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Defining the Economy
by Patricia Cipollitti Rodriguez

One of our central concerns throughout the
week has been to consider what people mean
when they use the terminology of the “econo-
my~ and the “economic” — especially vis a vis
the “social.”

We can begin with Max Horkheimer’s appeal
to “widen” the economy in such a way that we
theorize, and we criticize, “society as a whole.™
So, to widen the economy to mean understan-
ding that it is somehow co-extensive with the
social realm. At least, it means seeing the eco-
nomy as part of, and not “other to” the social.
Rahel Jaeggi gave us a picture of society as a
bundle of practices, which are both material
and normative, that altogether constitute a
form of life. Practice-theoretical approaches
like hers are well-suited to “widen” the econo-
mic concept because they allow us to see that
typically “economic” phenomena like mar-
ket exchanges are regulated by norms, aim at
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some end, and connect with other social prac-
tices through a “common horizon of interpre-
tation that alone makes these practices intel-
ligible and functional.”? Thus, we understand
that economics is not a value-neutral sphere.
David Kennedy offered a complementary “wi-
dening” informed by a historical understan-
ding of the so-called “social”: legal concepts
and institutions constitute the social, and
the law’s function of constitution goes hand
in hand with the function of regulation. The
economy appears as a “creature of the law.”
Importantly, such widened views are alter-
natives to accounts like Jurgen Habermas’s
that insist on a dualism between economic
and social realms. Practice-views also contrast
with systems-based social theories in which
“widening” the economy is a move that do-
esn’'t make sense. Kolja Moller has shared an
account of an economic system that is formed
through a historical process of differentiation
and defined as the exchange of commodi-
fied goods and services. This system operates
and reproduces itself separately from the le-
gal system, the political system, and so forth;
though these systems interact.

Although it is understandable to consider
practice-based and systems-based social theo-
ries as divergent social ontologies, Lisa Herzog
and David Kennedy have invited us to think
of them as interpretive lenses that we apply to
a given problem. If practices offer a bottom-
up approach to understanding the social, as it
were, and systems a top-down heuristic, per-
haps it’s possible to gain theoretical insights
from both.

Now, the systems view utilizes the notion
of “outside” for critical purchase. Relatively
autonomous spheres interact with each ot-
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her, prey on each other (and specifically, the
economic sphere on others), to a point where
they are no longer able to function well. We've
learned that one of the main implications of
“widening” the economy through a practice-
theoretical approach is a problematization of
the idea that something can be “outside” the
economy, however.

As we’ve seen, a whole Marxian thread of
thought points out that assigning “exteriority”
is an ideological move. On one hand, we had
Georg Lukacs showing us how the commo-
dity form extends across the entire realm of
the social. On the other, we had Silvia Federici
demonstrating that housework, and unwaged
labor more generally, plays a structurally-
functional role in the production and accumu-
lation of surplus-value, via the production of
the most important commodity: labor-power.
The Marxian commitment here is to a social
totality; and to understanding capitalism as an
entire global set of social relations. This is dif-
ferent from the purposefully narrower idea of
the economy introduced by a more systems-
theoretical perspective, whereby the narrower
idea of “externality” is intelligible insofar as it
visibilizes costs that are undoubtedly socially
borne, but not assigned a market value.

I think it’s useful for us to make precise our
“widenings” of the economy in at least two
ways. First, we should demarcate what subset
of practices we are referring to when we say
“‘economic.” (Alternatively, the economic may
not refer to a subset of practices—but rather,
a lens that we apply to interpret many if not
most of those practices that humans engage
in.) Ingrid Robeyns offered a definition from
Julie Nelson that resonates with what Marxist
feminists mean by “social reproduction” or
what we might mean by the metabolism with
nature: how societies organize themselves to
provision themselves, covering concerns ab-

out production, consumption, distribution,
and maintenance of resources. This definition
is transhistorical and operates at the level of
abstraction of Marx’s category of labor: “the
entire productive activity of man.”

Of course, provisioning practices and pro-
blems, and modes of production, are always
historically specific. When it comes to wide-
ning the forms that are historically specific to
capitalism, understood as a totality of social
relations, we can think on one hand of prac-
tices that contribute to and constitute global
circuits of value production and accumulati-
on. The commodity form, ideologies of mar-
ket exchange and utility maximization, and so
forth are key normative dimensions of these
practices.

So on the other hand, and this is what I have
in mind as a second clarification, we can think
of the multiple normative grammars or ratio-
nalities, the multiple practical ends, that can
be expressed in any given economic prac-
tice, especially if we are thinking from the
perspective of agents as participants in prac-
tices. Theodor W. Adorno gave us the exam-
ple of the “pre-bourgeois past” surviving in
the shame felt in European societies at com-
modifying personal favors, or in gift-giving.
W. E. B. Dubois gave us the example of the
planter class’s racist and paternalist ethos
conflicting with their profiteering aims. These
insights give us ground to think that actions
are overdetermined and that there are con-
flicting meanings, perhaps, within which what
we might identify as a singular practice or a
bundle of them. Given multiple historical tra-
jectories into capitalism, from different forms
of life that were subsumed or continue to be
subsumed into global circuits, we may no lon-
ger want to think in terms of capitalist socie-
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ty as a singular form of life but many forms
of life that overlap with each other and are
shot through with commodifying dynamics.
I think of the question about how social-theo-
retical understandings of capitalism relate to,
and must be constantly revised in light of, his-
torical understandings of this social form.
Depending on what social theory framework
we adopt, we'll get different understandings of
critique as well as points of transformative in-
tervention. Criticizing practices on their own
likely multiplicitous terms and intervening
at the interstitial or prefigurative level con-
trasts, for instance, with system-level critique
and a re-stipulation of how various spheres of
the social should interact with each other. We
talked about how they give different unders-
tandings of ideology, too. Quite a bit seems
to ride on the question of social theory—then
again, maybe we should draw freely from the
heuristic toolbox of theory to confront the
hyper-urgent problems that face us.

Subjectivation and Transformation
by Miranda Young

I wanted to share some of the thoughts we
have discussed on the kind of subject that is
implied by different theories of economy.
What we have discussed has to do with the
economy’s relationship to the subject—whet-
her it constitutes the subject, what sort of
opportunities are opened up for the subject,
what opportunities are closed off to the sub-
ject. Different theories of the economy here
provide different answers.

Beginning from Marx, the subject is the kind
of thing that experiences effects of the forms
of exploitation, and it becomes reified. Marx’s
metaphor of the holy trinity demonstrated
the mystification of our own relationship to
ourselves as commodities and laborers, and
Marxist praxis offered to demystify it, to get
out of the “religion of everyday life.”

This framing was taken up in Lukacs’ theory
of the logic of commodification, and specifi-
cally self-commodification. Taking up Marx,
Lukacs identifies the moment of “men’s la-
bor” becoming objective and independent,
controlling him “by virtue of an autonomy
alien to man,” which produces alienation—the
process of one’s activity becoming estranged
from us.’> And on a strong reading of Lukacs’
theory of commodification, the self becomes
so commodified, it is difficult to imagine what
the moments of resistance are—or if this uni-
versalizing form of the commodity is even
conducive to a functional form of capital. On
another read, commodity was merely a heu-
ristic, or an ideal type to sketch out a state of
affairs, and it would be something that allows
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the individual to get their own rationality,
pleasures, and instincts in view as commodi-
fied.

In either framing, the problem of resistan-
ce or agency remains salient for the resistant
subject. We continued throughout the week
to discuss this problem as an important part
of political agency. Questions of reification,
commodification and the subject reveal deep
and significant things about our practices and
abilities as subjects. Federici shows us that
rendering practices of the subject transparent
influences questions of how to split up house-
hold labor with your partners or roommates.
It influences whether you love in genuine and
liberating ways, or whether you have a good
sex life even. Ingrid Robeyns shows how it in-
fluences whether we vote for or against an im-
portant inheritance tax, or whether we show
up to the political organization meetings our
colleagues set up for us. These practices can be
enabled when the constitution of our subjec-
tivity is transparent to us. When we have the
keys to our own castle, we take a new authori-
ty over ourselves. We can interact, move and
communicate with our community members
in ways that shift our practices on this level.
This lead us towards a view of the subject that
is really elucidated by Louis Althusser’s theory
of ideology. His conception of ideology is ma-
terial all the way through—referencing Pascal
here “Kneel down, move your lips in prayer,
and you will believe.” If we buy that ideology
materially integrates a form of the subject, we
see the subject as a form of functions. So the
subject is a series of material ideological func-
tions in society. And when we render transpa-
rent all those functions and the practices em-
bedded in those functions, then we have the
opportunity to instrumentalize those func-
tions or to shift them, or rearrange them in
ways that may get us, as David Kennedy said,

bargaining power, or in any case, display an
array of political actions ahead of us.

This kind of hyper-pragmatic normativity
that comes from rendering transparent all
the material forces and practices that go into
defining these functions of the subject is not
without issue. Scholars of racial capital like
Cedric Robinson, or decolonial feminists
like Rita Segato, and Black feminist scholars
like Saidiya Hartman demonstrate how the-
re are subjects interpellated in our economy
as functionally disposable. There are certain
bodies and subjectivities that are functionally
disposable in time and across global contexts.
If you have a disposable functionality, there is
very little room for you at the bargaining tab-
le. Oftentimes, your needs and considerations
of life are the first to be disposed of.

Take for example the network of care work
paid or unpaid across the globe primarily ta-
ken on by women of color, who will always
lose in this struggle for feminist emancipa-
tion. Think of the disposability of organic life
in the lands where nuclear waste is dumped,
a practice mediated by what Winona Duke
and Ward Churchill call “radioactive colonia-
lism.” Or the way that civilian life is treated as
a functionally disposable in military calcula-
tion, such is the case in Congo, Gaza, and Su-
dan. If your social function has disposability
as a large part of it, then an ability to bargain
or engage in certain practices of emancipati-
on, rendering transparent all the historically
mediated functions of the subject, is limited.
That is why forms of political activism end
up being some of the most creative spaces for
political innovation and praxis.

Deva Woodly, in her ethnographic work on
Black Lives Matter activists in the United
States, articulates that their movement was
organized around a Radical Black Feminist
Pragmatism. This theory has at its core a com-



mitment to fighting specifically for the needs
of the most vulnerable first and foremost.
They engaged a periphery to center method
in their political arrangements through and
through. And this was done in tandem with
de-subjectivizing work like consciousness-
raising or practices of rendering transparent
functions of the subject. So, when we discover
which subjects are functionally considered
disposable, we are actually being given a blue-
print for what ought to be the central starting
point of our political practices. And this is the
method and practice of total liberation.

Recovering a Critical Theory of the Poli-
tical Economy

by Mauricio Maluff Masi

Much of the content of the Summer School
has been programmatic. In fact, all five of
our plenary texts can be read in some way as
manifestos for a way of solving the problem
of the relation between critique and political
economy. And it had to be programmatic, be-
cause we're so behind: there is a lot that cri-
tical theory needs to do that it has not been
doing. I focus on three things:

First, its normative critique in relation to the
economy. As Rahel Jaeggi pointed out in her
article, to the extent that critical theory has
criticized the economy, it has done so in a way
we might call superficial.® To give a caricature
of it, I might point at buying a gift card for
your mother on Mother’s Day and say with
cartoon Adorno: “this stinks of the commodi-
ty form.”” Or I might point at sex, and say with
cartoon Federici: “this stinks of wage labor,”
i.e. of labor as commodity.® Or I might point
at journalism, and say with cartoon Habermas
or Lukacs:? “this stinks of reification, of colo-
nization of the lifeworld by the logic of the
commodity.” There’s two problems with this
mode of criticism.

On the one hand, there’s a way in which this
kind of normative critique fails to even get off
the ground, in the sense that it operates within
a normative background that necessarily, fol-
lowing Althusser, cannot see the commodity
form as inherently wrong.!® So one might say
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about sex, “isn’t it great that, thanks to dating
apps, we've finally created a proper market for
sex, an efficient way to allocate such a scarce
good?”

And on the other hand, and this brings me
to my second point, by focusing on how the
economy as a “black box™ infects the rest of
the world, we fail to mount a critique of the
political economy in itself. So there’s all these
important changes to the political economy
affecting us that we fail to say anything inte-
resting about. Take the rise of neoliberalism,
for example. What do we get to say about it,
beyond “I told you so”? What do we get to say
about how it arose, why it arose, where its po-
wer comes from, how we can resist it? Or when
deindustrialization and disinvestment in ru-
ral communities directs a large section of the
working class to vote for the far right, again,
what do we get to say beyond "I told you so™?
So the second point is that we fail to do a cri-
tique of political economy as political econo-
my. And what would it take to actually do that?
The piece we read by Lisa Herzog shows one
aspect of what it takes: a willingness to take
a step outside our narrow disciplines, and to
criticize economics on its own playing field.
Herzog quoted Friedrich August von Hayek:
“the economist who is only an economist is
likely to become a nuisance if not a positive
danger.” This must be even more true of cri-
tical theory, to the extent that an economist
who’s a nuisance to his discipline might be a
salutary thing. So we need to renovate the in-
terdisciplinary ambition of the early critical
theory school, even while knowing that the
task is so enormous that they failed to actuali-
ze it when it comes to political economy, and
not because of a lack of trying. It won’t help us
to read what the economists are saying about

11 Jaeggi, 2017, p. 163

the economy, we’ll have to look at the econo-
my ourselves: one pictures Marx reading ab-
out changes in the price of linen at the British
library, but also Federici studying male domi-
nation in the home in all its specificity.

The third way our ability to critique the poli-
tical economy is deficient is a loss of the uto-
pian horizon that animated our predecessors.
Before, the aim was to transcend the commo-
dity form as the dominant mode of exchange.
The reason this seemed credible as an option
is that they had experience with political ins-
truments that seemed capable of such things.
However, both the mass party and the state
of the 20th century have fallen into disrepair.
Part of what it would take to recover that utopi-
an horizon would be to (re)construct the kind
of political instruments that could do this, so
that the utopian horizon can be anchored in
practice, in order for us to really believe in it.
Many of us are not involved in political activi-
ty that really does change aspects of the poli-
tical economy, contra the skeptical comment
from a member of the audience on Wednes-
day’s public Round Table. Unionizing our uni-
versities in the United States, or in Berlin the
Deutsche Wohnen Enteignen campaign really
do have the capacity to transform aspects of
the political economy, to reverse the process
of commodification of certain aspects of our
lives. But we used to believe that we could do
more than just “protect” certain aspects of the
social from the economy, we used to believe
we could fundamentally change the domi-
nant mode of economic organization.

We can’t just regain that faith without reco-
vering a political instrument that can actually
pull it off. So, in order for critical theory to
recover its ability to do a radical critique of
political economy, we will also need to rebuild
organizations that can actually do more than
the weapon of criticism can ever do, and to



relate theory to the practice of revolution.

So to summarize, there are three things we
need to do:

* Construct a new ground for the normative
basis of critique, which requires

* a critique of political economy as political
economy, which requires, in addition to an
interdisciplinary approach and a recovery of
the specificity of the economy,

* the recovery of the utopian moment in cri-
tical theory, through the construction of a
political instrument capable of fundamental
transformation of the political economy of
the world.Or in other words, we can’t trans-
form critical theory without at the same time
transforming the world. This is Kolja Moéller’s
“Herculean flaw™? or I would rather say, the
Herculean task ahead of us. The demand to
transform critical theory is a transitional de-
mand, in that we can’t successfully transform
the consciousness of critique without at the
same time transforming the practice of criti-
que, that is, the practice of collectively revolu-
tionizing our social world.

I end with a line from Horkheimer: critical
theory “never aims simply at an increase of
knowledge as such. Its goal is emancipation
from slavery.”®

12 Moller, Kolja (2024) [forthcoming] “Aesthetics
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