’, the university at a time of crisis.71 The idea that ‘the demand to give up illusions’ is ‘sad’, however, is only displaced mourning over the ‘state of affairs which needs illusions’.72 

			The negativity of critique that Felski dismisses is not, as she claims, an expression of a ‘bad’ affect or a pathological ‘disposition’, nor is it a matter of ‘style’. These are all tropes of a reformist cultural criticism to submerge critique in the affective and to affirm its own moody cultural politics as what someone once called ‘capitalist realism’: the inability to even imagine an alternative to capitalism.73 As I will explain, the ‘negativity’ of critique has nothing to do with a subjective attitude, as in the oft-quoted and hollowed out fragment of Gramsci about the ‘pessimism of the intellect’ and its philosophical elaboration in Adornian negative dialectics and Žižek’s negative ontology.74 Critique is the negation of negation in the totality: a surfacing of class antagonism, for example, that explains why capitalism now can only be affirmed by denial of the self-negation at the root of its social ontology — the exploitation (and increasing abolition) of social labor for private profit. 

			It is ironic that Felski who does everything to deny ‘critique as outside’ and deprive it of any ‘specialness’ is herself denying the place and role of critique in the exploitative class relations. She is of course aware of this historic function, which is why her arguments are so invested in exposing the lack of allegiance of ‘militant’ critique to the corporate flattening of the humanities as (post)humanities. The affirmative denial of the class basis of critique can be seen in Felski’s text, which in this way directly echoes Latour, as I explain in Chapter 12, in its anxiety that the ‘exceptionalism’ of critique as ‘outside’ the ideological has become ‘normative’ and permeated the culture. It does not occur to Felski or Latour to ask why the affective critique of outside critique as ‘exceptional’ is needed if it is so obviously un-exceptional because outside critique has become normative. Furthermore, how can the ‘exclusiveness’ of critique, which Felski claims perpetuates an out-of-touch academic jargon, be taken as a sign of the ‘legitimation crisis’ of the humanities when its popularity shows it to be in tune with the times?75 The reason for the incoherence here becomes clearer when Felski indicates the political interests behind her argument for ‘limiting’ critique when she represents her views as part of a ‘groundswell of voices, including scholars in feminist and queer studies as well as actor-network theory, object-oriented ontology, and influential strands of political theory’ who all, she says, consider Marxist scholars, who alone advance outside critique, ‘risible’ for our condemnation of immanent critique ‘for not being critical or oppositional enough’ because of their ‘failure to live up to its radical promise’.76 It seems that what has put the (post)humanities is crisis is not the ‘normativity’ of radical outside critique after all, but the ‘exclusivity’ of the reformist cultural criticism in what are feared to be ‘militant’ times. To grasp the class interests at work here, one needs only ask why the ‘new materialist’ scholars such as Felski are given grants in the millions of dollars to ‘research’ ways in which to ‘limit’ critique to ‘redescribing’ the literary surfaces of texts in agential language and turn critique away from its militant task of changing the world outside the text, while those who do the bulk of the teaching in the humanities are adjuncts who lack basic health care and cannot even pay their rent from teaching alone.77

			Thinking Blue/Writing Red proposes to work through the class pessimism of the dominant post-class cultural theory (thinking blue) as a necessary mediation for an-other kind of thinking that foregrounds class as the basis for transformation of the totality (writing red). The essays collected here offer an alphabetpedia of how critique-al theory has been voided of class in the textwares of the North Atlantic bourgeois left, which has normalized the supremacy of capital and justified its bankrupt politics. In this anti-theory climate, the classical Marxism being advanced here, especially the chapter which opens the book on Orthodox Marxism, has been placed under a discursive ban and rejected for publication in the left public sphere (by such journals and fora as Monthly Review, Jacobin, Sublation Magazine, and Zer0 Books, e.g.), because it violates the rule of pragmatic accommodation and endless negotiations on the terrain of capital and wage-labor relations that constitutes the ‘politics’ of the cultural left.78 Its publication now is therefore an act of re-new-ing classical Marxism in the contemporary by putting it in active contestation with the dominant today.
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What is Orthodox Marxism?

			Any effective political theory will have to do at least two things: it will have to offer an integrated understanding of social practices and, based on such an interrelated knowledge, offer a guideline for praxis. My main argument here is that among all contesting social theories now, only Orthodox Marxism has been able to produce an integrated knowledge of the existing social totality and provide lines of praxis that will lead to building a society free from necessity.

			But first I must clarify what I mean by Orthodox Marxism. Like all other modes and forms of political theory, the very theoretical identity of Orthodox Marxism is itself contested — not just from non- and anti-Marxists who question the very ‘real’ (by which they mean the ‘practical’ as under free-market criteria) existence of any kind of Marxism now but, perhaps more tellingly, from within the Marxist tradition itself. I will, therefore, first say what I regard to be the distinguishing marks of Orthodox Marxism and then outline a short polemical map of contestation over Orthodox Marxism within the Marxist theories now. I will end by arguing for its effectivity in bringing about a new society based not on human rights but on freedom from necessity.

			I will argue that to know contemporary society — and to be able to act on such knowledge — one has to first of all know what makes the existing social totality. I will argue that the dominant social totality is based on inequality — not just inequality of power but inequality of economic access (which then determines access to health care, education, housing, diet, transportation,… ). This systematic inequality cannot be explained by gender, race, sexuality, disability, ethnicity, or nationality. These are all secondary contradictions and are all determined by the fundamental contradiction of capitalism which is inscribed in the relation of capital and labor. All modes of Marxism today explain social inequalities primarily on the basis of these secondary contradictions and in doing so — and this is my main argument — legitimate capitalism. Why? Because such arguments authorize capitalism without gender, race,… discrimination and thus accept economic inequality as an integral part of human societies. They accept a sunny capitalism — a capitalism beyond capitalism. Such a society, based on cultural equality but economic inequality, has always been the not-so-hidden agenda of the bourgeois left — whether it has been called ‘new left’, ‘postmarxism’, ‘radical democracy’, or ‘democratic socialism’. This is, by the way, the main reason for its popularity in the culture industry — from the academy (Frederic Jameson, David Harvey, Donna Haraway, Jodie Dean,... ) to daily politics (Michael Harrington, Ralph Nader, Jesse Jackson, Bernie Sanders,… ) to…. For all, capitalism is here to stay and the best that can be done is to make its cruelties more tolerable, more humane. This humanization (not eradication) of capitalism is the sole goal of all contemporary lefts (marxism, feminism, anti-racism, queeries,… ).

			Such an understanding of social inequality is based on the fundamental understanding that the source of wealth is human knowledge and not human labor. That is, wealth is produced by the human mind and is thus free from the actual objective conditions which shape the historical relations of labor and capital. Only Orthodox Marxism recognizes the historicity of labor and its primacy as the source of all human wealth. In this text I argue that any emancipatory theory has to be founded on recognition of the priority of Marx’s labor theory of value and not repeat the technological determinism of corporate theory (‘knowledge work’) that masquerades as social theory.

			Finally, it is only Orthodox Marxism that recognizes the inevitability and also the necessity of communism — the necessity, that is, of a society in which ‘from each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs’ is the rule.79

			
			Why Everyone has Suddenly Become an Orthodox Marxist

			A parody of politics has taken over left politics in the US and Europe. A parody in which — after the dead-end of the designer socialisms of postmarxisms — suddenly everyone is an ‘orthodox’ Marxist: from Žižek who in the introduction to a selection of his work writes of the need to ‘return to the centrality of the Marxist critique of political economy’; to Michael Sprinker who referred to himself as a ‘neo-conservative marxist’.80 In calling himself a ‘neoconservative’, Sprinker was embracing with pride Butler’s definition of the term in her ‘Merely Cultural’ in which she equates it with ‘leftist orthodoxy’.81 Then there is Paul Smith who now, after mocking Orthodox Marxism in Discerning the Subject and Universal Abandon, says he has a ‘fairly orthodox understanding of what Marx and the Marxist tradition has had to say about capitalism’.82

			Parody is always the effect of a slippage, and the slippage here is that in spite of the sudden popularity of ‘orthodox’ Marxism, the actual theories and practices of the newly orthodox are more than ever before flexodox. It seems as if once more Lenin’s notion that when the class antagonism emerges more sharply ‘the liberals […] dare not deny the class struggle, but attempt to narrow down [and] to curtail […] the concept’ has been proven by history.83 ‘Orthodox’ Marxism has become the latest cover by which the bourgeois left authenticates its credentials and proceeds to legitimate the economics of the ruling class and its anti-proletarian politics.

			Take Paul Smith, for example. In Orthodox Marxism, class is the central issue. (I put aside here that in his writings on subjectivity, for example, Smith has already gotten rid of the ‘central’ by a deconstructive logic.) What Smith does with class is a rather interesting test of how Orthodox Marxism is being used to legitimate the class interests of the owners. Smith reworks class and turns it into a useless Habermasian communicative act. He writes that ‘classes are what are formed in struggle, not something that exists prior to struggle’.84 To say it again: the old ideological textualization of the ‘new left’ is not working any more (just look at the resistance against globalization), so the ruling class is now reworking the ‘old left’ to defend itself. Against the Orthodox Marxist theory of class, Smith evacuates class of an objective basis in the extraction of surplus-labor in production and makes it the effect of local conflicts. In short, Smith reverses the Orthodox Marxist position that, ‘It is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness’, and turns it into a neomarxian view that what matters is their consciousness.85 In this he in fact shares a great deal with conservative theories that make ‘values’ (the subjective) as what matters in social life and not economic access.

			Žižek provides another example of the flexodox parody of Marxism today. Capitalism in Orthodox Marxism is explained as an historical mode of production based on the privatization of the means of subsistence in the hands of a few, i.e., the systemic exploitation of labor by capital. Capitalism is the world-historic regime of unpaid surplus-labor. In Žižek’s writings, capitalism is not based on exploitation in production (surplus-labor), but on struggles over consumption (‘surplus-enjoyment’). The Orthodox Marxist concepts which lay bare the exploitative production relations in order to change them are thus replaced with a ‘psycho-marxist’ pastiche of consumption in his writings, a revisionist move that has proven immensely successful in the bourgeois cultural criticism. Žižek, however, has taken to representing this displacement of labor (production) with desire (consumption) as ‘strictly correlative’ to the concept of ‘revolutionary praxis’ found in the texts of Orthodox Marxism. Revolutionary practice is always informed by class-consciousness and transformative cultural critique has always aimed at producing class-consciousness by laying bare the false consciousness that ruling ideology institutes in the everyday. Transformative cultural critique, in other words, is always a linking of consciousness to production practices from which a knowledge of social totality emerges. Žižek, however, long ago abandoned Orthodox Marxist ideology critique as an epistemologically naïve theory of ideology because it could not account for the persistence of ‘desire’ beyond critique (the ‘enlightened false-consciousness’ of The Sublime Object of Ideology, Mapping Ideology,... ). His more recent ‘return to the centrality of the Marxist critique’ is as a result a purely tropic voluntarism of the kind he endlessly celebrates in his diffusionist readings of culture as desire-al moments when social norms are violated and personal emotions spontaneously experienced as absolutely compulsory (as ‘drive’). His concept of revolutionary Marxist praxis consists of re-describing it as an ‘excessive’ lifestyle choice (which for Žižek are analogous to pedophilia and other culturally marginalized practices).86 On this reading, Marxism is the only metaphorical displacement of ‘desire’ into ‘surplus-pleasure’ that makes imperative the ‘direct socialization of the productive process’ which causes the subjects committed to it to experience a Symbolic death at the hands of the neoliberal culture industry.87 It is this ‘affirmative’ reversal of the right-wing anti-Marxist narrative that makes Žižek’s writings so highly praised in the bourgeois ‘high-theory’ market — where it is read as ‘subtle’ and an example of ‘deep thinking’ because it confirms a transcendent position considered to be above politics by making all politics ideological. If everything is ideology, then there can be no fundamental social change, only formal repetition and reversal of values (Nietzsche). Žižek’s pastiche of psycho-marxism thus consists in presenting what is only theoretically possible for the capitalist — those few who have already met, in excess, their material needs through the exploitation of the labor of the other and who can, therefore, afford to elaborate fantasies of desire — as a universal form of agency freely available to everyone.

			Psycho-marxism does what bourgeois ideology has always done: maintain the bourgeois hegemony over social production by commodifying, through an aesthetic relay, the contradictions of the wages system. What bourgeois ideology does above all is deny that the mode of social production has an historic agency of its own independent of the subject. Žižek’s ‘return’ to ‘orthodox’ Marxism erases its materialist theory of desire: ‘[o]ur desires and pleasures spring from society’ and do not stand in ‘excess’ of it.88 In fact, he says exactly the opposite and turns the need for Orthodox Marxist theory now into a phantom desire of individuals: he makes ‘class struggle’ an effect of a ‘totalitarian’ desire to polarize the social between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (using the ‘friend/enemy’ binary found in the writings of the Nazi jurist Carl Schmitt).89

			What is basic only to Orthodox Marxist theory, however, which is what enables it to produce class-consciousness through a critique of ideology, is its materialist prioritization of ‘need’ over ‘desire’. It is only Orthodox Marxism which recognizes that although capitalism is compelled to continually expand the needs of workers because of the drive for profit, it at the same time cannot satisfy these needs because of the logic of profit. ‘Desire’ is always an effect of class relations, of the gap between the material level and historical potential of the forces of production and the social actuality of un-met needs.

			In spite of their formal ‘criticality’, the writings of Žižek, Spivak, Smith, Hennessy and other theorists of designer socialisms produce concepts that legitimize the existing social relations. The notion of class in their work, for example, is the one that now is commonly deployed in bourgeois media. In their reporting on what has become known as the ‘Battle of Seattle’, and in the coverage of the rising tide of protest against the financial institutions of US monopoly capital that are pillaging the nations of the global South, the corporate media represents the emergent class struggles as a matter of an alternative ‘lifestyle choice’.90 On this diffusional narrative, ‘class’ is nothing more than an opportunity for surplus-pleasure ‘outside’ the market for those who have voluntarily ‘discarded’ the normal pleasures of US culture. It is the same ‘lifestyle’ politics that in the flexodox marxism of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri is made an autonomous zone of ‘immaterial labor’ which they locate as the ‘real communism’ that makes existing society post-capitalist already so that revolution is not necessary.91 What is at the core of both the flexodox marxism and the popular culture of class as ‘lifestyle’ is a de-politicization of the concepts of Orthodox Marxism which neutralizes them as indexes of social inequality and reduces them to merely descriptive categories which take what is for what ought to be. Take the writings of Pierre Bourdieu for example. Bourdieu turns Marx’s dialectical concepts of ‘class’ and ‘capital’ which lay bare the social totality into floating ‘categories’ and reflexive ‘classifications’ that can be formally applied to any social practice because they have been cut off from their connection to the objective global relations of production. Bourdieu, in short, legitimates the pattern of class as ‘lifestyle’ in the bourgeois media by his view that ‘class’ is an outcome of struggles over ‘symbolic capital’ in any ‘field’. I leave aside here that his diffusion of the logic of capital into ‘cultural capital’, ‘educational capital’, and the like is itself part of a depoliticization of the relation between capital and labor and thus a blurring of class antagonism as I explain this in more detail in a later chapter (‘Capital’).

			Without totalizing knowledge of exploitation — which is why such dialectical concepts as ‘capital’ form the basis of Orthodox Marxist class theory — exploitation cannot be abolished. The cultural idealism of the de-politicized voiding of Marxist concepts fits right in with the ‘volunteer-ism’ of the neoliberals and ‘compassionate’ conservatives which they use to justify their massive privatization programs. Considering class struggle politics as a matter of cultural struggles over symbolic status is identical to the strategy of considering the dismantling of social welfare as an opportunity for ‘local’ agency freed from coercive state power, i.e., the bedrock of the ‘non-governmental’ activism and ‘community’ building of the bourgeois reformists. When George W. Bush claimed to mobilize what he called the ‘armies of compassion’ against the ‘Washington insiders’ and return ‘power’ to the ‘people’, it is the old cultural studies logic that all politics is ‘people vs. power bloc’, a warmed over populism that makes politics a matter of building de-politicized cross-class coalitions for bourgeois right, utopic models of a post-political social order without class struggle possessing equality of representation that excludes the revolutionary vanguard. As Marx and Engels said of the ‘bourgeois socialists’ of their day, such utopian measures at ‘best, lessen the cost, and simplify the administrative work, of bourgeois government’.92 Žižek’s ‘affirmation’ of revolutionary Marxism as a ‘totalitarian’ desire that polarizes the cultural ‘lifeworld’ between ‘friends’ and ‘enemies’ is another relay of ‘class-as-an-after-effect of struggle’ of the networked left. What the parody does is make class struggle a rhetorical ‘invention’ of Marx(ists) analogous to the bourgeois ‘rights’ politics of the transnational coalitional regime of exploitation ruling today, and erases the need for a global theory of social change. Orthodox Marxism cuts through the closed atmosphere of the ‘friends’ of the networked left and their embrace of a voluntarist ‘compassionate’ millenarianism with a critique from outside so to expose the global collective need for a revolutionary social theory and red cultural studies to end exploitation for all. 

			The Left Partys

			The goal of the left bal masqué is perhaps most clearly represented in the image for the ‘Marxism 2000’ conference on millennial marxism — the poster for Rethinking Marxism which is the organ of the contemporary neoliberalism masquerading as ‘Marxism’. The poster, which opportunistically appropriates Diego Rivera’s ‘Dance in Tehuantepec’ (1935), completes the ironic slippage the bourgeois left has taken as the purpose of post-al theory: the troping of concepts as puncepts. The image on the poster is of peasants performing a (folk) dance and the caption reads, ‘The Party’s Not Over’. The transcoding of the Party of the proletariat to the party of folk-dancers is the transcoding of revolution to reform that Žižek’s ‘Orthodox Marxism’ performs.

			The idea is that social inequality is an effect of the persistence of cultural rituals that need to be addressed separately from class exploitation and revaluated from within as cultures of resistance. The ‘folk’-sy theme accommodates the populist romanticization of people on the neomarxian Thompsonite left (Smith, Sprinker) as well, where class is reduced to the ‘lived experience’ of traditions of ‘resistance’ which say good-bye to the urban working class as a revolutionary agency that critiques all conventions. The flexodox left wants a party-ing proletariat (Hennessy) rather than a Party of the proletariat to put a smile-y face on exploitation.

			The hollowing out of Marxism in the name of (Orthodox) Marxism by such theorists as Smith, Sprinker, and Žižek is based on the ideological un-said of the bourgeois right of property and its underpinning logic of the market which are represented as natural (‘inalienable’) ‘human rights’, or, more commonly in daily practices, as individual rights. Revolutionary struggles against these ‘rights’ (of property) are assumed to be signs of dogmatism, ruthless impersonality, vanguardism and totalitarianism — all ‘obvious’ markers of Orthodox Marxism. The remedy put forward by these theorists is to resist the revolutionary vanguard in the name of ‘democracy from below’, which is itself a code phrase for ‘spontaneity’. Spontaneity — the kind of supposed ‘freedom’ which is the fabric of bourgeois daily life — is itself a layered notion that, in its folds, hides a sentimentalism that in reality constitutes ‘democracy from below’ and its allied notion of the ‘individual’, and the ‘human subject’. Žižek and other ‘high theorists’ manage to conceal this naïve emotionalism (of which soap operas are made) in the rather abstract language of ‘theory’. What is subtly implicit in the discourses of ‘high theory’, however, becomes explicit in the annotations of middle theory — that is, in bourgeois cultural commentary and criticism. Rosemary Hennessy’s Profit and Pleasure is the most recent and perhaps most popular attack on Orthodox Marxism in the name of Marxism itself. Instead of looking at the cultural commentary in Hennessy’s book (the book is actually a reprinting of older essays, and is thus even more historically significant as a documentary record of the continual emptying of Marxism in the 1980’s and 1990’s), I will look at its ‘Acknowledgments’. This text is not something ‘personal’ and ‘separate’ from the cultural commentary and criticism of the essays in the body of her book. The ‘Acknowledgments’ text represents in fact a summing up — and a mutual confirmation between Hennessy and those she ‘acknowledges’ — of the core assumptions and ideas that inform the practices of the bourgeois left now.

			As the ‘Acknowledgments’ text makes clear, the cultural commentary of Hennessy’s Profit and Pleasure is rooted in the notion that politics is basically a community activity. In bourgeois cultural criticism, the idea of ‘community activity’ is a code term that signals the substitution of shared ‘ideas’, ‘assumptions’, and ‘emotions’, for ‘class’ solidarity.93 What, therefore, lies at the core of ‘community’ is not a structure (class) but a ‘feeling’ (emotional intensity). Hennessy, who is not as subtle as Žižek or even Smith, is quite open about the valorization of ‘feeling’ (‘opened her heart’, ‘feisty politics’, ‘precious friendship’, ‘a path with heart’, ‘warmth and love’ ).94 The mark of membership in her post-al community is ‘heartache’: in this evaluative social scheme, she who has felt the most ‘heartache’ (emotional intensity), is the most authentic member of the community. This appeal to a ‘comradeship’ based on the intensity of ‘feeling’ clearly indicates that no matter what Marxist or quasi-Marxist language Hennessy uses elsewhere in her book, she basically believes that people’s lives are changed not by revolutionary praxis but by encountering other ‘feeling’ people: ‘During the last year of writing this book, I met […] and my life has not been the same since […]’.95 The lesson of this encounter, Hennessy indicates, was not the classic lessons of Marxism that social change is a product of structural change, but that social change comes about by means of something called ‘revolutionary love’ (‘amor revolutionario’) which — according to her — has taken her ‘time and time again to the other side’ (‘llevarme una y otra vez al otro lado’).96 The other lesson is the danger of vanguardism: ‘revolutionary love’ has also reminded her that ‘power is finally and always in the hands of the people’ (‘el poder es finalmente y siempre en los manos de la gente’).97 People as spontaneous actors.

			On this view, Orthodox Marxism is dogmatic and totalitarian. So to ‘correct’ its ‘faults’, Hennessy empties its revolutionary vanguard of its commitment and puts feeling (manifested by ‘heartache’) in its place. What is, of course, so significant is that Hennessy installs such sentimentality as the ultimate layer of her Marxism in the name of Marxism itself. This is what makes the work of bourgeois writers like Žižek, Smith, Sprinker, and Hennessy effective and welcome in the academy and the culture industry: they do not (unlike regular right-wingers) attack Marxism, but they reduce its explanatory power and its revolutionary force by substituting spontaneity for revolutionary praxis. For these writers, social transformation is the effect not of revolutionary praxis but of a spontaneous and emotionally intense exchange between two kindred ‘spirits’. It is the spirit that moves the world. What in Hennessy is presented as Marxism or feminism turns out to be a souped-up version of the old bourgeois cultural feminism which, running away from revolution, retreats once again into community, spontaneity, affectivity, and above all the autonomous subject who gives and receives love above and beyond all social and economic processes.

			One of the ways such writers hollow out Marxism of its Marxism and produce a Marxism beyond Marxism is by their overt acknowledgement of the way Marxism is treated in the bourgeois culture industry. Hennessy, for example, writes that Marxism in English Departments (the trope of the culture industry) is both ‘courted and tamed’.98 In other words, by announcing her awareness of the way that Marxism is tamed, she hopes to inoculate herself from the charge that she is doing so. The message the reader is supposed to get is this: because she knows Marxism is always being ‘tamed’, she herself would never do that. Under cover of this ideological self-inoculation, Hennessy then goes on to produce her ‘tamed’ version of Marxism which is only metaphorically ‘marxist’ because it is void of all the concepts and practices that make Marxism Marxism.

			My larger point is of course that the most effective writings for the ruling class are located in the middle register, in that register of writing usually praised as lucid, clear, jargon-free, and above all, ‘readable’. Žižek is abstract; Hennessy is concrete. This is another way of saying that the work of Hennessy and other such ‘tamers’ of Marxism is always a work of synthesis and consolidation — they make concrete the work of high theory; it is for this reason that their work forms the very center of the culture industry. Finally, to be clear, the question here is not to play a game of determining the ‘good’ from the ‘bad’ Marxism. What is good Marxism — what is effective in overcoming inequality — is determined by history itself. The question is whether what is being done actualizes the historical potential made possible by the development of the forces of production and thus brings about change in the existing social relations of production (overcomes class inequality) or whether it plays within the existing actuality and thus turns the limits of the actually existing into the very limits of reality as such. And in doing so, it reifies the present social relations of production. Flexodox Marxists like Hennessy accept the proposition that capitalism is here to stay and thus reject as ‘impractical’ any pressure put on the external supports of capitalism (capital and labor relations) and then work within capitalism — on the basis of community and emotional intensity — to make its ongoing process of the exploitation of the labor of the world’s workers more ‘humane’ and tolerable. 

			Capitalism is, according to Hennessy’s soap-operatic leftism, something that one should always keep in mind but not seriously consider overthrowing. She is too cynical to take even her own views seriously: 

			This means that eliminating the social structures of exploitation that capitalism absolutely requires and so violently enacts at the expense of human needs must be on the political agenda, at the very least as the horizon that sets the terms for imagining change.99 

			Capitalist exploitation is a heuristic consideration not a revolutionary imperative. Beyond the theatrical moves of the bourgeois left, however, Orthodox Marxism is emerging as the only understanding of the new global formations that lead to transformative praxis.

			Orthodox Marxism has become impossible to ignore because the objective possibility of transforming the regime of wage-labor into a system in which the priority is not profit but meeting the needs of all is confronted as a daily actuality. The flexodox left turns the emergent class struggles into self-enclosed struggles for symbolic power so to represent class hegemony in the relations of production as capable of being changed through cross-class ‘coalitions’, when in fact exploitation is everywhere in the world maintained by such coalitions which are losing their legitimacy and breaking apart under the weight of their own contradictions precisely because the class divide is growing under their rule and beyond their borders. Orthodox Marxism demonstrates that the productive forces of capitalism have reached tremendous levels and have the ability to feed, clothe, and house the world many times over but are fettered by capitalism’s existing social relations: its fundamental drive to privately consume the social resources of collective labor. That the left today has, in dramatic fashion, been forced to return (if only rhetorically) to Orthodox Marxism marks the fact that the struggle to transform capitalism has reached a stage of development that necessitates a systemic theoretical basis for revolutionary praxis. The hegemonic left now wants to incorporate Orthodox Marxism into its dogmatic coalitional logic as a discourse which depends for its identity on ‘class’ as ‘real’: which is a code for the ‘lived experience’ or the transcendental ineffable politics (Lacan) of class as an outside inferred from the inside (the side of subjective ‘values’) and as such held to be unavailable for positive knowing. Which is another way of saying that class is a matter of ‘persuasion’ and ‘seduction’ rather than production.

			What the resulting flexodox marxism cannot explain therefore is that class

			is not a matter of what this or that proletarian, or even the whole proletariat, at the moment regards as its aim. It is a question of what the proletariat is, and what, in accordance with this being, it will historically be compelled to do.100

			Orthodox Marxism does not consist of raising ‘class’ as a dogmatic banner of the ‘real’, but in the critique of false consciousness which divides the workers by occulting their collective interest by shifting the focus from their position in social production, their material antagonism with the capitalist class. ‘Class as real’ (a spectral agency) cannot explain, and therefore cannot engage in, the material process through which capitalism, by its very own laws of motion, produces its own ‘gravedigger’ in the global proletariat. What the flexodox return to, and hollowing out of the concepts of Orthodox Marxism proves, among other things, is that ‘the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas’ and history progresses despite this ideological hegemony through the agency of labor. In short: ‘The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles’.101

			Orthodox Marxism has become a test-case of the ‘radical’ today. Yet, what passes for orthodoxy on the left — whether like Smith and Žižek they claim to support it or like Butler and Rorty they want to ‘achieve our country’ by excluding it from ‘U.S. Intellectual life’ — is a parody of orthodoxy which hybridizes its central concepts and renders them flexodox simulations.102 Yet, even in its very textuality, the orthodox is a resistance to the flexodox. Contrary to the common-sensical view of ‘orthodox’ as ‘traditional’ or ‘conformist’ ‘opinions’, is its other meaning: ortho-doxy not as flexodox ‘hybridity’, but as ‘original’ ‘ideas’. ‘Original’, not in the sense of epistemic ‘event’, ‘authorial’ originality and so forth, but, as in chemistry, in its opposition to ‘para’, ‘meta’, ‘post’, and other ludic hybridities: thus ‘ortho’ as resistance to the annotations that mystify the original ideas of Marxism and hybridize it for the ‘special interests’ of various groups.

			The ‘original’ ideas of Marxism are inseparable from their effect as demystification of ideology — for example the deployment of ‘class’ that allows a demystification of daily life from the haze of consumption. Class is thus an ‘original idea’ of Marxism in the sense that it cuts through the hype of cultural agency under capitalism and reveals how culture and consumption are tied to labor, the everyday determined by the workday: how the amount of time workers spend engaging in surplus-labor determines the amount of time they get for reproducing and cultivating their needs. Without changing this division of labor, social change is impossible. Orthodoxy is a rejection of the ideological annotations: hence, on the one hand, the resistance to orthodoxy as ‘rigid’ and ‘dogmatic’ ‘determinism’, and, on the other, its hybridization by the flexodox as the result of which it has become almost impossible today to read the original ideas of Marxism, such as ‘exploitation’, ‘surplus-value’, ‘class’, ‘class antagonism’, ‘class struggle’, ‘revolution’, ‘science’ (i.e., objective knowledge), ‘ideology’ (as false consciousness). Yet, it is only these ideas that clarify the ‘elemental’ truths through which theory ceases to be a gray activism of tropes, desire and affect, and becomes, instead, a red, revolutionary guide to praxis for a new society freed from exploitation and injustice.

			Marx’s original scientific discovery was his labor theory of value. Marx’s labor theory of value is an elemental truth of Orthodox Marxism that is rejected by the flexodox left as the central dogmatism of a ‘totalitarian’ Marxism. It is only Marx’s labor theory of value, however, that exposes the mystification of the wages system that disguises exploitation as a ‘fair exchange’ between capital and labor and reveals the truth about this relation as one of exploitation. Only Orthodox Marxism explains how what the workers sell to the capitalist is not labor, a commodity like any other whose price is determined by fluctuations in supply and demand, but their labor-power — their ability to labor in a system which has systematically ‘freed’ them from the means of production so they are forced to work or starve — whose value is determined by the amount of time socially necessary to reproduce it daily. The value of labor-power is equivalent to the value of wages workers consume daily in the form of commodities that keep them alive to be exploited tomorrow. Given the technical composition of production today, this amount of time is a slight fraction of the workday, the majority of which workers spend producing surplus-value over and above their needs. The surplus-value is what is pocketed by the capitalists in the form of profit when the commodities are sold. Class is the antagonistic division between the exploited and their exploiters. Without Marx’s labor theory of value, one could only contest the after effects of this outright theft of social labor-power rather than its cause which lies in the private ownership of production. The flexodox rejection of the labor theory of value as the ‘dogmatic’ core of a totalitarian Marxism is, therefore, a not-so-subtle rejection of the principled defense of the (scientific) knowledge workers need for their emancipation from exploitation because only the labor theory of value exposes the opportunism of knowledges (ideology) which occult this exploitation. Without the labor theory of value, socialism would only be a moral dogma that appeals to the sentiments of ‘fairness’ and ‘equality’ for a ‘just’ distribution of the social wealth that does the work of capital by naturalizing the exploitation of labor under capitalism giving it an acceptable ‘human face’.

			It is only Orthodox Marxism that explains socialism as an historical inevitability that is tied to the development of social production itself and its requirements. Orthodox Marxism makes socialism scientific because it explains how, in the capitalist system, based on the private consumption of labor-power (competition), the objective tendency is to reduce the amount of time labor spends in reproducing itself (necessary labor) while expanding the amount of time labor is engaged in producing surplus-value (surplus labor) for the capitalist. This is mainly done through the introduction of machinery into the production process by the capitalists themselves to lower their own labor costs. Because of the competitive drive for profits under capitalism, it is historically inevitable that a point is reached when the technical mastery — the amount of time socially necessary on average to meet the needs of society through the processing of natural resources — is such that the conditions of the workers worsen relative to the owners and becomes an unbearable global social contradiction in the midst of the ever-greater masses of wealth produced. It is therefore just as inevitable that at such a moment it makes more sense to socialize production and meet the needs of all to avoid the explosive social conflicts perpetually generated by private property than to maintain the system at the risk of total social collapse on a world scale. ‘Socialism or barbarism’ (Luxemburg) is the inevitable choice faced by humanity because of capitalism. Either maintain private property and the exploitation of labor in production, in which case more and more social resources will go into policing the growingly desperate surplus-population generated by the technical efficiency of social production, or socialize production and inaugurate a society whose founding principle is ‘from each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs’ and ‘in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all’.103

			The time has come to state it clearly so that even the flexodox opportunists may grasp it: Orthodox Marxism is not a free-floating ‘language-game’ or ‘meta-narrative’ for arbitrarily constructing local utopian communities or spectral activist inversions of ideology meant to seduce ‘desire’ and ‘mobilize’ (glorify) subjectivity — it is an absolute prerequisite for our emancipation from exploitation and a new society freed from necessity! Orthodox Marxism is the only global theory of social change. Only Orthodox Marxism has explained why under the system of wage-labor and capital, communism is not ‘an ideal to which reality will have to adjust itself’ but ‘the real movement which abolishes the present state of things’ because of its objective explanation of and ceaseless commitment to ‘the self-conscious, independent movement of the immense majority, in the interest of the immense majority’ to end social inequality forever.104 
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