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Reading Capitalist Realism





Introduction

A Theory of Capitalist Realism

a l i s o n  s h o n k w i l e r  &  l e i g h  c l a i r e  l a  b e r g e

Capitalist realism is both an old and a new concept for literary stud-
ies. Realism, after all, has long been considered the aesthetic mode 
most intimate to capitalism. It is this intimacy that in the view of its 
admirers generates realism’s depth and incisiveness of critique. It is 
what in the equally compelling view of its detractors fatally compro-
mises the realist project, producing the very subjects and objects that 
the mode claims to document. Where literary critics on both sides 
would most likely agree, however, is on the redundancy of the prefix 
“capitalist.” All realism is already capitalist.
 Meanwhile, in the political and economic realm the term “real-
ism” has had an altogether different career. The exhortation to “be 
realistic” is now part of the ideological enforcement process of neo-
liberalism. The appeal to the logic of fiscal “common sense,” has been 
amplified into the moral urgency of reducing spending and trimming 
deficits for entire economies. As politicians pursue austerity in the 
name of getting one’s household in order, “realism” becomes a one-
sided moral regime that focuses on reduction on the social side of 
the ledger while ignoring excesses of growth on the corporate and 
military side. Given that the realist imperative ignores precisely the 
debt expansion and financial machinations on which the past four 
decades of capitalist accumulation have depended, one could not be 
blamed for the suspicion that any political call to fiscal realism is an 
ideologically dubious one. Slavoj Žižek once quipped that the fan-
tasy of every capitalist is to have capitalism without capitalism: For 
me, monopoly control of territory! For everyone else, free trade and 
open markets. For me, guaranteed profits! For everyone else, the as-
sumption of risk.1 And yet the presence of a realistic common sense 
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remains powerful and for many, including on the left, politically diffi-
cult to resist, even if the result were to be the veritable collapse of the 
social sphere. Whenever “realism” is defined as that which is measur-
able within a system of capitalist equivalence, then everything not 
measurable according to this standard becomes, by simple definition, 
unaffordable and unrealistic. 
 The term “capitalist realism” has been used to describe the con-
temporary condition in which all social and political possibility is 
seemingly bound up in the economic status quo. Mark Fisher, in 
his 2009 book Capitalist Realism, uses the term to characterize “the 
widespread sense that not only is capitalism the only viable politi-
cal and economic system, but also that it is now impossible even to 
imagine a coherent alternative to it.”2 Fisher’s claim that “capitalist 
realism is therefore not a particular type of realism; it is more like 
realism in itself” (4), thus refers to the abovementioned expansion 
of realism beyond any particular ideological precinct to become, es-
sentially, the sum of all ideology of the present. Realism, as described 
by Fisher, is not a representational mode or aesthetic. It is instead a 
general ideological formation in which capitalism is the most real of 
our horizons, the market-dominant present that forms the limits of 
our imaginaries. Thus Fisher argues, echoing similar statements from 
Fredric Jameson and Žižek, that it is easier to imagine the end of the 
world than the end of capitalism.
 Capitalist realism, in our view, is a theoretical concept that de-
mands further elaboration. The concept’s potential lies in its ability 
both to address the limitations of postmodernism and to connect the 
postmodern (or post-postmodern, such as it may be) more powerfully 
to the features of our contemporary political economic moment. The 
aim of this volume is to open up the term in its political, economic, 
and aesthetic dimensions while accepting the larger intention of Fish-
er’s project: to provide a language and terminology for what comes 
after a Jamesonian critique at its most totalizing, suffocating, and yet 
unassailably correct. One example suffices to remind us of the tone 
and sense of finality of Jameson’s 1984 essay “Postmodernism, or the 
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism”: “The new expansion of multina-
tional capital ends up penetrating and colonizing those very precapi-
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talist enclaves, Nature and the Unconscious, which offered footholds 
for critical effectivity. .  .  . This whole extraordinarily demoralizing 
and depressing global space is the “moment of truth” of postmod-
ernism.”3 Capitalist realism presumes that things have gotten worse. 
A quarter of a century further into the dialectic of financialization 
and commodification, capitalism has intensified its claim on its estab-
lished terrain and further foreclosed upon imaginable alternatives.
 A full tour through the history of the term would include stops in 
art and literary criticism as well as through the Cold War discourse 
of Realpolitik and the ways in which international political pragma-
tism has been used to justify the domestic neoliberal “practicalities” 
of fiscal austerity, pension restructuring, privatization, and union 
suppression.4 We focus here on the most contemporary resonances. 
We write this Introduction in the wake of the most substantial eco-
nomic crisis to visit the capitalist world-system in some eighty years. 
Even before the subprime mortgage crisis, the bank bailouts, and the 
rise of protest movements on the right and left, critics and journal-
ists were calling attention to the inequities and unevennesses of the 
global neoliberal regime.5 We are now witnessing a flourishing across 
different media of realisms attentive to these conditions: in litera-
ture, in television and film, and in the vast amount of reportage and 
documentary work produced in response to the financial crisis itself. 
Perhaps the most basic question we begin with is whether our current 
forms of representation are equipped to comprehend and historicize 
what Ernst Mandel was one of the first to call late capitalism and 
what David Harvey and Giovanni Arrighi, among others, have argued 
is a new historical phase of accumulation: the roughly forty-year pe-
riod in which, as Arrighi claims, “something fundamental seems to 
have changed in the way capitalism works.”6

 Harvey and Arrighi both date this change to the early 1970s. Har-
vey argues that the “crisis” of overaccumulation of this period was 
never resolved but instead displaced through financial reorganization 
in a series of temporal and spatial fixes. Arrighi, using the historical 
model of a longue durée, represents the financial expansion of the late 
twentieth century as only the latest of a series of systemic cycles of ac-
cumulation alternating between phases of material and financial ex-
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pansion. In Marxist terms, the causes come back to crises of accumu-
lation and overproduction, the search for new pathways of growth in 
the face of a declining rate of profit, and, failing that, doubling down 
and squeezing harder on existing profit  sources— whether through 
speculation and finance or through the downward global pressure on 
wages (what Harvey, following Marx, calls the “rate of exploitation”). 
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri describe the new capitalist order 
as “intensive” rather than “extensive.” Its open and fluctuating net-
works of power deepen and intensify already-existing sites of capital-
ist valorization instead of expanding imperially through cartographic 
space. Jeffrey Nealon uses this argument of intensification to diag-
nose the “mutation” in the postmodern that inaugurates the logic of 
what he calls the “post-postmodern.”7 Whether or not they agree on 
a definable end or “after” to the postmodern, Marxist, post-Marxist, 
and other critics have shared the sense of a break or change in eco-
nomic production that is seen to demand a corresponding response 
in accounts of cultural production. It is this logic of “intensification 
and generalization” that many critics identify as the point of connec-
tion between capitalism and the forms of representation that are at-
tached to it. A bevy of new concepts has been provided to understand 
the transition, as well as benchmarks to periodize it, from the early-
1970s collapse of fixed exchange rates, to the rise of global, flexible 
accumulation, to, most recently, such forms of financialization as the 
securitization of assets and the expansion of debt.8 
 Our volume works within this periodization, and its essays borrow 
from all these analytics. Perhaps the most crucial political-economic 
term is “neoliberalism.” Although capitalist realism shares an articu-
lation with neoliberalism, it is not coterminous with it. If postmod-
ernism names a depressing moment of truth produced by the loss of 
spatial-temporal coordination, neoliberalism names those aspects of 
globalization that, under the auspices of the market, limit social func-
tioning and naturalize structures of inequality. Its rise dating in most 
accounts from the early to mid-1970s, neoliberalism typically refers 
to an economic and political paradigm in which freedom is conceived 
almost entirely in market terms, as the ability to operate unhampered 
by state regulation or political interference, even as the production 



i n t r o d u c t i o n  5

of the conditions of market organization and construction of citizen-
ship that complements it are often seen as the state’s “proper” func-
tion. The central features of the neoliberal state, besides privatizing 
wealth, deregulating markets, and reducing social spending, include 
preoccupation with supporting the interests of an unfettered global 
financial system and, as recent critics have extensively argued, tak-
ing advantage of crises to advance market-based, free-trade-oriented, 
and even financially imperialist agendas. One need not even neces-
sarily accept David Harvey’s capsule description of neoliberalism as 
a “programmatic” restoration of capitalist class hegemony, under the 
guise of the promise to the masses of increased individual freedoms, 
to concede a drastic shift in the past four decades toward greater 
concentrations of wealth in the hands of an elite few, with those few 
“controlling power over large sections of the economy.”9

Periodizing Capitalist Realism

As a term, “capitalist realism” is intended to capture a relationship 
that neither postmodernism nor neoliberalism adequately encom-
passes. Mark Fisher’s critique of postmodernism as an analytic or a 
periodization is not that it is (or was) incorrect but that it no longer 
contains the referential capacity required for contemporary analysis. 
He explains that “some of the processes that Jameson described have 
become so aggravated and chronic that they have gone through a 
change in kind” (7). These processes have become spatially and tem-
porally  intensified— always the method of capital.10 Thus when Jame-
son in 1984 claimed that the “Unconscious” had been captured by cir-
cuits of multinational capital, he surely couldn’t have predicted (nor 
could anyone else) that epidemics of “bipolar disorder” would sweep 
through whole preschool populations and  require— of  course— new, 
expensive, brand-name pharmaceuticals for treatment.11 Postmod-
ernism is not enough to describe this neoliberal scene. Fisher suggests 
that capitalist realism might be. Postmodernism could still remember 
precapitalist enclaves with enough nuance to produce a nostalgia for 
them; it could still look to the Eastern bloc for a site of economic 
otherness. Indeed, whether de facto Eastern communism offered a vi-
able alternative or not, its existence provided a trope for the Western, 
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democratic left and functioned as a generative site for the discursive 
production of an outside. What was lost with its decomposition was 
a site, however fictitious, for the imagination of another world. That 
the imagined reality of that other world was, in retrospect, a fantasy 
only shows the necessity of using fantasy to imagine other alterna-
tives. Yet, according to Fisher, that content of fantastic imagination 
is ceaselessly metabolized by capitalist realism. And indeed, if it is 
easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism, this 
must be at least partly because capitalist representation now special-
izes in previews of the apocalyptic: from its compendium of possible, 
upcoming disasters to narrative re-creations of recent ones.12 
 For capitalist realism or any similar theoretical concept to be of 
service to the present it must articulate (1) the violence produced by 
a capitalism that constantly seeks to expand its sources and strate-
gies of accumulation; (2) the lived economic, social, and affective 
instabilities of an entrepreneurial risk society; and (3) how these 
are together transformed into a widely accepted brand of Gramscian 
“common sense,” in which an inequitable, winner-take-all system of 
casino capitalism has seemingly achieved popular consent. Hence we 
arrive at some of the limitations of the term “neoliberal” for describ-
ing the realization of market imperatives at an ideological level. If 
neoliberalism appears to describe a structural basis or referent for 
the account of postmodernism as a cultural dominant (though in fact 
the global expansion of market logic is no less cultural than anything 
else), and might seem to function as a complement to Jameson’s artic-
ulation, this term too suffers from inadequacies: first, to account for 
the role of representation and belief in producing that which becomes 
reality; second, to register capitalism’s ability to double down upon 
those sites of reality to insist that “there is no alternative.” Capital-
ist realism denotes the site upon which the limit of the imaginary is 
constructed. It insists on the circulation between imagination and re-
ality, the ways in which this relationship is produced and disavowed. 
 In an interview in this volume with the political theorist Jodi Dean, 
Fisher claims that “capitalist realism is the pathology of the left” be-
cause it sustains and amplifies the “corrosion of social imagination.” 
But if for Fisher the term signifies resignation and exhaustion, we 
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believe it is possible to energize it critically. Capitalist realism need 
not only represent ideological closure and defeat. It can also oper-
ate theoretically and critically to describe the relationship between 
accumulation and representation in the present. Against those who 
would insist that capitalist realism does not describe an aesthetic 
form, and that the concept’s strength lies precisely in exceeding the 
limitations of a representational or aesthetic theory, we counter that 
it is possible to have it both ways. The effectiveness of the concept 
is that it emphasizes the economic while insisting at the same time 
on the political and representational dimensions of capitalism. After 
all, capital represents and is represented. It is within this system of 
economic representation that we are interpellated as economic sub-
jects of various sorts: as consumers, producers, and debtors, and as 
spectators and as casualties. Like any contest, therefore, this contest 
of representation is open to potential transformation. 
 For this volume the question becomes, How can such struggles of 
representation be informed by the literary? Representational realism, 
in the sense in which we aim to develop it here, is not an aesthetic 
afterthought to a political and economic ideology of privatization and 
wealth protection; in other words, this is not simply a localized appli-
cation, in the literary realm, of the more generalized, market-driven 
aesthetic of “realism” that Fisher theorizes. While capitalist realism 
is a concept that has been developed outside literary theory, we sug-
gest that it offers a powerful means to connect the transformation of 
these modes of accumulation to changes in the effort to interpret and 
historicize that transformation. We thus begin this project by asking 
how the “realism” that functions as an ideological marker in political 
and economic discourse relates to the realism of narrative produc-
tion. How might the realism of lowered  expectations— in the affec-
tive register, what Lauren Berlant has called “cruel optimism”—be 
measured or identified by literary criticism?

Representations

There can be no doubt that the economic events of the last five years 
have generated space for the creation of new economic knowledge 
and representation. How will the present be represented back to us 
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and what role will these representations have in generating new cri-
tiques and understandings of the credit crisis, the Great Recession, 
and the mass occupations that have followed? In a recent issue of 
Bookforum, Christian Lorentzen predicts that “in the fall of 2013 or 
2014, if not before, we’ll probably be reading a novel about Occupy 
Wall Street. What would such a book look like, and what would it 
tell us about money? You can bet the narrator will be omniscient and 
the telling panoramic.”13 If Lorentzen’s prediction is correct, the eco-
nomic novel’s repeated recourse to realism expresses a desire for the 
most thorough possible indexing of capitalism to the present. Here is 
one likely site to identify one of the motivating cruxes of the capital-
ist realist project: the effort to expose and make legible the conditions 
that have been produced by so-called illegible abstractions of finance 
capital, particularly the vehicles of securitization and risk manage-
ment of the early 2000s, such as credit default swaps and deriva-
tives. Conversely, it might be a project of capitalist realism to reveal 
through representation whether this perceived financial complexity 
is not just one more strategy of accumulation.14

 Nonetheless, our objective is not to anticipate a genre of Zuccotti 
Park fiction, however it may develop or whatever formal features it 
may exhibit. Indeed, the most pertinent fictions of post-crisis resis-
tance may turn out not to refer to the Occupy movement at all, let 
alone to recall a panoramic 1980s Wall Street novel by Tom Wolfe. 
Whether or not contemporary fiction writers nostalgically seek to 
reprise a nineteenth-century Balzacian realist framework, there is no 
doubt that the realisms of today do not operate in the same world of 
conditions and demands as a nineteenth-century novel and cannot 
make the same kinds of claims to truth. Even viewed from entirely 
within a literary-historical context, modes of realism today are not 
clearly or straightforwardly alignable with the realisms of previous 
literatures. 
 Thus, when Joshua Clover, for instance, argues in this volume that 
narrative realism has lost its privileged relationship to capitalism and 
its purchase on the representation of it, this returns us precisely to 
the question of how to discuss realism’s ongoing claims to explain the 
world around us. It is to ask to what extent this realism is still defined 
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by an investment in scenes of the everyday, an accumulation of de-
tail, and/or the moral encounter of the individual with social forces. 
It is to ask whether realism’s critical  intervention— whatever it might 
ever have  been— has been entirely turned over to journalism, where 
many accounts of the financial crisis seek, at a forensic level of detail, 
to narrate the sequential unfolding of various financial operations, or 
to film, whose own medium seems structurally better able to grasp 
mimetically the quotidian operations of Wall Street such as charts, 
numbers, infographics, and the like. And yet surely both journalism 
and film are likewise limited by the same complicities and inadequa-
cies that cause literary realism to be, as Jameson argues, ontologi-
cally committed to the status quo as such. 
 In other words, while it is today increasingly recognized that capi-
talism requires retheorization to account for its ever-evolving scenes 
of enclosure and indebtedness, it is less widely insisted that realism, 
too, demands renewed scrutiny for its relevance and complicity in 
capturing these scenes. Our own scrutiny of realism in what follows 
of this Introduction takes two paths: first, reflection on what revi-
sions may be demanded by our literary genealogies, including the 
familiar realism–modernism–postmodernism account; and second, 
consideration of whether capitalist realism can be said to constitute 
a new formal mode rather than an elaboration or appropriation of 
earlier modes. 
 Joe Cleary suggests in his recent essay “Realism after Modernism” 
that modernism should be reconceived not as a break with realism, as 
standard accounts have had it (although there is no doubt that mod-
ernism represented a crisis of representation within it), but instead 
as an “attempted sublation of realism into more spatially and cogni-
tively expansive forms” (261). The recent special issue of MLQ, “Pe-
ripheral Realisms,” in which Cleary’s essay appears is a powerful step 
toward this revision of literary realism away from a London–Paris 
axis toward the expanded point of view of capitalist world-systems.15 
In their introduction, Jed Esty and Colleen Lye claim that “we need, 
but lack, comprehensive theories and historical atlases of twentieth-
century realism” on a global scale. Their focus on realisms from the 
periphery might be seen as an effort to reorient criticism from a Eu-
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rocentric  modernism— with its privileging of the literary criteria of 
ambiguity, hybridity, and irony, for  instance— and to recognize the 
continuing purchase of realist concepts such as class consciousness, 
social totality, and historical transition, as “part of a wider remap-
ping of the literary world system now” (280).16

 While an expanded global scale offers a way to revise the realism-
modernism dialectic, so too does an expanded notion of accumula-
tion and production. Like the editors of “Peripheral Realisms,” we 
see realism to be a moment we find ourselves in not again but still. 
Whereas Esty and Lye address realism’s supposed failure to grapple 
with problems of alterity, we expand on its relationship to austerity: 
namely, the ways in which realism is imbricated in a generalized cri-
sis of accumulation. We argue that the relationship between capitalist 
realism and narrative and visual representation demands recogni-
tion of their mutual imbrication in current conditions of crisis and 
contradiction.
 To make this argument is not to jettison the well-accepted dialec-
tics of literary development from realism to modernism and from 
modernism to postmodernism. Nor is it to reject the model of “cul-
tural dominants” and the corresponding generic and modal signa-
tures that each contains, such as realism’s free indirect discourse as 
contrasted with modernism’s first-person narrators, or modernism’s 
Weltschmertz as ceding to postmodernism’s schizophrenia. What 
might capitalist realism add to this narrative? As postmodernism 
cedes its legacy and organizing forms to capitalist realism, a new 
desire for objectivity and mimetic certainty emerges with the new, 
self-reflexive knowledge that the certainties of realism are things to 
be bought and sold. Ultimately, capitalist realism might describe the 
logical conclusion of these processes: how realism undergoes the pre-
cise processes of capture and subsumption into the circuits of capital 
that it claims to represent.
 To emphasize this internalization of production as a process is not 
the same as to ask about conditions of production in an older sense, 
as in the question “Who paid for modernism?”17 It is instead about 
the ways in which the “reality” of production is incorporated into and 
interacts with modes of  representation— some new, some familiar. 
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Here it will be useful to enumerate some of the features of capitalist 
realism as we see them and how they function in relation to each 
other, as well as to acknowledge its conceptual risks.
 First, capitalist realism is unstable in regard to its own mode. 
Whereas earlier realisms laid claim, however problematically, to a 
stability of mode and perception, the capitalist realist mode interrupts 
and disorganizes itself, through its incorporation of other genres and 
through its desire to show the processes of its own commodification. 
This claim can be demonstrated not through a deconstructive read-
ing of texts, in which their internal logics are shown to be in tenuous 
relation, balanced on a fragile stability, but rather through attention 
to plot, structure, and production processes. As a methodology, capi-
talism realism demands an engagement with specific economic forms 
such as the commodity, money, and finance, as well as organized 
economic processes such as production and consumption. 
 Two examples from this volume help to demonstrate the instability 
of mode as revealed at the level of production. The first comes from an 
analysis of The Wire, the David Simon television series widely upheld 
as perhaps the most trenchant recent example of a “new realism.” In-
deed, even realist crank extraordinaire Jonathan Franzen comment-
ed in a 2009 interview that had he “seen The Wire” he wouldn’t have 
been so critical in 1996 of the future of American realism and the 
realist novel in particular.18 The Wire is a great realist production. But 
The Wire is not a novel; it is a television series. As a text conceived, 
written, produced, and directed for television, it has different formal 
possibilities than one conceived as a novel. Perhaps the outpouring of 
critical response to the show demonstrates, more than anything else, 
that critics need to venture outside the medium of the realist novel in 
order to offer a critique of it. Moreover, we question whether Simon’s 
realist series is devoted to resuscitating realism or to disaggregating 
it. In her essay in this volume on The Wire, Leigh Claire La Berge ar-
gues that the show, which spent its first four seasons realistically de-
tailing the failure of social institutions, from the labor movement to 
the school system, ultimately turns its critical lens on realism itself. 
The fifth and final season of The Wire renders realism, too, a failed 
institution, by introducing the unrealistic, indeed the melodramatic, 
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plotline of a fictitious serial killer whose sensational violence allows 
the viewer to disavow what had previously constituted the show’s 
realism, namely, its representation of economic violence. It is through 
the gradual sale of its own realism at the level of plot that The Wire 
questions whether it was ever realist at all at the level of mode. 
 In an even more direct example of capitalist realism’s operation at 
the level of production process, J. D. Connor, in an essay on the film 
Déjà Vu, looks at the race in the film industry to secure state and 
municipal tax credits to lure film production to specific locales. This 
race is internalized into film’s own productive apparatus, Connor ar-
gues, demonstrating how Hollywood “adopted a post-crisis mode of 
production” before the actual crisis. Connor’s piece suggests that crit-
ics working within the capitalist realist mode may help to locate new 
instantiations of forms of value, ones that call into question some of 
our most trusted political-economic categories in the study of cul-
ture. Is seeking out cheap labor through tax credits an example of 
commodification, as defined by Marx as production for the market 
by wage labor? Or is it an example of financialization, as defined by 
Arrighi as the ascension of a financial imperative over other forms 
of economic organization? These two terms have often been used 
indistinguishably by critics, with the implicit understanding that the 
second follows from the first. But we argue that these are different 
processes, captured and negotiated differently by cultural forms. 
 Whereas the internalization of production may be identifiable in the 
example of film tax credits, or the relationship between race, money, 
and seriality in The Wire, it may be less obvious elsewhere at the 
level of mode. In the novel we see various levels of mediation become 
possible. In the texts discussed in this volume, the destabilization 
and subsumption at the level of mode often transpires through genre. 
Thus, for instance, in his essay in this volume Andrew Hoberek ar-
gues that realism now invariably tends toward generic categories: “It 
is almost as though the realist novel, so closely tied to a particular 
form of capitalism and the kinds of social mobility it enabled, must 
turn to genre fiction to represent forms outside of it, whether the re-
sidual feudal hierarchies that lingered into capitalism’s heyday or the 



i n t r o d u c t i o n  1 3

hierarchies of money that characterize an emergent post-capitalist 
capitalism.” The turn to allegory in a novel such as The Reluctant Fun-
damentalist, for example, like The Wire’s turn to melodrama, opens 
up a middle ground on which realism both represents and cannot 
represent forms of global capital indexically. Timothy Bewes locates 
a similar generic reorientation in his reading of J. M. Coetzee’s Eliza-
beth Costello, which he argues switches between realist and allegori-
cal terms. Meanwhile, Alissa Karl diagnoses an impulse to narrative 
totalization within neoliberal capitalism that is exposed as both ob-
solete and persistent. Reading James Kelman’s How Late It Was, How 
Late and Ali Smith’s Hotel World, Karl argues that the “neoliberal 
novel” doesn’t abandon narrative totality but simultaneously invokes 
it and undermines it through indeterminacy and contradiction. This 
double movement, we might say, flags the instability of the capitalist 
realist mode. As a mode without a fixed point either inside or outside 
the process of representation, it does not commit itself to offer ballast 
against the instability of the capitalism it represents. Terms and fea-
tures that appear to stabilize turn out to do so at best provisionally, 
limitedly, and/or incoherently.
 In response to the question whether capitalist realism is something 
new rather than an elaboration of previous modes, moreover, we an-
swer that it is both. To identify a difference of mode requires not only 
isolating the narrative features of realism but also contending with 
the changed situation of literature and literary production more gen-
erally. A useful example is Paul Dawson’s recent argument on the re-
turn of omniscience in contemporary fiction in the UK and US.19 The 
reappearance of the “ostensibly outmoded” omniscient narrator in 
Dawson’s account responds specifically to the late-twentieth-century 
decline of literature’s cultural authority. It is not as if contemporary 
omniscient narrators have suddenly reclaimed the “moral and epis-
temological certainties” of their eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
counterparts; instead the narrator borrows authority from the public 
persona of the author, who thus stands to the narrator in a kind of 
proxy relationship. In certain instances, therefore, the contemporary 
author functions as a kind of extradiegetic character. Whether or not 



1 4   a l i s o n  s h o n k w i l e r  &  l e i g h  c l a i r e  l a  b e r g e

contemporary omniscience rises to the level of a new form, it is con-
stituted through an entirely specific cultural history of the present 
that can never be simply understood as a repeat performance. 
 Following this line of argument, it becomes possible to see not only 
omniscient narration but other techniques and preoccupations of the 
classic realist  mode— its mimetic and documentary registers, its as-
sumptions about actuality, its aspirations to social totality, its uneasy 
rivalry with allegory, its strategies of surveillance, spectatorship, and 
ethnographic “othering”—as taking on different significance in the 
present. Realism’s claims to capture the real are, more than ever, in-
dicative of a contest over the stabilization of a financially productive 
reality.
 Second, in our view, capitalist realism is neither an updating of 
socialist realism nor simply a neoliberal inversion of it. If nineteenth-
century bourgeois fiction was the height of a purportedly “stable” 
version of realism, then socialist realism represented the officially 
sanctioned, twentieth-century turn toward a new literature of the 
worker and of revolutionary consciousness. Yet, as the painters Vi-
taly Komar and Alexander Melamid and the anthropologist Alexei 
Yurchak have made clear, the irony of socialist realism was that its 
“real” was so highly idealized that it forfeited its mimetic and in-
dexical coordination altogether.20 Nonetheless, it represented itself 
as splitting off from the elitism and decadence of modernism, and 
as reshaping literary values for the benefit of the “ordinary” worker. 
Western criticism’s privileging of literary modernism during the Cold 
War period was a de facto acknowledgment of the split. But like the 
modernist avant-gardism that is itself defined by its rejection of the 
economic sphere, socialist realism is so deeply framed and organized 
by its opposition to capital that it too might be said to be capital-
ist.21 Ironically, today the socialist-realist project may remain politi-
cally relevant through its ability to cast into relief the idealizations to 
which other, Western, and supposedly less “political” realisms are no 
less susceptible.
 Here is where it is most useful to understand capitalist realism as 
both an ideological formation (as Fisher describes it) and a mode. 
As an ideological formation, it describes the pervasive logic of capi-
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talism in the present. As a mode, however, it potentially conjoins 
both conservative and critical  impulses— on the one hand retaining 
the conservatism of representational realism in its commitment, as 
Jameson puts it, to the status quo, while on the other hand modeling 
the very transformative capitalist processes of commodification and 
financialization that it records. In contrast to socialist realism, then, 
capitalist realism traverses the terrain between the ideological and 
the critical.
 But could not this same work be performed under the auspices of 
neoliberalism? Indeed, critics including Walter Benn Michaels and Jef-
frey J. Williams use this term to describe contemporary literary for-
mations. Michaels, for instance, argues that questions of identity and 
recognition tend to dominate over questions of economic distribution 
in contemporary fiction, to the detriment of a full recognition of the 
neoliberal tradeoff between the two. By resisting representation of 
economic difference, he argues, contemporary novels “naturalize the 
unimaginability of any alternative to neoliberalism and so make[ ] it 
easier for us to accept the inequality neoliberalism has produced.”22 
Although Michaels here usefully calls attention to the politics of what 
fiction ignores, he only goes so far as to define the neoliberal novel in 
the negative for what it doesn’t do. Defining a category by its failure 
to critique structures of class inequality does not produce a positive 
set of features by which to rule a text in rather than not out. Wil-
liams, more specifically, describes the neoliberal novel in terms of 
a new mode of “resignation.” In contrast to the postmodern mode of 
conspiracy and surveillance, the neoliberal mode marks a turn in the 
machinations of power, a recognition of the ruling rich, by shifting 
“from moral allegory to a resigned realism.”23 In this view Jonathan 
Franzen’s The Corrections and Freedom actively demonstrate and sup-
port a fatalistic idea that “we can only successfully solve problems 
through private means and individual action” (94). The neoliberal 
novel, for Williams, becomes a way of recasting Lionel Trilling’s “lib-
eral imagination” of the 1950s as the “plutocratic imagination” of the 
present in which the “real action occurs among the rich” (95).
 Contemporary fiction is indeed highly varied in its critique of the 
neoliberal order. What capitalist realism can highlight are the rival 
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dynamics of this critique at work. Whereas the postmodern empha-
sizes indeterminacy and ontological uncertainty, capitalist realism 
acknowledges the limitations of  critique— even as it constantly seeks 
new avenues for it. Under capitalist realism the postmodern skepti-
cism toward systems and paranoia about agency control give way, 
certainly not to a restored faith in systems but to a recognition of the 
ruling order of capitalism as both more banal and more encompass-
ing. This is not to say that the metasystems under scrutiny are no 
longer sinister (terrorism and violence are implicated in The Reluc-
tant Fundamentalist and in the similar neoliberal finance-dominated 
worlds represented in novels such as Kapitoil and A Young Man’s Guide 
to Capitalism)24 but that the contest of representation is heightened 
through processes of being alternately internalized and externalized 
by the text.
 Michael Hardt has suggested that in a classically liberal regime, the 
state controls the market, but in a neoliberal regime, the market con-
trols the state.25 We might transform that aesthetically into the claim 
that in liberalism the market was represented; in neoliberalism, the 
market represents. In our theorization, again, capitalist realism as a 
process tends toward miscegenation between the categories of accu-
mulation and representation. At its logical extreme, capitalist realist 
criticism elaborates a tension already present within many concep-
tions of the realist mode: the point at which realism simultaneously 
records and undergoes the economic processes of commodification 
and financialization.
 Third, in our view, capitalist realism calls into question what real-
ism is. Our attention to the shifting ground of capitalism demands 
renewed attention to the stability of realism, to the dialectic between 
historical processes and aesthetic efforts to capture them. Realism is 
repoliticized. It was always political, of course, but now the stakes 
are raised again, calling attention to the ways in which capitalism 
impoverishes our imagination while simultaneously claiming that 
impoverishment cannot be imagined otherwise. Matthew Beaumont, 
in the introduction to Adventures in Realism (2007), argues against 
limiting our definitions even of the nineteenth-century novel to “pas-
sive, positivistic” models, a stance that seems to invite developing 
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more dynamic models of literary realism as a historical process.26 Yet, 
at the same time, Beaumont dismisses what he calls “common sense” 
notions of realism and resists what he sees as the tendency to collapse 
the term into its “most degraded meaning” (9). Common sense is tied 
to the “crassest ideological assumptions about reality” in this view 
and therefore represents a default conservatism that theorists of real-
ism should decisively reject.
 But the politics of “common sense,” much like the exhortation to 
“be realistic,” are tied up with the very recognition of what consti-
tutes the political and are thus hardly dismissible. And even when 
realism is understood exclusively in literary terms, it is no less in 
the thick of the “degraded” politics business. We maintain that the 
ironic coupling of our term “capitalist realism” can represent exactly 
the challenge of theorizing it for the left imaginary without granting 
literary realism a naïve authority to demystify capitalist processes 
of accumulation, or to de-reify the real. “Capitalist” and “realism” 
describe a phenomenon that is neither confined to the literary nor 
separable from it. The literary and the economic both operate on both 
sides of the phrase. “Capitalism” as a system cannot exist apart from 
modes of representation, and the realist mode (however else it is de-
fined) is invested in an economically situated conception of history. 
 Jameson has called the theorization of realism a “contradictory 
project.” He argues that it is a “contradiction which can, however, 
be reformulated in a productive way, as a tension to be solved and 
resolved over and over again in a series of fresh innovations” (Beau-
mont, 261). Realism, in this sense, is the ground zero of represen-
tational politics. It is indeed, as its critics charge, a mode of incre-
ments, reformism, and stability. But paradoxically its commitment 
to the absolute uniqueness of what is renders it perhaps the most 
expansive, capacious, and easily adaptable mode. Perhaps to assess 
the politics of realism’s claims to  truth— wherever and whatever they 
might  be— one must begin with an even simpler, recent formulation 
from Jameson: “We may even wonder whether the most useful ‘defi-
nition’ of realism may not lie in the capacity of a text to raise the issue 
of realism as such within its own structure, no matter what answer it 
decides to give.”27 

* * *
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The essays collected here engage with fiction, nonfiction, film, and 
literary and cultural criticism. They conceive the present as a moment 
of flourishing realisms and flourishing capitals in order to interrogate 
how the two work together. Although the intimacy of these new real-
isms to capitalism cannot be in doubt, the contributors to this volume 
reveal their ambivalence toward the term “capitalist realism” as a 
critical tool. For some critics, indeed, the very intimacy and prox-
imity of realism to capital reifies the categories on which capital is 
dependent and thus ossifies the critical project of interpretation. But 
even where critics disagree about the usefulness of the term, they 
demonstrate the demand for some level of mediation between forms 
of representation and the neoliberal insistence on “common sense”—
even if they question the literary as a site for such mediation.
 We begin with an interview between Mark Fisher and political the-
orist Jodi Dean, in which they discuss capitalist realism’s potential 
as a theoretical tool. Their different positions on the affective dimen-
sion of capitalism, in particular, are useful in theorizing how capital-
ism becomes viewed as an inevitable (“irresistible”) force rather than 
a socially and politically transformable one. Dean emphasizes the 
rewards and gratifications capitalism offers; Fisher, the attachment 
between circuits of pleasure and boredom. With capitalist realism, 
for Fisher, “we’re faced with an entertainment that doesn’t really en-
tertain alongside a populism which really isn’t popular.” The homo-
geneity and predictability of capitalism make necessary an aesthetic 
 critique— one that should be directed at capitalist  realism— to show 
that capitalism is not nearly as pleasurable as it makes itself out to be. 
 The essays in the first section of the book, “Novelistic Realisms,” 
take up the uneven transformations of realist narrative, in light of 
what Hoberek calls in his essay the absence or impossibility of a 
“fully functioning realism.” As in the example of The Reluctant Fun-
damentalist mentioned above, Hoberek argues that realism’s formal 
crisis can be identified through the “breakdown in the novel’s histori-
cal capacity to translate fact into some sort of socially useful truth.” 
Fiction such as Lorrie Moore’s A Gate at the Stairs and Jess Walter’s 
The Financial Lives of the Poets, the novels Hoberek examines here, 
connect anxiety over the breakdown of individual responsibility to 
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a crisis of contract. Specifically, adultery stands in for this crisis of 
fulfilling social and economic obligations under a current capitalism 
that Hoberek claims “is no longer capitalistic.” Through his readings 
of these novels, he argues that the fundamental question that haunts 
all capitalist  transactions— how can value be produced through an 
equal exchange?—has now been absorbed and retheorized into nov-
elistic space through an allegorization of contract itself. If contract is 
the fiction whereby an inequality is secured and rendered commen-
surable, Hoberek reveals how novelistic fiction has become a site of 
critique of this particular capitalist logic. 
 Alissa G. Karl describes the aesthetic modes by which fictions medi-
ate between the bodies of individuals and the bodies of entities such 
as nation-states. Arguing that the broken bodies in James Kelman’s 
novel How Late It Was, How Late and Ali Smith’s Hotel World represent 
the incongruous effects of an atomized and disposable labor force, 
Karl presents the novels as critiquing the ways in which neoliberal-
ism discards those parts of the social body that cease to have value or 
come to represent excessive capacity. The neoliberal novel, in Karl’s 
formulation, does not resist representation of the nation but incor-
porates the rival impulses of nation making and nation breaking to 
challenge the assumption that the nation-state is obsolete.
 In an essay on Russell Banks’s global fictions, Phillip E. Wegner 
reads The Darling in light of changing national and geopolitical situa-
tions. Suggesting that the events of 9/11 render certain episodes from 
Banks’s earlier novels newly improbable, Wegner argues that the status 
of the  event— as defined by philosopher Alain Badiou, the improbable 
impossibility that nonetheless is  real— affects our notion of possible 
intervention in the world and our imagination of radical change. As 
earlier strategies of realism are demonstrated to be less viable by so-
cial, cultural, and geopolitical changes, the result, according to Weg- 
ner, is a “baleful new sense of capitalist realism” with its own impos-
sibilities that constrict our being-in-the-world as subjects. In each of 
the essays of this section, then, the transnational and post-imperial 
are newly articulated within a new genre: novelistic capitalist realism. 
 The second section of the book, “Genres of Mediation,” addresses 
the commodification of visual and nonfictional narrative genres un-
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der neoliberalism and some of its aesthetic ramifications. We have 
already mentioned La Berge’s analysis of The Wire and Connor’s 
analysis of the film Déjà Vu as examples of the way the commodifi-
cation and production of the text becomes an interruptive aspect of 
the capitalist realist mode. The Wire, La Berge contends, disarticu-
lates and deconstructs not only its realism but the problem of realism 
itself. Connor, meanwhile, citing Deleuze’s account of the eruption 
of money as an event within the postwar history of film, links the 
emergence of the time-image to the cinema’s internalization of its 
own relationship to money. Connor argues that under the “free trade” 
auspices of competition for film-industry locations and industry tax 
breaks, films become self-allegorizations of their own conditions of 
 production— specifically the combination of time, space, labor, and 
capital required for every individual film project. This formal-finan-
cial coordination of the medium represents another giving over to the 
logic of capitalist equivalence. 
 The fact that these two  essays— our two most specifically political- 
economic— are outside the scope of the literary proper is suggestive 
of the challenge that remains in reconceptualizing mediation for 
more traditionally literary works and genres. The final essay of this 
section, by Caren Irr, examines the realism of nonfiction writer and 
journalist William Vollmann and addresses some of these challenges. 
In his writing about the poor, Irr argues, Vollmann exposes the dou-
ble bind of documentary realism, a genre that, in seeking to treat its 
subjects on a level of equality with that of the writer/observer, risks 
evacuating the very political categories that might be used to redress 
poverty. Vollmann’s ethic of radical equality with the poor and the 
homeless people he writes about requires a commitment to “ceaseless 
self-scrutiny.” But this self-destabilizing stance as an observer also 
commits him to an existential individualism from which no struc-
tural critique can be made. Skeptical of the apoliticism of Vollmann’s 
approach, Irr contrasts it with Jacques Rancière’s analysis of how 
the poor expose the paradox of equality in modern democracy. Ulti-
mately, she cautions, the emerging project of capitalist realism can-
not avoid the representational dilemma between ethical and political 
approaches. The commitment to documentary realism and the com-
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mitment to critique of capitalism must figure out a way to represent 
ethically while not foreclosing the possibilities of structural and col-
lective politics. 
 Our third section, “After and Against Representation,” provides a 
set of theoretical explorations that question whether the act of liter-
ary representation itself is not already a compromised project. Mi-
chael W. Clune takes the occasion of Fisher’s mention of William 
Gibson’s Neuromancer to develop a more sustained discussion of the 
novel, while critiquing the methodological tendency of literary critics 
to treat fiction as  realistic— or even as aspiring to realism. The trans-
formative power of fiction lies in its anti-mimetic capacities, Clune 
claims, not its degree of attachment to actuality. By no stretch of 
the imagination, then, can literature be used as functional evidence 
of social or economic reality. Literature produces the stretch of the 
imagination required to envision a world of new possibilities. To read 
Neuromancer “anti-mimetically,” in this vein, is to discover the dis-
crepancies, not the continuities, between market reality and market 
fiction. For Clune, the unique contribution of the literary for thinking 
critically about capitalism can only be established once we see non-
realistic images of the market as an imaginative resource rather than 
as necessarily “ideological and degraded.”
 Timothy Bewes subjects “representation” to even deeper theoreti-
cal scrutiny, arguing that recent discussions of reification by Axel 
Honneth and Kevin Floyd have fundamentally misconceived the Lu-
kacsian form of this concept. Bewes posits that reification is to be 
understood neither as a form of misrepresentation nor even as the 
development over time of a falsification. Instead it refers to the pre-
existing logic under which instantiation under capitalism only ever 
takes  place— a logic, as Bewes puts it, “that defines the ontological 
propensities of capitalism itself.” In this argument, to ask if represen-
tation is ever possible without reification would require separating 
the “theory and practice of representation” from what Bewes formu-
lates as “the logic of the instance.” 
 But if capitalism instantiates (as opposed to representing), then 
what are the consequences for literature, or the critical functions 
available to literary representation? Indeed, all the essays of this 
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third section might be understood to revolve around the question, In 
what capacity can literature be said to represent without instantiat-
ing? Bewes’s answer would seem to suggest that no realism that also 
instantiates would be enough to critique capital. Briefly discussing  
J. M. Coetzee’s novel Elizabeth Costello as an example of a text that 
calls the scene of representation into focus through its oscillation 
between realist and allegorical modes, he argues that only in the 
movement between theory and  example— or in other words, between 
representation and a model of  representation— can the reifying in-
stant possibly be challenged.
 Finally, Joshua Clover returns us to the premises of this volume 
by arguing provocatively that the literary theorization of capitalist 
realism should be called to a halt. Capitalist realism, he insists, is 
“neither an aesthetic mode, nor a strategy of representation” but a 
“displacement of such matters .  .  . as increasingly frivolous.” If the 
only real of capital according to Marx is value, then the only realism 
of capital is the working out of the law of value through all its contra-
dictions. The only overcoming of this realism, in other words, would 
be the overcoming of capitalist valorization itself, the achievement of 
some form of production beyond value. The only redress for capital-
ist realism, in short, is communism. With his thrust against the very 
concept of capitalist realism, however, Clover also reminds us of the 
constitutive historical tensions of the concept in the first place: on 
one hand, the effort to understand the processes of realization that 
constitute the real; on the other, the recognition of what Richard 
Dienst calls, in an afterword to this volume, the continuing “strength 
of the contemporary capitalist world-picture.”
 Our volume, Reading Capitalist Realism, is an attempt to make sense 
of new realisms whose intimacy to capital cannot be in doubt and 
whose critics feel ambivalent toward their very deployment of the 
term. Ultimately, exploring what a theory of realism may encompass 
in our moment of neoliberal triumph and leftist tenuousness is not 
about simply adding terms or recuperating old ones but coming to 
understand their relationships in newly dialectical fashion. In spite of 
the critical ambivalence in this volume, therefore, we maintain that 
the irony of the phrase “capitalist realism” is a means of thinking 
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through the doubling and disidentification of intensities and sites of 
valorization required to theorize the term for literary studies. In the 
spirit of Žižek’s criticism of the fantasy that there can be capitalism 
without capitalism, we insist that recognizing capitalism with capital-
ism is the only way to account for the enclosures of capital, the scenes 
of indebtedness it produces, and its ability to form the most real of 
our horizons.
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A Conversation with Mark Fisher and  Jodi Dean

We Can’t Afford to Be Realists

Jodi  D e an: With your account of capitalist realism, you took an idea 
that Slavoj Žižek got from Fredric Jameson and made it completely 
fresh. Žižek said that it was easier to imagine the end of the world 
than the end of capitalism. But whereas for Žižek this observation is 
basically depoliticizing, or symptomatic of a depoliticization that he, 
at the time, oscillated between confirming and critiquing, you make 
it into a critical wedge, a category for criticism. When you started 
writing Capitalist Realism, were you aware of the ways you were up-
grading and extending the concept or did that come later, through 
the writing? 
 Further, could you say something about how you understand the 
concept working? I find myself using it in a couple of different ways, 
but not completely sure if you agree with both or either. On the one 
hand, “capitalist realism” designates a general ideological formation, 
that of late neoliberalism, wherein all illusions and hopes for equal-
ity have been shed. On the other, it is a more specific ideological 
weapon, an argument wielded against those who might try to chal-
lenge capitalist hegemony. Do you find one of these renditions closer 
to your argument than the other?

Mark Fisher: I think both of the senses of capitalist realism that 
you describe are valid. But perhaps the use of capitalist realism as a 
specific weapon is necessary only when capitalist realism as a general 
ideological formation fails, as it has started to fail since 2008.
 One way of thinking about capitalist realism is as a belief that 
capitalism is the only viable political-economic  system— that other 
systems may be desirable, but capitalism is the only one that works. 
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Another way of getting to capitalist realism is thinking of it as an at-
titude in relation to all  this— a feeling of resignation: there’s no point 
struggling, we just have to adapt. But there are problems with con-
ceiving of capitalist realism in either of these two ways because they 
suggest individual psychology, when what we are talking about is 
more like a transpersonal psychic infrastructure. It’s ideological, not 
in the sense that it directly persuades people of the truth of its propo-
sitions, but more because it convinces people that it is an irresistible 
force. I mentioned in the book the example of managers who imple-
ment neoliberalizing changes in the workplace, while saying, “I don’t 
believe in any of this stuff, but this is just the kind of thing we have 
to do now.” Ideology I think operates at two levels here: the first is the 
acceptance and propagation of the belief that neoliberalism can’t be 
fought; the second is the notion that adapting to neoliberal domina-
tion is just a question of pragmatic survival, not political at all. Ideol-
ogy is of course at its strongest when it appears as non-political, just 
the way things are. When capitalist realism is at its most powerful, it 
always generates this depoliticizing effect. 

JD: I like very much your emphasis here on the affective dimension 
of capitalist realism. One of the most difficult challenges facing the 
contemporary left is the resignation you mention. People have a hard 
time gearing themselves up to protest, to engage in long-term battles 
in a variety of terrains, because they think that, ultimately, it won’t 
really matter. We will lose. We will be co-opted. Capital will adapt 
(it always does). And if we win, it will be even  worse— the ultimate 
lesson of the twentieth century is that anything other than capitalism 
is death. Enter Stalin and Mao.

MF: We have to bear in mind something that you have brought out 
very well in your own  work— that what we are talking about is really 
a retreat of the left, not really depoliticization per se. It’s our politics 
that are missing, not politics as such. Capitalist realism is a pathology 
of the left. It’s no accident that many of the experiences I recount in 
the book happened while I was working as a teacher during the high 
pomp of New Labour, because the concept of capitalist realism is re-
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ally about what underlay the New Labour project. Both New Labour 
and the Clinton administration in the US were about coming to terms 
with a “new realism.” As we all now know, their arrival didn’t signal 
the end of right-wing domination but the hegemonic consolidation of 
neoliberalism. 
 But capitalist realism isn’t only about capitulation to  neoliberalism 
— it’s also about the corrosion of social imagination. To say it’s easier 
to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism is not only 
to say that we think it is very improbable that any alternative to capi-
talism will arise; it’s also to say that we cannot yet even imagine what 
a post-capitalist society would look like. The old Thatcherite idea that 
“there is no alternative to neoliberalism” can be heard as an ontologi-
cal  claim— it isn’t just that neoliberalism is preferable to other po-
litical programs; it’s that nothing else is now even conceivable. This 
has come into focus as opposition to capital has built since the bank 
crises. Faced with the Occupy movement, capital’s defenders argue 
that there is no positive alternative to capitalism being articulated 
here. We need to take that seriously; it isn’t sufficient to complain 
and petition, we do need a sense of what we want. Yet we can’t ex-
pect to be able to come up with this kind of vision immediately; we 
shouldn’t underestimate capitalist realism’s capacity to impede social 
imagination.

JD: I think you are right that we should not underestimate capital-
ism’s ability to impede the left imagination. I worry that we see this 
in the anarchist tendencies in the Occupy movement. What I have in 
mind are the sorts of positions that emphasize the autonomy of local 
actions, saying things like “Anything is open to what anyone wants to 
do”—that doesn’t seem to me to be any different from what we have. 
People can already make signs, organize demonstrations, distribute 
 pamphlets— the real challenge is bringing together a large number of 
people in effective collective action. Or, the real challenge is figuring 
out what to do together that will really make a difference. Another 
example: I recently heard an activist talk about a new approach to 
banking. He described the tasks of his working group as trying to find 
a transparent, sustainable, profitable, and attractive banking model, 
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one that consumers would want. To my ears, he sounded like just 
another entrepreneur, one who wanted a responsible capitalism, as if 
Occupy were basically a movement for capitalism with a human face. 
Capitalist realism seemed to have structured his subjectivity so com-
pletely that his only way to conceive of any alternative was as a bet-
ter consumer product. Or, differently put, the corrosion of the social 
imagination was the corrosion of the capacity to think collectively.
 Your discussion of capitalist realism, then, is a way of getting at 
the neoliberal subject, at how an economic and political formation 
that emphasizes free choice, personal responsibility, and competition 
gives a certain shape to the subjectivity even of those who ostensibly 
reject it, a shape that is rather stunted, meek, and compliant and that 
ultimately doesn’t see much hope in collective political action. The 
left subject of capitalist realism, in other words, believes that capital-
ism is inevitable, finds capitalism itself to be a source of energy and 
innovation, embraces individualism and consumerism, and eschews 
collective  action— all because of its acquiescence to a certain “in-
evitability” (and, of course, the reverse is true as  well— this sense 
of inevitability is itself an effect of the believing, embracing, and 
eschewing). In Lacanian terms we could say that this subject cedes its 
desire. 
 Do you accept this description of a certain affective attachment to 
capitalism, one that isn’t dreary at all but which sees capitalism as 
offering all sorts of novelties and pleasures, albeit guilty ones (and 
I should add that I’m thinking here about a chat we had in London 
in December 2010)? I say this because in Capitalist Realism your de-
scription of capitalism tends to emphasize how dreary, conformist, 
and boring it is. I read the critique, then, as one that holds out the 
promise of more intensive delights, as it were, such that your argu-
ment highlights an aesthetic critique. In contrast, I’m suggesting that 
for many folks in the US and UK, even in the face of debts, foreclo-
sure, unemployment, austerity, and a general proletarianization of 
our lives, there are still lots of  goodies— YouTube, Facebook, lots of 
different kinds of music, sports on television, cheap imported clothes, 
abundant snack  food— and that these goodies, these little nuggets of 
pleasure, attach us to capitalism. We don’t want to give them up. So 
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I tend to emphasize a combination of “Sacrifice is necessary; these 
treats are rooted in a system that is fundamentally barbaric as it 
installs extreme inequality and inequality; it is ultimately a hideous 
sort of blackmail where we have given up equality and solidarity 
in exchange for entertainment and communication” and “It doesn’t 
matter if we want these goodies anymore, the system is in crisis and 
collapsing all around us, so we can’t have them anyway.” What do 
you think? 

MF: I don’t think that the dreariness and the little nuggets of pleasure 
are opposed to one  another— rather I think they are the same thing 
seen from different angles . . . 

JD: [interrupts] Oh, right, that’s very good.

MF: .  .  . the result of the continual consumption of tiny nuggets of 
pleasure is an overall dreariness. In his book Retromania (2011) the 
music critic Simon Reynolds notes that over the last decade or so, 
everyday life has speeded up, but culture has slowed down. The very 
fact that people are constantly plugged into the drip-feed of digi-
tal stimulus means that the conditions for groundbreaking cultural 
 production— certain kinds of withdrawal, certain spaces for reflec-
tion, the capacity for  absorption— are no longer there. In Retromania, 
Reynolds describes the same sense of temporal inertia that I confront 
in Capitalist Realism. We’re now so accustomed to retrospection and 
pastiche that we no longer notice them. Almost nothing now escapes 
the prophetic account of postmodern culture that Jameson developed 
in the 1980s. It’s now plain that, for all capital’s rhetoric of novelty 
and innovation, culture has become increasingly homogenized and 
predictable.
 It’s no accident either that, at the same time as entertainment and 
pleasure have become so easily available, depression is on the rise, 
particularly amongst the young. That’s what I was trying to get to 
in my discussion of hedonic depression in Capitalist Realism: the in-
ability to go beyond the pleasure principle doesn’t produce perpetual 
pleasure, but an endless insomniac drift. Isn’t our experience after 
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spending an evening clicking through social networks or YouTube 
links precisely that of the simultaneity of pleasure and boredom? The 
boredom associated with the Fordist era is finished. There is no space 
for it: the smartphone plugs all the gaps where that boredom could 
grow. But the insomniac urge to click through links is not straight-
forwardly pleasurable either. Instead, the signature mood attached 
to this kind of digital drift is a mixture of fascination and boredom: 
we’re bored at the same time as we are fascinated. I find the analysis 
of drive that you have presented in your discussion of communicative 
capitalism persuasive: the pleasures of communicative capitalism are 
lures which keep us hooked on drive as such. Drive as such is not 
aimed at this or that pleasure; it’s not manifested in attachment to a 
particular content, it’s more about the impulse to click itself. Even the 
desire for pornographic content appears somewhat quaint when com-
pared with the blind implacability of this drive. I think my emphasis 
would be on how we are to direct this drive differently, whereas you 
believe that drive has to be circumvented entirely?

JD: Yes, well, sort of. I say “sort of” because it’s not a matter of the 
total elimination or suppression of one or the other; it’s a matter of 
dominance or degree. There is still desire in communicative capital-
ism although the “social link” or more general discursive-material 
habitat is characterized by drive. What I have in mind is the instal-
lation and maintenance of the gap or lack necessary for  desire— and 
this is not a matter of redirecting the drive but of rupturing it. 
 When I first read Badiou, I quickly and reactively fixated on 
“names” and “naming” and was all like, “No, awful, this is calling 
for a new master,” blah, blah, blah. But then over time (partly from 
reading Žižek, partly because of reading and conversing with Bruno 
Bosteels and Peter Hallward), I started to realize how my reaction 
was failing to grapple with the way names, or the discourses names 
may structure, are crucial for stopping the endless play of significa-
tion, the relentless deferral of meaning and dispersion of possibility 
characteristic of drive’s repetitive circuits. Of course, a term, name, 
concept, discourse can’t completely fix meaning or determine pos-
sibilities. But it can provide a momentary and provisional shape that 
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can orient thinking and galvanize action. (We have examples of this 
kind of temporary stabilization all the time. What happens, though, 
is that those on the left freak out because of what might be excluded 
and those on the right consciously, deliberately, and evilly repeat 
and/or distort  them— contemporary ideological warfare in a complex 
media environment.) So I started to think that what was absent from 
our current setting was these sorts of names. 
 Well, so far so good, this is just another way of describing the set-
ting of drive as a kind of force of loss or loss itself as force. But what 
if our relation to this loss were not just to insist constantly on it, to 
repeat it, time and time again, but instead to think of it as the lack 
constitutive of desire? What might that tell us? It tells us that what’s 
missing is common and collective (I get at some of this in Blog Theory 
[2010] via Debord and Agamben on the spectacle and the way the 
spectacle returns to us a kind of collectivity in an inverted form). 
Moving from nugget to nugget, issue to issue, trend to trend, bill to 
bill in the circuit of drive is an effect of the absence of collectivity, 
whether in terms of common meaning, common goals, common re-
sources, or common projects. My book The Communist Horizon (2012) 
introduces some of this, but it’s really just the beginning of a larger 
project on communist desire as the other of and answer to capitalist 
drive. The way you’ve described the depressive, inert flip side to the 
crazy mania of drive resonates for me as it makes apparent the fact 
that something is missing, there is an absence. What’s missing is the 
gap necessary for desire. A crucial component for a better left poli-
tics, then, is making this gap apparent, felt,  undeniable— we could 
even say occupying it.

MF: I would want to resist the move of opposing desire, broadly 
speaking, to capital. Having to choose between equality and solidar-
ity on the one hand and desire and entertainment on the other is an 
aspect of capitalist realism itself. For capitalist realism wants to claim 
that desire is compatible only with capitalism, that desire, ultimately, 
is the serpent which will destroy any non-capitalist system. That’s 
why I would want to insist on the dreariness of late capitalist culture, 
and why the aesthetic critique of capitalist realism is so crucial. With 
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capitalist realism, we’re faced with an entertainment that doesn’t re-
ally entertain alongside a populism which isn’t popular. 

JD: I love your last line, but I don’t think I’m convinced. I think we 
both reject the articulation of capitalism with desire and agree that 
cutting through, thoroughly destroying, capitalism’s seeming monop-
oly on the incitement, cultivation, and delimiting of desire matters. 
The thing is, I think the goodies we get really are  entertaining— like 
the Broadway show by the guys who do South Park, The Book of 
Mormon (I haven’t seen it), or the ads for banks and cell phones that 
look like flash mobs but  aren’t— several hundred people are singing 
and dancing in a train  station— totally wonderful. I cry every time 
I see it. Likewise, populism is real. Sure, there are folks who try to 
manipulate it, but consistently in the US there is about a quarter 
of the population who are benighted racist homophobes perpetually 
more worried about the government taking their money than they 
are about the capitalists who take their futures. So it seems to me that 
it’s important to separate desire and drive, that is to say, to emphasize 
what is missing so as to incite desire, a desire for collectivity that 
takes back what has been made private and makes it all of ours in 
common. One would acknowledge that capitalism provides entertain-
ment, and that it does so unequally (who can access it), unfairly (via 
exploitation), and at too high a cost (lives, futures, the environment, 
and desire itself).

MF: Not all of the features of really existing cyberspace have any nec-
essary relation to capitalism. There’s nothing intrinsically capitalist 
about something like YouTube, for instance. In fact, doesn’t YouTube 
vindicate Hardt and Negri’s claims that capital is essentially para-
sitic? The impulse behind YouTube is a co-operative one; capital is not 
the precondition for YouTube, or if it is, it is only in a very contingent 
way. Alongside the intensification of commodification and capitalist 
subjectivity in cyberspace, we’re also seeing a massive tendency to-
ward decommodification and new modes of collectivity.
 Nevertheless, I think that you’re right that some kind of withdrawal 
from current libidinal circuits will of course be  necessary— and in-
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evitable, given that, as you say, the system may not be able to deliver 
these kind of treats for much longer. Jameson puts this very well in 
Valences of the Dialectic (2009) when he anticipates an “abstinence 
from commodities” (384) but warns of “how difficult it may be to 
relinquish the compensatory desires and intoxications we have de-
veloped in order to make the present livable” (384). Again, though, 
I’d prefer to think of this commodity abstinence not as a withdrawal 
from desire per se, but as the opportunity for different kinds of desire 
to emerge. Is your position that we should embrace abstinence as 
such?

JD: I share your skepticism about a politics of withdrawal. I live on 
the edge of the “rust belt” in the US, an area where capital with-
drawal has resulted in increases in poverty and unemployment and 
decreases in population. Also, in the wake of the financial and eco-
nomic crises, it seems like lots of people are forced to withdraw from 
their previous consumption  habits— another instance where com-
modity abstinence isn’t immediately politically liberatory. As you 
suggest with your reference to Jameson and decommodification, the 
present capitalism isn’t well understood in terms of the commodity. 
Better is to think in terms of competition and rents (which is why 
I would still insist on thinking of YouTube as capitalist even as it 
clearly shows how easy it is to cut off the capitalist head and let the 
productive body live on). No, rather than abstinence, I am thinking 
more of discipline. The kind of discipline through which people make 
themselves into collectives. 
 Maybe this is a good segue to utopianism. In First as Tragedy, Then 
as Farce (2009), Žižek says that there is a utopian core in neoliberal 
 capitalism— the idea that this is the best system. Would you say that 
this is the other side of your more dystopian capitalist realism, per-
haps the capitalist side or the side of the ruling class?

MF: This is  complicated— because on the face of it capitalist real-
ism can be characterized by its repudiation of any utopianism. That 
repudiation is what the “realism” consists of. What we saw on the 
parliamentary left was an abandonment of anything that could be 
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construed as utopian, a rhetorical performance of pragmatic adapta-
tion to a narrowly conceived model of the possible. But if there is 
an ineradicable utopian core to neoliberalism, then this reveals the 
differences between capitalist realism and neoliberalism. Neoliberal-
ism has succeeded because it was capable of subordinating the left 
to capitalist realism, but the two tendencies are not identical. Where 
capitalist realism is anti-utopian, neoliberalism does have a utopian 
dimension. One of the puzzling things about neoliberal ideologues is 
to what extent they actually believe this utopianism, or whether it 
is just a mask for ruling-class self-interest. Someone like Blair was a 
genuine enigma in this respect. 
 One lesson we can draw from the persistence of the utopian is that 
a purely pragmatic, “realistic” politics is not actually possible. There 
will never come a point at which capital will unmask and say without 
qualification, “OK, capitalism is necessarily exploitative and rapa-
cious, live with it.” There are elements of this with capitalist realism, 
but they are offset by the utopian claims of neoliberalism. 

JD: Actually, I think that capital is saying that, and precisely because 
this undeniable and rapacious core is exposed in the current collapse 
of neoliberalism. So various European officials are pushing cuts and 
austerity, saying that European states can no longer afford to live the 
way they’ve been living, which means the further withering away of 
the achievements of working class struggle and basic welfare state 
provisions. In the  US— and this has been apparent in the campaigns 
for the Republican presidential nomination for the 2008 and 2012 
 elections— there has been a tendency to see who can be the harsh-
est, most macho, most realistic, most willing to let people die on the 
streets if they can’t pay for their own health care. It’s almost as if 
the neoliberalism we’ve had in the US and the UK was the “kinder, 
gentler” form, and now we are going to get the extreme versions that 
they had in Latin America and Africa.

MF: Yes, that’s true, but I think those appeals to harsh realism can 
only be sustained by the belief that there is something good about 
 capitalism— or at least that capitalism is the least bad system, that ev-
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erything else would be worse. Capitalism is good because it is based 
upon the “reality” of “human nature”; that is why capitalism alleg-
edly “works” and no other system does. But there’s still some kind of 
claim that capitalism is preferable to the alternatives; it’s not just a 
matter of triumphalist crowing that capital will win no matter what.

JD: I’ve been wondering whether accompanying capitalist realism 
there is a democratic realism that proceeds as if democracy is the 
only term for a better politics (even as it is the name of the politics we 
have). It affirms and supports capitalist realism’s inevitability, its re-
duction of action to that of individuals, its restricted schema of value 
and valuation. Direct action, particularly as it requires coordinating 
the activities of large numbers of people, seems a way to break out 
of some of the restrictions of  realism— it shows that other ways are 
possible.

MF: I think this depends on how we construe the democratic. Your 
own work has exposed the limitations of the dominant model of the 
democratic. But we could conceive of direct action not as opposed to 
the democratic, but as a properly democratic expansion of the highly 
circumscribed channels of “capitalist parliamentarianism.” With the 
decline of the workers’ movement, we’ve seen parliamentary poli-
tics subordinated to the interests of business. We can either say that 
this is where so-called democratic systems will always end up, or 
argue that this is a perversion of  democracy— a perversion which, 
plainly, cannot be counteracted within the terms of the system itself, 
but only by the kinds of popular action that are taking place at the 
moment. For me, it’s a strategic mistake to concede democracy to the 
enemy. It allows the left to be smeared as apologists for totalitarian-
ism. I think it’s better to argue that only post-capitalism can deliver 
 democracy— that we are on the side of progress and enlightenment, 
while capital is on the side of barbarism. 
 Direct action is ambivalent. There are forms of direct action which 
still seem to be testaments to the power of capitalist realism. People 
feel the need to take direct action because they have lost faith in in-
direct action. But isn’t politics about indirect action, what Lazzarato 
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calls “action at a distance”? Often, it seems that we take direct action 
because we no longer believe that systemic change is possible. The 
paradox, though, is that systemic change is only likely to come about 
when direct action is taken. But that  presupposes— as I would want to 
 argue— that much of the significance of direct action lies beyond its 
direct effects. For me the crucial thing about direct action is whether 
it breaks out of the petitionary mode or not. Is it about appealing 
to capital as big Other, or is it about demonstrating the irrelevance 
of that big Other? We don’t need to protest; we need to constitute a 
counterforce.

JD: Why do you say post-capitalism rather than communism? And, 
why do you think it’s important to worry about how our enemies will 
smear  us— they will do that no matter what we do. So why not assert 
that communism is the side of progress and enlightenment? That a 
collective approach to common resources and responsibilities is the 
only alternative to capitalist barbarism? 

MF: Well, it’s a question of not making things easier for those who 
want to smear us. Part of the success of capitalist realism has been 
its association of the non-capitalist with the  totalitarian— incredibly, 
people are still writing articles with arguments like “If you don’t 
like capitalism, go and live in North Korea.” The preference for the 
term “post-capitalism” over “communism” is motivated by the same 
thought. We need to think about the memetic potentials of particu-
lar terms  here— it isn’t the philosophical meaning that a term has 
which is crucial, it is its power to propagate. We’re competing with 
branding consultants and advertisers: they would reject a word like 
“communism” because of the amount of conceptual laundering that 
you have to do to disassociate it from the very bad connotations it 
has acquired. I’m not saying that there are no conditions in which 
the term could be used, but I think we need to create a new context 
for it, a new conceptual constellation in which it can appear. The 
benefit of the concept of post-capitalism is that it doesn’t bring with 
it a heavy legacy of bad associations. On the contrary, the term “post-
capitalism” is empty; it makes demands on us to fill it. It also avoids 
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any primitivist temptation: what we’re struggling for is not a return 
to the pre-capitalist agrarian, but the emergence of something new, 
something that hasn’t taken shape yet, something that can build on 
the modernity that capitalism constructs and thwarts at the same 
time. What I also like about post-capitalism is that it presupposes our 
victory: asking what post-capitalism will be like forces us to think 
about what it will be like when we have won.
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Adultery, Crisis, Contract

In an August 2007 Boston Globe column on the burgeoning subprime 
mortgage crisis, the journalist and economic commentator Robert 
Kuttner asserted that “irresponsibly speculative lenders should be 
prohibited from selling mortgages in the secondary market, even 
if they can find a consenting adult foolish enough to buy them.”1 
And in a January 2009 story on the failure of Gemstone, a subprime 
mortgage operation set up by Deutsche Bank, the New York Times 
reporter Vikas Bajaj wrote that “the German bank counters that M&T 
executives entered into the investment as consenting adults, and that 
they knew, or should have known, the risks they were taking.”2 If the 
rhetoric of consenting adults participates in the project of ideological 
damage control that followed the  crisis— casting it as the product of 
bad individual decisions, rather than of capitalism as a  system— it 
does so via a curiously sexualized metaphor. Although Kuttner ques-
tions this individualizing rhetoric by suggesting that regulatory 
constraints should perhaps be imposed upon lenders’ ability to take 
advantage even of consenting adults, he joins Deutsche Bank (or at 
least Bajaj’s characterization of its position) in describing investors as 
analogous to people who were old enough to consent to, and thus to 
some degree responsible for, their sexual activities.
 Far from being coincidental, this metaphorical invocation of re-
sponsibility within an illicit and damaging transaction resonates 
strongly with the way in which adultery installed itself, at around 
the same time, at the center of the American zeitgeist. In the late 
nineties, at the height of the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal, Laura Kipnis 
could already note that “adultery has become the favored metonym 
for all broken promises, intimate and national, a transparent sign 
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for tawdriness and bad behavior.”3 But in the late aughts adultery 
became a metonym for something even more specific: not promise, 
but contract. Just as the mortgage crisis was flowering into the great-
est economic downturn since the Great Depression, media coverage 
of extramarital affairs on the part of such figures as John Edwards, 
Tiger Woods, New York governor Eliot Spitzer, South Carolina gover-
nor Mark Sanford, and Sandra Bullock’s husband Jesse James became 
ubiquitous and inescapable. This coverage was not only a media-gen-
erated sideshow designed to distract attention from more pressing 
economic issues (although it certainly was that); it was also a dis-
placed register of these issues. The media’s fascination with this par-
ticular wave of adultery by politicians and celebrities, and the intense 
rage unleashed around their infractions, was in fact related to the on-
going travails of the US economy, insofar as these stories of adultery 
provided a site for people to express their anger at the violation of the 
contract form putatively central to capitalism but in fact increasingly 
outmoded within its current incarnation. As a violation of contract 
with particularly deleterious effects on the home, adultery served as 
an apt symbolic stand-in for not only the transformation of capitalism 
in general but the effects of the mortgage crisis in particular.
 Politicians like Edwards and Sanford made particularly good sub-
jects of this narrative insofar as they straddled the line between pri-
vate and public responsibility, and their transgressions thus implied 
damage not only to the people with whom they had contracted (their 
wives) but also to a broader public (their constituents, their parties). 
Crucially, though, commentary on the Tiger Woods scandal also car-
ried this resonance of public guilt and accountability. Marney Rich 
Keenan’s opinion piece for the Detroit News two weeks into the cover-
age, for instance, focused not on the scandal itself but on how it had 
been “missed by [the] public for a long time”: “The irony is how many 
of us enabled Tiger Woods to get away with the infidelities for as long 
as he did.” Describing the control exerted over Woods’s media image 
prior to the scandal, Keenan quotes Steven Ortiz, a sociologist and 
expert on “professional athletes’ marriages.” Among such athletes, 
Ortiz claims,
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the adultery is so institutionalized, it becomes a culture of infidelity. 
. . . They also display a certain level of narcissism. They think the world 
revolves around them, which minimizes, in their minds, the conse-
quences of serious issues like infidelity, violence or substance abuse like 
performance-enhancing drugs. . . . What I found is a belief that they are 
not accountable for inappropriate behaviors, off the field, off the ice, or 
off the golf course.

In her concluding paragraph, Keenan extends the notion of a public 
dimension to Woods’s transgressions outward to the sense that the 
public is in some sense to blame: “By not looking beyond the perfect 
People cover shot of Tiger cradling his newborn’s head in the palm of 
his hand, we saw only what we wanted to see. The surprise that Tiger 
Woods is not as decent a family man as well as the greatest golfer that 
ever lived is partially our doing.”4 Of course, one might suggest that 
Woods was just a golfer, and that his infidelities had no effect on his 
game, let alone (as more plausibly in the cases of the politicians) on 
the public trust. But that is clearly revealed as beside the point when 
one notes how smoothly every element of Keenan’s  piece— the sug-
gestion of a long-brewing crisis largely ignored, the resentment at a 
powerful man who felt above standard codes of behavior, the sense 
of public complicity through willful  ignorance— also functions as a 
description of the subprime mortgage crisis. In 2008 and 2009, what 
we talked about when we talked about adultery was the crisis of capi-
talism that we couldn’t talk about directly.
 To begin to see what this has to do with the transformations of 
literary realism under capitalism, and vice versa, we might note how 
Kuttner’s phrasing in particular recalls the origins of the English 
novel as described by Nancy Armstrong. Armstrong argues, in her 
classic 1987 study Desire and Domestic Fiction, that the English novel 
and its characteristic narrative of “legitimate monogamy” serves to 
body forth and naturalize the emergent middle-class subjectivity of 
capitalism.5 The novel models middle-class subjectivity insofar as it 
foregrounds “a new female ideal” (9) based in private life in order to 
replace “the intricate status system that had long dominated British 
thinking” with a version of human worth centered on the individual’s 
“essential qualities of mind” (4). Hence Samuel Richardson’s Pamela 
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(1740), with its story of a virtuous lower-class woman who avoids 
seduction and rape at the hands of her aristocratic employer only to 
ultimately win him over with her essential virtue, itself triumphed 
over Robinson Crusoe (1719) and other competitors to “inaugurate[ ] 
the tradition of the novel as we know it” (29).
 Kuttner replays just this scene of seduction in his sentence-long 
story casting “speculative lenders” as Mr. B and investors in second-
ary mortgages as Pamela, although in this telling virtue does not win 
out. And indeed, Kuttner’s larger story is one of decline caused by 
the deregulation that transformed the American (i.e., middle-class) 
dream of homeownership in place “since the era of the American Rev-
olution” into a “secondary market in mortgage securities” exploited 
by predatory buyers and sellers.6 Whereas the novel in Armstrong’s 
account “translated the social contract into a sexual exchange” (38), 
Kuttner contends that the ideal of free and equal exchange under-
girding the notion of contract is broken in a system where lack of gov-
ernment oversight enables some to prey upon others. But if Kuttner’s 
explicit analysis takes a systemic tack, asserting that deregulation 
has transformed capitalism into a financialized system at odds with 
the yeoman dream of small property ownership, his sexual metaphor 
smuggles in the language of individual agency and its dereliction. 
Investors must be protected because they are “foolish”—not free and 
independent individuals of the sort that Pamela transforms herself 
into through her virtuous actions, but stereotypically flighty and 
feminine figures like Mr. B initially supposes Pamela to be. Eroticized 
financial desire, by providing a non-rational motive for individual 
actions, suggests that systemic explanations are always (at heart) in-
dividual ones, since the role of systemic intervention is to protect 
individuals from their own flaws. At the same time, by imagining not 
only a flawed victim but an exploitative villain, Kuttner also hints (as 
the Gothic novel did in an earlier era) at what gets suppressed when 
the mainstream novel stops imagining the world in terms of class dif-
ferences and instead foregrounds a world of free exchanges between 
rational individuals. If, that is, the “two favorite gothic villains, the 
corrupt monk and the decadent and scheming lord of the mysteri-
ous castle” reminded early middle-class novel readers of the ancien 
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régime they had not quite displaced,7 Kuttner’s predatory lending in-
stitutions hint at the way in which capitalism now reproduces the 
inflexible class hierarchies it once set itself against.
 Here literary realism rubs up against the more vernacular sense of 
capitalist realism described by Richard Dienst in The Bonds of Debt 
(2011). To the question, What form of realism corresponds to the cur-
rent state of capitalism? Dienst offers a deceptively simple answer: it 
is the realism of the popular injunction to be realistic, to accept the 
limitations of the given. We live now in a perpetual state of crisis, 
Dienst writes, mediated by a “market-media machine” whose

expansion . . . creates its own apparatus of enforcement, whereby the 
mood swings and stubborn grudges of market discipline become the 
most decisive kind of reality. Heeding its mixed signals, the planners, 
bureaucrats, and managers set their watches and pretend to be in charge. 
Everybody else is supposed to keep working, obey the local authorities, 
enjoy the show, and wait patiently for a lucky break. Such is the histori-
cal role global capital wants to assign to the vast majority of the world’s 
population, for now.8

The self-justifying regime of financial capitalism that Dienst describes 
goes far beyond the traditional function of ideology that classical lit-
erary realism both furthered and resisted. In “an atmosphere filled 
with endless chattering in praise of immense wealth” (3)—in which 
even the elite’s “sense of history is calibrated by the split seconds 
of arbitrage, the volatile turnover of portfolios, the slipstreams of 
interest, the fitful jockeying over exchange rates, and the implacable 
arithmetic of the actuarial tables” (3)—capital becomes its own au-
tochthonous justification, existing beyond the necessity of ideological 
justification. In this way it consumes not only the present but the past 
and the future as well: “By cornering the resources of memory and 
anticipation alike, the current order of things lays claim to all the 
time in the world, a world perpetually in debt to the power of what 
already exists” (5).
 As Alison Shonkwiler has demonstrated, Don DeLillo’s 2003 novel 
Cosmopolis wrestles with this historic transformation by engaging 
directly with the increasingly abstract ways in which we represent 
capital.9 In order to begin sussing out a different (and arguably more 
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widespread) novelistic response to the contemporary reconfiguration 
of capitalism, I would like to turn to Mohsin Hamid’s 2007 The Re-
luctant Fundamentalist. Hamid’s title is a complex joke that comments 
upon (and is rendered obscure by) his narrative, which takes the form 
of one side of a dialogue spoken by a repatriated Pakistani and erst-
while US financial sector employee to an American who may or may 
not be a CIA agent sent to capture or kill him for terrorist activities. 
The obvious referent for the title is Islamic fundamentalism, although 
Leerom  Medovoi— in the course of a compelling reading of the book 
as an example of “world-system literature” that “cognitively, imagina-
tively, and affectively map[s] a world in which Pakistan orbits around 
the US in a larger global system of wealth, culture, and power”10—
hints at its real resonance. Noting that the protagonist Changez, in 
his ultimately doomed infatuation with a New Yorker allegorically 
named Erica (America), at one point pretends to be the dead boy-
friend Chris whose memory she cannot let go, Medovoi suggests that 
the title, “which the reader initially might assume refers to Changez’s 
ultimate conversion to radical Muslim extremism, might well turn 
out instead to refer to his conversion to Christian fundamentalism, 
his embracing of the role of ‘Chris’ to satisfy his desire for a sickly Eri-
ca heading toward ruin” (656). Medovoi is on the right track, but, still 
caught up in the conventional association of fundamentalism with re-
ligion, he doesn’t go far enough. The novel’s one use of “fundamental-
ism” in the common  sense— by Erica’s well-off  father— seems to sug-
gest its function in deferring attention away from the global (rather 
than local) class interests that Changez’s job for the “valuation firm” 
(5) Underwood Samson & Company abets: “I like Pakistanis. But the 
elite has raped that place well and good, right? And fundamental-
ism. You guys have got some serious problems with fundamentalism” 
(55). But when Changez himself describes the multiple constituen-
cies protesting an appearance of the US ambassador to Pakistan, he 
refers to one group not as fundamentalists but as “religious literal-
ists” (179). As Medovoi himself notes, moreover, Hamid for the most 
part uses variations of “fundamentalism” to refer not to religion, but 
to the work that Changez does for Underwood Sampson: “Focus on 
the fundamentals. This was Underwood Samson’s guiding principle, 
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drilled into us since our first day at work” (98); “That day [of an 
American raid into Afghanistan] I found it difficult to concentrate on 
the  pursuit— at which I was normally so  capable— of fundamentals” 
(100); “I suspect I was never better at the pursuit of fundamentals 
than I was at that time, analyzing data as though my life depended 
on it” (116). Changez becomes the novel’s titular fundamentalist, that 
is, when he works for Underwood Samson analyzing precisely the 
sorts of quantitative information that Dienst describes, information 
 which— as Changez’s work increasingly takes the form of downsizing 
 missions— comes into tension with both the human cost to workers 
and Changez’s concern for his home country. 
 Yet even as it dramatizes the neoliberal projection of the funda-
mentalist menace as a way of eliding class politics, The Reluctant Fun-
damentalist somehow cannot provide a fully realist representation of 
the financial capitalism which in many ways it thematizes so acutely. 
The characters, as their names suggest, all tend toward allegory, and 
even more obviously the novel incorporates its moments of realism 
into an overarching narrative of the form that John McClure calls 
“late imperial romance”—a fact it quite self-consciously alludes to, 
among other places, when Changez notes that in Pakistan he has “felt 
rather like a Kurtz waiting for his Marlowe [sic]” (183).11 It is almost 
as though the realist novel, so closely tied to a particular form of cap-
italism and the kinds of social mobility it enabled, must turn to genre 
fiction to represent forms outside of it, whether the residual feudal 
hierarchies that lingered into capitalism’s heyday or the hierarchies 
of money that characterize an emergent post-capitalist capitalism.
 The first principle for assessing the state of capitalist realism today 
might thus be that capitalism is no longer capitalistic, insofar as it in-
creasingly reinforces economic and social hierarchies even as it celebrates 
idealized versions of its own opposition to such hierarchies. Of course we 
might note that this tension was always inherent in capitalism: thus 
Marx and Engels in The Communist Manifesto both admire (in the fa-
mous “All that is solid melts into air” section) capitalism’s capacity to 
undermine “all fixed, fast-frozen relations” and insist that “the mod-
ern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of feudal soci-
ety has not done away with class antagonisms. It has but established 
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new classes, new conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in 
place of the old ones.”12 But since 1981, as Ravi Batra, among others, 
has pointed out, very specific government policies have engendered a 
form of “crony” or “monopoly capitalism” at odds with the “free-mar-
ket capitalism of small firms.”13 Under these conditions capitalism as 
it is practiced turns to the past not for melodramatic representations 
of the world it seeks to overturn but, on the contrary, for nostalgic 
fantasies of its own past incarnations. Indeed, the very distinction 
between “capitalism” and “corporatism” that in some circles registers 
the increasing concentration of corporate wealth and power can be 
turned toward a nostalgic defense of American “dynamism” versus 
European (via the fascist associations of “corporatism”) rigidity and 
state control.14 We live simultaneously in a real world of state-subsi-
dized, increasingly neo-feudal capitalism and an Ayn Randian virtual 
capitalism embodied in such often invoked but seldom realized con-
cepts as the free market, competition, risk,  and— as my account of 
Kuttner has already  foregrounded— contract.
 As I have suggested, one place where this mismatch between actu-
ally existing and virtual capitalisms was experienced at the end of 
the aughts was around the subject of marriage, a state many peo-
ple have experience of, and where contract, its violation, and the 
resulting fallout seem amenable (unlike in the world of finance) to 
depiction in straightforward and easily traceable ways. Given real-
ism’s constitutive investment in marriage as the site of middle-class 
 subjectivity— as John Cawelti, anticipating Armstrong, notes, the 
opposite number of the corrupt monk and the scheming lord is the 
“chaste and marriageable young woman who often symbolized the 
cultural and social aspirations of the mobile middle classes” (101–
102)—it is not surprising that the novel registers this crisis at the 
same time. This is not, of course, to argue that realist fiction suddenly 
discovers adultery a little less than a decade into the twenty-first 
century; one way to tell the history of realism as such, from the high-
water mark of Eliot, Flaubert, and Tolstoy through the retrenched 
domesticity of minimalism, is as a history of stories about adultery. 
It is to suggest, however, that following the subprime mortgage crisis 
the  novel— straining like the news media to think the crisis in the 
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absence of a robust systemic critique of  capitalism— figures the gulf 
between capitalist theory and capitalist reality as a crisis in realistic 
representation as such. I will now attempt to flesh out this contention 
with reference to two of the major novels of 2009: Jess Walter’s The 
Financial Lives of the Poets and Lorrie Moore’s A Gate at the Stairs.

* * *

Jess Walter’s book just prior to The Financial Lives of the Poets, the 
9/11 novel The Zero, published in 2006, is itself far from realistic. 
Continuing the transition Walter had begun in Citizen Vince (2005) 
from his Pacific Northwest–set crime fiction to a DeLillo-esque en-
gagement with recent American history, The Zero incorporates the 
narrative device of having its protagonist Brian  Remy— a police of-
ficer who was present at Ground  Zero— experience frequent memory 
losses due to a self-inflicted gunshot wound, and also includes sur-
realistic touches such as Remy’s work for the Office of Memory and 
Recovery, an agency tasked with gathering every piece of paper lost 
in the attacks and run by a sinister Rudolph Giuliani–manqué figure 
known only as The Boss. Compared to The Zero, with its formal ex-
perimentation and burlesque of post-9/11 politics, The Financial Lives 
seems like a further move into realism. It includes an early nod to The 
Zero (both its subject matter and its formal reworking of cognitive 
disability) via its narrator Matthew Prior’s reminiscence about his 
dying mother’s fear that “there will be another 7/11,”15 and it features 
a version of the small-time criminals who populated Walter’s early 
crime fiction: Prior is actually in a 7-Eleven after midnight, where 
some would-be gangbangers offer him drugs and initiate the subplot 
that will eventually lead to his visiting a pot farm that the owners 
are attempting to sell. But mostly Prior (despite taking his name from 
the late-seventeenth and early-eighteenth-century satirist and poet, a 
point to which I will return in a moment) inhabits far more banal ter-
rain. A former business journalist who temporarily left his newspaper 
job to pursue his quixotic dream of starting a website that dispensed 
financial advice in verse, Prior has now been laid off from the job 
to which he returned after giving up his seniority. He cannot find 
another job in the bad economy, has lost the money he earned on 
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initially thriving investments, and is about to lose his house because 
he cannot make the $30,000 payment on an ill-considered mortgage-
refinancing scheme.
 The Financial Lives registers the financial crisis of the late aughts 
via the home, in a double sense. First and most obviously, it does so 
by making Prior a participant in the questionable mortgage specula-
tion that, abetted by high-risk loans and lax regulation, triggered the 
crisis in the first place:

When the hole started opening two years ago, Lisa and I congratulated 
ourselves because at least we weren’t in one of those La Brea Tar Pit 
adjustable-rate home loans. We had a normal thirty-year, with a normal 
fixed rate, and even though we’d unwisely cashed in equity for a couple 
of costly remodels, we were still okay. . . . But then my perfectly normal 
dream of starting my own business, the afore-derided poetfolio.com, 
turned out to take longer and be more costly than we thought, and we 
found ourselves taking another line of credit on the house, going deeper 
in debt. Then came Lisa’s abnormal online shopping binge, and our credit 
cards rolled over on us a couple of times and the car payments lapsed 
and the ground began slipping away and the only thing that seemed rock 
steady was the house, so we took another chunk out of it, just to catch 
up, we said, to temporarily cover living expenses, and we refinanced at 
the peak value; like a snake eating its tail we borrowed against our house 
to pay the house payment of a house leveraged at forty percent more than 
the house was worth. When the dip came I scrambled back to the news-
paper, but with the hole growing deeper and monthly interest charges 
eating us alive, we fell further behind, missed a few house payments and 
our helpful mortgage lender offered us an “agreement of forbearance,” 
six months leeway (with interest!) to get on top of our payments, and 
we jumped at that lifeline, but then I lost my job and maybe we were 
distracted by that and by my father’s collapse (we dragged him into the 
hole with us) because while we fretted and waffled and stalled, the stock 
market went out for milk, got stoned and lost forty percent of its value, 
depleting my 401(k), which, due to my stubborn love for financial and 
media stocks, had already begun to look like a 4(k). That’s about the time 
I stopped showing Lisa the grim letters about the house, with their phony 
warm salutations (“Dear Homeowner . . .”). (28–29)

This passage neatly encapsulates the parallel between Prior’s per-
sonal financial woes and the transformation of the US economy in 
general from a middle-class society grounded nominally in upward 
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mobility through entrepreneurship (Prior’s website) but actually in 
corporate employment (his newspaper job) into the financialized 
realm of George W. Bush’s ownership society. In the ownership society 
individual participation in the stock market was, of course, supposed 
to supplant both entrepreneurship and steady employment, although 
in fact it engendered the conditions through which financialization 
assimilated and undermined the one piece of property most middle-
class people still owned, transforming the “rock steady” home into 
yet another site of fictional speculation (“a house leveraged at forty 
percent more than the house was worth”).
 Yet Prior’s reference to his father points to the other way in 
which The Financial Lives registers the financial crisis via the home, 
 stressing— quite realistically, one is tempted to  say— its deleterious 
effects on Prior’s familial relationships. Prior is estranged from his 
wife (who is, he discovers, conducting a flirtation with an ex-boy-
friend named Chuck), uneasy about his role as a father, and unable 
to cope with his own father’s early-onset dementia. “It’s all connect-
ed,” he notes at one point, “these  crises— marriage, finances, weed 
 dealing— they are interrelated, like the physical and mental decline 
of my dad, and my own decline, like the housing market and the 
stock market and the credit market” (212). While this is an inar-
guable insight, and resonates quite directly with the realist project 
more generally (concerned as it is with investigating the correspon-
dences between private and public), it marks Walter’s participation in 
a certain longstanding fictional tendency to view economic problems 
in non-economic terms. The obviously symbolic nature of Prior’s fa-
ther’s condition, no less than the fact that Chuck works at a lumber-
yard (and thus retains a connection, however residual, to an old econ-
omy of masculine labor with things), casts Prior’s  problems— and by 
extension those of the US  economy— as a crisis of traditional mascu-
linity. Here, as in Sam Lipsyte’s The  Ask— another novel, from early 
2010, in which a man’s loss of his office job proceeds parallel with 
his wife’s  affair— adultery is cast as a specifically gendered problem 
of men whom the economy renders insufficiently masculine to retain 
their role as pater familias.
 Even setting its obvious gender politics aside, the problem with this 
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characterization is that, as I have discussed elsewhere, the conflation 
of economic change with demasculinization is a longstanding tradi-
tion in US fiction that ignores the actual economy16—Prior’s problems 
with his masculinity are the same problems that Bellow or Updike 
gave to characters they understood as too economically secure. Wal-
ter’s nostalgia for an idealized version of the past American economy 
also shows up in his criminal subplot, which like the television series 
Breaking Bad portrays the drug economy as a last refuge of manly, 
competitive business but which also exhibits a Bellovian fascination 
with the petty criminal as the opposite of the pampered organiza-
tion man. Prior is offered the chance to buy a hydroponic farm by 
the crooked lawyer Dave and his partner Monte, an autistic “genius” 
(163) who recapitulates the heroic history of the US middle class. A 
scientific farmer who uses shredded coconut to deter aphids (164), 
Monte has also concocted an ingenious system to disperse his power 
usage among neighboring businesses that in the process “keeps them 
[the other businesses] . . . alive”—making him, as another character 
notes, “like the last industry in town” (166). As if to make the point 
even more explicit, Dave and Monte are busted by a pair of federal 
agents who are disappointed because they would have preferred to 
keep the  case— and their  funding— going (273).
 If this suggests a cynicism about the welfare state that we associ-
ate with proponents of the market, it is not entirely fair to tag Walter 
with this position: another episode, in which Prior recalls choosing 
private school for his son after intervening in a schoolyard beating 
that reminds him of a prison scene (53–54), reflects a certain wistful-
ness instead. But it is the general inability to imagine an alternative 
to the market that points to the biggest problem with Walter’s equa-
tion of the economic and the familial: not that he uses the family to 
register the stresses of the economic, but that he can imagine the 
family as the only telos in a world in which such stresses exist. Prior 
rightly notes that privatization is the trajectory of his response to 
“Alcatraz Elementary”—“Parenthood makes such sweet hypocrites of 
us all” (54)—but his creator ends the novel with a literary version of 
such privatization. Prior, living alone in a small apartment and shar-
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ing custody of his sons while working at a low-paying start-up job, 
takes his wife and sons out:

Sitting in a mall where I am gently trying to win back my beautiful wife, 
while our boys see a movie on the twenty bucks it has taken me three 
months to save, and Lisa and I fight over a single ice cream cone. I think 
we are supposed to somehow be better off now, out from under all of 
those middle-class weights and obligations and debts, all the lies that we 
stacked above our heads like teetering lumber. As Lisa said, we’re trying. 
(290)

If “I think we are supposed to somehow be better off now” seems to 
criticize the ethos of voluntary poverty, the subsequent qualifying 
sentence reinstalls the problem in the personal realm: “But it’s not 
easy, realizing how we fucked it all up” (290). The novel ends:

No, we miss our things.
But we have pockets.
And Lisa and  me— we’re okay. (290)

Even at its very conclusion, I want to suggest, The Financial Lives 
vacillates from sentence to sentence between a sense that Prior and 
his family have lost something of value and the implication that their 
best response is to retreat to a chastened reconstitution of the family.
 Or not quite from sentence to sentence, for in between lies a lyrical 
image that returns us to the significance of Prior’s website, and of his 
name. One way of reading this name is as a reference to the earlier 
Matthew Prior’s much-anthologized 1718 poem “A Better Answer,” in 
which the speaker tells a lover offended at something he has written,

What I speak, my fair Cloe, and what I write, shews
 The Diff’rence there is betwixt Nature and Art:
I court others in Verse; but I love Thee in Prose:
 And They have my Whimsies; but Thou hast my Heart.17

Prior the poet here equates true love with a literal return to the pro-
saic, which is natural and serious in contrast to the artful and whim-
sical (and hence potentially faithless) realm of poetry. If this is indeed 
one resonance of Prior’s name, then the ending of the novel subtly 
undercuts its domestic telos by suggesting the impossibility of giving 
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up the poetic, even as it offers no adequate substitute. The novel’s 
epigraph from Bellow makes much the same point: “Poets have to 
dream, and dreaming in America is no cinch.” The achievement of 
Walter’s novel, we might say, is to use Prior’s website as a figure for 
relocating the American middle-class dream (“my perfectly normal 
dream of starting my own business”) to the same realm of impossi-
bility, and to figure both of them as what the novel itself (that is, the 
novel as a form) can no longer adequately represent.
 The Financial Lives thus joins The Reluctant Fundamentalist in insist-
ing upon the inadequacy of realism (indeed, in Walter’s case, the in-
adequacy of prose fiction itself) to tell the truth about the contempo-
rary world. Chapter 13 consists of a poem (presumably the narrator’s) 
called “On the Spiritual Crises of Financial Experts,” which begins: 
“This one admits to being a lifetime / proponent of deregulation / 
but now, on NPR, he doesn’t know what to think—” (133). This poem 
lampoons the market fundamentalism of the titular expert, compar-
ing him to “Mother Theresa, who at the end of her life / admitted 
she’d had a crisis and had / stopped hearing God’s voice” (133). It 
thereby takes the financial crisis as a figure of salutary realism and 
insists, in a telling inversion of Dienst’s account of the self-justifying 
financial system, that “the ultimate cause of this global crisis / in our 
financial system / is our financial system” (134). Yet the paradox that 
the novel can only declare this fact in poetry suggests, as does Hah-
mid’s romance plot, the breakdown in the novel’s historical capacity 
to translate fact into some sort of socially useful truth. Indeed, the 
poem ends by calling down God’s vengeance on “this rich fat fuck 
/ this expert who apparently slept through / history class, through 
every relationship / anyone was ever in, and through the entire / 
twentieth century, this sure dickhead who / has only now discovered 
that there is / a goddamned flaw in us all” (136). At the same time 
that it shifts agency into the theological realm, that is, the poem 
reduces both the public and private repertoires of realist fiction (“his-
tory class” and “every relationship anyone was ever in”) to a declara-
tion of essential human faultiness of the sort that, we might recall, 
underlies Kuttner’s invocation of consenting adulthood. “There is a 
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goddamned flaw in us all,” and so, as at the end of The Financial Lives, 
we only feel bad that “we fucked it all up.”
 Walter’s novel provides a marker of what has been lost even in 
the brief time since Kipnis’s 1998 article “Adultery”—a time period 
that, if our public memory were even a little longer, we would re-
member as a series of economic downshifts that calls the very term 
“crisis” into question. Working against the “public face” of adultery 
(293) and “the unctuous strutting of public virtue” (319) that ac-
companied the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal, Kipnis seeks to describe 
adultery as a  site— however inchoate and  privatized— for imagining 
alternatives to marriage as a form of social labor organized around 
disciplined renunciation and thus “a training ground for resigna-
tion to the a priori” (294). “Under conditions of surplus monogamy,” 
Kipnis writes,  “adultery— a sphere of purposelessness, outside con-
tracts, not colonized by the logic of productivity and the performance 
 principle— becomes something beyond a structural possibility. It’s a 
counterlogic to the prevailing system” (298). Kipnis locates adultery’s 
proto-utopian potential in, among other places, its proliferation of 
unstructured desire over against the fulfillment of the marital con-
tract: elsewhere in the essay, she describes surplus monogamy as the 
regime under which “desire is organized contractually, with accounts 
kept and fidelity extracted like labor from employees” (291), and she 
suggests that what is threatening about adultery is “the fear that it 
does indeed indicate that all vows, all contracts, are up for renego-
tiation” (311). Kipnis works, to be sure, with a Marxian notion of 
contract as a pretense of voluntary agreement that in fact masks the 
exploitation of labor by capital; and, moreover, the description of 
marriage as a contract suggests precisely the reductive transforma-
tion of an intimate relationship into work that she describes. But in 
stressing the disciplinary aspects of contract she fails to anticipate 
how it would subsequently become a site of nostalgia for a time when 
contract provided a restraint on capitalist power (a pension was a 
lifetime agreement that could not be revoked in the interests of cost 
savings) and, by extension, a metonym for the expanded version of 
the social contract associated with the welfare state. Adultery and 



5 6   a n d r e w  h o b e r e k

the violation of the marriage contract that it constitutes has become 
the site for expressing otherwise inexpressible anger at the loss of 
these protections because, even more than in the nineties when Kip-
nis made the observation, “aspirations for collectivity have been 
downsized to about the size of a nuclear household” (307). As the 
loss of all forms of social commitment other than the family intensi-
fies, it becomes even more difficult to criticize the family as itself a 
site of capitalist discipline. For Kipnis the problematic and valuable 
dimensions alike of adultery arise from the fact that “it resists narra-
tive (favoring the lyric)” (324). Walter, as we have seen, concurs with 
this point, although he suggests that, in a world in which all forms 
of non-familial caring have become unnarratable in a different, more 
punishing way, one takes to the unlyrical family as the only lifeboat 
available. 

* * *

Lorrie Moore’s A Gate at the Stairs addresses this same complex of 
issues, and their relationship to realist form, from a slightly (but cru-
cially) different angle. Moore’s narrator Tassie Keltjin is not a member 
of a troubled marriage but a witness to one: the daughter of organic 
farmers from rural Wisconsin, Tassie, in her freshman year of college 
in the “university town of Troy, ‘the Athens of the Midwest,’”18 takes 
a job as babysitter for a couple, restauranteur Sarah and professor 
Edward, who are in the midst of adopting. The novel’s investment in 
the family as a site of care and protection is announced by its titular 
object, “a plastic gate, suction-cupped to the wall” at the top of the 
stairs leading to the child’s second-floor room (132), which Tassie 
encounters on her first actual babysitting session. Sarah, in her typi-
cal distracted way, tells Tassie, “You’ll need to be watchful with that 
baby gate upstairs. I don’t want her tumbling down. Or you tum-
bling up!” (130; Moore’s emphasis). After a rumination on the post-
1973 use of “gate” to signify scandal, and a mention that she’d used 
Tassie’s father’s trademark potatoes in her restaurant’s minestrone 
the preceding evening, Sarah then tells Tassie, “Oh, before I forget 
. . . There’s ipecac in the cupboard next to the sink. I’m not even sure 
how you use it,” then concludes by saying, “If anything goes wrong, 
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whatever the hell you do, don’t phone me. I’ve left a number for emer-
gencies. It’s 911” (130; Moore’s emphasis).
 As both the form and content of Sarah’s instructions suggest, A 
Gate is, properly speaking, a novel not about care but about careless-
ness, in all its literal and figurative meanings, a carelessness that 
encompasses but extends well beyond the family. Interviewing with a 
series of anxious mothers-to-be, Tassie recalls her own mother telling 
her, in the spirit of “indifferent reserve” she shares with her neigh-
bors, “Dolly, . . . as long as the place was moderately fire resistant, 
I’d deposit you anywhere. . . . I wasn’t going to worry and interfere 
with you” (8–9). Yet Sarah and her fellow Troy parents, beneath their 
veneer of hyper-vigilance, are no more focused on their children’s 
well- being— a fact evidenced by the support group for interracial par-
ents that Sarah hosts, and whose activities consist primarily of liberal 
one-upmanship and heavy drinking. Edward is a serial philanderer 
who hits on Tassie herself after the collapse of his marriage following 
the adoption’s failure. This occurs because Sarah and Edward conceal 
an important detail about their past, although the novel suggests that 
the bureaucrats at the adoption agency are not exactly attentive them-
selves. More: Tassie’s roommate carelessly eats a poisonous paste that 
Tassie stores unlabeled in their refrigerator for Sarah—“As with the 
wasabi at Christmas, I was careless with takeout” (251)—and Tassie 
is forced to drop a wine-tasting course that she has nearly completed 
after the university discovers a computer error that enabled her and 
nineteen other underage students to enroll (252). And in the novel’s 
two key revelations, Sarah tells Tassie that she and Edward previ-
ously lived under different names back East, where they negligently 
caused the death of their birth son, Gabriel; and Tassie herself discov-
ers, after her brother’s death in Afghanistan, a long-unread e-mail in 
which he had asked her to talk him out of joining the army.
 Elizabeth Anker characterizes A Gate as a 9/11 novel whose nu-
merous “allegorical resonances” set up a meditation on liberal mid-
dle-class complicity with the nation’s problematic response to the 
attacks.19 But while Anker is quite right about Moore’s critique of 
liberal “quietude and self-immersion” (479) and her merciless parody 
of PC rhetoric, stressing her characters’ derelictions may miss a major 
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dimension of the novel, which is to generate an almost unbearable 
sense of individual responsibility that has nowhere to go, either so-
cially  or— as the following meditation  suggests— formally:

Tragedies, I was coming to realize through my daily studies in the 
humanities both in and out of the classroom, were a luxury. They were 
constructions of an affluent society, full of sorrow and truth but without 
moral function. Stories of the vanquishing of the spirit expressed and 
underscored a certain societal spirit to spare. The weakening of the soul, 
the story of downfall and failed overcoming . . . this was awe-inspiring, 
wounding entertainment told uselessly and in comfort at tables full of 
love and money. Where life was meagerer, where the tables were only 
half full, the comic triumph of the poor was the usual demi-lie. Jokes 
were needed. And then the baby fell down the stairs. This could be funny! 
Especially in a time and place where worse things happened. It wasn’t 
that suffering was a sweepstakes, but it certainly was relative. For un-
derstanding and for perspective, suffering required a butcher’s weigh-
ing. And to ease the suffering of the listener, things had better be funny. 
Though they weren’t always. And this is how, sometimes, stories failed 
us: Not that funny. Or worse, not funny in the least. (250–251)

Of course, one might argue that the realm of everyday life lying be-
tween aristocratic tragedy and lower-class comedy is precisely the 
realm of the realist novel, although what this passage struggles with 
is the inability to derive any larger structure of meaning from this 
realm. It positions such meaninglessness, moreover, alongside the con-
text of economic decline that haunts the novel’s  fringes— appearing 
most directly in the scene where Tassie and Sarah travel to Green Bay 
to meet Bonnie, the birth mother of the child Sarah will adopt. Here 
Moore makes clear that the agency Sarah uses specializes in mothers 
who have economic reasons for giving up their babies: “These birth 
mothers wanted rich, rich, rich. They wanted to know their babies 
would have all the things they hadn’t. And the babies would. They 
were cute; they would be fine. The person who most needed adopt-
ing, it seemed to me, was Bonnie” (93). In this passage Moore subtly 
departs from the sentimentalized language of children in need of 
protection20 opened up by the Sarah and Edward subplot and sug-
gests that adults too need care, although they, unlike cute babies, are 
unable to find it.
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 Tassie’s brother Robert joins the army, we suspect, out of a similar 
desire for meaning and structure: seeing him off to “the ironically 
named Fort Bliss,” Tassie thinks, “he was desperate for the knowl-
edge and reasoning behind anything. I could see he felt shorthanded, 
underequipped, factually and otherwise” (268). His swift and liter-
ally unexplained death—“The letter said something different than 
the person on the phone” (293)—makes clear the irony of Robert’s 
choice, as does a subsequent scene in which Tassie and her parents 
see his picture flash, along with that of other dead soldiers, on the 
news. It is not simply that the army as an institution provides no more 
care for its members than others do—“Each soldier’s face stared out 
from the glass TV screen like a sweet, accusing child in the good-bye 
window of a terrible, terrible nursery school” (305)—but that it can-
not, in the end, provide meaning either:

Robert’s, too, was the face of a baby with a hat jammed on. The hat 
was absurd, conferring nothing but a dark decoration as if to anchor 
the composition of the photo. His eyes were caught in the headlights of 
 something— foreign policy? a bored remark of the cameraman? the por-
tentous burst of the flash?—and he was not smiling. “Robert looks tired 
in that photo,” my mother said finally. (305–306)

Robert, simply tired, has been failed by his story just like the imag-
ined “suffering listener” in Tassie’s rumination on tragedy and 
comedy. Note here the reference to a modernist ethos of the purely 
 aesthetic— the dark shape anchoring the  composition— as a mark of 
the absence of the social knowledge that should accompany the aes-
thetic in a fully functioning realism.
 Like The Financial Lives, finally, A Gate too registers the absence of 
any institutional structure outside of capitalism as a failure of real-
ism. Early on, the novel functions as a tour de force of keen social 
observation made possible in traditional realist terms by Tassie’s so-
cial and geographic mobility, and emblematized by the way her half-
Jewish family’s celebration of Christmas denaturalizes and thereby 
makes visible multiple traditions (44–45). But after Tassie loses her 
job sitting for the child she has come to care for, and especially after 
Robert’s death, the novel seems almost to unwind. Returning home 
for the summer after the adoption agency takes Sarah and Edward’s 
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child back, she works for her father by donning a handmade bird 
costume to chase mice and other animals before his thresher, but 
begins to wear the costume all the time. This eccentric and, impor-
tantly, aestheticized behavior anticipates the way in which Moore, 
like Walter, turns to poetry as a register of what the novel cannot 
comprehend: Tassie spends her free time on the farm’s disused tennis 
court where she pins pages to a rope hung between the poles, in this 
way reading first Rumi, then Plath, and then finally recipes from old 
cookbooks: “They were the opposite of poetry, except if, like me, you 
seldom cooked, and then they were the same” (289).
 Tassie cites as an advantage of this baroque reading apparatus the 
fact that “if I wanted to rearrange or reposition [the pages] in any 
way I could do so” (289). Here she directly figures poetry’s differ-
ence from prose, the non-linearity that will come to seem explicitly 
desirable to her when she discovers Robert’s e-mail and realizes that 
she failed to stop him from joining the army when she could have: “I 
wanted to go back in time. Just to send an  email— was that too much 
to ask?” (307). In this later scene, though, she references not poetry 
but another narrative medium and, moreover, a work of non-realis-
tic genre fiction within that medium, recalling the scene in Richard 
Donner’s 1978 film Superman in which the hero flies around the earth 
backwards faster than the speed of light in order to travel back in 
time and prevent the death of Lois Lane.
 If Tassie is realist enough to recognize this as an untenable fanta-
sy—“The scientists and the comic book were in cahoots!” but “every-
one else knew that things were simple and straight ahead” (308)—
the novel elsewhere not only thematizes but briefly becomes genre 
fiction in a moment that we might see as oddly hopeful. In what 
is perhaps the climax of the book, Tassie lingers behind after her 
brother’s funeral service and climbs into the coffin, “fitt[ing herself] 
inside to nestle next to him” (298) for the duration of the ride to 
the cemetery. Anker eloquently describes this scene as transcending 
empty patriotism and liberal rhetoric, an “imaginative immersion in 
the phenomenology of the dessicated body politic” through which 
Moore “demands that her readers, too, viscerally inhabit the claustro-
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phobic space of American irresponsibility” (481). But at the level of 
novelistic form, we might note that this moment is made possible by 
the rejection of realism for what we can only describe as a high gothic 
scene (with a perhaps direct provenance in Poe’s “Fall of the House 
of Usher”).21 This moment goes nowhere within the  novel— at the 
cemetery, Sarah gets out, the pallbearers are surprised, her mother 
retrieves her, and the funeral goes  on— but if Anker is correct that it 
operates in an important way on the reader, then it gestures toward 
a potential that the novel as a form has long possessed in addition to 
realism. Unlike The Financial Life, A Gate ends not with a gesture of 
acceptance of what is, but rather with the possibility of a different 
formal history as an analogue for the potential to change things more 
generally. Reached by Edward on the phone and invited to have din-
ner with him, Tassie concludes her narrative:

Reader, I did not even have coffee with him.
 That much I learned in college. (322)

Returning to the novel that, by smoothing over Jane Eyre’s illicit de-
sires and presenting marriage as the proper denouement of realism, 
more than any other in the English tradition literally domesticates 
the gothic,22 Moore suggests that a social institution did finally do 
something for her protagonist, even if it was  only— extravagantly— to 
instill the germ of the impulse not to be realistic. This impulse means, 
crucially, not abandoning form  altogether— a move that neoliberal-
ism takes as its own form of coercive  realism— but finding other, bet-
ter forms in which to work.
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James Kelman, Ali Smith, and the Neoliberal Novel

Things Break Apart

Who is society? There is no such thing! There are individual men and 
women. —Margaret Thatcher 

This essay aims to pick up where the three texts referenced in its 
title leave off. For where Yeats and Achebe trouble the dis-integration 
of social collectivity in anti- and postcolonial moments, and where 
Scottish political theorist Tom Nairn argues in his 1977 treatise The 
Break-Up of Britain that the historically specific features of British 
political cohesion are now, well, history, how might we account for 
the current (many will say broken) status of social form?1 I’ll be sug-
gesting that the falling- and breaking-apart of the social can be read 
as a feature of contemporary capitalist realism that accords with the 
status of collectivities and the individual laboring body alike under 
neoliberal capitalism. As I argue here, the status of the neoliberal na-
tion-state is figured and interrogated by what I’m calling the neolib-
eral novel, in which textual, corporeal, and social forms undergo, yet 
never fully complete, the breaking-apart referenced above, and I’ll 
detail how neoliberal novels generate national and social worlds in 
accordance with dominant economic formulations of laboring bodies. 
 Produced during and responding to the ascendancy of neoliberal 
economic doctrine in the UK during the late 1970s and 1980s and 
the so-called Scottish political devolution that began in the 1990s, 
the novels by Scottish-born authors James Kelman and Ali Smith that 
I examine here incorporate the counter-impulses of nation-making 
and the making obsolete of the political and economic borders of the 
nation-state. Against the oversimplified claim that the nation-state is 
obsolete under capitalism’s contemporary neoliberal, transnational, 
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and financial variants, I read Kelman’s How Late It Was, How Late 
(1994) and Smith’s Hotel World (2001) as examples of neoliberal form 
that is realized as the bodies in and of the texts break apart but also 
painfully cohere. In these arguably Scottish novels, the incongruities 
of the social and political forms implied by contemporary neoliberal 
capitalism are played out primarily through forms of embodiment 
that are metonymic and also metaphorical of social  entities— both as 
literal, corporeal forms that are represented within the texts, and via 
the status of each text as an embodied object consisting of narration, 
space, and time. Kelman’s and Smith’s novels thus invoke and seem to 
deliberately dissolve Scotland and Scottishness as a function of their 
immersion in the formal and political contradictions of contempo-
rary capitalism, according to which their textual bodies themselves 
break apart and also break apart the national, state, and social forms 
within them.

(Un)building the (Neo)liberal Body

As I use the term here, “neoliberal form” names the aesthetic modes 
that enact but also confront contemporary neoliberal capitalism’s 
formulation of bodies and, by extension, social entities.2 The theory 
underpinning neoliberalism draws from the traditions of classical lib-
eralism and neoclassical economics and thus combines the former’s 
assertion that the best society will be produced when individuals are 
allowed their liberty with the latter’s view that markets are self-per-
petuating and self-regulating because they consist of rational, prof-
it-maximizing individuals and firms. The result is a combination of 
political and economic doctrine derived from the work of economists 
such as Friedrich von Hayek and later Milton Friedman, implemented 
in the policies of the Thatcher and Reagan administrations in the 
UK and US as well as in places such as Augusto Pinochet’s regime 
in Chile and post–“Operation Iraqi Freedom” Iraq, and enforced by 
supra-statal institutions such as the World Bank and International 
Monetary Fund.3 Postulating that markets are organized most effec-
tively by private enterprise and that the private pursuit of accumula-
tion will generate the most common good, neoliberalism in practice 
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pursues the opening of international markets and financial networks 
and the downsizing of the welfare state and the public ownership of 
industry. Rather than distributing wealth or managing industry, the 
state’s role (in theory) is to ensure that open markets and free enter-
prise can operate unimpeded, though the actual rise of neoliberalism 
has often seen the maintenance of heavy state security apparatuses. 
 David Harvey has called the idea of the state entailed by neoliberal 
thought “an unstable and contradictory political form.”4 For while 
neoliberal doctrine asserts that the state should not hinder trade or 
markets with regulation, the state is at the same time expected to 
foster a pro-business economic climate by restricting organized labor, 
encouraging foreign investment, and privatizing industries and ser-
vices. The result, as Arjun Appadurai puts it, is a scenario in which 
states are “caught between the need to perform dramas of national 
sovereignty and simultaneous feats of openness calculated to invite 
the blessings of Western capital and the multilaterals.”5 Nationhood is 
similarly ambiguous under neoliberal doctrine. Though emphasized 
national collectivity might undermine neoliberal rhetorics of individ-
uation, the nation can also serve as a conceptual structure that orga-
nizes nations as competitors on the world market.6 Writing during the 
Thatcher years, for instance, Stuart Hall remarks upon the regime’s 
merger of collectivist and individualist tropes: “Thatcherite populism,” 
Hall claims, “combines the resonant themes of  Toryism— nation, fam-
ily, duty, authority, standards,  traditionalism— with the aggressive 
themes of a revived  neoliberalism— self-interest, competitive indi-
vidualism, anti-statism.”7 Similarly, Tom Nairn argues that appeals 
to nationhood palliate the social atomization entailed by neoliberal 
policy; and of the Thatcher premiership, he writes that “exaggerated 
loyalism and hysteria over timelessness became a kind of compensa-
tion for the regime’s self-conscious economic  radicalism— as if only 
endorsement of . . . monarchic and other rituals, and of the state’s un-
touchable unity, could prevent everything that was solid from melting 
into air.”8 In their collective span of the 1997 Scottish parliamentary 
referendum and the subsequent establishment of that parliament in 
1999, Kelman’s and Smith’s novels draw attention to the uneven de-
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ployment and ambivalent status of nationhood in the post-Thatcher 
years and witness the devolution of the central authority of one mul-
tinational state (the UK) in favor of the consolidation of another, pre-
sumably mono-national one (Scotland).
 Kelman’s and Smith’s novels both appeal to and recognize the ir-
relevance of “Scotland” as a political reality and a collective social 
 imaginary— a struggle between forms of collectivity that I trace to 
a fundamental shift in the terms by which labor, autonomy, and the 
individual body are articulated under neoliberal capitalism versus 
its liberal and Keynesian predecessors. The novels do this via the 
embodiment of human forms within the texts, and as the figurative 
“bodies” of the texts  themselves— their narrative and temporal struc-
ture and spatial  imagination— register and resist the formal impera-
tives of neoliberal capitalism and governance. Through both of these 
modes, the texts enact not the organic social bodies of Enlightenment 
or liberal discourse or the enclosed technocratic systems of Keynes-
ianism but what might be called a networked form of neoliberalism 
in which individual or corporate entities access tenuous economic 
apparatuses and national affiliations on an as-needed basis.
 Of course, the analogy of the body with social formation has a long 
history that has been detailed by numerous scholars, and particu-
larly richly in nineteenth-century literary and cultural studies. In his 
Critique of Judgment, Immanuel Kant establishes that what he calls 
“organized beings” operate on the basis of a fundamental reciprocity, 
where “every part not only exists by means of the other parts, but is 
thought of as existing for the sake of the others and the  whole— that 
is, as an (organic) instrument.”9 Distinct from a mechanized instru-
ment that is animated by external forces, an organized being “pos-
sesses in itself formative power of a self-propagating kind.”10 Kant 
applies this organic metaphor to the state (possibly to the new United 
States or to revolutionary France):

In a recent complete transformation of a great people into a state the 
word organization . . . has often been fitly used. For in such a whole every 
member should surely be purpose as well as means, and, while all work 
together toward the possibility of the whole, each should be determined 
as regards place and function by means of the Idea of the whole.11 
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Like a living body, the state is organic because it is self-organizing 
and not subordinate to any cause or power outside itself and because 
it bears reciprocity between part and whole.12 
 In demonstrating how Adam Smith’s theories of political economy 
are indebted to vitalist physiology of the later eighteenth century, 
Catherine Packham provides an analogous image of what we’d to-
day call the economic system as “a body powered by internal forces 
and vital energies which steer it unconsciously and independently to 
well-being, ease and health.”13 And if the economic body, like the in-
dividual body, naturally seeks self-preservation and betterment, then 
so follow the dynamics of the body politic. Packham points out that 
“with its articulation of a system which is the sum of integrated and 
connected elements . . . the vitalist physiology enables Smith to offer 
an account of [the relationship between subject and nation, individ-
ual and part] as harmonious, integrated, and mutually beneficial.”14 
Mary Poovey has shown how such a natural conception of the social 
body justifies liberal Victorian laissez-faire in social and economic 
matters (for if society is a self-regulating body, then it ought not to 
be interfered with) yet also prescribes intervention into the bodily 
lives of the poor, presumably to cure ailing parts for the well-being 
of the whole.15 Catherine Gallagher has also detailed the persistence 
of organicism in nineteenth-century political economy, but has con-
vincingly shown how the individual laboring body and the collective 
social body are placed under conceptual strain as they attempt to 
accommodate the contradictory impulses of industrial capitalism.16 
And Anson Rabinbach’s convincing exposition of how, in the nine-
teenth century, the individual laboring body and its labor power form 
a crucial conceptual link between nature and advancing industrial 
capitalism, helps articulate the body as more than an index of domi-
nant economic and industrial thinking.17 The body doesn’t merely 
reflect the status of economic society (though it certainly may do 
this); rather, its articulation is the means of reproducing economic 
paradigms. Thus we could read the theoretically self-contained eco-
nomic nationhood of mid-twentieth-century  Keynesianism— or what 
Harvey describes as a capitalist market “embedded” within the pro-
tective and regulatory functions of the state18—as picking up where 
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liberalism leaves off by imagining the aggregate, national-economic 
body as in need of maintenance.19 And if the body is both a concep-
tual and material basis for the enactment of economic orthodoxy, we 
could say that the mid-century welfare state, with which the coherent 
national body of Keynesianism coincides, “cares” for individual bod-
ies with a similar aim of maintaining both demand and a fit laboring 
and consuming populace. I’d offer, then, that neoliberalism’s exten-
sion of the contours of the market beyond the state entails a leaky, 
disjointed individual and national body with uncertain, malleable 
 boundaries— one that accords in Kelman’s and Smith’s novels with ill 
and injured bodies, and with the difficulty of establishing the definite 
borders of Scottishness.
 The hypothetically able, “healthy” body that is both metaphor and 
metonym of the liberal economy and state is thus a precursor to the 
porous social, corporeal, and textual forms that emerge in neoliberal 
novels. And though the conceptual history offered above is necessar-
ily brief, it helps to specify the status of the body as both metonymic 
and representational of the social entities entailed by neoliberalism. 
Neoliberal novels name the body and national and state collectivi-
ties as broken at the same time that they expose the bases of the 
liberal, able body’s formulation in the broken promise of social- and 
economic-systemic reciprocity under the wage labor system. For if, 
under industrial capitalism and classical political economy and to a 
certain extent under the managed economies of Keynesianism, the 
(hypothetical) autonomy and self-containment of the individual body 
inheres in its ability and choice to sell some of its capacities on the 
labor market at a price that the market will bear, and if each of these 
individual bodies is necessary to the aggregate social and economic 
body, since each does her own part based upon a reciprocity of work-
er and system (that is, the individual’s self-interested sale of her labor 
constitutes her part of the whole), then neoliberalism’s perpetual re-
configuration of the scope of the labor market undoes both the recip-
rocal pact of wage labor and, by extension, the basis for the liberal 
economic body and, as I’ll address later, its eventual manifestation in 
the welfare state. This is the case because the ever-shifting boundar-
ies and composition of the neoliberal labor market deem some body 
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parts of the economy superfluous and can thus dispose of or replace 
them. As Manuel Castells puts it in his theory of economic networks, 
“everything, and everyone, which does not have value, according to 
what is valued in the networks, or ceases to have value, is switched 
off the networks, and ultimately discarded.”20 So where the liberal 
social body justifies measures to police and interfere with its sick 
and weak parts, neoliberal practice amputates unnecessary parts and 
replaces them with others deemed more relevant. 
 Furthermore, neoliberal capitalism’s famed mobility renders the 
exchange of labor fundamentally non-reciprocal by undermining the 
autonomy of the individual body itself: labor doesn’t freely sell itself 
at a price the market will bear, but rather the worker recognizes that 
another person elsewhere can probably do her job more cheaply, yet 
she often must accept the incongruities of the labor market lest her 
labor be cast aside. As Eva Cherniavsky explains it, “disposable labor 
obviates the need to manage and console for the laborer’s diminished 
existence by dismantling the figure of the individual self- proprietor— 
the person who precedes (stands apart from or outside) capitalist so-
cial relations and who withholds some part of himself or herself (an 
inalienable core) from the exchange.”21 In this second sense, then, 
the rational self-interest that purportedly animates a neoliberal econ-
omy is undone when the laboring subject is recast as excess capacity, 
thereby attenuating the economic body of its self-generating parts. 
So if neoliberal capitalism breaks the hypothetical pact of wage labor 
by shifting the contours of the labor market and thus quite literally 
breaking apart the contained and autonomous body of the worker, 
then we realize two key things: first, that earlier forms of wage labor 
under industrial capitalism affirm the notion of the able, autonomous 
liberal body in the economic realm; and second, that the body is di-
rectly indicative of social entities under economic conditions, given 
the latter’s determination of corporeal status. As such, Kelman’s and 
Smith’s inheritance of the representational strategy of economy, na-
tion, and state as body entails both metaphorical and metonymic ver-
sions of this conceptual relationship. The metaphorical figuration of 
the social body via ill, injured, and wasting bodies (as we see in Kel-
man and especially in Smith) renders a system that does violence to 
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individual bodies and demonstrates the deterioration of older tropes 
of social cohesion, including that of the liberal body. And Kelman’s, 
and to a certain extent Smith’s, literal metonym whereby porous bod-
ies and disposable, amputated body parts are the pieces into which 
the pact of social cohesion has fallen under neoliberal doctrine di-
rectly indexes laboring capacities to regimes of economic organiza-
tion. Ultimately, then, the ambivalent assertions of Scottishness that 
we see in both novels amount to more than periodically resurgent 
nostalgia. I’d argue that they contest the attenuation of individual 
and collective sovereignty, even if they must unwittingly appeal to 
the myth of a complete, able liberal body in order to do so.

“Ye wake in a corner and stay there hoping yer body  
will disappear”

The opening words of Kelman’s Booker Prize–winning 1994 novel 
How Late It Was, How Late22 that invoke the body even as it is willed 
to “disappear” prefigure the text’s neoliberal problematics at a num-
ber of levels. The injured, vulnerable body of Kelman’s protagonist 
Sammy Samuels has received a good deal of critical attention, and it 
is perhaps Sammy’s grotesqueness that has made How Late Kelman’s 
most famous (and infamous) novel to date. Beaten in police custody 
and subsequently losing his eyesight, ex-con Sammy’s bruised, pre-
sumably foul-smelling body (despite all intentions, he never does 
manage to complete a bath in the approximate week that the text 
spans) is the novel’s central physical presence even though it is never 
described in visual terms in the narrative. Although or perhaps be-
cause we can’t “see” Sammy’s body, its status is a fixation of the text: 
his injured back and ribs are remarked upon throughout the novel, as 
are the nipping at his toes caused by a pair of ill-fitting trainers, his 
overall “clatty” odor, and his self-admonitions to get back to doing 
his exercises. That this body’s status is indicative of that of the state 
is referenced in the text’s thematic preoccupation with how Sammy’s 
body is registered in public (he endeavors throughout the novel to 
change his job-seeking and unemployment status, be seen by a doc-
tor, and have his injuries photographed for a potential suit against 
the police department), thus linking the care of the body with its 
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subjection to state and economic discipline and Sammy with social 
form at large. And the novel’s final words, which place Sammy in a 
taxicab moving “out of sight” (374), emphasize how the apprehension 
of his literal body is key to the matters of class, power, agency, and 
Scottishness that permeate the text.
 But this body upon which readers focus is also decidedly porous 
and leaky. Sammy has trouble making sense of his profuse secretions 
of blood, tears, pus, saliva, snot, and earwax: “his chin was soaking 
wet and all around the sides of his mouth and like snotters from his 
nose, fucking blood maybe” (7). Indeed, Sammy is by turns curious 
about and repulsed by his body’s discharges, and his corporeality is 
emphasized at the same time that it seems out of his control. Kelman 
often writes of Sammy’s delayed recognition of his body’s secretions, 
such as when Sammy throws himself onto his jail cell bed in a fit of 
anger, only to acknowledge a few moments later that “he was greet-
ing” (262). Even as the text fixates upon Sammy’s body against a 
world that remains unseen and is perilously navigated (an issue I will 
return to below), that very body is in the process of seeping away.
 Sammy’s corporeal status has been convincingly linked to matters 
of political agency, class, and masculinity.23 I’d assert, moreover, that 
the simultaneous intractability and insecurity of the body in How 
Late is metonymic of the social and economic conditions under which 
Sammy’s body is permeable and insecure yet also scrutinized. Such 
conditions entail an ambivalent view of the social as both ruptured 
and emphasized. Having undermined the self-contained and seam-
less body from the outset, the novel conceives instead of an imper-
fectly networked social totality that is a function of the neoliberal 
economic climate that it narrates. Sammy’s disjointed body makes 
temporary, prosthetic, and faulty connections with a similarly frag-
mented world around him, such as with his improvised walking stick 
that still doesn’t prevent him from getting lost outside his own flat 
(127–129), or when his hearing, which becomes acute in the absence 
of sight, still proves uncertain (127, 131). Such physical isolation is 
coupled with an abiding paranoia of surveillance, such as when he is 
alone in an elevator and worries that “it was probably fucking bugged 
man know what I’m talking about, or else a VCR, probably there 
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was a VCR. And that security cunt was sitting watching him right 
at this very minute. . . . Aye fuck you, he said and moved his head 
around, Fuck you” (91). Sammy’s admonition to the perhaps-imagi-
nary viewer certainly achieves a comic effect, but his later arrest by 
the police confirms some of its merit. In thinking himself to be alone 
(both in that moment and in a more general sense) while recognizing 
the claims made upon him by state-sponsored authority (here, he’s 
in a medical building), Sammy affirms the novel’s sense of neolib-
eral collectivity as a fraught network in which bodies and subjects 
link up periodically with other atomized subjects and administrative 
 units— and not always effectively (as in the case of Sammy’s disas-
trous confrontation with the doctor [223–226]) or when needed or 
desired (as in his detention by the police).
 Indeed, How Late homes in upon the subject’s alienation from the 
state as a primary feature of social disjuncture. Ally’s “repping” for 
Sammy in his complaint against the police is a case in point; and 
while Ally’s advice that Sammy refrain from cursing (306) and that 
he strategize carefully his interactions with authority (239) speaks to 
the novel’s larger dramatization of the politics of language, national-
ism, and literary representation, it also indicates the discontinuity 
between the state and individual subjects.24 Rather than functioning 
as a reciprocal piece of the whole, Sammy imagines that state’s puni-
tive authority and approaches it via the trope of consumption. He 
dreams of going to the seaside in England, where “every cunt was 
rich so . . . they would give him his own fucking DSS office” as well 
as a bacon-and-egg breakfast and a guide dog (256). England’s dis-
tinction from Scotland, then, consists in its relative affluence. Not a 
cultural oppressor but a kind of rich uncle from whom he is entitled 
his due, England’s (and for that matter, Scotland’s) national particu-
larity is effaced in Sammy’s consumerist  orientation— here, a blend 
of antagonism, alienation, and  entitlement— toward the welfare state 
that attenuates it into pieces (a giro payment here, a guide dog there). 
It has been argued that the welfare state masks and therefore pro-
motes the systemic inequalities of a capitalist economy,25 and I’d add 
that it can be read as forming and protecting the national body in the 
interests of maintaining a populace equipped to facilitate the require-
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ments of capital. Sammy’s attitude toward the DSS is an example 
of the way in which How Late links the welfare state with police, 
corporate, and consumer institutions by failing to distinguish their 
functions and thus sketches a neoliberal version of state caring that 
enforces social atomization. 
 Kelman further debunks the myth of the able, liberal body and the 
welfare state that maintains it when Sammy imaginatively exagger-
ates his blindness to ponder what it would be like were he “a torso, 
an upper trunk just” advocating for himself along with the rest of the 
“almost totally dysfunctional”:

[Y]ez would all meet at yer meeting place, getting yer living conditions 
improved, yer quality of life, start yer petitions to parliament and the 
town council and sending yer man to Brussels although ye would have to 
post the cunt if it was a torso, except if ye couldnay talk and ye couldnay 
see then ye would be fuckt, even having yer wee discussion with the 
members, yez would all be fuckt, yez wouldnay even know ye were there, 
except listening for sounds; sounds of scuffling and breathing and sniffing 
and muttering, sneezes and coughs, which ye couldnay hear if ye were 
deaf, ye would need folk to listen for ye and to translate, to represent 
ye, yer interests, except ye couldnay tell them what yer interests were so 
they would just have to guess, what it was ye wanted, if ye wanted some-
thing, they would have to guess it. (316–317)

Sammy’s bizarre imagination of a torso going to the European par-
liament literalizes the fraught status of collectivity under neoliberal 
capitalism and the uncertain scope of the state. Kelman places a body 
part among the historical institutions of the body politic (town coun-
cil, British parliament, and European parliament), and as the scale 
of political representation increases, Sammy’s account of what it 
takes to make a collective body becomes increasingly  absurd— from 
a meeting of the “totally dysfunctional” to discuss their conditions to 
sniffing and coughing in the chambers of parliament. Kelman’s liter-
alization of such a dilemma dismantles the body’s hypothetical labor-
ing sovereignty, such that Sammy’s torso is a “totally dysfunctional” 
body extraneous to the machinations of politics (and, we’d think, to 
economic life), not a constituent part of the whole. As a metaphor for 
the political subject, Kelman’s mute torso references the older trope 
of the able liberal and national body to effectively point out how that 
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form has been lost. At the same time, the torso’s metonymic status 
exposes the basis upon which corporeal autonomy and, by exten-
sion, collective reciprocity are impossible in a neoliberal climate: an 
unemployed consumer of welfare state services, Sammy can no lon-
ger inhere in a system of reciprocity but is rather dismantled by the 
atomizing institutions that meet the demands of mobile capital and 
an ever-shifting labor market and economic system. As such, Kel-
man relies upon the notion of the able liberal body at the same time 
that he retroactively exposes the economic priorities by which it is 
composed. 
 So where critics such as Carole Jones and Scott Hames have con-
vincingly read Sammy as representative of his gender, class, region, 
and nation, Kelman’s literal disassembly of social and political col-
lectivity invites us to read Sammy’s body as metonymic for the so-
cial body at large and in general under neoliberalism. And though 
Ally insists to Sammy that the money he’s seeking from the state as 
compensation for his injuries “isnay their[s] . . . it’s ours” (297), the 
model of social form enacted by the novel is far from cohesive or self-
contained. The constituent pieces of class and national solidarities 
have broken apart, leaving an atomized, disposable labor force and 
consumer market whose enforced docility is doubly emphasized by 
Kelman’s corporeal metonym and the conflation of the state’s polic-
ing and caring functions. Thus, despite How Late’s emergence during 
a wave of Scottish nationalist politics, the novel posits Scotland as a 
temporary base for capital. For instance, Glasgow is cast as a neolib-
eral rather than a post-industrial city, though the former designation 
does not altogether preclude the latter. Sammy’s thoughts on visitors 
to the city are consistent with such a conception when he speculates 
that a group of people on the street are “gentleman foreigners” being 
encouraged by the city council to “invest their hardwon fortunes” 
in Glasgow (2). Kelman thus begins with a view of Glasgow as open 
to foreign capital investment and positions Sammy as marginalized 
excess (in this scene, he’s down an alley, having just come to after his 
lost drunken weekend). The “foreigners” turn out to be plainclothes 
police officers by whom Sammy is soon arrested; Sammy’s mistaking 
police for foreign businessmen is thus telling of the indeterminacy 
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between neoliberal state and corporate management. I’d suggest that 
in neoliberal Glasgow, Scottish particularity persists in Sammy’s fo-
calized, pained body insofar as the novel’s ambivalent regional- and 
nationalism is akin to its implied appeal to the whole, able body as a 
protest against the diminished agency and integrity of laboring bod-
ies by neoliberal governance.
 How Late’s narrative is itself structured by the temporality of alien-
ating state entities and labor mobility such that the novel’s form in-
heres in the very manner of Sammy’s body. The present tense of the 
novel begins when Sammy wakes from a lost drunken weekend and 
isn’t sure what day it is, and continues its ramble through just over 
one week. In particular, when the novel ruminates on Sammy’s bat-
tered body, a definite sense of clock and calendar time is lost: 

[His ribs were] still sore . . . So he needed to rest. Except it was so 
fucking
 it was just
 he needed to be doing things he really fucking needed to be fucking 
doing things he couldnay hang about he couldnay afford to. What the hell 
time was it man ye couldnay even tell the fucking time! (72)

Sammy’s fractured body thus correlates with the breaking-off of 
external clock time, even as the external time of state bureaucracy 
threatens to impose its “timebar” (68): “Delay a day and [the DSS] 
would fuck ye forever” (72). So while the internal time of the novel 
is as uncertain as Sammy’s corporeal state, the external temporality 
of the novel is organized by discrete encounters with the welfare 
state and the police: though Sammy’s blindness renders the first few 
days in jail temporally indistinct, upon his release the meandering 
narrative is delineated by the arrival of his giro payment and an ini-
tial trip to the DSS on Friday; a preliminary visit to the Health and 
Welfare office on Saturday morning; his second arrest by the police 
on Saturday night; and his release on Monday in order to make his 
doctor’s appointment at 10:45 a.m. The police even deliver Sammy to 
his Monday morning appointment, thus further aligning the policing 
of the social body with its supposed protection and care. 
 The past is likewise indexed to Sammy’s two stints in prison of four 
and seven years, respectively, and memories of working construction 
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in  England— not only the site of welfare state consumerism discussed 
above, but also a destination for mobile, anonymous labor: “He re-
membered this test, a long time ago, it was in London, it was for a job 
. . . him and another ten thousand and 96 guys, all stuck in a long 
corridor” (14). The timing of the English work stints isn’t calendri-
cally precise, but it forms a general outline of the past along with the 
prison sentences. The security state and mobile capital are thus in-
terchangeable within and essential to the novel’s temporal structure 
such that the novel enacts a formal (dis)order that is “realist” as it 
accords with the temporalities of contemporary capitalism. So where 
the liberal economic body promises to incorporate wage labor as a 
constituent of the social and economic whole, I’d suggest that How 
Late’s temporal circuit (which takes Sammy from prison to remote 
labor to unemployment and back to prison again) indicates how the 
laboring body and by extension the working class is criminalized 
when it exceeds the requirements of mobile capital. 
 Where the novel’s temporal form is that of overlapping state, social, 
and economic institutions that, like the literal and figurative bodies 
of the text, are in the process of rupture even as they imperfectly 
cohere, its spatial and regional scope is similarly poised. I’ve noted 
above how Sammy sees Glasgow as a temporary home for mobile 
capital; writing the city in the wake of Thatcherism, the novel’s ac-
claimed hyper-regionalism bears the marks of the ascendancy of neo-
liberal policy during which municipal budgets were slashed (first and 
perhaps most shockingly in 1979) and organized labor weakened, 
most famously in the wake of the National Union of Miners strike be-
tween 1984 and 1985. On the one hand, the novel invokes geographic 
specificity through its sole reliance on Sammy’s Glaswegian dialect 
in its narration; on the other, that language is peppered throughout 
with the bureaucratic jargon of the “Community Work Provision,” 
“sightloss dysfunction,” and “Disability Benefit claim” which simul-
taneously render the remnants of the welfare state foreign to the 
dialect’s regional particularity but also  pervasive— a welfare state 
whose status, as I noted earlier, is no longer a large-scale institution-
alization of the body-state metaphor and metonym but is dispersed 
and indistinguishable from corporate and police power. How Late’s 
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imagination of Glasgow is thus akin to Sammy’s physical body. Tenu-
ously held together by temporary, sometimes faulty and arbitrary 
tropes and forms, Glasgow is intensely regional at the same time that 
it is fragmented into a collection of heard street corners, claustro-
phobic council flats, state services offices, jail cells, and pubs. The 
connective tissue between these sites consists in Sammy’s uncertain 
and partially narrated movements among them, sometimes with the 
aid of his stick, sometimes without. The novel’s form thus coheres in 
the networked style of Glasgow’s topography: where Nicola Pitchford 
rightly points out that Kelman’s narration highlights its own holes 
and gaps even while provoking the reader’s desire for complete dis-
closure,26 I’d argue that this lack of narrative totality that has been 
such a critical preoccupation is a function of the novel’s economic 
form. This form invokes totalization (of Sammy’s body and his narra-
tive, of Glasgow, of contemporary Scotland) yet plays upon the gaps, 
seams, contradictions, and uncertainties by which those totalities are 
supposedly formed: the indeterminacy of national boundaries and 
state authority in mobile labor and consumer markets; the imperfect 
networking of individuals, state entities, and corporate authority; the 
messy cohabitation of welfare state temporality and neoliberal fluid-
ity; and the undermined corporeal autonomy of the laboring subject 
among all of these.

“All over the world”

Against the emphasized regional markers of Kelman’s novel, Scottish-
born author Ali Smith’s Hotel World (2001) is centered around an 
outpost of the Global Hotel chain in an unnamed British city. The 
namesake setting emblematizes the interchangeability and homog-
enization that are features of contemporary economic life, and Smith 
simply describes the city in which the novel is set as a “rough rainy 
northern town.”27 But Smith also suggests Scotland when one char-
acter, a homeless woman named Else, mentions Robert Owen’s New 
Lanark experiment (44) and references the commodification of his-
tory thus: “The historic city she’s sitting on the pavement of, full of its 
medieval buildings and its modern developments teetering on top of 
medieval sewers, is all that’s left of history now; somewhere for tour-
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ists to bring traveller’s [sic] cheques to in the summer” (45). Smith 
thus takes care to leave the novel’s location uncertain to underscore 
the sameness imposed by transnational corporations like the Global 
Hotel, but also to reference the distinctive regional and national his-
tories that are transformed but still persistent (quite literally) under 
corporate auspices. And for all of Hotel World’s preoccupation with 
material bodies, illness, and pain, which I’ll discuss shortly, in the 
final pages of the text the narrator reminds us of the mobility of 
contemporary capitalism by pointing out that this novel could have 
taken place in “any town” (229).
 The branch of the Global Hotel in the novel has been reproduced 
“all over the world” in accordance with Global International PLC’s 
philosophy, which “believes that site duplication within still-indi-
vidual architectural structures reinforces attitudes of psychologi-
cal security, nostalgia, and preserves a climate of repeated return 
in worldwide Global clientele” (111). Like the unique buildings that 
the corporation standardizes, the regional particularities where the 
Global is sited are “clipped into a style.” Else thus describes the ac-
cent of the hotel’s receptionist, Lise, when she hears the latter talk-
ing on the phone: “Something is clipping at her words as they come 
out of her mouth” (69). And indeed, throughout the novel language 
 itself— accents, words, and  vowels— is under threat of standardiza-
tion and eradication but, like the physical bodies in and of the text, 
persists even as it erodes. The novel thus renders physical the lan-
guage of the text (the words that typographically constitute the body 
of the novel) by emphasizing links between its characters’ language 
and their bodies.
 Within and against the anonymous global city of the text are a se-
ries of ill, injured, and literally decomposing bodies that struggle to 
generate coherent language and narrative either under or outside the 
auspices of the corporation and the neoliberal corporatist state. The 
novel begins with the narrative of the “ghost” of Sara Wilby, a dead 
nineteen-year-old chambermaid who was quite literally swallowed 
alive by the Global Hotel when she crawled into a dumbwaiter and 
crashed to her death in the basement. Sara’s disembodied narrative 
voice is distinctly separate from Sara’s decomposing body, which the 
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voice visits in the grave and decides to inhabit for a time (14–15), and 
which details the actual breaking-apart of her former body in the 
dumbwaiter accident: “My back broke, my neck broke, my face broke, 
my head broke. The cage round my heart broke open and my heart 
came out” (6). The dismantling of Sara’s body corresponds to her 
loss of singular autonomy, since she splits into two when her ghost 
separates from her. And as goes Sara Wilby’s material body, so goes 
her ghost’s capacity for language. At the same time that she misses 
“having a heart” (7) and “want[s] . . . to have a stone in [her] shoe” 
(3), she loses words, especially those for body parts (for instance, 
eyes become “the things she saw with” [15]) and then drops words 
altogether: “I mean the way of the . Dead to the . Out of this . Word” 
(30). Smith’s word-play is thus also world-play: words and the worlds 
into which they materialize parallel one another, as when she trans-
poses letters to constantly modify short sentences in the refrain that 
is repeated throughout the novel to analogize linguistic and physical 
decomposition: “Remember you must live. Remember you most love. 
Remainder you mist leaf” (30). In the case of Sara’s ghost, she moves 
from a desire to re-live the experiences of her physical self (“Remem-
ber you must live”), to recalling distinct but fleeting bodily sensations 
(“Remember [that which] you most love”), to quite literally witness-
ing her decomposing body disperse “all over the world” at a cellular 
level (“Remainder you mist leaf”). The novel further emphasizes the 
process of physical decomposition as Sara’s sixteen-year-old sister 
Clare collects tiny remnants of Sara’s body by picking dust from their 
bedroom carpet that she imagines contains cells and flakes of skin 
(191–192).
 Like the deceased Sara, homeless woman Else drops the letters in 
her words, repeating “Spr sm chn?” throughout the portion of the 
narrative that is focused upon her (35–78). Else also “imagines leav-
ing the pavement littered with the letters that fall out of the half-
words she uses (she doesn’t need the whole words)” (47). This, as 
Else contemplates “the idea of being a fucking nobody, just a space 
where a body might be” (35) in light of her social invisibility and as 
her name Else, shortened from Elspeth and subject to numerous plays 
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on words in the text, continually defers her personhood. At the same 
time that Else’s language literally erodes, however, her physical body 
coheres through its illness, by a “wall holding her upright [that is] 
made of phlegm” (40). So even as Else’s body and language diminish 
in accordance with her irrelevance in capitalist labor and consumer 
markets, her body persists in and through its illness and the social 
and economic marginalization that is its purported cause.
 Against bodies that are imperiled as they are instrumentalized by 
or, like Kelman’s Sammy, excessive to the neoliberal economy, Global 
Hotel receptionist Lise must quite literally fit her body into the lan-
guages of corporate homogeny and the welfare state. We’ve seen al-
ready how she “clips” her language at work, and she also struggles 
to document an undiagnosed illness within the forms of the health 
bureaucracy. A large portion of a section of the narrative that focuses 
on Lise shows her in bed, attempting to articulate the pain in her 
body in terms of the “Incapacity For Work Questionnaire” (86). When 
the form instructs her to “tell us about yourself” (81), Lise variously 
thinks, “I am a nice person”; “I am a sick person” (81); and “I am a  
( ) person” (85). Smith’s use of empty space to designate language that 
is unavailable recalls the dilemmas of the dead chambermaid and ill 
homeless woman who quite literally lose self-representation when 
they are extraneous to capital’s norms, but likewise suggests how liv-
ing within the parameters of the contemporary neoliberal economy 
and state entails a painful manipulation of one’s body and language. 
For, after a pages-long free indirect discourse on Lise’s view of herself 
and the world, the narrator reminds us that “she was wondering how 
to say all this on the form” (89). No longer an autonomous body that 
organically complements a larger whole, the individual is either ex-
traneous to or “clipped” to fit capitalist relations rather than existing 
prior to them. 
 Smith positions such corporeal and linguistic dilemmas against the 
corporate language created by Penny, a journalist sent to stay in the 
Global Hotel and review it. Checking her bedsheets for bloodspots 
and hairs (179), Penny exemplifies the impulse to regulate and con-
tain actual bodies within the neoliberal corporate sphere even as she 
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seeks out clichéd pornography on the Global’s Pay-Per-View. The PR 
piece that Penny eventually writes promises the bland, disembodied 
pleasures of neoliberal consumerism in the “lush, plush settings” of 
the hotel (180). Penny is in fact unable to recognize the status of bod-
ies outside of the predictable language of the corporate media. En-
countering the teenaged Clare in the hallway outside her hotel room, 
Penny can’t register the girl’s distress (she is visiting the spot of her 
sister’s death) but imagines her modeling “something northern-ur-
ban-wintry” (135) in the Lifestyle section of the newspaper. Likewise, 
Penny takes the homeless woman Else, who has secretly been given a 
room for the night by receptionist Lise, for “some kind of druggy ec-
centric guest or maybe even a minor rock-star” (139) and eventually 
follows Else out of the hotel to roam around the city’s suburbs under 
the assumption that the latter is hunting for real estate. 
 The novel’s temporal organization along the lines of shift work bol-
sters the stultifying effects of corporate and bureaucratic languages 
but also counters the corporeal and linguistic decomposition detailed 
above. The disparate narratives of the text converge during one par-
ticular evening shift, when Lise gives a hotel room to Else, Penny 
tags along on a nighttime expedition with Else, and Clare sneaks into 
the hotel in search of the dumbwaiter. Sara Wilby’s deadly accident 
also took place during such a shift a few months prior. Thus, the dif-
fusion of language and physical bodies in the novel is partly checked 
by the centripetal temporal form of shift work. The novel narrates 
in mundane detail a four-minute stretch of Lise’s shift at reception 
that evening, where she watches the minutes tick by on the clock on 
her computer (101–103) as if to emphasize the temporal regimenta-
tion to which workers like herself are subject. Following this section, 
however, Smith quite literally breaks Lise’s shift apart by parsing out 
individual sentences from the previous description. Smith places the 
initial text in bold italics, and follows it with commentary, forecast-
ing, or elaboration, as in this example:

 Drums her fingers on the desk: In a rhythm approximating the open-
ing lines of the first verse of Neil Sedaka’s 1962 UK chart hit ‘Breaking 
Up Is Hard To Do’. See above, Instrumental version of ‘Breaking’ etc.



t h i n g s  b r e a k  a p a r t  8 3

 The fabric of her lapel: Global Hotel uniforms are 78 per cent polyes-
ter, 22 per cent rexe. They induce perspiration.
 Waste bin: Lined with plastic, this waste bin contains only an empty 
Advil blister-pack (Lise’s) and a plastic container labeled St Michael Pasta 
and Spinach Salad With Tomato Basil Chicken, now empty except for the 
used white plastic fork. (116)

In a novel already consisting of multiple individual stories narrated 
in vastly different styles, from Penny’s PR-speak to Clare’s stream-
of-consciousness interior monologue, this section suggests that any 
portion of the novel might splinter away into yet another narrative 
strand. So while, on the one hand, the novel coalesces around the 
capitalist temporality of the evening shift, on the other hand, Smith 
takes pains to refute the absolute enclosure of the textual body itself. 
 But at the same time that the narrative is breaking apart and mul-
tiplying, individual language is, as we have seen, slipping away. In 
the textual and historical logic of Hotel World, multiplication implies 
a loss of self-determination, autonomy, and discrete personhood af-
forded by bodily singularity. Such a process of multiplication com-
ments upon and emerges from the neoliberal fracture of older social 
forms such as national identification and class alliances at the same 
time that it suggests that no single form of capitalist homogeny (tem-
poral, spatial, linguistic, etc.) can ever entirely prevail. Smith’s novel 
thus enacts a struggle between individual bodies and their regional 
languages, and neoliberal capitalism and states; even as those bodies 
and their language disintegrate, they maintain ambivalent links with 
“the world” through the temporal and rhetorical forms of contempo-
rary capitalism and its state variants and are poised to break apart 
those dominant forms themselves. So while the ill and decomposing 
bodies of the novel might reference a prior “fit and able” paradigm, 
Smith’s neoliberal bodies nonetheless exercise agency in their broken 
states.
 Smith in fact situates her textual dynamics precisely within British 
politics of the late 1990s. Penny imagines a story she could do for 
the paper based upon her late-night trek through the suburbs with 
Else: “The Garden of England. Blair’s Britain at the Dawn of the New 
Millennium kind of thing. . . . Thought-provoking, kitsch-value, old-
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fashioned class value as well as social value” (177). While the irony 
that this idea emerged from a walk with a homeless woman looking 
into houses from the cold outside may be lost on Penny, it is of course 
clear to the reader that “Blair’s Britain” is based upon a series of so-
cial ruptures (of subjects marginalized from the “healthy” national 
economic body; of households atomized from a larger social collec-
tivity) and conflations (of England for Britain; of “kitsch” for social 
value) that are held together by the force of its rhetoric. How Late’s 
appeals to regional Glaswegian and Scottish national particularity in 
light of Sammy’s and the novel’s ongoing fragmentation can be read 
as similarly ironic, for why ought Scotland to hold together when all 
else is breaking apart?
 Indeed, Appadurai has claimed that our contemporary moment is 
witnessing a challenge to the dominant corporeal, or what he calls 
“vertebrate,” model by “cellular” systems of social formation. Citing 
the modern nation-state as a prime example of the former and our 
current “ ‘post-Fordist,’ ‘disorganized,’ ‘flexible,’ and ‘post-industrial’” 
economic society as well as non-state networks such as the Taliban 
as the latter, Appadurai identifies a “mutual dependence and antago-
nism” between these two modes of political formation that he argues 
animates contemporary geopolitics.28 Recently a writer for the Guard-
ian got at this struggle from perhaps a more practical angle when he 
pointed out in the paper’s series on devolution and national identity 
(titled “Disunited Kingdom”) that “there is something perverse about 
founding ever-smaller countries increasingly at the mercy of global-
ized capitalism.”29 Kelman’s and Smith’s novels undoubtedly invoke 
this dilemma, though the analysis above suggests that the breaking- 
and falling-apart of the neoliberal novel not only extends some of the 
anxiety of its literary predecessors named at the beginning of this 
essay; neoliberal form also bears the  conditions— and  erosion— of 
laboring sovereignty and social cohesion in the contemporary phase 
of capitalism. While the illness, leakage, and rupture in and of Kel-
man’s and Smith’s neoliberal novels certainly announce the disinte-
gration of so-called vertebrate or liberal corporeal form, their par-
tial appeal to these paradigms nonetheless exposes the terms upon 
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which the “whole” social-economic body (however large or small) is 
 predicated— terms that the broken bodies in and of the novels an-
nounce as both obsolete and persistent.
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On Russell Banks’s Global Realisms

Things as They Were or Are

When in the summer of 2009 I first read Rule of the Bone: A Novel 
(1995), written by Russell Banks, one of the most important radical 
American novelists working today, a small scene relatively late in the 
action stood out for me. Rule of the Bone offers a brilliant updating 
for our era of globalization of Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckle-
berry Finn.1 The novel relates the story of a shiftless fourteen-year-
old, Chapman “Chappie” Dorset, and his struggles to make his way 
among the broken lives and “throwaway” populations inhabiting the 
vicinity of his home in the small town of Au Sable Forks, New York, 
located in the northeastern section of the state’s six-million-acre “For-
ever Wild” Adirondack Park.2 In the scene of interest here, Chap-
pie, now renamed Bone, and his adult companion I- Man— an illegal 
immigrant whom Bone first encounters in Plattsburgh squatting in 
the wreckage of a school bus that plays a prominent role in Banks’s 
previous novel, The Sweet Hereafter (1991)—attempt to board a flight 
bound for I-Man’s home of Jamaica. (While in Jamaica, Bone encoun-
ters his estranged father, and I-Man is ultimately killed.) At the ticket 
counter an unexpected complication arises:

She scooped up the money and counted out the bills and gave I-Man the 
change and started punching a bunch of keys on her computer. Let me 
see your passports please, she said and me and I-Man looked at each 
other and both of us raised our eyebrows the same way. Like, Passports? 
He was an illegal alien and I was a homeless youngster missing and pre-
sumed dead, practically a milk carton kid and it suddenly looked like the 
truth was about to come out.3

While I-Man does produce a passport (although Bone observes it would 
“show he’d only been allowed in for picking apples in New York and 
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cutting cane in Florida and couldn’t go home until the company said 
so”), Bone notes that he possesses no more than a “phony ID I’d once 
bought off a kid at the mall that said I was eighteen but except for Art 
the tattoo guy no one believed whenever I tried to use it” (248).
 However, at that moment the ticket agent’s attention is drawn to  
“I-Man’s Jah-stick,” which, she tartly informs him, will not be allowed 
to accompany him on the aircraft. As she reaches for it, Bone warns 
her, “The stick’s alive, man. Nobody can touch it but him” (249). Sure 
enough, when she grabs it, she is “bitten” and yells out in pain. (With 
this, Banks does not shift registers into magical realism, as we soon 
learn that I-Man has inserted an all-but-invisible needle in the stick 
that he flicks when anyone touches it.) As she reacts in surprise and 
confusion, the scene comes to a close: “I-Man took his Jah-stick then 
and his passport and his bag and boom box and I grabbed up my 
pack and ID and our tickets and boarding passes and we split from 
there without another word. We found our gate and went through the  
x-ray machine and sat down to wait for the boarding announcements” 
(249–250).
 What struck me on my initial reading of this scene was a palpable 
sense of its unreality, of the unlikeliness of this simple subterfuge be-
ing sufficient for the pair, and especially this pair, to con their way 
onto an international flight. To be more precise, the scene became for 
me what Aristotle identifies in his Poetics as an improbable possibil-
ity, an event that may in some extraordinary circumstances occur in 
our world, but whose presence in a work of fiction strains the limits 
of a reader’s credibility. Aristotle first introduces this concept in the 
penultimate paragraph of section 24—“Accordingly, the poet should 
prefer probable impossibilities to improbable possibilities”—and de-
velops his claims in more detail in the subsequent section.4

 Aristotle opens section 25 by noting, “The poet being an imitator 
like a painter or any other artist, must of necessity imitate one of 
three  objects— things as they were or are, things as they are said or 
thought to be, or things as they ought to be.”5 The Chicago School 
Aristotelian Richard McKeon points out that for Aristotle and indeed 
“as late as the eighteenth century imitation was the mark and differ-
entia of the arts. . . . Imitation, being peculiar to the processes of art, 
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is not found in the processes of nature or of knowledge.”6 Aristotle 
is interested here in distinguishing between two kinds of errors that 
occur in these particular aesthetic mimetic activities, those “inherent 
in the poetry” and those “not essential” to it. While he counsels that 
“every kind of error should, if possible, be avoided,” there are times 
when representations of the impossible are permissible: for example, 
if the goal is an ethical one, presenting things as “they ought to be” in 
order to educate the desire of readers; or if the representation in ques-
tion meets the dictates of communal consensus (“This applies to tales 
about the gods,” Aristotle notes); or finally, if the end result is a prod-
uct of an effective marshalling of the poetic or figural resources of 
language. Aristotle thus concludes, “In general, the impossible must 
be justified by reference to artistic requirements, or to the higher 
reality, or to received opinion. With respect to the requirements of 
art, a probable impossibility is to be preferred to a thing improbable 
yet possible.”7 Interestingly, while the former category takes us into 
the realm of the fantastic, it is the one sanctioned by  Aristotle— as 
one recent online commentary notes, “The suggestion seems to be 
that if a poet can successful[ly] establish a fabulous or uncanny se-
ries of events, we as readers will be more willing to suspend our 
disbelief than if the poet represented ordinary actions in a strained, 
unconvincing manner.”8 However, even within these terms there is a 
hierarchy implicitly at work, one that prefigures the much-debated 
distinction between the “high” popular form of science fiction and 
the “low” one of fantasy.9

 There are two further comments that need to be made at this junc-
ture. First, the four terms that Aristotle sets into play here generate 
two further possible combinations, those of probable possibility and 
improbable impossibility. While the former names the field of which 
Aristotle’s two categories identify the antinomic limits, the latter 
serves as the placeholder for that which would seem to break with 
this field altogether. We can represent the relationship between these 
four terms through the semiotic square developed by A. J. Greimas 
and further refined by Fredric Jameson, which in two recent essays I 
take up in conjunction with the three orders of Jacques Lacan.10 The 
resulting schema of relationships among these terms would appear as 
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shown in Figure 1. What this presentation makes evident is that the 
category occupying the place of Greimas’s neutral, the double nega-
tion of the improbable impossibility, would function for Aristotle in a 
way similar to the mathematical concept of ∞ (infinity), “a special 
type of thing that exists potentially but not actually,”11 and hence can 
be bracketed from  consideration— as does Aristotle in his Poetics.
 Second, Aristotle emphasizes the deep historicity of these catego-
ries, the aim being a representation adequate to either “things as 
they were or are.” In other words, what is very much possible and 
probable in one historical situation becomes improbable if not impos-
sible in another. My initial response to the scene in Rule of the Bone 
described above thus tells us less about Banks’s art than it does about 
the immense changes that occurred in the little less than a decade 

Things as they were or are.
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and a half that passed between the novel’s publication and my initial 
encounter with it.
 It is precisely these transformations that are also, perhaps unex-
pectedly, the subject of Bank’s first novel of the twenty-first century, 
The Darling (2004). Indeed, as the novel’s protagonist and narrator, 
the protean Hannah  Musgrave— the privileged child of a Northeast-
ern intellectual turned Weathermen radical turned white American 
wife of a Liberian bureaucrat turned Adirondack organic chicken 
 farmer— observes in the book’s final paragraph, the US is, in the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, “a nation whose entire history 
was being rapidly rewritten” in ways far more dramatic than what 
had occurred in the previous fifty years.12 In the following pages, I 
explore the contours of the changing situations of both our national 
and geopolitical present as narrated by this highly original novel, 
changes that have made the strategies of realism deployed in Banks’s 
earlier work, and especially that published in the period of the 1990s, 
less and less viable.
 There are a number of significant connections between The Darling 
and the novels that Banks published both before and after it. First, 
The Darling, along with The Sweet Hereafter, Rule of the Bone, and The 
Darling’s immediate predecessor, Cloudsplitter (1998), deploy unre-
liable first-person narrators. Through this device, Banks is able to 
explore the ways a variety of characters, in different times and situ-
ations, attempt what Fredric Jameson describes as “cognitive map-
ping,” the struggle to position oneself in a world undergoing rapid 
and dramatic social, cultural, and political changes. Such efforts en-
tail coordinating the existential and phenomenological experience of 
one’s everyday life and the abstract global economic, political, and 
social realities each of us always already inhabits, efforts that are 
necessary before we can act effectively in these realities.13

 Second, The Darling is the second of three historical novels au-
thored by Banks, following Cloudsplitter and preceding The Reserve 
(2008). Cloudsplitter focuses on events in the antebellum nineteenth 
century, culminating in John Brown’s October 1859 raid on the fed-
eral arsenal located in Harpers Ferry, Virginia. The Darling explores 
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a much more recent history, ranging, with a few excursions further 
afield, from the mid-1970s through the opening years of the new mil-
lennium, while The Reserve again moves the action further back in 
time, to the Great Depression 1930s. In all three novels, Banks ex-
periments with conventions of the historical novel form, blurring the 
distinctions between what Catherine Gallagher identifies as the three 
types of characters found in these fictions, the historical, fictional, 
and counterfactual.14 For example, in Cloudsplitter, Banks presents 
one historical personage, Lyman Epps, Sr., a freed black farmer and 
Adirondack neighbor and ally of John Brown, as suffering a very dif-
ferent fate in the world of the novel than he did in ours: in the novel, 
Epps is accidentally shot and killed by the narrator and Brown’s son, 
Owen, in the months leading up to the infamous 1850s events in Kan-
sas, whereas in our historical world he outlives John Brown by near-
ly four decades.15 Moreover, not only do historical figures interact 
with fictional characters; Banks draws freely upon the biographies 
of significant historical personages in the creation of prominent fic-
tional characters in both The Darling and The  Reserve— respectively, 
the famed pediatrician and anti-war activist Dr. Benjamin Spock and 
the radical painter and illustrator and longtime Adirondack resident 
Rockwell Kent (whose Asgaard Farm is located on the outskirts of 
Bone’s hometown of Au Sable Forks). Even more significantly, Banks 
paradoxically suggests, especially in the pair of Cloudsplitter and The 
Darling that I will discuss in more detail below, that while the up-
heavals of the antebellum period are very near to the 1990s present 
of the novel’s publication, the more recent historical past in focus in 
The Darling is separated from its present by an immense gulf.
 Finally, all five of the novels Banks published in this sixteen-year 
span are set at least in significant part in the High Peaks area of 
the northern Adirondacks.16 This locale, where Banks himself has 
lived for a number of years now, functions in his fiction in way simi-
lar to William Faulkner’s “apocryphal county” of Yoknapatawpha, 
“patterned upon Faulkner’s actual home in Lafayette County, Mis-
sissippi.”17 However, while Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha is a fictional 
landscape based upon an actual one, Banks’s High Peaks is an actual 
place, where not only historical, fictional, and counterfactual charac-
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ters intermingle but where actual places (Au Sable Forks, North Elba, 
Keene Valley) exist side by side with fictional ones (e.g., Sam Dent, the 
hometown of the children killed in the terrible bus crash at the center 
of The Sweet Hereafter). Banks’s High Peaks differs from Faulkner’s 
Yoknapatawpha in another significant way: whereas throughout his 
fiction Faulkner maps the often fraught relationship between the 
uneven modernities of the Southern region and the emerging mod-
ernist nation-state, Banks situates the High Peaks region in a decid-
edly postmodern global spatial and political economy.18 In this way, 
Banks’s work gives further substance to Jameson’s axiom concerning 
the “geopolitical unconscious” at work in a range of contemporary 
representations: “All thinking today, is also, whatever else it is, an 
attempt to think the world system as such. All the more true will this 
be for narrative figurations.”19

 One of the most striking ways in which these kinds of narrative 
figurations unfold in Banks’s High Peaks fictions is through the pre-
sentation of major characters in circulation within and across older 
national borders. This is not only the case for Banks’s earlier works 
set in the present  day— where even the service workers and post-
industrial throwaways of The Sweet Hereafter and Rule of the Bone 
move between northern New York State and the  Caribbean— but for 
the historical fiction as well. John Brown and his family are shown to 
be continually on the move, relocating their base of operations from 
Ohio to Massachusetts to North Elba, New York, to Kansas; and at one 
point, John and Owen Brown retrace the third leg of the golden tri-
angle, traveling to Great Britain and the European continent. More-
over, the very fact that the novel focuses on the radical abolitionist 
Brown signals Banks’s interest in these kinds of transnational flows 
of people, commodities, and ideas: Brown is, as W. E. B. Du Bois per-
suasively argues, as deeply influenced by the events of the Haitian 
uprising as was Hegel decades earlier.20

 Nowhere is this transnational mobility more central to the action 
than in The Darling. In fact, in this novel, the High Peaks setting 
serves as a frame for an action that ranges across the eastern US 
and West Africa. The novel opens with Hannah Musgrave recount-
ing events that took place in the recent past. The opening lines sug-
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gest the deep interconnections in a global political economy between 
these diverse locales:

After many years of believing that I never dream of anything, I dreamed 
of Africa. It happened on a late-August night here at the farm in Keene 
Valley, about as far from Africa as I have been able to situate myself. I 
couldn’t recall the dream’s story, although I knew that it was Africa, the 
country of Liberia, and my home in Monrovia, . . . and found myself over-
flowing with the knowledge that I would soon return there. (3)

After narrating for a few pages daily life on her Shadowbrook Farm, 
land that she purchased in 1991 (right at the beginning of a 1990s 
regional land boom), the scene abruptly shifts: “Ten days later, I rode 
overland in the dark traveling northwest from Côte d’Ivoire into Li-
beria” (10). Hannah then recounts some of the details of her voyage 
into the civil war–ravaged country, before moving back to the events 
of the late August day she decided to return to Africa, and then even 
further back in time to the last weeks before her 1991 flight from 
Liberia. She then turns the narrative clock to 1975, as she tells the 
story of how she ended up in Africa in the first place.
 This nonlinear intercutting sujet (plot) continues throughout the 
novel, only returning in the final pages to Hannah’s farm and the nar-
rative present. In this fashion, Hannah’s life story gradually emerg-
es while the various times and places through which she circulates 
are interwoven into a complex network. The daughter of a “world-
famous pediatrician” (109), Hannah enrolls at Brandeis University 
in the early 1960s and becomes involved in the civil rights and anti-
war movements, first traveling into the southern US and then in-
habiting a variety of locales in the Northeast. As her revolutionary 
commitments deepen, Hannah joins the Weathermen, constructing 
explosive devices (though she notes she “was never trusted to place 
and set the bomb itself, a job reserved for only the more charismatic 
comrades” [172]) and forging IDs, the latter skill serving her espe-
cially well in later years when she is slipping across state and inter-
national borders. In the early 1970s, a federal warrant is issued for 
her arrest, and she goes underground, where she remains until an 
untrustworthy fellow Weatherman, Zachary Procter (implied to be 
a scion of the Procter family of Cincinnati), convinces her to accom-



t h i n g s  a s  t h e y  w e r e  o r  a r e  9 7

pany him to West Africa. After a few months in Accra, Ghana, she 
moves to Monrovia, the capital of Liberia, to take up a position in a 
US-funded primate research facility. There she discovers the horrific 
and abusive conditions in which the chimpanzees are housed. At this 
time, Hannah also meets Woodrow Sundiata, the assistant minister 
of public health in the governments of William Tolbert and Samuel 
Doe. After a brief courtship, which includes a fraught voyage inland 
to Sundiata’s ancestral homeland, Hannah marries him and in the 
next few years gives birth to three sons, Dillon and twins William and 
Paul. Except for a period of exile in the US in the mid-1980s, where 
she helps future rebel leader and president of Liberia Charles Taylor 
escape from prison, Hannah remains in Liberia until the fall of 1990, 
when her husband is murdered by supporters of Doe, and then Doe, 
who came to power in an April 1980 military coup, is in turn brutally 
executed by a group of  rebels— a group that, Hannah discovers to her 
great horror, includes her three sons. In all these ways, Hannah be-
comes a direct witness and even contributor to the explosive political 
upheavals that take place in this small African nation.
 Hannah’s narrative thus serves, like the classic noir detective novel, 
as a way of enabling readers to enter into worlds to which they would 
not normally have access, including radical political subcultures in 
the US and the periphery of the Cold War world system.21 However, if 
the movements of the noir detective produce for the reader cognitive 
mappings of the networks of power circulating through and binding 
together the modern urban environment and the nation-state, Han-
nah’s narrative brings into focus the often obscure political and eco-
nomic flows constituting US global power in the Cold War period.22 In 
Liberia, Hannah experiences firsthand the corrosive and destructive 
effects of US Cold War political machinations on small nations such 
as Liberia. Early on, in describing the elites that have long ruled the 
nation, Hannah gives concrete expression to exactly these influences 
and the ways they seed the tragic conflicts that will soon follow: 

Consequently, to the delight of U.S. politicians and State Department 
officials, when the Cold War arrived, the Americos [Liberians who traced 
their ancestry to former African American slaves who founded the nation 
in the nineteenth century] turned out to be as anti-Communist as Barry 
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Goldwater, making the Cold War years, for the Americo ruling class, 
boom years. Foreign aid fluttered down from the skies like manna onto 
the wide verandahs and lawns along Broad Street from Mamba Point 
to Tubman Boulevard, missing altogether the rest of the country, where 
millions of increasingly disgruntled savages lived in near-starvation in 
mud-hut jungle villages. (90)

Indeed, Hannah learns that this influence even shaped her own ac-
tions, indirectly aiding her efforts to help Taylor escape from prison: 
the US “cultural attaché” Sam Clement later informs her, “Back then, 
the last place we wanted Charles Taylor was in a cell in Massachu-
setts. We wanted him in Liberia. Our man in Africa” (376). Of course, 
re-enacting a tragic plot that occurs again and again throughout the 
Cold War peripheries, Clement also acknowledges that these inter-
ventions unleash forces that very quickly escape “our” control: “We 
just didn’t get what we wanted in the form we’d imagined or planned. 
But that’s history” (377). It will be this Cold War “history” that will, 
not long after, have devastating and equally unanticipated “blow-
back” consequences for life in the US as well.
 This theme of global interconnectivity is treated in another pro-
found way in the novel. Early on in her narrative, Hannah informs 
the reader that a good portion of her time in Liberia is spent caring 
for the chimpanzees, whom she names “dreamers.” The uncanny fas-
cination of these figures for Hannah arises from their profound kin-
ship with us: “they share nearly ninety-nine percent of our genes and 
more closely resemble humans than a bluebird from the East Coast 
of the United States resembles a bluebird from the West” (20). Yet 
precisely because of this closeness, the border between chimpanzees 
and humans is one that is rigorously policed. Exploring the etymology 
of the word “chimpanzee,” Hannah discovers that “it’s a bantu word 
from the Congo, meaning ‘mock-man’—a name derived, not from the 
creature’s own nature, but from its relation to us, to humans, as if its 
essential nature were a lesser version or a negation of ours. It’s the 
only species named in such a purposefully distancing way. It’s the not-
human. The not-us. The un-man” (21). She later notes that this dia-
lectic of nearness and farness makes these fellow inhabitants of our 
planet especially imperiled: “All species are in danger of being killed 
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by humans, even the human species, but only a few are as endangered 
as the one that most resembles us. . . . They are not our distant ances-
tors; they are our close cousins” (333–334).
 This thread in the novel offers ample material not only for consider-
ation by the growing body of scholarship on human and animal rela-
tionships, as well as the more general ethical turn in cultural theory 
of which these labors are a significant part, but also for a meditation 
on the proximity of otherness in a fully urbanized global capital-
ism.23 Indeed, the same dialectic of nearness and farness recurs in 
relationship to the various “human” groups Hannah encounters. For 
example, when she first returns to the US after nearly a decade-long 
absence, Hannah reflects, “The whites didn’t look quite human to me. 
.  .  . They looked dangerous, so self-assured and knowing, so intent 
and entitled” (251). Similarly, after she arrives back in Liberia, she 
notes the growing distance she experiences between herself and her 
family: “The bamboo wall that separated me from Woodrow’s family 
and village was cultural and linguistic, not racial or even economic, 
and I should have been able to scale it and join them on the other 
side, but I was unwilling, perhaps unable, to do fieldwork on my own 
family” (339). Later still, she points out that her age, authority, and 
most significantly, her resources—“I am the one with the money. Let 
us not forget that”—create a deep gulf between her and the younger 
women who work for her on the farm; she even notes that “the girls 
and I are as different as two separate species” (382–383). The negoti-
ation of these often-fraught zones of contact is, the novel so pointedly 
reminds us, one of the central dilemmas of an emergent integrated 
global order.24

 Yet for all this, the novel also locates the events and places it re-
counts decidedly in the past. Early on Hannah observes, “At a cer-
tain point one’s personal history, one’s story, simply stops unfolding. 
Change just ends, and one’s history is not completed, not ended, but 
 stilled— for a moment, for a month, maybe even for a year. And then 
it reverses direction and begins spooling backward” (32). However, 
in its surprising closing pages, Hannah makes it clear that the story 
she has to tell has indeed come to an end. Bringing the reader up to 
the moment of her return to the garden of her former Liberian home 
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where her husband is reportedly buried, Hannah abruptly breaks off 
and locates her story in a precise historical moment: “There is not 
much more to tell. It was September 10, 2001, and one dark era was 
about to end and another, darker era to begin, one in which my story 
could never have happened, my life not possibly been lived” (391).
 This dramatic and unexpected act of periodization brings to a close 
both Hannah’s personal narrative and the Cold War reality to which 
it gives such a powerful figuration. Even more significantly, the novel 
stresses that it is the terrible events of September 11, 2001, that have 
made Hannah’s story and the moments that compose it improbable 
possibilities. Indeed, earlier, the novel seems to refer back to the 
scene in Rule of the Bone that I discussed in the opening of this essay, 
indicating precisely how the events of 9/11 render these episodes and 
others like them hereafter improbable:

Also inside the jacket pocket was a U.S. passport in the name of Charles 
Davis. The photo was of a round-faced black man who resembled Charles 
only slightly, but close enough that a white man would think it was an 
exact likeness. This took place some fifteen years ago, remember, when 
it was safe to assume that Charles’s face and passport photo would not 
be examined by a black man in uniform until he got to Egypt. Also, back 
then, before Americans started seeing anyone whose skin wasn’t pink 
as a potential suicide bomber, security was light and the technology of 
surveillance was slow and unreliable. (299)

 And yet, the novel suggests that something even more significant 
has changed in the aftermath of the historical rupture that is 9/11. 
One way to bring into clearer focus the profound nature of these 
changes is to glance back at Banks’s pre-9/11 novel Cloudsplitter. Both 
The Darling and Cloudsplitter are fundamentally concerned with the 
question of revolutionary political commitment at crucial moments 
in American history. And in this, both also serve as meditations on 
the contemporary legacy of the 1960s. In a 2001 essay in which he 
outlines his reasons for turning his attention to John Brown, Brown’s 
family, and their historical context, Banks observes:

I was, like many of my contemporaries, a political activist in the 1960s, 
a founder of the SDS chapter at my university, an antiwar and civil 
rights protester. Thus, certain questions raised by the figure of John 
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 Brown— such as: When does an obsession with a cause, no matter how 
just, become fanaticism? and When, if ever, is a violent course of action 
against a democratically elected government justified?—were questions 
whose answers, or lack of answers, impinged upon my own life. I took 
them personally. They weren’t merely theoretical. They weren’t aca-
demic. The questions mattered to me, to the meaning of my life so far, 
and they continued to matter and grow increasingly difficult to answer as 
the years passed, even as I gained distance on those turbulent years and 
so few of the bright and shining promises of the 1960s were realized and 
I grew sadder and, presumably, wiser. Should we have been more violent 
or less? Should we have been more committed to our causes or less? Was 
our idealism tainted at the source by our naïveté, or by our hedonism? Or 
was it all hopeless from the start? Nearly 150 years after his death, the 
question of whether I could truthfully imagine John Brown as a heroic 
visionary or as a well-intended fanatic, or both, had meaning for me 
personally.25

However, what makes Cloudsplitter a work of art and not merely a dis-
guised private autobiographical reflection is that these are all ques-
tions that take on a new  urgency— and not only for other members 
of Banks’s  generation— in the period that I describe in Life between 
Two Deaths, 1989–2001 as the “long nineties”: a situation in which 
the unexpected end of the Cold War made concerns apparently long 
since settled newly pressing and the topic of much debate, and even 
more significantly, in which at the decade’s end new forms of radical 
political action would come to prominence on the global stage. In 
this moment, Banks and others take up the task of exploring for the 
present the lessons to be had from both Brown’s radicalism and that 
of the 1960s. 
 Cloudsplitter’s narrator and central protagonist is not in fact John 
Brown but rather Brown’s third-eldest son, Owen. There is a good 
deal of similarity between Hannah and Owen. Both are at once par-
ticipants in and witnesses to an extraordinary history. Early on Owen 
notes, “I have been unfortunately blessed by having been placed 
in my life so as to witness firsthand most of the tragic and painful 
events that have afflicted my family, and thus have been too often 
obliged to carry the sad news to the others.”26 These others include 
the intended audience for these  pages— Katherine Mayo, a research 
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assistant to Oswald Garrison Villard, the author of one of the first 
major biographers of John Brown, to whom Owen writes nearly a 
half century after his father’s execution, together with the readers of 
Banks’s novel.27 This multiple framing, moreover, suggests a kinship 
between Banks’s first-person narrators and Charles Marlow, the great 
participant narrator of Joseph Conrad’s major fictions: all three are 
burdened with conveying the truth to an audience, Conrad’s “privi-
leged men,” who may not want to receive it.28

 Throughout his recounting of these episodes, Owen repeatedly ex-
presses his own ambivalence about his father’s and family’s activities 
on behalf of the cause to bring to an end the institution of slavery, 
a cause whose universal dimensions his father makes clear when he 
asserts, “Slavery, however, was ‘the sum of all villainies,’ and its abo-
lition was therefore the first essential work of all modern reformers. 
He was perfectly convinced that if the American people did not end it 
speedily, human freedom and republican liberty would pass forever 
from this nation and possibly from all mankind” (643). Of these ac-
tivities, Owen will go so far as at one point to claim, “But that did not 
mean that I did not know the truth about Father and why he did the 
great, good things and the bad, and why so much of what he did was, 
at bottom, horrendous, shocking, was wholly evil” (446).
 One thing about which Owen remains resolutely clear is that his 
family’s actions do transform history in a significant  way— crucially 
though, Owen has in mind not so much their more celebrated and 
failed intervention at Harpers Ferry as their earlier actions in the 
“bloody Kansas” border war. In learning of the sack by pro-slavery 
forces of the Free State settlement at Lawrence, Owen falls into a mo-
mentary despair, crying out, “Our cause, is lost, Father! Lost without 
even a whimper from those cowards in Lawrence, and now the whole 
territory, it looks like, is ruled by Franklin Pierce’s soldiers” (602). 
John Brown, however, refuses to accept this seeming inevitability, or 
what Aristotle would call a probable possibility: “We might yet upset 
this neat arrangement. Something must be done, though. Something 
dramatic and terrible” (602). The dramatic and terrible course he de-
cides on is for them to brutally execute five pro-slavery men settled in 
the vicinity of Pottawatomie, Kansas, a singularly outrageous act that 
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launches a full-out war in the region and ultimately sets the stage for 
the US Civil War.
 Later, meditating on the consequences of their actions, Owen dra-
matically switches generic registers from historical memoir to the 
counterfactual or the science fiction alternate history:

Simply, I showed them at the time and afterwards that if we did not slay 
those five pro-slave settlers and did not do it in such a brutal fashion, 
the war in Kansas would have been over. Finished. In a matter of weeks, 
Kansas would have been admitted to the Union as a slave-state, and there 
would have been nothing for it then but the quick secession of all the 
Northern states, starting with New England, and the wholesale abandon-
ment of three million Negro Americans to live and die in slavery, along 
with their children and grandchildren and however many generations it 
would take before slavery in the South was finally, if ever, overthrown. 
There would have been no raid on Harpers Ferry, certainly, and no Civil 
War, for the South would not have objected in the slightest to the break-
up of the Union. Let them go. We will happily keep our slaves.29

Crucially, Owen concludes, “When we went down to Pottawatomie, 
I believed all that. I believe it still. . . . I truly thought that we were 
shaping history, that we were affecting the course of future events, 
making one set of events nearly impossible and another very likely” 
(607). 
 In this way, the actions at Pottawatomie become in Banks’s presen-
tation an example of the absent fourth category in Aristotle’s Poet-
ics, the improbable  impossibility— or more precisely, what the con-
temporary philosopher Alain Badiou calls an event. Badiou defines 
the event as something that happens “that cannot be reduced to its 
ordinary inscription in ‘what there is.’”30 Explicating Badiou, Peter 
Hallward further notes that the event “takes place in a situation but 
is not of that situation”; hence, the event is the “void of the situation, 
that aspect of the situation that has absolutely no interest in preserv-
ing the status quo as such.”31 Crucially, from the perspective of that 
status quo the event is impossible and unimaginable, and yet for all 
that, it is nevertheless true.
 The great achievement of Cloudsplitter is thus to give literary ex-
pression to that which in effect is unrepresentable (for the truth of 
the event cannot be “communicated,” Badiou emphasizes, but only 
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“encountered”32): the deep, lived, and I would say realist sense of the 
proximity of the event, not only characteristic of the 1850s, but also 
of the 1960s and again of the 1990s. This is, of course, a realism in 
the very different sense that the great philosopher of Utopia, Ernst 
Bloch, defines it, a representation or imitation of a reality that is shot 
through with the potentiality of the new: “Where the prospective 
horizon is omitted, reality only appears as become, as dead, and it is 
the dead, namely, naturalists and empiricists, who are burying their 
dead here. Where the prospective horizon is continuously included in 
the reckoning, the real appears as what it is in concreto: as the path-
network of dialectical processes which occur in an unfinished world, 
in a world which would not be in the least changeable without the 
enormous future: real possibility in that world.”33

 This also casts in a new light Owen’s claim that his father’s and 
indeed his own actions were “wholly evil”—for while this is the case, 
they are so in the sense of Kant’s radical Evil, which Slavoj Žižek de-
fines in the following manner: “The possible space for Good is opened 
up by the original choice of radical Evil which disrupts the pattern of 
the organic substantial whole. . . . Although the motivations . . . were 
undoubtedly ‘good,’ the very formal structure of his act was ‘radically 
evil’: his was an act of radical defiance which disregarded the Good 
of community.”34 Only this kind of radical defiance enables real sub-
stantial change, or change in the real, to occur.
 Badiou furthermore maintains that “the essence of the event is to 
be undecidable with regard to its belonging to the situation,” and 
hence requires a “decision with respect to its belonging to the situ-
ation,” a  decision— or what Owen describes as the “belief” that one 
can make one reality “nearly impossible and another very likely”—
that is at the basis of any intervention in the world.35 For Badiou, this 
decision and the actions that follow from it transform the individual 
into an authentic subject. Moreover, such a subject remains in effect 
only as long as the fidelity to the potential of the event continues. The 
subject is, as Owen effectively puts it, “an ordinary man in a plain 
brown suit who happened to possess the truth”; or as Ralph Waldo 
Emerson states in his essay “Heroism,” as paraphrased by Owen, “The 
characteristic of heroism is its persistency” (313).
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 And yet, it is the terrible burden of being a subject from which Owen 
expresses an all too human individual desire to escape: “Don’t you 
wish our life were different? Don’t you wish we could live normally 
someplace, like other people, in a town or even on a farm close to 
other farms?” (193). Owen seems finally to achieve this release follow-
ing his flight to California after Harpers Ferry (which the real-world 
Owen did as  well— in fact, the cover of Cloudsplitter has a photo of an 
aged Owen at his cabin outside of Pasadena): “But I was alone. Alone, 
and free. The entire continent lay out there. I was a man, a white man, 
and could go to any place on it where no one knew me, and I could be-
come new. I could become an American without a history and with no 
story to tell. I believed that then and for many years to come” (757). 
However, in the end, Owen realizes that once the story has been told 
it will not disappear and that their interventions have a lasting impact 
on the world. The real struggle becomes over how that story will be 
re-told, and it is here that Owen’s final battle lies. 
 In The Darling a similar sense of the imminence of an event indel-
ibly marks Hannah’s early life: “For years, since adolescence, I’d lived 
with the sense that soon, very soon, something life changing, maybe 
world changing was going to happen, that a political Second Coming 
was locked into the calendar, into my personal calendar. That belief 
had made my life seem exciting to me and purposeful” (53). Han-
nah here makes explicit Badiou’s fundamental insight that fidelity to 
an event and its potentiality sustains and even defines any subject. 
Moreover, it is precisely this being-in-the-world as subject that Han-
nah feels she squanders in her later years:

The years I had spent being other people, had displaced, erased, obliter-
ated the girl I had been in my early twenties. The idealistic girl who was 
passionate about justice, especially for people of color, the girl who was 
convinced that in the fight for justice her life and sacrifice would count 
for something. The girl who, in the interests of justice and equality for 
all people everywhere, was perfectly willing to break as many laws as 
seemed necessary. The girl who found moral clarity in the phrase by any 
means necessary. (396)

 While she acknowledges that this is because “the dream of a truly 
democratic socialist revolution in America or anywhere else in the 
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so-called developed world had died shortly after 1969,” she becomes 
a subject once again following on the heels of her conversations with 
the imprisoned Charles Taylor:

But as Charles continued to describe his vision of a Liberia that was free 
and democratic and economically self-sufficient, a small country quietly 
going about its own business of providing its own food and shelter and 
health care and education, trading agricultural products with the rest of 
the world for the technology and manufactured goods it would require 
and no more than what it  required— no luxury goods, he said, no Mer-
cedes limos or Rolex watches, no private jets, nothing imported that did 
not advance the people as a  whole— I began to believe that it could be 
done. It could happen, and very possibly Charles Taylor was the man who 
could make it happen. (294–295)

It is this renewed fidelity, Hannah also maintains, that makes her 
different from so many others in her generation: “The very idea of 
revolution, which in the late sixties and early seventies had seemed 
ready for immanence [sic], had been turned into a comic metaphor 
for self-indulgent self-delusion. Not for me, however” (334). She notes 
shortly thereafter that her meeting with Taylor had re-kindled “a cer-
tain long-held dream of violence against people and institutions and 
governments that exploited the poor and the  weak— a dream that 
over the years had faded and nearly been forgotten, but that had been 
called back vividly into service by Charles Taylor” (340).
 This vision gives Hannah upon her return to Liberia focus and a 
sense of purpose, and she quickly persuades Samuel Doe to allow 
her to create an international primate sanctuary. Her work with the 
chimpanzees also leads her to a new insight concerning what she 
describes as

the built-in limitations of empathy. . . . We who have more power in the 
world, like men with good intentions, try to empathize with those who 
have less. We try to experience racism as if I who am white were black, 
to see the world as if I who am sighted were blind, and to reason and 
communicate as if I who am human were non-human. . . . 
 I’m talking here about the difference between empathy and sympathy, 
between feeling for the other and feeling with the other. The distinction 
came to matter to me. It still does. When you abandon and betray those 
with whom you empathize, you’re not abandoning or betraying anyone 
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or anything that’s as real as yourself. Taken to its extreme, perhaps even 
pathological, form, empathy is narcissism.36

Here, Hannah offers the vision of a new foundation not only for po-
litical action but for communities forged across different interests 
and needs.
 At first glance, then, it would seem that events in Liberia that occur 
shortly after the “first death” of the Cold War period (the 1989 fall of 
the Berlin Wall and the subsequent demise of the Soviet-dominated 
second world) have finally extinguished Hannah’s fidelity, as she sub-
sequently asserts, “I did not know what Charles Taylor would become 
and what he and the thousands of men and boys who followed him 
would do to the people of Liberia and to my family and to my dream-
ers. I could not have imagined it” (341). In a grotesque parody of the 
authentic event, it is the genocide in modern Liberia and West Af-
rica, as in the former territories of Yugoslavia or later in Darfur, that 
serves as the actualized improbable impossibility of the post–Cold 
War world. However, as the last sentences of the novel make clear, 
and where the significance of the title is also finally revealed, it is in 
fact only the “second death” of 9/11 that brings both Hannah’s per-
sonal story and the larger cultural and political possibilities of which 
she was a part to their definitive conclusion:

And that is how I got to Abidjan, where I boarded a Ghana Airways flight 
to New York and made my way home to a nation terrorized and grieving 
on a scale that no American had imagined before, a nation whose entire 
history was being rapidly rewritten. In the months that followed, I saw 
that the story of my life could have no significance in the larger world. In 
the new history of America, mine was merely the story of an American 
darling, and had been from the beginning.37

In rendering this final damning judgment upon her life, Hannah in-
vokes Anton Chekov’s fin-de-siècle tale “The Darling” (1899), identi-
fying herself with the story’s protagonist, Olga Semyonovna. Olga is 
singularly without subjectivity, her views and behaviors mimicking 
those of the various men with whom she becomes connected: “Her 
husband’s ideas were hers. If he thought the room was too hot, or 
that business was slack, she thought the same. Her husband did not 
care for entertainments, and on holidays he stayed at home. She did 
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likewise.”38 Hannah now likewise judges herself to have been simi-
larly always already without any real subjective being. Earlier on, 
Hannah resisted efforts by others to hollow out her selfhood: “And 
everyone wanted me to stay exactly where I was. You’re beautiful, 
Hannah darling, don’t ever change. Stay in your box” (188). What these 
others could not accomplish, however, the events of 9/11 will finally 
and definitively achieve.
 Here lies The Darling’s assessment of the deeper tragedy of Septem-
ber 11, 2001: not only has the renewed sense of the potential for radi-
cal change in the world, of an event or an improbable impossibility, 
that was characteristic of the 1990s been once more extinguished, 
its very real presence in the past is occluded as well, and a baleful 
new sense of capitalist realism and its own set of improbabilities and 
impossibilities put into place.39 Of course, as Banks’s work also notes, 
this too is a process with an agency, the reigning powers actively 
rewriting and revising both the American past and present.
 In such a situation, the labor of the critical realist novelist is again 
transformed: another among the company of Walter Benjamin’s his-
torical materialists, such a writer struggles “to hold fast that image 
of the past which unexpectedly appears to the historical subject in 
a moment of danger.” Benjamin then concludes in a way that effec-
tively grasps the continued urgency of The Darling, and indeed of all 
of Banks’s work: “The only historian capable of fanning the spark of 
hope in the past is the one who is firmly convinced that even the dead 
will not be safe from the enemy if he is victorious. And this enemy 
has never ceased to be victorious.”40
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Capitalist Realism and Serial Form

The Fifth Season of The Wire

l e i g h  c l a i r e  l a  b e r g e

Work it like a real case and it will feel like a real case. And, more 
importantly, it will read like a real case. —Detective Lester Freamon,  
The Wire

When speaking about The Wire, the HBO series he co-created with Ed 
Burns, David Simon frequently compares the show to a nineteenth-
century realist novel and suggests that any particular episode might 
be read as an individual chapter. Indeed, some critics, following Si-
mon himself, have used the term visual novel to mark The Wire’s radi-
cal break with standard televisual aesthetics.1 Simon, of course, is 
not the first to compare television to nineteenth-century realism. In 
his 1954 “How to Look at Television,” Theodor Adorno unfavorably 
compared mystery shows to nineteenth-century French novels and 
concluded:

The meandering and endless plots and subplots [in the novels] hardly 
allowed the readers . . . to be continuously aware of the moral. Read-
ers could expect anything to happen. This no longer holds true. Every 
spectator of a television mystery knows with absolute certainty how it is 
going to end. Tension is but superficially maintained and is unlikely to 
have a serious effect anymore. . . . The spectator feels on safe ground all 
the time.2

Of course, nothing within the formal constraints of television neces-
sitates its lack of realism any more than the printing press assures the 
production of dime novels.3 Nonetheless, only a handful of television 
programs in some fifty years have used the medium of television, 
with its combination of film’s visuality and print culture’s seriality, 
to raise the medium to, as Adorno famously defined art elsewhere, 
the level of “negative knowledge of the actual world.”4 That Simon 
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explains its structure in terms of the nineteenth-century realist novel 
is unsurprising, then. Simon strives for the aesthetic and mimetic 
credibility of literary realism precisely because critics such as Adorno 
made it critical common sense to think that television could not ac-
complish more. And if, since Adorno, television has been derided as 
a conveyer of a commercialized, vernacular culture, then the realist 
novel has been hailed since Georg Lukács as the only generic medium 
that can glimpse the historical truth of social totality.5

 This essay first explores The Wire’s televisual realism and then ex-
amines that realism through the show’s fifth season, the one judged 
by critics to be nonrealist.6 I argue that the fifth season adds a new 
element to the realist series as the production of representation itself 
is brought into view through an examination of Baltimore’s Sun and 
other news-media outlets. In season 5, realism is transformed from 
a mode into an object as Simon and Burns turn their attention to the 
production of realism itself in its serial form. Season 5 does for serial 
realism what the other seasons did for the unions, the schools, and 
the criminal justice system: it allows us to watch the production of an 
institution with all its internal compromises and failures. I locate this 
self-reflexivity chiefly in the actions of Detectives Jimmy McNulty 
and Lester Freamon, who replace Marlo Stanfield, the series’ most 
ruthless killer, with a fictitious serial killer in order to divert money 
from other city agencies to their now-underfunded police depart-
ment. The Baltimore police “couldn’t catch a real serial killer, well, 
maybe they need the make-believe” (5.37), McNulty explains, as the 
violence of a white media economy is narratively substituted for that 
of a black drug economy. This narrative substitution, together with 
the bifurcation of the representation of real and fictitious racialized 
violence, become the season’s central narrative tension and provide, 
among other things, a form of self-critique that had been absent. 
Thus, the fifth season departs from the previous four, whose defining 
aesthetic feature was their realism as measured against a black un-
derclass and the violence of its illicit economies. By substituting the 
melodrama of newsroom-serial violence for the structural violence 
of urban poverty as the main narrative thread, season 5 invites us to 
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critique the relationships among race, violence, economy, and serial-
ity in the construction of realism.
 The Wire in its entirety demonstrates how realism is always eco-
nomic realism, what I will refer to as capitalist realism, a term from 
the visual arts that I think deserves broader translation into cultural 
studies.8 The entire series is an investigation into how the realistic 
representation of an urban nexus of race and economy reveals forms 
of social  violence— structural and  interpersonal— as a kind of met-
onymic totality. Season 5 continues to engage this problematic, but at 
the metaformal level. It invites us to examine the racialized trope of 
seriality itself, particularly racialized serial violence as it undergirds 
the television series. The representation of black economic violence 
produces one form of  seriality— that is, the series’ realism. Converse-
ly, white fictitious killing, the form of seriality that emerges in season 
5, offers a critique of the series’ previous realism and its reception. 
Black serial killing is read transparently as economic: it is treated as 
real within the narrative frame, and it is read as realist by the viewer; 
white serial killing is treated as psychological within the narrative 
frame and therefore read as not realist by the viewer.9 
 It is the representation of money itself through which these ten-
sions among race, realism, and serial form are mediated, distributed, 
and narrated. The representation of black economic violence pro-
duces the series’ realism by fetishizing illicit economic activity and 
giving us a model with which to proceed: follow the money. But in 
season 5, this proposition is reversed: following the money trail no 
longer produces the series’ realism; rather, the series’ realism begins 
to be sold for money, as McNulty and the fraudulent Sun reporter, 
Scott Templeton, inadvertently collude to fabricate a serial killer, and 
this transposition is structured through the representation of a kind 
of white, psychological violence that seems, at the level of content, 
to disavow the economic. This essay develops along similar lines: I 
follow the representation of money until it cannot be followed any 
further, and I argue that, at the end of the money trail in season 
5, we find a transformed representation of realism itself. Capitalist 
realism, then, addresses itself to the realistic representation of the 
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commodification of realism; it renders dynamic the tension so ably 
located in a text such as Walter Benn Michaels’s The Gold Standard 
and the Logic of Naturalism (1988) but nonetheless presented there as 
 static— namely, the tension between the representation of capitalist 
circuitry and a vantage point from which to evaluate it.
  Predictably, then, The Wire’s fifth season must endure the charge 
that it has abandoned the very realism that so many critics and view-
ers cherished. In the popular  press— really, the only one that has 
yet engaged the fifth  season— the level of critical anticipation that 
greeted that season was matched only by the immediate disappoint-
ment that followed it.10 The fifth season is the series’ most didactic. 
From the season’s first episode, whose epigraph is a quote by laconic 
Detective “William ‘Bunk’ Moreland”—“The bigger the lie, the more 
they believe”—to Detective Norris’s response that “Americans are a 
stupid people by and large. We pretty much believe whatever we’re 
told,” the editorializing is heavy-handed, if not condescending (5.1). 
Those who actually are in the business of editorializing, the staff 
at the newspaper, are presented as remarkably uncomplicated and 
divided between the neat ethical and characterological dichotomies 
of good and bad, ambitious and restrained, and narcissistic and 
 intersubjective— all mutually exclusive divisions which intimate a 
kind of melodramatic tone throughout the season.11 
 Meanwhile, the viewer is aware that all discussions within the nar-
rative frame about the production of news are simultaneously dis-
cussions of The Wire’s own narrative choices: “We don’t want some 
amorphous series detailing society’s ills,” one of the managing editors 
quips during an editorial board meeting (5.1). But we would be wrong 
to agree with the Sun’s own review of the show, which claims that 
“the most disappointing aspect of [season 5] is that Simon offers such 
a simplistic critique of media and their effects on mass conscious-
ness” or to agree with Simon’s own claim that season 5 is about “per-
ception versus reality.”12 When a series noted for its realism changes 
its narrative frame from realist, economically driven violence to sen-
sationalist serial killing, the first response of the critic needs to be to 
the problem of seriality itself. Most literally, an examination of the 
fictitious serial killer is an examination of the narrative device that 
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kills the series (if nothing else), and in representing what kills the 
series this device provides a site to understand what had enlivened it, 
structured it, and in a word, made it real.

Capitalist Realism

The Wire has correctly been labeled as unique to the televisual me-
dium for its use of a realist mode. It tends to eschew melodrama, 
sentimentality, romance, and excessive individualism, and it mini-
mizes their associated techniques of nondiegetic sound, flashback, 
voice-over, dream sequence, and dialogue-dependent jump cuts. In 
their place, the show uses long tracking shots, wide-framed environ-
mental shots, and many exterior settings, as well as incorporating 
forms of surveillance into the viewer’s point “perspective” through 
photograph-like freeze-frame shots. The viewer is repeatedly remind-
ed of the techniques of viewing and spectatorship through this last 
device, a reminder that serves to highlight that the show’s realism 
is produced through the voyeuristic viewing of black, informal, and 
illicit economic formations. Conversely, the revelatory pleasure of 
viewing illicit economic activity stands in for the desired moment 
of viewing the economic per se. If something as derided, secretive, 
and illicit as the drug trade may be represented, then what economic 
activity may not be represented? All of these might be considered 
The Wire’s techniques of the real, under which we could also group 
the old Soviet theater technique of having real-life individuals play 
themselves. Here, Baltimore police, news reporters, politicians, and 
dealers (including former Baltimore mayor Kurt Schmoke) appear as 
themselves on the show; former Sun reporter David Simon himself 
makes an appearance in season 5. And certainly The Wire’s expan-
sive, plotting, methodological realism is made possible by its serial, 
as opposed to episodic, form. There is little sense of narrative prog-
ress; instead, progress and narrative are disentangled as each sea-
son follows a novel-like spatialization of Baltimore. Simon suggests 
that The Wire “sprawl[s] a story over a city,” and indeed narrativiza-
tion and spatialization go hand in hand to reveal the mechanics of a 
deindustrialized city, from its addicts to its union members, from its 
politicians to its developers, and, of course, from its police force to 
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its drug dealers. And, finally, in its trenchant socioeconomic study of 
Baltimore as both specific and typical, The Wire implicates the late 
capitalist urban sphere as such.
 There are many potential sites from which to examine The Wire’s 
realism. Raymond Williams has said that the realist novel needs “a 
genuine community: a community of persons linked not merely by 
one kind of  relationship— work or friendship or  family— but by many, 
interlocking kinds.”13 Realist television requires something similar, 
and The Wire meets that requirement through demarcating the circu-
lation of what actually does link us all: money.14 The ostensible object 
of the Major Crimes Unit is the drug trade and the violence necessary 
to sustain it, but, as Lester argues in the first season, “if you follow 
the drugs, you get drug dealers and drug addicts, but if you follow the 
money, you don’t know where it will take you” (1.8). Indeed, by the 
series’ end, Lester’s claim that, if we “follow the money” we realize 
that “we’re all vested, [that] every one of us [is] complicit,” has been 
understood to be the simultaneous foundation and destination of the 
show. Lester’s claim also emphasizes that the difference between a 
specific commodity, in this case heroin, and its abstract incarnation 
as money will be treated as a narrative problem in the series.
 In this section, I analyze how The Wire’s representation of mon-
ey structures its capitalist realist aesthetic but also how, as with all 
money forms, a tension emerges between money’s dual roles as a me-
dium of exchange and as a store of value.15 In the first four seasons, 
the tension is managed through tracing money as it is exchanged, 
representing otherwise obscure connections as they come into con-
tact. Money is the narrative device that places the socially legitimate 
characters in the same contemporaneous time/space as the mostly 
black, criminally illegitimate ones; money is also the narrative de-
vice that places the viewer in that same time/space. Everyone has an 
interest in money, after all; money also, quite literally, has an inter-
est in everyone. In the fifth season, however, there is a structural 
reversal between money being exchanged, in order to enable rep-
resentation, and representation being sold as though it were simply 
another commodity, a store of value that may now circulate as freely 
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as any other. It is the narrative maintenance and exfoliation of this 
 contradiction— between money as medium and as store of  value— as 
a narrative problem that renders The Wire what I am calling a kind 
of capitalist realism. This is a term that literary and cultural studies 
is just beginning to incorporate, although Patrick Brantlinger’s claim 
that realistic fiction “is always in some sense about money” certainly 
establishes a foundation for such a move; it also shows how necessary 
it is to specify the operations of money that will become realism’s 
objects.16

 My claim is that each of these aspects of  money— medium of ex-
change and store of  value— is marked by a distinctive symbolic and 
iconographic vocabulary through The Wire’s representations of ra-
cialized, serialized violence. When money is represented in the ser-
vice of exchange, the viewer sees an illicit economy of mostly black 
entrepreneurs whose representation seems to disallow symbolic ab-
straction or self-critique; violence is seen as interpersonal and pur-
posefully economic. This connection between race, violence, and 
economy in the service of realism is represented most dramatically 
by Marlo, a serial killer whose race and economic acumen prevent 
him from appearing as one. But it is also present in the representa-
tions of money that obtain through various characters’ conceptions of 
it. If those characters of the street have more varied, interesting, and 
contradictory philosophies of money, it is because in The Wire money 
itself is being marked as a racialized form, and money has its own 
narrative limits and possibilities when it operates in an illicit context. 
Variations on money are a key preoccupation of the series, since they 
offer a site for the maximum exploration of the formal properties of 
money as money in the maintenance of an even, disinterested, and 
realistic representation of the act of exchange. Throughout the first 
four seasons, and particularly in the context of the drug trade, a re-
spectful distance is observed: money can buy everything except the 
truth, because the truth is, as Marlo himself claims, that “money is 
money.” This tautology is both adhered to and critiqued throughout 
the series; it tracks a structural transformation that is deeply impli-
cated in the relationship between money and realism. If capitalist 
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realism is the realistic representation of the commodification of re-
alism, then it must also identify the difference between money that 
represents money and money that represents realism.
 Many characters on the show possess a distinctive philosophy of 
money, and these philosophies are in frequent contact and tension. 
Lester is a Georg Simmel–like philosopher of money whose dedica-
tion to tracing and thus narrating its circulation, to “routing it all 
over town,” is the verbalization of Simon’s sprawling city. When State 
Senator Clay “Cash and Carry” Davis tries to buy him off, Lester re-
sponds, “I don’t get paid like that. I get paid when I come back with 
questions and you, sir, have answers” (5.9). Clay Davis is, in fact, a 
veritable mediating institution between formal and informal econo-
mies. With the arrival of a subpoena, he exclaims, “Money launder-
ing? They gonna talk to me about money laundering in West Balti-
more? Where do they think I’m gonna raise money? . . . I’ll take any 
motherfucker’s money if he’s giving it away.” Proposition Joe simply 
states that the only worthwhile business ethos is “buy for a dollar, 
sell for two” (4.2). Each of these philosophies is distinct but also com-
mensurable, and that is a result of the money form itself. On The 
Wire, characterization is almost always action based, and characters 
repeatedly narrate, act out, and represent their own philosophies of 
money.
 Omar’s approach to money befits his own occupation as a stickup 
boy: “Money ain’t got no owners, only spenders.” When McNulty 
searches Stringer Bell’s apartment after his murder, he finds a copy 
of The Wealth of Nations. But minor character Slim Charles is the true 
Smithian economist. When he learns that other drug crews’ expan-
sions are threatening certain profitable corners in East Baltimore, 
he complains, “All this theorizing about how it’s all product and not 
territory; you can’t talk that shit if a nigga’s snatching all of your 
territory and won’t take none of your product” (4.4). Slim Charles 
thus presents the classic dilemma of any political economy: how to 
balance the relationship between control of space and the rate of 
profit, a problem complicated by the fact that money does not neces-
sarily buy real estate within the drug trade.17 When Avon Barksdale 
declares, “Since when do we buy corners? We take corners,” he is 
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making a claim that delineates the limits of money in the drug trade. 
But just as forcefully Stringer Bell responds, “You’re gonna buy one 
way or another. . . . [You buy with] time in the joint that’s behind us 
or ahead of us. You gonna get some shit in this game but it ain’t shit 
for free” (3.6). Marx describes money as a “general equivalent” for its 
ability to bring disparate spheres of social life together and to “level 
all distinction.”18 It is Stringer, more than anyone else, who maintains 
the hope that money can be a general equivalent, that all time and 
space can be monetized and circulated. For Stringer, of course, this 
philosophy of money turns out to be a utopian promise; he is gunned 
down by Omar and Brother Mouzone at his nascent downtown condo-
minium site but not before being told, “You still don’t get it, do you, 
huh? This ain’t about your money” (3.11).
 It is Marlo, however, whose approach to money rivals Lester’s in 
determining the series’ denouement. Marlo, the only character to suc-
ceed in getting himself with his money out of the ghetto, cannot (or 
will not) think metaphorically about it. When Andre, one of his deal-
ers, is robbed by Omar, Marlo tells him that he still expects to be 
paid. Andre then enters into an elaborate discussion about risk and 
insurance, about the need to be exempt from debt in extraordinary 
circumstances. He then proffers a metaphor: “You know what he’s 
[Omar] like?” he asks Marlo. Omar is “like a terrorist” and he himself 
is “like Delta Airlines”; when there is a terrorist attack, the govern-
ment supports legitimate institutions because the chief object of a 
terrorist attack is legitimacy itself. Marlo responds with his character-
istic intense gaze, both empty and evocative at the same time: “Omar 
ain’t no terrorist. He’s just another nigga with a gun. And you ain’t no 
Delta Airlines. You just another nigga who got his shit took” (4.4).
 In this instance, a lack of metaphorical approach toward money 
showcases Marlo’s power; in season 5, however, the same lack seems 
as if it might limit his ability to transact outside the illicit economy. 
When he attempts to circumvent Proposition Joe and deal directly 
with the wholesaler and chief heroin supplier, Spiros Vondopolous, 
he brings a briefcase full of cash, which is summarily refused on the 
grounds that the money is “dirty.” Confused, Marlo  replies— and this 
is perhaps the key narrative tension of the entire series—“Money is 
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money. What’s the difference who bring it to you?” (5.4). Vondopo-
lous responds that he was “talking in symbols,” but Marlo, of course, 
doesn’t traffic in symbols, a characteristic on display again when he 
flies to the French Antilles and asks to “see my money,” after it has 
been laundered and deposited there. Just as Marlo does not engage 
with money’s symbolic qualities, The Wire does not engage with Mar-
lo symbolically; his economic violence represents economic violence, 
and he lacks any interiority.
 These philosophies of money, each with its own idiosyncrasies, are 
related through exchange; in turn, the representation of exchange 
creates connections, just as it also creates an extended present within 
the story frame. The traveling  shot— repeatedly used on the street, 
and particularly in scenes with Joe and  Marlo— is one formal mecha-
nism for representing how monetary circulation connects temporal 
development with a spatial situatedness. In one such shot from sea-
son 4, we see Joe and Marlo sitting on a hilltop bench while discuss-
ing which agency might be conducting surveillance of Marlo. The 
shot opens from the left of the screen, and we see a line of row houses 
behind the characters as their bodyguards stand in the immediate 
background. As the conversation progresses, however, the camera be-
gins traveling toward the right so that the background opens up and 
reveals an expansive cityscape. This single take continues for upward 
of fifty seconds, and during its course Joe and Marlo travel from the 
far right to the far left of the mise-en-scène while the depth of the 
shot remains constant (4.7.16 minutes). This shot, which is almost cir-
cular but never completes the full pan, is repeated in many scenes in 
which an illicit transaction transpires. In a remarkably similar scene, 
Joe calls the police department from a phone booth and pretends to 
be a lawyer. The camera travels around him upward of thirty sec-
onds, providing a 270-degree panorama (4.8.29 minutes). Indeed, 
such transactions demand the outdoor setting and panoramic vision 
it provides, while the circularity reveals movement without progress 
and a momentary equality through exchange that, we know, will 
soon be fractured, only to be immediately reestablished elsewhere. In 
both scenes, the camera movement recapitulates the narrative move-
ment as it “follows the money.”
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 The different economies that result from the circulation of a gen-
eral equivalent ground the show’s realism at several levels. Realism 
must always be economic realism in that capital itself is what is most 
obfuscated. Capital itself, then, becomes a kind of apotheosis of the 
potential of realist representation; and the only narrative of realism 
must be to follow the money, as the money is the original condition 
for the realism itself.19 Poverty has long been a site of realist fixation 
because it is what is most economically necessary and simultaneously 
what is most ideologically disavowed within capitalism.
 The representation of money produces a realism that hopes to ren-
der not a metonymic totality, in which a temporal part stands in for 
the historical whole, but rather to render all equivalent, to show that 
any one point in space may be exchanged for or through any other. 
This spatial logic is, of course, central to The Wire’s focus on the eco-
nomic spaces hidden behind regulatory and juridical structures. The 
narrative does not provide totality by representing “the other half” 
of what usually remains unseen; rather, it shows how what remains 
unseen produces the conditions for sight itself. In a similar manner, 
the war on drugs is not futile (although it is futile so far as end-
ing the drug trade). The war on drugs is productive, and through the 
regulation of vice, capital creates a new channel for itself to circulate 
ever more freely as more and more material becomes available for 
monetization.20

 But if all is rendered equivalent, then at some point representation 
itself must meet a similar fate: representation, too, enters a circuit of 
exchange. And this, I think, should be the mark of a narrative form 
of capitalist realism. Season 5’s final confrontation between McNulty 
and the state attorney, Rhonda “Ronnie” Pearlman, concerns identi-
fying “who lost the money trail”: those who refused to follow it (i.e., 
the state) or those who followed it illegally (i.e., McNulty and Les-
ter). Ronnie argues to McNulty and Lester that “you lost the money 
trail when you decided to start coloring outside the lines.” Within 
the police department’s own administration, the accusation is differ-
ent. Police Deputy of Operations William Rawls criticizes McNulty 
by asking, “This was all for money? You couldn’t live without the 
OT [overtime]?” McNulty answers, “It wasn’t about the money,” but 
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he can hardly disagree with Rawls’s retort that “you got paid.” With 
the collapse of the Marlo Stanfield case, the fact that there will be 
“no assets investigation” is essentially the coda that ends the series. 
Even The Wire cannot follow the money as far as it goes. And this is a 
dichotomy that the series cannot rise  above— its own medium of nar-
rative exchange (money equals realism) is also its own store of value 
(realism requires money)—but rather must find a way to incorporate 
within its own content/form dichotomy. If these problems cannot be 
structurally overcome, then they can be made manifest. Following 
the exchange of money produces realism, but at a certain point, what 
is  valued— that is, realistic representation of  exchange— is traded for 
money. Season 5 does this by deviating, however briefly, from the 
money trail only to reveal how it is constituted at multiple levels, and 
this process allows for an emergence of the series’ own interpretive 
system.

Serial Killers and Serial Realism

Each season of The Wire offers a critique of selected institutions as 
money circulates through them, and the differential aspects of these 
representations of money form what is perceived as the show’s real-
ism. The two institutions that ground the  series— the police depart-
ment and the drug  trade— will be present in all seasons, while each 
individual season will have a mediating institution such as the port 
union, the schools, the city’s democratic political machine, and so on. 
The specificity of these institutions provides a technical language, 
work ethic, and ethos for each particular season. The narrative of the 
show is to follow the money, but ultimately, of course, it is possible 
to follow the money only to the extent that everything is for sale, 
including, as revealed in season 5, representation itself. Now, with 
this understanding of what constitutes The Wire’s realism, I want to 
consider the continuities and discontinuities of the realist mode in 
season 5, and how season 5 both critiques and ultimately, I think, 
completes the series’ realism.
 Of course, there are also structural differences to consider in an 
analysis of the fifth season: there is the necessary limitation that it 
is the last, so there will be a certain amount of abruptness to new 
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characters and institutions; there is more of a focus on individual ac-
tion and its effects, and therefore more of a theme of causality, which 
is pitted against description in a manner that previous seasons had 
avoided; and finally, one of the selected institutions represented in 
season 5, homelessness, remains a kind of empty signifier inasmuch 
as we are never given a sympathetic portrayal. Consequently, one 
of the show’s chief reality  effects— the transposition of local sites of 
work and knowledge into an immanent  critique— is missing in its 
homeless narrative thread, which serves only to confirm its fraudu-
lence in the story line. That said, many of the aforementioned formal 
features remain consistent, and many of the criticisms of season 5 are 
directed at the level of  plot— that this type of fraud could not “really” 
 happen— or at the level of  character— that the staff at the newspaper 
is underdeveloped.21

 I claimed earlier that the series’ realism is structured through the 
representation of money as it is exchanged in illicit spaces between 
black, male bodies: the context of these exchanges is social and in-
terpersonal violence. In season 5, this structure is abstracted, as it 
were: the groundedness of economic violence is transformed into 
the psychological violence of the serial killer. This psychological, 
serial violence both critiques and undercuts the series’ realism by 
self-consciously moving the narrative from following the exchange of 
money to create representation to now following the sale of represen-
tation for money. This meta-exchange produces the series’ first sus-
tained moments of self-referentiality and self-critique. Indeed, Simon 
himself suggests that realism should avoid such tendencies. “Less is 
more,” he argues. “Explaining everything to the slowest or laziest 
member of the audience destroys verisimilitude and reveals the mov-
ie itself, rather than the reality that the movie is trying to convey.”22 
For Simon, then, a focus on form is enough to compromise a realist 
mode, yet this is precisely the turn that season 5 makes. Indeed, the 
key institution of season 5 isn’t so much “the media” or the Sun as it 
is realism itself, and particularly realism in its serial form.
 There are in fact four serial forms that structure season 5: (1) The 
Sun’s initial series on the failing Baltimore schools, which will be sus-
pended in favor of reportage on the fictitious serial killer and which 
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also had been the subject of the fourth  season— thus this strain mani-
festly gestures toward the problem of self-reflexivity and critique; (2) 
Marlo Stanfield, the drug dealer/serial killer from previous seasons 
whose ruthless managerial style placed twenty-two murdered corpses 
in various abandoned houses throughout Baltimore; (3) the fictitious 
serial killer, invented by McNulty and Freamon, whose well-publi-
cized terror causes the city to fund the police department again; and 
(4) The Wire itself, a realist television series that investigates the co-
construction of race, violence, and money itself in the representation 
of urban space, moving seamlessly between the tropes of regulation 
and accumulation. If we accept, as I’m arguing, that serial realism is 
the key institution, then we have to restructure our perception that 
the institutional doubling that occurs in all seasons is between the 
police department and the Baltimore Sun; rather, it is now between 
serial violence and serial realism.23 Under what conditions does the 
first constitute the second, and under what conditions does the sec-
ond constitute the first?
 Serial realism, is, of course, a very different institution from courts, 
ports, unions, or schools. But it does retain one feature common to 
all institutions on The Wire: its manifest representation reveals that it 
is failing. The Sun is the gateway to this critique: “This is not a good 
time for newspapers,” one of the editors explains by way of intro-
duction.24 But by this point in the series, we know that this is not a 
good time for anything: not dealing, not policing, not unionizing, not 
teaching, and not reporting. Indeed, as we move through the series, 
we might be tempted to believe that the one institution that isn’t fail-
ing is precisely the realist television series. The fourth season, the 
series’ best, offered finally only an affective truth of indiscriminate 
suffering amidst structural poverty and racism, and the more punish-
ing the characters’ lives and livelihoods became, the more adept the 
series seemed to be at representing this truth. But the affective truths 
of “James-like authenticity” are seemingly jettisoned in season 5 with 
the arrival of the serial killer, who has the ironic effect of killing the 
realism in the series and nothing else.25

 Can the language of seriality contribute to the show’s own imma-
nent critique in a manner similar to that in which the language of 
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industrial labor did in season 2? The term serial killer was coined in 
the 1970s by the cofounder of the FBI’s behavioral science unit, who 
recalled that he had two things on his mind: first, the British desig-
nation “crime in series,” and second, “the serial adventures we used 
to see on Saturdays at the movies.”26 Thus, the term is the result of 
detectives watching narrative violence, not fictional producers mim-
icking the language of detectivity. The structure of serial violence is 
itself already a narrative form. Now, just as an accurate representa-
tion of the economy of drug dealing was used to ground the series’ 
realism, an economy of sensational, violent narrative will take its 
place and critique that realism. Season 5 presents this problem as a 
kind of challenge to its own realist mode: Can The Wire represent se-
rial killing without itself succumbing to the discursive sensationalism 
that defines the serial killer? Can the realist series escape the serial 
killer?
 One of the challenges of the fifth season, then, is to manage anoth-
er genre, to collect its expectations in an almost novel-like manner 
and synthesize these extrageneric elements into its form. Indeed, the 
focus on the number of corpses left by Marlo, as well as the fact that 
the Major Crimes Unit had had a betting pool on the number of bod-
ies at the end of the fourth season (4.13), already intimate a certain 
idea of seriality in its fixation with numerical representation. Preston 
“Bodie” Broadus offers a characterization of Marlo that seems to in-
dict him as a serial killer: “This nigga kill motherfuckers just ’cause 
he can, not ’cause they’re snitching, not ’cause it’s business, but ’cause 
this shit just come natural to him” (4.13). But, of course, Marlo is not 
a serial killer; his context forbids such a definition, and it is the dif-
ferential racial, economic context that grounds the series’ realism. 
Indeed, the realist serial killer would seem to be an impossibly mixed 
generic construction.
 Throughout the fifth season, we are given a window into how the 
substitution of serial (white, psychological) violence in place of inter-
personal (black, economic) violence reflects the construction of an 
aesthetic. “Work it like a real case, and it will feel like a real case. 
More importantly, it will read like a real case,” advises Lester as he 
and McNulty wander through a homeless encampment. Lester’s claim 
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is true enough: after all, the police always in some sense invent their 
object, and it is the working of it as though it were real that has guid-
ed the series’ realism thus far. In response to his direction, McNulty 
asks Lester, “What do you want me to do?” “What detectives do, de-
tective,” Lester replies. Each phrase contains an ironic doubling of 
the keywords: real, real; do, do; detective, detective. As they search 
for their fictitious killer so that their case may appear real, they ac-
tually create a serial killer. McNulty hands a card to the man who 
will enact the killings that he and Templeton have been fictitiously 
describing and thus provide narrative closure to the season. Here, 
description produces the conditions it itself describes, a problematic 
that is a continual preoccupation of the fifth season and, in many 
ways, a deconstruction of a realist aesthetic. Thus, the doubling here 
is between serial violence and the form the serial takes. As McNulty 
walks among the homeless, he is bewildered. None of the photogra-
phy, freeze-frames, or formal evidence of viewing are present; the 
viewer is not reminded of the viewing. Instead, the viewer recognizes 
a now-homeless stevedore from the second  season— McNulty does 
 not— which further highlights the self-referential motif within the 
show’s own narrative frame.
 We can locate a similar dynamic when McNulty confronts Temple-
ton after the fictitious attempted abduction of a homeless man near 
the Sun’s headquarters. When McNulty asks for a physical descrip-
tion of the serial killer, Templeton offers the following: “White guy, 
not heavy, not skinny either, six foot, nondescript.” “Nondescript?” 
asks McNulty, as this conversation transpires between two of the 
few characters on the show who actually fit this description (5.10.23 
minutes). “Yeah, nondescript,” Templeton confirms. Like the previous 
dialogue between Lester and McNulty, this dialogue again contains 
an ironic doubling. The Wire’s serial killer is, above all, an effect of 
the descriptions of McNulty and Templeton. This conversation is yet 
another instance of this production process, but it here transpires 
through a repetition of the term nondescript.
 To this analysis we can add the fact that a serial killer can be non-
descript. Serial killing is a genre unto itself—“Give people what they 
want from a serial killer,” Lester encourages McNulty. Thus, together 
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they decide to add bite marks to their corpses and consequently their 
fictitious case files. The serial killer offers the pleasure of genre, but 
so does the serial television program The Wire itself.27 The viewers of 
The Wire, however, do not want a serial killer, but an economic killer. 
The joke, then, is to flatter the viewers and give them the pleasure 
of generic differentiation and identification. But this joke is also an 
insult: What do the viewers have invested in the economic killer, 
and, at the level of form, what is the difference between preferring 
one generic pleasure to the other? The Wire’s attempt simultaneously 
to manage two genres provides a site for a critique of genre and for 
an understanding of its own generic construction. Once put in place, 
the serial killer will circulate discursively. Indeed, discursivity is his 
place. This is not because, as Sun metro section editor Gus claims 
in classic newsroom phraseology, “if it bleeds it leads”—indeed, the 
entire series has been dedicated to showing just how contingent that 
claim is; rather, it is because if it bleeds and is noneconomic and non-
structural, then it leads.
 But we could also rephrase this in the following way: violence com-
mitted in the commission of accumulation produces realism, where-
as violence committed in the commission of gratification produces 
melodrama. The viewer of The Wire again is in an odd place; for her 
it is the violence committed in the commission of accumulation that 
produces gratification. On a structural level, the crucial difference 
between the serial killer and The Wire as a television series is that 
the serial killer disavows economy in the construction of his personal 
melodrama, whereas The Wire uses the representation of economy to 
ground its realism and disavow personal melodrama. Psychology dis-
avows economy; economy disavows interiority. The narrative force, 
and challenge, of the fifth season is to bring these two together and 
attempt to hold them in tension. We know that Lester is “proud to be 
chasing Mr. Marlo Stanfield,” and that “stupid criminals make stupid 
cops,” but what effect do fictitious, fantastic criminals have on cops?
 At one level, the fictitious serial killer kills the series by destroy-
ing for the viewer the fantasy of this, or perhaps of any, realism. The 
structural irony of the fifth season, of course, is that by fabricating 
noneconomic, de facto white, psychological violence, McNulty and 
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Freamon hope to produce a return to the economic scene. Indeed, it 
is only through the production of a fictitious serial killer that Marlo is 
killed and his crew is finally decimated, with some killed and others 
imprisoned. Obviously, this makes no difference at the level of drug 
distribution or saturation, but it certainly does make a difference at 
the level of narrative form and, specifically, how the series’ content 
shapes and is shaped by its divergent narrative structures. When the 
fabrication of the serial killer is revealed, again we are returned to 
a critique of serial form. “The cases are not connected in any way,” 
Lieutenant Cedric Daniels explains to “Councilman Tommy Carcetti.” 
The claim is the converse of the show’s most important narrative 
insistence, that if we follow the money, we realize that we are all con-
nected in many ways. Obviously, the fact remains that the homeless 
are being murdered and are dying, but, without a sufficient and sen-
sationalist narrative thread, that fact is uninteresting. And, of course, 
this is the point of the whole series. A narrative thread is needed to 
render the violence, but what the fifth season implies is that only 
certain narratives can render certain violence: realistic violence is 
only rendered interpersonally and requires the presence of an illicit 
black economy; there is no abstract, symbolic violence. We are given 
the shadowy, ambiguous figure of “the Greek” who is not Greek as 
a segue into the global economy, but this figure is really more of a 
hint at what remains not narrated and not represented in the show. 
Indeed, the serial killer is the first representation of a kind of abstract 
violence, and it is unable to be contained by the realistic narrative.
 We might see this, however, as an effect of the type of capitalist 
realism that The Wire pursues. The old adage that “it takes money 
to make money” is here transformed into something like “it takes 
money to follow money.” To obtain funds means, on some level, to 
relinquish the money trail narratively with the hope of returning to 
it again at some future point in time. The economic narrative, then, 
has been seemingly misplaced: the serial killer produces a structur-
ally different narrative whose purpose is not to represent money, and 
to show how money is not represented. At some level, the serial killer 
kills the series by exposing the structural limits of the realist mode; 
at another level, the serial killer reconstructs the series by rendering 
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visible its own conditions of production, circulation, and reception. 
The series asks its viewer to consider that realism dwells now in a 
new historical moment; it remains agnostic on the relationship be-
tween capitalist realism and older realisms of yore. And, of course, 
the serial killer plotline mocks the fact that The Wire itself has never 
garnered the kind of prize that the Sun does through its fraudulent 
reporting and shameful self-promotion.28

 It falls to Lester to summarize, finally, the condition of possibility 
and limitation of the serial itself. Not only is representation being 
systemically sold off by Templeton and McNulty, but the hoped-for 
end of Lester’s money trail, the information that leads to a grand jury 
indictment, is also revealed to have been for sale all along with the 
realization that city prosecutor Gary DiPasquale’s gambling addiction 
has led him to sell sealed grand-jury information to criminal defense 
attorneys. Still, Lester is indefatigable: “If we can turn Levy and some 
of these other drug lawyers, we can route the money all over town. 
Sad business I know, but at least we know the truth now.” For Lester, 
money produces information when it is not sold; but, for the politi-
cal establishment, the journalistic establishment, all establishments, 
money is valued in itself, they want more of it, and that accumulation 
is realized through selling a certain kind of information. The Wire 
is not above this metabolism. It, too, begins to offer its viewer the 
kind of sensational, individualistic, melodramatic violence that it had 
spent the previous four seasons rejecting.
 The Wire ultimately offers two alternative suggestions for repre-
sentation at the end of the money trail: the first at the level of form, 
here realized as genre (from cop procedural to melodrama), and the 
second at the level of content. I claimed that “the money” can be fol-
lowed only to the extent to which the perceptual world of represen-
tation is itself for sale. One reading of season 5’s self-critique would 
posit that its own turn to sensationalism is a representation of the 
show “selling itself.” But this is not the same as “selling out,” since 
The Wire maintains a critical posture. Furthermore, this self-reflexiv-
ity contains an important formal lesson: When you follow the money, 
the one position that you are assured of reaching is an understand-
ing of the vantage point that enabled you to get there. Because you 
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realize that perception/representation is ultimately for sale, you now 
understand why it was so important to have followed the money in 
the first place. The generic transformation of season 5 indicates how 
such a claim may be made at the level of form.
 The second suggestion is located in one of the few stories of individ-
ual redemption in the series: Bubbles overcomes his heroin addiction 
and the trauma of his accidental killing of his protégé, Sherrod. The 
point of this narrative thread in the series is not exactly individual 
redemption or personal development per se, but rather that Bubbles’s 
transformation is coincident with his standing on a street corner and 
selling his own story in the Sun. His journey has been painfully but 
accurately represented. Not until he has a Sun reporter following him 
and willing to transform his suffering into a commodified narrative 
does he finally find the strength to narrate his own life at his Narcot-
ics Anonymous meeting.
 Both suggestions, however, insist that all narrative  constructs— the 
first of realism and the second of real  life— will, at some point, be 
sold. This  conclusion— of my essay and of the  series— should not be 
read as cynical. Indeed, it is actually more utopian and critical than 
the regressive fantasy that lurks throughout every season of The Wire: 
namely, the fantasy of a better capitalism, of a return to the Keynes-
ian days of yore when community policing reigned, newspapers were 
robust sources of information, unions were powerful, schools taught 
children to read, and the CIA had not yet facilitated the importation 
of heroin into the United States from Southeast Asia.29 One of the nar-
ratives that neoliberal capitalism generates is a haunting social nos-
talgia that “things were better then.” But the logic of capital requires 
something different: things were better then on the condition that 
they are worse now. It is not until the realist mode, what The Wire 
distinguished itself  in— indeed, what The Wire redefined in the world 
of  television— is put up for sale in season 5 that the finality of this 
claim is realized: there is no going back. There is only going forward 
into new forms, new genres, and new epistemologies; The Wire as a 
whole exemplifies precisely such a movement.
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Simon himself, The Wire is best understood not as a television series, 
but as a visual novel. As a television scholar, this cross-media metaphor 
 bristles— not because I don’t like novels, but because I love television. 
And I believe that television at its best shouldn’t be understood simply as 
emulating another older and more culturally valued medium. The Wire is 
a masterpiece of television, not a novel that happens to be televised, and 
thus should be understood, analyzed, and celebrated on its own medium’s 
terms” (“All in the Game: The Wire, Serial Storytelling and Procedural 
Logic,” JustTV, http://justtv.wordpress.com/scholarly-writings).

2 Theodor W. Adorno, “How to Look at Television,” Quarterly of Film Radio 
and Television 8, no. 3 (1954): 213–235, quotation on 215.

3 The irony that The Wire and its claims to a new realism have circulated 
alongside the rise and expansion of reality television should not be missed 
(and probably should be explored further).

4 For the Adorno quote, see Theodor Adorno, Georg Lukács, Bertolt Brecht, 
Walter Benjamin, and Ernst Bloch, Aesthetics and Politics: The Key Texts of 
the Classic Debate within German Marxism, ed. and trans. Ronald Taylor, 
Radical Thinking Classics series (London: Verso, 1977), 160. For The Wire 
as the aesthetic apotheosis of the televisual medium, see, for example,  
J. M. Tyree’s “The Wire: The Complete Fourth Season,” Film Quarterly 61, 
no. 3 (2008): 32–38.

5 See, for example, Georg Lukács, “Narrate or Describe,” in “Writer & 
Critic,” and Other Essays, ed. and trans. Arthur D. Kahn (New York: Gros-
set and Dunlap, 1971), 110–148.

6 See, for example, the Sun’s own review of the fifth season: David Zurawik, 
“ ‘The Wire’ Loses Spark in Newsroom Storyline,” Baltimore Sun, 30 De-
cember 2008, http://www.baltimoresun.com/entertainment/bal-al 
.wire30dec30,0,266826.story.

7 References to The Wire will be by season and episode number.
8 All realism could, in some sense, be said to be capitalist realism, with the 

exception of socialist realism, which, by definition, separates itself from 
capitalist realism. I am going to rely here on the best social contextualiza-
tion of realism that I know, that of Fredric Jameson, who describes real-
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ism as “that processing operation variously called narrative mimesis or 
realistic representation [which] has as its historic function the systematic 
undermining and demystification . . . of preexisting inherited traditional 
or sacred narrative paradigms which are its initial givens. In this sense, 
the [realist] novel plays a significant role in what can be called a properly 
bourgeois cultural  revolution— that immense process of transformation 
. . . [in which populations] are effectively reprogrammed for life and 
work in the new world of market capitalism” (“Realism and Desire: Balzac 
and the Problem of the Subject,” in The Political Unconscious: Narrative 
as a Socially Symbolic Act [Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1981], 
141–175, quotation on 152). See note 19 below for a more complete gene-
alogy of capitalism and realism. What strikes me as the biggest difference 
between older realisms and newer realisms is that totality as a category 
is arguably given over to exchange, a possibility of worldly equivalence. 
Other structural hallmarks of realism, particularly operations of typical-
ity, of characters standing in for a social world larger than their immedi-
ate present, are still operative here.

9 As Mark Seltzer notes, serial killing is generically racialized as white even 
though, relative to population, serial killers are no more likely to be white 
than to be black or Latino; they are, obviously, more likely to be male (Se-
rial Killers: Death and Life in America’s Wound Culture [London: Routledge, 
1998]).

10 In addition to the Sun’s review, see the Washington City Paper review: 
Mark Athitakis, “What Happened to Our Show? For Four Seasons The 
Wire Reinvented the Crime Drama: Now the Viewer’s the Victim,” Wash-
ington City Paper, 1 February 2008, http://www.washingtoncitypaper
.com/articles/34511/what-happened-to-our-show.

11 I am thinking of melodrama as Linda Williams has conceived of it in 
“Melodrama Revised,” in Reconfiguring American Film Genres: Theory and 
History, ed. Nick Browne (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 
42–88. Using Williams’s reformulation, Martha P. Nochimson has a won-
derful reading of The Sopranos (1999–2007) and focuses, in particular, 
on Tony Soprano’s relationship to his own body as a site for the staging of 
innocence. The Wire certainly does not approach this level of melodrama, 
but season 5’s literal concerns with innocence and guilt do intimate a 
kind of melodramatic tone not seen in the earlier seasons (“Waddaya 
Lookin’ At? Re-Reading the Gangster Genre through ‘The Sopranos,’” Film 
Quarterly 56, no. 2 [2002–2003]: 2–13).

12 See Zurawik, “ ‘The Wire’ Loses Spark.” Margaret Talbot claims, “This 
final season of the show, Simon told me, will be about ‘perception versus 
reality’—in particular, what kind of reality newspapers can capture and 
what they can’t. Newspapers across the country are shrinking, laying off 



c a p i t a l i s t  r e a l i s m  a n d  s e r i a l  f o r m  1 3 7

beat reporters who understood their turf. More important, Simon believes, 
newspapers are fundamentally not equipped to convey certain kinds of 
complex truths. Instead, they focus on  scandals— stories that have a clean 
moral. ‘It’s like, find the eight-hundred-dollar toilet seat, find the contrac-
tor who’s double-billing,’ Simon said at one point. ‘That’s their bread and 
butter. Systemic societal failure that has multiple  problems— newspapers 
are not designed to understand it.’” See Margaret Talbot’s profile of David 
Simon in “Stealing Life,” Profiles, The New Yorker, 22 October 2007, 
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2007/10/22/071022fa_fact_talbot.

13 Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution (New York: Broadview, 2001), 
286.

14 Raymond Williams: “ ‘Let’s be realistic’ probably more often means ‘let 
us accept the limits of this situation’ (limits meaning ‘hard facts,’ often of 
power or money in their existing and established forms) than ‘let us look 
at the whole truth of this situation’ (which can allow that an existing real-
ity is changeable or is changing)” (Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and 
Society [London: Oxford University Press, 1985], 259).

15 Money has a formal specificity different from the commodity or from 
finance; it has a different critical resonance, as well. It was of course a 
central economic heuristic used in displacing the commodity form in liter-
ary criticism during the 1980s New Historicist moment. Fredric Jameson 
summarizes this problem well by explaining that in such literary and cul-
tural criticism, “money enters the picture here insofar as only exchange” 
(“Culture and Finance Capital,” in Cultural Turn: Selected Writings on the 
Postmodern 1983–1998 [New York: Verso, 1998], 136–161, quotation on 
145). See also Marc Shell, Money, Language, Thought: Literary and Philo-
sophic Economies from the Medieval to the Modern Era (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1982), for an examination of what Jameson refers 
to as exchange, a construct that dominates New Historical approaches 
and the inheritors of this tradition. But money is not simply about equal 
exchange; rather, it is also about the forms that value takes and the ten-
sion that results from these seemingly contradictory positions. See, for 
example, Karl Marx, “Part 2: The Transformation of Money into Capital,” 
in Capital, vol. 1 (New York: Penguin, 1973), 247–280.

16 See Patrick Brantlinger, “Debt, Fetishism, and Empire: A Postmodern 
Preamble,” in Fictions of State: Culture and Credit in Britain, 1694–1994 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996), 1–47, quotation on 14. In a 
recent publication, Richard Godden has also used the term capitalist real-
ism (“Money and Things: Capitalist Realism, Anxiety, and Social Critique 
in Works by Hemingway, Wharton, and Fitzgerald,” in A Companion to 
the Modern American Novel, 1900–1950, ed. John T. Matthews [London: 
Blackwell, 2009], 181–201).
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17 For a new, “Smithian Marxism” that considers the interplay of time and 
space, territory, and capital, see Giovanni Arrighi, The Long Twentieth 
Century (London: Verso, 1994), and, more recently, his Adam Smith in 
Beijing: Lineages of the Twenty-First Century (London: Verso, 2007).

18 See Marx, “Part 2: The Transformation of Money,” 282.
19 There are different genealogies of realism that could produce such a 

claim. For example, there is the Lukacsian imperative to demonstrate a 
kind of totality, in that this demonstration is what is most challenging; 
Barthes’s insistence on representation of the quotidian as what produces 
a reality effect; and the Jamesonian narrative of basic fault, a reification, 
where senses and sensibilities are enclosed and elongated so that reifica-
tion at the perceptual level mirrors a fracturing at the historical level. 
Perhaps the most apt study of The Wire, however, is Raymond Williams’s 
narrative of secularization, social extension, and contemporaneity in his 
“A Lecture on Realism,” Screen 18, no. 1 (1977): 61–74.

20 See R. T. Naylor, “Treasure Island: Offshore Havens, Bank Secrecy, and 
Money Laundering” (in The Wages of Crime: Black Markets, Illegal Finance, 
and the Underworld Economy [Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2002], 
133–195, quotation on 136–137), although this whole book is of great 
interest for thinking through narrative constructions of capitalism. Rosa 
Luxembourg (The Accumulation of Capital, 1913) claims that capital must 
have a geographical outside to expand, while for David Harvey (The Lim-
its to Capital, 1984) that structurally similar outside is a temporal one.

21 See Zurawik, “ ‘The Wire’ Loses Spark”; and Athitakis, “What Happened to 
Our Show?”

22 Simon, quoted in Mittell, “All in the Game,” 7.
23 Each season is structured through a kind of institutional doubling, a 

process by which the narrative truth of any season is negotiated between 
opposing institutions. There is no causality per se; indeed, causality is 
repeatedly displaced by the constructions of coincidence and proximity. 
For example, with the so-called killing of the state’s witness in season 4, 
a productive tension, as well as a productive truth, emerges between the 
police department and the city’s democratic political machine. In season 
5, this technique is most evident in episode 7, in which both the police 
department and the Sun radically increase the resources they will devote 
to the investigation of the serial killer and its reportage, respectively.

24 Indeed, those who promote realism, from Georg Lukács to Simon to 
even someone like Tom Wolfe, have a complicated relationship with 
newspapers. On the one hand, realism traffics in information, and this 
is precisely what a newspaper provides. On the other hand, newspapers 
transform fact into information, whereas realism transforms information 
into worldview and reveals how information is always immanent to its 
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own time and place, to its own local codes and relations. In Margaret Tal-
bot’s interview (“Stealing Life”), David Simon uncannily echoes Lukács, 
who, some seventy years ago, was already explaining how newspapers 
obstruct, rather than reveal, the essence of a certain goal of realism: that 
is, totality itself. For Simon, however, this is the result of a decline of 
ethics and standards in the newspaper business, whereas for Lukács it is 
endemic to the form of the news itself.

25 The “James-like” reference is from Tyree, “The Wire.”
26 Seltzer, Serial Killers, 16.
27 Lauren Berlant defines genre as “an aesthetic structure of affective 

expectation, an institution of formation that absorbs all kinds of small 
variations or modifications while promising that the persons transacting 
with it will experience the pleasure of encountering what they expected.” 
For Berlant, pleasure does not connote a positive or negative value judg-
ment; rather, it implies the return to an “affective scene” (“Introduction: 
Intimacy, Publicity, and Femininity,” in The Female Complaint: The Unfin-
ished Business of Sentimentality in American Culture [Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2008], 1–32, quotation on 4).

28 Apparently this kind of overt racism in the television industry (i.e., that 
minority-dominated casts aren’t prizeworthy) has become a kind of badge 
of ironic pride among the cast: what critics repeatedly deem the best 
show in the history of television cannot garner an industry award (Tyree, 
“The Wire”).

29 See Alfred W. McCoy, The Politics of Heroin: CIA Complicity in the Global 
Drug Trade (Chicago: Lawrence Hill Books, 2003), for this fascinating his-
tory. It sounds almost too conspiratorial, but, as Dehlia Hannah frequent-
ly reminds me, with a system like this, you don’t need a conspiracy.



Like Some Dummy Corporation You Just Move 
around the Board

Contemporary Hollywood Production  
in Virtual Time and Space

j .  d .  c o n n o r

i .

Early in Oliver Stone’s JFK (Warner Bros., 1991), Jim Garrison is con-
ducting his infamous “walking tour” through “the heart of the United 
States government’s intelligence community in New Orleans” and ex-
plaining how it is that ex-FBI man and staunch anticommunist Guy 
Banister is mixed up with ostensible communist Lee Harvey Oswald. 
As Garrison tells the tale of a magical building with two addresses, 
one belonging to Banister’s office, one that appears on Oswald’s pro-
Castro leaflets, we are treated to a high-contrast black-and-white 
pseudo-flashback to a very particular moment, where we can see, 
if we are paying careful attention, Oswald catch sight of Clay Shaw, 
aka Clay Bertrand, aka Tommy Lee Jones, walking down the street. 
Stone is remaking some television footage that was shot on August 
16, 1963.1 The furtive eyeline match is the barest hint of what is to 
come in JFK, a bizarre homosexual plot to destroy King Kennedy, a 
Freudian slaughter by the primal horde that Michael Rogin has so 
incisively unpacked.2 
 These are the rewards of something like audience paranoia, but 
when Stone’s manic editing met up with the intense and protracted 
home viewing that DVD made possible, it turned out that there was 
a second figure off in the distance, a fluttering banner reading “Tax 
Free.” Like most such pieces of free-floating signification in contem-
porary cinema, it was duly enrolled in the IMDb, under the heading 
“goofs.”3
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 The rationale for its enlistment is simple: in 1963, there was no 
program to rebate taxes to international visitors to New Orleans. The 
banner is part of a program promoting tax-free shopping in Louisiana 
begun in 1987; it is thoroughly anachronistic. And yet, as Jerome 
Christensen has argued, Stone’s film is a remarkably intense allegory 
of TimeWarner’s corporate agonies circa 1991.4 At its heart is the con-
spiracy of the folks from Warner against those from Time. The Time, 
Inc.’ers thought they were purchasing Warner Communications; in 
reality, they were being subverted at every step. In addition to the 
evidence he marshals, it turns out that Kennedy’s real assassins are 
from ACME, that the Garrison children watch the WB cartoon “Drip- 
along Daffy,” that the agreed-upon alibi for David Ferrie’s trip to Tex-
as is that he is going “duck hunting,” that Kennedy was killed in a 
“turkey shoot,” etc., etc. Seen in this light, the sign is not a goof at all, 
but part of what Christensen calls Warner’s “humiliation” of Time. 
Coming on the heels of the grand, hotly litigated but ultimately tax-
free merger, the banner is a corporate badge of honor. 
 Yet there is even more to it than that. As Eugene Schreiber, then 
the chairman of Louisiana Tax Free Shopping and the managing di-
rector of the New Orleans World Trade Center, explained, “The idea 

 JFK’s Clay Shaw, head of the International Trade Mart ( JFK, Oliver Stone; 
Warner Bros., 1991).
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for Tax Free Shopping in Louisiana arose at a meeting of the World 
Trade Center’s International Business Committee in early 1987 as an 
additional way to promote both tourism and retail trade throughout 
the state, as was done in many countries in Europe. We felt that being 
the first state in the United States to offer it would create significant 
attention and publicity.”5 The World Trade Center was formed in 1985 
through the merger of two longstanding New Orleans organizations, 
the International House and the International Trade Mart, and in the 
1950s the director of the International Trade Mart was Clay Shaw, the 
man we see walking down the street in JFK. Indeed, Oswald chose 
to hand out his leaflets in front of the Mart ostensibly because the 
Trade Mart and its leadership were major funders of New Orleans 
anti-Castro organizations.6 
 JFK makes this link clear, repeatedly: When Garrison’s investigator 
first learns, to his astonishment, that Clay Bertrand is Clay Shaw, he 
puts it this way: “Clay Bertrand is Clay Shaw, the guy who used to 
run the International Trade Mart?” Midway through this sentence, 
a figure from the danse macabre leaps into the shot, cackling ma-
niacally, drawing further attention to Shaw’s occupation. When the 
investigator relays this information to the rest of the team, he is posi-
tively gleeful. “Grab your socks and hose and pull. Clay Bertrand is 
Clay Shaw.” The immediate response? “Director of the Trade Mart?” 
“Former director.” Finally, and in keeping with the Hollywood rule of 

Louisiana Tax Free Shopping.
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three, when Shaw is at last being questioned, he defends himself by 
incriminating himself: “I’m an international businessman. The Trade 
Mart I founded is America’s commercial pipeline to Latin America. I 
trade everywhere. Like all businessmen, I am accused of all things.” 
All of which makes the banner less a goof or an anachronism than 
a prophecy: through the Trade Mart, Shaw has begun to assemble a 
global, tax-free trading system centering on Latin America.7 
 In the film, the avatar of this free-trade system is, naturally enough, 
Oswald himself. In the days leading up to the shooting, he is spotted 
in Dallas, in New Orleans, in Miami, and in Mexico, where he is look-
ing to get into Cuba and from there to Russia.8 Garrison’s investiga-
tors think this is “positively spooky,” but the DA understands that the 
processes of political conspiracy and free market economics are the 
same. “God damn,” he declares, “they put Oswald together from day 
one, like some dummy corporation from the Bahamas you just move 
around the board.”

i i .

If every screenplay is a business plan, then every production is a 
dummy corporation, a virtual corporation that gives rise to and re-
flects the actual corporation that it is. In Production Culture, John 
Thornton Caldwell puts it like this: “Because film and television are 
so capital intensive, a script also functions as a financial prospec-
tus, a detailed investment opportunity, and a corporate proposal.” 
“A fictional scenario is always tied to and considered alongside an 
economic one.”9 This dummy corporation can be “moved around the 
board” as necessary in order to find an ideal combination of location, 
labor, financing, and distribution. “The board” here is the matrix of 
possible combinations of time, space, labor, and capital. (In more con-
temporary movies, such as the Bourne series, it is called “the grid.”) Is 
a star available? Is a location “fresh”? Should this movie be marketed 
for Christmas release? Does it have a guaranteed cable slot? How will 
it play across the windows of distribution? These are a film’s virtual 
times and spaces, and as they become actual, they may also, and by 
that very same maneuver, be retained in their virtuality, as images 
and sounds, as self-allegorizations. 
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 Surprisingly, perhaps, Gilles Deleuze makes a similar point in Cin-
ema 2: The Time-Image:

The cinema as art itself lives in a direct relation with a permanent plot 
[complot], an international conspiracy which conditions it from within, 
as the most intimate and most indispensible enemy. This conspiracy is 
that of money; what defines industrial art is not mechanical reproduction 
but the internalized relation with money. . . . Money is the obverse of all 
the images that the cinema shows and sets in place, so that films about 
money are already, if implicitly, films within the film or about the film.10 

The eruption of economic critique where we would expect an argu-
ment about medium specificity is striking. It comes, unexpectedly, in 
the midst of Deleuze’s chapter on the crystals of time. That chapter is, 
as Anne Friedberg notes, “the most promising and yet undeveloped 
section of the book.”11 Certainly for anyone who would wish to deploy 
some of Deleuze’s powerful analytics for recent Hollywood film it 
will seem that way. It feels as though the writer of Anti-Oedipus has 
suddenly taken over, and has knocked the argument and the type 
sideways. And so Deleuze will say, all in italics, that “the cinema con-
fronts its most internal presupposition, money, and the movement-image 
makes way for the time-image in one and the same operation.”12 Once 
it has been knocked off-kilter in this confrontation, film “endlessly 
relaunches” a “dissymmetrical” exchange: “The film is movement, 
but the film within the film is money, is time.”13

 The invocation of an “operation” here makes it difficult to know 
what sort of transition the shift from the movement-image to the 
time-image is. Few critics have taken up this passage, or even the 
formal-financial transition it implies, with that problem in mind. Da-
vid Rodowick, in a characteristically incisive footnote, explains the 
importance of the dissymmetry between time and money that comes 
with the advent of the time-image. Gone is the parallel between the 
fungibility of images and commodities. In place of that parallel, there 
is now only a “struggle between the image and capital to see who 
will be exhausted first.”14 For Jonathan Beller, the parallel between 
images and capital continues to operate, except that the time-image 
amounts to a new “representational paradigm” that accords with the 
shift “from monopoly to multinational capitalism.”15 For Beller, the 
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changes in representational paradigm happen to cinema in general; 
there is no canon of films whose resistance to capitalist equivalence 
emerges from their access to direct images of time. In contrast, for 
Rodowick, time-images constitute a profound form of resistance to 
the economic order, even if the outcome of that struggle is up for 
grabs. 
 Rodowick and Beller, then, illustrate potentially incommensurable 
ways of understanding the critical transition in Deleuze’s writing on 
cinema. Deleuze locates that transition after World War II, but there 
is simply no way for the uneven and at least apparently historical 
shift from the movement-image to the time-image to occur in the 
postwar period if the crucial event or aspect of that shift is a con-
frontation with financial scarcity. Such a confrontation was baked 
into the movement-image from the moment the patent trust was 
busted. Indeed, Deleuze’s authority for the decisive effects of what 
we might call first-stage financialization on cinema is a lecture by 
Marcel L’Herbier delivered in 1926. Beller, then, takes Deleuze’s point 
to be, implicitly, that the time-image marks the emergence of a new 
accord between cinema and the mode of production. What appear to 
be strategies of resistance through formal innovation are, instead, 
further elaborations of the “representational paradigms” belonging 
to monopoly (movement-image) and multinational (time-image) capi-
talism. Beller saves Deleuze’s history by rejiggering his account of 
capital. For Rodowick, in contrast, the too-early arrival of the con-
frontation with money suggests the logical possibility of an earlier, 
forced disequivalence between time and money under the regime of 
the movement-image, emblematized by montage. Rodowick saves De-
leuze’s history by rejiggering his notion of form. Neither manages (or 
really, attempts) to save Deleuze’s account of the eruption of money 
as an event within the postwar history of film.
 And what are we to do with Hollywood cinema in the wake of the 
transition to the time-image? Does it constitute a retrograde depar-
ture from the advanced cinema of the time-image, and can it amount 
to a historical deviation despite its overwhelming importance to the 
market and its global social reach? Perhaps the “operation” that both 
constitutes the confrontation with money and launches the time- 
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image is something more like a material  trope— a transition that hap-
pens within narrative and that is supported by a host of filmmak-
ing practices that could be impinged upon by such a shift, but that 
nevertheless retains the abstraction, formality, and iterability of a 
storytelling function (e.g., the “irrational interval”). 
 If that is the case, it would explain why Deleuze’s apparently histor-
ical argument gives way to his assertion of disequivalence between 
the motion of the film and the eruption within those films of time. 
In other words, this apparently historical transition may operate ma-
terially or formally, depending upon one’s analysis of the relative 
predominance of industry or art within the contest for supremacy. 
Consider the span from the material to the formal as a scale along 
which this double operation must find a place. When the confronta-
tion with money occurs in the cinema that will be dominated by 
the time-image, that relationship is internalized in such a way that 
the results create the appearance of time liberated from the logic of 
equivalence and exchange, the logic of capital. In that case the Rodo-
wickian struggle ensues. But for a cinema that confronts money mate-
rially, the relationship retains the appearance of determination: time 
remains money. For the cinema that remained within the movement- 
image— that is, for  Hollywood— the challenge of  money— that is, 
 time— is one that is met through the assertion of symmetry. Or, to 
put it in less grandiose terms, if you are a practitioner of industrial 
art, you will find that the scale will be tipped toward either the art 
or the industry. Whether and how you decide to right that balance 
is a calculation that has both aesthetic and economic aspects. And 
the discourse both within and outside the film will find itself di-
vided between those aspects, rippling along the fault line of a mutual 
allegorization.
 Hollywood’s reassertions of symmetry take two  forms— one is 
relatively easy to see, and one requires some unpacking. The first 
accords with Deleuze’s contention that films about money are films 
about film. In Hollywood, this becomes an almost literal allegory, 
the sort of thing that makes a heist movie like Ocean’s 11 (Steven 
Soderbergh; Warner Bros., 2001) the projection of its own backstory, 
the nearly effortless display of its own process of assembly. But even 
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within Hollywood we should be able to see that films about time are 
films about  money— or they might be, if the fundamental dissymme-
try that launched the time-image can be jerked back into a place of 
rough equivalence. The reassertion of this second parallelism proves 
more difficult to achieve than the equation between film and money. 
Contemporary Hollywood manages it only fitfully and only at certain 
moments in its recent history. Faced with a cinema headed formally 
and materially along a schizoid trajectory, the major studios hoped 
to successfully revitalize the classical canons of balance, proportion, 
causality, and intention. Yet as epigones of the classical studios, they 
inevitably performed this counter-operation at one remove, carry-
ing within them the quasi-historical scar of their own reorigination. 
Every abandoned possibility lurks virtually in the belated actuality 
of contemporary Hollywood. For Deleuze, the scar takes the form of 
déjà vu:

The present is the actual image, and its contemporaneous past is the 
virtual image, the image in a mirror. According to Bergson, “paramnesia” 
(the illusion of déjà-vu or already having been there) simply makes this 
obvious point perceptible: there is a recollection of the present, con-
temporaneous with the present itself, as closely coupled as a role to an 
actor.16

 The passage above repeats both the italics and the reliance on 
mirror imaging of his earlier discussion of film and finance, which 
suggests that for Deleuze the internalization of the relationship to 
money in the form of temporal awareness might produce a feeling of 
duplication so exact that it is disquieting. To test that possibility in 
the context of Hollywood’s continuing literalism, I will turn to Tony 
Scott’s Déjà Vu (Touchstone, 2006). Déjà Vu is a film about time, and 
in its configuration of virtual and actual temporalities it internalizes 
a relation to money that is both very particular and paradigmatic of 
the contemporary film and television system.

i i i .

Déjà Vu (Touchstone, 2006) was the third collaboration between Den-
zel Washington and director Tony Scott, the third between Washing-
ton and producer Jerry Bruckheimer, and the third between Scott 
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and Bruckheimer, although it was only the second film the three of 
them had made together (Crimson Tide was the first). The story is 
roughly as follows: following the explosion of a New Orleans ferry, 
ATF agent Doug Carlin (Washington) hooks up with a secret part of 
the FBI that can look four days and six hours into the past in order to 
solve the case. The key to the crime is Claire Kuchevar (Paula Patton), 
who, they believe, was killed by the bomber (Jim Caviezel) before 
the ferry explosion; by surveilling her, they will be able to find him. 
And though they do, in fact, capture the bomber, Carlin decides to 
go back into the past to save Claire, with whom he has fallen in love. 
(So it’s Laura with a time machine instead of a place in Connecticut.) 
Together, Carlin and Claire prevent the ferry bombing, but he dies in 
the process. As she sits grieving on the dock, another, not-dead Carlin 
approaches her and they drive off together; he gets déjà vu. The plot, 
of course, is full of holes and makes no sense, in the way all time-
travel movies of any complexity are full of holes and make no sense.17 
The production, though, makes perfect sense.
 Déjà Vu was supposed to shoot in October 2005, but the devastation 
wreaked by Katrina made that impossible and forced Bruckheimer to 
begin moving the project back around the board. At one point, when 
the film was to be shifted to Seattle or Miami, Tony Scott reportedly 
“ankled,” doubtless taking with him his cinematographer, production 
designer, and editor. Yet Scott came back in what Variety irresistibly 
called “déjà vu all over again.”18 And in February the film became the 
first production to be mounted in New Orleans after the hurricane. 
The revival of the film found ready allegories in the revival of the city 
and of the film’s central characters. Thus Claire, who has been killed 
when the film begins, will be “revived” by Carlin after he travels 
back in time. Of course, time travel will temporarily kill him and he 
will have to be resuscitated. When he appears, suddenly, in a hospital 
operating room, he bears instructions, just as Claire’s fridge had.
 Throughout the “Commentary” track on the Déjà Vu DVD, we are 
told that New Orleans was simply the right place for this movie to be 
set. The implication, of course, is that it could have been set some-
where else, somewhere less optimal. (You wouldn’t say that Iraq was 
the right place to set a fictional film about the war in Iraq; instead, 
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you would talk about where you were shooting it, which would in all 
likelihood be somewhere else.) The script initially placed the action 
on Long Island so that the investigation could occur in close proxim-
ity to Brookhaven National Laboratory, one of the few facilities that 
would have the sort of particle accelerator that would be necessary 
for any sort of time travel. Of course, if you could somehow conjure 
a mobile particle  accelerator— and why not?—the action could shift 
to any place with a substantial  ferry— Seattle, Miami, even Boston. 
The particle accelerator is contingent; the ferry is necessary. And so 

Aftermath: Production returns to New Orleans (Déjà Vu, Tony Scott; 
Touchstone, 2006).

Allegorical instructions ii: Carlin’s memo to himself (Déjà Vu, Tony Scott; 
Touchstone, 2006).
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it happened that although New Orleans ferry rides are short, the film 
ended up set in New Orleans. 
 At no point in the commentary does anyone mention the enormous 
cost savings that shooting (and setting) the film in Louisiana would 
yield. Yet the state did not achieve its recent cinematic prominence 
because of its unique landscape, culture, or creative institutions. 
Louisiana became Hollywood South for the same reason that Vancou-
ver became Hollywood North: because it pioneered using tax credits 
to draw production. This is the relationship to money that Déjà Vu 
internalizes.
 Since World War II there have been several successive but over-
lapping regimes of Hollywood film financing, each epitomized by a 
certain allocation of risk assumption and deferral. High marginal tax 
rates after the war encouraged stars to incorporate and spread their 
compensation out through net profits participation. Expansion of pas-
sive loss accounting rules led to film-financing syndicates in the ’60s 
and ’70s. The advent of lottery funding in the UK, alterations to the 
German tax code, the avalanche of hedge-fund  money— all of these 
have diverted, temporarily, the flow of capital. And yet the possible 
consequences for story and style of these drastic alterations have 
been largely unexplored. 
 The implication here is not that taxation structures are the hidden 
key to the history of Hollywood cinema; I am not making a connois-
seur’s version of the old finance capital argument.19 Rather, I want to 
suggest that the changing relationships between the different aspects 
of capital deployment are strongly correlated with the time horizons 
on which financial success is measured, and that, furthermore, the 
complications that come with these new funding systems may not 
simply be reflected, but also thought through, in the films that they 
support. This impulse to aestheticization is a regular feature of Hol-
lywood filmmaking and much else. And at its most successful we find 
tight allegorical links between particular films and their funding re-
gimes. Winchester ’73 (Anthony Mann; Universal, 1950) is not simply 
a net profits film; it is a film about the inexplicability of perfection, 
the impossibility of correctly valuing industrial products based on 
their origins. The In-Laws (Andrew Bergman; Warner Bros., 1979) is 
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not simply a film underwritten by the contributions of hordes of Long 
Island dentists; it is about the agency of Long Island dentists. Alex-
ander (Oliver Stone; Warner Bros./InterMedia, 2004) is not simply a 
German tax-shelter film; it is about the amortization of library rights. 
And Déjà Vu is not simply a film where tax credits were crucial to its 
success; it is a film about catching up to a past fulfilling  itself— it is a 
film largely told in the future perfect. 
 In addition to attracting dozens of television series and films, from 
True Blood and Treme and The Riches to Bad Lieutenant: Port of Call 
New Orleans and Denzel’s Great Debaters and Battle: Los Angeles, the 
motion picture tax incentive system in Louisiana has bolstered virtu-
ally every cliché about the state’s political and economic culture.20 
Until 2009 the program for production worked as follows. Motion pic-
ture productions received a large percentage of their  expenditures— it 
has been 30  percent— back in the form of tax credits. However, since 
these companies did not ordinarily have tax liabilities in-state, they 
could not make use of their substantial credits. In many other juris-
dictions, the credits were refundable, and the state would simply cut 
a check to the production company: cash in, cash out. In Louisiana, 
though, the credit was not refundable. To receive their funds, pro-
ducers had to re-sell the tax credits to someone who had in-state 
tax liability. Thus it happened that wealthy out-of-state motion pic-
ture producers and wealthy Louisianans looking to reduce their tax 
burden were drawn together. Between them, naturally, there arose 
a host of brokers who would match producers with taxpayers and 
negotiate the rates at which the tax credits would be  sold— they are 
always sold at less than par, and the brokers always take a cut. This 
is the cliché of Louisiana as a system where corruption makes the 
economy work.
 The more successful the state was in luring production, the more 
money sloshed around in the tax credit market and the more prone 
to corruption it became. The legal tax skimming that the system 
counted upon gave way to a collection of illegal transactions. As has 
been true in past statewide corruption cases, the system sheltered its 
prominent players until the FBI began investigating. Eventually, tax 
credit scams would bring down the state’s film commissioner, the 
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Louisiana Institute of Film Technology (LIFT), and many prominent 
Louisianans, including several players on the New Orleans Saints. 
This is the cliché of Louisiana as a system so corrupt that someone 
finally oversteps the line between functional corruption and some-
thing that must be stopped.21

 In 1992, Louisiana became the first state to turn to tax credits as 
a way of developing its local screened entertainment industry. The 
program was relatively small-scale, and it was limited to investment 
losses. In 2002, Louisiana and New Mexico launched a much more 
ambitious scheme.22 They were following Canada’s lead. There, in 
1995, a system of tax syndication dating from 1974 was overthrown 
in favor of a production tax credit. Initially, the system was intended 
to support the national film and video industry, and it was restricted 
to Canadian producers. But in 1997, the doors were thrown open 
to outside (i.e., Hollywood) investment. British Columbia and Que-
bec added their own huge tax credits to the national rebates, lur-
ing production to Vancouver and Montreal.23 In this strategy Canada 
was not alone. Countries around the globe made similarly enticing 
 offers— Hungary had tax credits, the UK had lottery-funded rebates. 
Back “home,” Hollywood studios were stymied in their efforts to 
convince the federal government to match Canadian largesse, so 
they turned to individual American states, with tremendous success. 
More than forty states eventually offered tax breaks beyond mere 
tax exemptions for out-of-state productions, and those breaks have 
been astonishingly resistant to drives for fiscal austerity. Despite the 
extreme constraints on state budgets in the Lesser Depression, tax 
credit programs still rebated $1.5 billion nationally in 2010. The per-
vasive availability of credits forced even the longstanding production 
centers in Los Angeles and New York to respond. They saw business 
leaching away to such a degree that studio interests were able to lob-
by successfully for generous credits. New York’s went to 30 percent 
on labor, 5 percent on infrastructure. California’s has been more lim-
ited, but even in the midst of a fiscal catastrophe, the state preserved 
its $150 million program, with credits of 20 percent for major motion 
pictures and 25 percent for “independent” films and television series 
that relocate to California. The race to the bottom is largely over; 



l i k e  s o m e  d u m m y  c o r p o r a t i o n  1 5 3

producers need only run the numbers to determine which virtual 
location best suits their budgets.24 
 What has become a system for the studios is, for states, a far more 
precarious situation. The industry is both large and exceptionally mo-
bile and flexible. States and nations attempt to purchase production 
industries through tax credits and other incentives on the assump-
tion that when Hollywood (or other) capital and labor are regularly 
deployed in a particular area, the industry will become a permanent 
fixture in the jurisdiction’s economy. This is not the case. As Robert 
Tannenwald of the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities put it in 
November 2010, “No state can ‘win’ the film subsidy war. Film sub-
sidies are sometimes described as an ‘investment’ that will pay off 
by creating a long-lasting industry. This strategy is dubious at best. 
Even Louisiana and New  Mexico— the two states most often cited as 
exemplars of successful industry-building  strategies— are finding it 
hard to hold on to the production that they have lured.”25 As advice to 
policy-makers, Tannenwald’s conclusions may be perfectly accurate 
and absolutely impossible to implement. But our interest lies as much 
in the representation of political economy as its actualities, and there 
again the situation in Louisiana has been paradigmatic.
 In the early years of its tax credit–fueled dominance of runaway 
Hollywood production, the greatest threat to Louisiana’s hold on its 
film production industry was Katrina. In the wake of the hurricane, 
the state became the first to realize just how tenuous its industry was. 
A consensus gripped Louisiana and New Orleans politicians alike: it 
was imperative that the state re-open itself for the film business as 
soon as possible. Beyond the regular tax incentives, then, Déjà Vu 
also benefitted from a city and state that could not afford to say no. 
The bomber has a house in the lower Ninth Ward, which adds a bit 
of devastation porn to the  mix— the neighborhood was preserved in 
its wreckage for filming. And it is unlikely that any other city would 
have allowed the dramatic multitemporal car chase to tie up a major 
commuter route. Looming over both of these was the ferry explosion. 
As director Tony Scott described it, “Their biggest concern was that 
the size of the explosion we wanted to do could actually breach the 
banks of the Mississippi. [laughs] . . . People were so cooperative. I 
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think generally the people of New Orleans are, but they were just so 
grateful that we were there, that we were employing a lot of people 
in the city.”26 
 As they compete for productions, states all emphasize the speed 
with which expenses will be recouped. Whether that recoupment 
comes through refund or transfer, it can be realized nearly simultane-
ously with the investment. (This is what separates the new tax credits 
from earlier strategies of liability syndication, which often took years 
to pay off.) Indeed, unlike every other major film-financing regime, 
the amount of money that is realized through the credit grows in di-
rect proportion to the expense.27 What you spend comes back to you. 
Or, to put it in the future perfect tense of the time-machine movie: 
you will not have spent it. And so it is that the tax credit movie in-
stantiates a version of the Bergsonian duality of virtual and actual 
that is the “crystal of time.” 
 Déjà Vu is a time-travel movie where the distance that is travelled 
is comparatively  small— four days and six hours, a sort of displaced 
simultaneity that allows only for events, not for processes. That is, in 
a story where you can time-travel anywhere, be it Nazi Germany, 
100,000 years from now, or a 1980s hot tub, the span is capacious 
enough to allow history to unfold in dramatically different ways, but 
in Déjà Vu the gap between now and then is only large enough to as-
sure us that the past carries the sign of its pastness.
 As a result, Déjà Vu is less about the past than it is about an un-
comfortable proximity, the sense of exact coincidence paired with 
a feeling of simultaneous distinction. It achieves déjà vu formally 
through three aspects of the array of video feeds that it calls “the 
time window”: the fragmentation of the screen, the indeterminate di-
mensionality of the image, and the manipulation of resolution. These 
aspects of the image are both technical and formal, emblems of both 
the production and the narrative. 
 Fragmentation is the simplest to capture: the frame is divided with-
in itself between feeds that are marked as present and those that are 
designated as past. This is true not only in the main control room, but 
more spectacularly in a car chase where Carlin pursues the bomber, 
driving four days ago at night. For the first half of the chase, Carlin 
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wears a special “goggle rig” that allows him to look into the past as 
he drives. This turns the screen into a nested POV shot, one made 
more complex because Carlin is driving against the flow of traffic. 
“Oh, this is trippin’,” he muses. The overload of information through 
the display proves dangerously distracting, and at the chase’s static 
midpoint, Carlin is able to stare into the face of the bomber, oblivi-
ous to the jackknifing eighteen-wheeler bearing down on him. The 
collision knocks out Carlin’s goggle display but not the feed to the 
time window. Even though Carlin is now effectively time-blind, the 
feed allows the agents and physicists in the control room to direct his 
driving while he is able to devote all of his attention to the road he 
is presently driving on. And with that reduction in complexity, the 
chase loses momentum.
 Tony Scott has said that left to his own devices, he would be likely 
to produce a film that looks like Domino on speed. This sequence, 
then, would be Deleuze’s mobile section on speed, the hypermobility 
through time and space that is the essence of the car chase but also, 
and not really very figuratively, the essence of contemporary capital. 
Screaming across the bridge in his tricked out Hummer, Carlin is liv-
ing beyond the dreams of the New Frontier–era free traders. Kennedy 
only wanted to lower taxes and tariffs; today’s Jindals have managed 
to make them negative. 

The time window (Déjà Vu, Tony Scott; Touchstone, 2006).
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 And yet with Scott there is always a countervailing pictorial pres-
sure in which the rules of composition are bared.28 So in Claire’s 
French Quarter apartment, the architecture divides up a wall into 
subframes, but the mural she is executing works against those frames 
according to its own perspectival laws. This countervailing auton-
omy (the still as opposed to the mobile, the analog as opposed to 
the digital, the historical as opposed to the contemporary) is, in the 
world of the film, the ghost of New Orleans authenticity: the mural, 
naturally, depicts Satchmo and Jelly Roll Morton. Claire is recovering 
from Katrina, and a bad breakup, by gaining some perspective on her 
 life— by reimagining New Orleans as the birthplace of jazz and not 
the emblem of governmental incapacity and malfeasance that it had 
become. The film ferries between these poles, endlessly relaunch-
ing its investigations of “the board.” In the time window, the frames 
are obvious and the possibilities are open; in Claire’s apartment the 
frames are occluded and New Orleans is inevitable. The tension be-
tween the two is a Hollywood love story. 
 Claire is also, and more than once, the figure for and vehicle of a 
simulation of dimensionality. In order to create a convincing sense 
that the time window was simply an extension of satellite surveil-
lance technologies, the production used LIDAR, a laser imaging sys-

The time chase: the mobile section on speed (Déjà Vu, Tony Scott; 
Touchstone, 2006).
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tem that measures distances with exceptional precision. From that 
data, the visual effects crew was able to generate 3D skins of build-
ings which they could then render and into which they could drop 
Claire.29 The aim, though, was not to create a virtual world but to 
articulate the passage from the present into the past of the time win-
dow. As director of photography Paul Cameron described: 

How do we go in and out of the past? We wanted to develop something 
that was more tactile, more realistic for people to understand. . . . We 
start out with more traditional satellite footage, and then it goes down 
to Louisiana, and then it goes down into New Orleans, and as we come 
down to the rooftops of the building we incorporate the 3D architectural 
skin that enables you to travel through walls or rooftops down shaft-
ways or stairwells and into a location, hence giving the sense of passing 
through space.30 

Within that rendered space, Claire would appear with what Scott 
called “this weird sort of ghosting toffee effect” generated by a fro-
zen-moment camera system. She would acquire, they hoped, a sort of 
spatiotemporal blur that, combined with the near-3D spaces, would 
give an added dimensionality to the frame. Between 2D and 3D, she 
becomes the figure of passage in and out of the screen, and in so do-
ing she differentiates herself from her onscreen, 2D trackers while at 
the same time acquiring a greater degree of proximity to us.

The mural in Claire’s apartment (Déjà Vu, Tony Scott; Touchstone, 2006).
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 The final piece in this technical puzzle is resolution. In the main 
lab, Scott shot using Panavision’s Genesis  camera— then the state-of-
the-art digital system. The tiles in the time window were being pro-
jected in real time; they were not inserted via a green screen. Among 
those tiles, the main window, usually focusing on Claire, was origi-
nally shot in high definition while the others were shot in ordinary 
resolution. This bolstered the tactility of the past. Scott effused, “The 
contrast and the separation when you see the finished print is huge. 
So the main window, it hums, and sings, and stands out. It’s pretty 
different from the other, smaller tiles.”31 For the crew, at least, it was 
convincing. As director of photography Cameron put it, “For me the 
best sense of feeling déjà vu occurs when we do projection onto glass 
with Denzel behind it. It’s a very subtle photographic technique, but 
we’re racking focus from the surface of the glass to Denzel, to people 
in the background. It’s this kind of multi-layered image that’s very 
emotional. Then when you cut back and go over the shoulder, it’s got 
this sense of it really happening.”32

 “The sense of it really happening”: what is, for Cameron, the real-
ization of a particular aim in a particular film might be understood 
as the aim of immersive filmmaking in general. What Déjà Vu almost 
uniquely realizes is that such immersions have an inevitably proleptic 
effect: if you feel as though it is really happening, you will want it to; 
you will do things to make it happen, even if those things require you 

The LIDAR point cloud (Déjà Vu, Tony Scott; Touchstone, 2006).
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to go back in time. That “doubling back on itself” is the form of de-
sire that underlies the time loops of déjà vu. Here is the way Bergson 
describes it: 

If I recognize the present instant, am I not quite as surely going to recog-
nize the coming one? So I am unceasingly, towards what is on the point 
of happening, in the attitude of a person who will recognize and who 
consequently knows. But this is only the attitude of knowledge, the form 
of it without the matter. As I cannot predict what is going to happen, I 
quite realize that I do not know it; but I foresee that I am going to have 
known it, in the sense that I shall recognize it when I shall perceive it; 
and this recognition to come, which I feel inevitable on account of the 

Claire in the time window (Déjà Vu, Tony Scott; Touchstone, 2006).

The reverse on the time window (Déjà Vu, Tony Scott; Touchstone, 2006).
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rush of my faculty of recognizing, exercises in advance a retroactive 
effect on my present, placing me in the strange position of a person who 
feels he knows what he knows he does not know.33

In these Bergsonian terms, then, Déjà Vu is a retroaction movie. 

i v.

At its conclusion, Bergson’s first-person account becomes both 
 knottier— feeling he knows what he knows he does not  know— and 
more  objective— casting him into the “strange position” of a more gen-
eral type. Something similar has happened to Hollywood filmmak-
ing in the tax credit era. Even a decade ago, the situation was subtly 
different. Massive expenditures always constitute massive risks, even 
if producers “know” that those risks are contained by anticipated 
ancillary revenues or balanced out across the corporate siblings of 
an integrated media conglomerate. But in that era of high neoclassi-
cism, the studios (through their allies in the enfotainment industry) 
cultivated what Justin Wyatt and Christine Vlesmas have called “the 
drama of recoupment.”34 Would Titanic break even? Could it? Such 
drama still exists, and it can still occasionally become the rallying 
point of a production or its reception; but as immediate, guaranteed, 
partial recoupment has become the norm, some of the “drama” has 
leached out of the revenue stream and been replaced by a narrative 
fascination with the manipulation of contingent certainties.
 The more baroque the daisy chains of executive knowledge or self-
consciousness become, the more they cry out for objectification. The 
“strange position” of the generic subject of déjà vu finds its character-
istic cinematic home in a control room, taking charge of a vast media 
 array— all versions of Déjà Vu’s time window. Control rooms, particu-
larly TV control rooms, have always been locations from which to 
observe things spinning out of control, going “live” and “uncensored” 
directly to an audience. But where earlier incarnations of the control 
room might foreground the abstract outcomes of strategy (WarGames) 
or the techniques of persuasion and performance (Tootsie, Groundhog 
Day, Broadcast News), or the idea of the public (Batman), our new 
control rooms (in Syriana, Body of Lies, or the Bourne films) work 
at a metalevel.35 Today, whatever unforeseen complications arise to 
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thwart the controller’s control can be sloughed off in favor of a fairly 
desperate belief in the totality of the grid itself. 
 Five years after Déjà Vu, Summit released Source Code (Duncan 
Jones, 2011), a time-travel film that one of its actors called “Ground-
hog Day and Speed and Déjà Vu on a train.” Because the central con-
ceit involved going back into the past repeatedly, the Groundhog Day 
comparison was inevitable. It was, said Jeffrey Wright, “Groundhog 
Day on the far side of the  moon— somewhere in virtual space.”36 But 
where Groundhog Day was an elaborate meditation on the promise 
and possibilities of Hollywood performance (the sources and worth 
of “talent”), Source Code narrated its way through the distentions 
of contemporary capital: the ultimate, mobile abstraction comes to 
ground through the bodies and in the spaces of the world it continu-
ously remakes. Indeed, the film’s own narrative is a more thorough 
conceptualization of the working of capital than its story requires. 
Instead of allegorizing its own production, Source Code is the allegory 
of the relationship between the world of its story and the world of its 
production.
 The film itself oscillates between two emblematic space-times: a 
doomed commuter train making its way to Chicago and a control 
room at Nellis AFB in Las Vegas. Narratively, the exclusive juncture 
between them is supposed to be the consciousness of Captain Colter 
Stevens, a mind that will be dropped into the body of a particular 
passenger for eight minutes at a time to gather information and then 
report back to his handlers at Source Code headquarters. Conscious-
ness shuttles between Source Code’s space-times, and information is 
its product. There are not supposed to be any other communicating 
channels between past and present; the temporal “continuum” can-
not be “unsettled.” Thus when Stevens announces that he has placed 
a cell phone call to Wright’s character, he is told, “You may have 
made that call from the train, but I would never receive it here. It’s 
a different reality, Captain. If the call even went through it would be 
received by a different me entirely.” This is the stable model of time 
travel in Source Code, and when Stevens begins to understand the 
fatality of time’s arrow, he (like Phil Conners in Groundhog Day) begs 
for death. 
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 That stability cannot last, and part of the movie’s particular nifti-
ness is the way it staggers the ruptures of the spatiotemporal con-
tinuum. The two worlds of Source Code are as distinct as possible: 
geographically (Las Vegas and Chicago); culturally (military/civilian, 
private cars/mass transit, classified info/public parks); temporally 
(present and past); even formally (the scenes in the pod were shot 
with RED digital cameras, those outside Chicago on film). The breach 
in that distinction is supposed to be limited and, like time, unidirec-
tional, but as in every time-travel movie, there are additional pos-
sibilities. Our first hint of that openness appears as changes to the 
“pod” in which Stevens is being  held— it expands, its controls shift, 
it leaks fluid. What initially seems to be an isolation chamber is re-
vealed (at minute 51) to be a “manifestation” created by his mind. 
Yet the revelation that the pod is a virtual space has no immediate 
consequences for the story’s progress; the segregation of the worlds 
remains contained. Still, that segregation has been stipulated to be 
a matter of information rather than an inevitability of space-time: 
when Stevens asks where his actual body is, he is told that that is 
“classified.” Several time trips later, Stevens has found the bomber 
and now wants one final chance to go back into the “source code” to 
save the passengers on the  train— even though he knows that, in the 
lab’s time continuum, they are dead. What appears to be a matter-
of-fact reckoning with finitude or fatality occasions one of the film’s 
big reveals. Up until now, we have seen the audiovisual link from the 
lab to the pod and assumed that it was operating both ways. As it 
turns out, in the virtual pod Stevens receives audio and visual com-
munication from his handlers in the lab, but within the lab, Stevens’s 
thoughts are displayed as text generated by his brain without another 
input system. The significance of the reveal is that the viewer now 
knows that Stevens is not present to the information system in the 
usual way, and that revelation coincides with a change in Stevens’s 
goals in the film’s other world. This communication disturbance will 
work itself out in Act 3.
 In the other world, the train, like the pod, is enclosed and claus-
trophobic. This social pod is vectored through the actual space of 
Chicago and its suburbs, a space which registers only when the train 
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stops or when, in the happy ending, Stevens and his (new) girlfriend 
visit Chicago’s Millennium Park. Communication between the train-
pod and the space around it is even more radically asymmetric than 
communication with the lab: the space of northern Illinois “commu-
nicates” with the train only when the film’s terrorist makes a cell 
phone call that sets off the bomb. (The content of the call is irrel-
evant; it is the connection that triggers the device.) 
 Once we discover the communications asymmetry between the pod 
and the lab, and once Stevens’s goals have changed, the train’s com-
munications asymmetry is adjusted: on his last trip into the source 
code, and after foiling the bomber, Stevens calls his father, not the 
Air Force base. The content of their conversation is, like the bomber’s 
triggering phone call, less important than the fact of connection; it 
does not matter whether that connection has consequences outside 
its own temporal continuum. Yet Stevens does disrupt the continuum: 
his consciousness cannot return to his mutilated body back in the 
lab because that body has been euthanized, according to his wishes. 
As a result, his consciousness continues to dwell in the body of Sean 
Fentress, the passenger he has displaced. This in-dwelling first ap-

Communications asymmetry, audiovisual (Source Code, Duncan Jones; 
Summit, 2011).
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pears as a cinematic trick: whenever Stevens is in the “source code,” 
we see and hear Jake Gyllenhaal (Stevens’s mind) until his reflection 
reveals the face of the actor playing Fentress. (We even see Gyllen-
haal when his girlfriend looks at him; it’s a clarifying lesson in the 
difference between formal and narrative points of view.) The flip side 
of this audiovisual nesting comes when Stevens sends an e-mail to 
Captain Colleen Goodwin, his handler. Just as, within the lab, she 
is televisually present to him but he is textually present to her, so in 
the disrupted temporal continuum at the end of the film, Stevens is 
cinematically present in Chicago but textually present at Nellis.37 In 
this new, stable timeline, Source Code has found a way of scaling up 
the media ecology of its lab setting so that it can become continuous 
with the film as a whole. That medial-temporal asymmetry, both re-
alist and allegorical, ultimately describes the relationship between a 
host of contemporary films and their tax credit–abetted productions. 

Source Code’s communication system.
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 How thoroughgoing was the drive to save money on Source Code? 
Producer Philippe Rousselet’s Vendôme Productions drew on his 
French background when the production headed to Montreal to shoot 
all the interiors. (The raft of French surnames in the credits makes 
that abundantly clear.) Mobile productions like Source Code typically 
fill their rank-and-file with local workers and bring along enough 
Hollywood talent to spread across the production like a layer of ic-
ing. The thickness of that layer is the evidence of the production’s 
balance between its commitment to aesthetic autonomy (how much 
labor do department heads get to choose?) as opposed to financial 
constraint (how many subsidized local salaries will there be?). In 
the case of Source Code, the availability of first-rate crew in Montreal 
meant that the production was able to staff up locally almost all the 
way: the costume designer, the effects houses, and the camera opera-
tor were local. When screenwriter Ben Ripley asked director Jones, 
“How much of the crew was Montreal-based and how much did you 
bring from elsewhere?” the answer made it clear that financial con-
siderations were overriding: “Ninety-nine percent. It was very much 
a local crew. .  .  . Don Burgess obviously came up from the United 
States, but because of the speed and the budget of the film he came 
up on his own. Normally he likes to move with a team of people, and 
he agreed that on this project he would work with a whole new crew 
from Montreal.”38

 But while the control room might have been located anywhere, the 
film needed an actual, traversable location in which to situate its 
train disaster, just as Déjà Vu needed a location for its ferry disaster. 
Screenwriter Ripley initially imagined the train in the Greater New 
York area, but that possibility gave way for budgetary reasons. The 
major incentive was a more generous Illinois tax credit. Still, Source 
Code would insist on converting its constraints into virtues. The he-
licopter shots over the opening credits alternate between images of 
the train in the great horizontal landscapes of Chicagoland and the 
sudden verticals of the city itself. Such vistas and contrasts are harder 
to come by around New York. The shift in location had narrative 
consequences as well. As director Jones explained, the penultimate 
scene at Anish Kapoor’s Cloud Gate sculpture was only possible be-
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cause the production had been moved to save money: “I know that 
when we had to move the film from New York to Chicago, the fact 
that that [sculpture] existed made me very excited because I felt the 
whole idea of distorted reflections was going to be very useful as a 
joining tool [between the sequences in the pod and those on board 
the train].”39 
 How seriously should we take “the whole idea of distorted reflec-
tions” as the formal principle that joins the different worlds of Source 
Code? Jones is certainly alluding to the moments when Stevens sees 
someone else in the mirror, but those reflections are more than 
 distortions— they are substitutions. (There are no half-Stevenses/
half-Fentresses in the mirror. To take it a step further, Hollywood’s 
Jake Gyllenhaal is replacing Frédérick De Grandpré, the Quebec-
based actor playing his reflection.) Distortions occur when one per-
son or thing or idea morphs into something else. The concluding con-
versation between Stevens and Christina is exemplary. He belatedly 
recognizes the sculpture as the silver kidney from his passages out 
of the source code, realizing that he has, in fact, known the future 
all along. “Do you believe in fate?” he asks. She responds that she’s 

The Cloud Grid (Source Code, Duncan Jones; Summit, 2011).
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“more of a dumb luck kinda gal.” The film, naturally, imagines that 
one is the distorted reflection of the other, just as Forrest Gump had 
reconciled determinism and free will by supposing that “maybe both 
is happening at the same time.”40 Cloud Gate embodies that simulta-
neity. The shape channels its reflections groundward so that, accord-
ing to the Source Code “Trivia” track, “80 percent” of it reflects the 
sky. But the low angles of the sequence reverse the balance between 
sky and ground, and, what is more, the ground that we see is the grid 
of possibilities itself.41 In this way, the Chicago of fate and luck be-
comes the equivalent of Nellis AFB, a zone of militarized risk control. 
Stevens, like Oswald, like Carlin, is the dummy corporation that has 
been moved around the board. Like almost all films that successfully 
make it out of development hell, Source Code imagines this manipula-
tion as romance.

Coda: No Future

There is a price to pay for Stevens’s romance: by successfully usurping 
Sean Fentress’s body, Stevens erases Fentress’s consciousness. That 
Fentress would otherwise have been killed in the train explosion is 
some compensation, but his eradication is the unacknowledged cost 
of forgoing at least one cinematic possibility. To put this another way, 
for Colter Stevens, Source Code is an action-romance; for Sean Fen-
tress, it is a body-snatching horror film. 
 The flip side of the time-travel movie’s confidence in the inevitable 
grid of contingencies is the horror film’s almost desperate need to 
cordon its characters off the grid. As cell phones have chipped away 
at the isolation necessary to make the genre go, screenplays have 
been forced to account for technological failures, resulting in an end-
less stream of “no signal” and “dead battery” moments.42 Few movies 
have been as canny about this convention as The Cabin in the Woods 
(dir. Drew Goddard, scr. Goddard and Joss Whedon; Lionsgate, 
2012).43 As a band of slaughter-ready coeds heads for the eponymous 
locale, one of them notes that the road they just crossed “doesn’t 
even show up on the GPS. It’s unworthy of global positioning.” The 
stoner sage responds, “That’s the whole point. Get off the grid, right? 
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No cellphone reception, no traffic cameras . . . go somewhere for one 
goddamn weekend where they can’t globally position my ass. This is 
the whole issue.” As it happens, though, the execution of the five col-
lege students is not simply a genre-driven requirement. It is, rather, 
an expiatory ritual managed in a control room, and the cordon that 
will keep the students off the grid is itself an elaborately maintained 
electrical curtain. Once the impending victims pass through a moun-
tain, “a bird comes from behind the camera, flying directly above 
the tunnel. About halfway across it hits an invisible barrier and falls 
in a shower of sparks as for one moment an electrical grid seems to 
appear where it struck, before sparking away into nothing.”44 The 
grid here is a hexagonal honeycomb pattern, mimicking vertically 
the conventional pattern of cellular phone coverage.45 The “off-the-
grid” is nested inside the grid. 
 Cabin’s sales pitch assumes a high degree of generic self-conscious-
ness: “You think you know the story” is its tagline. But by literal-
izing generic conventions (“The Director” is in charge) and crossing 
the “cabin-in-the-woods” slasher film with the televised-life film (the 
production intern is named Truman, after The Truman Show)—Cabin 
draws our attention to the process of locating the production in a par-
ticular woods: “A helicopter shot floats over the rambler as it winds 
through an endless expanse of firs, finally consumed by them” (20). 
Within the film, these woods are the setting for the “reality” produc-
tion within which the victims will unknowingly choose their own 
mode of execution. As it happens, they are pursued by a family of 
farm implement–wielding zombies, but they might have been killed 
by something like Hellraiser’s Pinhead, werewolves, vampires, mu-
tants, or even an “angry molesting tree.”46 “We chose,” one of them 
belatedly realizes. “They made us choose how we die.” The monsters 
are housed in a subterranean warehouse of potential carnage and 
illusory choice, a “Costco of death.”47 The spectacular array of death-
dealing creatures is mere distraction; the location was already fatal. 
Before the victims might have chosen their mode of execution, they 
had been “consumed” by “endless firs.” The woods are, as it happens, 
in British Columbia, which is to say they are woods where the tax 
credits are monstrous.48 
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 The global system of tax credit–driven film and video produc-
tion successfully virtualizes even the stubborn realities of location 
 shooting— not by dematerializing those realities but by shadowing 
them with their future perfect selves.49 The proliferation of control 
rooms may appear to be a way of insisting upon the difference be-
tween places real and places virtual, but that insistence is always 
undermined in order to vouch for a higher order of control. At the 
end of Cabin in the Woods, an unlikely romantic couple have nearly 
managed to escape their prescripted death, but instead of constitut-
ing the happy ending, their survival will result in the destruction of 
humanity by renascent evil gods that dwell deep within the earth. 
The control room will be destroyed, and the cabin will be crushed 
by “a gnarled hand, bigger than the house and on an arm a hundred 
feet long.”50 Capitalism didn’t quite go under this time around, so it 
makes perverse sense to rewrite the system’s survival as the mythos 
of a jokey, faux-ancient theology repurposed for the collapse of the 
housing bubble. If Hollywood remains sanguine about the continu-
ing operations of the global economy, that is because it had adopted 
a post-crisis mode of production even before the crisis hit. For more 
than a decade, the industry had been telling a story that we seemed 
to know already but that we were unprepared for nonetheless.

“No Signal”: The cellular barrier (The Cabin in the Woods, Drew Goddard; 
Lionsgate, 2012).
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MGM/Columbia, 2006), “James Bond: for Real” (DVD), producer Michael 
G. Wilson explains, “When you’re looking for a building under construc-
tion for filming they’re just about impossible to find because by the time 
you go and look at a building, you have to plan to work there, and by 
the time you’re done planning, the building’s moved on and probably 
finished. But this place, being an abandoned building, it was easy for us 
to make it look like it was a construction project that was still going on.” 

50 The Cabin in the Woods, screenplay, 105.
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Anti-Capitalism and Anti-Realism 
in William T. Vollmann’s Poor People

As a slogan updating the presumably spoiled goods of socialist realism 
for the neoliberal present, “capitalist realism” initially suggests an ef-
fort to interpret and organize reality in terms consistent with capital-
ist ideology. Understood in this sense, capitalist realism might prove 
an especially unsustainable literary project, since so many American 
writers habitually present themselves as offering an insight deeper or 
more critical than that of the reigning ideology. Echoing the words 
of Bill Gray, Don DeLillo’s abject writer-hero in Mao II, they use the 
novel as a “democratic shout” just barely audible above the industrial 
din.1 Apart from a few devotees of Ayn Rand, who in the contempo-
rary literary pantheon finds advocating capitalism a pressing literary 
task? Surely a far greater number of writers today adopt a stance pre-
mised on a disruptive or ironic relation to capitalism and therefore to 
any aesthetic described by a label such as capitalist realism. 
 “Capitalism,” after all, is a word more commonly found on the lips 
of those who imagine themselves its critics (much like “communism,” 
for that matter). Its proponents prefer to repackage its phenomena 
in a discourse of “the market”  or— even more broadly and banal-
ly—“economics,” where that purported science is understood not in 
the comparative sense but rather as the on-going management of a 
naturally occurring and inevitable system of exchange to which only 
other, surely tendentious persons insist on attaching an “ism.” For 
economists of this sort, a literary project of capitalist realism implies 
an anti-capitalist agenda based on a revelation of the horrors of the 
system, and such a practice of exposé continues the aforementioned 
and unpopular socialist realism rather than inverting it. 
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 In both of these senses, then, the cultivation of a literature desig-
nated “capitalist realism” initially seems unpromising. Capitalism as 
a system that writers in some sense oppose and yet cannot name or 
perhaps even know deeply strands its would-be analysts in a repre-
sentational dilemma. In his still-pertinent writings on cognitive map-
ping, however, Fredric Jameson asserts that wrestling with the chal-
lenge of representing a swiftly changing practice on the periphery of 
aesthetic perception can lead artists to generate usefully indirect or 
“degraded” figures for the total system.2 Jameson’s famous examples 
of such figures from the heyday of postmodernism and the boom 
phase of the information economy include paranoia, conspiracy, and 
hysterical hyper-realism. The gambit of my own  essay— and perhaps 
of this collection as a  whole— is that capitalist realism might provide 
an opportunity to name a new set of similarly partial, incomplete or 
“degraded” figures for a new phase of capitalist accumulation.
 Faced with the pressing, yet apparently impossible task of repre-
senting a new capitalist reality that is still in the process of emerg-
ing, writers necessarily rummage through their toolboxes in search 
of handy items they might repurpose. Arguably, one such resource 
for the aspiring capitalist realist is the small but distinctive tradition 
of Anglophone prose documentaries. Devoted to exposing the social 
ills of urban capitalism, landmarks of the form from Jacob Riis’s How 
the Other Half Lives (1890) and James Agee and Walker Evans’s Let 
Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941) to Michael Harrington’s The Other 
America (1962) and Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed (2001) use 
a middle-class eye to bring the collective subject they designate “the 
poor” into view.3 Their efforts are especially notable for their non-
dogmatic quality. None of these contributions to this baggy genre 
adopts a strictly pro- or anti-capitalist stance, for instance, since each 
wobbles between the two senses of capitalism outlined above, alter-
nating between viewing capitalism as an ideologically charged en-
emy and a natural condition so deeply entrenched as to appear a law 
of nature.
 The commitment to realism as an aesthetic is similarly ambivalent 
in the prose documentary. This tradition relies equally at different 
moments on the revelation of social conditions assumed to actually 
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exist, the almost total absorption into the documentarian’s own re-
cording consciousness, and a self-conscious attention to the conven-
tions of the tradition itself.4 Although certain lines of development 
and transformation do organize the history of the genre, each mood 
retains a sectoral validity, accomplishing too many immediately nec-
essary tasks to be dispensed with. So-called naïve referential real-
ism, for example, recurs repeatedly long after its apparent refutation, 
and moments of intense self-consciousness about generic conventions 
are evident from the genre’s outset. Since these prose documentaries 
concern human subjects, however, these multiple approaches to real-
ism have consequences that exceed the purely epistemological; they 
reveal a generic consistency in a body of writing that passes through 
modernist and postmodernist phases, finding itself in a new mood in 
the twenty-first century.
 The most constant element of the prose documentary is open-end-
edness with respect to its central question: how to conceive of its 
subject. To the extent that the tradition of the prose documentary 
imagines “the poor” as a static, receding, or impossible object of at-
tention that the middle-class documentarian has a moral burden to 
represent realistically, the aesthetic stance triggers a persistent dif-
ficulty and an obsessive preoccupation for the form. The problem 
is that when “the poor” are viewed as actually existing persons in-
habiting a concrete social reality fully available to the middle-class 
observer’s moral scrutiny, they are rendered largely silent objects 
alien to the naively realist author. A more modernist or postmod-
ernist emphasis on the manufactured social conditions and generic 
expectations that create poverty and “the poor” as objects of external 
attention is little improvement, tending, as it does, to empty out the 
category and dissolve the possibility of locating a subject who could 
speak authoritatively about poverty as anything other than a social 
by-product. Critical realisms of this latter sort thus retreat from their 
subject into ever-deeper crevasses of the writer’s solipsism. The con-
sistent double bind of documentary realism is that it is both required 
for anti-capitalist moral authority and impossible when it positions 
those with whom it imagines itself to be empathizing as either silent 
or imaginary objects. 
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 Although a spate of mockumentaries, shockumentaries, and lyrical 
reflections on the craft of investigative writing sustained the form 
through the epistemological assaults on realism associated with post-
modernism, this fundamental problem remains both unresolved and 
definitive for the prose documentary. The genre’s ethical protest re-
mains scandalized by the prospect that it effectively functions as a 
form of economic pornography. The logical conclusions that follow 
from this moral horror appear in a particularly acute form in a recent 
contribution to the genre, William T. Vollmann’s Poor People (2007).5 
In a mood that we might call metamodern,6 Vollmann revisits the 
modernist interpretations of the prose documentary (especially Agee 
and Evans’s) without, however, suggesting he has any special author-
ity or ability to solve the problems raised there. Vollmann renews the 
strategies learned from his predecessors in order to test them against 
the conditions he observes.
 Vollmann’s project begins with an explicit acknowledgment of the 
ways, as a collective subject, “the poor” are always with but never of 
“us.” Because he “cannot claim to have been poor” and thus cannot 
write from personal experience as he usually prefers to do, Vollmann 
interviewed dozens of what he calls spectacularly poor people around 
the world, asking them how they survive and why they think they are 
poor (xi). In Poor People, he shares what he learned in these interviews 
with readers he presumes to be, like himself, rich. Vollmann asks 
these readers to study their assumptions about the  poor— especially 
the assumption that the poor are alienated from capitalist norms of 
civility and self-control. In several passages, Vollmann also parodi-
cally reproduces middle-class caricatures of the poor as hostile invad-
ers who can “turn ugly and infect the rich with their accident prone-
ness” (159). At the same time, he works to unsettle a complementary 
“Victorian ethos” of charity that treats poverty as a moral question 
and the poor as objects of pity (47). 
 In addition to documenting the impact of these assumptions on 
the poor person’s self-concept, Vollmann also scrupulously illustrates 
the impact both ideas have had on  him— confessing his own suspect 
compassion (“I do pity her with all my heart” [31]) and exploring his 
own suspicion of the stories that some of his interviewees tell him. 
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He offers particularly close readings of narratives provided by Sunee, 
an alcoholic Thai mother, and Natalia, a Russian beggar. Vollmann 
describes Sunee’s drunkenness and Buddhist resignation as “entirely 
natural” and even “beneficial” responses to her  situation— while still 
honoring his own and his presumed reader’s skepticism about the-
ology (24). Similarly, Vollmann notes his own doubts about contra-
dictions in the autobiography Natalia provides him, questioning her 
reliance on figures endowed with an almost supernatural ability to 
wrong her (“the gypsy woman,” for example). 
 As with Sunee, however, Vollmann is not primarily interested in 
unraveling Natalia’s story to decide which concrete events precipi-
tated her current crisis. Rather, he accumulates  motifs— a taste for 
grandiosity, for  instance— in support of his conclusion that the expe-
rience of poverty, not its causes, matters most. It is not the plausibility 
of magical or theological thinking that finally interests Vollmann but 
rather what he feels it expresses: namely, the uncertainty of inhabit-
ing “a dangerous world .  .  . speckled with weaknesses whose inex-
plicability might as well be called supernatural” (69). Fear of this 
dangerous world leads middle-class people (here called “the rich”) 
to retreat in Vollmann’s view; stereotypes of the poor as deceptive, 
untrustworthy, and dangerous themselves follow, he asserts in a bril-
liant borrowing from I. A. Richards, from a middle-class “withdrawal 
from experience” (45). Although inhabiting precisely the same in-
explicable world as the poor, the rich refuse to know them as kin 
and instead engage in self-protective rituals designed to exorcise its 
dangers.
 Against such scapegoating, Vollmann provides intensely subjective 
and/or phenomenological accounts of individual cases of poverty, 
and these soon become the only solid reference points in his docu-
mentary. His economic universe is unstable, and he asserts that it is 
essentially unquantifiable.7 Despite providing at the outset a table 
comparing the incomes of people described in the book (including 
himself), Vollmann repeatedly emphasizes the untrustworthiness of 
such Thoreauvian efforts to calculate the fluctuating incomes of the 
very poor in terms of currency, let alone the cost of meeting daily 
needs in various locations. He is similarly unpersuaded by criteria 



1 8 2   c a r e n  i r r

such as those employed by the United Nations that define poverty in 
concrete terms such as “short life, illiteracy, exclusion, and lack of 
material resources” (101). Most of the unmet needs that Vollmann as-
sociates with poverty are psychological and social. Vollmann’s alter-
nate definition of poverty takes invisibility, deformity, unwantedness, 
dependence, accident proneness, pain, numbness, and estrangement 
as its hallmarks. He replaces structural or material explanations of 
poverty with a reduction of poverty to a condition of being “unhappy 
in his or her own normality” (1). This position follows directly from 
his opening assertion that “poverty is never political,” because like 
all human experience it is, for Vollmann, solitary (29).
 Vollmann offers these statements and definitions in a spirit that he 
too modestly describes as “capricious, . . . sad[,] and probably use-
less” (102). We should not be so easily misled, however. His project is 
grounded in a distinctive contemporary sensibility. The metamodern 
qualified despair may not seem to Vollmann explicitly political, but 
for the budding capitalist realist, this position has an inescapably po-
litical connotation precisely because it evacuates the site of “politics.” 
By separating the solitary unhappiness of the poor from debatable 
political problems, Vollmann naturalizes extreme poverty, making it 
an eternal and endemic feature of human existence.
 Vollmann takes poor people rather than poverty as a problem be-
cause his deepest (and arguably most political) commitment is to an 
absolute standard of human equality. He works up this view in sev-
eral places, most notably in this position statement:

Because I wish to respect poor people’s perceptions and experiences, I 
refuse to say that I know their good better than they; accordingly, I fur-
ther refuse to condescend to them with the pity that either pretends they 
have no choices at all, or else, worse yet, gilds their every choice with my 
benevolent approval. Once again I submit the obvious: Poor people are no 
more and no less human than I; accordingly, they deserve to be judged 
and understood precisely as do I myself. (170)

As an absolutist, even a self-described fetishist, about equality, Voll-
mann outlines an ethical stance that requires recognition of the psy-
chological world of others on par with his own concerns. He measures 
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their “perceptions and experiences” in relation to his own. Vollmann 
follows this view past its easier associations with liberal tolerance (or 
“benevolent approval”) through to a more uncomfortable, existen-
tialist-tinged rhetorical question: since “consciousness can make its 
own choices, shouldn’t I consider some ways that poverty can enrich 
itself with happiness?” he asks (238). This emphasis on the happiness 
of the poor allows him to endorse their and his sustaining comforts 
(drink, drugs, theology, fellowship), and it also drives him to the nec-
essary conclusion that poverty is “a sacred choice of the personality” 
(289; emphasis in the original). Poverty understood as a choice is not 
a social problem to be ameliorated or a structural issue to be correct-
ed. Poverty understood as a choice expresses an existential attitude 
toward an ultimately uncontrolled, unknowable world.
 As already noted, this radical, existential egalitarianism precludes 
any collection of data about the threshold of poverty in different lo-
cations. It also makes poverty fundamentally intractable and imper-
meable to revolution, reform, or aid. Although Vollmann explicitly 
states that he supports “every one of the United Nations’ suggestions” 
for reducing poverty (he seems to have the Millennium Development 
Goals in mind), he is skeptical not simply about their immediate feasi-
bility but also about any effort to alter the world of the poor (221). “I  
assume that some people will always be poor, as some people eter-
nally have been,” he asserts at the midpoint of Poor People; “there is 
little that you and I can do for people like [Big Mountain], and not 
much they can do for themselves” (222). Poverty understood as an 
existential condition of longing and unhappiness is eternally intrac-
table not because it is good, but because the human condition in this 
world is not.
 Vollmann can imagine and even sometimes identify inklings of 
other  worlds— most importantly “a culture of communalism [that] 
. . . can mitigate each and every one of the phenomena of poverty,” a 
“true neighborliness” (259). However, according to Vollmann’s rigor-
ous standards, such a culture would have to arise from the direct, 
face-to-face engagement of individuals who recognize and respect 
each other’s full equality. This rarely happens. Instead, it is our famil-
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iar and collective failure to directly perceive one  another— our “with-
drawal from experience” and our habituation to  stereotype— that en-
sures the impossibility of “a culture of communalism.” 
 As a case in point, Vollmann describes the limited success of his 
own efforts to act on his ethics in a series of powerful, strange, and 
philosophically difficult meditations in the third-to-last chapter, “I 
Know I Am Rich.” Explaining the limits he has set with the homeless 
men and women who camp in the parking lot adjoining his home, 
Vollmann explains in a notably anti-heroic manner the channels that 
have closed between himself and his neighbors. Some of these por-
tals are  literal— such as the steel door and tin foil–lined windows 
that enclose his family’s private space. Vollmann unapologetically 
describes himself kicking an imploring beggar “in the knee so that 
he fell back outside” and slamming the door shut when “he tried to 
shove past me” (282). Vollmann confesses to actions that derive from 
his own class-based fear that “the poor people [are] coming to take 
everything from me” (287). He reveals himself to be fully implicated 
in a failure to live equally and communally; this failure obliges him 
to engage in a project of ceaseless self-scrutiny.
 This responsibility is not his alone. In this world that Vollmann 
takes to be defined by sovereign consciousnesses choosing their con-
dition and existing in a state of horrific, inescapable alienation from 
one another even though they desire a culture of communalism, Voll-
mann underscores the necessity of continuing to ask basic questions 
about one’s responsibility to self and others. “What have I done over 
my life in light of this inequality [between rich and poor], and what 
should I have done, and whom have I helped and harmed, and what 
should I do now” is the catechism that Vollmann recommends to him-
self and his readers alike in Poor People (290). 
 This responsibility for perpetual ethical inquiry is an urgent, 
achievable task in the present. As such, it offsets the fruitless quest to 
reach a specific interlocutor Vollmann undertakes in one of the few 
passages that implies that a structural explanation for deprivation 
might exist. In “Crime without Criminals,” Vollmann leaves behind 
the street beggars who preoccupy him throughout most of Poor People 
and begins to narrate an attempt to interview the head of a Kazakh 
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oil company. After poisoning villagers with sulfurous gasses, this 
company began relocating its sickly victims, and Vollmann sought 
an encounter with those in charge. He never locates the official he 
hopes to interview, however, only his guileless young children, and 
even the local people who had promised to speak with him disappear 
into the woodwork after apparently being intimidated. The moral of 
this story for Vollmann is not that the oil industry needs reform or 
regulation or replacement, but rather that all the people dependent 
on oil money as well as “you and I” are all deeply culpable in the poi-
soning of the Kazakh environment. There are no individual criminals 
to locate, and no crimes have been committed, because a position 
premised on the belief “that everybody, even a condemned prisoner 
in his death cell, retains some degree of moral freedom” (190–191) 
disperses responsibility across the system. In Vollmann’s universe of 
unreachable causes, inexplicable disorder, and violent competition 
for space and resources, only scrupulously ethical individual ac-
tions arising from unusual fortitude, patience, and curiosity stand a 
chance.  Culpability— like  unhappiness— is a choice one makes only 
about oneself and never about another in Poor People.
 For this reason, it should not surprise us that Vollmann’s research 
into the phenomena of poverty takes him finally to a place where 
essentially all that remains is the archive he has  assembled— a mass 
of transcripts and snapshots, memories, “speculations and interpreta-
tion” that, he asserts, lie “near to reality itself” (xv). Vollmann as an 
author knows the limitations of this material, even as he prizes it, 
and he repeatedly recognizes the incompleteness and brevity of his 
acquaintance with the poor people who feature in his book. His dili-
gent efforts at authentic, responsible, fully voluntary face-to-face en-
counters implode, crumbling down into purely textual matter. Voll-
mann’s second- and third-order simulations of his experiences with 
other people’s experiences of themselves constitute his  writing— a 
writing that must prove itself adequate to the reality that grounds 
it through “honest attempts to make sense of phenomena” (xv). His 
realism, in short, requires his first-person, confessional presence; 
it needs to absorb and frame all of these encounters in the never-
ending questioning and anxious self-consciousness of the writer who 
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 chooses— freely,  responsibly— to write in a world that need not sup-
port him in any manner. In this way, Vollmann’s metamodern take 
on the documentary assumes neither the stability of poor people as 
objects nor the perspicacity of a writer-observer’s eye. Vollmann’s 
realism is animated instead by an understanding of the capitalist 
marketplace from which he derives his own income as an inchoate, 
unknown, even unknowable system within which one has only at last 
the option of retaining a small degree of personal integrity. His real-
ism derives from and supports this understanding of the unregulated 
capitalist economy, extending it to the worlds of poor people whose 
environments are also inherently unstable and whose only resources 
ultimately are their own often limited, sometimes unimaginably cre-
ative, narratives. 
 At this point, then, William T. Vollmann’s interpretation of the 
prose documentary returns us to the problem of capitalist realism 
with which we began. His capitalism, as we have seen, is a faceless, 
unstable, perhaps ultimately unidentifiable  force— as fundamentally 
damaged and incoherent as Soviet communism and far less psycho-
logically sustaining than theology. Capitalism accelerates the process 
of receding from view that already characterizes Vollmann’s encoun-
ters with specific poor people. Neither these  individuals— available 
to him in the act of writing only as photos or words sometimes un-
certainly  translated— nor capitalism itself has an enduring relation 
to Vollmann’s writerly consciousness beyond the moment of the en-
counter. His own desire to interpret and understand thus fills up the 
holes left by a “speckled” world that readily reveals its crimes but 
conceals its criminals, just as his own manifestly abundant skill as 
a writer swells up to return those lost faces temporarily to life. This 
compensatory type of realism, however, is confessedly provisional 
and anti-illusionistic, just as Vollmann’s final grim paean to “money 
[that] just goes to where it goes” reiterates the slippery, incoherent 
nature of capitalism as well (294).
 No effort at capitalist realism undertaken on Vollmann’s terms, in 
short, can be either anti-capitalist or pro-capitalist, since there is no 
specific capitalism that one might  locate— only pocket change, closed 
doors, and disappearing plant managers who, like Joseph Heller’s 
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Major Major, are always in, just never when you go to see them. His 
documentary can also not be realist in any of the several senses in 
which we might conventionally understand that term; Vollmann pro-
ceeds honestly and yet without enduring access to an extra-textual 
real or a stable set of literary conventions for triggering a reality- 
effect. Vollmann’s fetish for ethical egalitarianism requires instead 
that any relationship between self and other, author and world, be 
built anew for each occasion. Each specific encounter he describes 
must reconstitute the real, as must each text describing such an en-
counter. Vollmann’s only durable skill in this process is his capacity to 
tell his own story about the resonant images of the poor. He does not 
grant himself a magical capacity to illuminate their circumstances 
for a readership that may or may not include poor people themselves. 
He might desire as a writer the moral authority comparable to the 
UN’s efforts to offer “more aid, better directed,” but he does not ulti-
mately understand himself to inhabit a universe that allows for this 
possibility. To satisfy Vollmann’s demands for radical egalitarianism, 
his writing must be both subordinate to the encounters it narrates 
and entangled with these conditions on an equal footing. This is a 
shifty, unstable aesthetic requiring constant recalibration and leav-
ing him, as already noted, with many intentionally uncomfortable 
“speculations and interpretations.”
 Considered as a case study of the imagined aesthetic of “capital-
ist realism,” then, Vollmann’s ethical documentary takes a strategy 
that is the dialectical antithesis of the political project recommended 
by Jacques Rancière in the 2002 afterword to The Philosopher and 
His Poor.8 Rancière reflects critically on two equally incomplete ap-
proaches to the problem of representing the poor that he found in 
France during the 1970s. Recalling Pierre Bourdieu’s explorations of 
the role of school culture in maintaining class distinctions, Rancière 
calls these approaches “republican pedagogy” and “modernist peda-
gogy.” The former aims to acculturate the poor to republican values 
such as equality, mainly through explicit bourgeoisification. It re-
spects and protects the poor by modeling their behavior on that of 
middle-class citizens. The second, modernist pedagogy (closer to the 
pluralist aims of US education in recent decades) aims to diversify 
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educational content by population, in effect leaving elite culture fully 
in place but reserving it for a small population of those already ad-
vantaged. Both of these equally unsatisfactory processes, according 
to Rancière, address the question of the poor through questions of 
culture, differing in their tactics because they disagree on the ques-
tion of whether the poor have a distinct culture. Rather than deciding 
this question in the affirmative or the negative, though, Rancière re-
casts it as a question of social divisions, asking how and why the idea 
that intellectual (and by extension cultural) difference results from 
different modes of labor originated and was perpetuated. 
 In short, Rancière shows how the problem of the poor stages a fun-
damental paradox about the meaning of equality in modern democ-
racies. Equality, he asserts, is not a social outcome (as pedagogues 
might hope) but rather something “fundamental and absent, current 
and untimely” (223). Equality, especially between classes (or, if you 
prefer Vollmann’s terms, between “rich” and “poor”), is a crucial but 
also necessarily impossible premise for modern democratic capitalist 
societies. Excluded by definition from “culture” and self-representa-
tion and thus clearly demonstrating the persistence of social divi-
sion within purportedly egalitarian republics, the poor for Rancière 
reveal the characteristic double-thinking surrounding equality in the 
democratic and capitalist analysis that presents itself so aggressively 
as a realist alternative to utopian ideals of socialism. The problem of 
the poor, then, is always political for Rancière because it reveals the 
contested and malleable social origins of divisions that ought not, 
ideologically speaking, to exist. The specter of the poor makes visible 
and sensible the contradictions underlying a purportedly seamless, 
global capitalist reality. 
 In other words, while Rancière shares with Vollmann the founda-
tional belief that the problem of poverty is one of equality, he treats 
equality as a political, not an existential or ethical, dilemma. Conse-
quently, Rancière offers a political aesthetic as well: imagining a kind 
of double image that calls to light the heterogeneity of the visible, 
sensible world, making “visible what has been excluded” and enhanc-
ing our perception of the antagonisms that organize our subjective 
experiences (226). Rancière’s politicized aesthetic of the double im-
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age offers a counterpoint to Vollmann’s intensely monadic anti-polit-
ical aesthetic, his monster of self-consciousness absorbing and obses-
sively scrutinizing its relation to all that crosses its path. (After all, 
Vollmann’s career is itself not only characterized by individual works 
of great length but also by its polymorphic  interconnections— all vol-
umes contributing in some sense to his own ongoing effort to narrate 
his consciousness’s relation to itself.) Rancière’s political images of 
poverty as a political problem propose both an aesthetic and philo-
sophical negation of Vollmann’s libertarian hyper-individualism, as 
well as an alternative to the related economic narratives less system-
atically developed by contemporaries such as David Foster Wallace, 
Jonathan Franzen, and Dave Eggers.
 Although finding few contemporary literary companions, at least in 
US fiction, Rancière’s antagonistic, heterogeneous realism is clearly 
in greater and easier sympathy with a number of scholarly approaches 
to the problem of  poverty— from David Harvey’s brilliant exposition 
of the processes of accumulation through dispossession in The Spaces 
of Global Capitalism to Rob Nixon’s exploration of the rhetoric of Af-
rican activists in Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor.9 
Like Richard Dienst in The Bonds of Debt, these neo-Marxisms de-
scribe a world organized around collective, structural antagonisms, 
embedded in geography, ecology, and economy as well as face-to-face 
violence and ethical double binds. This approach involves emphasis 
on material contradictions that Vollmann’s pronounced allergy to any 
ideology of structure, and statism in particular, guarantees he does 
not embrace as his own. 
 However, rather than preferring a capitalist realism that repro-
duces in aesthetic terms the insights of scholarly analysis, I wish to 
conclude by suggesting that both forms express essentially the same 
problem. Both literary and scholarly or ethical and political ap-
proaches are faces of the emerging capitalist realist project. Their dif-
ferences are tactical rather than strategic. After all, both Vollmann’s 
potentially monomaniacal ethics and Rancière’s and others’ explicitly 
political aesthetic share an essential element, a component that is 
surely necessary for any version of the new representational project 
called capitalist realism: both articulate an ideal, however compro-
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mised and easily foreclosed, of a “culture of communalism.” In The 
Bonds of Debt, Dienst reminds us that one powerful way to name this 
kind of vision of a globally responsive, positively entangled collectiv-
ity is through the language of solidarity. Updating the metaphor of 
fraternity, Dienst positions solidarity as the third term in the famil-
iar three-part refrain of the French Revolution and as the dialectical 
complement to the Cold War opposition between liberty and equal-
ity. In this sense, all of these variously conflicted variations on the 
theme of capitalist realism remind us that the problem of “the poor” 
(which is always really the problem of the debts binding the rich to 
the poor) encompasses the problem of equality without being limited 
to it. This profound reorientation of the problem suggests that the 
uneasy and perhaps as yet mainly hypothetical aesthetic of capitalist 
realism must begin with equality while also engineering a movement 
from that agonistic struggle toward the common ground of human 
solidarity. Such a movement may finally prove necessary for any ef-
fort to document and perhaps also to act affirmatively in this tragic 
world.
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PA R T  I I I  After and Against Representation





“Capitalism seamlessly occupies the horizons of the thinkable.”1 Mark 
Fisher puts his finger on the basic problem for left politics: how is one 
to imagine an alternative to capitalism? Realism is our great enemy 
in this effort. “Realism” in this context refers both to an  attitude— a 
grim identification of the rule of markets with necessity, practicality, 
and hard-nosed common  sense— as well as a cultural  regime— art 
that reproduces and reinforces its context. It would thus seem that 
the anti-mimetic is our great ally. “Anti-mimetic” in this context re-
fers both to an  attitude— a willingness to imagine alternatives to 
what  exists— as well as a cultural  practice— art that escapes from its 
context.2 In the following I will argue that, despite his acute registra-
tion of our urgent political dilemma, Fisher’s interpretive practice 
gives comfort to the enemy and deprives us of our ally. By reading 
the fictional as mimetic of the actual, by turning even science fiction 
into a species of realism, Fisher forecloses our capacity to see how art 
in fact challenges capitalist reality. 
 This interpretive practice is by no means Fisher’s private fault. 
Rather, his approach is dictated by a venerable method of defend-
ing the humanities’ capacity to generate knowledge about society. 
Thus, to assess his claims we need to attend to criticism’s institutional 
position, and to the struggle to legitimate humanistic knowledge in 
the contemporary intellectual and institutional climate. Why should 
anti-capitalist activists turn to left literary or film criticism, instead 
of to left economics, history, or political science? The traditional an-
swer has been that cultural works provide a special kind of evidence 
about economic, political, and social conditions, evidence that other 
disciplines cannot access. A novel or a film, in this account, functions 
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as evidence about a given social  condition— in this case, contempo-
rary capitalism. By reading novels and poems, or watching films and 
television shows, we can grasp the contours, the strategies and weak-
nesses, of the socio-economic logic we wish to contest. 
 But, as I will show, in practice the extraction of this evidence of-
ten depends on theories that are not derived from the works. These 
social, psychological, and economic theories are, however, “literary” 
in the sense that they are largely absent from the social and natural 
sciences. This constitutes their great appeal for critics, who are thus 
provided with social knowledges autonomous with respect to eco-
nomics, political science, biology, sociology, or history. 
 And yet this autonomous position is a double-edged sword. It shel-
ters our theories from the kind of debate now necessary, in the after-
math of the Sokal hoax, to legitimate the extra-disciplinary claims 
of literary thinkers.3 Without the possibility of meaningful interdis-
ciplinary testing, these theories take on the quasi-fictional status of 
“literary economics,” “literary psychology,” or “literary critical so-
ciology.” These theories are literary not in the sense that they are 
derived from works of literature, but in the sense that literary critics 
tend to be the only people who work with them. Cultural scholar-
ship’s claim to autonomous knowledge thus rests on a displacement of 
the fictional or virtual from the object of study to the critic’s theory.
 This traditional understanding of literature as evidence used to il-
lustrate social or psychological or economic theories whose primary 
institutional home is the English department is not tenable. It has 
proved unsuccessful both at demonstrating the value of the humani-
ties and at contributing to the anti-capitalist struggle. Both criticism 
and the social and economic theories which critics espouse have had 
little or no impact on the recent vigorous left attack on failed free 
market economics, for example, or on the development of new politi-
cal processes in the Occupy movements, to take a different example.4 
Autonomy becomes isolation. This is not criticism’s necessary fate. 
Once we see literary works not as evidence of actually existing capi-
talism, but as intellectual and material examples of escape from capi-
talist reality, a meaningful relation both to other disciplines and to 
urgent political questions becomes possible.
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* * *

“Cyberspatial capital works by addicting its users; William Gibson 
recognized that in Neuromancer” (Fisher, 25). Here Fisher reads the 
science fiction novel as a realistic description of capitalism’s actual 
procedures. This decision to treat Gibson’s image of addiction as re-
alistic immediately opens into a discussion of addiction as a system 
of control constituting the central pathology of late capitalism. Cit-
ing Jameson, Deleuze, and Lacan, Fisher then analyzes the impact of 
this “addiction”—of which “attention-deficit disorder” is an apparent 
 symptom— on postsecondary education in the UK. Finally, he argues 
against the typical way of treating mental-health disorders such as 
addiction, arguing that this occludes the extent to which such pa-
thologies are expressions of social malaise. Like R. D. Laing, who 
described schizophrenia as a protest against an intolerable social or-
der, Fisher thinks we don’t need to treat health issues such as addic-
tion so much as to harness the negative affect they express for social 
transformation.5

 These claims immediately raise a number of basic questions. Is 
the “addiction” Fisher describes in fact the same phenomenon as the 
addictions described by the medical profession? How are addiction 
and attention-deficit disorder related? Does mental health treatment 
equal pacification? Is “addiction” here a metaphor? What is the dif-
ference between an addictive relation to media and a non-addictive 
relation? Is addiction in fact socially constructed, or does it also have 
genetic components? 
 The discovery of the genetic basis of schizophrenia, as well as the 
discovery of its erosive effects on the brain, proved fatal to Laing’s 
description of schizophrenia as a social protest that should be ampli-
fied rather than treated. Mindful of this history, a writer wishing to 
challenge mental-health practices he considers to be socially harmful 
would be wise to devote serious effort to addressing questions like the 
ones raised above.
 But none of these questions are addressed, nor is it possible to ad-
dress them within the terms of Fisher’s discussion. Consider the first 
question, for example. Does his “addiction” name the same phenom-
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enon as “addiction” in a neuroscience or medical journal? Fisher’s 
way of defining addiction, and the particular authorities he uses, pre-
cludes any contact with the way addiction is defined and discussed in 
non-literary critical contexts. 
 Fisher’s dissent from medical orthodoxy is not, of course, necessar-
ily disabling to his argument. Both the disease concept of addiction, 
as well as many of the particular descriptions of the disease, have 
intelligent critics.6 Strong evidence for Fisher’s view of addiction as 
an expression of revolt at capitalist reality might indeed lead us to be-
lieve that he has a compelling account of addiction. But the main evi-
dence Fisher adduces is Gibson’s book, a work of science fiction. This 
evidence by itself is unlikely to convince anyone that the dominant 
descriptions of addiction current in psychology, neuroscience, and 
medicine are deeply flawed. And without a serious challenge to these 
descriptions, it seems both practically impossible and ethically inde-
fensible to withhold treatment from people suffering from addiction. 
 The logic of Fisher’s argument here is simple. (1) Insist that the 
science fiction novel reflects the way the real world actually works. 
(2) Argue that Jameson/Deleuze/Lacan have a theory of the world 
that seems to mesh with the science fiction novel. (3) Conclude that 
a psycho-socio-economic view of addiction culled from Jameson/ 
Deleuze/Lacan describes the central pathology of our age. This has 
the practical result that (4) Neuromancer’s repressed anti-mimetic 
status infects claims that the critic intends as descriptive of the real 
world. Fisher’s “addiction” becomes fictionalized.
 Perhaps Fisher’s argument would be stronger had he undertaken 
a sustained critical engagement with the views of addiction held 
by other disciplines. Perhaps this engagement would show that his 
psycho-economic model of addiction presents a formidable oppo-
nent to weak psychological, sociological, medical, or neuroscientific 
paradigms. Of course, Fisher might reasonably feel that such a de-
mand places an undue burden on the critic. Yet in the absence of such 
sustained engagement, the plausibility of Fisher’s interdisciplinary 
claims is likely to be quite limited. 
 But what if there were a simpler way? Fisher’s publishing enterprise 
is, after all, predicated on the possibility of effective humanistic in-
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quiry outside the disciplinary codes of traditional academic venues. 
What if he could make strong arguments without needing to engage 
in the laborious, fraught, and potentially fruitless attempt to bring 
Jameson/Deleuze/Lacan into contact with disciplinary knowledges? 
What would it mean if we simply didn’t take the first step of Fisher’s 
argument? What if we began from the premise that Gibson’s novel 
is in fact what it claims to be: a science-fictional representation of a 
world not our own? 
 Socially engaged criticism has historically been reluctant to do this, 
in part from a fear that this consigns us to talking about “merely” aes-
thetic problems. Even within the criticism of science fiction, there has 
been a steady erosion of attention to the discontinuity of fiction with 
actuality. Darko Suvin’s influential formulas recognize that science 
fiction deals with empirically unactualizable states of affairs.7 But he 
locates science fiction’s value in the way it defamiliarizes our pres-
ent, sharply distinguishing it from mere fantasy, which lacks such 
an orientation to the actual. Similarly, Seo-Young Chu, drawing on 
Fredric Jameson, argues that “science fiction makes us conscious of 
the present as the past of some unexpected future.”8 Science fiction’s 
power lies in its ability to illuminate aspects of reality. In what seems 
the logical conclusion to this mode of reading, Chu has recently de-
veloped a sophisticated framework for redescribing science fiction 
as the defamiliarizing mimesis of real objects. As for Fisher, for Chu 
science fiction is a species of the mimesis of our world. 
 The trajectory of the criticism, which begins by insisting on a 
strong distinction between science fiction and fantasy and ends by 
declaring science fiction to be a species of realism, is unsurprising. 
There is a clear value in reading works as evidence for actual states of 
affairs. To insist on those elements that set the work off from its social 
context, however, can look like either a potentially trivial formalism 
or a politically suspect retreat from social engagement. I want to test 
the critical bias detectable in the development of serious criticism 
of science fiction by asking what we can learn from Neuromancer by 
treating it as fiction.
 The novel opens in Ninsei, a market free not only of any govern-
ment presence, but also free of any corporate presence. We learn later 
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that the malevolent corporate states of Gibson’s future world have 
preserved this free market space in order to exploit its ability to gen-
erate new knowledges, new technologies, new desires. The absence 
of corporations, often represented in postwar fiction as operating ac-
cording to a quasi-governmental internal logic, should give pause to 
the critical impulse to see Gibson’s Ninsei as an image of how the 
market works. Instead of assuming that the literary imagination has 
been colonized by actually existing capitalism, perhaps by examining 
imaginary capitalism we will discover something we didn’t already 
know. 
 Here I want to take up an argument Fisher makes in Capitalist Re-
alism that is insufficiently differentiated from the critical procedure 
outlined above. Fisher argues that bureaucracy is a feature of actual 
capitalism often missing from fictional images of capitalism (Fisher, 
20). His reference to the corporate call center captures the ways in 
which capitalism generates baroque, Kafkaesque bureaucratic night-
mares that rival anything the Soviets came up with (Fisher, 64). In 
fact, there are not one but two kinds of capitalist realism in Fisher’s 
study. The first are bad fictions that pretend to imitate capitalist real-
ity but actually distort it (by ignoring its saturation with bureaucracy, 
for example). The second are good fictions that accurately describe 
reality. As we have seen, Fisher argues that Gibson’s novel is an ex-
ample of good realism. And yet Gibson’s Ninsei is an image of the 
market without the quasi-governmental corporate structures that are 
so obvious a feature of real-world markets. If Fisher were to accept 
my reading of Neuromancer’s Ninsei, he might assign the novel to the 
category of bad, distorting realism. 
 But why should the departure from actuality be read only in terms 
of ideological distortion? I want to disentangle Fisher’s powerful in-
sight into the discrepancy between market fiction and market reality 
from his belief that valuable literature provides evidence of actual 
states. I want to think instead about the value of the knowledge po-
tentially gained by perceiving the gap between literature and the 
actual.
 The capitalism represented in Gibson’s novel is not mimetic of ac-
tually existing capitalism. Nor does it have the ideological function 
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of maintaining capitalist actuality. Ideology, after all, does its work 
by pretending to present a realistic picture while in fact presenting a 
distorted picture. But the source of Neuromancer’s realistic pretense is 
not the novel’s text but Fisher’s approach. Not only does the novel not 
pretend to be an accurate picture of its time, it theatrically declares 
its distance from the real world with its celebrated first sentence: 
“The sky above the port was the color of television, tuned to a dead 
channel.”9 Nearly every subsequent page describes forms of technol-
ogy and modes of embodiment that resemble nothing in our present 
world, let alone Gibson’s early ’80s moment. Here we have an ex-
ample not of capitalist realism, but of a frankly imaginary capitalism. 
What can we learn from it?
 Recent political developments provide ample evidence that our cul-
ture’s image of capitalism possesses a disturbing immunity to each 
fresh actual economic disaster. What economist or political scientist 
could have predicted that the recent market collapses would trigger 
an unprecedented wave of enthusiasm for free markets? That the pro-
vision of unemployment relief on an unprecedented scale would trig-
ger unprecedented expressions of hatred for the state? That one of 
the most prominent signs carried by the Occupy protesters would be 
“End the Fed,” the rallying cry of those who wish to disentangle the 
economy from government interference?
 And yet these are the kinds of events that perhaps criticism, by 
attending to the dynamics of the gap between actual and virtual 
economies, can predict. Like science fiction writings, the protesters’ 
signs do not present themselves as a description or defense of actu-
ally existing capitalism. The banners wave on behalf of a nonexistent 
order. They theatrically demonstrate the distance between actual 
capitalism and a world without corporations, without government, 
without the Fed. Neuromancer was written during the last recession 
of comparable intensity. The novel reveals how, in the postwar era, 
each disruption of actually existing capitalism intensifies enthusiasm 
for virtual capitalism. 
 The move by which Gibson establishes the discontinuity of his fic-
tion with the actual invites us to expand our sense of literary reflexiv-
ity. Joshua Landy argues that critics have interpreted the tendency of 
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texts to foreground their own fictionality according to what he calls 
the “informative hypothesis.” Thus “reflexivity permits the discovery 
. . . of the social fabrication of reality, or what Patricia Waugh calls 
the fictionality of the world.”10 In claiming that the constructedness 
of literary works directly informs us of the way science or gender is 
constructed, this kind of interpretation might be viewed as a variant 
of the interdisciplinary modes I’ve been critiquing. But regardless of 
the epistemological weakness of the claims about reality that emerge, 
this way of reading has tended to obscure alternatives. In attending 
to the ways in which works highlight their anti-mimetic capacities, 
I wish to preserve the possibility that fictional images might oper-
ate according to principles quite different from those we take to be 
authoritative in describing the rest of the world. The obviousness of 
this difference has been clouded by uncertainty regarding the value 
of registering it. 
 Let’s take another example of a science fiction novel published dur-
ing the recession of the early ’80s. In The Handmaid’s Tale, Marga-
ret Atwood has her patriarchal Christian state co-opt the communist 
slogan, proclaiming “From each . . . according to her ability, to each 
according to his need.”11 Atwood’s celebration of free choice as the 
novel’s central value is given an explicitly economic cast. Seeing an-
other woman with a cigarette, Offred reflects: “The cigarettes must 
have come from the black market, I thought, and this gave me hope. 
Even now that there is no real money anymore, there’s still a black 
market” (Atwood, 22). The black market is the one space of resistance 
in the novel. The fact that there is no real money, that is, no legal ten-
der, no Fed, purifies this resistance by disentangling exchange from 
sovereignty.
 Perhaps we should interpret this as a sign of the novel’s ideological 
quality, as feminism’s seduction by an enthusiasm for the actual mar-
ket the Reaganites were in the process of deregulating. But to read 
Atwood in this way is to ignore many of the most interesting features 
of the novel. Consider its curious temporality. “Time is a trap,” Offred 
remarks. But Offred does not mean what we might mean; she is not 
referring to time’s relentless forward motion, the way it inexorably 
converts hope into nostalgia, expectation into memory. Rather, she 
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exists in what she calls an eternal present. Time does not pass for her, 
and it is this failure of time to pass that she refers to by calling time 
a trap. As in Orwell’s 1984, in The Handmaid’s Tale narration is not 
presented as a shaping of time, but as the creation of time out of a 
condition of timelessness. 
 What is the significance of the fact that the market that fascinates 
Offred is set in this timeless space? Or of the fact that there are no 
companies in Gibson’s free market? We should begin by accepting 
that these images do not inform us of actual economic conditions. To 
think they do is not just a critical mistake, it is a political mistake. 
When the critic argues that Wall Street is just as fascinating and ir-
resistible as the markets in these novels, he is creating a problem for 
left politics that we don’t actually have, and ignoring a problem that 
we do have. We don’t have to worry about being dazzled by actual 
markets without companies. But we should be thinking about the 
fascination of imaginary markets. 
 I want to dissent from Fisher’s implicit argument that literature 
that presents non-actual images of the market is necessarily ideo-
logical and degraded. Rather, we should think of this fascination as 
a resource. The right’s exploitation of this resource has gone largely 
uncontested by the left. And yet we see an eruption of the virtual 
market in the Occupy protests, in the presence of “End the Fed” signs 
next to signs that proclaim “I represent the 99%.” This eruption is 
unthinkable within Fisher’s framework. Pointing out that the vision 
of a free market that fascinates is also the vision of a market without 
corporations is only the first step in fashioning a progressive rela-
tion to such creations. And I think works like Atwood’s or Gibson’s 
are best described minimally, as creations. To call them utopian or 
ideological would be to have already determined what concepts such 
as freedom, time, markets, money, and action mean in these texts. 
But the opening of such basic concepts to thought is perhaps the most 
valuable work that the criticism of creative writing can do. 
 When people at a Tea Party or Occupy rally held signs proclaim-
ing “End the Fed,” they were not in the grip of a capitalist realism 
that had blinded them to the role of government in actually existing 
capitalism. They were aware of that role, and they wanted to end it. 
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Furthermore, as the presence of “End the Fed” signs at both left and 
right rallies shows, the distinction between those who think actual 
capitalism is great and those who think it’s a nightmare is not an es-
pecially useful political distinction. The Tea Partier who wants to end 
legal tender and the Occupier who fumes at the bank bail-outs are 
equally opposed to real capitalism, and their respective placards do 
not belong to the genres of capitalist realism. We need to distinguish 
instead between progressive and non-progressive orientations to the 
fiction of an economy without government.
 “Where would capital be without a big government capable of print-
ing money to produce and reproduce a global order that guarantees 
capitalist power and wealth?”12 Eleven years later, Hardt and Negri’s 
call for the left to appropriate the slogan “Down with big govern-
ment” names the point of greatest danger and greatest opportunity 
for contemporary left politics. More than a foolish temerity holds us 
back. Realism holds us back. The great socio-economic achievements 
of the twentieth-century left are entirely a result of the taming of 
markets by governments. In addition, there are compelling reasons 
to think that our current problems stem not from too much govern-
ment, but from too little. As numerous commentators have pointed 
out in recent years, the history of deregulation coincides neatly with 
the rise of inequality. 
 And yet, for reasons from globalization to the disasters of state 
communism to the imbrication of state and corporate interests, few 
think a vision of expanded government offers a viable platform for 
radical politics. Fisher recognizes this in formulating his own alter-
native to capitalist realism. “It’s well past time for the left to cease 
limiting its ambitions to the establishing of a big state” (Fisher, 77). 
“The left should argue that it can deliver what neoliberalism signally 
failed to do: a massive reduction of bureaucracy” (Fisher, 79).
 But what makes this critical vision of expropriated government 
“left”? Here is what Fisher writes:

The goal of a genuinely new left should be not to take over the state 
but to subordinate the state to the general will. This involves, natu-
rally, resuscitating the very concept of a general will,  reviving— and 
 modernizing— the idea of a public space that is not reducible to an aggre-
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gation of individuals and their interests. The methodological individual-
ism of the capitalist realist worldview presupposes the philosophy of Max 
Stirner as much as that of Adam Smith or Hayek in that it regards notions 
such as the public as “spooks,” phantom abstractions devoid of content. 
(Fisher, 77)

 There is left anti-governmentality and right anti-governmentality. 
For Fisher, the leftist plans ways of dissolving the state into the “gen-
eral will.” The rightist plots the dissolving of the state into “an ag-
gregation of individuals and their interests.” The latter, of course, is 
Fisher’s description of the market. But his phrasing is crucial. Fisher 
does not simply oppose the market to the “general will.” He opposes 
an aggregate of individual interests to a collective process. He does this 
in part so as to anchor the left/right division in strongly distinct and 
opposing values. But he also does this to show what he means by 
“market.” And this is important, because the content of “general will” 
is rather vague. If he cannot say precisely what it is he is for, he can 
at least specify what he is against. In a text that scrupulously avoids 
any robust engagement with economic analysis, he ultimately defines 
market as “an aggregate of individual interests.” 
 Here, at the end of his book, Fisher attempts to go beyond realism, 
to define the politics of anti-mimesis. But his attempt is critically 
weakened because his picture of the anti-government left lacks just 
what a strong fiction could provide him: a robust and detailed vision 
of the “general will.” The fictions he has surveyed are either bad 
capitalist  realisms— works that pretend to describe capitalist reality 
while distorting  it— or good capitalist  realisms— works that diagnose 
the true shape of actually existing capitalism. But when what he 
wants is not a good or bad realism but a real fiction, he is at a loss. 
 The right is not at a loss. The Tea Party fiction of an Ayn Rand–style 
market in which strong individuals do battle represents precisely the 
kind of bad market fiction Fisher has in mind. Radical politics is a pol-
itics beyond realism, a politics of super-realism. But the fight between 
the right fiction of a world beyond our own and Fisher’s left fiction of 
a world beyond our own is not a fair one. On one side are arrayed Ayn 
Rand’s and Glenn Beck’s massive bestsellers, presenting in vivid col-
ors a world from which the withered tentacles of the state withdraw 
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from the field on which heroic individuals realize their fates. On the 
other side we have Fisher’s poor, naked phrase “the general will.” No 
colors, no heroes, no action, no shape. What opposes the Rands and 
the Becks isn’t a fiction at all, but a proto-fiction. A wish.
 But what of Neuromancer? Gibson’s fiction of a market without gov-
ernment doesn’t immediately appear to fit into the Rand/Beck camp. 
And yet, as I’ve argued, neither can it be read as simply a realistic 
representation of existing conditions. In fact, as I will now attempt to 
show, this book has the potential to come to Fisher’s aid. In Gibson’s 
fictional market, we will see not an aggregate of individual interests 
but a robust, fascinating picture of what the “general will” might look 
and feel like.
 We can begin to approach Gibson’s fiction of the market by explor-
ing its relation to his novel’s most celebrated invention: cyberspace. 
Fredric Jameson has argued that the fascination of images of the mar-
ket in postwar culture derives from their “illicit” metaphorical asso-
ciation with mass media.13 But Gibson’s path is in fact the reverse. He 
uses the market as a metaphor for cyberspace. The novel opens in the 
black market of the Ninsei, where Case, the “cowboy” hacker, gives 
us literature’s first description of the internet: “Find yourself in some 
desperate but strangely arbitrary kind of trouble, and it was possible 
to see Ninsei as a field of data. . .  . Then you could throw yourself 
into a high-speed drift and skid, totally engaged but set apart from it 
all, and all around you the dance of biz, information interacting, data 
made flesh in the mazes of the black market” (Gibson, 17).
 Looking around at the black market, Case conjures the structure 
of cyberspace. An imaginary market makes it possible to imagine a 
new kind of media. What does this mean? One way to interpret it is 
to argue that cyberspace is the market stripped of bodies. Katherine  
Hayles set the tone for much subsequent criticism of the novel when 
she cited this passage as a key exhibit in her description of how post-
war culture generates images of disembodied information.14 Steven 
Jones, to take a more recent example, describes Gibsonian cyber-
space in terms of a “disembodied immersion in virtual reality.”15 
 But from the perspective of the internet we have, what is so striking 
about Gibson’s vision is how robustly embodied it is. Where we now 
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manipulate data on a screen through keyboard and mouse, Gibson 
represents individuals fully immersed in the net. Neuromancer’s cy-
berspace is above all a kind of space, and one moves through it just 
as one moves through actual space. When I manipulate an image 
on a computer screen, I relate to its placement relative to other im-
ages on the screen. But in Gibson’s cyberspace, Case relates to images 
with reference to his perceptual center. In fact, “image” is too weak a 
word to describe entities that he confronts as fully three-dimensional 
things. Objects are above or below him; things are closer or farther 
away. 
 It is true that this is a virtual embodiment. But it is embodiment 
nevertheless. In cyberspace, data takes on a kind of flesh; it is ac-
cessed not in the form of code but in the form of low or high walls, 
distant or close polyhedrals. Gibson’s cyberspace is emphatically not 
an image of or precursor to the internet we know, which evolved a 
very different form. But his vision might still provide those who long 
for a more thoroughly embodied interface with the internet with an 
ideal.16 
 But why, for Gibson, does data need to become flesh? It certain-
ly doesn’t derive from a love of the human body as such, which 
nearly every character in the novel disparages as “meat.” Rather, 
 embodiment— whether virtual or  actual— enables people to handle 
complexity more efficiently. Gibson writes of “a sea of information 
coded in spiral and pheromone, infinite intricacy that only the body, 
in its strong blind way, could ever read” (Gibson, 239). 
 Here Gibson attends to contemporary developments in AI research. 
As Hubert Dreyfus and others have shown, the attempt to duplicate 
human intelligence by treating it as primarily a kind of data proces-
sor soon broke down.17 Researchers saw that as the machine learned 
more, became exposed to more environments and objects, it took 
more time for it to recognize a given thing. This is unsurprising, since 
as the database grows, so do search times. But for humans, of course, 
precisely the reverse happens. The more we know, the more we’ve ex-
perienced, the faster we react. One of the implications of the impasse 
in what became known as Good Old Fashioned AI (GOFAI) was a 
renewed interest in the contribution embodiment makes to cognition. 
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 Gibson’s Ninsei is a space in which bodies move through streets, 
alert to opportunities, sensitive to changes. The comparison of the 
market to cyberspace cuts both ways. If it reveals the extent to which 
cyberspace requires embodiment, it also reveals the extent to which 
this market is an information processor composed of the bodies of 
millions of individuals. The market is a “deliberately unsupervised 
playground for technology itself” (Gibson, 11). It is a creative collec-
tive process, generating new forms of knowledge, power, and desire. 
This market is hardly Fisher’s “aggregate of individuals.” All the em-
phasis is on the market as a collective process. 
 Indeed, the description of cyberspace hackers and marketplace hus-
tlers as “cowboys” is an ironic inversion of that ultimate figure of law-
less American individualism. It is impossible to decide whether Dixie, 
the only cowboy we meet other than Case, is a human personality or 
a computer-generated simulacrum. And Case himself never knows 
or sees more than one step ahead of himself. His consciousness is re-
stricted to the  immediate— virtual or  physical— space of his embodi-
ment, a space where his finely honed instincts confer an advantage. 
Case is not an individual in the strong sense of classical philosophy 
or neoclassical economics. His individual will is weak. He both wants 
and doesn’t want the drugs he uses. His individuality consists of a 
perfectly tuned capacity to react to the immediate demands of his 
environment. Dissolved in the “dance of commerce,” he doesn’t know 
what he wants or where he is going. The dance knows; the market 
knows. The only “will” here is general.18 
 While in the passages I’ve cited Gibson seems enthralled by this 
fantastic image of the market as a free, creative, collective, embod-
ied process, this novel is indisputably dystopian. All is not well in 
his imaginary Ninsei. It is a “deliberately unsupervised playground,” 
but the supervisors exploit the playground’s products and impoverish 
the bodies that play across it. These supervisors are, of course, the 
malevolent corporations that infect the dance of commerce with a 
viral bureaucratization. The novel’s action pits hackers and hustlers 
against the shadowy family/corporation Tessier-Ashpool. T-A consists 
of a byzantine hierarchy of employees, at the apex of which rests the 
cloned, incestuous family owners, apt image of an ossified 1%. 
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 In Neuromancer, the corporations control the government. It would 
perhaps be more precise to say that the corporations are the govern-
ment. Insofar as the corporation is represented as a reterritorializ-
ing (to use Fisher’s Deleuzian term) governmental force parasitic on 
the free dance of commerce, an anti-government position is in the 
imaginative space of the novel identical to an anti-corporate posi-
tion. The corporation is the enemy of the people. Both technologi-
cal  processes— in the shape of the AI that wants to free itself from 
the T-A code that restricts its  evolution— and the collective market 
processes that provide the novel’s basis for imagining that technol-
ogy, desire liberation from corporate power. If Gibson’s hackers and 
hustlers carried signs, their messages would undoubtedly resemble 
those of the Occupy protesters. In Michael Greenberg’s words, that 
“movement had no intention of formulating a specific demand other 
than the basic one of overcoming the domination of corporations.”19 
 Gibson’s market is not realistic. Realistic descriptions of the free 
market tend to operate in the service of corporate exploitation. Neu-
romancer’s fictional market is an ideal space free of all corporations. 
We don’t have anything like it in our world. The restricted-commod-
ity black markets in drugs or guns we find in our cities might mirror 
Ninsei darkly to the extent that the human deprivations they circu-
late are shaped by the social orders that surround and support them. 
But Gibson’s Ninsei is science fiction. In fact, a market without corpo-
rations is a fiction even within the space of the novel. One must con-
struct its ideal shape from the form in which the characters encounter 
it, “a deliberately unsupervised playground” subtly conditioned by 
the unsupervising corporations. What makes Neuromancer’s free mar-
ket a fiction is the same thing that makes our free market a fiction: 
the existence of corporations. What remains to be decided is whether 
the removal of corporations on behalf of free exchange would in our 
world serve its science-fictional end: the liberation of the general 
will. 
 The left has struggled with Hardt and Negri’s call to appropriate 
the slogan “Down with big government” precisely because it is un-
clear what a society organized without government would look like. 
Indeed, some version of this struggle arguably has animated radical 
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left thought since the birth of the New Left.20 Fisher’s text shows us 
the problem of imagining a collective will functioning without eco-
nomic exploitation or government sclerosis. This difficulty has played 
out as the protestors in Zuccotti Park attempted to create a collective 
decision-making process. This project was above all an exercise in 
image-making: to project through the media an image of free collec-
tive thought and action. The project fell prey to sympathetic forces 
that rankled at the paucity of acts or decisions emerging from the 
process, and to the mass media, which had a ready and spectacularly 
unattractive template into which to fit the events in the park: an-
archy. We need a strong image of free, unexploitative, ungoverned, 
collective action. In order to realize the dream of an anti-government 
left, do we need to imagine a left free market? 
 William Gibson has already done something like this. A market 
without corporations is not impossible to imagine. And, bracketing 
for the moment the problems that immediately spring to mind, the 
PR benefits for the left of successfully replacing “anarchy” with “free 
market” as a media slogan would be immense. 
 But would it be possible to transform the content of the “free mar-
ket” along the lines Gibson suggests? Would it be possible to fictional-
ize “free market” throughout our public discourse? And what of the 
practical problems? What set of rules would be required to prevent 
corporations from taking root? Would such a market be economically 
or socially viable? Are there in fact unacceptable modes of exploita-
tion intrinsic to exchange as such? Can such modes be articulated in 
a conceptual apparatus independent of the labor theory of value? Is 
the fictional free market in the end just another name for anarchy? 
 These are hardly rhetorical questions. But one has to start some-
where. To move beyond market realism we need to catch up with 
market fiction.
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The Logic of the Instance

Capitalism and Reification

Disputes over the usefulness of the term “reification” have often been 
accompanied by insinuations about its fashionableness.1 “Fashion-
able,” in this equation, describes the decline of a concept into the 
very process it describes: a “thing.” However, so imbricated are the 
two terms that it has long been difficult to say which is more fashion-
able: reification or its rejection on the grounds of its fashionableness. 
For a while it seemed as if any new reckoning with the concept of re-
ification would have to come to terms with this relation of insepara-
bility or reversibility between reification and the anxiety toward it.2 
But recent interventions on the topic have made necessary a renewed 
attention to the difference between reification and its appropriation 
by the very forces it describes. Reification, in short, is back “in fash-
ion” with a vengeance. 
 The publication in English of Axel Honneth’s 2005 Tanner Lectures 
together with responses by three eminent commentators (2008); the 
appearance of Kevin Floyd’s book The Reification of Desire: Toward a 
Queer Marxism (2009); Fredric Jameson’s return to the subject in two 
recent books, Valences of the Dialectic (2011) and Representing Capital 
(2011); an essay on the topic by the literary critic Bill Brown (2006); 
as well as an emerging secondary literature on all these works, are 
collectively responsible for (or simply evidence of) a resurgence of 
interest in the concept of reification.3 The framing of these projects 
differs significantly; read together, they offer surprisingly varied un-
derstandings of the central term. Each makes reference to the work 
of Georg Lukács, the foremost thinker of the concept, but each puts 
forward a different model of how reification might be involved in a 
critique of capitalist relationality. For anyone who has engaged in 
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detail with this question, the variety of readings or appropriations 
of Lukács that seem possible is impressive. As a consequence of this 
heterogeneity, however, there has been little or no sustained dialogue 
between these authors. 
 The aim of this essay is, in part, to establish the terms for such 
a dialogue, revisiting Lukács’s famous essay on reification in the 
context of these recent works and examining the relationship of the 
concept to two adjacent but largely untheorized concepts: representa-
tion and instantiation. I will focus on the work of Axel Honneth and 
Kevin Floyd, whose very different projects to rationalize and update 
the concept of reification nonetheless repeat the problem that has 
most often been responsible for obscuring the central importance of 
Lukács’s reification essay. Both thinkers, that is to say, take reifica-
tion to be a representational rather than a logical category; in so 
doing, they threaten, even imperil, its effectiveness as a guide to the 
logic of capitalism.
 For reification, it will be stated here, has no necessary relation to 
representation. This claim flies in the face of most dominant accounts 
of reification, including Axel Honneth’s reframing of the term to mean 
the failure of  recognition— in other words, representational injustice 
toward the other. In Lukács’s work, as I will try to show, reification 
does not mean the representation (or misrepresentation, or misper-
ception, or mistreatment) of human beings as “things.” Reification 
designates a logical event, not a representational one. Reification is 
not part of a critical approach premised upon the representation of 
the world; it is not a critical tool standing “ready-to-hand” but a prob-
lematic: a category of thought that is implicated in its own concept, 
that must include itself among its objects of critique.
 If reification remains the best theoretical explanation of the logic of 
capitalism, that logic is not well conceived as an event of representa-
tion (misrepresentation, the failure of recognition, etc.). Reification 
is not a limited or correctable event, but a logic that defines the onto-
logical propensities of capitalism itself. Reification does not describe 
the perception of a particular entity in a form other than its real ex-
istence, but the very positing of that entity as existing. Representation 
is possible without reification. But for that possibility to be grasped 
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intellectually, the theory and practice of representation must be sepa-
rated from what I will here formulate as the logic of the instance. 
Reification is the instantiation of the thing as  such— and that process 
takes place irrespective of any moment of representation.
 We can confirm this, in a preliminary way, by re-reading the open-
ing paragraphs of Lukács’s essay on reification, where Lukács outlines 
the premise of the phenomenon of reification. As is well known, his 
model for the exposition is the account of the commodity-structure 
in the first chapter of Marx’s Capital. The basis of the commodity-
structure, writes Lukács, “is that a relation between people takes on 
the character of a thing and thus acquires a ‘phantom objectivity,’ 
an autonomy that seems so strictly rational and all-embracing as to 
conceal every trace of its fundamental nature: the relation between 
people” (83). The important terms in this passage are the word “re-
lation,” in the first half of the sentence, and the phrase “phantom 
objectivity” in the second. Reification, for Lukács, does not involve 
the transformation of people into things, but the transformation of 
relations between people into things.4 The difference between these 
two propositions is huge, decisive. Many writers on the subject of re-
ification acknowledge the difference, but go on to discuss the concept 
as if the difference did not exist.5 Reification does not describe, for 
example, the direct effect of exploitative employment practices upon 
people (although such practices are endemic to capitalism, and they 
certainly involve reification); it refers to the logic of those practices, 
according to which processes and relations are replaced by abstract 
entities. For Lukács, reification is not a way of treating people (for 
example, as if they were “things”); it does not denote a bad “atti-
tude,” or a correctable “habit of thought.” The “thing” in the sentence 
from Lukács is not a person, held in lesser regard as a component in 
a production process than, say, a human being; it is the abstraction, 
the abstract entity that emerges in the form of a commodity, no longer 
regarded as the expression of social relations but as “autonomous.”6 
In an age in which the commodity is the “universal structuring prin-
ciple” (85), reification is the logic of objecthood itself, and it applies 
to human beings themselves as much as to the products of their labor. 
The “phantom objectivity” attributed to any person or object as an 
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individual entity constitutes the most enigmatic and intractable mo-
ment of reification.7 

 Is Representation Possible without Reification?

In order for representation to take place without reification, there-
fore, we need to separate the act of representation from the logic of 
instantiation. Instantiation is an event in which an entity (a person, 
an object, a linguistic sign, an encounter, a fictional description, a 
character trait) is asserted as a case or instance of a larger category, 
property or concept, to whose reality it supposedly attests.8 Natu-
rally, any normative discourse or register, however politically sig-
nificant, participates in instantiation at every moment. Instantiation 
represents a form of entry into existence that negates or compromises 
the singularity of any such entity. Therefore, to pay attention to “in-
stantiation” is to register a discrepancy or gap internal to being itself. 
In Heidegger’s terms, instantiation denotes the “thrownness” of be-
ing, or the “fleeing [of being] in the face of itself.”9 Instantiation, to 
paraphrase Alain Badiou, is implied in “every density, every claim to 
substantiality, and every assertion of reality.”10 When Badiou formu-
lates what he calls a “subtractive protocol,” a critical procedure that 
seeks to extract the real from “the reality that envelops and conceals 
it,” a concept of instantiation, unnamed and untheorized as such, is 
operating at the heart of his thinking. Badiou, this is to say (translat-
ing his work into terms that he never uses), understands instantiation 
as the true logic of reification. As this argument unfolds, I will use the 
formula representation without instantiation to describe the possibility 
of nonreified representation. (A further claim, which I will elaborate 
later in this essay, is that another term for representation without 
instantiation is “literature.”)

Do Cases of Reification Exist? 

A direct implication of the redefinition of reification as instantiation 
is that “cases” of reification do not  exist— not because capitalist rela-
tions are unrepresentable or uninstantiable (they are neither), but 
because reification designates the inherent logic of those relations. To 
isolate “cases” of reification is to suppress the quality of reification 
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as a logic: the effect of that suppression is that a concept (reification) 
designed to remind us of the extent to which we are traversed and 
formed by processes and relations is transformed into the opposite. 
Take, for example, the following discussion of “internet dating,” a 
phenomenon that, according to the writer, is especially likely to lead 
to what he calls “self-reification”:

This standardized way of making contact with potential partners compels 
users to describe their personal characteristics according to . . . prede-
termined and pre-calibrated rubrics. . . . One doesn’t need an overactive 
imagination to picture how this might promote a form of self-relationship 
in which a subject no longer articulates his or her own desires and inten-
tions in a personal encounter, but is forced merely to gather and market 
them according to the standards of accelerated information processing.

The implication of this passage is that the subject’s own “desires and 
intentions,” prior to their insertion into “prescribed categories,” are 
free of reification. Its metaphysical basis is an opposition between 
unreified “human beings” (together with their originally unreified 
but always reifiable “humanity”), on the one hand, and  reified— that 
is, nonhuman or dehumanized—“things,” on the other. The logic of 
reification is thereby preserved in the “phantom objectivity” that is 
attributed to human beings themselves. To illustrate the logic of reifi-
cation by such “cases” is thus to participate in its logic. It is to fail to 
grasp the degree to which reification saturates the operation, experi-
ence, and perception of capitalism; it is to misconceive reification in 
terms of representation, rather than of instantiation. 

Reification as Non-Recognition

The figure who most publicly exhibits the problems I am describing 
is the German philosopher and social theorist Axel Honneth, whose 
Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, first delivered in English as the 
Tanner Lectures at Berkeley in 2005, is the source of the passage on 
internet dating quoted above. Honneth summarizes Lukács’s concep-
tion of reification as follows: “The concept [of reification] . . . desig-
nates a cognitive occurrence in which something that doesn’t possess 
thing-like characteristics in itself (e.g., something human) comes to 
be regarded as a thing” (21). Elsewhere he writes: “To reify other 
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humans means simply to deny their existence as humans” (76). This 
slippage from the logical into the representational register has been a 
fallacy of accounts of reification ever since the appearance of Lukács’s 
essay; it misidentifies the object of reification (because it identifies it, 
separating reification from its object), and thereby inverts its mean-
ing. Honneth, that is to say, turns a figurative term denoting a logical 
event into a “literal” term denoting a perceptual (or a representa-
tional) event. 
 “Lukács,” says Honneth, “understands ‘reification’ to be a habit 
of mere contemplation and observation, in which one’s natural sur-
roundings, social environment, and personal characteristics come to 
be apprehended in a detached and emotionless  manner— in short, 
as things” (25). But this is not how Lukács understands reification. 
There is nothing necessarily “detached and emotionless” about the 
“contemplative stance” in which men and women experience the 
world; Lukács says nothing whatsoever about its affective character.11 
The importance of this “thingly” experience is that the world is pre-
sented “independently of man’s consciousness and [as] impervious 
to human intervention.” The process is that of a logic in which, as 
Lukács says, “the most basic categories of man’s immediate attitude 
to the world” are transformed (89); space and time are reduced to 
“a common denominator” (93), which means that time comes to be 
experienced spatially. To put this another way, time is instantiated; 
it steps forth as such, becomes measurable, countable, and exchange-
able. In Marx’s words (quoted by Lukács), man becomes “the incarna-
tion of time” (89). The version of reification put forward by Honneth, 
in  contrast— a knowable, recognizable  phenomenon— is nothing oth-
er than a mirror in which to contemplate our own “authentic imme-
diacy” (HCC, 93); reification becomes an objective phenomenon, iso-
latable and perceivable; but that very perceivability is an example of 
how, for Lukács, “the structure of reification progressively sinks more 
deeply, more fatefully and more definitively into the consciousness of 
man” (ibid.). Honneth’s analysis resembles the bourgeois apprehen-
sion of reification that Lukács condemns for focusing on “the most 
external and vacuous forms,” divorcing them from “their real capital-
ist foundation,” making them thereby “independent and permanent” 
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(94–95). What is subject to reification, in Honneth’s understanding, 
are primarily  persons— which implies that to be fully a “person” is 
to be free of reification. Reification becomes a representational phe-
nomenon; it denotes a failure of “recognition”—a failure, says Hon-
neth, “to perceive the characteristics that make these persons into 
instances of the human species in any true sense” (148). 
 The use of the term “instance” here is especially significant in re-
vealing the gulf between Honneth’s work and the reading of Lukács 
put forward in this essay. The instantiation of an individual in terms 
of his or her “humanity” is precisely as reifying as a denial of that 
category would be; no more perhaps, but certainly no less. Likewise, 
the “desires and intentions” of Honneth’s exemplary internet dating 
subject, prior to their insertion into the standardized categories of the 
dating agency, bespeak the logic of reification as much as the later 
moment of insertion. The “phantom objectivity” of reification, to re-
turn to Lukács’s phrase, is primarily a humanist logic, not a material-
ist or machinic one.12 
 Contemporary capitalism is not, for the most part, reifying in Hon-
neth’s sense; it does not treat workers as  things— in fact, it treats 
them, instantiates them, as free human beings. Slavoj Žižek put this 
well when he spoke in October 2011 at the Occupy Wall Street pro-
test in New York: “We have all the freedoms we want. But what we 
are missing is . . . the language to articulate our non-freedom. The 
way we are taught to speak about  freedom— war on terror and so 
 on— falsifies freedom.”13 We can supplement Žižek’s remark with 
the observation that what “falsifies” freedom is precisely the com-
pulsion to speak about it. The pressure that the Occupy movement 
came under to name its demands in positive terms, to come up with a 
 program— or in Žižek’s words, to articulate its non- freedom— should 
be understood as the pressure to accede to a capitalist logic that can 
accommodate every desire and demand so long as it is owned, spo-
ken, inhabited, by an identifiable subject position.
 One of the most disconcerting moments in Honneth’s text is when 
he mentions racism as one of several “cases of reification” that Lukács 
supposedly “ignores,” owing to his “prejudice that only economic 
forces can lead to a denial of humans’ human characteristics.” Rac-
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ism, for Honneth, is a form of “bestial dehumanization” that has 
nothing to do with “capitalist commodity exchange” (78). Even more 
astonishingly, he makes the same claim about “human trafficking.” 
Such phenomena are better explained, according to Honneth, as “a 
result of adopting a specific worldview or ideology” (79). One can-
not help but marvel at what Honneth must conceive an economic 
relation to be, and at the complete absence of a theory of ideology 
from his analysis. The passage exemplifies the subjectivism that runs 
through Honneth’s analysis, according to which ideological “convic-
tions” (what he calls “thought schemata”) are merely another “social 
source” of reification (59), to place alongside, say, economic forces. 
 Reification, we should be clear, can apply to anti-racist sentiment 
as much as to racist consciousness. Reification characterizes the be-
ing of someone as much as, or more than, the “pretense” of being 
someone; it implicates one’s own conception of oneself quite as much 
as oneself reflected in the eyes of another.14 Reification is not a mode 
of perception or representation, but a logic whose relevance is unlim-
ited and always reversible. This reversibility is lost, or threatened, 
when we elicit and typologize “cases” of reification. Honneth offers 
a number of such “cases” [Fälle], designed to illustrate his reconcep-
tualization of reification as the failure of “antecedent recognition” of 
the other, or the failure of “empathetic engagement.”15 
 In the face of criticism directed at some of his illustrations, how-
ever, even Honneth has acknowledged their inappropriateness. Most 
notable is the example of the tennis player “who, in her ambitious 
focus on winning, forgets that her opponent is in fact her best friend, 
for the sake of whom she took up the game in the first place.” In his 
“Rejoinder” to the commentaries by Judith Butler, Raymond Geuss, 
and Jonathan Lear, published in the English translation of his book, 
Honneth acknowledges that the “harmless” example of the tennis 
player failed to display “the consequences of reification.” He offers 
an alternative example which, beside that of the tennis player, looks 
somewhat overcompensatory: “the activity of war,” an activity in 
which “the purpose of annihilation becomes so much a purpose in 
itself that, even in the perception of those not directly involved (e.g., 
women and children), all attentiveness for fellow human qualities is 
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lost. In the end, all members of the groups presumed to be the enemy 
come to be treated as lifeless, thing-like objects that deserve to be 
murdered and abused” (155–156). Honneth goes on: “In this case 
every trace of emotional resonance seems to have vanished so com-
pletely that we cannot even label it emotional indifference, but only 
‘reification’” (156). “Evidently,” observes Neil Larsen, “a passionate 
act of commodity exchange would, according to Honneth, escape re-
ification” (82). One could make a similar observation about the exam-
ple of war: presumably atrocities committed with a comprehensible 
strategic or military rationale could not be accused of reification in 
Honneth’s sense of it.
 By advancing a category of which it is an instance, the “case” par-
ticipates in  reification— even if the category in question is reification: 
this is what is meant by the reification of reification itself. Reification 
is a quality of all relations implied in the phrase “cases of.” Closely 
allied to the problem of “cases” is the problem of “dimensions.” For 
Honneth, not only do there exist cases of reification; there are also di-
mensions, such as those he labels “intersubjective,” “subjective,” and 
“objective,” each of which turns on a particular form of “misrecog-
nition”—of other people, of the self, and of nature, respectively. It 
should be obvious that a normative  ontology— a “metaphysics,” to use 
a Derridean  terminology— underpins both the utility and the “dimen-
sionality” that Honneth attaches to the concept of reification.16 That 
“normative ontology” is precisely what Lukács calls “reification.” 

Reification as Instrumentalization

To what extent is Lukács’s critique of reification simply a critique 
of subject-object relationality itself? Does the concept of “phantom 
objectivity” extend to every apparently objective entity, or just those 
objectivities that are directly caught up in commodity relations? At 
what point on the scale of the “totality” of reification does the Marx-
ist analysis merge into an existentialist one? 
 No doubt some readers of Lukács will balk at the account of reifica-
tion put forward here on the grounds that it equates reification with 
the objective world. At the beginning of his reification essay, Lukács 
insists that commodity fetishism must be regarded as a specific prob-
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lem of our age, “the age of modern capitalism” (84). Most commen-
tators on the subject of reification have agreed with him, at least 
rhetorically; and yet Lukács himself found it impossible to reconcile 
that principle with a continuing adherence to the concept of reifica-
tion. “When I identified alienation with objectification,” he writes in 
his 1967 preface to History and Class Consciousness, explaining his 
renunciation of his own most influential concept, “I meant this as a 
societal  category— socialism would after all abolish  alienation— but 
its irreducible presence in class society and above all its basis in phi-
losophy brought it into the vicinity of the ‘condition humaine’” (xxiv).
 These questions about the relation between representation and ob-
jectivity, or between Marxism and “existentialism,” lie at the heart of 
the current debate over reification. For example, Kevin Floyd’s recent 
book The Reification of Desire: Toward a Queer Marxism, published 
in 2009, argues that what needs to be resisted in the conceptualiza-
tion of reification is its “mystical” expansion, a “metaphysicalizing 
tendency” that he sees as having “haunted this ostensibly Marxist 
category” ever since Lukács was writing (19). Floyd seeks to reim-
pose a conceptual limit upon the concept, while retaining an open-
ness toward its “divergent significations.” His intention is to recon-
cile Lukács’s analysis of  reification— and thus Marxist critique more 
 generally— with queer politics. Like Honneth (although he draws 
different conclusions), Floyd understands Lukács’s original study as 
positing “some prior, retrospectively posited movement of organic 
social unity” from which the fact of reification registers a decline 
(21). In Floyd’s analysis, as in Honneth’s, reification is a mode of rep-
resentation; it is exemplified, for Floyd, most directly in “the sexu-
al objectification of the body” (72). Floyd sees Lukács’s critique of 
objectification as underpinning a form of “heteronormativity” that 
“implicitly but constitutively excludes non-normative sexual practic-
es” (67). Lukács’s theory of reification looks especially problematic, 
therefore, “from the vantage of a contemporary queer politics that 
insists on the legitimacy, within antiheteronormative spaces, of the 
sexual objectification of bodies.” Floyd’s solution to this supposedly 
humanist, transcendental logic is to reject, entirely, the negative in-
flection given to the category of reification. For Floyd,
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reification makes possible a multiplicity of new forms of subjectivity 
as social practice. Qualitatively different, unpredictable, hetero- and 
homosexual subjects already from the beginning “splinter” off . . . from 
the unifying dialectic of reconciliation that frames Lukács’s analysis. This 
new domain of sexual discourse and practice remains both structurally 
irreducible to capital and unpredictably determinate vis-à-vis capital. (75)

This understanding is influenced by Foucault’s brilliant analysis of 
the “repressive hypothesis” in The History of Sexuality, Volume 1, 
where Foucault points out the potentially liberating quality of the 
very categories with which nineteenth-century psychiatry sought to 
discipline sexual deviancy. What Foucault calls the “regional solidifi-
cation” of various sexual perversions is precisely what enabled them 
to come into visibility, to attain “an analytical .  .  . and permanent 
reality.”17 Using Foucault, then, Floyd rejects the Frankfurt School 
conception of reification as “instrumental reason,” as well as Ador-
no’s philosophical approximation of reification to “identity-thinking.” 
Any “genuinely antiheteronormative praxis,” says Floyd, must in-
clude as a goal the legitimation of “homosexual instrumentalizations 
of the body” (74). Read in the light of Foucault, reification becomes “a 
condition of possibility for a new form of critical, antiheteronorma-
tive knowledge” (25). Once we acknowledge that “regimes of sexual 
knowledge have complex social effects” which can be liberating as 
well as repressive, a new orientation toward reification as “an open-
ing as well as a closing of horizons” becomes possible. 
 This is an ambitious and provocative thesis; Floyd is attentive to the 
details of Lukács’s argument, and his political instincts are unques-
tionably progressive. However, the basis of his reorientation of the 
concept of reification is the same reduced understanding of the term 
that we find in Honneth.  Floyd— influenced, no doubt, by certain am-
biguous moments in Lukács’s  essay— understands reification primar-
ily as a representational drama rather than an ontological one. Thus, 
when writing about Kant’s critique of marriage as “the reciprocal use 
made by one person of the sexual organs and faculties of another”—a 
well-known moment in Lukács’s  essay— Floyd locates the moment of 
reification in the mutual “sexual objectification,” rather than in the 
apparatus of social organization that Kant, says Lukács, with that 
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“naïvely cynical frankness peculiar to great thinkers,” calls “sexual 
community” (HCC, 100). In Floyd’s reading, Lukács becomes a moral-
izing and humanizing figure for whom reified social relations, which 
is to say, reifying modes of perception, are a subjective, ethically 
avoidable matter. The slippage is the same as Honneth’s when he lo-
cates the reification of labor relations in the subjective, “unethical” 
attitude of the employer toward the worker (or, by extension, of any-
one toward anyone), rather than in the social and economic struc-
ture that includes the production of the worker as such. Although 
Lukács talks about both processes, he is quite clear which one counts 
as reification. The imprint of reification is evident “upon the whole 
consciousness of man,” he writes, upon “the very depths of man’s 
physical and psychic structure.” Reification, for Lukács, is never per-
ceivable in some isolatable and correctable case or  instance— which 
means that reification is not an ethical category in Lukács. His analy-
sis, as I have been emphasizing here, is best read as a critique not of 
objectification but of the logic of instantiation. 
 The repercussions of this slippage become apparent when Floyd 
turns to the question of political subjectivity. The category that is 
absent from Floyd’s reading of Lukács is that of “imputed” class con-
sciousness, that is to say, Lukács’s insistence that the “standpoint of 
the proletariat” is not inhabitable by any particular proletarian work-
er or workers in advance of the moment at which reified social rela-
tions are overturned (HCC, 51, 74). For Floyd, even the term “queer,” 
in which he has a considerable political investment, is also “a reified 
form of subjectivity,” because it offers “a vantage on social relations 
opened up by capital’s ongoing differentiation of those relations.” 
Queer subjectivity thus “begins to disclose the limitations of the stan-
dard Marxian account of reification” (25). In Lukács, however, class 
consciousness, like reification itself, is not a matter of representation 
or representability but a logic: a formation whose truth or validity 
does not depend on its realization. Floyd rejects this distinction, insist-
ing upon “a reading of the Marxian concept of reification that refus-
es to situate that concept within a teleology of class consciousness” 
(75–76). But what Floyd gives up, with this refusal, is the liberation 
from all terms and concepts (including reification) that is immanent 
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in the concept of reification. When he talks of the “mystifying” quali-
ties of recent work on the topic (in relation to which Floyd mentions 
this author), his analysis is riveted to the given meaning of terms 
such as “religion,” “Christianity,” “secularism,” and “marriage.” The 
reversibility and mutability of such terms, in other words, is simply 
inaccessible to his reading.18

 At this point, and without having said as much as one is tempted to 
in order to fully discredit Honneth’s account of reification or to enu-
merate further differences with Floyd, I will return to the question 
of the difference between representation and instantiation. Earlier I 
posited a formula with which to describe the possibility of a repre-
sentation that does not reify: “representation without instantiation.” 
I suggested that this formula might serve to characterize the distinct 
form of representation that we call “literature.” I would like now to 
enlarge upon this proposition. 

Representation without Instantiation

Representation implies a certain model of relationality between 
thought and the objective world, that is to say, a model of conscious-
ness. This form of relationality is implicated in the concept of reifica-
tion as Lukács defines it, according to which man adopts a stance of 
“contemplation” toward the objective world: Lukács describes this as 
“thought released from existence.” He calls the form of relation that 
he posits in opposition to this “becoming.” Man, he writes, “must be 
able to comprehend the present as a becoming. He can do this by 
seeing in it the tendencies out of whose dialectical opposition he can 
make the future” (HCC, 203–204). Becoming, then, is the mode of 
consciousness that Lukács, writing in 1922, ascribes to the proletariat 
itself. Yet (and contra Floyd’s account), the proletariat in Lukács is 
not an instantiable phenomenon; it is no longer the “proletariat,” in 
Lukács’s distinct meaning of the term, once it has been instantiated 
as such. For reification is a logic in which the worker, or the object, 
enters into its own identity, its own being. In reification, the worker 
takes on the mantle of being; she steps forth as a nameable, desiring, 
perceiving, “autonomous” individual. It is as  such— as an instanti-
ated, instantiable  being— that she is reified. In truth, however, it is 
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not so much that she is reified (such a formulation separates her from 
the very process in which she comes into being) as that she is en-
snared, implicated in reification. To be more precise, it is less that she 
is implicated in reification than that reification takes place. And in 
fact, we can be more precise still if we reject all of these successively 
rarefied or refined formulations, since reification does not actually 
take place. If there is reification, what takes place in reification is 
not reification, but simply the taking place, the having taken place. 
Again (and contra Honneth), there are no “cases” of reification, for 
the logic of reification is the logic of the case. There is no taking place 
of reification, since reification is nothing other than the taking place. 
For the same reasons, we should insist that there is no before and 
after of  reification— since reification is inseparable from the logic of 
before and  after— that is to say, from the logic of instantiation. What 
capitalism achieves through the logic of reification is not the falsifi-
cation or misrepresentation of anything, or anyone, but their truth, 
their coming into being. Capitalism does not misrepresent us (as, for 
example, commodities, things); it instantiates  us— not as something 
we are not, but as who we are. The logic of capitalism requires noth-
ing other than that everyone and everything “steps forth” in his or 
her own name. The “metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties” 
that define Marx’s commodity, in the analysis that provides Lukács 
with his model for reification, are nothing but the autonomous exis-
tence of that commodity, its mere being. 
 Such, then, is the bourgeois logic of capitalism itself. Reification, 
as Adorno and others were aware, so defines and characterizes capi-
talist subjectivity that it is all but undetectable; it is impossible to 
differentiate our rationality, even our utilization of the concept of 
reification, from it. There is, insists Lukács, “no natural form in which 
human relations can be cast, no way in which man can bring his 
physical and psychic ‘qualities’ into play without their being subject-
ed increasingly to this reifying process” (100).19

 By contrast, the consciousness of the proletariat, says Lukács, is one 
in which thought and existence “are aspects of one and the same real 
historical and dialectical process” (204). There is no instrumentality 
whatsoever in proletarian  thought— not because proletarians don’t 
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tend to regard their fellow human beings instrumentally, but because 
a  proletarian— in Lukács’s singular meaning of the  term— cannot 
exist in a contemplative, autonomous relation to his or her fellows. 
“Proletarian” consciousness is neither inhabitable, nor knowable, nor 
even nameable, without thereby betraying it or, at the very least, 
ensuring one’s separation from it. 
 In what capacity can literature be said to represent without in-
stantiating? For at one level, literature instantiates incessantly, in 
the form of plots, characters, situations, and themes. Indeed, the 
very legibility of the literary work depends on the operation of the 
 instance— that is to say, on the recognizability of the detail, on its 
reference to concepts and categories that originate outside it. 
 One way of thinking the difference between representation and in-
stantiation is through Jacques Rancière’s account of the constitution 
of the modern concept of literature, as outlined in his essay “The Poli-
tics of Literature” and elsewhere. Rancière describes the appearance 
of literature around the turn of the nineteenth century as a break 
from a “regime” dominated by the problem of  representation— what 
he calls the “representative regime”—to one in which the problem of 
representation is a merely technical question. The removal of all so-
cial limitations on the content of literary representation is accompa-
nied by a new formal quality of the enunciation, according to which 
nothing that is said or that appears in the work retains the valence 
and significance that it would have outside it. What we call “litera-
ture,” for Rancière, emerges as part of an “aesthetic” regime in which 
“muteness” speaks more eloquently than eloquence. The predicate 
of the aesthetic work is no longer speakable by it; the very condition 
of the work is that what is spoken has no direct correlation with its 
meaning. If there is a “politics of literature,” it is to be found not in 
anything the writer writes, or anything a fictional character in the 
work says, but in the way the work frames a certain distribution of 
sensory data. Politics, for Rancière, has nothing to do with “represen-
tation”—with the positive or negative rendition of already existing 
social entities. The writing that announces the appearance of “litera-
ture” in the nineteenth  century— by figures such as Gustave Flaubert 
and Honoré de  Balzac— is characterized by a dissolution of the re-
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gime that enabled only a certain class of men and women to speak or 
write, only a certain class of subjects and objects to be addressed, and 
presupposed a level of intelligibility or “adequation” between “ways 
of being, ways of doing and ways of speaking.”20 The new writers, 
says Rancière, had lost “the sense of a certain kind of ‘action’ and of a 
certain way of understanding the link between action and meaning” 
(155)—but that loss is also expressible as a gain. The aesthetic regime 
is defined by the appropriateness of any and all subject matter. Every-
thing is for the first time representable.
 On the other hand, nothing is instantiable; the substance of the 
aesthetic work is defined by its uninstantiability. Should the work go 
so far as to name its own ethical substance, nevertheless, the named 
and the real substance will not coincide. With the appearance of “lit-
erature,” the ethical substance of the literary utterance is located for 
the first time beyond the limits of instantiation. This is so even if the 
work happens to install the question of its own substance at the heart 
of it. Should the work address directly the uninstantiability of its own 
substance, still the uninstantiability that is instantiated in the work 
and the uninstantiable substance of the work will be nonidentical. 
 Take, for example, the “statement of belief” that Elizabeth Costello 
is working toward in the last chapter of the novel by J. M. Coetzee 
that bears her name (2003). After seven chapters consisting of “re-
alist” episodes comprising a linear if unconventional plot and fea-
turing a number of consistently presented fictional characters (for 
example, the writer-protagonist named Elizabeth, her son John, her 
sister Blanche, a former lover and fellow novelist named Emmanuel 
Egudu), Coetzee’s novel switches to an allegorical mode, albeit with 
a level of self-reflection that prevents us from reading the chapter in 
straightforward allegorical terms. Elizabeth arrives by bus at an un-
named town in which there is a gate, manned by a guard. As she peti-
tions to be permitted to pass through, she undergoes a succession of 
interviews by a panel of unnamed judges. Their role, it is suggested, 
is to police the threshold of literary posterity. The criteria of admit-
tance have something to do with “belief,” on which she is required 
to make a statement. The difficulty of the exercise, she reflects, has 
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something to do with the quality of her writing, her description of 
which we cannot help but treat emblematically: “Her books teach 
nothing, preach nothing; they merely spell out, as clearly as they can, 
how people lived in a certain time and place. More modestly put, they 
spell out how one person lived, one among billions: the person whom 
she, to herself, calls she, and whom others call Elizabeth Costello. If, in 
the end, she believes in her books themselves more than she believes 
in that person, it is belief only in the sense that a carpenter believes 
in a sturdy table or a cooper in a stout barrel. Her books are, she be-
lieves, better put together than she is.”21 This is a statement of the sin-
gularity of literature, of the absence of any quality of instantiation (or 
translatability) in its content. It’s a sentiment that asks to be applied 
to every work with claims to literariness. However, as a doctrine that 
might apply to Coetzee’s own work, it is inverted, belied, by its ap-
pearance within it. After several false starts, the statement Elizabeth 
finally comes up with involves a memory from her childhood, the 
noise of the belling of “tens of thousands of little frogs” in the reced-
ing waters of the Dulgannon, supposedly a river in rural Victoria 
where Elizabeth grew up (216): “It is because of their indifference 
to me that I believe in them. . . . I believe in what does not bother to 
believe in me” (217, 218). One of the judges paraphrases her state-
ment in a way that Elizabeth cannot accept: “These Australian frogs 
of yours embody the spirit of life, which is what you as a storyteller 
believe in.”  Elizabeth— or  Coetzee— finally allows this judgment to 
stand, on condition, apparently, that it is refused by Elizabeth her-
self: “Her whole inclination is to protest: Vapid! she wants to cry. I 
am worth better than that! But she reins herself in” (218–219). With 
Elizabeth Costello, Coetzee has written a text in which the impossibil-
ity of instantiation in a literary work is instantiated and negated at 
the same time: in which instantiation and its negation are entirely 
dependent on each other.
 The question that remains, however, is that of how to describe or con-
ceptualize this situation in a critical or philosophical  register— how 
to insulate our critical propositions and speculations from the “vapid-
ity” of Elizabeth Costello’s judge.
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Conceptualizing Uninstantiability

In What Should We Do with Our Brain? Catherine Malabou poses a 
rhetorical question that speaks directly to these concerns: “What 
should we do so that consciousness of the brain does not purely and 
simply coincide with the spirit of capitalism?” The question concerns 
representation. How are we to prevent even our understanding of 
ourselves from being implicated in the modes of knowledge and in-
stantiation that capitalism foists upon us? How to represent ourselves 
to ourselves without reiterating the logic of normativity that, for ex-
ample, Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello conceive as the “spirit” of 
 capitalism— what they call its “naturalization effect”?22

 Malabou’s answer takes the form of the elaboration of a concept: 
plasticity. For Malabou, plasticity designates that function and qual-
ity of the brain which is inimical to the spirit of capitalism, that is, 
to the propensity toward instantiation. Plasticity is nothing less than 
the material counterpart of the philosophy of becoming. It is, she 
writes, the “exact antonym” of rigidity. Plasticity cannot be known, 
far less instantiated. For Malabou, “humans make their own brains, 
but they do not know that they do so. Our brain is a work, and we 
do not know it. Our brain is plastic, and we do not know it.” Plastic-
ity means both to receive form and to give form, which implies that 
to describe the brain as “plastic” is to do away with the brain as an 
ontologically limited or determined entity. Like our “desires and in-
tentions,” or like society itself, the brain is a work; it does not exist, or 
rather, plasticity is its mode of existence. Malabou goes on: “Clearly, 
if we are not conscious of plasticity this is because, in accordance 
with a merely apparent paradox, it is in fact so familiar to us that we 
do not even see it; we do not note its presence, like an environment 
in which we maintain ourselves and evolve without paying attention 
to it. It has become the form of our world” (9). Plasticity, that is to 
say, is representable but not instantiable; plasticity is lost, betrayed, 
the moment it is instantiated. What plasticity denotes, furthermore, 
is the very principle of uninstantiability, which is to say, becoming.
 It will be instructive to compare Malabou’s reasoning with that of 
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a recent essay by Quentin Meillassoux, writing not about reification, 
or plasticity, but immanence: 

We know that, according to Deleuze, immanence in some way “saturates” 
Spinoza’s philosophy. Everything in Spinoza, Deleuze tells us, breathes 
immanence. But to say that immanence is everywhere in Spinoza is to 
render it as difficult to perceive as a diffuse light: if it is everywhere, then 
it is nowhere in particular. And this is why the attempt to understand 
Deleuzian immanence on the basis of Spinoza will not be greatly profit-
able to it.23

For Meillassoux, immanence is more easily comprehensible from 
reading Bergson than from reading Spinoza, because in Bergson there 
is a “differential” of immanence. Immanence happens “once and once 
only” in Bergson, in the first chapter of Matter and Memory, where 
Bergson puts forward the theory of “pure perception”: a theory that is 
true “in principle, but not in fact.” After this “peak” within Bergson’s 
thought, observes Meillassoux, immanence “ebbs away”; nothing in 
the rest of the text of Matter and Memory, or elsewhere in Bergson’s 
work, is equal to its “satisf[action]” of the conditions of immanence 
in the first chapter (66–68).
 Meillassoux’s explication of the problem of immanence, counter-
posing Bergson and Spinoza, is equally relevant to the problematic 
of reification, which, as I have been arguing in this essay, demands 
to be theorized in the same terms: as a concept riven on the para-
dox that to acknowledge it, to make use of it, is already to weaken 
its conceptual force. However, the route that Meillassoux takes with 
respect to immanence is doomed to failure, for reasons that are also 
illuminating for the concept of reification. Meillassoux envisages his 
article as an attempt to construe or “modify” Bergson’s theory of 
pure perception, such that Bergsonian immanence might be said to 
be true “not only in principle, but also in fact.” Such a project will 
involve reconciling Bergson’s “hypothetical” category (pure percep-
tion) with its instantiation (real human perception). Contrary, then, 
to everything that Bergson insists upon regarding the “hypothetical” 
status of pure perception in chapter 1 of Matter and Memory, Meil-
lassoux collapses “immanence” into something like the possibility of 
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intuiting the nature of matter as it exists “in itself”; he thereby rein-
troduces the subjective component into immanence. In Meillassoux’s 
thought, immanence exists as a category that, at least in theory, is 
capable of being “satisfied” (that is, instantiated). According to Meil-
lassoux, the same contradiction is present in Bergson’s thought when, 
in the second chapter of Matter and Memory, Bergson moves from 
the concept of pure perception to the problem of memory, which, as 
Bergson points out, is always present in any real perception. Bergson, 
however, is very careful to differentiate his notion of the “memory 
image” examined in chapter 2 from “pure memory,” which is a “hy-
pothetical” category and, as such, inaccessible to a perceiving human 
mind.24 In the course of Meillassoux’s essay, Bergson’s proposition 
of “images in themselves” is gradually sidelined, along with the no-
tion of pure perception/pure memory. As in Honneth’s reading of 
Lukács, Meillassoux thereby transposes Bergson’s theory of subtrac-
tive perception from the logical register to the representational one. 
By contrast, Bergson’s theory, in which pure perception and pure 
memory stand as virtual categories from which our own perception 
and memories always “subtract,” is essentially a nonhuman theory 
of perception; those  hypotheses— vehicles of immanence, as Meillas-
soux  intuits— are uninstantiable and hence, in effect, inaccessible. 
Bergson’s pure perception cannot be  instantiated— cannot be ren-
dered true “in fact”—without being referred to a “center of indeter-
mination” (a subject), in the course of which its purity cannot help 
but be dissolved in the subtractive perception of an individual.25 
 Meillassoux’s discussion of Bergson is fenced around by several 
further idiosyncratic conditions, the most significant of which is the 
decision not to pay any attention to Gilles Deleuze’s books on cinema, 
the site of Deleuze’s most consequential commentary on Bergson’s 
theory of perception, on the grounds that it is more “interesting”—or 
leads to greater “understanding”—to try to “reconstruct” a philos-
opher than to “interpret” him (“Subtraction and Contraction,” 69). 
The importance of Deleuze’s work on cinema, however, is not merely 
as a context of Deleuze’s thought about immanence; cinema offers 
a material substratum for the time-image, one that makes no refer-
ence to subtractive (human) perception. For Deleuze, in other words, 
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it is precisely cinema—“the in-itself of the image,” he calls  it— that 
renders Bergson’s “pure perception” true in “principle” as well as in 
“fact,” by the mere presence of the machinic  apparatus— the camera. 
Meillassoux’s choice of “reconstruction” over “exegesis,” a preference 
whose rationale—“understanding,” “interest”—is primarily subjec-
tive, means that his project of reconciling the hypothesis of pure per-
ception with its actuality is driven down a theoretical route that can 
only end where indeed it does end: in a painful, perpetual oscillation 
between instantiation and the euphoria of becoming, between the de-
scent into reification and the terrifying dissolution of the subject. The 
“principle” of Bergsonian pure perception cannot be reconciled with 
“fact” as long as the measure of its facticity remains its instantiation 
in subjective perception.
 Like Malabou’s understanding of plasticity and Meillassoux’s un-
derstanding of Deleuzian immanence, the model of reification that I 
am trying to draw out from Lukács’s pioneering work is incommen-
surable with the instantiation of the concept (that is to say, with the 
concept itself), and yet inseparable from it. It is for this reason that 
(as I have argued elsewhere) Lukács’s fidelity to his own concept is 
expressed rather than betrayed in his later renunciation of it.26 
 “To think is always to schematize,” writes Malabou.27 How can we 
think, that is, represent the world to ourselves, without schematizing? 
In particular, when the world we live in urges everything toward 
self-expression, which is to say, self-possession, how do we think 
even that tendency without enlarging it disproportionately? How 
do we avoid turning reification itself, reframed as instantiation, into 
what Malabou calls the “hermeneutic motor scheme of an epoch”? 
How do we prevent its decline into a “fashionable motif,” a mode of 
representation that, in Althusser’s words, “sees ‘things’ everywhere 
in human relations” while exempting itself? (For Marx, 230n). For 
Malabou the concept of plasticity is a means by which the process of 
conceptualization, form-giving itself, can be re-thought as one that 
resists instantiation on account of the inseparability of its two mean-
ings: form-giving and form-receiving. What is crucial to the concept 
of plasticity, for Malabou, is its own  plasticity— just as what is crucial 
to the concept of reification is its own susceptibility to reification, its 
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ability to register that susceptibility.28 Both terms maintain an inher-
ent dialectical structure. Malabou’s further insight is that plasticity is 
all the more crucial to Hegel’s philosophy on account of the “scarcity 
of references” to it in Hegel’s own writing (Future, 18). For Mala-
bou, plasticity answers the question of how to represent the logic of 
capitalism without instantiating it. Like reification, of which it is the 
obverse, plasticity is both a concept and a theory of conceptualization, 
both a representation and a model of representation (representation 
without instantiation). 
 A version of plasticity that is compatible with the logic of capital-
ism exists, but it, by contrast, has no plasticity. As Malabou says, the 
knowable form of plasticity is “flexibility”: plasticity named, instan-
tiated, abstracted. Flexibility, writes Malabou, is “plasticity minus 
its genius,” its “ideological avatar” (What Should, 12). The genius of 
plasticity is its own plasticity; and we might make the same claim 
about reification: the genius of reification, as a concept, is its reifi-
ability, its reflexivity, its inherent acknowledgment of the logic that 
would push it into the world of representation, turning it into, say, 
“dehumanization” or “misrecognition.” That logic instantiates such 
terms, assigns them a referential meaning, breaks them down into 
“aspects” or “dimensions” (Honneth, Reification, 76–77), transforms 
them into qualities or interpersonal events. In this way, the tendency 
of capitalism is to transpose the plasticity of being, which is to say 
becoming, into inert, reified existence.
 Meanwhile, to return to a figure I have already referred to glanc-
ingly, Louis Althusser’s fidelity to the concept of reification was so 
complete that he never embraced it; in fact, he took every opportu-
nity to discredit it. Reification is as difficult to perceive in Althusser’s 
writings as immanence is in Spinoza’s, or plasticity is in Hegel’s; it is 
in that capacity, precisely, that the idea of reification “saturates” his 
thinking. Althusser’s concept of reification is more consistent than 
Lukács’s, despite or rather because of the fact that he never fails to 
disparage the term. The utility of Lukács’s 1922 essay on reification, 
by comparison, comes from the fact that, like Malabou’s concept of 
plasticity and like Deleuze’s reading of immanence in Bergson, it al-
lows for the theorization of the concept by virtue of its partial dis-
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solution, in the form of its instantiation. In the encounter between 
“Reification and the Consciousness of the Proletariat” and Lukács’s 
later renunciation of the concept, Lukács provides us with a “differ-
ential” of reification, a differential that was necessary in order for 
the concept to come into existence. Taken together, the two moments 
enable its re-conceptualization in terms of instantiation.
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tion of the products of labour within which it appears, have absolutely no 
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[dinglich] relations arising out of this. It is nothing but the definite social 
relation between men themselves which assumes here, for them, the fan-
tastic form of a relation between things” (Capital: A Critique of Political 
Economy, Volume One, trans. Ben Fowkes [Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 
1990], 165). The shift identified in Marx is not from relations to things, 
therefore, but from relations between men to relations between things. 
This is not to say that Marx is describing a transformation of men into 
things; the transformation is rather from one kind of relation (say, of need 
and its fulfillment) to another (that of value, which is to say, fungibility). 
What appears to be a slippage in Lukács’s reading of Marx should be un-
derstood instead, therefore, as the innovation of an entirely new concept, 
distinct from the fetishism of commodities. There is, in fact, no concept 
of reification, as Lukács conceives it, in Marx’s mature writings. Later in 
Capital Marx does talk about “the conversion of persons into things” in 
commodity exchange (209); but what he is referring to is the metamor-
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ployer. When Althusser, rejecting the “fashionable theory of reification,” 
points out (correctly) that “a category more foreign to Marx [than thing] 
cannot be imagined” (For Marx, 230n), he is thus closer to the Lukács of 
History and Class Consciousness than he seems to have realized. “It is not 
the brutality of a simple ‘thing’ that man is faced with when he is in di-
rect relation with money,” writes Althusser; “it is a power (or a lack of it) 
over things and men.” That “power (or a lack of it)” is precisely what for 
Lukács constitutes the logic of reification. Fredric Jameson, too, has been 
assiduous in clarifying Lukács’s own usage of the term, claiming that 
when reification becomes “a property of objects,” reification theory itself 
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light of Kopytoff’s work and Brown’s use of it, that  slavery— in this regard 
like human trafficking and  racism— is not for Marx a capitalist forma-
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from “example” as “a particular (concretum), represented in accordance 
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with concepts as contained under a universal (abstractum)” and as “a 
presentation of a concept merely for theory.” An example (Exempel), by 
contrast, has for Kant primarily a practical or moral value, designating 
a “particular case of a practical rule, insofar as this rule represents an 
action as practicable or impracticable” (Immanuel Kant, Practical Phi-
losophy, trans. Mary J. Gregor [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996], 593n).

9 Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1962), 229.

10 Alain Badiou, The Century, trans. Alberto Toscano (Cambridge: Polity, 
2007), 64.

11 Early on in his book Honneth introduces the term “empathetic engage-
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ness (27), but he subsequently treats the phrase as if it were a quotation 
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thy or sympathy is completely foreign to Lukács’s thinking. Neither term 
appears anywhere in History and Class Consciousness.

12 The question of Lukács’s (and the early Marx’s) “humanism” is, of course, 
a large one. Despite the fact that both Marx and Lukács frequently use the 
terms “human” and “humanism” to denote that which is impoverished 
by capitalism, there is no need to read either body of work as “humanist” 
in orientation. For this reason, and while fully endorsing his painstaking 
critique of Honneth’s account of reification, I do not share the emphasis of 
Andrew Feenberg’s work according to which reification is best read as a 
“critical theory of technology” (“Rethinking Reification,” in Georg Lukács: 
The Fundamental Dissonance of Existence, ed. Timothy Bewes and Timothy 
Hall [London: Continuum, 2011], 102). Feenberg’s critique of Honneth 
focuses on Honneth’s neglect of the “predominance of rational structures 
that distort and oppress the human lives they contain.” Feenberg himself, 
by contrast, emphasizes the role of reification in “distorting” and “op-
pressing” the lives that it affects. Feenberg thus reproduces Honneth’s 
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.versobooks.com/blogs/736-slavoj-Žižek -at-occupy-wall-street-we-are 
-not-dreamers-we-are-the-awakening-from-a-dream-which-is-turning 
-into-a-nightmare. In the previously published work that Žižek was draw-
ing on for this  speech— the introduction to his own Welcome to the Desert 
of the Real from 2002—Žižek adds the following clarifying observation: 
“Our ‘freedoms’ themselves serve to mask and sustain our deeper unfree-
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dom” (Welcome to the Desert of the Real: Five Essays on September 11 and 
Related Dates [London: Verso, 2002], 2).

14 For an explicit critique of Honneth on these grounds, see Neil Larsen, 
“Lukács sans Proletariat, or Can History and Class Consciousness Be Rehis-
toricized?” in Bewes and Hall, Georg Lukács, esp. 81–82. For an important 
corrective to Honneth’s account of racism, although it pre-exists Hon-
neth’s work by some forty years, see Joseph Gabel, False Consciousness: An 
Essay on Reification, trans. Margaret A. Thompson (with the assistance of 
Kenneth A. Thompson) (New York: Harper and Row, 1975), 119–136.

15 See Axel Honneth, Verdinglichung: Eine anerkennungstheoretische Studie 
(Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 2005), 65.

16 The same point should be made about Honneth’s idealistic notion of the 
“antecedent” recognition of the other, a “deeply culturally anchored 
stance” that is “later annulled” in the forgetfulness that Honneth calls 
“reification” (155). As all three commentators to Honneth’s lectures point 
out, Honneth has no conception of a primal encounter with the other that 
would be anything but benevolent. Judith Butler puts it as follows: “The 
dynamics of subjugation and fear of death found in Hegel’s discussion of 
recognition in The Phenomenology of Spirit are nowhere to be found in 
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example, as something that one could be either for or  against— as Floyd 
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lows: “To maintain that the solution to reification will be substantially 
different, depending on whether it takes a religious or a non-religious 
form, perpetuates not only a fetishistic attachment to the categories of 
worldly knowledge which the concept of reification puts into suspension, 
but a reified notion of truth as separate from  history— from the events 
which take place and from the structures of thought which produce and 
are produced by them” (231).

19 This is the very insight from which Lukács was later to recoil. However, 
the term he uses to explain his self-critique in the 1967 preface is not  
reification but “objectification,” which completely displaces the earlier 
term: “Objectification is indeed a phenomenon that cannot be eliminated 
from human life in society. If we bear in mind that every externaliza-
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tion of an object in practice . . . is an objectification, that every human 
expression including speech objectifies human thoughts and feelings, 
then it is clear that we are dealing with a universal mode of commerce 
between men. And in so far as this is the case, objectification is a neutral 
phenomenon; the true is as much an objectification as the false, libera-
tion as much as enslavement” (xxiv). The degree to which reification is 
retroactively transformed in Lukács’s own thinking from a purely logical 
phenomenon into a representational one is clear from what immediately 
follows: “Only when the objectified forms in society acquire functions 
that bring the essence of man into conflict with his existence, only when 
man’s nature is subjugated, deformed and crippled can we speak of an 
objective societal condition of alienation” (ibid.).

20 Jacques Rancière, “The Politics of Literature,” Dissensus: On Politics and 
Aesthetics, trans. Steven Corcoran (London: Continuum, 2010), 156.

21 J. M. Coetzee, Elizabeth Costello (New York: Viking, 2003), 207–208.
22 Catherine Malabou, What Should We Do with Our Brain? trans. Sebastian 
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24 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, trans. Nancy Margaret Paul and W. 
Scott Palmer (New York: Zone, 1988), 67.

25 In a revealing moment in his essay, Meillassoux distinguishes two mo-
ments of selection within Bergson’s theory of perception: the first, “by 
the body,” is a selection made “unfreely”; the second, “by the mind,” is a 
choice made freely, “from within the perceptive elements already selected 
by the body from the infinity of images” (73). In differentiating between 
these two moments, however, Meillassoux is reinstating the very distinc-
tion that Bergson’s theory of perception no longer permits, the Cartesian 
and/or Berkeleyan distinction (between body and mind) against which 
the entire theory of pure perception was proposed. Furthermore, Meillas-
soux’s account of Bergsonian perception ends by replicating the same fal-
lacy of “dimensions” that we find in Axel Honneth’s account of Lukácsian 
reification. Like Honneth, Meillassoux identifies “three realities within 
perception: matter, body, mind” (74). With this move, Meillassoux uncer-
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into “intersubjective,” “subjective,” and “objective” reification, discards 
what is essential to Lukács’s theory of reification: its quality as a logic. 
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26 See my Reification, or The Anxiety of Late Capitalism, xvi. 
27 Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing: Dialectic, Destruction, Deconstruction, 

trans. Carolyn Shread (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 13.
28 See The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality and Dialectic, trans. Lisa-

beth During (London: Routledge, 2005), 11–12.



j o s h u a  c l o v e r

Communist Realism

“Capitalist realism” borrows its “real” from Realpolitik: the ideologi-
cal closure of possibilities beyond those already ratified by the im-
peratives of capital accumulation, upper limit Metternich, lower limit 
Cheney. As a concept, it is a lovely, hard-minded way of exposing a 
longstanding tautology concerning rational  expectations— concerning 
the concealed manner in which a specific kind of quantitative thought 
becomes the retroactively privileged means for achieving measurable 
ends, those ends having been pre-decided according to a quantitative 
logic. The very idea of “rational expectation” consigns any thought 
which cannot be recognized as having an instrumental expectation 
of gain to the realm of the irrational, the unrealistic. This ruling idea 
takes on even greater force in a crisis, when gain is ever harder to 
come by, and thus must govern ever more regions of thought and ac-
tion, ever more rigidly. 
 As such, capitalist realism is neither an aesthetic mode, nor strategy 
of representation. Indeed, it might be better regarded as a displace-
ment of such matters. Aesthetics, representation, culture  itself— all 
present themselves as increasingly frivolous in the era of what Simon 
During has called Endgame Capitalism.1 Because of this, I think we 
err in associating the term with literature, or with cultural produc-
tion in general, except as a kind of limit and scourge. 
 But there are perhaps other ways of thinking about this problem. 
What has realism to do with capital, as a broader question? The word 
“real” plays several major roles in Marx’s account. Realization, the 
already-valorized commodity’s quest to yield up its surplus value as 
profit in the moment of exchange, provides much of the stuff of which 
literary realism was made: the proscenium for George Eliot, a new 
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and cruel religion for Flaubert, the dark wood into which Baudelaire 
cannot help but stray (inevitably opening onto the inferno). But this 
circulatory realm is only part of capital’s realism, and not itself the 
crux; it has its opposite number in production. Real subsumption, the 
tendential completion of the process by which the labor force is con-
figured to and disciplined by the dictates of the industrial workplace 
and mode of production, provides the scene for any number of the 
era’s great narratives. 
 Balzac, as ever, holds the truth of both. But within the latter cat-
egory, production’s realism, we had better include one of his greatest 
admirers. Chapters 10 and 15 of the first volume of Capital, reckon-
ing the nerves, brain, and sinew stretched across absolute and rela-
tive surplus value, respectively, are Marx’s own nineteenth-century 
 novels— miserable triumphs of realism. It would not be untoward to 
suggest that realism is the literary mode adequate to the struggle 
over the working day, and over the balance of power between human 
and machine, variable and constant capital. Once these decisive bat-
tles in the class struggle are won, which is to say lost, literary realism 
is not so much exhausted as lacking an object; the site of antagonism 
leaps to that of consciousness, and Western modernism asserts itself 
with abstract ferocity. This is the shipwreck of the real. ACEL. Glaxo. 
Kreemo. Toffee.
 But that which is real in Marx persists. We might still consider “the 
real movement which abolishes the present state of things.”2 Marx’s 
definition of communism is the rare case in his writings wherein what 
becomes “real” in English is not “real” in German. “The real move-
ment” is die wirkliche Bewegung, and the translation, unsurprisingly, 
opens onto consequential ambiguity. Bewegung is not a simple word: it 
can refer either to a social or a political movement, in addition to de-
noting motion as such. This has allowed for the explicit or more often 
implicit construal of “real movement” as designating the correct con-
catenation of actors in  motion— that constituted political force which 
holds the truth of communism, which is capable of abolishing capital-
ism. Thereby, “the real movement” is, in its substance, the party.
 The aesthetic mode that attends this understanding we call “social-
ist realism”; the century from At the Sign of the Cat and Racket to And 
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Quiet Flows the Don is therefore one of combined and uneven realism. 
But this is to recognize, implicitly at least, that the victory of realism 
with Soviet  characteristics— state  realism— limns the argument for 
understanding socialism as state capitalism. Capitalisms get the real-
isms they deserve, and vice versa. 
 But how then would we understand the irruption of Russo-Soviet 
modernism preceding the Soviet variant of  realism— and moreover, 
despite various similarities to Anglo-European modernism, not easily 
adducible to developments in capitalist relations of production? The 
proto-realism it supplants remains rooted in the church, the army 
camp, and most of all the ambiguous relation between persistent ag-
ricultural feudalism at one pole, and at the other the nascent cities 
still marked more by the court than the market. Eastern modern-
ism arrives as a maelstrom into which all this material is pitched, 
so much jetsam, cracking and eddying and surviving, if at all, ut-
terly transformed.  Realism— that peculiar variant grinding toward 
the  zhdanovshchina— must await the imposition and coronation of the 
real economy which provided the context for Anglo-European mod-
ernism as well, a century earlier. Declaring the first Five-Year Plan in 
1928, Stalin held that “we are fifty or a hundred years behind the ad-
vanced countries. We must make good this distance in ten years.” In 
1932, the Moscow and Leningrad Union of Artists began and Soviet 
modernism gave up the ghost. 
  It is the very untimeliness of this Eastern modernism (at least from 
the standpoint of the West) that offers a context for grasping its ex-
traordinary ambitions. Why does the decomposition of painterly 
illusion achieved by Braque and Picasso shudder before Suprema-
tism’s annihilation of representation? Why does no literary gesture 
of the West make a flight at the absolute that would be worthy of 
Khlebnikov? 
 To begin a response to such questions (and it is only possible, in the 
end, to begin), we must confront the truth that our previous gloss of 
die wirkliche Bewegung is  inadequate— even mistaken. We have set-
tled too easily on the sense of Bewegung, without context. For wirklich 
is itself not a simple word. With its enlarged senses of actual and 
intrinsic, it should lead us to understand Bewegung as a movement 
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running through the historical real of capitalism, a self-motivating 
motion, a dynamic. Not a political order, but one from political econ-
omy. The “real movement” is nothing but the laws of motion through 
which capitalism realizes and abolishes itself. This then is not a party 
or political form but the law of value as such: the “moving contradic-
tion”3 which it sets loose and by which it is then borne along ineluc-
tably toward that undiscovered country from whose bourne no value 
returns. 
 Value is the real of  capital— here in the Lacanian sense stolen and 
repurposed for Marx. Value is that irreducible relation which congeals 
in production from abstract labor time but strides forth in public sym-
bolized imperfectly as price, moving ceaselessly through the aisles of 
the market, momentarily arrested in the moment of  exchange— the 
circuit’s point de  capiton— and then consumed or set again in motion. 
It is this process, no less and no more, which unifies production and 
circulation, wherein real subsumption and realization reveal them-
selves as moments in a singular  process— the real economy on which 
systemic accumulation depends. 
 As the real of capital, value can never appear without its veil. The 
dream of an immediate value, undistorted and unconcealed, is pre-
cisely the limit of any possible overcoming. Proudhon’s “time chits” 
treat value as natural, and propose that capital’s real can be made to 
stand before us, can be known, without simply affirming capitalism 
sans capitalists (hence Marx’s eventual dismissal: “petty bourgeois”). 
But we must recall that communism does not arrive as a revelation 
but as abolition. Communism is “real” precisely to the extent that it 
has done away with the value form (this is why Lacan’s is a psycho-
analysis of capitalism in particular). And this then is our last real, the 
one that doesn’t appear in Capital except as a horizon. Communism 
achieves its realism by doing away with the real of capital; this is the 
real movement, die wirkliche Bewegung. Its aesthetic would be what 
must be called, if only to provoke, communist realism. 
 It is generally overlooked, or treated as a sort of jape, that Malev-
ich’s “Red Square,” with its reduction to a lone geometrical form, is 
in truth titled “Pictorial Realism of a Peasant Woman in Two Dimen-
sions, Called Red Square.” 
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 But this is not to suggest that the complex aesthetic regime of So-
viet modernism, from zaum to the abstraction of the Vitebsk atelier 
and beyond, should thereby be understood according to a real com-
munism. For one thing, we must attend to Ukrainian anarchism, sur-
viving briefly in the space carved out by Makhno’s black army; for 
this moment in art history, T. J. Clark’s chapter in Farewell to an Idea, 
“God Is Not Cast Down,” remains the decisive account.4 Reflecting on 
that moment, we recall that anarchism itself is no friend to the value 
form. But, neither in Huliaipole nor Moscow was the overcoming of 
the value form finally achieved; that is the dolorous truth of things. 
Still, for a moment the world must have seemed to obey different 
laws of gravity, a different physics altogether, freed even provision-
ally from the dead weight of abstract labor. How else does Malevich’s 
airplane climb above those of Apollinaire and Delaunay? How else 
Khlebnikov’s imagined languages of gods and birds, his victory over 
the sun? 
 Mayakovsky called Khlebnikov “a poet for producers.” Surely he 
meant production of another kind, production beyond value. This 
would be the ground for a non-capitalist realism; it is the soil of May-
akovsky’s 1917 manifesto. “The past is too tight. The Academy and 
Pushkin are less intelligible than hieroglyphics. Throw Pushkin, Dos-
toevsky, Tolstoy, etc., etc. overboard from the Ship of Modernity.”5 
Impossible not to hear Marx’s enigmatic formulation here: “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 se-
cret 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.”6

 The failure of communism to get behind the secret, to replace the 
hieroglyphic with a language beyond the value  form— this is the sto-
ry narrated by the tumbling descent from the new sun down to social-
ist realism. Mayakovsky, it is always worth recalling, wrote and died 
precisely within this period. We are told with shocking frequency 
that he was a victim of communism’s brutality. That error itself is 
redolent of capitalist realism, with its placid hostility toward any ex-
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treme. Mayakovsky died not of revolution but of its failure. He died of 
blood loss during the reinscription by edict of the social hieroglyphic. 
“He who does not forget his first love will not recognize his last”; this 
is realism too. Realism’s first love was capital itself; how could we 
forget?
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Unreal Criticism

Afterword

“Capitalist realism”—is this an old joke or a new, serious concept? Is it 
a useful category or an ideological insult? There’s an uneasiness about 
this phrase throughout this collection, a feeling that it names some-
thing both important and elusive about the current situation and our 
critical tasks. That uncertainty should be our first clue. Which comes 
first: capitalism or realism? How do they fit together? Is the phrase re-
dundant (because all realism is somehow capitalist) or contradictory 
(because capitalism is always more real than any realism)? Should we 
use the phrase in the narrowest way, at the level of individual texts or 
subgeneric signals? Or does it rather force us to frame our analyses in 
the broadest historical or even ontological terms? From the very start, 
then, this vaguely funny and strangely unsettling phrase prompts us 
to think about how our critical and theoretical work tries to grasp the 
circumstances in which we find ourselves today.
 The expression “capitalist realism” did not come from out of no-
where. Gerhard Richter is credited with making the phrase famous 
in April 1963, although it is hard to imagine that it had not been ut-
tered many times before. The timing is significant. Richter, recently 
arrived from the DDR, was trying to claim a share of the Pop Art 
juggernaut. In a statement he sent to the press to drum up business 
for a Happening he was staging in Dusseldorf, Richter boasts that 
the painters of Germany (he did not say “West Germany”) were now 
producing “Pop Art, Junk Culture, Imperialist or Capitalist Realism, 
New Objectivity, Naturalism” that could rival America.1 The press 
seized on the phrase “capitalist realism” and continued to apply it to 
Richter even after he had shrugged it off. Like all things Pop, it was a 
throwaway item whose time had come. 
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 But we should pause over the original formulation—“Imperialist or 
Capitalist Realism”—as a time-capsule surprise. It marks the conflu-
ence of several chronologies: the generational exhaustion of “social-
ist realism” as an official policy in the East, the early rebranding of 
capitalism in the West in its new consumerist guises, and the early-
1960s tension between the blocs, when the socialist camp confronted 
the imperialist camp at the height of European division and global 
decolonization. So the phrase “capitalism realism” returns after fifty 
years to a changed  world— and we will need to think carefully about 
what has really changed. Whatever the ruling order may call itself 
these days, it no longer worries about being called “imperialism.” 
That does not mean that we should not have been talking about “im-
perialist realism” all along. 
 Meanwhile there is another term that has a prior claim to address 
these complexities: “postmodernism.” In its now-canonical construc-
tion by Fredric Jameson, postmodernism is the third term in a three-
stage model of the dialectical relationships between culture and capi-
talism. In the first phase, market or liberal capitalism corresponds to 
the dominance of nineteenth-century realism; in the second phase, 
monopoly capitalism and high imperialism correspond to the domi-
nance of modernism; finally, the third stage of late or multinational 
capitalism corresponds to postmodernism proper.2 Jameson’s scheme, 
first articulated in the early 1980s, apparently strikes many contem-
porary literary critics as a hopelessly antiquated or démodé piece 
of periodizing machinery. Yet it poses, with a great deal more com-
plexity than my sketch indicates, precisely the set of questions with 
which we are concerned here. It helps us to understand how realist 
techniques, once taken to their limits and dismantled by modernism 
(magnificently evoked above by Joshua Clover), have to be reinvent-
ed for a new, postmodern era, splitting into both commercial brand 
names and subversive experiments in the process. What is “capitalist 
realism” other than a strong variant of postmodernism, precisely the 
one that corresponds to the economic and ideological dominance of 
neoliberalism? 
 In this volume we can find both dimensions of the problem at work. 
On one hand, we find a series of critical appraisals of realist texts, 
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which offer indispensible evidence of the way realist motifs and 
methods are being reinvented in order to grapple with their puta-
tive object, the life-world of contemporary capitalism. On the other 
 hand— especially in the dialogue between Mark Fisher and Jodi Dean 
but in fact signaled  throughout— we find reflections on the specific op-
erations of neoliberalism as a capitalist system. This part of the analy-
sis also draws inspiration from Jameson’s work, where he emphasizes 
the difficulties of locating ourselves historically in postmodern times. 
In Fisher’s hands, Jameson’s famous statement that “it seems to be 
easier for us today to imagine the thoroughgoing deterioration of the 
earth and of nature than the breakdown of late capitalism”3 becomes 
not so much a verdict on the weakness of our collective imagina-
tion as a statement about the strength of the contemporary capitalist 
world-picture. 
 In its most current sense, then, “capitalist realism” is no longer a 
literary category or a genre, but an attitude and disposition so per-
vasive that we could hardly expect to locate  it— let alone to dispel 
 it— through the critical analysis of a few key examples. It would 
be more like the framework or set-up in which reality itself always 
appears, and appears always to confirm the necessity and natural-
ness of capitalism. It might be another name for Debord’s spectacle, 
“[spreading] itself to the point where it now permeates all reality,” 
and thereby falsifying “the whole of production and perception.”4 In 
a worst-case scenario, radicals would be the last people who could 
talk realistically about the monopolization of  reality— they know 
too much. All that would be left is lucid compromise or ironic with-
drawal, both dead ends. Are things really as bad as that? The con-
tributors to this volume do not take the road of pessimism, either 
of the intellect or the will. Fisher, Dean, and others argue that both 
leftist pessimism and neoliberal triumphalism are now obsolete, ow-
ing to the 2008 financial crisis or the 2011 season of revolutionary 
uprisings from Tunis to Occupy. In the wake of these systemic crises, 
it has become possible to peel the trappings of “capitalist realism” 
away from messy capitalist reality (or from a reality no longer seen 
as completely capitalist), and strike out in new critical and political 
directions.
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 At this point it may seem that we are very far from anything that 
might be called “reality.” As soon as the word “realism” is uttered, we 
start to erect a scaffolding of definitions and periodizations to keep 
the problem of reality at a distance. It is quite possible, and in fact 
it is often preferable, to build this scaffolding entirely out of the dif-
ferentia of aesthetic forms, without having to judge the truth-value of 
each element in relation to some supposedly objective reality. Critical 
work on realism can proceed a long way without having to adjudi-
cate the metaphysical status of representation in general. We proceed 
as if every realist text deploys a particular jargon of the particular: 
no grander claims are necessary. When Georgia O’Keeffe said that 
“there is nothing less real than realism,” she was merely stating the 
obvious in a form slightly less obvious than usual, a tactic perfectly 
in keeping with the realistic method. 
 On the other hand, as soon as we talk about “capitalism” as a his-
torical system, we take our distance from so-called reality in an-
other way. Historical materialism repeatedly insists that we cannot 
understand the functioning of this immense and ever-changing sys-
tem using the perceptual and cognitive tools with which we situate 
ourselves in our existential surroundings. The “ruthless critique of 
everything that exists” (Marx) happens somewhere besides the realm 
of existing things. In order for this critical operation to succeed, our 
grasp of the capitalist system must exceed the reach of our own lived 
experience. In this context what we call “theory,” then, is the special, 
provisional discourse in which we try to grasp what reality fails or 
refuses to give us.
 The phrase “capitalist realism” makes us think that we must com-
bine these two  operations— the formal or nominalist reduction of 
realism and the dialectical leap toward  capitalism— into a single de-
scriptive and hermeneutic system. More than that, it tempts us to 
think that there is something about the present moment that actu-
ally calls upon us to do so. But what motivates the exercises and 
experiments in the present volume is not fidelity to reality, but rather 
a commitment to history. These attitudes are not at all the same: in 
fact, they are often engaged in outright hostilities. Whereas the first 
organizes its critical interventions as a rectification of errors and a 
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reconciliation with what is already established, the second is always 
attentive to what goes unrecognized and  unrealized— for better and 
for  worse— in whatever presents itself to us. (The first tends toward 
the privileges of philosophy, the second toward the haecceities of nar-
rative.) It would be fair to say that only this restless historical attitude 
deserves to be called realistic. Alexander Kluge has expressed this 
paradox in the strongest terms:

The root of a realistic attitude, its motivation, is opposition to the misery 
present in real circumstances; it is, therefore, an Anti-realism of motiva-
tion, a denial of the pure reality-principle, an anti-realistic attitude, 
which alone enables one to look realistically and attentively.5

 We already know that capitalism itself is not realistic: it is com-
posed of countless incomplete processes, floating values, half-baked 
schemes. No doubt this is its strength as a representational system: 
individual agents must bear, to very different degrees, the risks of 
failed representation (bad money, bad deals) without endangering 
the structural mechanisms that allow the accumulation of value (cap-
ital as such) to continue. As we trace and retrace the working of this 
system, we should remember that our motives, as Kluge reminds us, 
always spring from a kind of protest, whether that is expressed in an-
ger or hope, refusals or wishes. Critical reading is nothing other than 
the practice whereby we keep learning how to tap into this reservoir 
of psychic and social energies. It may turn out that nothing is less 
realistic than capitalism, except history itself. 
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