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There is a certain malaise that is currently working its way through the Left. This malaise might be characterised as post-third-way-trauma-syndrome. Against the complacence and jejunity of the European left in general, and New Labour in particular, a typical response has been to try and effect a kind of back-to-basics programme in the Marxist imagination. One of the texts reflecting this trend is Boris Kagarlitsky’s The Return of Radicalism. Disenchanted with the current state of socialist parties in power, and an emerging ‘new barbarism’ of global capitalism Kagarlitsky entreats socialist intellectuals to ‘sound the trumpets’ and to ‘go on the attack’. What does this amount to? For Kagarlitsky we can summarily dismiss all those attempts to develop a postmodern radicalism as so much deviation in the face of urgent socialist tasks. Instead we need to get ‘beyond identities’ and reaffirm the virtues of class struggle under a reinvigorated trade unionism. This then amounts to yet another version of the onward march of the proletariat under a leadership that has been ‘corrected’ by the type of Trotskyist devotees that he would approve of. 

The search for an ultimate embodiment of the universal geist – from the class to the party to the apparatchik to the autocrat – is not only sadly familiar but is at the root of some of the most authoritarian developments in the modern age. No doubt Kagarlitsky would claim that his type of leadership would be benign because, in miraculously uniting the particular with universal, it is based on Truth. Kagarlitsky’s authoritarian convictions are quite explicit. In a sub-Gramscian move Kagarlitsky insists upon the need for a pre-given agent of political hegemony (2000: page 72). He can’t be doing with all those namby pamby postmodernists and (even worse) postmarxists concerned with ‘convergence and compromise’ (72) and the painstaking hegemonic construction of a democratised popular movement. By contrast what is required is a healthy dose of vanguardism that is capable of ‘uniting and leading’ (72). And if we need to be persuaded of his philanthropic intent Kagarlitsky reassures us that feminists, environmentalists and ‘identitarians’ generally will be fully accommodated under the conditions of socialist emancipation. Kagarlitsky concludes his book with the upbeat motto, ‘the readiness is all’ (2000: 160). Perhaps we should ask the author whether he is ready for a culture of democratic diversity.   

Continuing in the vein of orthodoxy, G. A. Cohen’s Karl Marx’s Theory of History: A Defence has been reissued with a new introductory essay for the 2000 edition. I have to confess a certain admiration for Cohen’s work. This may be in part nostalgia given that I was obliged to read him as an undergraduate. But is also in part due to his explicit commitment to the classical Marxism of the Second International. While there are many who try to claim that Marxism is not this inflexible discourse, that it tries to elaborate tendencies rather than rigid laws of history and so on, Cohen at least knows what a relation of determination is and is fully aware of how it operates in the Marxist view of history. Cohen endorses what is called ‘analytical Marxism’, or as he puts it more colourfully, ‘non-bullshit Marxism’. Cohen’s Marxism is in fact the ‘scientific socialism’ (his preferred term) of Engels. For Cohen – and perhaps not surprisingly – the veritable rot sets in with the likes of Althusser and all those who began to develop a profound critique of Marxism’s internal inconsistencies. This, of course, is verboten because such a critique clearly threatens the scientific status of Marxism. The ultimate tragedy for Cohen would be that Marx would be treated as merely another figure of history, another visionary like Bhudda or Zoroaster, rather than a master of the universe. The idea is that we should treat Marx more like a Galileo, that is as a vanishing mediator in the elaboration of immaculate truth – hence the preference for the more anonymous term ‘scientific socialism’ (with the emphasis on the ‘scientific’).

This is the perfect book for anyone wishing to get to grips with the type of systematised version of classical Marxism that has been developed in the Anglo-Saxon idealist tradition. It is also an important reference for anyone wishing to develop a critique of this version and to advance to a more creative, and less idealist, engagement with Marxist thought.

J. Townshend’s C. B. MacPherson and the Problem of liberal Democracy addresses the life, times and work of its eponymous character in an admirable way. Townshend has brought to light interesting new material on MacPherson and paints a vivid portrait of this somewhat obscure and controversial man of letters. MacPherson was arguably one of the first ‘contextualists’ (before the name) in political theory. Taking on such grandees as Hobbes and Locke, Macpherson was concerned not only to develop an understanding of the internal (in)consistencies of their thought but to show how the latter related to the broader intellectual and, crucially, social context in which they were situated. In this way, Macpherson made a huge contribution to the development of a historicist approach in political theory that persists today with the Cambridge contextualists, among others, and which may be said to be contiguous with certain deconstructivist advances in this area.

Townshend’s book is a timely reminder of the importance of MacPherson, a thinker whose influence far outstrips what most of us know about him. The early chapters are handled particularly well combining incidental and anecdotal detail with the broad sweep of MacPherson’s intellectual imagination. Where the book is less convincing (at least for me) is in the concluding sections on ‘Retrieving MacPherson’ in which Townshend explores some of the implications of MacPherson’s thought for contemporary debate.

Townshend wishes to rescue MacPherson from the clutches of postmodernists and postmarxists like Laclau and Mouffe, and to situate him firmly within the Enlightenment-based universalist tradition. MacPherson, Townshend writes, ‘needs “retrieval” in the face of a liberal and “radical” ethos that has abandoned the universalistic claims of humanity which a globalised world has made so self-evidently concrete.’ (2000: 183).

Now while it may appear self-evident to Townshend that globalisation is progressively revealing the structure of a common humanity, I would suggest that nothing here could be more uncertain. Far from the empirical realisation of universalist integration, what globalisation is tending to reveal is a proliferation of antagonisms – economic, religious, ethnic, cultural, ideological and so on – in which vast sectors of the world are increasingly marginalised and alienated from any sense of common humanity. One only has to think of the so-called ‘foreign debt’, the increasing levels of poverty and repression at the interior and exterior peripheries of the world’s economy, the rhetoric surrounding Bush’s ‘axis of evil’ and so on, to appreciate this.

What Townshend expresses, in fact, is the paradigmatic idealist desire for an authentic and substantive universalism that is capable of delivering an ultimate order of emancipation – something which is neither possible nor desirable. Moreover it is something which, I would argue, shrinks away from the very intellectual openings developed by MacPherson himself. Above all what MacPherson was concerned to show was that the articulations between liberalism, democracy and (extending this logic) capitalism are contingent and undecidable; the result of a particular type of politico-hegemonic project. In other words, there is nothing natural or necessary about the articulation liberalism-democracy-capitalism. Now if the relations here are contingent then this allows for the clear possibility of disrupting these relations and of developing the logic of democracy in a far more radical and subversive way –e.g. democracy-anti-capitalism-equal rights (and so on).

Such a perspective would appear to resonate at least with the logic of MacPherson’s arguments. MacPherson tends not to present politics as a showdown between two fully formed paradigms: i.e. the good universalism versus the bad universalism. MacPherson’s radicalism and subtlety lies in the fact that he moved away from a politics of displacement and towards one of disruption and subversion. What MacPherson allows for is precisely a politics of universalism and not merely between universalistic discourses. That is to say, what he shows is that the universal cannot be ultimately separated from the particular. In other words, all universalism is a particularistic construct of historical practices and configurations and that, by this very logic, we can never arrive at the one true universalism or the one true humanity. Although there are clear limitations to MacPherson (e.g. a rather narrow view of political subjectivity, an ambiguous relationship with teleology and so on), there is also a clear sense in which he is alive to the continuing potential for politicising all historical versions of universalism. And in this regard we could reasonably argue that MacPherson makes significant moves towards breaking out of the Enlightenment essentialist tradition.

The attempt by Townshend to place him firmly back in that tradition is, I think, retrogressive. Adherence to this tradition is also at the root of Townshend’s (mis)reading of Laclau and Mouffe and their perspective of radical democracy. Townshend, for example, accuses these authors of virtually negating socialism and of being committed to ‘working within the liberal democratic institutional framework’ (2000: 178). An immediate response to the latter remark is that given modern Western contexts what other frameworks should we be working within? (the idea of simply rejecting liberal democracy in the name of some kind of cultural revolution is something that would surely make MacPherson, let alone Gramsci, blush). I would also challenge anybody to find a single line in Laclau and Mouffe’s work which even vaguely suggests abandoning the socialist tradition (the clue is surely in the title of their joint book, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy).

But there is more at stake here. Implicit in Townshend is a rather binaristic conception of the political terrain. For Townshend it tends to be a question of either/or, all or nothing, of one fully-fledged model versus another. What is overlooked in this approach is precisely the possibility of being committed to certain principles in both liberal democracy and socialism and at the same time developing a radical emancipatory politics that transcends the limitations of each. On these grounds what is also enabled is a further opening of such a politics to articulations with, and thereby modifications through, other discourses such as feminism, ecologism, anti-imperialism and so on.

What Laclau and Mouffe have consistently affirmed is that democracy develops as an ongoing logic of subversion and challenge and that all attempts to realise the one true Democracy would paradoxically mean an end to democracy as such. So it is certainly the case that democracy cannot be reduced to a simple model of economic closure – i.e. the socialisation of the means of production, but it is also the case that democracy cannot be reduced to the equally closed economic model of the so-called free market. Rather it is a question of continually subverting all models of closure and of sustaining the potential for further democratic transformation beyond any final paradigm or optimum.

This brings us directly to the new edition of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (2001). What is so remarkable about Laclau and Mouffe’s text is that even after fifteen years or so the writing is still potent and thought provoking. The book’s first appearance in 1985 marked something of a traumatic event in not only the consciousness of the Left but in political thought generally. Building on certain philosophical openings from Kant, Hegel right through to such figures as Wittgenstein and Derrida, Laclau and Mouffe’s central emphasis on the constitutive power of antagonism and negativity has fundamentally changed the way we think about social reality and political resistance. 

Taking on all forms of essentialism and directly confronting taboo issues such as class, Laclau and Mouffe advanced a new conception of the political terrain in which any disaffected group can in principle engage in hegemonic struggle and participate in the making of history. Indeed, an enduring legacy of their work has been the democratisation of such participation beyond the metaphysical reassurances of historical pre-destination and the idea of a chosen agency charged with the latter’s delivery. But what was even more unsettling about the book was that it changed the very co-ordinates of the intellectual landscape. After Hegemony and Socialist Strategy it was no longer possible to think simply in terms of a modernist Left engaged in a heroic struggle against a treacherous postmodern Right. On the contrary, what Laclau and Mouffe demonstrated (and quite unforgivably to many people’s minds) was not only that there was nothing to fear from postmodernist thought but that the latter allowed for the possibility of developing a far more progressive approach to democracy than either Marxism or liberalism are capable of. In this way they wrested radicalism away from the gatekeepers of traditional Leftism and also away from the postmodern celebrationists of hyper-reality and difference, with a view to developing an alternative articulation between postmodern themes and progressive politics. In other words, they showed that, as with the different versions of modernism, postmodernism is a terrain of struggle that can lead in different directions. Taking their lead from the Gramscian rather than the Baudrillardian perspective, Laclau and Mouffe have advanced a compelling critique of both the Enlightenment traditionalists and the postmodern apologists for contemporary liberal capitalism, and have opened up a new space for developing the idea of democracy and its radical potential.

This edition also contains a new preface in which, among other things, the authors address certain aspects of contemporary political debate. Distancing themselves from the kind of third way perspectives that have been developed by people like Beck and (especially) Giddens, they write:


‘There is much talk these days of a ‘democraticisation of democracy’. There is nothing wrong, in principle, with such a perspective, and at first sight it seems to chime with our idea of ‘radical and plural democracy’. There is, however, a crucial difference because we never envisaged the process of a radicalisation of democracy that we were advocating as taking place within a neutral terrain, whose topology would not be affected, but as a profound transformation of the existing relations of power. For us, the objective was the establishment of a new hegemony, which requires the creation of new political frontiers, not their disappearance. No doubt it is a good thing that the Left has finally come to terms with the importance of pluralism and of liberal-democratic institutions, but the problem is that this has been accompanied by the mistaken belief that it meant abandoning any attempt at transforming the present hegemonic order…In our view, the problem with ‘actually existing’ liberal democracies is not with their constitutive values crystallised in the principles of liberty and equality for all, but with the system of power which redefines and limits the operation of those values. This is why our project of ‘radical and plural democracy’ was conceived as a new stage in the deepening of the ‘democratic revolution’, as the extension of the democratic struggles for equality and liberty to a wide range of social relations.’ (2001: xv).

For those wearied by the triteness of back-to-basics orthodoxy and voguish post-ideological fatuousness, this text is essential reading. 

Having the dubious honour of starting up the first Eco-Socialist Society at Essex University (and then blowing all the subscription money on a Bacchanalian frenzy in the Student Union bar – collectively organised of course) it was with interest that I picked up John Bellamy Foster’s Marx’s Ecology: Materialism and Nature. The book has a literary quality to it and develops an interesting account of the way in which certain themes and ideas from Epicurus onwards contributed to the intellectual horizon of nineteenth century thought and which in turn influenced both Marx and Darwin. Foster commendably picks up on those romantic aspects of the socialist movement that are too often neglected in mainstream literature.

Reading the book, I was struck by how eccentric Engels and like-minded Marxists actually were in believing that Nature itself somehow empirically confirmed ‘the Marxist dialectic’. But I was struck even more by the extent to which Foster himself appears to be sympathetic to this view. This, for me, is a real drawback. The encounter between socialist and ecologist discourse(s), and the possibility of any hegemonic consolidation will undoubtedly depend upon dialogue and mutual modification. Now the problem with Foster’s approach is that he presents Marxism as having relatively little to learn from ecologist thought. The (not unfamiliar) idea is that Marxism was always already ecologically orientated – in just the same way, the argument goes, that Marxism was always already pro-feminist, anti-racist and so on – and that authentic Marxism truly envisions a harmonious green world. This is all well and good, but one could of course make the same kind of claims about other ideologies including fascism: i.e. the dialectical unity/destiny of land and people in some version of the Wagnerian idyll. Foster’s kind of baggy-jumpered Marxism will not wash. That Marxism can be articulated with green themes is not in dispute, but we are all too painfully aware that it can also be articulated in ways that have led to the waste and destruction of untold environmental resources precisely in the name of socialist modernisation.

P. Singer’s Marx: A Very Short Introduction has also been re-issued (originally published back in 1980 in the Past Master series). There is not a great deal of substance here, although I was curious to read Singer’s rather impressionistic critique of socialist equality. Singer argues that in common with the animal kingdom we are basically programmed to function as part of hierarchical orders and that any attempt to eradicate the latter is to go against our very nature. The obvious flaw is that, by and large, animals are not concerned with the hierarchical structures in which they live whereas human beings clearly are. The entire history of modernity has involved constant political challenge to existing hierarchies (is this too part of our ‘nature’?). Not much else to say about this text, except perhaps that it could have been shorter.

T. Rockmore’s Marx after Marxism purports to develop a philosophical approach in the wake of the decline of ‘political Marxism’ (what political Marxism actually means is never really made clear). I found the rationale of this book to be rather odd. What Rockmore is concerned to do is to rescue the ‘authentic’ Marx from what he believes to be the typical Marxist interpretations: ‘I (argue) that now, after Marxism, an opportunity exists to recover Marx, to understand that he is not, as is often held, an anti-Hegelian, but in many ways an Hegelian, in fact Hegel’s most profound student’ (2002: 205).  Will this really be a revelation for anybody?  I personally can’t think of any author who would claim that Marx was simply anti-Hegelian. One could even start with Lenin who was fully aware of the Hegelian orientation of Marx and his perspective. Although some of the connections between Hegel and Marx are competently handled, this is pretty standard fare with some overused clichés about Marx and Hegel as ‘giants’.

Bob Milward’s Marxian Political Economy is a rather straightforward explication of the nuts and bolts of the Marxist approach to political economy. To his credit, Milward does attempt to show how Marxist political economy can be applied in respect of such contemporary issues as globalisation, the welfare state and so on. However, these applications tend to be rather doctrinaire and predictably confirm (even over-confirm) the insights of Marx’s thought. This lack of reflexivity in regard to Marxism’s encounter with the modern world and indeed recent debates on political economy is disappointing. It has often struck me that those who would seek to revivify Marxism by simply reaffirming the basic tenets of the latter end up doing precisely the opposite. The one competing perspective that Milward does take on is that of the neoclassicals. He writes:


‘What they (the neoclassicals) lack is a framework of analysis that takes into account the whole system, its contradictions and its interactive dynamic structure. Therefore, they can truly be described as partial analyses and it follows that their policy prescriptions must also be no more than partial in their application. Therefore, we have reason to suggest that the method employed by Marx was superior in its use of the dialectic which permits the incorporation of the essential dynamic of the capitalist mode of production, and the theory of history, historical materialism.


Thus, to understand a society, one must comprehend the economic structure of that society, in the manner in which the relations of production have developed and the development of the class relations. On this basis the political superstructure arises with a definite form of social consciousness, to ensure that the ruling ideas originate from the ruling class, the ideology…’(2000: 183-184).

This then is clearly a back-to basics message. And as with most orthodox discourses the excessive, and almost mantric, use of ‘therefore’, ‘thus’ and ‘hence’ throughout Milward’s text does little to disguise the aporias and discontinuous leaps of the imagination that abound. At the very beginning of the book, Milward does at least ask himself an interesting question: ‘The question that remains is, were Smith and Ricardo forerunners of Marx, or does Marx represent a totally different paradigm?’ (2000: 22). But this is quickly dismissed by Milward as ‘not really of any great significance to the present discussion’ (2000: 22). This is a pity. I think that if Milward had pursued this question he would have been impressed by the proximate nature of Marxism and liberal political economy.

Through an analysis of what it saw as the logical and objective mechanisms of the economy, the classical political economy of both Marx and liberalism aspired to intellectual mastery over the real. At the same time, the ‘objectivity’ of the economy was constructed in radically different ways. Liberal political economy, for example, stressed the fundamental importance of the so-called free market. In terms of Adam Smith’s famous conception, it is only through the unencumbered movements of an ‘invisible hand’ that the conditions for social equilibrium can be established. This naturalistic approach to the market was seen to reflect certain basic (metaphysical) ‘laws of justice’ that could be applied universally. For Smith political economy constituted ‘a branch of the science of the statesman or legislator’ in which the essential principles of governance could be rationally determined. In a similar vein, J. S. Mill defined political economy as ‘the science which traces the laws of such of the phenomena of society as arise from the combined operations of mankind for the production of wealth…’ (1948: 140).

Marxist political economy, by contrast, focused on the domain of production as the ultimate reality. History was conceived as possessing a structure that contoured the dynamic and contradictory playing out of the tensions between the forces and relations of production. In this regard, Marx’s central objective was to ‘lay bare the economic law of motion of modern society’ (Preface to Capital). Such a law determined that communism would be the final outcome of history: a unique and final epoch capable of resolving all basic antagonisms through collective ownership.

Now while the liberal and Marxist versions of political economy construct the ‘objectivity’ of the economy in characteristic ways, and are totally different in their prescriptions, they share nevertheless the same type of problematic. In both cases, the economy is derived as a metaphysical, or idealist, construct whose laws remain constant in every social formation. The economy, therefore, exists as a conceptual model that can be pre-specified as an underlying structure of rationality on which to base the social order. Thus the potential for emancipation and moral progress is seen to depend on a particular economic model: liberalism – the free market; Marxism – the socialisation of the means of production. And in this regard, both types of political economy tend to be presented, by their respective advocates, as ultimate rational accomplishments; as embodying characteristic ends of history.

At the same time, the history of Marxist thought is one that reveals a progressive undermining of the idea of the economy as an autonomous entity with endogenous laws. With the likes of Hilferding and Gramsci, and certainly the later postmarxists, what begins to emerge is a new type of perspective in which the political itself becomes increasingly apparent as an ‘object’ of theoretical reflection. To this effect, the economy has been shown to depend on more and more conditions of possibility that, far from expressing any cosmic decree, are themselves the result of contingent political practices. Yet the tension between naturalism and the logic of the political is already revealed within Marx himself.

One of the great achievements of Marx consists in what M. Hesse (1980) might call his metaphoric re-description of the economy; a re-description that, for the first time, sought to analyse economic relations in terms of social context. Marx was vehemently opposed to those conventions of political economy that attempted to derive economic meaning, and to justify vast inequalities of wealth, on the grounds of a mythical state of origins.

Marx was concerned crucially to demonstrate how all production, and the very means of subsistence, always takes place within a particular conjuncture. In contrast to abstract ideals, Marx affirmed the social character of labour (see esp. Capital vol. 1) such that the individual’s potential for production and self-development is always dependent upon a given framework, or mode of production, that in turn reflects certain power relations; a balance of forces between classes. This enabled Marx to advance a powerful critique against naturalistic conceptions of capitalism that have persisted from A. Smith and J. Locke right through to M. Friedman and the dominant forms of neo-classical economics. Against such pieties concerning ‘free’ labour contracts in an open market, Marx demonstrated how, in order to survive, workers are forced to sell their labour power as, under capitalism, they are denied access to the means of production and subsistence. For Marx, the classical liberal paradigm turned precisely on the attempt to finesse the power basis of capitalism.

In this regard, we may argue that a logic of contingency is already apparent within Marx insofar as there is a fundamental emphasis on the economy as a human construction rather than an idealist structure that is simply waiting to be discovered. By de-objectifying the economy and showing its reality to be the result of wider power relations that generates its principles of construction, there is a clear sense in which Marx expanded the dimension of the political in his analysis of political economy. At the same time, this expansion is limited as, in a contrary movement, there is a re-absorption of the political within a new form of objectivism. As a true child of the Enlightenment, what Marx aims at is not positivity itself but rather the liberal version of it. In this way, he attempts to restore the modernist enterprise through the affirmation of an idealist structure to history in which the dynamic of socio-economic antagonisms is made the subject of essential laws that foretold of an ultimate resolution. While the political shone all too briefly in Marx, it was something that could never be entirely extinguished. Indeed the subsequent history of the modernist imagination may be characterised in terms of the tendential ebbing and flowing between the idealist search for certainties and their persistent denial by the political.

What is lacking in Milward is an account of the increasing de-stabilisation of the traditional economic/non-economic distinction in Marxist thought. Rejecting the view of the economy as a self-enclosed order Hilferding, for example, focused on the way that the modern economy developed within the terms of a nationalist framework. Gramsci, of course, developed this line of enquiry even further. For Gramsci, on the other hand, the economy cannot be separated from ideological and cultural practices but is articulated with these phenomena in a characteristic historic bloc. By developing a radically contextualist approach, Gramsci showed that nothing automatically follows from economic relations and that we cannot predict whether they will be articulated in nationalist, liberal or social democratic terms (or other terms). In other words, a basic undecidability has been introduced whose resolution will depend upon the outcome of concrete forces in political struggle.  And this will have crucial consequences for the construction of the economic space and the types of practices carried out there.

In his emphasis on the non-natural (undecidable) character of structuring principles, Gramsci may be said to render visible the political as an ineradicable dimension of all social ordering and identification. Indeed, we might reasonably argue that Gramsci is distinguished in modern thought not so much as a political theorist but as a theorist of the political. In his critique of economism, Gramsci provides the theoretical resources for politicising political economy and thereby for a new imagination of actively (and continuously) radicalising economic practice.

Yet it would be mistaken to think that theoretical reflection on the political has developed only within Marxism. One could cite examples of various thinkers, from other traditions, whose interventions have also served to undermine objectivist-naturalist approaches to the economy: Weber and his analysis of economic development in terms of religious-cultural context; Polanyi and his emphasis on the social conditions of possibility for a ‘market economy’; Keynes and his demonstration of the artificial constitution and manipulation of the economic ‘ground’ through state intervention. More recently, writers such as Aglietta (1979; 1998), Lipietz (1987; 1992) and Boyer (1990, 1997) have shown further that the regulation of the economy is not an endogenous matter (as in classical models). Rather, economic stability depends on the construction of an entire mode of social regulation that transcends the economy as such. Each of these thinkers, in varying degrees, allude to the fact that the economy cannot be regarded as a closed autonomous order but has to be considered in far more contextual terms. An engagement with these perspectives is crucial for the development of a more radical approach to political economy, and there is no reason why Marxism cannot make a very positive contribution to this.

In the Franco-phobic universe that anti-poststructuralist social and political scientists inhabit, there is an almost totemic allegiance to critical realism as a kind of champion of traditional Enlightenment values and basic common sense. Critical Realism and Marxism, edited by A. Brown et al, is an exemplary case of this. As with S. Creaven’s book, Marxism and Realism (2000, London: Routledge), there is the by now familiar story that Marxism has taken a number of near fatal blows but not to worry because, at the eleventh hour, critical realism is here to save the day. 

Threatened by what is perceived as the relativist nightmare of postmodern oblivion, it is of course easy to understand why traditional Marxists are increasingly appealing to the critical realist school. Critical realists are quite prepared to talk the talk of postmodern theory. They will happily agree that knowledge is fallible, subject to contestation and transformation (p. 126); they will even accept that knowledge and empirical events have to be discursively constituted in order to make any sense. But, they will add, there is not only discursive contestation there is also that to which all this contestation is inevitably gravitating towards. Put in other terms, there may be all kinds of interpretative paradigms, Gramscian wars of position and so on, but there is also something to which the latter is ultimately accountable: extra-discursive reality. As Richard Rorty put it somewhere, the critical realist sensibility is symptomatic of the Baconian idea that somehow God would be pleased with ‘our’ progress so far. 

It is this kind of apparently innocuous supplement that is seized upon by traditional Marxists, and objectivists generally, as a basic triumph for common sense. It is as if a Giddensesque ‘third way’ had been found: yes, you can have as much fun as you like with perspectives and discourses but don’t neglect the serious study of what is actual. Now here, of course, a Kantian fifth ace is played. Critical realists do not say what the actual actually is, what it consists of, but content themselves with affirming ad infinitum that it exists. In a quasi-theological move, critical realism elevates the actual into a total abstraction: ‘it exists, but I can’t tell you what it is yet’. In other words, it relies upon a well known Pascalian paradox of retroactivity: that you will only know the truth of what is actual once you come to believe in it. So, while we may not know actuality now, we certainly will do once arrive at it. 

From this point of view, extra-discursive reality is rather like the infamous restaurant at the end of the universe; a restaurant at which the best table has already been booked exclusively for critical realists. Switching metaphorical tack, the critical realist perspective functions a little bit like Fukuyama’s Hegelianesque end of history thesis: while the ultimate paradigm may not be quite finalized, the important point is that it is there and that we are destined to recognize it.

Not surprisingly, the type of discourse theory that has been developed Derrida, Laclau and Mouffe and others, is thoroughly eschewed:


‘If, however, objects are always discursively articulated and if a discourse cannot exhaust the whole meaning of an object because the object is never fully substantiated, just as any discourse is never fully closed, then this possibility of excess meaning (the left over) in objects always has the ability to impinge on that discourse…Therefore, how can we ever be sure that that which exists, if not prior then external to the discursive, is exhausted into the discursive? The only way to be sure would be to reduce the external and any existential traces to the purely internal or discursive’ (Brown et al, 2002: 125).

This is manifestly absurd. Discourse theory begins from the position that there is simply no possibility of pure internality (if this were the case then this evidently would make redundant the notion of discourse): that is to say, it affirms that the discursive constitution of any object fully depends on a radical outside that is both constitutive and deforming of that object (e.g. a constitutive ‘them’ in order for an ‘us’, and so on). By contrast what the critical realists claim is that they have a mystical access to what lies beyond a particular discourse. And this access of course is immaculate and transparent. Critical realism does not bother itself with the paradox of attempting to articulate what is beyond a discourse through discourse, or with the paradox of trying to signify beyond signification. Its idealist aspiration is a paradigm-free encounter with the world in which the latter no longer has to be interpreted – and therefore subject to hegemonic contestation – but merely explained.

From here we get the usual bromide about class and that we should understand it as ‘discursive and causal at the same time’ (2002: 128). This is tantamount to saying that something is contingent and necessary at the same time! With its metaphysical sleights of hand – now we’re determinists, now we’re not – I’ve often thought that it would be more accurate to describe critical realism as magic realism.
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