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Exigency of Time:
A Conversation with
Harry Harootunian and M oishe Postone

A Concentricforum with the participation of
Joyce C. H. Liu, Viren Murthy, Chih-ming Wang, alithg Hung Tu

[Editor's Note] Professors Harootunian and Postone were in Taiwan
in June 2012 to give keynote addresses at thenatienal Workshop
“Marxisms in East Asia” organized by National Chiadung
University. Upon the invitation d@oncentri¢ they participated in this
open forum with local scholars, Professors Liu, Waand Tu, as well
as Professor Murthy from the US. The forum, heldhenmorning of
June 11 at National Taiwan Normal University, lakfer two hours,
and the conversation was continued over lunch footler ninety
minutes or so. The transcript here represents alalft of what was
discussed.

Professor Harootunian is a specialist in early mod@and modern
Japanese history and is author of numerous impétianks including
Toward Restoratign Things Seen and UnseerOvercome by
Modernity, History’s Disquiet and The Empire’s New Clothes.
Professor Postone specializes in modern Europefiectual history.
His Time, Labor, and Social Dominatios an indispensable work for
anyone working on Marxian thinking today.

In their long and remarkable careers, one persistncern is time:

the temporal factor that subtends production relasi in capitalism,

the dimension of time in the cultural productiondaollective

identification of a community, the normative fuantof temporality in

the disciplinary practices of the humanities andiabsciences, and so
on.



8 Concentric 38.2 September 2012

“There is no time outside of its context.”
Temporality of Capital
dialectic of abstract time and historical time in @afism; limits of categories of linear,
circular, “real,” and ontological time; dynamic of yae and time in Marx’s analysis

Murthy: | think it's a great opportunity to discuss theus of temporality
with Professor Harootunian and Professor Postopar Works have transformed
the way in which I, and many others, understance tiend the reason why your
works are sort of difficult and important is thaey are interdisciplinary. In other
words, they bring together history, philosophy,islogy, and literature. Not only
do these works provide people working on variousld§ with a different
framework, they also attempt to account for thedition for the possibility of that
framework, by grounding it in history. A lot of pele who do theory read
philosophy, and | am someone who started with pbjphy and found that purely
philosophical works have certain limits. Let metjogention one example. At the
end of the famous essay by Heidegger, called “Dag,D“The Thing,” he tries to
answer a question by an interlocutor. This perssks:awhere do you get the
directive for all your philosophy? Heidegger couldreally come up with a
response, but he says that other philosophers camie up with a response, either.
This is where you have the crisis of philosophy:awks the starting point of
philosophy, or how does philosophy legitimate itsnp of origin? In other words,
philosophy can come up with theories about time, ¢annot discuss its own
relation to time or history.

Each of your works, in some way, tries to groundgslephy in history or to
address, in Professor Harootunian's words, the arahility of philosophy to
history, and vice versa. Since the late nineteanthearly twentieth centuries, there
have been a number of different critiques of linigae and history. Both of you try
to historicize the production of time or historicansciousness. | will begin by
posing questions to Professor Postone—becausadmephis arguments at a much
more abstract level—and we can then move into iterical particularities of this
with Professor Harootunian.

Professor Postone, a central idea in your work ewmrs the distinction
between historical time and abstract time: abstiaw is connected to the process
in which time changes in capitalism and goes froeindgp what you call a
“dependent variable” to being an “independent \deid Can you elaborate on this
distinction? Also, why is it that capitalism comstes the shift? Why is this
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distinction more accurate than the distinction leewlinear time and circular time,
as you have discussed? In your boGke, Labor, and Social Domination: A
Reinterpretation of Marx’s Critical Theoryou have a long discussion of Chinese
clocks, and how they may appear in certain waysetmodern—but you show how
this is different. Perhaps you can work with thample in your response.

Postone: Let me begin by emphasizing that the distincticadenin my book
between abstract time and historical time is nterided as a critique of the former
from the standpoint of the latter. Many theoristsvd associated abstract time with
capitalist modernity and then gone on to formulaidques of linear, abstract, or
homogenous time from the standpoint of putativalgal” time—an ontological
time, an authentic time, a timely time that is alésof time. | am calling into
question all such critiques. Within the framewofktlee analysis | have undertaken
there is no time outside of its context. Hencetehs no time that can serve as the
purportedly ontological basis for a critique of reouity.

Moreover, | argue that capitalism cannot adequdtelgrasped with reference
to abstract time alone, but that both what | chierae as abstract time and
historical time are fundamental features of caisital they are constituted by, and
become constitutive of, its most basic structusiegial forms. According to this
approach, capitalism must be understood in ternesscafmplex dialectic of abstract
time and historical time.

This approach suggests that the very common digtimbetween linear and
circular time is not adequate analytically, foddes not elucidate the nature of the
time involved but only refers to its presumed pdths more illuminating, in my
view, to distinguish between an abstract form ofetiand a variety of concrete
forms of time. What characterizes abstract timethat it functions as an
independent variable whereas concrete forms of, time predominant forms of
time prior to the generalization of the commodibynf, are dependent variables—
functions of natural events (such as the solaupad cycles, or the movement of
the stars) or of activities such as walking, playyioooking. As dependent variables,
these times are also qualitatively specific. Oredrwe have of this notion is the
Zodiac. When time units have names—such as the siptihe Zodiac, or the names
of the old Chinese (“double Babylonian”) hours—thidicates that those “units”
are qualitatively particular; they are not intencheable. That is, they are not
abstract.

Prior to the historical emergence of abstract tiewen time units that at first
glance appear abstract, such as the hour in theramworld, were not independent
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variables. The ancient Egyptians were the firstitade the day into twenty-four
hours. However, they did so in terms of twelve thagthours and twelve nighttime
hours. Consequently, these hours were not condtantyere variable; they varied
with the seasons. In the summer, the daytime haare longer and the nighttime
hours were shorter; in the winter, the opposite thascase. Very sophisticated time
pieces were developed that expressed this temporaleption and marked hours
that changed with the seasons—for example, therwhieks of the Roman,
Hellenistic, and Islamic worlds, or the Japanesekd of the sixteenth to nineteenth
centuries. All of these devices were based on aeagtion of the hour as variable.
(What is particularly interesting about the casdayfanese clocks is that they were
developed by craftsmen who tinkered with Europeacks in order to construct
timekeeping devices that varied with the seasons.)

It is in fourteenth-century Western Europe thattres time begins to
emerge—first as a practice (the early institutimaions in some areas of Flanders
of a working day of uniform length regardless of #eason) and then as a concept.
The sort of time that emerged and, then, gradiedbame consolidated, was rooted
in a new temporal organization of labor. It wasstiated historically as a measure
of activity, rather than as that which is measuvgdactivity. Consequently, it was
constituted as abstract and homogenous, an independriable—that is, as
Newtonian time.

Capitalism is a very peculiar form of social lifepe whose characterizing
forms—although socially and historically constitlteare abstract and apparently
decontextualized. Yet this peculiarly abstract foomlife is, at the same time,
uniquely dynamic. Capitalist modernity is charaietedl by an ongoing, accelerating,
directional dynamic. One of the tasks of a critaalysis of the modern world is to
explain the basis of this dynamic in historicalpesific terms in ways that avoid
either projecting this dynamic onto all societiesl distories or denying its very
existence. The notion of historical time—which istrsimply the passage of
abstract time—is an attempt to grasp this dyna@igpitalism, then, should be
grasped with reference to two kinds of temporaligbstract time and historical
time.

| sought to show that the categories of Marx'siaalt theory of capitalist
modernity provide the basis for an analysis ofttix@-fold character of temporality
in capitalism. Marx begins his analysis with théegary of the commodity as the
most fundamental category of capitalism. One o§idtlent characteristics is that it
is dual: the simultaneity of value and use valuanilitheorists have taken Marx’s
analysis as one that, proceeding on the basisi©bfiposition of the quantitative



Harry Harootunian and Moishe Postone 11

and qualitative, shows that capitalism involves shbsumption of the latter by the
former. Marx’s analysis, however, is more complexi &&ss moralistic than that.
Relating the value dimension to abstract time amel Wse-value dimension to
productivity, Marx uncovers a very complex dialectbetween those two
dimensions. The nature of the dialectic is such thgenerates pressure toward
higher and higher levels of productivity. At thergatime the level of productivity
recalibrates the abstract temporal unit associaitid the value dimension. | can
only allude here to the very complex dynamic thasues from this ongoing
dialectic of the two dimensions of the commoditynfio On the one hand, there is
pressure for ongoing changes in production, orgaioiz, knowledge and,
ultimately, of social life. On the other hand, thecalibration of the abstract
temporal unit—for example, the hour—means thatsitrédetermined, pushed
forward, as it were, while at the same time it@sanstituted as an hour. As an
hour—an abstract temporal unit—it is constant. et a unit that has been
recalibrated, the temporal unit has been movedh@murface, then, the Newtonian
axis remains unchanged; an hour is an hour. Bertbattsurface, however, the
entire axis of abstract time has been moved. Tladom of time is what | term
“historical time.” It is intrinsically related tobatract time, a function of the use-
value dimension in its interaction with the valumeénsion. That is, historical time
is a new and very different form of time as a dejeeh variable, of concrete or
“substantial” time. It is neither like the pre-ctghist forms of concrete time, a
function of natural phenomena or contingent adgisjt nor does it represent an
ontological foundation of human life. Rather it lgstorically constituted as a
totalizing form of concrete time that is a cenuwahension of capital. It grasps a
very fundamental feature of capitalism that, unlddber forms of social life, is
characterized by an ongoing dynamic beyond thetionliand control of the
individuals who constitute it.

Note that the historical dynamic generated by tlwe tlimensions of the
commodity form is directional, but not linear andrtainly not teleological. It
entails both change and the reproduction of theevilame. That is, the dialectic of
capital is one of ongoing transformations of sotifal and, at the same time, the
reconstitution of its historically specific fundanmial social forms. That this
dynamic is totalizing does not mean, however, thate is no possibility of its
overcoming. That possibility is rooted in its owroging internal contradictions,
the growing tension between its two temporal din@rs—not in a return to the
putatively more “organic” forms of the past or irfracovery” of the authentically
human and ontological.
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“The past is constituted by the present.”
From Mytho-Historic Timeto Capitalist Time
use of the past in Japan’s Tokugawa nativism; trecept of restoration
in the Meiji period; capitalism’s conceptualizatiof time accountancy

Murthy: We can come back to some of these issues in a ntomeill now
switch and ask a question of Professor Harootuniamuld like to start with your
early work and move to your more recent work. Yawrk has also dealt with the
reconstitution of time for many years. Your earlgrivwas on the Meiji Restoration:
the famoudloward Restorationand then the later, equally famotikjngs Seen and
Unseenwhich is on national learning &okugaku Both works deal with the issue
of temporality in relation to problems of identifjhese periods, the Meiji and the
late Tokugawa, are very interesting because theysart of in-between capitalist
modernity and what came before, which is why th#fgroa very good historical
lens for talking about the reconstitution of timemodernity.

What is significant about your work is that it istrirying to make Japan look
like it's something somehow outside of the worl@t’s start withThings Seen and
Unseenbecause, although it came a little later, it sedibals with the period that
comes before modernity. What is so interesting #albibus that you have a
discussion of Motoori Norinaga’s concept mbno no awarethe “presencing of
things,” through which Norinaga’s attempts to ratuo a type of constructed
Japanese past in order to distance Japan from ONinat is fascinating about this
book is that you are dealing with the period whitie concepts that animate your
later work are not really applicable in the same/,vieecause you are not dealing
with a capitalist society. Hence, this work prodecontrast to your later work.

| want to ask a question connecting this workidavard Restorationbecause
Toward Restoratiorwas an early work and there a lot of theoretiogblications
were not yet drawn out but they can be at thistpdimward Restoratiorprovides
us with a concrete example of what you more regeondll “the past being
constituted by the present.” So | was wonderingtihwreyou could talk a little bit
about this—I| don't want to use the wotdansition, but we can talk about
reconstitution The reason why | say this is because they argghthat seem
similar: Norinaga also goes into the past; thats/where are so many works that
say “oh yes, he was a proto-nationalist” or sonmgtHike that. Yet, your work is
able to talk about this difference and thus givenesncrete example of some of the
things that Professor Postone has been talkingtati@ireconstitution of time in
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the modern period.

Harootunian: Let me begin with the first part of your questiomhich
addresses the project kdkugakunativism, especially Motoori Norinaga. | will try
to relate it to some of the things that Moishe tadieed about because, as you know,
| have been much affected by Moishe’s work on tand labor.

Norinaga was among a number of Japanese writeriséits from the late
eighteenth century through the nineteenth centurg tegan talking about some
way of getting out of what they believed to be @ntficiality of contemporary life.
What they were referring to in that term of artdidy was the immense cultural
domination of Chinese forms of thinking, expressioepresentation, morality,
ethics; they were particularly concerned with tiffeats upon the language itself.
As you all know, Japanese is in fact immenselyedént from Chinese—at least
originally, and certainly in a syntactical way—ewiough it is entirely dependent
upon Chinese, especially for the writing system.dAhere was obviously the
mediation of Chinese sounds on Japanese soundsicanersa.

What Norinaga was trying to do was trying to rettora past: it's basically an
imagined past even though he uses some of theesatéxts that the Japanese
actually wrote in Chinese, likKojiki, and even some of the poems of the great
collectionMan'yoshi, as a way of trying to get at the point he waritechake: he
wanted to dramatize that the intention of the darcllapanese was really different
from the Chinese intention, and yet that intentimd been obscured, displaced,
ultimately forgotten about in the years in whichpdaese life, culture, and
civilization developed, largely in a kind of Chimemodality. The way you could
reach this Japanese intention was to get backet@uie, original language of the
Japanese by claiming, for example, that Japanesenataa written language but a
spoken language which was polysyllabic. Or, thews wlways the belief that
Japanese was the language of the gods, that tipgalga was suffused with deity.

Why | think | differ from a lot of people was thatany of them saw this as a
pure form of nostalgia, a kind of dreaming or inmaigg about a past that probably
never really existed. But | think its much moreoab the present. | think
Norinaga’s work was far more about the presentabse he reminds us that we
need to use the past, bring the past or the iotentf the archaic past back into the
present, in order to straighten out the present.itBilidn’t mean slavish imitation;
he wasn't thinking about returning to a distanttpa®rder to reestablish some sort
of golden age in his present. | think that is & lieart of what in Japan became a
restorationist impulse. It is a very powerful notibecause restoration in Japan—
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restoring something from an archaic moment—reafens to a kind of repetition.
So it’'s important to determine what kind of repetitthey were in fact referring to:
whether just simply some attempt to literally resta past in all of its detail, or
some spirit of the past. | think it's probably ttedter, as a means of essentially
resolving questions of the present, that is, tlie éghteenth and the nineteenth
centuries.

What Norinaga dramatizes is the notion of restoratiself, and this is picked
up by his students and other nativist scholars.d$sentially a return to something
that is “pure Japanese,” fresh, original, affecti@ed different from Chinese. But
it's also something that promises to resolve thestians that are agitating his
particular present. So it’'s not just some kind ahantic atavism. This becomes a
really powerful trope, especially in the mid-ninetéh century, when the system
begins to fall apart and ultimately the authoriggtem is overthrown. Then, what
you get is a political restoration of the empeWhat is being enacted is a return to
imperial authority, since authority in Japan had dothousand years been in the
hands of samurai, the shogun and his successoretiters. What is interesting is
that in 1867 when the restoration took place, tlelehthat was used was not the
model of the earlier restoration of imperial auttyprwhich had failed. Restorers
were mindful that they shouldn’t use those exampfdailure, so they went back to
an event that probably never happened: they weck @ mytho-history, to the
origins of state foundation or nation foundatiomder the mythic, legendary
emperor, the first emperor Jinmu-ténas a representative of restoration. The Meiji
therefore appealed to a conception of restorakiahis actually outside of time, any
kind of time or a time without duration—but we a@ talking about capitalist time
yet.

Norinaga and his successors in a very remote odecway resembled
Heidegger, when Heidegger tells us Being and Timethat the present is
inauthentic, that there is something wrong withaitd that the only way to get to fix
it is to return to what he calls the unavoidablergday of primordial life.

Basically, that's what the Japanese had in minely thad a restoration which
was essentially out of time; it brought an endineetlived up to that moment in
1867. As the early Meiji writer/publicist Fukuzawekichi observed, in Japan there
has been no history, as such, by which he meamiasahchange; there has been
only politics, one political regime after anothkr.a sense, that was an accurate
assessment. At the same time, that restoratiamatitly meant opening up Japan to
the world of capitalism. That's what it did. It laght Japan right into the center of
the capitalist world: within a decade or so, Jawas wired into the world market—
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which meant that the new Japan would ultimately rbediated by another
conception of time, that is, capitalist time. Thigans that you have a modern
nation-state that is ultimately formed and esthklis and that state, in many ways
like all modern states, becomes a placeholderdpital. One of the major functions
of the modern state has been to synchronize theusmtemporalities of capital,
smooth the discordant rhythms of capitalist time.

It's a recognition that was already made, of coupgeMarx. One of the things
that Marx saw in capital was an immense concepat@in of time accountancy, a
time accountancy that actually structured a satiatabolism: it reorganizes our
lives, reorganizes everybody'’s life, according amething we call normative time.
So societies like Japan—and there are a lot ofetlsexieties—tried to retain
something of another conception, of what we migthtmytho-historic time. So the
Meiji Restoration in 1867 was a very curious amalgaf what Antonio Gramsci
once called “restoration/revolution” on the onendhait was a restoration, and it
was essentially timeless; on the other hand, it atmmit breaking time—all time—
and starting it all over again in another directitm other words, the concept of
“restoration” is, in fact, an ambiguous temporakgary, embodying contradictory
impulses such as repetition, timelessness, andséhee of a new time, usually
associated with revolutionary change. They mediaieh other in such a manner
that nothing seriously transformative happens. ¥egain kinds of institutions are
changed, certain modes of economic conduct anduptioth are changed, but what
you get with this arrangement is an attempt to m#nsome control over the
received notion of social relationships—people haiweays complained that the
trouble about Japan is that it never had a soeialution. Moreover, the idea of
restoration remains a memory for the future, desipst apparent rootedness in the
past, inasmuch as its presence invites the présemibark upon completing what a
prior restoration failed to accomplish. In the tieth century, the trope was
summoned in the 1920s and 1930s, and echoes oérg audible even in the
postwar period. But | think this temporal heteragignmarks the presents that all
modern societies must occupy—with Japan, the antpigexplains both an
enthusiastic embracing of the world and a reluadnde part of it.

In any case, you have this mix of time. One ofiast interesting examples
that | used in something | wrote some years ago auasof a novel written by
Tokunaga Sunao in the 1920sjyo no nai mich{Sunless Streétswhere the writer
describes a street scene in central Tokyo. “Evergttcame to a halt.” It's
essentially right in central Tokyo, and he sayspbibdy knew what was happening”;
“There was absolute silence, and everything stopNething moved.” The reason
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for this pause in the bustle of modern everydaywhs that an imperial retinue was
coming through and this meant the staging of a wetigresting collision between
one kind of time and another, one conception oéteasentially taking precedence
over another. An archaic residue from a distanargan society and its temporality
were deposited now in the center of a modern strgetsection, whose own
rhythms of time obeyed “normal” social time—the éirof capital, | should add. In
a sense | think Moishe has pointed this out, andtwim describing is essentially
the adjustment the Japanese had to make to thal vedricapitalism, which
ultimately meant that everything they were doingswastorically and socially
constituted anyway, even though they were appedingomething that they
believed or wanted to believe was a natural endunvhen in fact it wasn't. An
embodiment of an archaic moment interrupted thémzed flows of everyday life
in a modern city. It was essentially a reconfigioratin the interest of making it
work for this new capitalist historical moment.

| just want to make one addition to what Moishel sthout Japanese clocks—
he was absolutely right about what he said. He g&itlthe Japanese concept of
time gets replaced by a certain version of Westiene very early. Of course the
great symbol of that was the gold pocket watchhds never been clear to me
whether or not this was determined merely by a sgstem of time accountancy or
whether it was a prestige item of looking civilizaad westernized.

Postone: Both?
Harootunian: Both, yeah, in the 1880s.

Postone: Many people, such as Lewis Mumford, contend thatimvention of
the mechanical clock of the late Middle Ages gase to the idea of uniform hours.
The examples | provided earlier—of the water cloeksl the Japanese clocks—
indicate that this sort of technological explanatis historically questionable.
When the Japanese first encountered Western meeharocks in the sixteenth
century, they didn't simply adopt them and at theme time shift their
understanding of temporal units from variable tcstedxt hours. Instead, they
retained their system of variable hours and madiiftee mechanical clocks
accordingly so that they marked hours that vari@l the seasons, which entailed
considerable mechanical sophistication. This exanypidermines the idea that a
mechanical invention generated the idea of congtanis. The latter must be
understood historically and socially. So, for extenphe Japanese begin making
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Western-style clocks and, relatedly, adopted arerstanding of time as abstract
and hours as constant after the introduction oftaligm in the late nineteenth
century, during the Meiji Restoration.

“That capital has become truly global is the precondition of emancipation.”
A Different Future within Capitalism
the value and use-value dimensions of capital; fdand real subsumption;
contradiction of capitalism emerging with real substiomp

Murthy: Professor Postone, you discussed the idea ofrieestdime and the
way in which the hour moves or is reconstitutedu Vere saying that the frame of
abstract time is changed and that it happens antgpitalism. This makes us think
of a number of other Marxian categories that aranecoted to, for example,
absolute and relative surplus value: in other wotitis historical dynamic that you
are talking about is really about relative surplakie, which for you—for Marx as
well—is connected to the distinction between rewa formal subsumption. What's
important about both your and Professor Harootusiamork is that when you talk
about these things, it is not just a theoreticaligsthat has nothing to do with the
world we live in, but it has something to do wittetpossibility of a different future.
This very much runs through your works: the potigitihat is generated through
capitalism and yet is also excluded by it. Impattaryou argue that it's only when
we are done with historical time that we can begimake history. | was wondering
whether you could elucidate the relationship betwhistorical time and real and
formal subsumption, and the possibility of a diffet future.

Postone: The degree to which | think | should go into dettaire also depends
on the audience’s familiarity with Marx’s criticiieory of capitalist modernity. So
in a sense it's up to you.

Audience Member: Can you talk a little bit about the dialectic eafue” and
“use,” and give us a few examples of this dialéxtic

Postone: Before beginning to outline that dialectic | shebwlote that by the
time Marx wroteCapital, he had come to the conclusion that the categofiéss
analysis—such as value, commodity, abstract ladod, capital—are historically
specific to capitalism. They do not purport to bevarsal categories of social life.
This also suggests that, for Marx in his maturetimgs, there are no universally
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valid theories—including his own. Since Marx undensls theory and, more
generally, consciousness, subjectivity, to be maiteits context, any theory that
claims for itself transhistorical universal signdnce implicitly accords the theorist
a position outside of their own context, an exéaestrial and extra-temporal
position. This conceit is as much the case of pusitsocial science as it is of
existentialist philosophy.

When Marx begin€apital with the categories of commodity, use value, value
abstract labor, concrete labor, those categoriesiended to be historically
specific. Their analysis elucidates the historicglecificity of the object of
investigation: capitalism. Marx analyses the comityoals a doubled social form—
it is at once a value and a use value. The la#tezgory frequently has been taken
either as referring to consumption, or as a cajegbthe qualitative that is overrun
by the quantitative or the value dimension. Maed®mlysis of the dual dimensions
of the commodity form is, however, more complexah only begin to sketch out
that analysis here.

Basically, Marx argues that as a value, the comtyaslia form of wealth and
of social mediation unique to capitalism. It is abstract temporal form that is
constituted by what Marx calls abstract labor arehsured by the expenditure of
socially necessary labor time alone. As a use yaloeever, the commodity is also
a product of concrete labor, which is labor as weally understand it, an activity
that deals with determinate materials in a detemteirway in order to create
determinate products. Concrete labor is the usaevalimension of labor. It
generates what Marx calls “material wealth.” Whergalue is a function of labor
time alone, material wealth is a function of skilhowledge, and materials. Yet,
according to Marx, the form of wealth in capitalissmot, in spite of appearances,
material wealth, the amount of goods produced,Valile. Material goods serve
only as the embodiment of time. Material wealth capitalism serves both to
transport value and, at the same time, to vehitstence.

Nevertheless, as | suggested above, the two dioen®f the commodity
interact. In tracing the development of produciiorcapitalism, Marx distinguishes
what he calls the formal and real subsumption bbilaunder capital. In formal
subsumption, although production is geared towlaedproduction of surplus value,
that goal has not yet informed the process of prtidu itself. As capital develops,
however, the process of production becomes moldamally by capital, by the
goal of producing surplus value. At that point, teal subsumption of labor, the
process of production, has become intrinsicallyitefigt.

Real subsumption does not mean that all posséslitif emancipation have
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been choked off. Such a view implicitly presupposes the totality is a unitary
whole. However, capital as totality in Marx’s argdy is not at all unitary, but
emphatically contradictory. Indeed, that contradictonly really begins to emerge
with real subsumption. It is the case that, withliis framework, the issue of
overcoming capitalism no longer can be understoogiims of abolishing private
ownership of the means of production alone, as mamtained in the social
democratic and, then, communist traditions. Thoaditions did not recognize the
material molding of production with real subsumptiand, instead, regarded the
form of production and technology developed undapitalism to be purely
technical. Contrary to such positions, overcomiggitalism should be seen as
entailing a fundamental transformation of produciiself.

The possibility of such a transformation is rootedhe dynamic of capital
itself, in the dialectic of the value and use-vatiimensions. In the first chapter of
Capital, Marx outlines that dialectic with the examplewsgaving. In a situation in
which handloom weaving is the predominant form datermines the standard of
socially necessary labor time, that is, of valbe,ihtroduction of a power loom that
doubles productivity generates twice as much vpereunit time at first, so long as
socially necessary labor time remains determinetidndloom weaving. Once the
new level of productivity spreads and becomes g#ndrowever, the value
produced per unit time falls back to its originalél, even though the amount of
cloth produced has doubled.

This movement is an initial determination of thengex dialectic of time |
outlined above. One corollary | would like to emgpiza at this point is that the
reconstitution of the amount of value produced pmrt time entails the
reconstitution of the necessity of the same amoiifebor-time expenditure. This
dialectic of transformation and reconstitution obltomes historically significant
in Marx’s analysis with the transition from abselgurplus value (where increases
in surplus value are effected by lengthening thekimg day) to relative surplus
value (where increases in surplus value are effebteincreasing productivity).
With relative surplus value, science and technologgome increasingly integrated
into production.

With this dialectic Marx attempts to explain sevdrasic characteristics of
capitalism. The first is that, unlike other formt lide, capitalism is marked by
pressures for ongoing increases in productivityjctvbconstantly revolutionizes
production and distribution and, more generallgiadife. Marx seeks to elucidate
this characteristic of capitalism with his theofyvalue as a function of time rather
than the amount of goods produced. At the same tine theory helps explain an
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apparent paradox—that the invention of generatai$abor-saving devices” has
not lightened the burden of labor nearly as muchigét have been expected.

As | mentioned above, if value is a function ofdaltime, the reconstitution
of the abstract time frame means the reconstitubbrthe necessity of labor
regardless of the level of productivity. With thesstegories, Marx is laying the
groundwork for understanding why it is that in ¢afggsm, on the one hand, you
have this immense apparatus marked by ever-inogdevels of productivity that
increasingly depend on the application of sciemcerbduction; yet, on the other
hand, the necessity of labor is reconstituted dferoductivity increases by a
hundred-fold. This is evident even on the surfaerkers in England fought for
the ten-hour day in the 1840s. Later, workers fough the eight-hour day. Yet
since 1973, at least in the United States, thidgeray has been reversed: labor time
has increased and there is a growing unequal wistvn of labor time. Many
people work longer and harder than before, whiles are chronically under- or
unemployed. This is a complex problem, but it doelicate that, as capitalism
develops, there is less and less direct correl&i@ween the level of productivity—
the amount of goods being produced—and labor tiGwee could imagine an
inverse relationship, at least potentially, betwé®n level of productivity and the
amount people have to work. But that is not theedasre. Instead, we have an
incredibly productive apparatus that retains theessity of labor. This latter
necessity, which is a function of labor, comes uridereasing pressure as capital
develops.

As abstract time is moved historically, the productof material wealth
becomes increasingly a function of knowledge ars$ l@ function of muscle or
artisanal skill. At the same time, according to Klaproletarian labor remains
absolutely essential for capital. Note that pralatalabor does not represent the
other of capital; it is thebasis of capital. What Marx outlines is a growing
contradiction between the wealth producing capexitof capitalism and its
continued reliance on proletarian labor. The latteecomes increasingly
anachronistic and yet remains necessary for cafitas is the most fundamental
contradiction of capitalism. It generates a growidgcrepancy between the
potential of the system and its actuality. The #ibol of capital would involve the
abolition of both capital's quasi-automatic logi¢ bistory and the mode of
producing based on proletarian labor.

With this reading of Marx, | am arguing that thesgibility of a different
future is not located in the past or in that deemetside of capital, but in capital
itself, in its potential generated by the growirapdetween what is and what could
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be. (This gap is frequently misrecognized, but mrea elaborate the theory of
misrecognition and fetishism here.) By reformulgtand emphasizing the intrinsic
contradiction of capitalism, | am also suggestihgttthe idea that capital has
become truly global, that—on a logically abstramtel—the dialectic of capital’'s

temporalities has become global, does not predluegossibility of emancipation

but, on the contrary, is its precondition.

This position corresponds to what increasingly Hsscome the case
historically. Areas and countries are not only midghtly intertwined, but they are
moving historically in similar ways (even if devplonent is uneven)—as indicated,
for example, by the overarching global transitionrecent decades from state-
centric to neo-liberal forms of capital. Both Haamd | are very critical of the idea
that the possibility of a different form of life iscated in the past, or in the outside,
in that which is not yet capitalist. Both of us drging to consider the ways in
which capitalism itself is generative of other pb#isies that could conceivably
negate it.

“What we are faced with is a capitalist crisis, rather than a natural disaster.”
Disaster and the Endless Everyday
impact of the Fukushima disaster on one’s sensenef; ti
routine as a temporal regime

Tu: Well, let's do a time slip into contemporary Japas a scholar who is
interested in Japanese thought and popular cufw@ry, | would like to focalize
my questions on two interrelated issues: first,ithpact of disaster on nationalism
and capitalism, respectively; second, how we caimegyine popular culture and
“the endless everyday” after Japan’s 3/11 disa$tes. first question will be on the
motif of time in relation to the 3/11 disaster. Have the “temporal arrhythmias™—
I'm referring to Professor Harootunian's term frans 2010 article “Modernity’
and the Claims of Untimeliness,” by which he metres disjunctions of temporal
rhythms of varying speeds and durations in theohi@kation of modernity—of the
everyday and Japanese history unsettled by thedBaster? Second, what happens
to the relations between the clock timehrpnog, which consolidates and
homogenizes measured time and everyday repetigonsdisaster time, which de-
territorializes and re-territorializes everydayelvand their political valence? In
times of disasters, how are time and its indexicakorganized, re-deployed, and
remobilized by the “fractured, traumatized natiomdiband the persisting capitalist
machine? Can possible breaking points of the “@®s®lworld of commodity”
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(Professor Harootunian’s words frafistory’s Disquie} be found or imagined in
post-3/11 Japan?

Harootunian: That's a big question. At one level, | think itimportant to
keep 3/11 in the register of a natural disastgrelgrbecause if you do, it represents
a kind of indefinite suspension of time: there exeaordinary things and measures
that have to be done, the nation must be calmydsagrlife as it has been lived is
no longer possible, etc. But | don't think thataircapitalist world there is any such
thing as a natural disaster any longer. Naturahstéss do happen, but they
immediately get fused with capital and state. Aergdnvestigation of the disaster
placed blame on the state. They—the collusion ¢fireaand history—merge into
moments of capitalist crisis, or exacerbate bothuastable and crisis-prone
capitalist order and challenge the state’s respditgito care for the populace.
Fukushima is a perfect example of that. Those atopwwer plants were not
naturally put there: they were put there by theestthe state had poured in the
money. The private power companies that took oleir toperations were really
state enterprises. This practice goes all the veak o the Meiji period; nothing
has changed. What it really showed, at one leva§ what had always existed in
northeastern Japan, that is, vast uneven develdpiertheastern Japan is a region
in Japan which ever since the Restoration has treated as a “distant relative,” a
secondary consideration, largely for political mas They were always at the rear
end of any kind of help. The atomic plants werethete in the 1960s as a way of
generating employment and lifting the economy, ahemnigh the power went all the
way south; the power was for Tokyo, not for theigag

Its hard for me to imagine what kind of ultimateitdre there is for
northeastern Japan, or possible resolutions thgitneind the indefinite suspension
of time marking everyday life. It really has to @ith the way the natural aspects of
that disaster have receded: just as when the tdueasdes, you have a mess, the
mess that’s really capitalism. All the things tleapitalism had literally done were
merely exacerbated by the occasion of the earttegaakl the tsunami. Secondly,
3/11 exposes the political classes to the incomgetend the corruption that has
always been there: the problem of slowness in inifiog people of the levels of
radiation, for instance, where the hot spots sedamr which ways the winds were
blowing. The putative prowess associated with Jagarbureaucratic efficiency
collapsed completely. It failed in performing itstial obligation, which is to serve
the population, to protect it, to do what it carsé&we it from precisely such disasters,
instead of adding to the misery. But now its owrhdsor has become an
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inextricable part of the disasters, or conditionhair prolongation.

One thing that has interested me is the absen@pfmassive, mobilized
opposition. Yes, there were demonstrations, eslhedia some of the Japanese
cities, but they were by no means large-scale; thene not really sustained. That
represents something of the nature of the Japapektcal society that had
developed in the post-war period. What it led toneg action, but a profound
distrust: for instance, people would go around hag their own Geiger counters
rather than listen to the government when theybagng vegetables, or milk, or
whatever.

What we are faced with, in terms of your notiornvafious temporal regimes
or registers or the way they are put into play wlitt particular event, is essentially
a capitalist crisis, rather than a natural disasterapitalist crisis which, as far as |
can see, has not yet been attended to in any ootigé way. This crisis has also
implicated the role of the state bureaucracy atyelevel. They don't have a plan.
What's going on up there is not very much, in temfiidorms of reconstruction,
replacement of homes for the displaced, and som@hase on the future. There are
still thousands of displaced people up there. The#s have been upset: at that
level of everyday life, routine has changed foreéeersome. For a large number of
people, everyday life is no longer the routinesythad once known, configured,
and constrained by the working day and other habdativities. Now, it's trying to
get through the everyday.

| wrote about an “endless everyday” before; | taokrom a Japanese pop
sociologist. In Japan the endless everyday thatusas by pop sociology in the
1990s was really about consumption: people navigfateugh the everyday by
buying things. Wellthat certainly has changed. Now, at least in northexrispof
Japan, which were most directly affected by theushkna tsunami, the everyday
is a constant struggle. In other words, it's nobwbsurviving; it's about making
ends meet, about getting through the day, one tlaytime, without anything more
happening to you. So, that becomes another kindutine.

I think it's very productive and interesting to sedat characterizes the
temporal regimes that people actually live on atdaglay basis. | read an article for
a journal not too long ago which tried to deal wihis issue: the clash between the
habitual everyday on the one hand, and, on ther,othe confrontation of its
disappearance for the uncertainty of something elseothing else. In the article,
there is a wonderful ethnographically grounded edamvhere the author talks
about the rail crossing that the people have tescdaily. He reports the incidence
of a local inhabitant who stopped at the rail crggseven if there was no way that
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there would be a train since the tracks were malnddat he stopped there, either
out of some ingrained habit or a desire to mainsaime connection to an everyday
life he once lived but was no longer accessibleino. It was that habitual stopping.
You see, there is that kind of carry-over. I'm meglly great with psychological
analysis, but it will be very interesting to thiakout what that means in terms of
how people are really trying to hold on to whatythead that no longer exists
because the other part of it is just getting on-efiner words, how, under these
completely altered circumstances, the notion oétitas changed yet induces forms
of disavowal.

“The only history we have is a contemporary one.”
Writing the History of the Present
Marx’s emphasis on the temporality of the presentij@ain’s and Gramsci's
conceptions of the present as contemporaneous st task of history today

Wang: | have a question about the historian’s task aedsensibility of time.

It seems to me that history is all about the baggsand the ends. It's also about
how subjectivities are formed within a particulang frame. | wonder how you
think about different conceptions of time and thelitgs related to these
conceptions. For instance, history as time sethi past and history as time
informed by the present? How do you perceive trek taf the historian as
inevitably bound by these different time frames8ekms to me that Harry has been
concerned with the question of the contemporaryh wibw history comes to be
today. | wonder what your take is as a historiartrencontemporary as a temporal
category. Does that matter to other temporal mosiesh as those marked by the
“post-"—all those particular moves that are trybogbreak away from the past and
yet to keep it alive as in the form of some kindnfanglement?

Harootunian: Well, one of the things | discovered about timehiat it was
Marx, with his inordinate emphasis on the temptyalf the present, recognizing
capitalism’s privileging of an endless presentrtstg from the present to move
backward in order to secure a glimpse of its preagsformation, that constitutes
the basis of contemporary history. In fact, thedpiiion of contemporaneity is
about making history, and all other temporal tergesthe past and the future are
figured in the present. In any case, both Walterj@®ain and Gramsci, in their own
ways, carried out this understanding of the preasntontemporaneous history as
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the vocation of historical materialism, especially relationship to politics. What
Marx especially has taught us is how the preserthés crowding of differing
historical times, which marks off the modern frame presents of prior pasts. Most
historians aren’t really involved in considering thuestion of historical time, much
less willing to recognize that the only history hve is a contemporary one; their
involvement in chronology, which is a misrecognitiof historical time, allows
them to believe they can actually roam the pastantitipate the future in their
present. Chronology is not time; it's a way of figitime and displacing its force, a
way of measuring time and establishing its rigid areversible direction.

In other words, the stories a lot of historian§ #dpecially in national history,
are stories that are already foretold and compléied German philosopher Ernst
Bloch pointed out that there is no time in natiohitory, there is just space. He
was absolutely right to make that statement.

I'm interested in the present largely because weliging in the present: the
present is not an outcome of some identifiable pasbme linear way as if it were
a train moving from one station to another. Theydn$tory you can write is really
a contemporary history. For me, a contemporarytyshas to be also political—
that's Gramsci's great insight. That's the kindvedrk we need to do. | am not
talking about the Foucauldian history of the présdmich, as Moishe reminded me,
was never about the present. It's rather a wayefdrdng the temporal location of
the present, and the technique he uses is genealagng that | am not writing
about the origin, but about the conditions of poiigl. Marx said that already
when he talked about historical presuppositionsclhhe says, don't necessarily
lead to this or that but are there as conditioriater possibilities.

For me as a historian, it was that kind of seltdisery that got me out of
earlier forms of writing history, especially somelgoelse’s history. What has
always bothered me is that we end up becomingotsini somebody else’s history.
| think that's a dangerous position, whether yoa doing American history, or
Japanese or Chinese history. Concentrating on mpaineity, on the present,
obliges us to begin looking for forms or units obdysis that might cut across, not
necessarily abandoned space, but certain kindpatiat regularities, whether it's
the nation-state or region. If you don't reinvebkede spaces with a proper
temporality (as Mikhail Bakhtin did) or bring thetmgether with some conception
of time—time as an agent itself—in connection vatime spatial unit, then all you
have is a fixed space and its chronology, deadespgead time.

| have been trying to think my way through thissee how time itself gets
embodied in certain forms. Again, the best guide lie Marx. What could be more
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evident than Marx’s observations about the workdag, where the whole nature of
work reorganizes our everyday; and where work fiteecomes a form of time
because it embodies the magnitude of time necedeapyoduce a product that
disposes the worker to act in a specific manneafoertain period each day. But |
think we can go beyond that as well. It's hard work

Postone: | think a corollary of what | have outlined is thveriting a history of
the present necessarily must be different thanefample, writing a history of the
Roman Empire. What makes the writing of historytipafarly difficult today is that
the particular event or development must be medliayethe overarching movement
of capital. If the historians of the modern worldcfis on particular events or
developments in ways that are sharply circumscritiedy will be missing or
obscuring the point that there is no history of fresent that is completely
separable from the movement of capital. Any emigiribistory of the present is
necessarily misleading. It tears events and dewsops out of their temporal
context—a context that is essentially differentnfravhat had been the case in
ancient Rome, medieval Europe, China, or Japan.

The history of France from 1945 until 1968, for exde, must present a
history of specific French events and developmevitde mediating them more
globally. And those global developments must bespged in ways that include, but
also go beyond, the sorts of large-scale develomeith which historians are
comfortable—such as attempts to establish a newofean community or
processes of decolonization. Those processes therasend the imaginaries they
express must also be mediated by an understantlicaptal’'s development. Only
then can the local and global be mediated intelldht in ways that begin to be
adequate to the ways they are actually mediateid. i¥ha very difficult, but also
important, task.

It is a mistake to regard history as an intellelcfuractice that remains the
same regardless of its object. The very “stuff'tlué object, the nature of context
and of temporality, varies historically. The praeti of history must vary
accordingly. Although one always reads through léres of the present, writing
about ancient Rome should be different than wrihgut East Asia today.
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“Categories of nation and state are already mediated by global capitalism.”
Thinking the Common
validity of concepts like Nancy’s “inoperative comrityih example of
nonpolitical communities; opposition between univitgand particularity
derived from the dual character of capital; pitfatiéthe concept of resistance

Liu: I'm very much interested in and impressed by ywarks because both
of you tried to offer not just critical analyses bistorical conditions but also
theoretical frameworks for us to rethink the corigap entanglement that is so
influential throughout the past two centuries ahdttis still so in contemporary
society, such as the concept of capital, laboyesdime, and class conflict. We all
know that the so-called age of capitalism sincedinéeenth century has already
affected the world, including East Asian countriest only through colonial and
imperial expansion, but also through the travel tmdughts and disciplinary
knowledge. Whatever happened in Japan or Chinaiovah in the eighteenth or
nineteenth century was not just indigenous. It alesady globally inflected. When
we speak of the experience of time, we are aldantalabout the measurement
according to certain values, such as the line&oplagical concept of time. It is
why | think it is an important task to re-considke concept of time, value, labor,
class, and capital, as we discussed several dayatdafje conference on Marxisms
in East Asia. All these concepts deserve to beorsidered and re-defined in our
time.

This work is very difficult especially in East Asiaountries because of the
language. Chinese characters and their phonetielatives signify differently
when used in Chinese, Japanese or Korean, embeddttey are with different
historical processes, and conditioned by diffecefiiural and political regimes. The
meaning of the proletariat or the bourgeois reteicein the Chinese translation of
Marx’s Capital differs greatly from the concepts referred to iar@an. The task of
re-conceptualization therefore would be all theenamgent but difficult.

But here | would like to ask you: how do we recameethe concept of
commonness, the concept of “the common”? When w@ecustomed to suspicion
against the state, but are still trapped in théclofinternational law or the regime
of the United Nations, faced with the crisis of theropean bloc, the rise of the new
US-Pacific bloc, how do we reconceive the concéftne common”? | would like
to know what you think of this concept of the cormmiand orager publicus
(public land) as elaborated by Marx in @apital. According to Marx, part of the
land was cultivated as owned individually by thenmbers of the community, while
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another part of the land was cultivated in commime products of this common
labor served partly as a reserve fund for the tiflead harvest or war time, or for
common expenses. If parliamentary democracy anddhenunist commune have
failed us, what other options do we have with whighcan think and discuss more
effectively the category of the social? What cacmad constitute or organize local
forces to attend to the underprivileged within st? Of course we do not want to
fall back to self-protective politico-economic regis. But, faced with the intrusive
global capitalist monopoly from all sides, how de discuss the concept of “the
common” so that it would not be too weak or tocedsive?

Harootunian: I'm not sure what you mean by the common. Comaggther?
Something that we share?

Liu: No, just the opposite. Of course the “inoperati@enmunity” is one clue,
or, rather, one effort that Jean-Luc Nancy—or MaiBlanchot—was trying to
make: to resist the coming-togetherness while &t $hme time thinking of
something that we could share and communicate. Mgstipn was: how do we
think of local political practice of resistance agd both domestic homogeneous
consensus and the global hegemony of these diffeoemomic blocs?

Harootunian: If by “common” you're referring to, say, Nancy'®mception
of the singular in the plural or some such varigtibcan't help thinking that you
slip into risking familiar and banal applicationsnoe you embark on
operationalizing it. What comes to mind is somesi@r of cosmopolitanism or
pluralism or identity, whether it is ethno-cultyreggional or whatever. Of course, |
may be wrong, but | have trouble with these antimbformulations (what Karatani
Kojin calls “parallax”) that, as you say, “resigiming-together” at the same time
when they counsel searching for “something we ceooliimunicate,” whereby the
social is no longer grounded in the subjectivediid the individual “I” invariably
follows “being-with” (a Heideggerian conceit thabkes me nervous) that obliges
us to think through new forms of co-existence. Bugeems, this too often leads to
recuperating what it seeks to avoid.

In a different register, | read a really interegtinook recently, written by
James Scott, who is an anarchist, actually—he &saah Yale, if you can imagine
that. The book is calle@he Art of Not Being GovernedHe is a specialist in
Southeast Asia. What he has done is trying to #&ikut the upland, highland
Southeast Asia, the area that stretches from eagtentral India all the way to
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China. He tried to write both an environmental oolegical history and a political
history of an area that had not known politics batl known communities. It’s
about people who had over the long haul escaped fhe lowlands where state
politics—tax collectors so forth and so on—havevpiled for centuries, and
moved upward into these highland areas and créfa¢se communities which were
essentially without politics. They were without ftichl structures. The analogue
would be something along the lines of, say, the manme, but they were village
communities. This history is about the common, altbat sense of the common.
People organize according to ways that are notigalli nor even necessarily
hierarchical. They are, in your words, resistingdjtigs, as such, at the same time as
they are communicating something in their withdrawdo a non-hierarchical
community. These people are escaping from any fafrolitics. The problem is
that there is an enormous melancholy in this b&gkat the author wants to say is
that this kind of community has existed throughbistory—not just in Southeast
Asia but throughout history—and the melancholy cenmein his recognition that
these communities are passing or disappearing. &&ydt's one thing you might
be talking about.

Postone: | think there are several different issues peintairio the notion of
the common. One, which has become widespread hgcisnthat of the commons
as that which is possessed collectively—for examible grazing areas shared by
peasant villagers. In my view, focusing on traditibforms of the commons in
various parts of the world is a mistake, howevecimane might sympathize with
attempts to hinder the destruction of such comméndoes not offer us a way
forward and is ultimately a losing proposition bigtally. Nevertheless, it might be
possible to appropriate the idea of the commonsargying that capital generates
the possibility of a new kind of commons—of fornfskmowledge and skills that
no longer are confined to closed secret artisamalgg, but are species capacities. It
could be argued that capitalism is generative afhsapecies capacities that
potentially could be appropriated by all peoplet ibwloes so in an alienated form
that is inimical to the well-being of the vast majp of people. | think it makes a
significant difference, in other words, if we trg understand a new form of
commons that has been generated historically @isnated form) or if we remain
fixated on that which is lost or is being lost, amtich won't be retrieved.

Liu: Of course we are not trying to retrieve—or revivig@e-commune or the
anarchist practice. But how could we re-concemealthe practice of “the
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common” either at the metaphorical level or at phdosophical level, as you did
with value or labor, concrete labor or capital?

Postone: | think that is a very important task and mussben in global terms.
One important aspect of the double character othecturing forms of capitalist
modernity in Marx’s analysis—for example, the condliyp as value and use
value—is that it entails an opposition between ralestuniversality (the value
dimension) and concrete qualitative particularibe(use-value dimension). It could
be argued that these social forms are the histogicaunds for that opposition,
which has dominated the imaginaries of capitalisbdemnity since the
Enlightenment. We are very familiar with the strftsgand weaknesses of both
sides of this opposition—of the world historical engence of a conception and
reality of a universality that is truly general hsitabstract and negates difference,
and an emphasis on difference, or qualitative §p#yij that tends to lose any sense
of the general and ends up glorifying particulari$hereas, for example, classical
working class movements tended to be universalistitbe abstract Enlightenment
sense, in recent decades we have seen the predosimd various forms of
particularistic identity politics. Within the framerk of the interpretation | have
been presenting, overcoming capitalism entailsniare than overcoming private
ownership of the means of production, however ingmdrthat might be. It also
entails getting beyond (overcoming, not abolishirthe structuring abstract/
concrete forms of capitalism. The analysis of thenmodity and capital suggests
that an important aspect of that overcoming woedhe development of a different
form of universality, one that could encompassetdéhce while remaining general,
one that overcomes the one-sidedness of both absiméversality and concrete
particularity.

If I may make a related point: one reason | thirkmust return to the idea of
overcoming, of transformation, is that the notidrresistance that has become the
touchstone of so much critical discourse is onegidThe notion of resistance
against the global is a case in point. In many eetsp right-wing anti-immigrant
movements also are resisting the global. The woedistance” doesn't allow for
any differentiation between the resistance ofgiample, Jean-Marie Le Pen, and a
resistance | might regard as more progressive.vildrd “resistance” has occluded
the ability of many on the Left to distinguish ré@apary from progressive
movements, particularly in what used to be calledTthird World. We have a great
deal of work to do, to imagine, discuss, and detlf@eommon as an emancipatory
category and conceptualize it in a way that is adegjto our global universe.
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Categories of nation and state are already mediptegiobal capitalism. Even
when engaged in what could be termed “forms ofstasce,” they are mediated;
their success or failure depends in fact on howcessafully they deal with this
mediation. One of the tasks of the historian isat@alyze the specificity of that
mediation rather than viewing nation and state eeitithrough the lens of
modernization theory (“Their situation is the saageours, except that they are a
little behind”), or with reference to some sortofturalist essentialism (“They have
their own path, which is a function of their deegpitare”). One of the many
problems with the “alternative modernities” theisighat it presupposes implicitly
that there is a world historical stage—modernity—#bich all societies tend.
Rather than seeking to understand how capitalfvemed the world, they focus on
the ways in which expansive European states chathgedorld. While the latter is
the case, it is inadequate to fully understandctienges effected by capital—both
to Europe and to the rest of the world. In seekigffirm the “integrity” of each
path, such approaches neglect to interrogate sterital emergence of what they
call “modernity.” A theory of capital uncovers tlemergence as well as the
trajectory of “modernity” by uncovering its fundamal structuring principles. It is
much more rigorous and less metaphysical than apploaches.

“Anything outside of capitalism is unimaginable.”
Overcoming Capitalism
good and ills of communist revolutions; whether ot cepital can generate
new forms of the common; conception of subjectivityanxian thinking;
tendency toward particularism in newer social movetsien

Liu: I fully agree with you. That's actually the worlh&ve been doing for the
past twenty years. | wanted to challenge the nalisinsentiment, both in Taiwan
and in China, that is rooted in the wake of thedinnénment in the beginning of the
twentieth century, when all intellectuals eagentydduced Western knowledge and
the nineteenth-century episteme from Europe, inotuthe concept of the nation-
state, the theories of political economy, the nsitgdor national wealth and
developmental progress, and so on. The birth oh#ten-state is already a follow-
up development of that global development. Butrafthave done so much
deconstruction, | also try to see some of the deet paths that have occurred at
certain moments, be it intellectually, artisticallyolitically or in other forms.
Perhaps some of the experimental and creative fofrogtical thinking deserve to
be reassessed.
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Chinese thinkers like Tan SitongE(i [E]), Zhang Taiyan# & 3%), and Wang
Guowei (F-Ef4f) at the end of the nineteenth century criticiZee wtilitarian and
Adam Smithian political economy that was popularoag their contemporaries.
The intellectual inclination of the entire societsas following that utilitarian and
nation-building path, but Tan, Zhang, and Wang nesloback to Buddhist or
Zhuangzi's @f 1) ideas. Why Buddhist thoughts or Zhuangzi's plufdsy?
Because they had the intellectual power to exarmiaedrawbacks and traps of the
nominal system and the consensual concept of gdtie consensus that builds up
the juridical system and establishes the powersaysiThe critical power of their
thoughts already existed in Chinese intellectustiony. This force of critical power
in thoughts is something | would like to bring back

But we also need to face the fact that the Qingadiynwas in the crisis of
being divided up by the foreign nations, that ig,the imperial forces. When any
individual, group, family, or tribe was invaded elaughtered, or when their
properties were divided up—even though it seems ttie Qing government and
the British government acted like free individudley were already determined by
the law of the global market of that time. So, éxternal logic of that economic
stage determined local forms of commerce, as veelbeal hierarchies of classes.
That's why revolution at certain historical momeméas necessary. But when it
comes to the communist history, there is an impag#iought for most people. Of
course we have seen the endpoint—or, not necesaargndpoint, but the disasters
or the failure of the communist societies, and different ups and downs of the
political regime at different historical moments—ttwe could not easily negate the
significance of some of the activities that hadrbeaacted or achieved by the
communists.

Postone: | don't think the choice is either to accept tegalution in its own
terms or simply reject or dismiss it. | would arghat communist revolutions did
not result in socialist societies—and could notéhdene so. Rather, they developed
forms of state capitalism, statist forms for thecuanulation of capital. This
historical development must be distinguished cledrbm the overcoming of
capital. The traditional Marxist focus on propemyations instead of on the nature
of capital contributed to the confusion regardihg nhature of the social order
generated by communist revolutions. Neverthelessay that those societies were
state capitalist and not socialist is not to argfua they were not enormously
important. One could argue, retrospectively, thettMeen the First World War and
the 1970s, the only way a country on the peripharyworld capitalism could
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develop national capital was by means of the kihdtate control effected by
communist revolutions. This was the case of Ruasié of China. Since then, the
conditions of possibility for capital accumulatidrave changed fundamentally.
Whereas strong state control seems to have beeronhe path for capital
accumulation in peripheral countries for the fisglven decades of the twentieth
century, that changed in the course of the 197@seNheless, | would argue that
China’s situation today would have been imposswilinout the revolution. This
suggests that, instead of arguing about statesnar#lets in a decontextualized
manner, we have to understand much more about eh@nghe global conditions
of capital accumulation.

Harootunian: I'm still thinking about what you asked about tbemmon.
One way to get at it is being attentive to exceplsms, the impulse towards
exceptionalisms, which is what a good deal of Japhistory and indeed any
national history is really based on. But | thinkttthe histories of most nation-states
are based on that sense of the irreducibly unibakso think that capital can only
undermine any conception of the common, not thrpwew possible forms. Only
the US Chamber of Commerce could believe this.

Liu: Moishe, you talked about the generative forceapital: each moment is
constituted as well as reconstituting. If we ddake a sheer pessimistic view but
try to see different possibilities that can happethis reconstituting moment, then
the past can be treatetht as doctrine, but as a generative force with winehmay
better tackle any impasse of thought. Could thak@dhat is, could the generative
force of intellectual work be thinkable?

Postone: Yes, but capital is generative in very complicatgdys, which
places a burden on intellectual work to try to dequate to this complex object of
investigation. Let me give an example by brieflgtsking one aspect of the notion
of equality. It could be argued that capital is gative of the idea of abstract
equality, that the historical emergence of thaaigevery much tied to the historical
emergence of the commodity form as the structurprinciple of society.
Commodity owners enter into relations of formal &gy with one another. This
analysis could help explain why, during some pesiodembers of certain groups—
women, the lower classes—were not deemed equaly WMeee not commodity
owners. In such a situation of putatively geneealizequality, where formal,
juridical hierarchy no longer exists, social ineity often became naturalized, for
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example, in the form of biologistic theories of denand race. What is telling here
is the experience of workers as a result of callecaction—in ways that do not
support the common idea that collective action dsiaist (or proto-socialist)
because it is opposed to bourgeois individualism.

Let me elaborate. The labor contract in capitaligidernity is a contract
between two commodity owners, between equals. &&tMarx notes, once the
worker enters the sphere of production, the relatiecomes unequal. Many have
taken Marx’s analysis as indicating that the timeath the appearance of equality
is inequality, that equality is merely a sham.ihkhthis is one-sided and obscures
an important historical dimension of labor contsacs contracts between
commodity owners. Workers begin to see themselseghts-bearing subjects, that
is, as bourgeois subjects. (I do not mean thisragyely.) The only way, however,
that workers can actually realize their status asimodity owners is through
collective action, which allows them to bargain otlee condition of sale of their
labor power, their commodity. In other words, thgbucollective action workers
become manifestly what they had been only latertlyual to others, that is,
(collective) bourgeois, rights-bearing, subjectisTsort of collective action is
rooted in the social form as a form of subjectivég well as objectivity, and
contravenes common understandings of the Marxiasje@r as based on a
functionalist conception of subjectivity.

The consciousness of workers as rights-bearingestshjdoes not by any
means explode the limits of capital, but it's ayvdifferent kind of consciousness
than, for example, that of peasants rising up adamndlords in pre-capitalist
contexts. The consciousnesses involved are fundafthedifferent. The workers,
as rights-bearing subjects, develop a self-conge@is agents. One could argue that
the very conception of agency is rooted in the foohongoing everyday practice
structured as the commaodity form.

Socialist movements regarded collective action bykers and the expanded
boundaries of equality associated with it posiiivélany newer movements of the
late 1960s and 1970s, however, were critical of frm of equality. Although a
few consciously sought to get beyond the opposittbnabstract equality and
concrete particularity, most moved in the directminparticularism. Rather than
getting beyond the oppositions generated by capfiay moved from one pole of
the oppositions to the other. As such they faiRiht-wing anti-modernism also
rejects equality, but on different grounds. Newvelghls, these are some unfortunate
convergences between the two—especially in the ahaati-globalization as well
as in some forms of anti-imperialism.
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What | am trying to suggest with these consideratios that capital is
complex and multi-faceted. It is generative of eardeal that cannot adequately be
grasped as oppressive or as a distortion of whegtopiedly is a true essence.
Careful analysis should be able to differentiatevieen those generated values that
remain within the bounds of capitalism and those foint beyond them.

Harootunian: Moishe talked about how in the sixties and seesnfieople
tried to get out and get beyond capital. Becausewsse so embedded in the
particular system, maybe it’s interesting to thathout it in a reverse way; maybe
we need to unwind capitalism. In the chapter onvtbeking day, Marx focuses on
the workers. He shows that, yes, the worker ismancodity, but it's a very different
kind of commodity; it's a commodity that capitalnteot make. So it might be
interesting to think of ways to unwind in order &xplore the generative
possibilities you are talking about. Another wayuofvinding might be to return to
the moment when laborer and capitalist were eqagliry time what the laborer
possessed became by law the property of the dapital

After all, capitalism was a revolutionary force.aflwas the one thing that
Marx recognized: capitalism swept the world andngfeal all kinds of things.
That's what we had. That's why anything outsidata$ unimaginable. You work
from within. You work from within the very systerdt brought about the changes.
That's a possible way of rethinking, rather thacapgtulating the old attempts of,
say, utopian communities.

“Social democratic and communist parties transformed the non-teleological
dynamic of capital into a teleology of human history.”
Thinkers of the Contemporary
Deleuze and Guattari's take on capitalism; Frenchlietguals’ critiques of Hegel and
dialectic; Marx’s critical categories; risk of trahistorical theory

Tu: On that note, as a Deleuzian, | cannot help agkiadollowing question.
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari's goalAmti-Oedipusis to re-write history and
economy of desire in a Marxist vision. They argbat tthey try to understand all
history in light of capitalism. As historians, bathyou seem to attempt at a more
“pure” and “rationalist” engagement with Marxismdacapitalism. On the contrary,
Deleuze and Guattari focalize on an “affective” jootion between desiring-
production and social reproduction, between liatlirconomy and political
economy. They also address how the production lojestivity is also very much



36 Concentric 38.2 September 2012

embedded in the social flows in a capitalist systewonder how you may react to
their alternative Marxist vision of history.

Harootunian: | read their work on a different level than you—yina that's
why I'm having so much trouble with it. But I'vesal recognized that Deleuze and
Guattari's Anti-Oedipuswas itself a reading of Marx€apital with the effort to
tease out subjective desire, which, for the most igaabsent inCapital. What |
liked most about it was the attempt to imagine sdonm of residual subjectivity
capable of eluding the complete constraints ofcii@amodity relation. Related to
this and the lure of the capitalist desiring maehin found very shrewd
observations about fascism, especially the wayidasdunctions at the micro-
level—in both Anti-Oedipusand A Thousand Plateau®eleuze and Guattari are
particularly aware of the relationship between tdisim and fascism, especially
taking off from the Reichian insight that sociapression needs psychological
repression. But they are by no means unique; yolddind this in the Frankfurt
School already: people like Theodor W. Adorno aratlidrt Marcuse all saw that
relationship.

Actually | haven't seen anyone operationalize wbaieuze and Guattari
suggested or take off from it in their terms asay wf configuring a contemporary
history.

Murthy: If you put Deleuze in the context, you have to #e# there are a
couple of targets that some of those books had.i§n& course, Jacques Lacan
and psychoanalysis. But who lurks behind Lacan® Hegel. Deleuze always
targets Hegel for criticism. This is clear if yoaok at some of his books, such as
the book on Spinoza. Then you begin to see that fkesomething common among
a number of poststructuralist scholars, beginnirth Weidegger and Nietzsche.
There is a critique of totality that constantlyureis.

Postone: So many French intellectuals of that generati@miog out of and
reacting against the French Communist Party, perlita@ most orthodox in the
West, took Marx’s critical categories, such as gaand labor, to be affirmative
categories. It seems to me that the widespreaiduzitof Hegel, of the dialectic,
and of totality is a critique of what were regardel affirmative categories. And
indeed those concepts had been treated as affiemlayi the communists. So, for
example, dialectic was not regarded as the moveroérttistorically specific,
dualistic, social forms, such as the commodity, dsian alternate, critical view of
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the world promulgated by the Party. In criticizittys kind of positive Marxism,
however, many gave up the attempt to confront ahpittellectually. The
consequences have been ultimately disempoweringt fas become increasingly
clear that an understanding of capital is of ailticmmportance in understanding the
global history of recent decades.

One of the reasons | went back to Marx was todmetover the categories of
his analysis as critical. So, for example, | arthe dialectic inCapital is a feature
of the forms of capital; it is not the basis of alternate science. The dialectical
interaction of free forms generates a historicalaigic, but it is not teleological.
Social democratic and communist parties transforthechon-teleological dynamic
of capital into a teleology of human history. | rien this to indicate that | am very
sympathetic to the critique of orthodox communidiavertheless, | think the post-
Marxist theoretical apparatus that served as tisgstar that critique has left us
conceptually helpless in the face of capital’s dgwament in recent decades. Capital
was all too frequently ignored or the term was usethphorically rather than as an
analytical category, or introduced in a concepjyuathn-rigorous manner. So, for
example, inSpecters of MarxJacques Derrida throws in a few comments about
capitalism as a spice while cooking a very difféereoup. That is, when he does
mention capitalism and the modern world he haswegoto the book of Exodus in
the Hebrew Bible and throws in an eclectic listtthe terms the ten plagues of
modern capitalism. Although, for me, his turn te story of Passover is culturally
gratifying, it is not very helpful as an analysfdlte contemporary world.

Murthy: | think Deleuze was precisely mixing a differemup, in which
capitalism is one part.

Tu: He and Guattari got their inspiration from Nietzsc about the co-
existence of forces and relations. They see hoslitivaal historiography attempts
to render highly complex and dynamic force relagiamo some sort of successive
configuration. That’s why in their creation of altative Marxist history, in addition
to capital, there are always other “impure” butretated elements they would like
to bring into the assemblage, such as desiringymtozh, constitution of
subjectivity, and social flows. All of these comgaits penetrate or at least come
into conjunction with capital.

Murthy: | can see where the appeal of Deleuze is. Whas ltwing is a
transhistorical theory. That is why, in a senségs like desiring-production are
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not just specific to capitalism; they predate c@in. Just look at what Deleuze
says about China—he speaks of it using transhisfodoncepts, such as state,
territorialization/de-territorialization, and “wanachine.” | don't think he would be
happy if | called him an ontologist because he $eeself as against Heidegger.
(But Alain Badiou’s criticism of him is preciselydt he is too Heideggerian.) So
what you have is this transhistorical theory tha¢goutside of capital: capital is
there simply to show how it reorganizes what isadly there.

Because of his transhistorical theory, he is undblgrasp the historical
specificity of the concepts that he uses.

Harootunian: The one thing that it does is to arrange themrireatirely
different way according to a particular logic, @nivby production. The concepts
themselves lose their genuine historicity. The ralostiogic is prior to its history—
why else did Marx begi@apital with the account of the commaodity form?

“Capitalism inadvertently produced the forces it was trying to eliminate.”
Capital Logic and Historical Remainders
kinship between the commaodity form and nation form; teatfheterogeneity
constitutive of capitalism; importance of the catggof
formal subsumption in Marxian thinking

Murthy: Yes, the logic is prior to or separable from iistdry, but we must
understand this in two ways. First, obviously, higtorical origin of capitalism does
not follow the order that Marx sets out@apital. In other words, it is not the case
that the commodity emerged first, and then monel smon. The second way in
which the logic of capital is separable from higtdio which | believe you are
referring, is more complex and refers to a broaderception of history. From this
perspective, the question is whether the logicagfital is also a logic of history.
You deal with this question in much of your work @rmal subsumption and
unevenness.

Harootunian: Viren has expressed this better than | might haug,let me
further explain what | have in mind. I'll shoot fdarevity, but it's a complex
problem and doesn't lend itself to programmaticceskfion. We can all agree that
capital logic inverts the historical process anfigtges it from its own interior
moments to make #ppear after the commodity form has structurecctipitalistic
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process of production. It also dominates how hysteitl be thought and put into
practice. In this regard, | have always felt thevas a kinship between the
commodity form and nation form. When Marx descriltleel commodity form as a
“mystical thing,” he could have been describing la¢gion form itself, which is also
mystical and spiritual. Both conceal their condisoof historical production behind
the form and both privilege an “illusion” of immediy rooted in the present. Both
are timeless. When the nation-state aligned wifiitalato become its placeholder,
its principal vocation was to synchronize capitalss temporal accountancy and
ensure its continuity. It was thus the nation'kt&s make sure that capitalism’s
relentless synchronic system, whereby value réypagitvalorizes itself to produce
the present and a constant contemporaneity, wemiin undisturbedl'his meant
that the nation was dedicated to synchronizingsigihs of temporal discordance,
unscheduled interruptions, and removing the spemftemevenness coming from
either capital and/or an everyday not fully assiteitl to the state’s exemplars. In
other words, neither capital nor state could filggrate the social as to eliminate
signs of temporal disorder. As a result, there appehat we might call historical
remainders (and reminders)—embodied in forms dédht time that claim to co-
exist with capitalism's presenteErnst Bloch named this “contemporary non-
contemporaneity.” In my view, the appearance of thind temporal heterogeneity
signifies the manifestation of forms of unevenne&xgnomic, cultural, social that
capitalism and national history have displacedropby repressed.

Marx had already foreseen these remaindefSrimdrissewhen he spoke of
“historical presuppositions” “lying behind” lateedelopments, whose traces never
vanish, and in later texts when he explained tmelgot of “formal subsumption” as
both “the general form of capitalist production'daas “a particular form alongside
capitalism” in its developed maturity. Moreovése pointed to “transitional” and
“hybrid” forms of subsumption, some of which remeadnoutside of capitalism but
were reproduced alongside What I've been trying to do is theorize this catggo
of formal subsumption, which has been underdevelapeMarxian analyses, and
concentrate on the fact that Marx saw it, abovelal, as a form, not as a singular
event, a one-time content reflecting a historicabmmnt or a stage in a
developmental chronology. Why this is importanbecause formal subsumption
performs in such a way as to allow capital to taket it finds and put it to its own
use; it resulted in inaugurating a form of unevew anequal development with
serious effects on the economy, politics, sociktproduces mediations that must
be considered in an examination of any presentybare and impels us to take into
consideration the local, received histories atriftenent they encounter capitalist
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production in order to understand its global expamns

Formal subsumption possesses the capacity to esifrractices from earlier
modes of production alongside and under newer amesduced by capitalist
production, which means that capitalism, from itsgibnings, was marked by
mixed practices denoting different temporalitieieTreproduction of this system
worked to forestall the completion of the commodiglation. Capitalism thus
inadvertently produced the forces it was trying @bbminate. Hence, formal
subsumption, and its subsets, was the categoryetimbiodied the encounter of
newer modes of capitalist production with oldergtirzes that it took over and thus
became the form of intelligibility—though subseqthgmepressed by both capital
and the nation—by which this encounter might baiified as a temporal agent no
longer bound by either the actual moment that hexerated it or its original
content. The form itself signifies the persistenae historical difference and
unevenness, which both the narrative of capitalcl@nd national history must
repress in order to prevent the consequences infieliriess.

“| fear that the problem will not be answered by real philosophy or theory.”
Theory in Crisis
hegemony of neo-liberalism; uneven development oakmbs$cale; the state’s implication
in global inequality; failure of social democracymiitations of theory

Postone: | think we definitely need historical categori@s understand our
world. | have experienced several different kindglobal historical phenomena.
One was 1968, which was global and which cannatdeguately explained in local
terms. Another was the demise of the sorts of staméric political-economic forms
that were predominantly everywhere around the rmaidifl the twentieth century.
These forms, whether communist or social demogregjresented the wave of the
future for many people. It seemed that capitalisthee had been conquered or
tamed, that a higher degree of social equality bedn attained, and that the
harshness of a great deal of life under capitaled been mitigated. But that
configuration has passed away. Instead, what tpuénetly termed neo-liberalism
has become hegemonic, with its attendant growifffgrdntiation of populations
everywhere into the enormously wealthy few and itt@easingly impoverished
many. This large-scale transition has been gldbaherefore requires a historical
approach that is global. There may be differentesodnd swirls in this dynamic
pattern, but they are local inflections of globa&vedlopments. | no longer have
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much interest in approaches that cannot addrebsosgcarching developments.
Liu: A real philosopher should address contemporasgsri
Postone: Real philosophers, yes.

Harootunian: While | agree with the assessment that neo-limahas
accelerated the growth of massive inequality onladal scale, the multiplying
crises we face are no longer susceptible to ejphédosophy or theory as we've
come to understand them. In fact, what charact®tize current situation is how it
has exceeded the familiar received theorizatiorts explanations concerning the
cycle of capitalist crises and how societies mariagaventually get out of them by
expanding the horizon of capitalist accumulatiomt Ehis time the formula for
recovery no longer works. Rampant descent into ammaginable runaway
inequality between rich and poor has managed tevidat no political or social
theorist had foreseen: join an endless cascadeutifpte crises consisting of the
disappearance of the middle class, rising permaoeatnployment everywhere,
insane policies urging austerity (to bail out thanks which made the bad
investments in the first place), a financial asgadsistry which daily discloses that
its everyday practices have been habitually riddkkth the worst forms of
corruption with no impulse for accountability oafeof punishment by the state, etc.
A bad analogy for this might be an organism thadgelly loses its diverse
functions, one by one, whereby each loss affeetothers.

The reason for this is because of the state’s awimate involvement in
finance capital, its history of enabling it, leaglito a failure of nerve to act against
its own immediate interests. When nation-statesnecproxies for globalization,
they forfeited not just their own autonomy but atssacred democratic” trust to
place the interests of their people above all otloaisideration. What we face is a
situation where the political and economic havegaeérto a vanishing point where
they are now indistinguishable. In this scenatte $tate serves only the political
and financial classes. Banks before people.

What's befallen us is no local crisis but an imneefalure in every sector of
the social formation that can only make the local aredictable crisis of capital
into a world historical event, into a plurality ofises. What appears to be our
collective fate now is the recognition of an endgamwhich none of our political,
economic, social institutions seem to work or dxle @ sustain the fiction that they
work. They appear to be standing at the edge ofi@n extinction. What's being
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offered is simply attempts to repair the system sehmassive global failure has
threatened to bring us all down. (Here is a seh#i'eocommon that might be worth
considering and which the various occupy-movememd Arab Springs have
already made manifest.) But we know that capitsladotality, can’t be reformed
and that in the past its periodic repair after eswwtcessive collapse has resulted
only in enlarging its reach, strengthening it foe tsole purpose of prolonging its
life. Moreover, capitalism’s aptitude for systematbtalization means that no
domain of society is exempt from its structuralldeds. In so-called social
democratic societies, the impulse is always dicetbereforming capitalism, driven
by the unquestioned presumption that there is her@lternative to what there is.

Yet, the irony of a democratic order dedicated qoiadity and a capitalist
system founded on inequality yoked in common puggesa holdover of the Cold
War that has outlived its rhetorical and ideolobfoaction. There is thus the empty
hope that some sort of incremental diminution gfistice and inequality will save
the day and end the crisis. But we know that thessen and unequal asymmetries
are part of the very system that social democraamiespledged to reform, which
means they can never be reformed. The same caanidhefsthe state’s offer of
deliverance. How can the state resolve what itdess so intimately implicated in
bringing about?

| fear that the problem will not be answered by gralosophy or theory. It's
about the crises, actually.

—Transcript by Nien-ying Wang, Po-han Yang, anshdswa Yang
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