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Introduction


No one can ever say without being comical that he is getting ready to overturn 
things: He must overturn them, and that is all.




~Georges Bataille
The fields of Marxism and psychoanalysis are well trodden. Paths lead in every direction, covering nearly every topic, digging deep into nearly every problem. Paths that move forward in straight lines, paths that curve and twist and double back on themselves – they’ve all been traversed by theorists before. It is a daunting task to attempt to write something new in this well worn area, but one finds in the interstices of topics and disciplines just this potentiality for newness that can make one’s work satisfying. 

These interstices open themselves up under the microscope of interdisciplinary study. It is by examining Marx from an interdisciplinary perspective that we can see with clarity the profound impact that capitalism truly has on all sectors of our lives. A mere economic analysis no longer suffices in the formulation of critique, as capitalism is itself a slippery subject. It alters itself, adapts and changes in order to maintain itself in a changing milieu. Zizek reminds us to keep in mind just how adept capitalism is at incorporating its aggressors and adversaries, and even Marx himself, from time to time, “underestimates this ability of the capitalist universe to incorporate the transgressive urge that seemed to threaten it.”
 


In this way and for these reasons, then, we pursue a many-pronged approach to critiques of capitalism. Capitalism is ideology, practice and economy, and it has become in recent years, globally ascendant; since the dawning of the new millennium anti-capitalist, anti-globalisation movements in North America have quite nearly ceased. Capital has thoroughly penetrated “all dimensions of social life”
 and broadcasts its victory across the globe. Few dissent and the belief in the market as freedom is stronger than ever, at least in the Western world. Of course, these claims do not hold true everywhere, and Latin America offers itself as a prime example of opposition, but even as Chavez, Morales, Castro and others attempts to operate against the capitalist grain, the shouts from the pro-capitalist peanut gallery grow ever louder and more frenzied. Even China, the beheamoth of “communism” can hardly hold itself as worthy of the word, what with the collapse of its socialised health-care programme and disappearance of free health clinics
, as well as the government’s endorsement in 2004 of private property.
 The pillars of Marx’s theory are rapidly being abandoned in favour of free-market enterprise in the globe’s largest ostensibly communist nation. In this uber-capitalist world, then, it has become in many ways impossible to separate capital as a system of producing goods from what Marx termed the “superstructure” – the production of ideas, beliefs, perception, tastes. Capitalism has expanded to blanket not just every corner of the world, as Marx predicted, but every element of our social, political and economic lives. Quite clearly then, the critiques that exist must keep coming, and newer and deeper and more complex, interdisciplinary and experimental understandings of Marx must develop, attacking capital on a multitude of levels, in a variety of ways, in a sustained manner, in order to make any headway in the realm of change. 


This thesis, then, offers merely one possibility for attack, one area in which capital shows itself to be potentially weak or destructible. It is, of course, limited in its scope. It is a master’s thesis and thus can only do so much in the way of intellectual acrobatics, and it is a theory thesis, so it will only offer concrete solutions in the most abstract and ethereal of ways. In fact, it remains that no solution is, in actuality, offered. I have no clear path out of the thicket of capital, and do not attempt to offer one. Rather, this thesis offers itself as a suggested area of criticism, an intersection of the foundation of capitalism – oil – and the foundation of our subjectivity – abjection – which may pinpoint one of Lenin’s “weak links” wherein an attack may prove fruitful.


In Chapter One I attempt to lay the groundwork for this theory, examining Marx’s understanding of capitalism and his ideas surrounding crisis. We will examine in depth the way that crisis operates to both maintain and potentially demolish capitalism as an hegemonic global system. In order to understand this, though, we must first elucidate the commodity relation within capitalism and the historical and tangible roots of wealth. Through this, we can see clearly the way capitalism foretells and eventually demands imperialism, but that imperialism is one of its routes to an eventual crisis of unravelling. The other possibility of unravelling that we examine is that of the crisis of labour. Understanding imperialism and labour unrest in relation to crisis will allow us to move forward, towards an understanding of the destabilising tendencies of abjection, and how this psychoanalytic theory may help in furthering critical analyses of capitalism.


Chapter Two shifts gears slightly, looking at the  various notions of memory and nostalgia, and focusing specifically on the work of philosophers Ernst Bloch and Herbert Marcuse. Both thinkers attempt to theorise a productive capacity in the act of remembering, even if it is remembering a past that never was. For Marcuse this remembering can be revolutionary and can lead us neatly into the future. Marx’s writings were always complex in terms of ideas of memory and nostalgia. Primitive communism competes with a disavowal of nostalgic turns in The 18th Brumaire. Contemporary liberal theories of the problematic of capitalism tend to fall into the trap that Marx necessarily wanted to avoid – that notion of a prelapsarian utopia, invoking thoughts of a perfect past on which to model the future. They do this by theorising capitalism as a cancerous agent operating within a body, thus effectively declaring a previous healthy and sane social body. Through Marcuse and Bloch we attempt to think of memory in its radical form, wherein we do not rely on a healthy body which never was, but rather utilise our remembrances of the past – no matter how phantasised – in order to inspire and initiate the future. This configuring of memory is important to the overall body of the thesis because it aligns itself with Kristeva’s notion of abjection. The theory of abjection imagines subjectivity as stemming from a rejection of a pre-lingual state of oneness with the mother that, in actuality, never existed. For Kristeva, and for much of psychoanalysis, subjectivity is the impossible desire to return to a place without place, and our revolutionary notion of nostalgia echoes this impossibility.


Abjection as a theory and as object is examined in Chapter Three, and we discuss the history of an idea, tracing its roots in the anthropological work of Mary Douglas, following its lineage through the philosophy of George Bataille and coming to rest in its use by Slavoj Zizek. Kristeva’s theory of the abject stemmed from her reading of Lacan and the inherent masculinity at work in psychoanalysis. An in depth reading of the coming to self of the subject led her to highlight the part played by the mother and the process of rejecting or abjecting the mother in both body and mind which is fundamental to subjectivity in the Symbolic realm. Kristeva has carefully maintained her distance from the political in her writings of abjection, focusing mostly on issues of melancholia and death. Her ideas are picked up somewhat by Zizek though, who – along with Jean-Joseph Goux – melds the structure of the Symbolic in psychoanalysis to Marx’s interpretation of capitalism and its process of abstraction and fetishisation of commodities. With this deep understanding of the history of the theory of the abject we can come to envision its future in a far more political and potentially radical way and begin to undertake an examination of oil – as both substance and structuring principle – as itself abject.

In the final chapter we pull all of our competing notions together, weaving them around the story of oil. Oil as a commodity structures the foundation of the capitalist economy and is thus referred to by George Caffentzis as a “basic commodity.” It is highly abstract and abstracted and yet it is simultaneously concrete and “real.” In order to get to the bottom of oil’s abject nature, and the way in which it creates a system of abjection within capitalism, we examine three novels which I will refer to as “defetishing literature” – stories which spiral backwards from the commodity as abstract, unveiling the living labour, the tales of misery, violence and abjection that coalesce in the body of oil as commodity. In order to have a truly historical and global understanding of oil as commodity, I chose three novels from disparate areas and timeframes. The first, Oil! by Upton Sinclair, begins in the early 20th century in the United States and traces the political maturation of a young man and son of an oil baron, Bunny Ross. By the end of the novel Bunny has aligned himself completely with the socialist movement, and cut his ties with the corrupt politicking of the capitalist classes. Abdelrahman Munif’s novel Cities of Salt is also set in the early 20th century, outlining the discovery of oil in the Gulf region of the Middle East in the 1930s. This novel tells the story of communities displaced, local bonds destroyed and the imposition of capitalism on a pre-capitalist people. Central to the story is madness, the ultimate abject, which afflicts key characters of the novel as they attempt to fit themselves into the confines of Capitalism, and results most frequently in the loss of that harbinger of subjectivity in Lacanian psychoanlysis – language. Finally, we will examine elements of Ken Saro-Wiwa’s A Forest of Flowers, noting especially the way in which women are disproptionately affected by the discovery of oil, the oil industry and capitalism in contemporary Africa. This discussion allows us to talk about women in specificity, as women are the central figures of Kristeva’s theory of abjection, and also are central to the protest movements in Nigeria and all over Africa, using the abjectness of their naked bodies to shut down oil operations and demand the cessation of environmental and community degradation.
Chapter One: On Crisis and Contradiction

Wherein we discuss the notion of crisis in Marxist thought, examining in depth the way that crisis operates to both maintain and potentially demolish capitalism as an hegemonic global system. In order to understand this, though, we must first elucidate the commodity relation within capitalism and the historical and tangible roots of wealth. Through this we can see clearly the way capitalism demands imperialism, but that imperialism is one of capitalism’s routes to an eventual crisis of unravelling. The other possibility of unravelling that we examine is that of the crisis of labour. Understanding imperialism and labour unrest in relation to crisis will allow us to move forward, towards an understanding of the destabilising tendencies of abjection, and how this psychoanalytic theory may help in furthering critical analyses of capitalism.

i. Crisis: Chaos and Resistance

ii. Capitalism and the Commodity Relation

iii. The Roots of Wealth

iv. Crisis, Imperialism, Capitalism

v. The Crisis of Imperialism

vi. Capital in Labour: The classic contradiction

i. Crisis: Chaos and Resistance
Crisis. Deriving from Greek, the term means to divide, to separate, to sift, or to decide, signifying the idea of discrimination or design. Etymologically related to criticism, the term crisis can simultaneously evoke emotional responses, competing understandings and varied definitions. From utter breakdown to cathartic breakthrough, crisis and its functions throughout history have been a precarious balance of the creative and destructive, the affirmative and the negative. In this chapter I intend to exemplify some of the ways in which crisis, and crisis theories, can be read in the context of contemporary capitalism; the way in which crisis can represent both chaos and resistance, the way chaos can both signify the downfall of capitalism and the reconstitution of capitalism, sometimes at one and the same time. If war and violence can be considered an element of crisis (for the chaos that it frequently involves) one can see the dual activity of capitalism clearly – an internal contradictions, if you will. Using V.I Lenin we will see the ways in which imperialism – generally spread through force – is a necessary and “progressive” step for capitalism (Lenin will point to imperialism’s inevitability). Yet as Foucault has said, power does not exist without resistance and so imperialism will not and does not go unchallenged. Thus, Lenin will argue, nor does capitalism.

I find it easier to speak specifically about these things, and so I would like to highlight some current concrete issues while speaking about the more abstract ones. The current US-led war and occupation in Iraq, and the simultaneously occurring insurgency, along with increasingly strengthened resistances/insurgencies in Afghanistan and the attendant solidarity movements that all of these resistances, struggles and challenges to unquestioned hegemonic power offer, are at times inspiring. They can be proffered as an example of the transformative or creative possibilities of crisis (in certain senses), and challenges to what some openly refer to as Imperial motivations. Resistance movements that spring out of and respond to crisis (in capitalism and beyond) open up the possibility of something new taking the place of a capitalist mode of production – although this possibility is not a utopian guarantee. Fascism can arise out of capitalist crisis, just as much as socialism can. 

In discussing the concept of crisis in this chapter, therefore, it is important to never assume that resistances and the creative possibilities of crisis are always beneficial to the oppressed, sympathetic to socialist or progressive dreams. Again referring to the current crisis state of Iraq, it will become clear that on the one hand, crisis is begetting an entrenchment of capitalist power in the West, as war has a tendency to be good for the economy, while on the other hand this crisis state reveals a global dissatisfaction with American hegemony, imperialist expansion and political, concentrated, global capitalism. Capitalism as a dominant, hegemonic mode of production is never assured – in fact crisis, as will be shown, is entirely in capitalism’s nature. Understanding the ways in which challenges to capitalism are both absorbed by and yet also shake the ideology’s foundations is extremely important in theorizing some way out of the current quagmire of violent, war-mongering, capitalist expansion and global imperial motivations. It is also fundamental to an explanation of why renewed critiques of capitalism are important, as well as profoundly and materially productive.

To begin, though, it is important to have the briefest of understandings of what capitalism itself is, through an examination of Marx’s writings on the subject. To understand “capitalism” it is necessary to understand the contradictions that are inherent to it, the ways in which these contradictions can produce crisis and to understand the ways in which the contradictory destructive/creative impulses in capitalist crisis bleed into our understanding of the “abject” of capitalism, and its similarly destructive/creative trajectory; in this thesis in the shape of oil. The contradictions that Marx delineated in his lifelong study of the particularities of capitalism will become highly important later when formulating a theory of capitalism’s oily abject.

ii. Capitalism and the Commodity Relation 
A specific focus of Marx’s analysis of capitalism is how and why the worker is particularly exploited within the system. Certainly in non- or pre-capitalist societies it is easier to see how the worker (or rather slave, or serf) is exploited, while in capitalism a sort of illusory sleight of hand takes place. It appears, on the surface of the capitalist system, that all are free to work and profit, and that the workers themselves – the proletariat – are free from the chains of slavery. In reality, Marx notes, the worker is free – free to sell her own labour on the market and free from (public) access to the means of production, from possessing any other thing to sell. This freedom to sell one’s labour is more than simply an economic relationship but is, as we will see, also a distortion of relationships occurring within and between human beings. Capitalism is never simply an economic system, but influences and affects all cultural elements of society – from religion to law to education amongst others, as well as of course, determining the economic. In fact, none of these societal determinants are “essentially outside the others, not only because together they constitute an original, organic totality, but also and above all [because] this totality is reflected in a unique and internal principle, which is the truth of all those concrete determinations.”
 In other words, the social is inseparable from the economic when one is considering the implications of capitalism. 

The socio-cultural-economic system that is capitalism is one in which only the exchange relations between individuals (and their commodities) are visible. It appears that individuals only interact through the things that they produce, and so exchange relations take primacy while the underlying relations amongst producers are obscured. It is a characteristic of capitalism that within it the worker ceases to be an individual and becomes instead just another commodity for sale on the market. The worker must sell her labour, as commodity
, to a buyer in order to subsist. And it is private property that makes the commodification of human beings possible. Private property, for Marx, does not refer to personal items – it does not mean that no longer would you be in possession of your own underwear, toothbrush or towel, but rather signifies private control of the economy via control of the means of production. The means of production are, essentially, the “non-human, physical inputs used in production, including raw materials, animals, land, buildings, tools and technology”
 – the things that are physically and materially necessary to production, aside from labour. Without access to the means of production, the proletariat’s, or property-less classes’, labour becomes “a commodity which its possessor, the wage worker, sells to capital.”
 In fact even individuals themselves who, as workers, “must sell themselves piecemeal, are a commodity like every other article of commerce.”
 For Marx, capitalism is the situation of necessarily selling one’s own labour as a commodity to someone else. 

So the system of capitalism, then, is one wherein commodities are bought and sold on the market for a profit, and wherein one class – the proletariat – sells its labour to another class – the capitalist bourgeoisie – because the proletariat do not have public access to the means of production. Profit is made through the creation of surplus value. “Capitalists” are those with access to the capital to invest in the production of new things in which to create surplus value (profit). Capital is the wealth used to make more “stuff” – all the accumulated things it takes to make new things, including the means of production.
 It is important to remember that “wealth…is not capital until it controls the means of production, buys labour power and puts it to work”
 or, more simply, when a stock of wealth can buy “human energy and set it to work with tools to produce more wealth”
, then that wealth is capital.
 

Instead of producing or creating value on its own, the capitalist class steals value from the labourer, obtaining a profit from the surplus value created by human living labour. In order to understand how this takes place in capitalism, and in order to understand the links that Marx drew between capitalism and its permanent or inevitably impending crisis, it is necessary to briefly explicate the concept of surplus value and the circuit of capital, which is unique and essential to capitalism. In this we must take into account money, as all new capital which steps onto the capitalist market appears in the shape of money, money “which has to be transformed into capital by definite processes.”
 There are two forms this circulation takes, one of which is less essential to our understanding of the capitalist mode of production. 

The first, less essential form of circulation is the direct circulation of commodities, wherein a Commodity (C) is transformed into Money (M) and then that Money is reconverted into a Commodity (C) – in short C-M-C. Essentially this process is “selling in order to buy.”
 The second, distinct form of circulation is easily transcribed as M-C-M, where Money (M) is transformed into Commodities (C) and then reconverted into Money (M). Again, succinctly “buying in order to sell.”
 In both cases of circulation, the same material elements confront each other – Commodities and Money – and the same people – the Buyer and the Seller. It is the inverted order of the circuit that distinguishes the two cases. In the first (C-M-C), the circulation of commodities, the circuit begins with the sale and ends with the purchase, and the whole system is mediated by Money. In the second (M-C-M), the circulation of money as capital, the circuit begins with the purchase and ends with the sale, mediated by commodities. In this circuit, the buyer releases some money with the intention of getting it back again. In this way, M-C-M – the circulation of money – is a continual cycle – it revives itself at the end of each interaction; it is perpetual and it does not die. This continuity easily signposts an entrance into the uniqueness of capitalism.
 

In fact, this is not the end of our discussion of the circulation of money. In order for this circuit to make any sense, and in order for Money to signify – and become, from the point of view of its function – capital, the Money at the end of the circuit must equal more than the Money at the beginning.
 Thus in fact, the complete form of the process of the circulation of money as capital is M-C-M*, M* being “M prime” or “the original sum plus the increment or excess over the original value,”
 which is what Marx called the surplus value. An explanation of surplus value will come in a moment, but first it is important to understand the endlessness of this cycle, of circulation in perpetuity, in order to later see the implications for crisis and inevitable destruction inherent in capitalism.

The circulation of commodities (C-M-C) is a self-limiting process, wherein two commodities of equal value are exchanged as equivalents; the circuit is “a means to a final goal which lies outside of circulation.”
 The circulation of money (or capital) (M-C-M) is, conversely, an end in and of itself because the creation of value only comes about in this “constantly renewed movement.”
 Again, we see here the endless spiralling upwards inherent in and unique to capitalism and indeed Marx himself said, “the movement of capital is therefore limitless.”
 It is in this process of exchange, with the accumulation of ever more wealth as the sole driving purpose of exchange, that the buyer in this case becomes the capitalist!

The question now is: how is this wealth attained? How is M transformed into M* in its movement through C?

iii. The Roots of Wealth

In Chapter 6 of Capital, Marx quotes the earlier economist David Ricardo who noted that “‘in the form of money…capital is productive of no profit.’”
 Profit – a change in the value of money – cannot take place in the money itself, nor can it necessarily take place in the resale of the commodity.
 The change in value must take place in the production of the commodity; value is created in the labour that alters the commodity form. Labour, as discussed, is the only possession the worker has to sell, and which he sells in order to reproduce himself. What the capitalist buys from the worker is not simply labour, but rather it is labour power – the potential to labour. An example: A worker presents herself to work at a coffee shop, for X number of hours, wherein she is paid $8 for each of those hours. She does not claim, in this system, to only produce $8 worth of coffee per hour of work she does, but rather is forced or encouraged
 to maximize her production of coffee during her set hours, and possibly to produce (and sell) biscuits and muffins and some sandwiches as well, all to recoup the costs that the capitalist has already paid for the labour (variable) and equipment (constant) capital. Once these costs have been covered, every extra coffee, donut, muffin, etc sold – all extra income – is profit for the capitalist, or surplus value. 

Due to a foundational profit motive and constant competition from others, production costs must always be cut to maximize profit, and the only place in which cuts can be made and profits still increased is at the level of labour. This means that capitalism is always revolutionizing the means of production: increasing technologies, cutting wages, increasing the division of labour and divisions between skilled and unskilled labour.
 It is the workers who will ultimately pay the price for this competition, and it will be shown a little later exactly how this competition leads directly to crisis in capitalist society, as per a Marxist understanding of the system.

As mentioned, in capitalism “the class relation between capital and labour is rather more difficult to decipher”
 than in earlier modes of production such as feudalism or slavery, wherein it was very easy to see tributes paid or bondage enacted, and the exploitation of the worker needed to be explained to no one. Without direct transfers of surplus labour, without the rents or tributes or taxes or bondage that marked earlier economic systems, there is “no obvious way of distinguishing what workers keep for themselves and what they forfeit to capital”
 in the sale of their labour power. Rather, workers are paid wages for the work they do – for instance an hourly wage for an 8-hour day – and that payment in its appearance seems “to cover all the work the worker performs.”
 To unravel the exploitation, one must consider the difference Marx delineated between labour and labour power, and the way in which surplus value is created always and only through cutting costs at the level of labour – thus always and only exploiting the worker
 and always and only resulting in a below-the-surface class struggle.

The value of labour – or the wage, essentially, that the worker will receive – is determined by “the cost of production, by the labour time necessary to produce this commodity – labour power.”
 It is also important to determine what labour power needs to reproduce itself – both each day, so that the worker can return to the worksite for his shift, and also each generation so that workers keep coming, successively, throughout the years. Of course, labour power requires the existence of the living individual.
 This living individual must be able, with the wages that the capitalist will pay him, to maintain both a certain standard of living and himself. He must have a roof, some clothes and some food or, as Marx puts it, access to “a certain quantity of the means of subsistence.”
 What the worker needs is the replenishment of his expended energy, and so “the value of labour power is the value of the means of subsistence necessary for the maintenance of its owner.”
 At work the worker produces for himself wages, and not goods directly. The things the worker produces – say a jacket, an oil rig or a neutron bomb – eventually “resolve themselves for him into a definite quantity of the means of subsistence”
 – i.e., a pair of shoes, a rent cheque, bread and cheese.
 As the worker is an instrument like any other to the capitalist – “an appendage of the machine”
 – the capitalist must, therefore, account for the eventual depreciation of his investment, and for the reproduction of a new generation of workers in the value of the wages paid. It is thus clear that the “cost of the production of a workman is restricted, almost entirely, to the means of subsistence that he requires for his maintenance, and for the propagation of his race.”
 Wages are intended to cover the life maintenance or subsistence of the worker, in some cases his or her partner and their children.

As well, the worker as an instrument must be maintained and developed as a worker, and so must be trained in his particular profession. In the eyes of the capitalist, the less training a worker receives – the less skilled the labour is made, through a variety of schemes such as technological advances and mechanization – the lower is the cost of production of the worker for the capitalist and thus the lower the wages paid. A quick look around the modern world exemplifies, in many but not all cases, Marx’s assertion that “as the repulsiveness of the work increases, the wage decreases.”
  As will become obvious in subsequent chapters, this depreciation in wages for subsequent repulsive work tends to signify not simply a class relation – as will be demonstrated in Upton Sinclair’s novel Oil! – but also a racialised class relation – as will be seen in Abdelrahman Munif’s Cities of Salt and Ken Saro-Wiwa’s A Forest of Flowers.

But still, wage labour and capital presuppose each other and “reciprocally condition the existence of each other; they reciprocally bring forth each other.”
 As wage labour produces both commodities and capital (in the form of surplus value), it produces its own means of subsistence, but cannot help, at the same time, creating that wealth which dominates it – labourers produce both their own freedom and their own chains.  Because the primary motivation of a capitalist system is to ever increase profits, and because as we have seen profits can only possibly be increased by making cuts in the area of labour (oftentimes by “revolutionising” the means of production), thus even in the most favourable conditions, even with improvements in the material existence of the worker, there still remains the “antagonism between his interests and the interests of the bourgeoisie, the interests of the capitalists”
 (what Upton Sinclair refers to as “the disharmonies between capital and labour.”
) Thus there remains a perpetual contradiction within the system, eventually resolving itself to class struggle. Furthermore, in capitalist society the value of labour increases while the labourers themselves receive a smaller slice of the pie, smaller portions of that value which they themselves create, again exacerbating the symptoms of class struggle.
 What this points to are the contradictory practices that are part and parcel of the capitalist system – an idea which will be explored with greater detail in relation to crisis a little later, as well as in subsequent chapters through an examination of the functioning of the oil economy. For now it is enough to consider that contradictory practices are those which grate on one another, causing friction within and sometimes the destabilisation of the whole. Conversely non-contradictory practices are those which support one another. Challenges within the system, limits and internal or external barriers to increased profit, expansion and growth can be seen as the result of specific contradictions within capitalism. The main “contradiction” within any state is the contradiction between the forces and the relations of production. The mere existence of these contradictions is not enough to create a revolutionary atmosphere, but rather a revolution requires the grating force of contradiction in the circumstances of various levels of the social totality – contradiction in different sectors. Contradictions then, in the last instance as class antagonism and struggle, are always the result of a multiplicity of factors, and are, as French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser will point out, overdetermined. But more on that in the coming sections. For now it is important to thoroughly consider some of the contradictions inherent in capitalism and how these contradictions can give way to crisis in the form of class struggle or revolution. As mentioned above, Althusser saw all contradiction and (contradictory) elements of the social totality as determined, in the last instance, by the economy, but this is a last instance that will never come. Just as we never see, naked before us, “capitalism,” we shall never see the economy and it’s determining of the social whole. Rather, as with capitalism, we simply see the economy’s effects, and how it permeates all sorts of levels of the social whole (in capitalism and otherwise) which operate simultaneously and influence and affect each other. We primarily see these effects via our relationships with one another. Althusser will argue that every contradiction is an overdetermined contradiction, but still it is a contradiction between classes, with individual subjects acting in their class interests.

iv. Crisis, Imperialism, Capitalism

Althusser’s project in his writings about Marx was to separate Marx and Marxism from its (possibly) Hegelian past. It was never meant in Marxist theory, Althusser asserted, that revolution was an inevitability, nor was it meant that there would come one moment of revolutionary change wherein the workers would seize the means of production in a fit of revolutionary zeal. Rather, for Althusser, that change – possibly a crisis, surely the result of contradictions and class struggle – comes from a series of moments, from a fusion or accretion of instances or circumstances that lead to the collective project of revolution. An exegesis of the Marxist understanding of crisis then will be unable to pinpoint how or when “the crisis” or “the revolution” will happen, and is certainly unable to point to a revolutionary inevitability. Instead, this coming section will demarcate some boundaries or instances of contradiction within capitalism and where those areas can and should lead to crisis – to the creation of, as Lenin called it, the “weakest link” of capitalism, wherein its dissolution seems so much more possible. Lenin noted that one who wants to “control a given situation will look out for the weak point, in case it should render the whole system vulnerable”
 and should one want to attack a system one “need only discover this one weakness to make all its power precarious.”
 In our attempts to understand crisis I will showcase how capitalism easily gives way to monopolies or concentrations of capital, which then themselves give way to imperialism. As imperialism has a tendency to use both economic and extra-economic force to cement its position, often creating crisis for many in the “occupied” countries if not in the Imperial nations, it can often result in the creation of those “weakest links.” These very “weak links” themselves can then bring about the alteration of the profit driven capitalist system that most of the world currently functions in. In the interest of bringing to light more possible locations of weak links, I will also show the crisis of unevenness that results from these Imperialist moves, as well as crises of labour, of profit, of wages. These crises, all of them, are the result of many determining factors – they are overdetermined – but in the end, in that last instance, they are all determined by the economy; they are all class struggles.

The term “crisis” has been widely used throughout the twentieth century to describe “imperial rivalries and world wars, national liberation struggles and counter-revolutions, dangerous moments in the Cold War, the transformation of race-relations, the ‘break-up’ of the modern family, and so on.”
 Marx defined crisis as the violent irruptions that serve as solutions to capitalism’s extensive contradictions, and in essence reveal the heretofore veiled barriers to capital – the limits that almost invisibly surround it. Crisis serves as the manifestation of a “check on the growth to capital – that which will ‘thwart its impulses.’”
 Crises, then, are not accidental or merely the result of some sort of random disequilibrium between supply and demand but are rather an inherent part of the capitalist mode of production, and a symptom of the intensity of capitalist competition.

Capitalism as a system creates an internal coherence in the compulsion of both the capitalists and the workers to “behave in ways that are functional for the accumulation of capital as a whole”
 (i.e., to fall in line and not resist, largely stemming from the ruling ideology being firmly in the hands of the ruling – that is capitalist – class). Still though, capitalism is “also deeply and irredeemably flawed because the subordination of human needs to the profit motive triggers crises and contradictions that limit the scope for the reproduction of capital.”
 It is these contradictions, and the crises they can induce, that we want to explore in the coming section of this thesis. 

How exactly are crises an integral component of capitalism? How can we see specifics of the inevitability of crisis in their varied fashions, functions and roles? What are the interconnections between crises, and specifically between crises of a social, political, economic and cultural nature? Crises can of course occur for a variety of reasons, but the underlying cause – the primacy of profit – is manifested through the more obvious “causes” which we will explore here. In this exploration we will have to veer away slightly from classical Marxist understandings of crisis while still firmly rooting our theories there. While Marx’s ideas are still highly relevant in terms of the contemporary milieu in which we find ourselves many theorists argue that Marxist crisis theories – neo, orthodox or otherwise – have a manifest inability to deal with the real possibilities and implications of social struggles and movements.

 Class struggle and revolution never take place in the economic sphere alone, but rather “within and against cultural, ideological, state and other imaginary and real structures.”
 This is what Althusser meant when he stated that all contradictions – all class struggles, all revolutionary events, all systems – are “overdetermined.” Althusser’s use of the term “overdetermined”
 is derived from Freud’s text The Interpretation of Dreams, which discusses the ways in which the mind consolidates meaning into one object in a dream. As an object in a dream can have a multiplicity of factors which determine it, a number of different “causes” or “meanings”, so too in society, Althusser argues, are events, revolutions, social situations and circumstances overdetermined by what came before, by the multiple levels of social totality that exist to affect them. Overdetermination allows us to see how many different circumstances may play a part in the course of events, and how these various circumstances may lead to and produce unexpected events or ruptures often dissolving or condensing into a singular event that is, of course, never actually singular. 

So for Althusser, all events and contradictions are the result of a variety of smaller circumstances that serve as a build-up; the big contradiction – that between classes – is always overdetermined. But, simultaneously, Althusser believes that the economy is a structure in dominance which, in the last instance, is the determining factor. In this regard, economic crises can no longer be regarded as autonomous processes, as society and culture are increasingly implicated in the search for and accumulation of capital and wealth. This is not even to mention that each sphere interpenetrates the other in myriad different ways. In fact, crises can originate from outside the circuit of capital altogether, coming instead from “social, political, financial or technical upheavals.”
 This forces us to recognise that human emancipation or struggle cannot be based merely on objective economic conditions, but that social, political and economic struggles often arise together, influence each other or follow and respond to one another. All sides must be considered, as the word crisis itself brims to overflowing with political, social and cultural meanings, all of which are mediated by the specificity of the human experience. In terms of ease and comprehension, then, I will in this section outline two specific sources of or avenues to crisis – the class struggle/labour unrest crisis and the global expansion/global imperialism crisis – and demonstrate how these two crises blossom from the same root, a root which is imperative to capitalist development, but which eventually rises up to choke off the flower it has created; the creative and destructive influence of the profit motive and competition. 

v. The Crisis of Imperialism

So, with profit as the motivating force of capitalism, and with living
 labour as the producer of surplus value, as the rate of profit falls, wages will want to fall as well. If the capitalist is not making high profits, he cannot, in his thinking nor in his scheming pay high wages to his workforce, and indeed many of the bodies of living labour are flung
 from the workforce and into the thickets of the unemployment lines. Why, aside from the easy assertion that profit comes before people, does a drop in profit necessarily result in a drop in the value of labour? In capitalism, production is a process of turning things into value, or creating surplus value, and reproduction is the process of “reproducing the value of capital”
. Labour creates the surplus value that the capitalist takes in as profit, but the products that the labour produces must be transformed from commodities into money before the capitalist actually realises any of the proceeds from his (worker’s) labour.

It is widely believed that competition drives the wheels of capitalism and induces people to be creative in their pursuit of profit. Lenin asserted that out of competition arises the centralisation and concentration of capital. Briefly, the centralization of capital is when one firm directly supplants another – company A drives company B out of business – and concentration of capital is when more and more resources become concentrated in the hands of large capitalist groups or corporations. It is the competitive nature of capitalism – that unceasing profit motive – that eventually drives businesses to consolidate ownership into fewer and fewer hands either through centralisation or consolidation. And so, “at a certain stage of its development, concentration itself, as it were, leads right to monopoly.”
 Businesses concentrate, buy each other out, take over, consolidate ownership because of pressure to compete and this competition transforms itself into a growth of monopolies. In the beginning of the twentieth century Lenin noted that it was possible for these monopolies to estimate all sources of raw materials in a given country – even in the world – as well as the capacities of national markets and then for these resources to be captured by “gigantic monopolist combines” which then “divide [the resources and markets] up amongst themselves by agreement.”
 This is not difficult to believe, when one considers the carving up of the world following World War II between the East and West, Russia and America – essentially a divide between capitalist and “communist.”
 Monopolies and competition drive capitalists to seek out new markets and resource bases in the “Third World” because in these nations “profits are usually high, capital is scarce, the price of land is relatively low, wages are low, raw materials are cheap.”
 We can add to this, in the case of oil, that the resource may no longer be available on one’s home turf. Monopolies, one can see, become almost an inevitability in current manifestations of capitalism and its competitive drive.

Due to the specific functioning of the capitalist system, individual capitalists must expand or die, even when aware of the effects of their actions – be they environmental degradation, war, imperialism, exploitation of labour, imposed poverty, wage slavery and debt/credit bondage. The exploitation of workers and colonial states around the globe increased as “the concentration of industrial monopolies and their subordination to financial monopolies”
 increased in kind. Working within limitations of provinces, nations, or continents tends to be stifling to a system that demands limitless expansion,
 and instead “the need for a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe,”
 nestling, settling, and establishing connections everywhere. With increased production, there is a need for bigger and bigger markets – thus expansion. With increased production there is a need for greater access to resources – thus expansion. With increasing technological advancements there is a need for cheaper labour in order to maintain profitability of production – thus expansion. All of this leads to the globalization of the capitalist system, with production and manufacture – especially those deskilled manufacturing jobs – being moved to the developing world where the possibility for exploitation – and thus profit – is greater still. As long as the profit motive lays at the bottom line of capitalism, “surplus capital will never be utilized for the purpose of raising the standard of living of the masses in a given country, for this would mean a decline in profits for all capitalists.”
 And so, capitalism expands into the rest of the world, generally colonizing – and these days militarily occupying – as it goes. The shift in manufacturing from the global North to global South plays into increased employment instability in the North, but also has another effect. It compels other areas of the world to adopt strict capitalist modes of production and subordinate themselves to the dominance of the global bourgeoisie. In order to spread quite so widely, to manoeuvre from one part of the world to all others, capitalists must use some incentives and motivating forces to consolidate the capitalist mode of production globally and encourage compliance. Theorists of globalization in general tend to imply a reciprocity in these manufacturing shifts, between the local and the international, the individual and the mega-corporate, but this is a reciprocity which simply does not exist in the power exerted by advanced capitalist countries over the third world. Power, in this case, is often exerted violently.

Capitalism, selling itself throughout the Cold War, into the 1970’s, 80’s and even 90’s, as a purely economic force – naturally settling like a fine dust all over the globe – has diminished in believability. Imperialism, as that stage of capitalism seeking new markets and resources, often creates violent relationships between those nations with resources and those with capital. As markets seek to expand and resources are hunted we see that “domination, and the violence that is associated with it” are “the relationships most typical of the ‘latest phase of capitalist development.’”
 Capitalist monopolies divide up the planet for their use, as we have discussed, not out of malice or a sense of evil, but rather because “the degree of concentration which has been reached forces them to adopt this method in order to get profits”
 – in other words, the capitalists divide up the planet in order to continue and maintain capitalism. That this process is potentially violent is unsurprising, as these divisions have historically been delineated in proportion to the strength of nations or corporations – strength in terms of capital, which can easily be translated into military might. But this goes beyond the economic, in that certain relationships are established based on the economic division of the world, and the political alliances made “on the basis of the territorial division of the world, the struggle for colonies, the struggle for economic territory.”
 Again we see contradictions arising in their embodiment as class struggle.

 Resistance to an enforced, invasive “capitalism from above” has become so organized that mere economic “coercion” is no longer sufficient. In reality, purely economic coercion was never sufficient, and “the history of capitalism is, needless to say, a very long and bloody story of conquest and colonial oppression.”
 In fact, one could even argue that it took until the late twentieth century for capitalism to develop to the point where mere economic imperatives were a sufficient form of coercion, and as we slip violently into the twenty-first, we see that these economic imperatives today hardly function. Since the 1990s and especially today the politics of economic and military superiority, of “regime change,” of imperial authority and of military interventions on the part of “coalitions of the (Western?) willing” have made an ignoble return.
 It is with heavy heart and trembling tongues that we can firmly announce – the politics of imperialism have made a triumphal return.

 As capitalist production always seeks growth and expansion into new markets, it must always have some imperial motivations – specifically capitalist imperial motivations which can be seen to demonstrate that “extra-economic force is clearly essential to the maintenance of economic coercion itself;”
 and in fact these imperialist motivations often lead to the “throttling of those who do not submit to them.”
 In the case of the 2003 illegal invasion and occupation of Iraq on the part of the US, we can see this throttling in action. While many other explanations for these actions have arisen since 2003, one that continues to hold water is that the US pursued its widely shunned invasion and subsequent occupation in order to secure the oil wealth which lies below Iraq’s sands; sands which hold the second largest oil deposits in the world
 formerly the domain of Saddam Hussein. In this case control of resources is seen as the key to national security – in terms of warding off threats of terror on the one hand, but also in terms of maintaining American economic hegemony on the other.
 In a news conference in Boston in October of 2006, US President George Bush, revised his former justifications for a war against the nation of Iraq, stating that “we can’t tolerate a new terrorist state in the heart of the Middle East, with large oil reserves that could be used to fund its radical ambitions, or used to inflict economic damage on the West.”
 Whether a physically or economically violent response is feared, oil figures at the centre of the project and its possession begins to become essential for capitalist gain – and essentially capitalist maintenance – as we head, guns first, into the 21st century.

Ensuring stability in the region of the Middle East has become top priority for the United States,
 along with its “allies” in Britain and increasingly in Canada, although this task proves increasingly difficult. The importance of this task is due to the current economic importance of fossil fuels and political and corporate control over energy supplies, more of which we will discuss in the coming pages of this thesis. Resistance in Iraq has shown itself to be fierce, from whatever ideological corner it may come. Similarly, the resistance in Afghanistan, now a proxy-war fought by Canada and also bearing some of the “oil-security” motivations,
 continues to fiercely fight against occupation by foreign forces and their (whether perceived or real) imperialist motivations. In a different part of the world, and with completely different tactics, areas of South America also continue to resist the economic expansion of capitalism. In the last 5 years, socialist and social-democratic governments has grown in the region in clear defiance of US policy and desires. In fact, Venezuelan president Hugo Chavez opens many statements with anti-US, anti-imperialist and in fact anti-capitalist rhetoric, and in response is often referred to in popular media as a dictator, thug and strong-armed totalitarian leader.

vi. Capital in Labour: The classic contradiction

Another easily definable source of resistance to the imperial motivations of over-developed capitalism is the degree to which the planet, through the machinations of capitalism and its imperialist expropriation of resources, is divided up and then these divvied up nations develop with a noticeable unevenness. It was this unevenness that contributed to the revolution in Russia, according to Althusser, in that it was the “gigantic contradiction between the stage of development of capitalist methods of production … and the medieval state of the countryside.”
 Urbanised Russia had the Putilov works at Petrograd, the largest factory in the world at the time with 40,000 workers and auxiliaries, and yet the rural Russian peasantry had only emerged from a state of medieval feudalism a few decades earlier. It was, Althusser argues, this accumulation of historical contradictions and the unevenness of development in Russia that led to or allowed the revolution to take place there, and not in Germany or Britain or some other, more developed, capitalist nation, as Marx had predicted it. In reference to contradiction, it is neither in the case of revolution nor in that of imperialism that the “contradiction” is “inseparable from the total structure of the social body in which it is found, inseparable from its formal conditions of existence, and even from the instances it governs.”
 Contradictions then, are determined by the various levels of the social body, their conditions of existence, and in this sense every contradiction is “overdetermined in its principle.”
 In the spirit of this overdetermination, then, it seems important to return briefly to another of the levels of the social totality – that of labour and the labourer, in order to understand further contradictions in capitalism and also to set the stage for new possibilities of resistance and revolution.

To be clear, the largest majority of the population in a capitalist society is the proletariat,
 but in order for a capitalist system to function the petty-bourgeoisie class must be in existence. The petty (petite) bourgeoisie are what Marx essentially describes as the “middle class” – the small farmers, small business owners, shopkeepers, doctors, lawyers, etc. Members of the petty bourgeoisie are categorically not wage labourers, as they own some means of production, or possess or were trained in some special professional skill, but they still have to work for a living and in some cases even employ wage labour. The existence and necessity of the petty bourgeoisie is one of the great contradictions of capitalist society. On the one hand, capitalist competition encourages expansion and concentration of capital as we have seen, which pushes small business owners out of business, while on the other hand, capitalism requires small and new businesses to fill new consumer needs in their early stages. In moves towards expansion, some of the petty bourgeoisie will scratch and crawl their way up the capitalist ladder, recruited into the ranks for the bourgeoisie proper, going (inter)national with their local business, in the realisation of the “American Dream.” More often than not, the opposite is true: the small business is centralised in that earlier discussed Leninist sense of the term – the smaller business is supplanted (and oftentimes driven out of business) by the other, larger firm.

In tandem with this centralising effect of capital, the other ultimate failure of the system is brought about by the manoeuvrings of capitalist production itself. As technology continues its march ever forward in the name of ever higher profits, the more expensive and powerful are the machines needed for production while the products produced by these more efficient machines are in and of themselves, cheaper (in terms of labour) and thus cheaper in value. The effect of this process is firstly the extinction (or near extinction) of the petty bourgeoisie, as they cannot afford to constantly upgrade their productive forces. Secondly, this technologically advanced system of production in pursuit of profit furthers the creation of larger corporations, which in turn must not only downsize their internal operations in the quest for “efficiency,” but must also merge with other companies, forming multinational conglomerates and the like. As this process continues, it leads to more and more centralisation of production and this centralised production system continues to be more and more oppressive to its workers. Because technological advances make the production of goods less strenuous, fewer workers are needed and thus more potential workers find themselves unemployed. These unemployed workers make up the reserve labour army who, due to their availability, desire and in fact need to work, drive the wages for the already working individuals way down. This process throws more and more people down the ladder of capitalist “progress.” The petty bourgeoisie fall into the proletariat and members of the proletariat can easily, by a nail, slip into the lumpenproletariat. The competition, labourers’ redundancy due to technology, and centralisation of capital specifically hurl many people into lower and lower stratas of social organisation and “thus the forest of uplifted arms demanding work becomes ever thicker, while the arms themselves become ever thinner.”

Because capitalist production is subject to the anarchy of the market the potentiality of crisis can stem from a split between the sale and purchase of commodities in time and space. For example, one week the market could demand a large quantity of widgets and so the widget making company increases production of widgets to its maximum speed. The following week, the market demand for widgets has fallen off, and yet production is still high, leading to an overproduction of widgets, and many widgets sitting in factory inventory, waiting to realize their value. While the widgets sit in the factory, they provide no profit for the capitalist. So while the widgets in the factory belong to the capitalist, representing surplus value and thus increased capital, that value – and transformation into capital – is not realized until the widget is sold, or exchanged on the market for money. There is generally a lag between production and realisation but when the split becomes too great – when there is too much of a difference between the creation of value and the realisation of that value – a “disjuncture or rupture in the process of capitalist reproduction occurs.”
 As living labour is the only place in which capital is able to cut costs it is the labourer who is the first to suffer from this anarchic market, and it is the labourer whose position in capitalist production is so unstable. 

Because capitalist reproduction is the production and realisation of surplus value, there is a great possibility of exploitation of labour. The conditions for exploitation are only limited by the production power of society – how much one can actually work – while the realisation of surplus value is limited by the consuming power of society.

That there is real and conceptual divide between the production and realisation of value is obvious. For example, low wages are a favourable condition for surplus value production, but simultaneously an unfavourable condition for surplus value realisation – demand and consumption. In essence, what we see here is that while paying lower wages, the capitalist in theory makes more profit off of his labourer because he pays them less for the same job. At the same time, though, the labourer’s cost of living, or the money and/or commodities necessary to reproduce himself, remain the same and so he is able to consume less in terms of his daily necessities and also in terms of his “luxury items.” It was this, Marx believed, that would lead into a class struggle because capitalism’s constant, all-consuming drive to increase surplus value raises the rates of exploitation and reduces the consuming power of society “relative to its productive power” while simultaneously increasing “the level of capital-labour conflict.”
 In essence commodity production and circulation constitute a logical contradiction as society’s consuming power is “limited by the working class’s share of total production and income, which is inversely related to the ‘conditions of direct exploitation’”
 – i.e., production of surplus value increases, but the realisation of that value diminishes in relation to the income of the working classes. In capitalist production, crises “are due to the contradiction between the capitalist tendency to develop without limit…and the limited social capacity to consume the product.”
 To be economically stable and growing the proportion of commodities produced must be purchased in line with the increase in production. This is not always possible, leaving capitalism increasingly open to crisis, a crisis which “explodes when production has developed beyond the possibility of profitable realisation.”

If, though, profitability is high enough, obstacles in the circuit of capital and production can be overcome, and capitalism will be loathe to speculate, refuse wage increases or to “in any way hinder the process of profit-making.”
 As profit increases, productions follows suit and in order to produce more, more workers are needed. With more workers, and a smaller reserve army of labour, workers are able to pressure the capitalists to increase wages and improve working conditions. So, if wages go up faster than productivity there will be a squeeze on profitability and demand for labour will be slackened, thus reducing labour’s bargaining power. Marx explained fluctuations in employment by looking at profit and accumulation and their effects on wages, as opposed to the reverse, which was the fashion of most classical economists. Capital’s tendency, through revolutionizing the means of production, of increasing productivity while expelling living labour, is likely accompanied by decreases in wages and limited bargaining power on the part of labourers and unions. 

It can be read into a Marxist conception of capitalism that, as the bourgeoisie creates itself, it simultaneously requires and thus creates the working class (proletariat) who are to be the instruments of the eventual destruction of the bourgeoisie. Capital’s insatiable desire to grow causes it to expand and thus expand the working class all over the globe. The relentless expansion of capitalist production – through imperialism and through revolutionizing the means of production – eventually exacerbate the contradictions that exist within the system. These contradictions become capitalism’s biggest weakness; that “weakest link” which Lenin theorized could be the  “the weapons with which the bourgeoisie felled feudalism to the ground” and now have been “turned against the bourgeoisie itself.”
 This potential felling – crisis – becomes both localized – in union movements and workers struggles at home – and international – with increasing resistance to imperialism, and bourgeoisie and capitalist dominance in other parts of the globe. There is some controversy as to whether this “end” to capitalism is inevitable in Marxism, but regardless it is written that what the bourgeoisie produces, therefore “are its own grave-diggers” and the fall of the bourgeoisie “and the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable.”
 This hopeful edict, we can say, will be the class struggle to come.

Capitalism has proven thus far adept at postponing its own day of judgement, and the death knell has yet to ring out, intoning the system’s end. Yet, we can theorise about possible routes out of capitalism, we can examine and pinpoint certain “weak links” in the hopes that what we see as further developments of the capitalist system are, as Marx claimed in the Grundrisse, simply further examples of decay.
 It is the desperate measures of twenty-first century capitalism – the continued imperial expansion, the scramble for control of resources, the denial of civil and human rights to people who serve as obstacles to its “progress” that actually mark capitalism as a regressive force, one which actually thwarts development and progress as opposed to encouraging it. 

Capitalism functions and continues to function based upon the ideological consensus of the ruling classes, and the “mass acquiescence by the underclass to routine demands imposed by the institutions created in the name of that ideology.”
 A social, political crisis – a crisis wherein the people rise up in revolt – is then a crisis of the legitimation of bourgeoisie rule. In order to be considered legitimate the political system must secure a consensus of the population, but Marx sees capitalism as eventually inspiring a lack of confidence in the working classes, and the eventual realisation, by the worker, of his objectification under capital, his status as a commodity. This will go hand in hand with capitalism’s pushing people into the various gutters or sidelines of profit, with the invasion of sovereign nations and the further subjugation of peoples, and it is during these times of increasing material hardship that, Marx believes, workers will “transform themselves from a ‘heap’ of individuals who objectify their labour power to a political class struggling to abolish wage labour.”

By laying bare the reality of capitalist exploitation and destroying the bourgeoisie truths, Marxist theory disrupts a continuum between reality and consciousness and allows the revitalization of revolutionary fervour, the possibility of social change and revamped material production. As we have seen and can see economic crisis is not an autonomous process. Crises can be (and will be) considered not only a breakdown, but also possibly a breakthrough for other modes of production and possibly develop new “social and political practices which threaten existing social institutions or structures.”
 In conclusion, does crisis have to be destructive and cause utter social disintegration? Perhaps not. Social struggles can result in social reintegration, rather, throwing off the cloak of capitalist individualism (dog-eat-dog competition and struggle), replacing it with solidarity movements and community actions. In social, political and economic crises and their resultant transformations, no formerly dominant norms can be taken for granted and while certain things may be lost, human capacities are at the same moment redefined. The theory of the abject can provide us with that moment of crisis, of chaos, that allows us to comprehend, struggle for and transform the world.

Chapter Two: Nostalgic Turns: Productive Memory and Cancerous Dialogues

Wherein we discuss various notions of memory and nostalgia, focusing specifically on the work of philosophers Ernst Bloch and Herbert Marcuse. Both thinkers attempt to theorise a productive capacity in the act of remembering, even if it is remembering a past that never was. For Marcuse this remembering can be revolutionary and can lead us neatly into the future. Marx’s writings were always complex in terms of ideas of memory and nostalgia. Primitive communism competes with a disavowal of nostalgic turns in The 18th Brumaire. Contemporary liberal theories of the problematic of capitalism tend to fall into the trap that Marx necessarily wanted to avoid – that notion of a prelapsarian utopia, invoking thoughts of a perfect past on which to model the future. They do this by theorising capitalism as a cancerous agent operating within a body, thus effectively declaring a previous healthy and sane social body. Through Marcuse and Bloch we attempt to think of memory in its radical form, wherein we do not rely on a healthy body which never was, but rather utilise our remembrances of the past – no matter how false or imagined – in order to inspire and initiate the future. This configuring of memory aligns itself with Kristeva’s notion of abjection, which imagines subjectivity as stemming from a rejection of a pre-lingual state of oneness with the mother that, in actuality, never existed. For Kristeva, and for much of psychoanalysis, subjectivity is the impossible desire to return to a place without place.

i. A Brief History of Memory

ii. Anamnesis, Anagnorisis: The nostalgia of Marcuse and Bloch

iii. A Return to Marx

iv. Sick and Dying: The cancer metaphor

v. A Return to Caproni, to Where We’ve Never Been
i. A Brief History of Memory
In “The Last Homecoming”, Italian poet Giorgio Caproni writes:

I have returned there

where I have never been.

Nothing has changed from how it was not. 

On the table (on the checkered

tablecloth) half-full

I found again the glass

never filled. All

has remained just as

I had never left it.

There is a productive contradiction at work in this poem, one which allows our imagined past while recognising its inherent falsity. This past to which we return, where we have never been, is non-existence as real, as important, as inspiration, as though it truly had been. Caproni’s contradictions – the past that he returns to is the past that never was – mirror the contradictions inherent in many nostalgic reconfigurings of capitalism; in the critiques that arise out of and through the works of Karl Marx, post-modern renderings of the problems of contemporaneity. Nostalgia has been one of the most consistently recurring themes in our collective imaginings of a better, a changed, world. It is the way in which we connect emotionally to our own pasts – imagined though they be – and attempt to think and theorise the future. We can often be forgiven for giving in to nostalgic reverie in our critiques, because we, like Caproni, posit a return to a negative space, wherein “I have never been, where the glass was never filled and which I never left”
 and yet a negative space that beckons us with familiarity. It is only when we attempt to reform the present to resemble the past – a past that never was – that we must cease, we must be stopped. The concept of nostalgia is a difficult one when considering capitalism and the creation of a new world. It is fragile, it is dangerous, and we must be careful with it; Marx warned us of this amongst other things. As a mode of thought, this hankering for the past can be considered unconstructive, fatalistic, even mad – merely a “lament for the irreversibility of time.”
 But is this all nostalgia offers us? Is this all we can gain from memory, from remembering? Can there be recollections of the past that are useful – yearnings can take the past and make it new or allow it to inform our present struggles? Certainly basing a theory of politics and revolution on “nostalgia” dooms the theory to impotence and inaction, but perhaps such premises can “provide a basis for critical thought if they illustrate the original state of man, with the constraints and corruptions of present society stripped away”
 – a sentiment to which I believe Marx himself would agree. 


Western philosophy has long had a tendency to visit ideas of memory and the past – past knowledge and past events. From Plato’s Meno and Theaeteus to Aristotle’s De Memoria et Reminiscentia; from Augustine’s Confessions to Hume’s Treatise on Human Nature to Bergson’s Matter and Memory, some of Western philosophy’s greatest thinkers have challenged and considered epistemological notions of memory and progress, the past and the future. Marx was no different, most famously questioning the farcical history at work in the dictatorship of Louis Bonaparte. It becomes for us, then, essential to rethink our inherited Marxist discourses, to critically challenge them in order to ensure they adapt to meet contemporary political needs, many of which “cannot be met by resuscitating the agendas of either the old left or the new left.”
 We must develop new Marxist theories of critique which take into account all the things that make theory incredibly difficult: incorporating our pragmatic needs with our affective states – with emotion; with yearning; with remembering; with disgust and revulsion. And it is in the concept of nostalgia where we will find our most plausible source for a critique of capitalism using the theory of the abject. Much like abjection, nostalgia yearns for a past or a home that does not exist now, nor likely ever did.
 Much like the abject, nostalgia straddles borders: it can be “both a social disease and a creative emotion, a poison and a cure.”
 


Rooted in the Greek nostos (return home) and algia (longing, pain), nostalgia is both “a sentiment of loss and displacement” and “a romance with one’s own fantasy”
 of home. It is a real pain for a place that never was. There are areas in Marx’s thought where he appears to expressly dissuade his readers from falling into the trap of nostalgia – from chasing that notoriously elusive alluring object of the past – and there are areas wherein he seems to demand that we understand and give credence to our own past in order to proceed into the revolutionary future. 


In order to understand how one could use the theory of the abject to critique capitalism, it is important to understand concepts of nostalgia in Marx, and also in two important Marxist thinkers, Herbert Marcuse and Ernst Bloch – with a dash of Walter Benjamin thrown in. Finally, in order to understand the way in which nostalgia can be used for political praxis we will turn to Christian Lenhardt’s reading of the 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte and examine notions of intergenerational solidarity in building a revolutionary critique. We will deconstruct some of the more liberal and reformist tendencies within critical thought which purport capitalism as a disease inhabiting a healthy body to which we can return. We will rather maintain that notion of capitalism as sickly, as grotesque, while affirming our inability to move backwards through time. We set the stage for the psychoanalytic theory of the abject to become a critical political theory.

ii. Anamnesis, Anagnorisis: The nostalgia of Marcuse and Bloch

Nostalgia is a “side effect of the teleology of progress;”
 it is what washes over us like a tide when our historical emotion doesn’t quite fit with our current state. Svetlana Boym calls our modern nostalgia “a mourning for the impossibility of mythical return.”
 In a more methodical fashion, Ernst Bloch lays out two spheres of nostalgia, both of which are heavily informed by his Marxist leanings. The first is anamnesis, or recollection. It is the epistemologically conservative nostalgia which precludes all new knowledge since “all knowledge lies in the past.”
 Bloch’s other sphere of nostalgia is anagnorisis, or recognition, wherein traces of memory are reactivated in the present. Within this re-emergent past-in-the-present there is a tension of similarity and dissimilarity that helps in the creation of the new; what Bloch contends as the creatively shocking. He prefers this notion of memory to any other, especially any totalising understandings of nostalgia and remembrance. For Bloch nostalgic memory is important as a good “repository of experience and value in an inauthentic world,”
 but we must always be wary that our memories of the past do not weigh us down, a drag on our progress. In a 1968 interview published in Telos, Bloch urged the progressive use of memory such that “the new is never completely new for us because we bring something with us to measure by it;”
 that while in the past lie the figural traces of what is to come, we must not look through our history for answers to the questions that lie before us. There must always be a demystifying critical impulse to memory and nostalgia, one which witnesses and recognises the suffering and errors of the past, while offering utopian images of the future and opening up new paths to progress.


This was the goal of Herbert Marcuse, the Frankfurt school thinker whose books, it has been said, lay in the back pocket of every 60’s student radical on the protest lines. His writings attempted to harness the revolutionary potential in memory and recollection, because of his conviction that “something extraordinarily important had been forgotten in the modern world.”
 For Marcuse, memory and recollection are ways to recapture earlier experiences of freedom and joy, raising the possibility of and desire for future satisfactions. Conjoining personal memory with a larger social imaginary, Marcuse believed one could tap into memory’s revolutionary functions. Without remembering, without memory, we run serious societal risks – “if the past is just left behind and forgotten, there will be no end to destructive transgression.”
 By maintaining the past in the present we maintain the life of spirit (a very Hegelian notion), and through this memory we reconcile ourselves with our past. Out of this reconciliation comes freedom – the “redemption of the past.”
 Marcuse’s identification of the past with the present and the future remained a powerful premise of his overall thought, and one that was critiqued in Bloch’s countering notion of memory as anagnorisis. Bloch would claim that that to which Marcuse refers is anamnesis, and a totalising anamnesis at that. 


To recap, for Bloch anamnesis is “a doctrine that derives from the belief in an original meaning that can be recollected, whereas anagnorisis, while holding out hope for a plenitude in the future, is suspicious of claims that it existed in the past.”
 But it would be erroneous to claim that Marcuse was suggesting, in his notions of memory, remembrance, and nostalgia, that we attempt a return to the past, or that configurations of nostalgia are recollections of a past golden age. In Counterrevolution and Revolt, in fact, he writes that the nostalgic memory of which he speaks is specifically not “remembrance of a Golden Past (which never existed), of childhood innocence, primitive man, etc”
 but rather is the memory of historical occurrences, ancestral desires, revolutionary motivations; not an ahistorical age of perfect bliss. One may consider these memories as memories of failure, but it seems more productive to seek in these failures their motivations – the desires and the passions which pressed on actions in the past. This is the nostalgia that can serve us our revolutionary fervour, which can deliver us our motivations and radical agency; it is the nostalgia of returning to Caproni’s place we’ve never been. It is that memory of which Benjamin spoke in the Theses on the Philosophy of History, when he wrote that revolutionary motivations – hatred and the spirit of sacrifice – are “nourished by the image of enslaved ancestors rather than that of liberated grandchildren.”
 In this way then, nostalgia and memory are not merely acts of dredging up pleasant recollections of the past, not mere reverie and fanciful utopian dreaming – acts roundly condemned repeatedly by the likes of Nietzsche, amongst others. Rather Marcuse argues that an emancipatory remembrance operates like re-remembering. We remember, we reflect, we nostalgically recollect in order to re-train our memories, in order to recover something else that has been forgotten or left out of history, for the present. In this way we can subvert the one-dimensional, unilinear notion of evolutionary progression, which Marcuse will argue ties us indelibly to the bourgeois notion of temporal progress. 


These notions of progress, of historical forgetting and constant forward flow, preserve for us the negative tendencies “for domination existent within the present.”
 One could argue, colloquially, that she who forgets the past is doomed to repeat it. The ability to forget, Marcuse cautions us, allows us to survive the day-to-day experience of living, but it is also the “mental faculty which sustains submissiveness and renunciation.”
 It is true that to forget is to forgive, but it is to forgive “what should not be forgiven if justice and freedom are to prevail.”
 Marcuse makes a convincing argument for the necessity of memory – not necessarily for purely pleasant nostalgic recollections of the past, but for remembering the past in its totality – good and bad. If we are to forget the sufferings of our collective pasts we will also forget those oppressive forces that caused the suffering, without solving the problems, delegitimising oppressors, or defeating the forces of oppression. It is “the wounds that heal in time [that] are also the wounds that contain the poison.”
 There is a one-sided notion of memory in the history of philosophy – that memory is linked only to bad conscience, to duties over pleasure, to unhappiness and the threat of punishment. Let us recall instead, Marcuse argues, potential happiness and the promise of freedom, let those ideas linger in our minds. This is nostalgia at its most liberatory. In this fashion we restore remembrance to its role as a vehicle of emancipation, making use of one of our oldest and most fundamental psychological achievements – that of memory (and of forgetting). We create a weapon of nostalgia when we translate it into historical action. On how important it is to remember, to dream of an inspired past in order to facilitate the creation of the future we note: 

The lost paradises are the only true ones not because, in retrospect, the past joy seems more beautiful than it really was, but because remembrance alone provides the joy without anxiety over its passing and thus gives it an otherwise impossible duration. Time loses its power when remembrance redeems the past.

iii. A Return to Marx

Initially, Marxism and Marxist thought seem unlikely partners for notions of memory, nostalgia and remembrance. It seems unlikely that Marxism would make a friendly bedfellow to the idea that memory, or a reconstruction of, or even a yearning for  the past (in the form of essence or otherwise) could have any place in a revolutionary project. Marx, it would appear from many of his writings, had little respect for the liberatory power of memory, little use for nostalgia as a radical tool. It is true that in the 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte Marx pokes fun at and mocks the earlier revolutions of the French and the English who, he claimed, “sought legitimacy by cloaking themselves in the mantles of their predecessors.”
 But it was not all condemnation, at least not from all angles, nor in all readings. Certainly Marx tells a cautionary tale of placing too much weight in the basket of memory, of holding on too tightly to the feats of the past, but does he urge us to forget them, to leave the past behind? Is it so that Marxism is really “the theory and practice of emancipation from remembrance?”
 There are strains of anti-nostalgia in Marx’s works, but there is also – as Christian Lenhardt points out – a sense of intergenerational solidarity, and there can be a Marxism – a revolutionary Marxism – that makes use of memory, nostalgia and our yearning for the past. But first, the anti-nostalgia in Marx.


There is no sense in Marx’s writing of a prelapsarian utopia lying in the past. In fact, the opening lines of Part One
 of the Communist Manifesto state: “the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggle.”
 In all earlier generations
 there was, too, a complicated gradation of classes, and various levels of class oppression: slaves, plebeians, knights and patricians in ancient Rome, serfs, apprentices, journey-men, guild masters, vassals and feudal lords in the Middle Ages, and within these various “classes” still further subordinate gradations. In this sense then, there is no pre-capitalist lotus land of equality, free from oppression, nor was there ever. In pre-capitalist societies, in fact, oppression existed and there was considerably less opportunity for class solidarity – divisions were too great between and within classes, and the class antagonisms were too complicated. To clarify the importance of this point Marx reiterates at the end of the Manifesto – neatly cycling back to the opening lines – that “hitherto every form of society has been based … on the antagonism of opposing and oppressed classes.”
 It is not, it appears, that the past does not exist for Marx, but rather that it must not be the perfect object of our reminiscences. In the 18th Brumaire Marx discusses directly the relationship between predecessors and contemporaries and remarks that men (sic) make their own history, but never in conditions of their own choosing, never just as they please. The conditions of possibility in the present are delivered to us from the past, transmitted forward like the dialectical moves that mark the centre of Marx’s thought. It is “the tradition of all great generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living.”
 A nightmare: not exactly the nostalgic dream of those “good old days” some consider the past to be. 


In fact, in order to be successful a social action of the present, Marx says to the revolutionaries of his time and to the revolutionaries to come, cannot “draw its property from the past, but only from the future. It cannot begin with itself before it has stripped off all superstition in regard to the past.”
 Rather the dead must be allowed to bury their dead. This seems a fairly direct condemnation of attempting to look backwards to find solutions for the future, a case of learning one’s lesson from one’s past experiences while simultaneously acknowledging that there is nothing to be learned from past experiences. Or so some would claim is Marx’s point.
 Perhaps this can be, instead, read as an invocation of the lessons learned from the past, while denying the possibility of a past return. The dead are buried and they bury their own – but how is this possible?  Does not the death of those who came before require our cognisance so that we may stand on their giant shoulders and see into the better future? From the dead we take what we can – what they have given us and what we have – and we carry on into this future. Christian Lenhardt admonishes what appears here as a strict denial of the necessity of history, and a connection to it, pointing out that without historical memory – and anamnestic solidarity – we risk maintaining relations of production as unreflective and oppressive as those under conditions of late/consumer capitalist affluence. We risk forgiving via forgetting. It is unkind, inhuman and irresponsible to “pretend that these ancestral shadows have no place in the sunlit world of solidarity.”
 Without some sense of historical memory - of critical nostalgia – the future generations, those post-revolutionary not-yet-borns will find themselves in possession of everything and owing nothing. They must develop their memory to learn that in order to live nobly, they owe everything to the past, and possess nothing of their own. In fact the very definition of the dialectic seems to shout implications of some debt owed to history – in utter layman’s terms, the thing and its opposite become the third (the aufhebung.) A statement of true progression – and as a teleological, implicitly Hegelian thinker, Marx was obsessed with progress.


One passage from the 18th Brumaire might help us to understand how it is possible to use historical memory, even nostalgia, in a Marxist – even revolutionary – way, such as Marcuse suggested. In the first chapter, discussing the caricaturing of history in a variety of revolutionary attempts – Luther draping himself in the mask of Paul, the 1789-1814 French revolution framing itself as the Roman Republic and the Roman Empire, and the revolution of 1848 playing itself up as 1789 and then 1793-95 – Marx notes that revolutionary fervour and progress must function like the learner attaining of a new language. The beginner, Marx notes, will spend much of his time translating what others say and what he will say inside his head, from his mother tongue to the new. He will only be proficient, be fluent, in the language he is learning when “he finds his way in it without recalling the old and forgets his native tongue in the use of the new.” 
 It would be erroneous to claim, though, that this is some sort of call to ignore history, to utterly forget the past. The language learner is not starting over from scratch, linguistically. In his new tongue he does not forget all that he knows of linguistic rules, of nouns and verbs and adjectives. He does not begin again to learn to speak. He maintains the structure of language, of conversing, of relating and communicating, even as he takes on something completely new, alien, and foreign. He is an inheritor of language; he builds his new tongue on top of his old. It is not a reinvention of the wheel, but an extension of it. This, I believe, is what we can call an example of “intergenerational solidarity.” In a polemic against Karl Heinzen in Deutsche Brusseler-Zeitung of October 1847, Marx and Engels wrote: 

Men (die menschen) build themselves a new world…out of historical achievements of their declining world. In the course of their development, they themselves must first produce the material conditions of a new society.

This passage, along with the previous passage from the 18th Brumaire, seems to argue that there is a principle of historical progress wherein “one generation builds on the achievements of its predecessors.”
 This means that instead of men producing their material conditions of freedom, it is humankind who does so, collectively: that “some men (the dead) have produced [the material conditions of freedom] for others (the living), or that some men (the living) will produce them for others (the unborn successors.)”
 Or, more simply, the proletariat does not appear out of the blue, but is the result of an historical lineage to which we are all heirs. This proletariat heritage – and a remembrance of it – is what Lenhardt calls our responsibility to anamnestic solidarity. Marx illuminates this by recognising that the proletariat are in fact heirs to legions of past workers, revolutionaries and slaves. Without understanding the continuity of exploitation throughout past ages – without a remembrance and cognisance of the past – Marx tells us we run the risk of replacing one oppression with another in our struggle for revolutionary progress. Rather, to create true unity, we must have an historical solidarity with the dead, and with the past, and we can perhaps see this taking shape in our nostalgic impulses and desires for a mythical, though impossible, return.

iv. Sick and Dying: the cancer metaphor

It seems important, at this point, to note some of the ways in which anti-capitalist critiques – or perhaps not even anti-capitalist, but rather critiques of our current post-industrial, consumer-based, late-capitalist system – have been ineffectively and inappropriately theorised. In many contemporary formulations of the critiques lobbed at capitalism, an Edenic past is imagined, in which we can – if we just listen to certain specific (mis)readings of Marx, or the purveyors of the “primitivist,” green anarchist theories of social change – return to our glorious, exploitation-free roots, shaking off the chains of capital, all workers of the world uniting. But have we not proven – through our own Marxist readings – that this past is the stuff of pure fancy; that there was not prelapsarian time of plenty, wherein all of God’s creatures fed on honeydew and drank the milk of paradise? At the very least that Marx never harboured this fantasy
 and nor do I. In fact, if there truly existed an Edenic past where chainless workers produced their own means of production and the market was neither regulated nor un- but non-existent, would that not prove to be disastrous for Marxist theorizing? Could it not be argued that – in a Darwinian sense – were there an Edenic past, it has been lost, clearly because it could not compete? 


Capitalism is consistently, in certain strains of apparently liberal and rather reformist theorizing, referred to as a cancer, a disease, a misstep, a miscalculation, a trial or tribulation to be overcome. But as a disease, as cancer, we re-imagine capitalism as a form of dis-health that grew out of, upon and over, health. If capitalism is a cancer of the social body, a healthy body must have precluded it. It is clear from our earlier discussions that Marx did not imagine this utopian past. In fact, Marx imagined a historical procession, wherein the past gives way to the present in a constant unfolding; wherein capitalism was a required stage enroute to communism, and communism would follow the disintegration of capitalism. It was the bourgeois who tore asunder “the motley feudal ties that bound man to his ‘natural superiors,’”
 taking the first step in the process of demystifying notions of class, dislocating the Divine Right of kings and making apparent the inherent class contradictions within contemporary society. Removing theological or mystical notions of one’s “place”, the bourgeois instead “resolved personal worth into exchange value.”


Regardless, capitalism as cancer seems, at first, an apt metaphor. Many contemporary theorists attempting to think their way out of capitalist hegemony have used a pathogenic understanding of cancer in order to criticize an inequitable, unjust and ultimately unsustainable system of global capitalism. Playing upon nostalgic sensibilities, this metaphor allows those dissatisfied with the current economic system to envision a utopian past: cancer has attacked and is devouring the otherwise healthy host social body. Disease has overtaken the social body and the situation can only be rectified by healing the body back to its earlier, healthy and complete state. Economist David Korten, in his 1998 Schumacher Lecture, describes the metaphor as follows:

Cancer is a pathology that occurs when an otherwise healthy cell forgets that it is a part of the body and begins to pursue its own unlimited growth without regard to the consequences for the whole. The growth of the cancerous cells deprives the healthy cells of nourishment and ultimately kills both the body and itself. Capitalism does much the same to the societies it infects
. 

It is especially interesting to note that cancer – and in this formulation, also capitalism – is a disease produced by the body, rather than from some outside force. Political economist Susan George echoes the sentiments of Korten in her analysis of capitalism – specifically transnational, global and corporate capitalism – as an hungry, insatiable pathogen which “has reached a kind of malignant stage and will keep on devouring and eliminating human and natural resources even as it undermines the very body – the planet itself – upon which it depends.”
 Similarly, philosopher John McMurty writes, in The Cancer Stage of Capitalism, that the current state of global affairs – environmental, social, economic and otherwise – bears “all the hallmark characteristics of a carcinogenic invasion.”
 McMurty and George mean not for this “capitalism as cancer” to be taken as a metaphor, and rather claim that the world presently exists in a state of cancerous attack. They, then, propose chemotherapy. 


Initially these critiques seem to hold up, and offer an interesting Marxist interpretation of the capitalist system – explaining, for instance, capitalism’s uncanny ability to convince all members of society that it is “natural” and “eternal,”
 – yet McMurty, Korten, George, and in general pathogenic, cancerous theories of the capitalist “disease,” fail in certain and dire ways to adequately provide a critique of capitalism and suggest concrete foundations for change. 

Why will the “capitalism as cancer” critique ultimately see itself devoured in the masticating jaws of the system it seeks to reform? Many of the critiques developed and discussed by McMurty, Korten and George are important and accurate, but are grounded in the wrong metaphorical space. It is as though, to maintain the medical metaphor, the symptoms are accurately described, but the diagnosis is incorrect. 


The primary problem, and glaring historical oversight, of cancerous analysis of capitalism is the underlying assumption of a pre-existent healthy host body of the social. The metaphor of capitalism as disease implies that capitalism has afflicted an earth and a society which was previously in an idyllic state of health. This analysis completely neglects the positive aspects of modernity's dialectic. Yes, capitalism has created all kinds of oppression and abject misery, but the emergence of the modern capitalist world also nourished freedom from mystified conceptions of nature, and the social hierarchies they upheld; it broke down traditional social roles, and took us away from a world in which people typically died before age 40, as discussed in Marx’s Communist Manifesto. The bourgeois revolution that brought about the “birth” of modern capitalism in Europe was an important one, and one which set in motion the possibility of a proletariat revolution. The bourgeoisie must constantly revolutionise the instruments and means of production in order to compete and survive, whereas “conservation of the old modes of production in unaltered form was…the first condition of existence for all earlier classes.”
 With this revolution, all relations became unfrozen, became dynamic. Movement, change, and progress take their place in the modern world as “kings” and all newly formed relations of production become “antiquated before they can ossify.”
 Through the rapid revolutionising of these means of production, and the stark class antagonisms that result, class positions and oppressions are revealed – a light is shone upon inequalities and injustices within labour and the conditions of existence of capital. Without the bourgeois revolution and the advent of capitalism, Marx argues, there would be no ability for class-consciousness, no proletariat class at all. It is in capitalism that man can, man must, look and see the future. The bourgeois revolution and capitalism gave birth to the class of humans who would be capable of defeating it, because it “called into existence the men who are to wield [the] weapons – the modern working class – the proletariat,”
 weapons capable of reshaping the world.

A further example of the rose-tinted hindsight which afflicts certain analyses of capital: Korten refers to a money as “one of the most important and useful human inventions”
 which, as capitalism became globalised in the latter half of the 20th century, morphed into “possibly the most effective instrument of social control and extraction ever devised by human kind.”
 Initially, according to Korten, money was a useful servant, while today it is a master that we collectively serve. Is this truly the case, or has Korten neglected his history books? Feudalism, with is preliminary economics, created divisions based on class that extended from money. Greek philosophers lived within a class system however peripherally maintained by economics. The classed and competitive system of mercantilist Europe was not the utopian homeland of which Korten dreams – again all of these claims find their roots in the first chapter of the Manifesto wherein Marx lays out the complicated gradations of classes in nearly all previous epochs and societal configurations. So when, then, was money that most useful and beneficial of inventions? And when exactly did it mutate into a form of social control? Was it ever an egalitarian instrument, or has it always been mired in hierarchical and classed divisions? To claim that there has been an unhealthy perversion of a healthy system falls into the trap that was laid out by Lenhardt, wherein our forgetting of historical struggles lays the groundwork for an equally though differently configured oppressive future. 


And then there is the question finally asked: how can one tell who is an agent of this capitalist disease and who is not, for we are not working within a Marxist paradigm which would answer this fairly bluntly as “if one is a capitalist?” Rather, McMurty proposes a simple test – if one’s economic activity is propelled to increase profit as an end in itself, then that activity is an agent of disease and the structure of one’s economic activity,
 McMurty contends, is a matter of choice: one chooses freely to be a vehicle for this cancer. Clearly this “test” appears to remain blissfully ignorant of the primary functions of capitalism. Within such a system all activities are absorbed into the economic sphere and thus intended to “maximize money-demand” as an eventual end – all activities are eventually about creating more wealth for the capitalist classes. As the feminist economist Marilyn Waring once pointed out, with capitalism even the affliction of cancer is profitable for a nation’s Gross Domestic Product. More importantly though, Marx also understood this, pointing out that with the advent and growth of capitalism all relations – personal, familial, business and otherwise – would become economic – or economic-like – relations. Nothing would escape the sphere of capitalist influence. One is only a capitalist if they profit from the labour of others, but we are all implicated within the capitalist system by virtue of its all-encompassing nature. Clearly the capitalism as cancer metaphor sees and relieves only one arm of the social body – the economic arm so prevalent in an understanding of capital. But, as Marx points out, capitalism is considerably more far-reaching than the disease analysis allows. Capitalism affects the everyday life of individuals, primarily altering or distorting negatively human interactions and relationships. “Capitalism as a cancer” seems to trample over this individual yet collective experience of capitalism in favour of a more thoroughly economic analysis.


One can have substantial sympathy with the vision of a future world in a “sanative state of consistent remission and recovery”
 from the capitalist disease. There are very real ways in which we live in a “damaged” world, which forecloses certain possibilities, but conceptualizing revolution – or critiques and eventual “escapes” from capitalism – as “healing” from a “disease” won’t help us to theorise this. Rather, it appears to lead on in reactionary or reformist directions. To wit, Korten’s alternative to capitalism seems at worst completely non-viable and at best a case of one putting the cart before the horse. He writes:

The obvious alternative is to eliminate the capitalist cancer from the body of society [in order] to create the necessary conditions for democracy and a global system of self-managed market economies and compassionate cultures that honour the needs of life and living beings.

This solution begs the question, how does one eliminate capitalist cancer without the necessary conditions for such a revolution being already in place?

v. A Return to Caproni, to Where We’ve Never Been

Is it possible to critique capitalism, have a notion of nostalgia and the liberatory potential of memory and not foresee or demand an apocalyptic return to a literal no where – to a place, to paraphrase the Caproni poem from the beginning of this essay, where everything remains as I had never left it, where I never return to for I have never been? The poem knows it has not been to where it returns – an impossibility in itself – and yet it can and does return to something insistently affective as opposed to something material. In the same vein as Caproni’s poem, then can we – through Marcuse, Bloch and Benjamin’s notions of a Marxist remembrance – accuse capitalism of its high crimes, without imagining a pure and innocent past that came before? Can we see capitalism perverting human relationships when human relationships have been nothing but perverse?


I believe that with the notion of Kristeva’s abject we can begin to understand the liberating potential of memory and the emancipatory possibilities inherent in a future that responds to, recognises yet can never return to its own mythical, imagined, suckling past wherein the (m)other and I were one.


With abjection – again, much like Caproni’s poem – the mythical, unified, whole, “oneness” of the past both exists and never existed. It exists merely in its displacement, and in the desire that its non-existence creates – that sense of nostalgia that permeates our very being. But there never was a time wherein we were actually unified to the great universal oneness of the breast. Abjection allows us to see the way in which we believe in that perfect space, and that belief drives us on, but that space need not have actually existed anywhere but in our imaginings of it. In fact, as Caproni notes in the poem, we know it doesn’t exist nor did it ever. That makes our yearning for this past, this oneness, this purity, innocence and perfection no less real, no less tangible. So too with our critiques of capitalism. There is an obvious difference between nostalgia for the past as it was and the past as it could have been. Liberal tendencies like those discussed in Korten, McMurty and George seem to purport a past as actuality that one could conceivably return to, but a rather more Marxist nostalgic ought to recognise that tangible, physical, affective engagement with politics; that longing and yearning for something better that comes with a creative nostalgia – a nostalgia that “reveals the fantasies of the age, and it is in those fantasies and potentialities that the future is born.”
 There need not exist a perfect prior time to which we can actually refer; but we all carry within us a more innocent understanding of the world, from which we can fashion a mythical past in order to conceptualise and contemplate a not so mythical, but rather possible, future. 

Chapter Three: A Genealogy of the Abject: From Dirt to Excess to Abjection

Wherein we discuss the history of an idea, tracing its roots in the anthropological work of Mary Douglas, following its lineage through the philosophy of George Bataille and coming to rest in its use by Slavoj Zizek. Kristeva’s theory of the abject stemmed from her reading of Lacan and the inherent masculinity at work in psychoanalysis. An in-depth reading of the coming to self of the subject led her to highlight the part played by the mother and the process of rejecting or abjecting the mother in both body and mind which is fundamental to subjectivity in the Symbolic realm. Kristeva has carefully maintained her distance from the political in her writings of abjection, focusing mostly on issues of melancholia and death. Her ideas are picked up somewhat by Zizek though, who – along with Jean-Joseph Goux – melds the structure of the Symbolic in psychoanalysis to Marx’s interpretation of Capitalism and its process of abstraction and fetishisation of commodities. With this deep understanding of the history of the theory of the abject we can come to envision its future in a far more political and potentially radical way and begin to undertake an examination of oil – as both substance and structuring principle – as itself abject.

     i.     Douglas and Dirt: An anthropology of order

     ii.    Sartre and the Slimy: A phenomenology of ooze

     iii.   Creation and Destruction in the Abject

     iv.   Kristeva and the Abject: A psychoanalysis of yuck

     v.    Bataille and the Excess: A philosophy of excretions

     vi.   Zizek and Goux: An analysis of symbolic capitalism

     vii.  The Feminine: A gendered root of resistance
i. Douglas and Dirt: An anthropology of order

In order to navigate the complex cartography of Kristeva’s theory of abjection, it might prove fruitful to venture backwards, into the pre-Kristevan past. The roots of Kristeva’s theory are firmly planted in the dirt of Mary Douglas’ anthropological garden; that dirt of disorder, that dirt which “offends against order.”


Mary Douglas was a British anthropologist whose explorations into rituals of cleanliness and defilement, the sacred and the profane, in non-western societies, allowed her to draw profound conclusions concerning both the Western milieu and a universalized notion of the human psyche. Douglas discovered that rituals of purity that centre on sexuality and the corporeal both mark the boundaries of the human body while also providing a template for the marking of societal boundaries. The individual and the social are always indelibly marked by each other, interlinked in a dance of communal construction and confirmation of an idea; an idea circumscribed on the body. As Kristeva’s theory of abjection owes a profound debt to Douglas’ investigations, it will be fair to conclude that abjection also speaks to and has implications for our globalizing world, for our social structures and for our understandings of the political. But Douglas’ investigations into purity and impurity begin in the dirt, and so we shall begin there also.


In Douglas’ investigations social and individual boundaries are circumscribed by notions of purity and impurity, dirt and cleanliness. As mentioned, dirt is “essentially disorder”
 – that which causes chaos and confusion in definable and delineable categories. The pollution caused by dirt works on two levels in the social realm: it influences the behaviour of others, reinforcing social pressures and maintaining what is considered “good” behaviour; and it expresses a general view of the social order – what that order should be. Bodily orifices can be seen to represent “points of entry or exit to social units or bodily perfection”
 which can symbolize an ideal theocracy or governing system. Codes and laws around cleanliness define and systematise what will be considered clean, and these aid in the imposition of a “system” on the untidiness of life, on the chaos of experience. 


More importantly though, it is the disorder, the “matter out of place”
 that shows us the possibility of contravention of that imposed order. All schemes of classification produce their own anomalies – for every action an equal and opposite reaction. This means that dirt, metaphorically speaking, is never a singular or isolated occurrence, but rather it is the harbinger or marker of system. Dirt is “the by-product of a systematic ordering and classification of matter,”
 as ordering involves the rejection of inappropriate elements. In this way, dirt links up with the symbolic and earlier rituals, and symbolic systems of purity. The two – cleanliness and filth, purity and defilement – are always inextricably linked and one cannot exist or be defined without the other.


Dirt is dirt – in the sense of dirty – only because it is part of a structure. It is dirt and it is dirty in relation to this structure wherein some things are clean and some things are not. For instance, and in a crude sense, shit is only shit – and only filthy – when it exits the body, when it crosses a boundary and is recognized in relation to the structure of the clean and proper body. Shit is not dirty, though, merely because it is “on the other side” or is external to the body, but because on the contrary it is always encroaching, always foretelling the potentiality of disruption of the structure, always deconstructing notions of a stable, safe and complete edifice – be it an edifice of the body or of the social. For Douglas, filth or dirtiness has nothing to do with the phenomenological qualities of dirt. Rather it is associated with its place within a structure wherein it is a manifestation of “all the rejected elements of ordered systems”
 and yet it refuses to remain external or rejected, always approaching, always encroaching on, the boundary. Again, dirt is relative – it is only dirty in comparison to something that is “clean”, and therefore dirt implies a boundary, a binary, a distinction between itself and other. Those things which cross the boundary, which are located where they should not be, which defy categorization and classification, which traffic in ambiguities and render confusion, are thus dirty. 


The distinction between what we will – for simplicity’s sake – call the “dirty” and the “clean” organizes itself like a pattern wherein all of our impressions are schematically determined. We develop a binary logic of comprehension. As we perceive and differentiate things in the world, we develop our pattern, our schema; some things fitting within while others are rejected. This is a process of learning, wherein we come to understand the objects, ideas and people who surround us, and categorise them through naming or labelling. As things are named, our perception of them changes and we begin, over time, to make greater and greater investments in our system of labels – we gain confidence in our patterns of perception and adopt a conservative bias when it comes to altering it. In this system of understanding ambiguities – “a character of statements capable of two interpretations”
 – and anomalies – “an element which does not fit a given set or series”
 – play an important role in defining boundaries and serving as a relative “outside.” Ambiguities and anomalies do not fit within our categories; they may make us uncomfortable, produce laughter or revulsion and shock. They can be stimulating and they can arise from poetry and art, both of which rely on ambiguity for their creation. In many ways, aesthetic pleasure can arise from the inarticulate qualities of ambiguous substances or ideas. Consider honey… sweet, sticky, sensual and tangible. In its substance honey can be pleasurable but, as we will see shortly with Sartre, honey’s sliminess, its sticky sensuality, can also be terrifying.


Douglas reminds us that the patterns, or schemas, that attempt to define things as “clean” or “dirty” are revisable; none develop in isolation but are always influenced by others and by one’s culture. It is culture which “mediates the experiences of individuals”
 and creates definable and acceptable categories. Defilement exists within a “system of ordering ideas”
 and thus all of its forms – uncleanliness, chaos, filth, pollution and the profane – only make sense when considered within an entire cultural body of thought.  Again, it is important to restate that these categories must always contend with aberrant forms, and all systems of classification give rise to anomalies which cannot be ignored “except at the risk of forfeiting confidence.”
 We approach both dirt and disorder through cleanliness and order, dirt as “matter out of place” which must not be included “if the pattern is to be maintained.”
 All of this can help us to understand the abject, the psychological processes of abjection and subjectivity. To understand further the link between Douglas’ studies of filth and defilement in a cultural setting and Kristeva’s psychoanalytic notion of the abject, it is important to turn our attention to the body. 


In Hebrew, the word “holy” can roughly be translated into “set apart.” All that is holy is separate, it is whole and it is complete. In this sense the body is holy; in its wholeness it is a perfect container set apart from other bodies. Symbolically the body stands for a bounded system – for example society – and the boundary of the body can represent those precarious or threatened boundaries of a system. It is impossible, Douglas asserts, to understand and interpret “rituals concerning excreta, breast milk, saliva, and the rest unless we are prepared to see in the body a symbol of society, and to see the powers and dangers credited to social structure reproduced in small on the human body.”
 Why are the margins of the body such sites of power and danger? Because the symbolism of bodily boundaries expresses societal boundaries. For example, Douglas references Levy-Bruhl’s study of the Australian aboriginal group, the Maori. In it she finds that for the Maori menstrual blood is most polluting, as it represents a sort of death or murder. If the blood had not left the woman’s body it would have become a person and thus for the Maori menstrual blood has the impossible status of being “a dead person that has never lived.”
 Douglas notes that women are disproportionately the carriers of filth and danger. In her review of anthropological literature she found that specifically pregnant women are both in danger and dangerous. Pregnant women express the utter unboundedness of the human body, the transgression of objects from one side of the corporeal divide to the other. Pregnant women exemplify for us the precariousness of our border, the vulnerability of our margins, the porousness of our concrete categories. It is in the body of the pregnant woman where we see that “it is part of our human condition to long for hard lines and clear concepts.”
 This reflects back upon the social as community and stability as necessary to the longevity of a group. Internal strife or external infiltration can spell the demise of any community, and an awareness or recognition of unstable borders can lead to a breakdown in authority and leadership, thus meaning.

ii. Sartre and the Slimy: A phenomenology of ooze


While Douglas focuses on the dirty as something inherently and consistently within and disrupting a structure, Jean-Paul Sartre wants to get behind the object, to delve into its substance and ontologically examine what the thing is, in order to truly comprehend its position and role in a structure. He wants to attempt “a psychoanalysis of things”
.  This is important because in order to perform a psychoanalytic act he must examine things phenomenologically and a phenomenology of things is quite different from Douglas’ purely structural approach to the dirty, the abject. Dirt has no phenomenological basis as dirt, but is only dirt in relation to clean. The “slimy”, for Sartre, is on the contrary grotesque precisely because of its phenomenological qualities. In fact for Sartre, in order to do psychoanalysis in any responsible way the being of the thing must be known.


He writes: “A psychoanalysis of things and of their matter ought above all to be concerned with establishing the way in which each thing is the objective symbol of being and of the relation of human reality to this being.”
 This is of course not to deny the existence of a structure but merely to note that the structure is meaningless and of little importance prior to knowing what we are looking for in a phenomenological sense. Sartre wants to offer ontology or phenomenology as a way in which psychoanalysis can learn “the true origin of the meanings of things, and their true relation to human reality.”
 


For Sartre, being is either in-itself (just there, existing) or for-itself (consciousness). The significance of the slimy then, resides in its materiality which suggests it as the halfway point between liquid and solid, a fusion in being of the in-itself and the for-itself. Removed from structure and considered phenomenologically, the slimy becomes everything; it “lets itself be apprehended as that which I lack”
 and symbolises being itself. In a phenomenology of the slimy, everything begins to take place for us as if “sliminess were the meaning of the entire world.”


Much like the abject we will come to discuss the slimy, the sticky, and the viscous are ambiguities that both fascinate and disgust. The slimy is ambiguous as it slowly triumphs in the battle between solid and liquid. When it appeals to structure it does so by overriding the boundaries of that structure; overtaking the solid, destabilizing the liquid. It is a nefarious contradiction in its fixed instability. The slimy is:

The agony of water. It presents itself as a phenomenon in the process of becoming; it does not have the permanence within change that water has but on the contrary represents an accomplished break in a change of state.

The fear of the slimy stems from our sensory intuition of its dualistic qualities – its ability to possess as well as be possessed and the realisation that the slimy has the power to consume and devour the for-itself with the inert in-itself. In her physicality, woman is associated with the slimy through the wetness and fluidity she exhibits, especially in relation to her sex. In woman, man sees the potential to be devoured, castrated or subsumed by her slime. This feminine component to the slimy is important, as it is a reflection of Douglas’s anthropological work and prefigures Kristeva’s understanding of the abject as a process of moving away from the mother. In Sartre’s understanding the slimy – that which is overflowing boundaries and impossible to categorise – is always feminine, in its materiality and its physicality.


It is in straddling the division between in-itself and for-itself that both women and slime so terrifies and yet fascinates. On the one hand, man wishes to give way to the in-itself, to float on the soft bed of existence, like the honey drop subsumed into the jar; and yet on the other hand he rejects this idea, clinging desperately to his consciousness. It is this horrifying sense of being torn, of desiring the negation of consciousness, of connection to the nothingness that Sartre reveals when he states that “the slimy is myself.”
 Like a woman, “the slimy is docile”
 and it is yielding, yet both have the power to be destructive, to subsume the man, to attract him towards it “as the bottom of the abyss might”
 call him to embrace nothingness. Both women and the slime sit astride the categories of in-itself and for-itself, and both evince an ability to tempt, destroy, subsume, annihilate. Neither possesses absolutely the consciousness of the for-itself. Both are revenge. 


It is the physical being of the slimy which will produce its circulating tension between creation and destruction, and this is mirrored in the abject as substance or the theory of abjection. When touched the slimy gives the impression of being possessed; it clings and yet is docile. It gives way to one’s hand. It is soft when squashed between fingers, giving the impression that one is “perpetually destroying it.”
 But this is exactly the creative destruction of the slimy, for in its docility, the slimy fools us. It is only at the very moment when one believes they possess it that the slimy enacts a curious reversal and suddenly “it possesses me.”
 The softness of the slimy is “leech-like:” it is unlike a solid object which one can hold on to and then let go. When the slimy is held it then holds back, even when one wants to let go. An inanimate, inert, unconscious being-in-itself holding back produces a terrifying sensation in the subject it holds because, unlike a solid object whose inertia symbolises my total power, the slimy in its grip destabilises this power, shatters this foundation of my being. It is not so inert. Powerfully, Sartre writes:

I open my hands, I want to let go of the slimy and it sticks to me, it draws me, it sucks at me. Its mode of being is neither the reassuring inertia of the solid nor a dynamism like that in water which is exhausted in fleeing from me. It is a soft, yielding action, a moist and feminine sucking, it lives obscurely under my fingers, and I sense it like a dizziness; it draws me to it as the bottom of a precipice might draw me.

This sensation associated with slime is so like the abject, which draws me to a place of collapsed meaning.

iii. Creation and Destruction in the Abject


The most important question that develops, then, is how is it that something we will simply refer to as “dirt” or perhaps disorder, which is normally a destructive influence or object, becomes something creative? What is creative about destruction? And at last we peel back the abstract gauze of phenomenology peering into the bright light of the structure again. In the same sense that Marx saw the contradictions of capitalism as both begetting the cycle of capitalism and also being its ultimate downfall, as being the maintainer of the system and also to point of departure for a new system, so too with dirt. And so too, we will see, with the abject. 


In any situation of imposed order, there are two reactions to the rejected elements. In the first case, the rejected elements are considered a halved identity, something recognizably out of place and a “threat to good order.”
 These rejected elements become an unwanted object, a danger, but are still partially differentiated. In the second case, these rejected elements are pulverised and dissolved into unrecognisable things. All their identity is gone and without an identity there is no danger: “there is no differentiation, there is no defilement.”
 This would be an homogenizing tendency in human beings, a way in which to maintain order by disregarding those things that challenge it. But dirt itself was created by a differentiating activity of the mind, it is “a by-product of the creation of order”
 and so it is both necessary and creative. It is important to remember that difference, and especially exaggerated difference, creates order; it allows one to understand and define “things,” if not difference itself. And through dirt we come to understand that most fundamental difference, that most corporeal of binaries, the dividing line between life and death. Through dirt we can come to contemplate – in symbols – death. It is in our reflections upon the nature of dirt and dirt itself that we reflect on “the relation of order to disorder, being to non-being, form to formlessness, life to death.”
 This is also the central contemplation we engage in as we come to an awareness of the abject.

iv. Kristeva and the Abject: A psychoanalysis of yuck


The first paragraph of Julia Kristeva’s book Powers of Horror offers a succinct and poetic explanation of the theory of abjection. She writes:

There looms, within abjection, one of those violent, dark revolts of being, directed against a threat that seems to emanate from an exorbitant outside or inside, ejected beyond the scope of the possible, the tolerable, the thinkable. It lies there, quite close, but it cannot be assimilated. It beseeches, worries, and fascinates desire, which, nevertheless, does not let itself be seduced. Apprehensive, desire turns aside; sickened, it rejects. A certainty protects it from the shameful – a certainty of which it is proud holds on to it. But simultaneously, just the same, that impetus, that spasm, that leap is drawn towards an elsewhere as tempting as it is condemned. Unflaggingly, like an inescapable boomerang, a vortex of summons and repulsion places the one haunted by it literally beside himself.

When one is beset by abjection, when one confronts the abject, one’s thoughts and experiences do not have “properly speaking, a definable object”
 – which is to say that the abject is not ob-ject. It is not an object that one can classify or categorise but it is abject precisely because it does not fit within those boundaries of classification. All of this is not to say that the abject cannot be an object; only that the abject is not an object universalized, nor subject. The abject is situated in a prelingual space of pre-subjective, pre-lingual, pre-Symbolic
 humans.


As well – on the subject of what the abject is not – it is not an opposite, not a correlative, not a ying to my yang. It is not simply the provider of support in its difference, although it does that as well. The abject is not me, it is not that, but it is also not nothing. It is radically excluded from the order/from order and drags the subject to a place of collapsed meaning. The object emits a desire for meaning, while the abject is the crushing weight of meaninglessness. An acknowledgement of this meaninglessness annihilates the “I” which signifies the subject. Therefore, we will come to see the abject as both the meaning which maintains the firm borders of the self, but also that which threatens the self with non-existence, with meaninglessness. While being potentially chaos inducing and destructive, still the “abject and abjection are my safeguards…the primers of my culture.”
 The abject creates and rides and frequently crosses the boundaries which permit our existence, however illusory they may be.

The abject is a site, a boundary space, a reaction, objects. It is us.


Let me explain.


As a site, the abject marks the defining moment in the attainment of human subjectivity – the moment in which we recognize – or declare through a negative, the no! – the boundary between me and other, me and (m)other. The abject is that recognition and rejection of the mother as Other, allowing us to enter into the Symbolic Order.


While the abject defines and constructs our identities in and through the Symbolic Order, it is also that which threatens to reveal the precariousness of these constructed identities. Because of the abject’s radical exclusion from the Symbolic Realm, because the abject does not respect but transgresses the boundaries, positions and rules of the self, it disturbs the system of identity the in Symbolic Order. 


The abject is necessary, as is its exclusion – the abject is that which we reject so that we may exist; and the refusal of the abject in its affect also creates the subject. In the crossing of boundaries that the process of abjection forces, the subject is founded and of this Kristeva writes: “I expel myself, I spit myself out, I abject myself within the same motion through which ‘I’ claim to establish myself.”


While the process of abjection founds the boundaries of subjectivity by drawing attention to (in)distinct internal and external realms, it also operates as the human reaction to a threatened breakdown in meaning caused by a loss of distinction between subject and object, self and other. The blurring of boundaries that allow the human subject to exist is a threat that meaning is breaking down. The reaction to the abject, those “spasms and the vomiting that protect me,”
 turns the subject away from defilement, and serves to maintain the illusion of the subject’s border, at least temporarily.


Because of the threat the abject represents to meaning, to boundaries, to identity and to the self, everything hinges on abjection. One’s fear of the abject object stems from the insistent materiality of death that that abjected object represents – it is that thing that we shed in order to live. The reaction to the abject is not the knowledge or meaning of death, but a traumatic confrontation with the materiality of it. Our confrontation can often elicit a pre-lingual response, and is associated with the explosion of the (Lacanian) Real
 into our lives. 


Our response as prelingual is important, because the Symbolic realm, which we enter into after undergoing the process of abjecting our mothers – of recognizing our separateness from them and thus for a time rejecting them in order to define the boundaries of our selves – is a predominantly linguistic one. In order to become a subject we must take on the father figure of language, and then all of our actions, our identities and our relationships are mediated through this bludgeoning hammer of the linguistic. Language is so inadequate to express our true demands; it is simply an expression of our lack and yet it is the only thing which allows us to participate in the community. By taking on language we are founded as subject and simultaneously pulverized – the subject attempts to identify with something external but grows weary and “finds the impossible within”, and impossible that “constitutes its very being.”
 The constitution of being is nothing other than the abject itself and so it is revealed that the subject “and all its objects are based merely on the inaugural loss that laid the foundations of its own being.”
 And yet this is all that the subject is and so “abjection preserves what existed in the archaism of pre-objectal relationship, in the immemorial violence with which a body becomes separated from another body in order to be.”

It is in the tradition of Lacanian psychoanalysis that Kristeva writes, and so for a moment let us look to his understanding of the relationship between language and subjectivity. In “The Signification of the Phallus” from Ecrits Lacan writes: “this passion of the signifier now becomes a new dimension of the human condition in that it is not only man who speaks, but that in man and through man it speaks (ca parle), that his nature is woven by effects in which is to be found the structure of language…”
 The “it” which speaks through man is the structure of language, which exists prior to the self.


Language, and by extension our own subjectivity, is founded on a loss, and an essential desire – the gap between what we desire and what we are able to articulate is imperfectly and incompletely filled by language. This loss can be envisaged as very real or tangible in that in order to become subjects par excellence we must give up our attachment to our mothers, and it is also more conceptual. In terms of individual subjective development though, the abject marks the moment when we separated ourselves from the mother, when we began to recognize a boundary between “me” and other, “me” and “(m)other.” This reflects an earlier boundary established in those “primitive” societies of which Mary Douglas wrote. Structures of the community, like the structure of the subject, worked to separate human subjects from the animal. Through a process of abjection “primitive societies have marked out a precise area of their culture in order to remove it from the threatening world of animals or animalism, which were imagined as representatives of sex and murder.”


The abject, then, is part of the everyday. It is the foundation of our communities and in fact our very selves. It hangs around the borders of our existence; like a shadow or a rain cloud, hovering. It is a remainder of something from the past that formulates, calculates and maintains our very subjectivity; our very being. The abject helps to uphold and maintain our mass consciousness, our sense of the social, the communal, the subjective and individual.  Without it we would have nothing in the sense that we now understand it. 


But what would we have if we gave into the abject, if we revelled in it, as we revel in orgiastic masses of the Bakhtinian carnival, in Eros? Through our daily experiences with the abject – should we take them up – we are forced to recognise the debilitating linguistic structure that we have submitted to, the oppression and exploitation inherent to the patriarchally governed Symbolic realm. It is through the abject – through our profound and deep understanding of it – that we are able to see the functions of the Symbolic. The abject is unrelentingly dynamic, “always remaining confrontational, unpredictable and self-mocking.”
 There in the abject we find laughter in the face of death.


I want to suggest also that it is the abject – that expelled, disgusting and certainly “nether-regional” element of our psyche but also our bodies – that can function, assert and insert itself into the everyday, into our understanding of contemporary economies, of globalised oil markets and international labour. The abject can, in fact, be utopian in its grotesqueness, and through it we can envision a different future. The abject allows us to imagine or constitute a new subjectivity not invested in reason, as it has been traditionally understood. The abject points us toward a new reason, the reason of the body, by demonstrating the destructive force of patriarchal, phallogocentric subjective construction. The abject is the place where, to quote Stanley Keleman, “your body speaks its mind.”
 Along with offering a new understanding of subjectivity, the theory of abjection can also posit new forms of politics, new ways of thinking the political. In order to understand these political possibilities it is necessary to briefly recognize George Bataille’s important contributions in this regard. Understanding Bataille’s notions of waste, expenditure, the homogenous and heterogeneous will allow us to move forward, into a new and more nuanced understanding of contemporary and historical oil economies through our three novels. 

v. Bataille and Excess: A philosophy of excretions


George Bataille, a French surrealist philosopher, gives ideas of loss, excretion, shame and the body a political context within the homogenous and heterogeneous configurations of society. In his article “The Psychological Structure of Fascism” Bataille lays out the political, economic and cultural implications of what we can consider abjection – the excluded, unproductive, wasteful and excretory heterogeneous, of attempting to create the illusory bounded body or concrete category. Through an examination of societal structures divided between the homogenous and the heterogeneous, Bataille appears to anticipate the political weight of Kristeva’s theory of the abject in the realm of the political and economic. 


For Bataille, society is divided into two spheres, that of the homogenous and that of the heterogeneous. In these spheres scientific knowledge of society is grounded in a capitalist mode of production, a bourgeois ideology, which is aligned with the homogenous. This capitalist, bourgeois form of knowledge is limited in that it only considers half of the totality of society: society is divided by “the processes of economic accumulation and those of affective expenditure”
 wherein production and consumption are synthesized and connected, existing without waste. In this understanding of the social we see society as a production-consumption machine wherein everything has its place, has its logic, and nothing overturns or extends beyond its boundaries. A structure of Douglasian proportions.


An homogenous society is a productive society in which every person is worth what they produce, with the caveat that the worker qua man is not a producer. Rather the instigator of social homogeneity controls the means of production or more simply, the consumer is the instigator of production and thus, in the cycle of bourgeois homogeneity, the consumer is simultaneously the producer. The workers then, and the working classes as a whole, are not “homogenous with the world whose wealth they create; only the bourgeois is.”
 In this cyclical and closed circuit understanding of the social, the bourgeois is both producer and consumer and thus the basis and foundation of the productive – and useful – society. Workers are integrated into homogeneity in the workplace as workers, but not as men. Outside of the factory, the labourer is “a stranger, a man of another nature;”
 he is non-homogenous, excluded.


Useless elements, those not engaged in production for consumption and vice versa, are excluded and isolated from homogenous society but, as we will see, not from all of society. There must, necessarily, exist a remainder and a space for that remainder to go. In the words of Bataille, activity deemed useful “has a common denominator with another useful activity, but not with activity for itself,”
 and that common denominator is money. Money is that which measures work and “makes man a function of measurable products,”
 and it is through money that each man becomes what he produces, a function of collective production. Therefore those who control the means of production, and who have access to the distribution of money, are one with the homogenous society, and those who work and gain access to money are isolated, not part of the society but a necessarily controlled and maintained element without the order.


Homogenous society is also caught up in the deferment of desire. If production and consumption exist in a symbiotic relationship, then pleasure and desire are external to this relationship, existing neither for the purpose of increasing production, nor for anything beyond pleasurable and useless consumption. In homogenous society then, work is the first principle of productivity, the deferment of desire is second. This structure is enforced by rules – social and otherwise – of the homogenous order, so as to discipline human sociality and maintain a functioning society. These rules operate in two ways as well, as they function to maintain homogenous or bourgeois society but also they create structures and prohibitions which exclude anything that falls outside the bounds of homogeneity. They exclude the other, the heterogeneous. Imperative elements are required to maintain this homogenous structure and the continued exclusion of the heterogeneous, and homogenous society is dependent upon these imperative forces as it is otherwise unable to “find itself a reason for being and acting.”
 This is where “the state” develops as a tool of bourgeois, homogenous society, used to control both the worker and the desire for or attainment of human, physical pleasure.  The State polices the working classes and their attainment of pleasure, giving them outlets but never quite allowing full defection to the excessive heterogeneous realm. Still, in these acts of exclusion and maintenance of the homogenous social order, the bourgeois and the State are simultaneously engaged in a process of creating the realm of that which is excluded. They create and define that which is outside and other, as to create and to define is to also to exclude. The heterogeneous arises as such – and as such is a threat – because it is what cannot be incorporated or allowed within the smooth functioning of homogenous society.


The realm of the political, then, within bourgeois, homogenous society (which Bataille denotes as “democracy”) asks what values a given culture sets for the distribution of all unnecessary excesses – i.e., the economic surpluses (riches), pleasure, extravagances, excess, transgression, ecstasy, holiness, sacrifice, art, intoxication, laughter, etc? These excess elements do function in a utilitarian way, they step outside the cycle of production and consumption, outside of a useful circuit for society. These “values” which are developed then, serve as the rules and prohibitions which define the limits of human behaviour. Contradiction, both in economic and social life, entails a “tendential dissolution of homogenous social existence,”
 and as the dissolution deepens and elements swing outside of and affiliate with the other, they become indistinguishable from the heterogeneous. This is important for Bataille, as his project – and ours in our discussion of the abject and oil – is to enter into a dialogue with the heterogeneous, with those ejected and forsaken elements, those elements of pleasure, of labour, of excess and excretion. The mere fact of prohibition, of the boundaries created by homogenous society allude to the possibility of transgression, for otherwise the prohibitions would be without a function. These boundaries are what makes life possible, but it is the indeterminable beyond these boundaries that both fascinates and compels Bataille.


To consider, in an analysis of the social, only production and to see “society as only interested in production”
 is not only erroneous, argues Bataille, but also dangerous. Consumption, wastefulness, expenditure – wasteful and useless spending – is neglected by a classical economic analysis, but is equally important. If it is not given space within culture, the heterogeneous can become a negative and destructive force, with the possibility of giving way to fascistic tendencies. For this reason we must take into account the heterogeneous and its component parts. We must dually consider what allows society to satisfy its needs, but also the shake-ups, depressions, destructions and “anxiety crises so intense they are seen to be orgiastic”
 that infiltrate the social and make up the heterogeneous.


The heterogeneous, as earlier intimated, is that which cannot be contained within the bounded logic of production/consumption that is the homogenous. It is that which cannot be reduced to the same, that which is impossible to assimilate. The world of the heterogeneous “includes everything resulting from unproductive expenditure” of “everything rejected by homogenous society as waste.”
 From the perspective of homogenous society, the heterogeneous – unproductive expenditure – is seen as waste, useless, rejected, inassimilable. This demarcation includes the “lower classes” as well as the aristocrats, the lumpenproletariat, the mystics and the sacred. All that is pointless, all that cannot be subsumed into the homogenizing process – that is the heterogeneous. And heterogeneity tends to sneak up on us and its reality is that of a force or a shock. It is almost a charge, a value “passing from one object to another in a more or less abstract fashion, almost as if the change were taking place not in the world of objects but only in the judgments of the subject.”
 


And that the heterogeneous would take place in or as the psyche of the subject is not that unusual. The heterogeneous cannot be known scientifically, as it is excluded from the scientific assimilation of the homogenous, and its exclusion from the realm of science is similar to the exclusion of the unconscious from the realm of the conscious and the ego. In fact, the “unconscious must be considered as one of the aspects of the heterogeneous,”
 and we cannot comprehend it –neither the unconscious nor the heterogeneous – even when we enter into it; we cannot comprehend a clearly separate existence. Thus in Bataille’s estimation – which is clearly mirrored by Mary Douglas and Julia Kristeva – society and its structures seem to operate much like the interior life of the individual psyche. Of course this will all become more important and far more clear the further we delve into issue of the abject, oil, political economies and community and subjective psychology, but in the meantime, a few further points on Bataille’s notion of heterogeneity seem important. 

In the labour process, Bataille follows Marx in claiming that the energies of the labourer are not fully expended or exhausted and surplus value is created which is allocated to the capitalist for profit and for expansion of the productive enterprise. This surplus value represents “the measurable portion of the worker’s productive capacity,”
 but another, unmeasureable surplus also exists, this one deemed as excess as it “does not return to the production process but is expended ‘unproductively.’”
 The unproductive expenditure is, of course, heterogeneous as it stands in opposition to the capitalist productive process, and thus as mentioned, the heterogeneous persons within a given society are frequently the working classes “whose existence is divided between the participation in the production of economic values (labour) and an unbounded energy which is, strictly speaking, destructive.”
 But the working classes are not the only heterogeneous elements in bourgeois society, as also eluded to. The sacred is also considered a restricted form of the heterogeneous, as that which is outside of the comprehensible – much as the sacred was untouchable but intimately related to the defiled in Mary Douglas’ anthropological work. Also, the results of unproductive expenditure – poetry, art, orgasm, parties – is heterogeneous; all that is rejected as “waste or as superior transcendental value.”
 Moreover, the violent, the criminal, the poet, the leader, the flaneur, the aristocrat - heterogeneous. Violence, excess, delirium, madness; mobs and the resultant breaking of “the laws of social homogeneity;”
 the inert in the shape of the “violent and excessive nature of the decomposing body;”
 dominance and simultaneously submission; both the master and the slave – all elements and examples of the heterogeneous which so terrifies homogenous society and yet is so telling.  Essentially “all social phenomena characterized by violence, madness, immoderation and delirium – phenomena that have in common the fact that they cannot be assimilated – are heterogeneous.”
 That which cannot be ignored, that which must be confronted, that which must be heard and considered. 


In brief, the notions of the homogenous and heterogeneous also have a great deal in common with the notions of the General and the Restricted economies. Let us briefly delineate the similarities. Following from anthropological explorations of Mauss, the notion of the “gift” stemming from west coast First Nation’s potlatch is theoretically opposed to the more Judeo-Christian, Euro-American notion of the “commodity.” In Bataille, this opposition is worked out as a distinction between the General and the Restricted economies, and these economies align with the world as homogenous and heterogeneous. The Restricted economy is caught up in the bourgeois, capitalist homogenous process of production and consumption, understanding the central issue to economics to be scarcity. Thus a Restricted economy emphasizes production and “operates by means of exchange and circulation, and does so in the expectation of profit or return”
 – operating under exactly the logic of homogenous society. The General economy, on the other hand, assumes surplus as the central economic issue, and emphasizes consumption while operating “by means of gifts, sacrifices, and reckless expenditure, and does so in the expectation of loss without return.”
 Clearly this is an economic extension of the socially heterogeneous. The notion of loss, of expenditure without return, is one of excess, one which does not see an economic cycle as being spurred on by production and consumption, which skirts the necessity of the commodity a such. In the same way that the heterogeneous is both ultimately necessary for but ignored and diminished by the homogenous, so too the General economy is considered primitive, wanton, destructive, dangerous and yet somehow important for the Restricted economy. 


Again, Bataille wants to illuminate that which has been shunted to the outside, that which is beyond limits and is reprehensible. And he wants to do so because Bataille believes that humans are motivated by a “principle of loss;” not by rational economic calculations (economism as defined by classical economic theory) but instead by “the impulse to sacrifice and squander.”
 The General economy subtends the smooth logical stasis of the Restricted economy, it peeps through it, it threatens its stability and permanency – much as the abject threatens and underlies our very sense of ourselves as subjects. In this way, then, Bataille’s work on the General economy and the heterogeneous offer critiques of historical capitalism, the paradigm based on investment, production, commodification and return, in a way that comprehends and yet undermines the flaws in the Marxist critique. It is here, through an understanding of Bataille, that we can see the way to a political notion inherent in Kristeva’s abject. By placing the theory of abjection upon the materiality of oil – that substance that extrudes through the very earth we live on; that substance which is, in its actuality, dead; that substance that both sustains us and yet threatens our continued existence – we can, in the tradition of Bataille, hope to found a new, more comprehensive and excessive critique of capitalism than the one Marx was able to formulate almost 200 years ago. If we view the economic landscape as imperfectly colonized, homogenized or systematized, might we not find openings for projects of non-capitalist intervention? Might we not find ways of constructing different communities and societies, building on the stories of our pasts and theories of our present that already exist? This thesis believes that this is so and actively attempts to make it a reality.


Prior to moving forward though, two questions remain. First, how is it that a critique of political economy melds and meshes with a critique of the Symbolic realm? How are the Symbolic and Capitalism related? And second, why is it necessary and even important to use the theory of abjection if Bataille gives us an already political envisioning of excess politics, the obscene in capital? 

vi. Goux and Zizek: An analysis of symbolic capitalism


Jean-Joseph Goux, in his book Symbolic Economies, begins a consideration of political economy and the Symbolic. He sees that various categories structuring the discourse of psychoanalysis overlap with those existing in and structuring the economic domain. His main focus is to examine and interpret the ways in which the “notions of sign, representation, simulacrum, symbolicity, ideality, and value [are] at work in the discourse of political economy.”
 Clearly Goux’s primary concerns are beyond the scope of this thesis, yet the basic problem is an important one. How do these two seemingly disparate realms function together? It is easy initially to consider capitalism and the Symbolic as intimately linked, through a hierarchical structure dependent upon symbols and abstraction. The stock market itself, with its spiralling system of signs and figures seems an apt representation of Lacan’s Symbolic realm where things only have meaning in terms of their relation to the structure. Goux also notes that both systems – capitalism and the Symbolic – create equivalents amongst and between things. In Lacanaian psychoanalysis, the Father is the privileged subject who controls identity and identification; the phallus takes the place of the standard object (of drive); language is privileged as “a phonic signifier potentially equivalent to all other signifiers through the operation of verbal expression”
 and all of these appear to us as elements of a general equivalent, a boiling down of things into their relation to one privileged thing. From here, Goux writes:

I came to affirm that the Father becomes the general equivalent of subjects, Language, the general equivalent of signs, and the Phallus the general equivalent of objects, in a way that is structurally and genetically homologous to the accession of a unique element (let us say Gold, for the sake of simplicity) to the rank of the general equivalent of products.

This allows Goux to conceive of the structuring tendencies of both Capitalism and the Symbolic as unified processes, wherein exchange is both a signifying process and an economic one, and the Symbolic is indelibly married to Capital.


Zizek, too, notes something similar. For Zizek there is a fundamental homology between Freud and Marx in that Marx (like Freud) does not seek the “hidden kernel” of the commodity, the “determination of its value by the quality of work consumed in its production.”
 Rather, Marx seeks to explain “why work assumed the form of the value of a commodity”
 and claims that the transcendental subject himself is found in the structure of the commodity form – a structure which mirrors that of the structure of the Symbolic (of subjectivity). Hence, to echo Goux, it is only in the Symbolic order wherein the exchange standard of capitalism – money in Zizek’s case – takes on any meaning. Capitalism is the “domain of discourse of the Master,”
 but it simultaneously undoes and revamps this masterful position. As capitalism proceeds into the twenty-first century it grows more and more obsessed with obsolescence, with a constant barrage of newer and newer things, more and more disposable. Not only does this perpetual newness create incredible excess and waste which comes to mark capitalism as a system, but it also fulfils Marx assertion that in capitalism “all that is solid melts into air.”
 Zizek points out that this assertion concerns not only the material products of capital but also “the stability of the symbolic order that provides a definitive identification for subjects.”
 The abstraction in capitalism, which provides the value equivalents for both material goods and also subjective understandings is important precisely because it is simultaneously a misperception of social reality but it is also very “real” in the sense of “determining the very structure of material social processes; the fate of whole strata of populations, and sometimes whole countries, can be decided by the ‘solipsistic’ speculative dance of Capital, which pursues its goal of profitability with a blessed indifference to the way its movement will affect social reality.”
 To clarify, and by way of making the connection between Capitalism and psychoanalysis stronger, Zizek notes that “reality” is the social reality of actually existing human beings involved in various interactions and in the productive process, while the Real is “the inexorable ‘abstract’ spectral logic of Capital which determines what goes on in social reality.”
 There are occasions, needless to say, in which a palpable gap occurs between the Real and reality, wherein Capital reports positively on the economic situation of a nation while at the same time the population toils in declining living standards and economic health.
 The reality of a given situation, Zizek notes, is rather unimportant. It is the situation, strength and position of Capital that matters within this merger of Symbolic, Real and Capitalism.

vii. The Feminine: A gendered root of resistance

The second question arises then, why the abject if Bataille’s discussions of excess are already politicized? The answer to this question begins with an understanding of the work of Mary Douglas and her differences from Bataille, Kristeva and Zizek. In Douglas the “other”, the excluded, rejected, excessive was often embodied; the idea planted onto the flesh of a person which the mapped the boundaries of the social – and this person was, often enough, female. One could signify and come to an understanding of oneself as subject or as a member of a community by looking into the eyes of the “other” and differentiating oneself. For Kristeva
 the abject is radically other; it has no eyes in which to gaze and yet still, the subject is formed in relation to this radical other abject. Zizek clarifies this distinction, pointing out that in Kristeva’s case when it comes to excess and abject, the element that extrudes past the borders of the subject also illuminate the lack which is the subject itself. The void, the nothingness, the empty centre of the subject is also the excess which leaks past its boundaries. In this case he writes: 

There is a subject only in so far as there is some material stain/leftover that resists subjectivisation, a surplus in which, precisely, the subject cannot recognise itself. In other words, the paradox of the subject is that it exists only through its own radical impossibility, through a ‘bone in the throat’ that forever prevents it (the subject) from achieving its full ontological identity.

In this way, without the abject, the excess, the excremental leftover, there is no structure of subjectivity. Without something of out of place there is no order. On this point I am sure Douglas, Kristeva and Bataille would agree, but for Douglas the subject does (mis?)recognise and come to know herself through the excess, whereas in Kristeva recognition is impossible.


This is important because we want to argue that oil is abject. Oil has no eyes into which we can gaze, oil has no face, we cannot recognise ourselves in that slimy substance. As well, the way in which oil structures an economy is abject, and creates an embodied manifestation of the abject in its labourers. This will become particularly enlightening when we tackle these issues in their material manifestations, but it is important to remember also that in Kristeva’s vision of abjection it is the position of Mother, of woman, which is also abject and abjected. Women and a critique of the Symbolic as inherently patriarchal are central to Kristeva’s thesis. Marrying the Symbolic to capitalism forces us to consider the ways in which women are disproportionately affected by the ravages of capital and how they are abjected from the political, social and Symbolic structure of the economy and society. The position of woman within the Symbolic has always been contentious and important within psychoanalytic thought, and the feminine, the female body, has been termed forever unrepresentable.
 Psychoanalyst Luce Irigaray went so far as to claim that women as such never actually exists, except as metonym and metaphor.
 Thus the female body is an – or the – impossible object and “functions as the ultimate horizon of representation whose disclosure is forever postponed”
 making her quite nearly that abjected other into whose eyes it is impossible to gaze. 


For these reasons the abject seems a likely candidate in the ongoing critique of contemporary capitalism and political economy, but most especially with reference to a substance such as oil. The abject is, in Zizek’s play on Kristevas terms, an “abhorrent, nauseating excremental piece of slime,”
 which simultaneously attracts and repulses. Even in its mere olfactory sense, oil is abhorrent, nauseating and excremental, yet is also is – to some – delicious. The delicate balance that the theory of the abject offers to us in an examination of the Symbolic, the structure of the subject, aligns itself nicely with an examination of an equally delicately balanced economic structure such as capitalism, especially formulated around the materiality (and ethereality) of oil. And as mentioned previously, this examination hopes to illuminate new areas of criticism, new “weak links” through which to formulate and think a new future outside of capital.

Chapter Four: Defetishising Literatures: Abject Oil as the “Basic Commodity”

Wherein we pull all of our competing notions together, weaving them around the story of oil. Oil as a commodity structures the foundation of the capitalist economy and is thus referred to by George Caffentzis as a “basic commodity.” It is highly abstract and abstracted and yet it is simultaneously concrete and “real.” In order to get to the bottom of oil’s abject nature, and the way in which it creates a system of abjection within capitalism, we examine three novels which I will refer to as “defetishing literature” – stories which spiral backwards from the commodity as abstract, unveiling the living labour, the tales of misery, violence and abjection that coalesce in the body of oil as commodity. Through the examination of three novels, all covering different regions and different eras, we can see the role of oil in the capitalist economy, the resultant abjection inhering in this oil, and the ways in which women are disproportionately affected by the global economy of oil. 

i. Blood is/in the oil

ii. The embodied structure of petrocapitalism

iii. Commodities, rent and imperialism

iv. The Strategy in liquid energy…

v. Labour in its proper place

vi. Abject workers, soaked in Oil!
vii. The Arabs and their madness 
viii.Feeding vultures and feminine protest

ix. In conclusion

i. Blood is/in the oil
The writer cannot be a mere storyteller; he cannot be a mere teacher; he cannot merely X-ray society's weaknesses, its ills, its perils. He or she must be actively involved shaping its present and its future.




~ Ken Saro-Wiwa (1941-1995)

It has been said by many theorists of both the oil crisis and the oil boom that oil is lifeblood. It is “the lifeblood of the global economy,”
 the lifeblood of some indigenous communities, the lifeblood of one of the last remaining leftists regimes on the planet.
 That oil is a lifeblood has become a cliché, but oil the substance remains largely a mystery, an elusive, amorphous mass in its essence, in its history, in its past and in its truth. That oil – and of course by oil we mean the mineral, crude oil, petroleum – that petroleum is the boiled, burnt and condensed remains of ancient dinosaurs is popular knowledge but it may be little more than popular myth – at best marginally true. The fact is that no one knows for certain or fully understands where oil comes from. Many geologists now claim that there was likely never sufficiently abundant terrestrial life to explain the quantities now pooling under “our” soil and spewing out through millions of pipelines around the world. Some scientists now claim that oil as we know it was birthed of water, developing out of “algae and minute life forms called plankton that once drifted in ancient seas.”
 These life forms were fed from sunlight, bloomed and died, buried beneath sea silt to become eventually, our crude. Those who ascribe to this theory often refer to oil as “fossilized sunlight,” but as of yet this is still a theory, that has not been confirmed by explanation or observation. No one, thus far, has ever synthesized crude oil from biological plant matter.


So with lifeblood we will stay, over “fossilized sunlight.” And oil is quite like blood, in many of its properties and physical characteristics. It is organic and viscous. It pools and flows in underground veins. Cut the earth in the right spot and it gushes and spouts, a “thick, black, slimy, slippery fluid.”
 Out of control, blowing past the pressure of the earth’s surface, it roars and spits, soaking the earth and those upon it. Like blood, upon its exposure to air, oil crusts and scabs. 

Even more, oil is often heated to 90 degrees, so that it will flow with greater ease and less friction through pipelines – 90 degrees, of course, being approximately the temperature of the human body. Like the body, it swells when heated and contracts when cooled. It is sweet, it is crude, it is heavy, it is light. It is vaporous and airy and its fumes haunt us in the form of emissions and odours. And oil is not sterile, but supports petroleum eating bacteria and fungi. It was, and it feeds, life. 


None of this even mentions the amount of life that goes into oil, the blood that is spilled for the control of oil and for its creation and extraction. None of this mentions that oil both shapes our human relationships and understandings of our neighbours and our foreign rivals; none of this mentions that oil sustains and destroys us. Much like life, oil too will have to end, oil is mortal and unstable. For all its strength, oil is weak.

And while the economics of oil are important, and the egregious class struggles and inequities that play out in the oil industry are vital to this story, the economic story “is never the whole story, and oil is never the whole economic story.”
 Oil involves so much more than inert trading of dollars and cents. Oil is lifeblood and it is alive, and alive in it are the tales of woe of millions, as well as the shared hope for the possibility of a future. 


Capitalism, since nearly its inception, has given rise to a unique and wonderful genre of writing: the story of the commodity. These stories detail how it is that a product comes to be, its journey from raw material to consumer good, usually replete with shocking facts intended to inspire thought and action in the reader. These stories reveal the concealed suffering and drama that inhere in a previously context-less object, and make apparent the humanity that goes into each and every consumable good. Novels such as Abdelrahman Munif’s Cities of Salt,
 Upton Sinclair’s Oil! and Ken Saro-Wiwa’s A Forest of Flowers are particularly urgent examples of this genre, and also rarities in the commodity fiction world for their focus around the commodity of oil. Munif has stated that the closest international commodity trade experience to the oil trade, for the peoples of the east, was the spice trade, which spurred on swaths of literature. That the imperialising, colonising and invading actions of the oil industry have not inspired the same literary history is telling – Munif has called the history of oil exploration and extraction in the Middle East embarrassing, for both the foreigners and the Arab elites who welcomed them. Novels such as his, then, have important resonance for today, as they offer us a view of the relations the west has with the east that is neither derived nor developed from or in the west. His novels track the human consequences of America’s oil-driven entanglements with the Islamic world, with politics and political unrest, and with environmental degradation. Various histories of the region have falsified the Arab experience, Munif has stated, because they are written from the perspective of the colonisers. Thus, the novels of Munif and Saro-Wiwa offer alternative historiographies, depicting the often negative engagement of West and East. Similarly, notorious muckraker Upton Sinclair offers us the alternative historiography of the working classes and the socialist movement in early twentieth century America. These stories enrich us and educate us, but they also offer us glimpses of that blood in the oil, the humans behind it, and the abject relationship we have to our most vaunted commodity. This particular commodity relationship within a near-seamless globalised capitalism has been called by some “petrocapitalism.”

ii. The embodied structure of Petrocapitalism

The Marxist in me would, somewhat unfelicitously, call these aforementioned novels “defetishing” fictions, or “literatures of defetishism.” This term is derived from Marx’s famous comment on the “fetishism of commodities” in Capital:

Men do not therefore bring products of their labour into relations with each other as values because they see these objects merely as the material integuments of homogeneous human labour. The reverse is true: by equating their different products to each other in exchange as values, they equate their different kinds of labour as human labour. They do this without being aware of it. Value, therefore, does not have its description branded on its forehead; it rather transforms every product of labour into a social hieroglyphic. Later on, men try to decipher the hieroglyphic, to get behind the secret of their own social product: for the characteristic which objects of utility have of being values is as much men’s social product as is their language. The belated scientific discovery that the products of labour, in so far as they are values, are merely the material expressions of the human labour expended to produce them, marks an epoch in the history of mankind’s development, but by no means banishes the semblance of objectivity possessed by the social characteristics of labour. Something which is only valid for this particular form of production, the production of commodities, namely the fact that the specific social character of private labours carried on independently of each other consists in their equality as human labour, and, in the product, assumes the form of existence of value, appears to those caught up in the relations of commodity production (and this is true both before and after the above-mentioned scientific discovery) to be just as ultimately valid as the fact that the scientific dissection of the air into its component parts left the atmosphere itself unaltered in its physical configuration. 

Defetishising fictions aim to unravel the fetishism of the commodity, revealing the hidden secrets in substances previously thought context-less. Inherent in these fictions are notions of nostalgia and memory – by tracing the commodity backwards we enter into the realm of the past, and discover the changes that occur in our engagements and opaque entanglements with the commodities that shape and mould our lives. 

Oil is, of course, a particularly compelling subject – or substance – for such defetishing tales, not merely because of the industry’s global reach and sordid geopolitical engagements offering us ever more complex sets of social relationships arising within capitalist economic structures. Nor is it compelling simply because oil as substance contains near all the attributes that Sartre once attached to the “slimy” and Kristeva to the abject. Oil is compelling not even merely because of its abstract character. But rather, because this abstract character is, in a sense, dual. Like any commodity it has an abstract value which conceals the human relationships that go into its production, but it also embodies another abstraction, that of energy. Oil is the abstracted representation of our ability to shape the world we live in to conform to our own needs, to grow our food, to power our houses, to drive our cars. Oil is the abstract representation of how we are, as individuals as much as a society. 

In her writings on the abject Kristeva notes that the body and the formation of the subject are intimately linked, and that our notions of the body permeate our understandings of our own subjectivity. To talk about oil as blood, a lifeblood or death blood depending, is to figure our globalised economy as a body, and as embodied. Equating the economic with the bodily is not new – notions of money as “circulating” much like blood in veins were commonplace in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and Hobbes’s Leviathan configured the state as itself a body. Marx’s Capital, too, operates largely on the metaphor of capitalism as an embodied metabolic relationship between man and nature, the transfer and exchange of energy. He writes: “in so far as the process of exchange transfers commodities from hands in which they are non-use-values to hands in which they are use-values, it is a process of social metabolism.”
 The very act of circulation is a bodily one, which signifies and creates a metabolism wherein things are transformed from one thing – an object – to another – a commodity with exchange value. And this metabolic alteration takes its shape in the form of human labour, for: 

labour, is first of all, a process between man and nature, a process by which man, through his own actions, mediates, regulates and controls the metabolism between himself and nature. He confronts the materials of nature as a force of nature. He sets in motion the natural forces which belong to his own body, his arms, legs, head and hands, in order to appropriate the materials of nature in the form adapted to his own needs. Through this movement he acts upon external nature and changes it, and in this way he simultaneously changes his own nature. He develops the potentialities slumbering within nature, and subjects the play of its forces to his own sovereign power.

Through his labour, man circulates between the economy, social relationships, and his own subjective understanding. Clearly, the economic structure of society is intrinsically tied to our understandings of our selves as embodied, and our subjectivity both as individuals and as community. Our labour both transforms the world around us, and transforms our own nature. Through variations in the mode of production we can alter the very way in which we, as human beings, understand ourselves, and our relationships with one another and the natural world around us. To examine, then, the bodily and abject qualities of oil allows us a better understanding of our relationships with each other as individuals and with society in general. This examination can perhaps point us to a direction for possible fruitful or positive outcomes. This understanding of oil as alive, as an element of the social and economic body, and as the very bodily blood is what can pull us towards that place where, to paraphrase Kristeva, the meaning of capitalist economic structures collapses.

Examining in depth the defetishised story of oil and its geopolitics can possibly allow us to understand, through its equation with the abject, the way in which our individual inhabiting of bodies is internalised and then expelled upon a social structure. This is to say that to grasp the social relationships in oil, to consider oil as an element of abjection – as abjected, as abject, and as abjecting – can perhaps help us to understand both how we have internalised our senses of embodied subjectivity and through this how we, as a society, think about this sticky, vaporous substance that maintains and sustains us, for however limited a time. To consider the abject in relation to oil is to touch on a system of relationships and understandings of societal subjectivity that permeates an entire world economy, and opens up the possibility of destabilising this globalised economy’s negative force.

iii. Commodities, rent, and imperialism
To understand why oil is a substance in particular that permeates and subtends the world economy, we must come to understand oil as a commodity. As well we must understand certain important concepts in a Marxist theory of the oil economy. Within the broad field of Marxism there are a number of different analyses of the oil economy, and these varied theories can often contradict each other. Some of the major thinkers of oil and the oil economy are James O’Connor, Simon Bromley, David Harvey, and George Caffentzis, and for the purposes of this thesis we will follow and adopt the account provided by Caffentzis, with occasional reference made to the ideas of both O’Connor and Harvey. Caffentzis’ largely autonomous Marxist understanding of oil and capitalism is highly inflected by a metaphysical understanding of the labour form, and is also centred around the notion of the organic composition of capital. This “organic” theory will prove fruitful for a discussion attempting to elucidate a bodily – and thus organic – critique of the oil economy. The organic composition of capital lies at the foundation of Caffentzis’ position on the capitalist oil economy. For him, the ultimate source of value in capitalism derives from human labour. Capital cannot substitute machinery for human labour without eradicating the foundation of a capitalist economic structure. A metaphysical understanding of this argument would lead us to believe that ultimately humans create all the industry and thus at the root of all mechanised production lies human labour. But this particular line of reasoning feels slightly too humanistic, and it is potentially more productive to argue that if capital succeeded in automating everything the wage relation would cease to exist. With no workers there are no consumers, and the capitalist economic structure depends upon the exchange of money. Therefore, labour is a fundamental component of our critique of the oil industry, and whether the capitalist classes want to admit it or not, human labour is a fundamental component of oil itself. This critique will lead us to and through notions of the abject in order to see routes for rethinking and restructuring anti-capitalist approaches to politics.

Some further crucial components of Caffentzis’ theories on oil are: the notion of oil as a commodity, and from this of oil as a basic economy; the notion of rent in the comprehension of the value of the commodity form of oil; the notion of the exploitation of labour, and the necessity of strong discipline in the maintenance of this labour; and finally the notion of imperialism, due to the fact that oil occurs only in some places and not in others, and that much like labour, these places need to be controlled, disciplined and maintained. All of these separate notions are intimately related to one another and operate structurally in a way that can be traced back to labour and then analysed through Kristeva’s theory of abjection.

As mentioned above, oil is both like other commodities, and not like them. Like other commodities it has exchange value and use value. It can be traded and delivered and stored. It can be bought and sold. It is the product of human labour in its end state, and a natural non-renewable resource in its crude form. Human labour, though, must inhabit and inhere in the commodity in order for it to become a commodity (or at least that is how the classical Marxist line goes). In the contemporary, neo-liberal era of privatisation and commodification wherein the world very nearly is for sale, nearly everything is a commodity. Caffentzis says of this tendency that “the True, the Good, the Just, the Beautiful and every other capitalized ideal become, in the neoliberal gaze, the many veiled form of the Commodity.”
 This privatisation veils the blood, sweat, and toil beneath each object or service deemed, newly, the commodity. 


Caffentzis attempts, in his book No Blood for Oil: Energy, Class Struggle and War 1998-2004, to separate oil, in its uniqueness, from other commodities. Unlike other commodities oil is, in Caffentzis’ words, a basic commodity. When the price of oil changes all sorts of other industries and commodities are affected as well, and these alterations in price affect the average wages and profits. Unlike most other commodities also, oil has a high degree of “organic composition” meaning “it involves a large amount of machines and equipment and relatively little direct labour,”
 at least initially. As well as having little direct labour, oil is a mechanism by which capital aims to free itself from labour altogether. It is a material substance which allows capital to flow largely unimpeded by the demands of the working classes, as it replaces the human, organic component of labour with a petroleum powered mechanised version. In this way it can be said that oil is fundamental in the abjecting of labour from production. Through, and in, this mode of functioning, oil thus controls “the global levels of prices, wages and profits” as it “figures into the production of almost all other commodities”
 and thus as the price of oil goes up and down, so follow all other commodities. In this way oil is a commodity –in both the Marxist and the Caffentzisist sense – and also a basic commodity. It is important to recall, though, that labour cannot be replaced entirely and thus a tenuous relationship is developed between mechanisation and the maintenance of the economy through the exploitation of labour. This often requires imperialising moves throughout the oil-producing regions of the world.
To clarify: a basic commodity for Caffentzis is any commodity which affects all other economic exchange relations within a system. With oil in capitalism, any group which affects a change to the price of oil influences the rest of the capitalist system. This power is of a diffused and general sort, as changes to the price of oil have a ripple effect upon all other commodities. Since the OPEC-inspired oil crisis of 1973 this has been abundantly clear to producers and consumers alike, but it can by no means be considered “new.” In Upton Sinclair’s Oil! we see the way in which organisations of various manufacturers, bankers, and industry tycoons operate in an interlocking fashion, working together to isolate and invalidate striking oil workers, as well as to maintain the steady and profitable price of oil. To the socialist-minded characters in this novel, the operations of the capitalist classes make it appear as though “the whole world was one elaborate system, opposed to justice and kindness, and set up to making cruelty and pain.”
 In early twentieth century America, the injustice and unkindness, the cruelty and pain of the interlocking relationships of the capitalists around a basic commodity was relatively localised; the oil industry did not yet reach out to far corners of the planet. At any rate it was still obvious that the economic character of oil carried with it political consequences in the form of strike breaking, class divisions and the eventual buying of a presidency. In the words of one capitalist involved, the oil barons wanted a businessman for a president, “and not a college professor.”
 Today, the political consequences of oil are much more deadly and much more distant, while oil’s status as a basic commodity grows more sharply defined. 

Regardless, all of this is not to say that the oil companies’ primary objective is to keep the price of oil low. In fact, the roving and wandering price of oil can work out well for oil companies, as this fluctuation in price – and thus wages – can help to re-establish and maintain a reserve army of labour for the capitalist class to exploit. In fact, during the “oil shocks” of the 1970s, following the formation of OPEC and the blocking of oil to the US, the primary economic targets were the welfare-waged, the un- and underemployed, the low-waged and the unstably employed. These sectors of the economy succumbed to inflation as their wages did not match price increases, and as many of them clamoured for work the reserve army of labour grew, willing to work longer hours for less money and thus maintain the capitalist system of profits and surplus value. These oil shocks and subsequent labour demands allowed the government and big oil companies to largely eliminate unions from the major production sectors and by the early 80s to the mid-90s “work stoppages fell by more than half – which meant that workers virtually ceased striking altogether.”
 This demoralisation of labour makes it far easier for the capitalist classes to discipline labour and this directly correlates with decisive disciplining of nations wherein oil is extracted and produced. Low wages guarantee a ready at hand supply of men and women to fill the ranks of the reserve army of labour and this ensures a steadily rising profit margin for the capitalist while simultaneously lowering the ability of the worker to demand and/or fight for his or her rights. As well, standards and conditions of living within the Western, industrial world slowly degenerate as a result of the continuing decline in wages, and this is to “say nothing of those at the other end of the gun.”
 Caffentzis argues that these wage declines will lead to racial and gendered violence as the working environment becomes more competitive, with labourers fighting over scraps. Violence can occur in many sectors, and this equation of poverty and violence, in both the West and in those nations bearing the brunt of imperialist endeavours, points towards the necessity of strict discipline in imperialism. It is in this way that we see capital (and oil or petrocapital in particular) actively exploiting crises in order to obtain super-profits in and through them.

Using a very contemporary and timely example then, it becomes obvious that one may still claim oil as the foundation for America’s misguided war in Iraq. But the oil companies are not the only barons at the bottom of this barrel. Many other corporations in fields as diverse as agriculture, production and manufacturing all have a vested interest in foreign locales such as Iraq and its oil reserves, as their collective profits depend on the fate of that oil and access to it. For all it’s individualising tendencies, there appears to be a communal or collective nature of capitalist concern operating with respect to oil, one which signifies that this particular industry can easily become “the object of political action,”
 and in many ways shape our collective futures. Certainly, it becomes easier to accumulate capital through price-fixing and market exchanges in the midst of “certain institutional structures of law, private property, contract, and security of the money form.”
 But while strong state formation with a monopoly on the means of violence and an emerging bourgeois constitutionality can assure – and in fact has assured for its long history – the geography of globalising capitalism, in the oil industry often the opposite is true. It is a somewhat veiled secret that a certain degree of lawlessness, instability and chaos can also pay out for oil companies through a complex and convoluted system of rent, and the very existence of oil in a region can have a crisis inducing effect within the country as a whole, leading to the corruption, violence, and lawlessness that will benefit oil companies and harm indigenous citizens. As well, oil and the oil industry can induce crisis in the world at large, depending upon its price per barrel and it’s accessibility, in a comprehensive and totalising way comparable to no other commodity, and then said companies profit immensely from this crisis.

Related to this, the rent component is built directly into the cost of oil. 

This theory – the notion of rent – has been written about many times before. Prior to Marx, classical economist David Ricardo was responsible for developing theories of rent, as well as wages and profits. Working primarily in the realm of agriculture, Ricardo saw rent as the differential in cost of production dependent upon differences in tracts of land. His theory stated that “if all land had the same properties, if it were unlimited in quantity, and uniform in quality…no charge could be made for its use, unless where it possessed peculiar advantages of the situation.”
 Ricardo sets a “base rent” for the best property, and all other rent is charged in comparison to that, or rather, that the least productive land extracted no rent and serves as a baseline for all other rent. More productive lands, in Ricardo’s mind, would extract a rent at an increasingly higher scale. Marx took up this notion, and reversed it somewhat, coming as it did out of his critique of political economy, and in fact the reverse-Ricardian, Marxist notion of rent is exactly how the contemporary oil economy operates.

For Marx, capitalist ground rent is “based on the social conditions of the development of capital,”
 and so our modern conceptions of rent must be understood within a history of the capitalist mode of production, and not “as a universal phenomenon that is relevant to all history.”
 With reference to oil then, we see a differential rent charged for oil fields based on the fact that not all oil nor every oil field is the same. Some oil is sweet, some is light, some is under land, some is under water or ice, some requires advanced technology to obtain, some spews forth from the ground in gushing fountains. Some oil is situated in the midst of a stable and just society, and most is situated in locations of strife and political unrest, instability, violence and tumult. The price of oil, though, by the barrel, remains the same for everyone, and the base price is set at the most difficult to attain, most expensive locations.
 Since this rental value is obtained via oil’s transferred value, we see again a collective capitalist interest in “its part of the cost of oil.”
 A decisive form of income in capitalism, rent is regardless a most unproductive form of earning. Within the oil business, the less productive, more treacherous the terrain is, the higher the overall price of oil. In order to incur greater profits, then, it is always fortunate to have instability, chaos and treachery in some oil-producing regions of the world; another example of the profitable crisis-component in petrocapitalism. As rent does not originate in nature, but through an understanding of our relationships to our fellow human beings and to notions of property and ownership, it is a quintessentially capitalist phenomenon, rooted almost entirely in exchange value over and above an inherent use value. The value of rent originates in the exchange value of the products of the land, not in their use value, and is tied inextricably to production. In this way, too, we see a collective interest in rents and by extension, in the oil industry as a whole. It should be clear here that rent, as it influences the base price of oil, expands into every facet of human life, much in the way that capitalism expands to swallow every human relationship and interaction. Much like labour, rent aids in the production of surplus capital and so is elemental to capitalism as a system and within it things which would not have had an exchange value in earlier historical epochs, a pool of oil for example, are now suddenly transformed into “ a necessary condition for the expansion of capital.”
 Nature and its importance under capital is merely a result of its utilisation for the production of surplus value. 


None of this is to mention that rent itself creates a rentier class, setting up an hierarchical class structure wherein some are drawn into the warm embrace of bourgeois capitalism and others are shunted – abjected if you will – into the radioactive and untouchable realm of the working classes. 


The capitalist oil economy not only fuels our industry but also fuels an impending class war through its naked abuses of abjected labour, and through its maintenance of an abjected, unemployed reserve army of labour. But in order to understand the way these classed aspects of the oil economy operate, we must first understand the global reach of the oil industry and its trajectory through the debacles of foreign policy, war and violence. This globalised understanding of the oil economy points us in the direction of imperialism, that highest stage of capitalism that Lenin outlined for us earlier. Imperialism and capitalism operate together with somewhat of an iron-fist, in order to induce compliance in imperialised nations. Capital, and specifically the capital generated through the oil industry, serves as both a reminder and a threat to the labourers in oil-producing economies (as well as to the labourers of the world as a whole). Petrocapitalism is a reminder, because insurgents in colonised and imperial-controlled nations are reminded that the control and force of capital is entirely contingent and “revolutionary possibilities exist at each instant,”
 as is obvious from the actions of insurgents around the globe who tackle and attack strategically important pipelines and oilfields in their home nations currently under imperialist occupation. As well though, (petro)capital operates as a threat, as it “attempts to project the destruction of capital as the destruction of the universe”
 wherein if capital goes down, we all go down with it. As Caffentzis notes “If we annoy God too much, if we agitate too much, if we become to unavailable for work, then the ‘mutual destruction of the classes’ is used as a club to bring us back into line.”
 



Capitalism sets up a system, much as the Law of the Father in Lacanian psychoanalysis sets up the “system” of the Symbolic and of language, and within that system there is an inherent and constantly existing threat – the threat of dissolution, the threat of madness. In the Symbolic that threat to the system is the abject; in capitalism it is oil, and the labour associated with it. The abject reminds us of that pre-lingual, liberated and de-subjectified location prior to our attainment of language, but once we are embroiled in the Symbolic realm of language the abject threatens us with our subjective destruction and dissolution of the system. In the same way, oil reminds us of the pre-capitalist past and the different possibilities for the future, but also threatens us with structural destruction, environmental degradation and a bloody, ugly, class-based war.

Maintaining stability and calm in oil-producing nations is not necessarily a top priority for oil companies for, as has been demonstrated, instability and violence often lower wages and the price of labour, and raise profits on oil revenues. Power, though, must be stabilised in the hands of the oil companies, and it is emblematic of imperialism that corporations or governments attempt to “guarantee the status quo” and remain stable by “constantly extending [their] authority”
 and accumulating power, making war an ever-present possibility as this “stability” is often enforced through threat from the outside. Much as with the psychoanalytic understanding of subjectivity, the subject cannot exist without the external possibility of chaos and destruction threatening from the edges of the subjective borders. Capitalist “status quo” or structure and the structure of the subject are both maintained through an implicit threat of dissolution should the “outside” burst through the barriers, cross the border to the inside. As Marx pointed out in the Manifesto, capitalism must chase its markets all over the globe, expanding and stretching to cover the planet under its economic net of production. That some will pursue this more relentlessly and that others will resist seems obvious. Imperialistic tendencies in reference to oil means a continued enclosure of the commons - which both Marx and Caffentzis mark as the earliest and initial stages of capitalism, and thus oil or petroleum is increasingly, in capitalism, considered a private or a state property, but not something to be used for the common good. 

To enclose the commons is to create an island of capital/political stability amidst the sea of a petroleum-producing nation’s chaos.
 Because of these enclosures, certain individuals have risen to the top of the capitalist economy, taking their place in the cream amongst other “oil magnates” and “leaders,” while circulating at the bottom is the true physiognomy of the oil scene, the petroleo-proletariat. At the top we see the abstracted form of oil’s benefit to the world, the nearly pure symbolic abstracted realm of money and luxury, while at the bottom “peoples” reside at the centre of struggles over oil, both in the realm of work and in the realm of protest. It is important here to remember that capitalist imperialism is, in essence, a “contradictory fusion of the ‘politics of state and empire,’”
 wherein imperialism is a distinctly political project with power based in territory and the mobilisation of human and natural resources for military ends. In this sense, contemporary capitalist imperialism is making use of and commanding capital and access to that capital as a primary mode of maintaining power in a global system. The oil economy maintains its super profits through the instability of both the oil business and the nations in which the oil business extracts its commodity. Mirroring the analysis of capitalism that we discussed in the first chapter, the oil economy is based around securing profits via the possibility – and actuality – of crisis, but this crisis also threatens to overflow its borders and implode the system as it currently exists. Oil is fundamental to the maintenance of this system, as we will see, and the labour that turns the oil from natural resource to commodity is also a fundamental, but thoroughly abjected element of this system.
iv. The Strategy of liquid energy…
Oil is of incredibly strategic importance to maintaining global economic hegemony and if we are to continue to think of the economy as a body, oil and the imperial moves driven by oil, act as an element of protection for that economic body. Without oil the system of industrial capitalism collapses, and yet with oil we engage in a dangerous dance that simultaneously coats and protects the body of the economy and also opens up and delivers the potential for invasion, for crisis and collapse. This straddling of the boundary between power and disaster is one of the reasons for oil’s strategic importance in foreign relations, war, and the violent pursuit of global hegemonic domination, and this warring tendency in the maintenance of global hegemony also points towards one of the reasons for oil’s potentially catastrophic results. Another potential crisis point intrinsic in the capitalist oil economy is the class struggle and class war, as labour is the foundation of the economy. The defetishing fictions discussed below will demonstrate this with further clarity.

If Hannah Arendt’s and George Caffentzis’ notions of imperialism were right, and global hegemony is based upon an endless accumulation of goods and capital in an effort to extend, expand, intensify and consolidate power, then clearly oil is the key to this ability. Control of oil effectively closes off this possibility of economic control for others. We might say that “money, productive capacity, and military might are the three legs upon which hegemony stands under capitalism,”
 and it has been most obvious to see the effects of imperialism in both the recent interest in Africa as an oil producing area and the despicable treatment of the indigenous peoples there. The implications of an imperialist oil-drive have also been obvious in consideration of the recent invasion of and war in Iraq. Opponents of the war tend to portray it as a battle over oil, and this claim has been dismissed out of hand or ignored completely by many mainstream media outlets and political thinkers. That oil is crucial to the violence is without question, but to what extent, in what sense and exactly how is slightly more difficult to determine. One thing for certain is, with the impending rise of China as an economic and manufacturing powerhouse, whoever controls oil in the Middle East controls the “global oil spigot and whoever controls the global oil spigot can control the global economy.”
 Therefore, considerations of oil and war are not merely geographic ones, not merely relegated to a violent, bloody and seemingly endless war in Iraq, but rather oil wars are geopolitical events, and must take into account the Middle East “as a whole in relation to global capitalism”
 – as one (political) body bashing up against another.

Since at least the First World War, oil’s strategic importance has been considerable. As Upton Sinclair notes in Oil!, oil barons would “sell to the Allies direct, and they would sell to the Central powers by way of agents in Holland and Scandinavia, and they would raise a howl when the British tried to stop this by the blockade.”
 In this way, the oil industry’s billions “multiplied out of the collective agony of the rest of the world.”
 And of course they had to, for oil is crucial to the continuation of modern warfare. The same military which is used to maintain control over oil is undeniably reliant on that very substance; while a nation such as North Korea may have an enviable, powerful and sophisticated air force, it is essentially useless “for lack of fuel.”
 There is literally no better way to secure a global hegemonic position at this particular point in history than to be able to control the “price, conditions, and distribution of the key economic resource upon which competitors rely.”
 The pursuit of oil control has led many nations into various international entanglements, including the United States’ overthrow of the democratically elected Mossadegh government in Iran in 1953, following the nationalisation of Iran’s foreign-owned oil companies. Nationalisation of any industry, but specifically oil, has not gone particularly well for any country, evidenced by Hugo Chavez’s recent rise to US public enemy number one (or maybe two, depending…) following the nationalisation of operational control in the massive Orinoco Belt crude oil projects, effectively taking millions out of the hands of foreign corporations and depositing it in the collective bank accounts of all Venezuelans,
 a reversal of the earlier-mentioned “enclosure of the commons.”

v. Labour in its proper place
The oil industry has created for its own survival a system of abjected labour amongst the working classes, and then expanded the abjected labour across the globe, setting up alongside class-based structures a new and more insidious racialised class system in which workers of European extraction, while still marginal figures within their home nations, maintain a position of priority and elevated status in relation to their indigenous working class partners. This is seen in the novels of Munif and Saro-Wiwa, as well as in the reports from humanitarian organisations such as Human Rights Watch and the theoretical writings of people interested in the abuse and misuse of Africa in the pursuit of oil profits. It is in the realm of labour that these defetishising novels come to take on their primary importance in terms of unveiling the uneven or lopsided power relationships embedded within the commodity, and it is through labour that the true power of defetishising is exhibited. Munif and Sinclair’s novels de-abstract the human labour in the oil industry while Saro-Wiwa focuses his lens on the communities who do not even rank amongst the “working classes” – those who are not even invited to freely sell their labour to capital.

Upton Sinclair’s 1927 novel Oil!  predates the now dominant story of petroleum as primarily involving foreign policy, imperialism and resources wars, instead offering a picture of American labour and the attempted destruction of the worker’s movements of the early 20th Century. Munif’s Cities of Salt offers us another perspective on the class implications of what is termed petro-capitalism, centring around the transformation of the Arab peninsula in an unnamed Gulf state from ancient Bedouin homeland to hybrid tribal kleptocracy afloat on a sandy sea of oil. Taking place in the 1930s it shows the first intimations of the racialised class-system set up via an international oil economy. Finally, through both the stories of Ken Saro-Wiwa and the non-fiction writings about the Niger Delta, we see the most abusive, violent, degrading and despicable aspects of the oil economy, as well as the power of protest and the melding of that terror – explicit in Kristeva’s theory of the abject – surrounding the naked female body. Saro-Wiwa and other Nigerian writers are alert to the complicity between transnational oil companies, globalised capital and the brutal, undemocratic but externally supported oil-empowered regimes governing oil-producing nations in Africa and beyond. Of the treatment of his people, Saro-Wiwa has accused both the oil companies and his government of what amounts to genocide by environmental means.
 

As mentioned, though, it is the story of Nigeria that offers us glimpses of hope in the shape of transnational activism offering itself as a counterweight or powerful antidote to outright oil oppression. All of these novels offer us what we might call a confrontation with the abject properties of oil and its associated partners, and this activism is not without risk. It can frequently result in tragic consequences; deaths both real and symbolic. It is important to remember this, that the abject is potentially liberatory but also potentially deadly. That it signifies death and in fact is death; it is the corpse (which also allows life as we know it). It can mean the end of a the structure of citizenship and belonging, as with Abdelrahman Munif who was exiled from Saudi Arabia and had his passport and citizenship revoked, becoming an enemy of the state; or it can mean the end of the structure of one’s very life, as with Ken Saro-Wiwa who was executed in 1995 on trumped up and internationally scorned charges, hung in public in his home village alongside several other activists. Even Upton Sinclair’s Oil! was banned in Boston for lewd and lascivious content, one could argue the “structure” of his “good name” dismantled. In a system of global, transnational, violent and imperialist capitalism, where the truth can only be spoken in an abridged whisper, those who dare to breathe aloud and raise their voices, speak their truths loudly – those people are truly heroes. In this new world of contemporary capitalism, the era of petro-capitalism, the totality of the system is held together so tenuously – so precariously yet with such determination –  that “literature itself has become a crime.”
 Mere words can earn you a death sentence.

For these reasons one must approach the subject of the abject, oil, capitalism and defetishising literatures with a certain amount of respect and temerity. The abject is alive and it is deadly. One must be wary: neither oil, nor the abject, nor capitalism are ever as benign as they first may seem. Those writers who have dared to defetishise this particular commodity have all paid a price, have been abjected, in one way or another. Their works must not be forgotten to history but rather must be treated with the appropriate reverence and respect, the respect worthy of an activist who laid his or her life on the line, who confronted the abject no matter what the cost. Their deaths show us, in the tradition of Kristeva, the intricacies of resistance and the necessity of the abject; that which I must toss out, which I must lose in order to live, can also be that which makes very real and very tangible our own mortality and death. With the abject and defetishised literatures it becomes “no longer I who expel,” but rather  “‘I’ is expelled.”

vi. Abject workers, soaked in Oil!
You cannot extinguish light by means of darkness. You can only offer brighter light.






~ Adonis, Arab poet, 1930

Upton Sinclair’s Oil! is the earliest of these defetishing fictions centred around oil and, as mentioned, predates the international oil scene, focusing instead on the oil industry within the confines of America, at least initially. There are intimations as the novel unfolds, of the international appeal and reach of the oil industry, and with the two World Wars, oil barons begin to look outside their borders, prospecting for that lucrative black gold.  At the tale’s centre, though, is the story of the worker, of the working classes and of the strict and intensive class divisions in early twentieth century American society. The politics of the day had a profound effect on Sinclair’s writing, as during the early twentieth century a class struggle was actively at hand in the United States. Strikes in various industries were not an uncommon occurrence and it was the era of “the rise of giant industries, such as steel, coal, and the railroads, and the men who controlled them.”
 It was a time of poverty and abject misery living side-by-side with wealth and prestige, and the “beginnings of the clash of employers and workers.”
 Worker’s struggles, strikes and class violence had existed in America since the nineteenth century at least, especially during the gold mining days and in the coal industries of the Midwest. It was following the turn of the century, though, that the situation in the United States began to change rapidly, the proletariat classes expanded and the labour movement formed in earnest, with the birth of a variety of radical political organisations. American society was in the process of moving from an essentially agrarian to an essentially industrial economy, and the “number of factory workers increased more than ten times.”
 As a result of this expanding proletariat, the drop in wages from the mid-1890s and on through the turn of the century, and the loss of economic and emotional security,
 labour union membership jumped to slightly over two million by 1904 and “class consciousness and the conflict between capital and labour were on the rise.”
 It was this growing class consciousness that notorious muckraker Sinclair attempted to elucidate and expose in his novels, and he demonstrated the construction of American society as centred around and based upon the abjected labour of the proletariat classes, specifically in this case the oil workers.
 
Oil! offers as its main characters the oil tycoon J. Arnold Ross (Dad) and his son and heir, Bunny. The novel follows Bunny through his growth as a class-conscious socialist, uneager to take over his father’s position as head of the Ross Consolidated oil company. Bunny’s conscience tears at him as he tries to negotiate the line between capital and labour, to ease the friction where the two rub against each other, agitate and often combust. In contradiction to his other wealthy classmates, Bunny realises – due to his time spent with workers themselves –that money does not grow on trees but comes through “hard and dangerous work.”
 As he grows older, Bunny becomes more and more torn between his loyalty to his father and the plight of the working man in America. He spends hours in his room, reading, determined to make his start as a “social reformer, resolving the disharmonies between capital and labour.”
 And while the capitalist classes, the school teachers and the textbooks may deny the disharmony, announcing that “both [capital and labour] were necessary to industry, they were partners, and must learn to get along together,”
 Bunny sees and hears the plight of the workers, the dangerous conditions under which they labour and their treatment by the government, the media, and the capitalist classes that largely control both. Bunny’s friend, labourer and committed communist Paul, tells Bunny that quarrels and disputes in the industry were not the result of greedy and ignorant workers wanting “things the industry couldn’t afford to give”
 but rather that the disputes arose from “the fundamental fact that one group was selling labour and the other was buying it.”
 As Paul notes: “nobody was ever surprised that a man who was buying a horse didn’t value it as high as the owner.”

While the oil industry exacerbated the relationship of capital based on abjected labour, the personal and individual relationships of people between classes were also influenced by the classed structure of capitalism. In the reverse motion of oil throwing itself up out of the earth when pressure is relieved, the working classes were thrown down and out in the hearts and minds of many in the elite classes, when they exerted pressure on the system. From the perspective of the wealthy, workers were barely human, mere “creatures smudged in black.”
 Almost a race unto themselves, they looked out “beneath lowering brows [and] showed signs of intelligence that was almost human.”
 Almost, but not quite. As well as being shunted out – abjected – from the inner circle of the capitalist system, the workers were also abjected from the very status of human, from the confines of the human race. They were something other, something created in and through the structure of capitalism, much as the subject is created in and through the abjecting process of the Symbolic realm. In order to be a member of the upper class one must have and compare oneself to the working classes. In a dialectical sense, the masters/capitalists use their position and their capital to elevate themselves above the human baseness of the workers, and yet the worker’s baseness is a requirement for the capitalists’ own elevation. Much as the King needs subjects in order to be King, the capitalists need workers in order to obtain surplus value from capital/commodities and thus be capitalists. Simultaneously, but in a different and not quite dialectical sense, in order for the subject to be, it requires both the existence and reminder of death via the abject, and also requires the process of abjection. But both of these requirements are veiled, they are hidden, and the masters of the workers, though they proclaim equality for all, preoccupy themselves continually with demonstrating that “they do not in any way share the abjection of the men they employ.”
 The workers produce in order to survive, but “the bosses’ activity is to produce in order to condemn the working producers to hideous degradation.”
 Capitalists, the bosses, literally abject labour in order to keep wages and prices low. Through capitalism, one can “utilise its powers of technological change and investment to induce unemployment (lay-offs) thus creating an industrial reserve army of unemployed workers directly.”
 The workers are thrown out of the system in order to have them on hand for a later time. Capitalism, of necessity, “creates its own other,”
 and that othering mechanism in capitalism is mirrored in the treatment of workers (the other) by the capitalist classes, within the social system of capitalism. Nowhere is this seen more clearly, in Sinclair’s novel, than in the attitude of Bunny’s sister, Bertie, towards the workers.
Bertie joins Bunny exactly once at the oil derricks, in order to observe how the job is done. It is in her that we see the representative of the capitalist classes, abjecting and degrading the workers through her understanding of them as lesser, as lower, as frightening examples of what one could be – as abject and as death. While she is kind and generous to her friends, Bertie understands the realm of the rich, and she knows the people in those circles. The workers she does not know – they are outside her circle, unknown and mysterious – and to her “they were a lower order of beings, created for her pleasure, and owing her a debt of submission, which they were trying to get out of paying.”
 Bunny, on the other hand, actively dreams of a world wherein “people did not maim and kill one another, and destroy, not merely the happiness of the other, but the own.”
 The fact remains, though, that wage labour, in its very (Marxist) definition as the exploitation of worker-created surplus value by the capitalist denies most subjects under capitalism “precisely that proportionate return which capitalist apologists claimed for so long was the moral foundation of the system.”
 It is in this way, through this veiling of the truth about the free sale of labour, equality and the possibility of self- and class betterment that Capitalism can maintain itself and simultaneously “unbuild the possibility of elsewhere.”
 It is the media, in Sinclair’s Oil!,  that helps to maintain the abjected status of the workers and the TINA (there is no alternative) understanding of the capitalist system. 

That the workers in Sinclair’s novel went on strike for better pay during war time (World War One), a time at which they could exert real pressure on both the government and the capitalist classes in a way that they would be unable to in ordinary times, was seen as “a crime against this country” by the newspapers. The papers “punished the strikers, not merely by denouncing them in long editorials, but by printing lurid accounts of the strikers’ bad behaviour.”
 With the demand for oil high – and necessary to the continuation of the war – the strikers had bargaining power, and were thus extracting themselves from a collective positioning within the abject. They were crossing boundaries, destabilising public understanding of the working class, and in this way they inspired both fear and loathing. These newspaper accounts, of which nine out of ten people believed, lead to a public distaste for the strikers and for the working classes in general, creating further divisions between and within classes and giving many the idea that the “strikers were born criminals”
 – a sort of naturalised, organic, abjected class. This could be largely because the system of capitalism, homogenised as it proclaims itself to be, cannot understand the worker if he is no longer a worker. As workers, the men in these novels and in the world at large, are integrated into their workplaces and into the system of capitalism – homogenous to it Bataille would say. But outside of the factory, in the capitalist symbolic realm as a whole, the workers cease to be workers, and become “a stranger, a man of another nature.”
 That is to say, what Sinclair is talking about is what Bataille would call the heterogeneous and perhaps, to paraphrase Kristeva, abject.
 

For Bunny, the opposite was true, and it became clear to him that it was the present system of capitalist exploitation that was not sustainable. An upper-class heir to a profitable oil company, Bunny Ross decided that the only possible hope for change lay with the “great mass of workers, who did not have the psychology of gamblers, but had learned that wealth is produced by toil.”
 Very nearly, we could argue, the notion of the abject, and its relation to the structure and system of capitalist exploitation, as well as the subjective understanding of individuals within the system, is the hope and offers the shared condition of possibility for lasting change.

vii. The Arabs in their Madness
This hope is a notion that Sinclair shares with Abdelrahman Munif. Unlike Sinclair, though, Munif’s novels have as a protagonist not a character but rather a class. The entirety of the Arab working classes in the newly industrialising and newly capitalist world are the protagonists of Cities of Salt, those who push the story forward, always shifting, always moving, coming in and out of centre stage with little fanfare, escaping the spotlight, getting sucked in, entering the world of capitalism or being violently expelled from it. This is the form of Abdelrahman Munif’s defetishising fiction – it traces the intimate lives of the working classes behind the commodity so thoughtlessly consumed elsewhere. The story that Cities of Salt offers begins in a Bedouin oasis community in an unnamed Gulf State. We enter the tale before as the American oil interests trek across the desert, arriving in the oasis community of Wadi al-Uyoun. This is the story of “the destruction of the village, the dispersal of its inhabitants, and the monumental reconstruction of the port town of Harran, linked by pipeline to Wadi al-Uyoun.”
 But it is more than that; it is the story of the real and tangible psychological effects of the imposition of capitalism, of the depression and the madness that result from the uninvited erection of capitalist industry. In this book more than in Sinclair’s we see, we defetishise, the traces of oil in the people who create the commodity for us. And like oil itself in relation to capitalism, the people, the workers, become abject on two fronts. They are the abjected labour, made to exist as external to their white American counterparts, and they are abjected psychically, in their growing inability to speak, to stand up for themselves. Some of the characters are abjected more than others, going mad, losing the ability to speak in coherent sentences.

In the beginning of the novel, the character Miteb al-Hathal cannot stand the invasion of the Americans and is the first to fall into the hands of despair. As his village is destroyed by the yellow machines intent on ‘dig[ging] into the earth and turn[ing] it inside out,”
 al-Hathal suffers “a wound to [his] spirit that would never heal.”
 Rather than remain in the remnants of his village or move with most of the community to the new port city of Harran, al-Hathal disappears into the desert, soon to become a mythical man, riding a white camel, bringing memories from the past and dire prophecies of the future. In his slippery and elusive movements, his coming and going, offering tidbits of joy in his wake, al-Hathal is much like nostalgia, that mode of memory which embitters us to the present and reminds us of the past. He is the paradox of simultaneous presence and absence, existing in mind and memory, but also in forgetting. He is nostalgia and he is also the sweeping tide of the future that drags all of the Wadi’s resident away. Miteb is subversive in that he straddles and cross the boundaries between the tenses, and between tangible man and ethereal ghost. He is solid and vaporous; he is real and at the same time mere words. Once he has abjected himself from the community, no worker dared pronounce his name “but his spectre filled the whole desert.”
 And like that nostalgia which we discussed in the previous chapter, al-Hathal himself, as embodied and manifested memory, can do little to help the people of Harran in their darkest hours, except to inspire their rage, to ignite their rebellion. He is connected, though his disappearance or nonpresence, “with both the tradition of Bedouin guerrilla warfare as well as Muslim messianic traditions such as the Mahdi.”
 Here we see the connection between nostalgia as a possibly revolutionary force in the tradition of Marcuse, used as inspiration but not envisaged as return – a self-abjecting with the possibility of a beneficial outcome, a newness out of the hope of the old.

So, as mentioned, most of the community of Wadi al-Uyoun was relocated to Harran, a dusty port town, wherein the oil piped from the Wadi is delivered on to tankers for shipment overseas. The men who work at the main station in Harran are squeezed into unsightly barracks, hot with desert sun, replete with flies and the stink of abject bodies.  They work endlessly, trudging home from long days building lavish homes for the American workers on their barbed-wire surrounded compound. That the Americans are physically separated from the Arab workers, that they are fenced in, in safety, gives us a tangible representation of the lengths to which a capitalist understanding of human relationships will go to ensure its myth of cohesiveness, of wholeness and boundedness as a system, of an inside and an outside. The fence operates also as an example of the homogeneity that Bataille claims capitalism relies upon for an understanding of itself – that there may be an outside, in fact that capitalism may create it – but that outside is ignored as a source of the inside’s existence. Homogenous society lacks a recognition of the abject, but that is not to say that it lacks the need for it. In order to sustain itself in the image it has created, imperialist capitalism – in the case of this novel, the American oil workers in the face of their Arab peers – must separate from the “other” (Arabs), directing their force “either toward foreign societies or toward impoverished classes, toward all those external or internal elements hostile to homogeneity.”
 The fence in Cities of Salt is a metaphor for the “radical form of exclusion requiring avidity”
 that holds the system of capitalism largely in place, and mirrors the attainment of subjectivity outlined by Kristeva in her notion of the abject. The workers, in not quite so many words, ask:

why were they outcasts, pushed closer to death every minute? They had come to work but here they worked and were killed at the same time. They money they were given did not compensate for a single night under the roofs that dripped melted lead over their heads.

We as humans require that painful and destructive process of abjection in order to become speaking subjects, but when we do we are violently inserted into the realm of language, dominated by the Law of the Father, and never again shall our desires match up with the objects we receive. The same is true for the people of Harran – while they may find new things to want/desire (?) in their new city, the pre-capitalist oasis that they were forced to leave behind is the unspoken seat of all their desires, and yet something which becomes further and further from them the more they become embroiled in capitalist life. They recognise that “money is not everything in this world, more important are honour, ethics and […] traditions,”
 but they find it near possible to escape this capitalist cycle without becoming mad.

It is in the madness of some of Harran’s residents that we can again tie the abject, oil and capitalism together. While they stand upon “oceans of blessings,”
 many of the workers of Harran fall into severe and debilitating depression. They are square pegs unable to insert themselves properly into the round holes of the capitalist system and the demands made of them therein. Their sadness, their despair, manifests itself as madness which in turn manifests itself in an inability either to speak or to be heard. That it is speech in its specificity which is affected in Munif’s novel is important, for speech – language – is the realm of the Symbolic in Kristeva’s structure of the subject and psychoanalysis. In fact speech is the symbolic realm, that realm governed by language and the Law of the Father, and it is the abject that takes one away from its meaning, beyond seeing and hearing, thinking and speaking. The symptom of a confrontation with the abject is “a language that gives up.”
 Simultaneously, though, speech is associated with the abject, in that in speaking one fills one’s mouth with words instead of filling it with suckling at the mother’s breast. Language takes the place of the breast, the mother is abjected and other realms (language, the Symbolic) are ascendant. In the case of the people of Wadi al-Uyoun in Munif’s novel, their madness is signified by language giving up, by their inability to fully abject their “mother” – the desert oasis of their birth and the pre-capitalist economy of their societies. In psychoanalysis, the child coming to language constantly rejects the gifts he is given – the cake, the food, the toys – because what he really wants is inexpressible and impossible – he desires a return to that imagined perfect union with the mother. It is “fear that cements [the child’s] compound,”
 and fear that makes up the barbed-wire of Harran. There is a border, and the child crosses it to become subject, the Harrani’s do not cross it, remain outside the realm of subjectivity but are absorbed into a global capitalist system. In Harran, those who cannot amend themselves to life under capitalist imperialism also cannot return to their imagined perfect desert oasis.  They instead make their home in the meaninglessness of the abject, connecting themselves to “a land of oblivion,”
 taking solace in little else than memory. But, also residing in this sphere of memory and of the abject is the possibility of revolution, of rebellion. The madness of certain members of the community, along with the continuing disruptive and magical returns of Miteb al-Hathal, alerts the wider community to the problems that pulverise them, and beseeches them to act in their own interests for change. The response of many in Harran to the occupation of their lands, the oppression of their people, the forced acceptance of American culture, the loss of their land and lives and history was to slip into that history, to slip into the pre-lingual abject, to attempt a return to the past. This was a largely fruitless return, as the past cannot be returned to, but it is the madness of one man in particular, Hajem, following the death of his brother, that enlivens and rejuvenates them; that leads them to revolt/strike. In this way, “the time of abjection is double: a time of oblivion and thunder of veiled infinity and the moment when revelation bursts forth.”
 Painful and joyful, nostalgic and future oriented, Munif’s defetishing fiction mobilises the people of Harran based on their confrontation with the abject, with death. Creative and destructive: the abject.

One last example to offer, and this example ought to explain a few more things. This last defetishising fiction ought to show us with equal clarity the destructive and creative components of the abject, and it will also shine a light more clearly on the specifically feminine and feminist necessity of this theory. It would be easy to remain with Bataille alone, for an understanding of “petrocapitalism” and defetishing literature. It would make a grand argument. But women are integral to this story – to these stories – even though for the most part they are not featured very largely in any, if at all. The oil world is a mostly womanless one, and these novels reflect that reality. Female characters are peripheral, which is where Kristeva would have them – at the periphery, marginal, and yet, somehow, in some way, central. Women occupy both the margin and the centre in these stories and in this theory. In their absence they are hovering, in their silence they speaking. In the world outside of literature, it is women who are standing up against the abuses of their communities at the hands of oil companies and complicit governments and it is also women who are disproptionately affected by the environmental degradation oil exploration has caused. And so Kristeva’s theory, with its floating, centre/margin woman, offers us more hope, more possibility, than does Bataille’s notions of homogeneity and heterogeneity. To understand both – and to understand women’s role in both – is to understand the possibility of a route outside of capitalism.

viii. Nigeria: Feeding Vultures and Feminine Protest.

An old woman had hobbled up to him. My son, they arrived this morning and dug up my entire farm, my only farm. They mowed down the toil of my brows, the pride of the waiting months. They say they will pay me compensation. Can they compensate me for my labours? The joy I receive when I see the vegetables sprouting, God's revelation to me in my old age? Oh my son, what can I do?

What answer now could he give her? I'll look into it later, he had replied tamely.

Look into it later. He could almost hate himself for telling that lie. He cursed the earth for spouting oil, black gold, they called it. And he cursed the gods for not drying the oil wells. What did it matter that millions of barrels of oil were mined and exported daily, so long as this poor woman wept those tears of despair? What could he look into later? Could he make alternate land available? And would the lawmakers revise the laws just to bring a bit more happiness to these unhappy wretches whom the search for oil had reduced to an animal existence? They ought to send the oil royalties to the men whose farms and land were despoiled and ruined. But the lawyers were in the pay of the oil companies and the government people in the pay of the lawyers and the companies. So how could he look into it later?

The reality that women around the world have faced due to oil exploration and extraction is grim indeed. Oil is a feminist issue whether it is pertaining to imperialistic military actions abroad, the sacrifice of women’s programmes and initiatives in our own countries, or simply the governmental complicity in watching major corporation reap huge profits while single women and mothers attempt to heat their homes and feed their children. The priorities of governments and oil corporations in these instances are the same – oil wins over women, hands down. In the United States oil companies and their utilities received tax cuts topping $14.5 billion in the 2005 energy bill, while women’s programmes received far harsher, deeper and less recoupable cuts to their budgets. Domestic violence programmes were cut by $35 million, Medicaid by $17 billion over five years, and child-care programmes by $1.03 billion over five years. At the same time the price of gas doubled and ExxonMobil ExxonMobil reported the “largest annual profit in U.S. corporate history Monday, a $36.1 billion jackpot that included a record-setting fourth quarter”
 for 2005. Due to the disparities and imbalances in women’s role in and relationship to the oil industry, the theory of abjection becomes a useful marker and tool of analysis for discussing oil and its involvement in women’s lives globally.

The passage above, from Ken Saro-Wiwa’s book of short stories A Forest of Flowers demonstrates the plight of an aged woman in the Niger Delta region of Nigeria, where oil was found and has been found to be the biggest detriment to a just society for the Nigerian people, particularly the Ogoni of the Niger Delta. In fact, Nigeria is the largest oil producing nation in Africa, and the fifth largest of OPEC members. For the past two decades, oil has provided “approximately 90% of foreign exchange earnings”
 for the west African nation. These oil reserves have enriched only a small minority of the population, and according to the World Bank, 80% of Nigeria’s $340 billion oil revenue has been pocketed by a mere one percent of its population
. Nigeria is officially, with a per capita gross national product of $260US a year, one of the poorest countries in the world. And one of the nations flush with oil. Saro-Wiwa’s writing, much like Munif’s and Sinclair’s, is fiction
 which seeks to make explicit the exploitation surrounding him, to defetishise the product – the black gold – which brought so much devastation and destruction to his homeland. His rage at an oil and gas industry which stole riches from beneath the feet of poor Ogoni farmers and then fled the polluted land and disenfranchised people is obvious and blinding, but Saro-Wiwa was not all impotent rage and misdirected anger. He believed fully in writing as a political act, but he also chose to live out his ideas and beliefs and in 1990 he began to dedicate himself to the amelioration of the problems his people faced in the Ogoni homeland. He founded the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) and vocalised his belief – in both speech and writing – that the oil companies and the Nigerian government, in cahoots with one another, were waging an ecological and genocidal war on the Ogoni people. His voice carried around the world, affecting many thousands of people all across the globe, and he embarrassed Shell into shutting down most of their operations in the Niger Delta. He was so effective in his words and in his writing that this activism eventually cost him his life. On November 10th, 1995 Keno Saro-Wiwa and eight of his Ogoni compatriots were hanged in their home village, executed by government warrant for murders they almost certainly did not commit. 

In response to oil exploration and degradation, women have historically been at the forefront of protests. This is largely due to the fact that women are disproportionately affected by the misuse and contamination of land, due to their role in unwaged labour, primarily subsistence farming. Women make up the largest bulk of agricultural subsistence farmers all over the world, and these women reside primarily in Africa. These same women are at the front lines of anti-capitalist struggles, struggles to conserve their land, forests and water, in the fact of encroaching capitalism and corporate extraction. Internationally it is women who are “building the way to a new, non-exploitative society, and one in which the threat of famines and ecological devastation will be dispelled.”
 This unwaged, subsistence work has, in most cases, put women outside of the sphere of capitalism; they are relegated to the “private” realm and their work is acknowledged as nothing more than “unproductive activity.” This “unproductive activity,” the heterogeneous as Bataille would have it, is deemed outside of and unrelated to capitalism, ignoring the fact that it forms the basis of survival and subsistence for women, their families and their communities. In considering oil, we must consider women and land as well, as oil is generally both located under land, and causes massive pollution and degradation where it is found. Despite their being largely unwaged, women are exploited by capital “as it commodifies and uses up ‘free’ nature, social services, built space, and the production of paid and unpaid work.”
 Women’s subsistence farming and community maintenance is not just fundamental in terms of its creation and facilitation of a low cost labour force. It must be considered, through its absolute otherness, from the perspective of “a community’s capacity to resist the encroachment of capitalist relations.”
 Women and their traditional work are integral to the maintenance of community, to a “life-centred political economy,” and although the physical basis of subsistence is rapidly and continually being destroyed in the Niger Delta, women persist in their efforts to change. 

Women have waged long and drawn out struggles against big oil companies in their communities. In the 1990s it was Shell and in the twenty-first century the target has been Chevron. These women have played a key role in anti-oil exploitation struggles, using their bodies and their intimate knowledge of the community and land in the furtherance of their aims. Why are these women at war? In the words of Christiana Mene of the Escravos Women’s Coalition they are at war because:

 our farms are gone, due to Chevron’s pollution of our water. We used to farm cassava, okra, peppers and others. Now all the places we’ve farmed are sinking, we cannot farm. We cannot catch fishes and crayfish. That is why we told Chevron that Escravos women and Chevron are at war.

As Marx has said, exploited workers, both waged and unwaged are “organised, united, and disciplined” by the “process of production itself.”
 The women, then, organised themselves in order to refuse the “death economy” that had been imposed on the people of the Niger Delta by major international oil corporations. As a form of protest, women for the Niger Delta threatened, and then did, disrobe at an oil production station, in front of the male oil workers and the company’s director. In the communities of the Niger Delta a naked woman is seen as “a serious curse.”
 In these exposure of their naked bodies, particularly their vaginas, the protesting women attempted to inflict “‘social death’ through ostracisation, which was widely believed to lead to actual demise.”
 The nudity is a way of saying “here is where life comes from and I revoke your life,” and it is only used in extreme or life-threatening situations. Woman’s body is a volatile substance and, recall from Douglas’ investigations in Purity and Danger, has likely been this way for quite sometime. The nudity of women explodes the myth of the body as “a perfect container,”
 and reminds us in a tangible way where we have come from and what we had to give up to get here. In this sense, the women were using a reminder of the abject – their very bodies – in order to confront the abject relationships that the oil industry had created in their communities, and the destruction and devastation they has wrought. As well, in serving as a stand-in for any bounded system, their society for example, the naked women revealed the social vulnerabilities, the powers and dangers of the society and the precarious boundaries between human and animal, order and chaos and life and death, through the mere exposure of their life giving genitals. The mere threat of naked women in protest was enough to force many men to stop and flee, fearing the contextual coming together of women’s bodies with their powers of “birth, regeneration, the womanly source of life and subsistence, as well as the power to take life that has been given.”

ix. In conclusion

Capital will go a long way to protect its economic interests around the globe, and in 2003 the Pentagon set into motion plans to “move between 5000 to 6500 troops from bases in Germany to various countries in Africa with the express purpose of protecting US oil interests in Nigeria”
 due to the prevalence of strikes and insurgent attacks on oil manufacturing plants. Regardless, the people of the Niger Delta soldier on, although being “poisoned, physically, economically, as well as socially, today by the global oil industry”
 as they were in the past by the slave trade. They resist with great courage and originality, demanding the right to the resources beneath their feet and committed to maintaining the land upon which they make their survival. They now declare that the “petroleum in the Delta is a commons”
 to be shared by all and for all, an end to the exploitation and thievery of the imposed capitalist economy. To theorise this war against oil companies and against capitalism on the part of women in the Niger Delta (and possibly all over the world) is to recognise the effective erasure of the subsistence communities that corporate commodification brings with it, the destruction of the past, the abolishment of tradition and the end of histories. Women offer the capacity to stand against this commodification, and in so doing point us to two of the theories previously discussed: the importance of nostalgia as an ignition in a rebellious or revolutionary future, and the necessity of confronting and coming to terms with the abject in our midst – both as it relates to that which attempts to destroy us (the privatised oil industry) and as it relates to that which will save us (the naked bodies of women in protest). And as noted, confronting the abject is dangerous business. It is a confrontation with the very materiality and reality of death, and sometimes this confrontation has tragic consequences. Sinclair, Munif and Saro-Wiwa, though, in their defetishising fictions, offer the reader a “close-up sense of oil’s impact on the health and fortunes of individuals about whom they have grown to care.”
 The mystery of oil and its roots are unravelled, the blood and guts that make up its energetic fuel are revealed. Defetishising fictions demand that the reader herself confronts the abject, looks it in the eye. The abject commands our respect and our humility, it pulls us to that place where meaning collapses. But perhaps this just means “meaning” as we know it. Perhaps the abject, our confrontation and true engagement with it, in the shape of these fictions of oil at the very least, force us to rethink the meanings of our commodities, of our goods, of the very structure of our economic system at all. Perhaps confronting the abject that is our commodities – that is a commodities such as oil – demands that we develop questions and answers about how to live more ethically, to ask and to think about the choices we make every day. Perhaps in the grim brutality of the abject there is hope.
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