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ABSTRACT Capitalism has been criticized for overa
century by artists and the cultural avant-garde. 1n the
present period, however, aesthetics and commerce are con
verging. as art and even social criticism become more com-
madilized and as capilalism becomes more aestheticized,
This coadition calls for a new lasguage of description and
analyais that can artculate both the aymbaolic world of the
imagisation and the material world of capitalism, Drawing
on Emdle Durkheim and Kenneth Burke. the author advanc-
&i “symbolic realism® a5 an approach well suited for this
iask, He them show how conte mporary finance, production,
anid cossumption. especially in the core economies of the
world system, are imcreasingly symbolic in character.
Brown concludes that the symbodic realist prespective cap-
tares these devebspments mare fully than theories thal have
keen advanced by other major thinkers.

Capitalism has been criticized from its in-
ception, first by religionists and monarchists,
later by the aesthetic and literary avant-grade,
the community of the imagination. In the twen-
tieth century, however, it seemed as though
these critics had been vanguished or coopled,
Imcdeead, popular art, highart, and even anti-aes-
thetic avant-grade critiques were themselves
browght fully into the market svstem. At that
was merchandized eventually came to be de-
signed for merchandising and, thus, the auton-
omons voice of the crealive community became
an extension of the capitalist marketplace. The
radical critigue of bourgeois sensibility ad-
vanced by the surrealists, for example, has be-
come the new agsthetic of consumption, André
Breton's automatic writing, which achieved s
effects bypassing conscious reflection, or Mar-
cel Dubychamps juxtaposition of images with-
out respect o conventional contexis, are now
available to almost any channel grazer, food
court diner, or eguitles investor.

Yet is it also possible that capitalism has

been co-opted by the aesthetic avant-garde, that
style innovation, the sublimation of desire, and
the negation of orthodox categories of precep-
ton have become central (o capitalism itself?
It 15 possible that the avani-grade has not been
conguered by consumerism but has consumed
capitalism itself, in hoth finance, production,
and consumption? And, indeed, with these
transformations, 15 it possihle that aesthetics
and capitalism are themselves no longer viable
categories of difference ? And, thence, are such
calggories as "advanced capitalism” and "post-
modern culture” misleading, and would it not
bhe more useful to speak of postmodern capital-
ism or of the capilalist economy as a cultural
phenomenon, as symbolic action?

There are conceptual and methodological
difficulties in exploring these questions, in part
hecause students of culture are reluctant o en-
gage seriously in social structural and political
economic analysis “ouside the ext" whereas
students of the hsworical dvnamics of capital-
ism usually deploy a deductive or detenmanis-
tic logic and often think of Herman Butics as an
ohsgure German philosopher.

There are resources al hand for filling in this
chasm, however, and these include the thought
of both Kenneth Burke, the theorist of literature
and communication, and Emile Durkheim, the
sociologist of ritual, symbolization, and social
order, Both Burke and Dorkheim were what
might be called "symbolic realists.” Despite
Durkheim's somelimes posilivisl pronoonce-
ments, Durkbeim's central project was to under-
stand the basic categories of the mind (the Kan-
tian a priori synthetics) as social facts, in the
sense that they were neither purely mental nor
purely material essences or sensa, but rather
made through social rites and practices. For
Durkheim these hasic catepories included both
"truth™ and “reality”. Neitherepistemology nor
ontology, neither science nor philosphy, were


user
Text Box
PRINT: ISSN 0971-8923 ONLINE: 2456-6756

user
Text Box
DOI: 10.31901/24566756.1997/01.01.06


12

exempi from his view that the systems of clas-
sification through which experience is formed
are social symbolic constructions.

EKenneth Burke developed a similar perspec-
tive in which human social reality is regarded
as symbaolic, action is seen as embodied lan-
guage, and language therefore becomes the pri-
mary unit of empirical knowledge. In elaborat-
ing this perspective, Burke established a "total
distinction between the realms of [symbolic]
action and [non symbaolic] motion”. Burke then
argued that, whereas "action is not reducible to
motion,” symbolic action does encompass
brute motion. For example, though the modes
of analysis of natural science (or political econ-
omy ) cannot explain the nature of literature, the
methods of symbolic interpretation can help us
understand the "literature” of nuture. °1 began
to see,” said Burke, "how my defining literary
formm in terms of ‘expectations’ could be extend-
ed to the empirical notion of ‘reality’ itself as a
structure of expectations” (1976 : 65). To this
way of thinking, words are not mere copies of
things. Instead, things are signs for words,
*Things" already are “words™ insofar as things
are symbolic constructions that we invest with
a noumenal or objective reality, Burke's view
is not merely the reverse of the behaviorist' dic-
tum that words are signs for things; it also trans.
values that dictum and hecomes interchange-
able with it. In Burke's linguistic realism, both
words and things are signs. They reciprocally
form and inform each other. Each is construct-
ed through the symbolic interaction of persons
who "entitle” their worlds similarly (Burke,
1966 : 368, see Brown, 1987, esp, pp. 81-89],

Durkheim nicely complements Burke by
exploring more precisely how this collective
symbolic construction gets accomplished. Ac-
cording to Durkheim and Mauss, for example,
society was not simply a model that was fol-
lowed by classificatory thought. Instead, the
social-conceptual divisions of society served as
divisions for the system of classification, "The
first logical categories were social categories,
the first classes of things were classes of men
and women into which things were integrated.
It was because men were grouped, and thoughi
of themselves in the forms of groups, that in
their ideas they grouped other things.... [Thus)
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logical hierarchy is only another aspect of so-
cial hierarcy, and the unity of knowledge is
nothing else than the very unity of the collec-
tivity, extended o the universe.... Logical re-
lations are thus, in a sense, domestic relations.
[Collective social represeniations do not mersly
portray] reality on its most general side [but
alsn] illuminate it, penetrate it and ransfonm
it (Durkheim and Mauss, 1963 @ 82-85,
Durkheim, 1965 : 484).

This is an extension, not a reversal, of the
prescription o treat social facts as things, in the
sence that now all "things™ are seen as sociol
facts. Durkheim's work here prefigures that of
Burke, posimodernisis, and other rhetworicians,
“By linking the social construction of meaning-
ful ohjects wo ongoing rites of sacrificial inclu-
sion and exclusion, Durkheim mowves social
theory toward the consideration of supplemen-
tary (ritual} forces at work behind (or along-
side) every artful appearance of objectivity
(Pfohl, 1992 : 111). Drawing on the symbolic
realism of both Emile Durkheim and Kenneth
Burke, I will explore political economy as "aps-
thetic" symbolization, and symbolization as
political economy, with reference o three ac-
tivities as they appear in the language and prac-
tice of capitalism — finance, manufaciuring, and
consumption.

Postmodern Finance : The Conguest of Cap-
italism by Aesthetics

Perhaps finance has always been the sym-
baolic dimension of the material economy, but
this relation of reference or representation has
alvered radically in recent decades, so that mon-
ey often appears (o be a sign without referent,
or to refer mainly to itself. An example is pro-
vided by the actions in financial markets in the
precipitous drop of the exchange value of the
dollar between 1970 and 1985, The central
question 15 not what made the dollar go down
in 1985, but what held it up for so long. "From
1971, when President Nixon floated the dollar,
its foreign-exchange value was supposed o
adjust o the wps and downs of the U5, trade bal-
ance. From 1982 on, the Tnited States had fast-
mounting trade deficits, which soon exceeded
anything ever seen before. Yeuthe dollar stub-
bomly stayed up at what everyone soon knew
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was an unrealistically high exchange rate.
Then, when it fell, it went down to an gxchange
rate that was equally unrealistically low consid-
ering relative costs and productivity,

"The only explanation for the dollar’s behav-
jour 1% that the real ecomomy of goods and ser-
vices no longer dominates the transnational
economy; the symbol economy of money and
credit [has absorbed it]. Every day the London
Interbank market turns over ten of fifteen times
the amount of transnational currencies such ag
Eurodollars, Euromarks, or Euroyen needed io
finance world trade in goods and services, The
amounis traded on the major foreign-exchange
markets — New York, London, Tokyo, Sin-
gapore, Zurich, Frankfurt — are many times
what world industry and world commerce re-
quire. Ninery percent or more of the transna-
tional economy's financial transactions do not
serve what economists would consider an eco-
nomic function™ (Transnational Economy -
Transnational Ecology, 1992 : 127, italics add-
ed). Instead, they are speculative bets in a vir-
tual economy of future central bank imterest
rates, political risks, changes in tax laws, and
the like.

This does not mean that such speculation is
"irrational” from the viewpoing of the specuala-
tors, but it does show that both money and the
rationalistic economic models invoked o ex-
plain its movements have lost much of their
representational function. Economists models,
those simulacra of economic processes., ane in-
creasingly violated as political interventions
become more necessary to maintaing econom-
ic stability. These inlerventions "include mas-
gsive discounting of the indebtedness of some
nations, massive discounting of the value of
assels in the real estate industry and revaluation
of the assets of leveraped corporations, [and
mega-bailouts of whole industries such as sav-
ing and loan banks). Such changes in book val-
ues constitute a recognition of the irrationalities
in the economic system by correcting them with
further irrationalities, thus saving the icons of
free market competitive capitalism®™ (Vidich,
1992 : 171). What appear 10 be irrationalities of
the monetary and credit systems when viewed
economistically, turn out to be prudential inter-
ventions that help constitute and maintain the
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international economic order when viewed ags-
thetically (Makkreel, 1980). And in such cas-
&5, the postivistic discourse of economics oper-
ates as ritual incantation.

The neo-world of finance often is more ani-
mated by hope, desire, and imagination than by
analyses of "concrete” past and current perfor-
mance, For example, the hope of pre-empting
the future through financial technigques governs
the financial high Myer of the 1980s. the lever-
aged buy out or LBO. In an LBO, a publicly
held stock-traded company goes private by bor-
rowing money in order (o repurchase its own
stock. Sometimes this debt reaches 80 or even
90 per cent of the buying price. In effect, aside
from outright fravd (Zey, 1993}, such LBOs are
a bet that future restruciuring, growth, or "syn-
ergies” will more than off-set the initial debt-
financed costs. [n contrast o raditional assess-
ments of values in terms of ratios of stock pric-
€5 0 earmings or b company assets, discussions
of LROs treat being-indebt as a source of val-
ve. Indeed, defenders of LBOs have argued that
the “financial restructuring of the company
based on debt creates value for the sharehold-
ers, disciplines management, and through its
shock-therapeutical effecis also makes the com-
pany leaner and more efficient”™ (Beneyto, 1990
: 3-4). Thus LBOs depend on the faith of inves-
tors thai the tangible asseis of the firm will in-
crease in valoe, even though they do "not
change the tangible assets themselves, which
remain what they had been before the transac-
tion. In short, large sums of money have
changed hands, resulting in cash gain for some
shareholders and an indebtedness for others —
purcély monetary transactions ... unrelated to
industrial productivity” (Vidich, 1992 ; 169-
170}, There thus emerges a virual world of fi-
nance increasingly important, yet inereasingly
distant from what people acivally make or do.

The LB phenomenon is particularly fasci-
nating in its symbaolic content for two reasons,
First, the very act of going private in what is
called the "interest of the shareholders” para-
doxically abolishes the single best resource for
shareholders to protect their interest — informa-
tion about carporate value as expressed in the
daily stock price. That is, takeover strategies,
aimed at increasing shareholder value without
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stock information, eliminate publicity and rely
on secrecy that enriches insiders and seduces
everyone else (Beneyio, 1990 : 4). Given this
secrecy, behind the apparent batiles beiween
management and sharcholders. "over who will
control the large public corporation and in
whose interest it will be operasted,” there is an-
other baitle "between management and thie
small group of financial entrepreneurs who
know the metics and strategies of takeovers,
green mailings, ‘poison pills’ and 2o on: that is,
the srravegies of seduction” (Beneyto, 19490 4),
Thus, LBOs, junk bonds, and other such inno-
vations are part of the ransformation of “man-
agenal copitalism,” which was driven by the
satisfaction of consumer needs, into a "casino
capitalism” driven by seduction and the cre-
ation of desine.

In this new casino capitalism, finance be-
comes more visible as symbolic action, Perpet-
ual floating rate notes, vield curve notes and
dual currency notes, 1w name a few, are now
traded as casually ns the stock of firms that ac-
tually produce poods and services. The wave of
mergers and takeovers of the 1980s also ex-
pressed this "paper entrepreneunalism,” foral-
though some transactions could be justified "in
terms of rationalization or diversification or
corporale interests, the thrust was more often
than not to gain paper profits without roubling
with actual production™ {Harvey, 1989 - 163;
see Reich, 1983). Speculators now scam a glo-
bal stock market the way TV viewers scan glo-
bal channels, never stopping long enough to
make a commitment to what they view. Spec-
ulators and other new financial experis form a
whole new class of value finders and image ma-
nipulators with their own yuppie culture, their
close attention o symbolic capital, fashion, and
quality of life, and a corresponding dis-interest
in class or party politics (Harvey, 1989 @ 331-
332}, This new class of consumers eases the
flow between the agstheticized economy and
the commoditization of aesthetics.

Perhaps one could even say that capitalism
has riumphed over socialism because it decon-
structed 1ts own rationality and substilted for
it a symbolization of desire and the consump-
tion of images, whereas socialism remained
loyal to an ideal rationality of production that
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ultimately was anti-nesthetic. The almost total
commitment of socialism to the objectivist ra-
tionality of the Enlightenment has meant that
the crisis of the modern project has also been a
crisis of socialism (Smart, 1992 : 218, Basman,
1991 - 263, 266). Capitalism was more effec-
tive i its creative selfdestructions than social-
tzm. Perhaps 8 tuming point for this deconstruc-
tion was the stagflationary crisis of the 70s,
which “induced capitalism to performn a creative
Ul-tur ¢ . capitalism ook over the realm of the
collective and individual imagination and start-
ed 1o create its own markel. Instead of relying
on preexising consumer needs, capitalism sug-
gested, mdoced, and created the desires of its
consumers. In one of its most spectacular hos-
tile takeovers, capitalism succeeded in appro-
priating its most basic contradictions, the realm
of human dreams; capitalism ok over the Un-
conscious and now supplies itself with its own
desires” (Beneyto, 1990 : 7).

But this hardly resolves the issue because, in
surmounting its earlier contradictions, capital-
ism became aestheticized just as its scientific
legitimation in economics became an irrational
theology. So perhaps the guestion, "Who real-
Iy won, capitalism or the avant-garde ?” is itself
nolonger relevant, since the opposition has past
its critical moment and, instead, we are faced
with new challenges — how 1o imagine another
aesthetics, another economics, another mode of
critique and inmsformation of pesimodemn cap-
italism ps symbaolic aotion,

Postmodern Modes of Manufacture

A postmodern capitalism is evident in the
sphere of production as well as finance and cod-
sumption. Management and manufacturing in-
creasing are dome in virtual times and spaces in
which the "product™ becomes almost inciden-
tal to its simulation. In core capitalist econo-
mies, the physical ("real”) manufacturing is
often but a moment in the cybemetic ("hyper-
real”) processes of planning, design, marketing,
and communication, Moreover, with the rela-
tive decline of rust-belt manufacturing in the
corg states and the increasing importance of
information, communication and sérvices gen-
erally, the older categones of "production” and
“eonsumplion” themselves are blurred as both
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become increasingly hyper-real.

The cybemetic systems that enable intema-
tional financial trading and communication,
and that have helped revolutionize office work,
andl also used in reshaping design and manufac-
turing of products and the assembling of entire
systems of production. Today inadvanced sec-
tors most of manufactuning is "virtual” or purely
symbolic — that is, up to M) per cent of the in-
vestmeni is in social, comimunicative, and in-
formatic activities — and is made long before
anything physical gets produced. In the service
sector this physical part of production drops to
almost nothing, like the value of the paper on
which a legal briet is printed.

The revolution in advanced manufacturing is
partly impelled by new bases of competition,
Led by Japan, higher quality became a top pri-
ority in the 1980s. Now quality is largely tak-
en for granted and the competitive edge has
shifted to speed and flexibility. Much of this
change has been brought about by the fragmen-
tation of markets, both in size and in time. As
mnovations shorten the life cycles of products,
production runs become smaller and hence the
useful life of any manufacturing system de-
signed for a single product becomes shorter. As
customers increasing ly demand products that fit
the ir specific needs, the age of mass production
shiifts wo an age of mass customization in which
products literally are "made for you.”

In these transformations, profit efficiencies
in the core economies of the world system have
been preserved through agile, cybernetic, or
virtual manulaciuring, especially in product
dezign and assembly and the coordination of
work both within and belween enlerprises.
Compames want well designed products, and
they want them produced guickly . Traditional
assembly production can be highly efficient
only with relatively constant raies of ouipul. a
small range of products, and large producis
runs. By conurast, machines that are program-
mable by computer can provide greater flexibil-
ity, precision, and efhiciencies even wilhh - mass
procluction in lots of one.” For example, Inger-
soll, a company that makes machimes, Dopes o
grow with this sort of equipment now hat the
commuodity machine-tool business bas peen
capiured by firms in low-wage and lower-tech
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Fordist economies.

The most innovative moment of a comput-
er-controlled machine iz when information is
made flesh without human intervention. The
worlds of "mind” and "matter” that meet here
are very different, The immaterial world of in-
formation allows perfection that material things
cannot match; its pure forms and absolute cer-
tainties make information easy to share and
potentially boundless, but also hard to grip or
control, By contrast, matter is awkward, unpre-
dictable, and flawed, but also solid, graspable,
waorkable, Until recently, these two worlds con-
joined only in humanity: We are creatures of
both thought and action and have imposed our
intentions onto and into the material world,
making physical things carry information
around, not just explicitly as wriling or record-
ings, but also implicitly as in well-designed
tonls that embody knowledge and purpose.
Heidegger showed this in his example of the
broken hammer — we know it embodies our in-
tentions when, broken, we cannot use it o re-
alize them. Today, however, information can
fow with apparent freedom from either mind
or matter in a neo-waorld that exisis within and
between computers. Computers let designers
and manufactureres imagine and play with
ideas with great matenial freedom, multiplying,
sharing, and manipulating them almost without
cost, long before anything physical is put to-
gether,

(iiven such capabilities, knowing how to
design, plan and coordinate production is be-
coming more important than physically trans-
forming the raw materials into a product. Some
of these features are illusrrated by CADVC AM
- compuier aded design and manufaciuring -
whici reduce the ume needed and increase the
aecuracy acheved. Good design is the key
manufacturing products that pertorm excellent-
Iy and reliably, that are easily fixed if damaged,
and thatare made cheaply and quickly. CAD fa-
cilitates all these processes— it culs design time
by as much as 90 per cent, makes perfect cop-
ies at the touwch of a button, and incorporates
changes quickly and easily. A design made with
CAD can be transmitted perfecily from one
place or part of the firm (o anotber, or from firm
0 subcontractors who can now know almost
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immediately exactly what is wanted and pro-
gramme their machines to make it, whether
they are across the sireel or across the ocean.
CAD also enables the transmission of designs
directy to machines that will follow them per-
fectly so that a part or product can be conceived
in San Jose, California and constrocted in San
José, Costa Rica in a seamless cybemnetic flow.
This allows manufacturers to redesign what it
means (o manufaciure (Economist, 5 March
1954:T). This new mode of integrating intelli-
gence into matter, of forming things by think-
ing, has been hailed as a technological revolu-
tion of the imagination ; “"What iron, steel and
reinforced concrete were in the late 19th and
early 20th centuries, software is now : the pre-
eminent medivm for building new and vision-
ary structures” {Gelrenter 1989:66).

The use of computer aided design (CAL) at
Du Pont, for example, enables engineers o
view amodel of a chemical-processing plant in
three dimensions. The views can easily be ro-
tated on the screen for quick checking for fit and
other factors. Anotherexample is the design of
drugs without chemeials. At Merck Sharp &
Dohme, models of DNA molecules are manip-
ulated by CALY in ways that move drug design
from the laboratory to the compuier screen.
IMug researchers also can factor in demograph-
ic, epidemiological, and marketing information
in order to design pharmaceuticals with high
yields both in therapy and profits, all without
leaving their consoles.

Similar ransfommations are laking place in
product assembly. Boeing's jel transport, the
767, was largely designed and assembled
through use of cybermetic representations. " Parts
and assemblages displayed on the screen could
be fitted, analyzed, and subjected to simulated
stresses before they existed in tangible form.
That saved time and improved design as well”
(Young, 1982 : 200). A generation later, the first
Boeing 777 was put together in the largest fac-
tory in the world. Instead of building mock-ups
of this new airplane 1o make sure that its mil-
lions of parts fit together, the very first 777 was
a functional fyipg machine. But in facta mock-
up bad been made - in trillions of byies of in-
formation stored in the company's mainframe
compuiers. Using computer (re)presentations of
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the virtual girplane, engineers had checked each
part to ensure that they all would fit together
before any pieces were actually made. This
method was suceessful, “When the wings of the
first 777 were attached o ils waist, the pont wing
tip was outof position by a thousandih of an inch;
the starboard wing was positioned as accurate-
Iy as the gauges could measure” (Economist, 5
March 1994:7),

What CAD-CAM can do for the design of
particular products, other cybemetic sysiems do
for an entire manufacturing operation - the
emergence of a virtual firm or network of firms.
Is shipping parts {rom a Singapore plant an eas-
ier way to fulfil an urgent order than building
them on the spot? How soon and at what cost?
Buch cybernetically available information not
only enhances profit efficiencies. italso allows
manufacturers o promise imely delivenies or
proffer discounts with confidence.

_ Ome precondition for success in such opera-
tions is precise communication to enable pre-
cisely predictable coordination. Because agile
manufacturing is highly sensitive to time, gual-
ity, and costs, and the different companies in-
volved have to know their capabilities and time
requirements exactly. New technologies for
managing factories can build in such exactiude
when a virtual enterprise is assembling iself. In
the American military, for example, a pro-
gramme called CALS will require every new
piece of equipment W come with a form of elec-
tromic product model, in order wo wrn the sup-
ply chain into a sort of virual enterprise, Sim-
ilarly, whole networks of firms are being elec-
romically integrated into complete production
processes, Rather than physically manufactur-
ing products, the lead enterprises in such net-
wiorks assume the role of the central nervous
sysiem that integrates distant and relatively in-
dependent businesses into a single web, In the
clothing business, for example, “fiber produc-
ers, textile manufacturers, apparel makers, and
retail stores used to offer each other their prod-
wcts on the basis of intuition and hope, match-
ing one gnother's desires more or less, and in-
curring delays and losses all the while. A com-
puter network infuses these several businesses
with common and constant intelligence so that
the joint enterprise produces precisely what is
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wanted, sells exactly what is produced, agrees
joinily on what fibers will best serve which fab-
rics, and which fabrics are best for what style
of clothing. In such ways the recalcitrance of
distance, the obduracy of delays, and the oblru-
siveness of unsold and useless merchandise are
reduced” (Borgmann, 1993 70, see Quinn et al.,
1987:57). Through such processes, manufactur-
ing becomes better understood as a mode of
symbolic action than as a mechanical making
of things.

The Postmodern Marker: A Fusion of Aesther-
ics and Consumption

The "aestheticization” of consumplion refers
to the rapid Mow of signs and images that satu-
rate and infuse products, consciousness and
consumption. In theorizing this process, we
extend Marx's fetishization of commuodities o
the commuoditization of fetishes. Marx noted
that exchange value obliterated and replaced
the original use-valoe of things; but in sodoing
it also allowed the commodity to freely float
toward any secondary meaning, wse-value, de-
sire, or what Baudrillard (1972, 1973} called a
"sign value” — a fetish that stands for iself, In
this formulation, consumer capitalism does not
merely extend the materialism of an earlier pro-
ducer capitalism, but also confronts people with
anew dreamworld of desires and asstheticized
images that de-realize reality and realize ap-
pearances into a new hyper-real agsthetic/ecno-
nomic space (Featherstone 1984:270, Haug
1986:52, 1987:123).

With these changes, the Puritan ideology of
early capitalism came into contradiction with
an increasingly hedonist ethic of consumption
now favoured by capitalism itself. The “entre-
preneur’s need W revive seduction, o respond
o competition with ever-more complex plea-
sures, mscribes him n a consumerist ideology
directly at odds with the ‘bourgeois’ virtes of
sobriety, thrift, and hard work that had assured
the development of production” (Beneyto, 1990
: 8-9), The moral liberation or even license nec-
essary for consumption beging to ¢rase the
stricter morality necessary for production.
Products, Life, and capitalism itself become
aestheticized as the manulacture of desire be-
comes indispensable in the making and selling

of things.

As basic needs are satisfied or scen as cssen-
tialized constructions, the production of things
further gives way o the production of wants.
This is precisely where aesthetics and consump-
tion converge, in Desire, the ultimate goddess
of the aesthetic avant-garde, Capitalisis join
artists as both become workers of and on the
imagination. Far from becoming merely irrel-
evant or coopted, the aesthetic is re-integrated
into postmodemn capitalism while retaining its
demiurgical energy. After expropriating desire,
the system re-ligitimates itself in the now he-
roicized figure of the entrepreneur, the dream
maker, the teaser and the pleaser, the econom-
ic artist who elicits and seems almost to fulfill
human desires. Then the focus shifts from the
older dynamics and mechanics of capitalist op-
pression o the production and manipulation of
socinl reality and social subjects, and o how
long the theology of material economic ratio-
nality can survive its next deconstruction.

Omne feature of the postmodern market is the
sheer speed of transaction that new technolo-
gies of electronic communication and data
management enable; purchases by phone, credit
card, or computer are examples. Global market-
ing is achieved by virtue of the ability to col-
lapse physical space into elecironic time which
brings, say, McDonalds into imstantaneous con-
et with the home office in Oakbrook, Hlinois,
and eaters in Bei'ching or Buenos Aires. Such
violations of the older space-time ratios of pre-
ceplion tum transmission into transgression and
communication into contagion. Boundaries are
novw shifted by the market in aciual space-time
the way formerly only artists could do so out of
time in imagingry spaces.

The symhbolism of status through consump-
tiom is perhaps especially significant in complex
societies with a high division of "labor and high
degree of mobility. High mobility requires an
expressive symbolism demonstrating the status
or features of the identity of a person in Muctu-
ating interaction situations. The traditional as-
criptive status and its siable expressive symbol-
ism gels replaced by oscillating changes of
fashions" (Staubmann, 1993 ; 8), The same idea
was suggested by Alexis de Tocqueville (1945)
and Thorstein Veblen { 1899) when they argued
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that the differentiated and Auid American so-
ciety generates expressive symbologies of fash-
ion and money todisplay identity in interactions
with new partners and unknown neighbours.

Such extentions of the "economic” into the
"cultural” are matched by the reverse — the rise
of a symbolic economy, This postmodem mar-
ket of signs has no precedent, and would have
been unrecognizable o Adam Smith or Karl
Marx, neither of whom paid much attention to
consumpon (Hickson, 1992 : 12-13). Instead,
they took culture for granted and saw only re-
lations of production as contested, therehy fe-
tishizing the system of production and the mar-
ket by ignoring processes and settings of labor
formation, knowledge creation, and the consti-
tution of self and desire.

By contrast, it is much more obvious today
how cultural presuppositions limit, shape, and
infuse economic activity, and not only the re-
verse, For example, in postmodern capitalism,
intellectual inmovation is o major, perhaps the
major, factor enabling changes in the means
and relations of production. Changes in cultur-
al styles of consumption and identity similarly
encourage new modes and outputs of produc-
tion, Thus, instead of taking identities and
forms of life for granted (and leaving them ex-
terior o analysis), today a culral economics
needs to focus on the processes of cognitive
mnovation, self-formation, new definitions of
lifestyles and, above all, the creation of desire.

Many authors have noted the extension of the
market into the family and other areas of the
lifeworld. But [am speaking here of a qualita-
tive acceleration of this process in which the
market itself is transformed into a sphere of
ephemeral hyper-realities where "authentic
feelings,” "family values,” and "economic cal-
culation” all melt inw each other. Such o trans-
formation wansfonms the meaning of economy.
The market no longer is exterior (o social sct-
tngs and cultural values from whichitemerged.
Instead, the postmodern market reguires and
creates people who can engage in creative pro-
cesses of consuming the new production,

As past and present or near and far are recy-
cled and mixed into pleasing images, art final-
Iy everywhere infuses areality that is insepara-
ble from itz aesthetic representation, * And so art
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is dead, not only because its critical ranscen-
dence is gone, but because reality iself... has
been confused with its own image™ {Baudril-
lard, 1983 : 151). Mass wurism, films made in
spectacular locations, and the micro-narratives
of adverisements set in exotic climes present
an unlimited range of simulated or virtual ex-
periences. Places that are experienced are pro-
cessed images of place that are stylized and
marketed like any other product in an age of
electronic (rejproduction. Art ceases to be a
distinct, closed-off sphere of experience, he-
cause of the hyper-real blending of the actual
and the virtual extends agsthetic fascination to
everything in a non-intentional surrealistic par-
ody of the world,

Capitalism and aesthetics converge nol only
in the stylization of commodities or the com-
moditization of style, butalso in the absorption
of even anfi-capitalist expressions. For every
anti-commodity counterculiure, there emerges
acommoditized culiure for the sales counter. In
the case of "lip” for example, capitalism appro-
priated whatever might seduce consumers
while discarding whatever was critical or un-
marketable. The appurienances of hip — Ray
Bans, leather jackets, this or that haircut — were
constantly merchandised across America, blur-
ring the lines between the hip and square, cul-
fural resistance and the consumplion of signs
Eventually espresso coffee moved from Green-
wich Village wo McDonald's just as McDonald's
had invaded the Village. The stylized alienation
that made fun of convention enabled people 1o
cathect and consume a stylized mass culture
even while feeling superior to it. The criucal
modemism of "Fleurs de Mal™ became the posi-
modem floors de mall as late capitalism absorbs
its avanigarde crincs,

To perform or even survive as a player in the
wolatile murkets of style requires new skills in
munipulating taste and opinion. One can project
One’s own image 15 4 leader in personal style or
one cin saturate the market with images that
nde the volatility to one’s enrichment as an en-
treprencur, “This means, in either case, the con-
struction of new sign system and imagery,
which ... now assume a much greater impor-
tance in the growth dynamics of capitalism,
Advertizsing ... is no longer built around the idea
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of informang or promoting in the ordinary sense,
but is increasingly geared to manipulating de-
gires and tastes throngh images that may or may
not have anything to do with the product to be
sold" (Harvey, 1980:287). Indeed, it could be
said that capitalism now produces signs and
sign systems more than commodities or, more
precisely, that the commaodity o be sold has
become the image or icon of a sign system it-
self, Corporations today can achieve domina-
tion of markets and subjugation of psyches by
promoting fetish-like brand names that inspire
and are recreated in ritual acts of consumption.
Oligopolies like the big three in tabacco, or
Mike and Reebok in sponts gear, or Nestlés in
canned milk, achieve their market domination
through massive adventising campaigns around
the world. Indeed, one feature of the new world
economy is precisely the globalization and oli-
gopolistic control of mass media that guide that
taste preferences of customers, create new and
superfluous needs, and alter patterns of con-
sumption, according to the requirements of
their business (Wadgymar, 1994 ; 300),

As the marketing of products becomes the
manipulation of signs, the idiom of advertising
is hyperbole. Every claim is not only inflated,
but also elusive, Breathless prose is hung on the
most banal objects. “Incredible Savings! Un-
beatable Prices™ reads a supermarket poster for
napkins. Ad claims are not merely unbehievable
but, more importantly. they are too ambiguous
o be held accountable, "What can it possibly
mean to say that something is "The first sand-
wich big and sty enough for Burger King™? or
‘Clairal's got a whole new lock on curls™? Such
language just sits there, not 0 much persuad-
ing as enticing, conjuring up dreams of plea-
sure, abundance and personal fulfillment”
(Cmil, 1992 : 197).

Advertising's primary cultural effect is a
democraticization of desire. Although market-
ing has litde effect on the economic position of
consumers (except perhaps 1o encourage in-
debtedness) it has yielded a homogenization
and inflation of wants and aspirations (Wilen-
sky, in Cohen and Young, 1974). Such rising
expectations have not led to revolution, howev-
er, nor even to significant protest. Why not?
First, people who produce themselves through
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consumption have difficulty in imagining alter-
natives 1o the consumer society = they have
become passive consumers, not aclive cilizens.
Second, for many people the capitalist system
eventually does deliver. The democratization
of desire stimulates innovation and larger pro-
duction runs, o that goods that formely were
luxuries often become broadly available, ag-
gressively marketed, and avidly consumed by
more and more people as necessities. Even in
China, the "three wanis" of the 1970s = bicycle,
radio, and sewing machine - becamée basic
necds in the 19805 as the motorcycle, television
and refrigerator became the three new wants.
Thus a democratization of goods arrives to sat-
isfy o democratized desire even as other newer
luxury goods emerge at the upper end of the
market 1o re-stimulate desire and re-initiate the
cycle. In the caste system of commodities, peo-
ple may complain that the cargo of consump-
tiom is too meager, or that the rich receive an
unfair measure, but not that the system itself 15
unjust, a sysiem which in any case is constant-
ly reinforced ideologically by the Capitalist Re-
alism of commercial art and advertising, which
in twm motiviates the desire that fuels the dy-
namic of consumption, production and creative
destruction.

Our remarks sugeest that capitalism has won
oot over aesthetics. Through the commoditiza-
tion of art, the organized production of "style”,
and the commercial cooptations of assthetic
protests such as hip, it would seem that capital-
izm has absorbed the avant-garde and tamed the
aesthetic and even political critigues that have
dogged it since the industrial revolution, But
perhaps the reverse is true, Perhaps the aesthet-
ics of irrationality, style and desire have ab-
sorbed the disciplined and ascetic rationality of
an earlier capitalism. Perhaps notcapitalism bt
the aesthetic avant-garde has won by acstheti-
cizing the political economy. Or perhaps it is
impossible totell the difference. As the acsthet-
ic avant-garde looks toooften like kitsch and as
entrepreneurship becomes a stylistic manipula-
tiom of images, it becomes more difficult wo dis-
tinguish the impresario from the artist or the
stockbroker from the surrealist.

Once recognized as symbaolic action, eco-
nomic activities cease to be an isolated facet of
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human experience. Instead, the meanings of
finance, production and consumption are
viewed as being continually redefined (Dou-
glas and Isherwood, 1978 : 68). This is true of
local firms and markets as well as of national
and international economic processes, since
ultimately producers and consumers alike re-
main actors in the creation of value.

Semiotics, Symbolism, and Social Theory

We have tried to cast the net of symbolic
realism over the big fish of economics, mostly
through empirical examples. But our remarks
alsoy have some general implications for semi-
otic and social theories of contemporary polit-
ical economy. Une way to develop the implica-
tions for semiotic theory would be to extend the
idea of linguistic value to include value in gen-
eral. Stated slightly differently, we would re-
code Marxism into a Burkean semiotics that
subsumed the political economy of commodi-
ties under a political economy of signs. To see
how this might be done, we should first distin-
guish interactionist theories that see language
as a system of signification from positivist the-
ories that view language as a system of reépre-
sentation. [n the representationist view of lan-
guage, objects, ideas, relationships, selves, or
institutions exist independently from the lan-
guage that is used to describe them; messages
are formulated to convey (or disguise) the
meaning of extra-linguistic things. The speak-
er encodes this extralinguistic reality into
words and sentences and transmits it to an au-
dience in the form of a message, which the au-
dignce then decodes (Thompson, 1989 ;7).

By contrast, in the more Burkean view of
language as a system of signification, the cru-
cial category is the sign or symbaol. In this view,
linguistic values do nol involve any pre-exist-
ing things or ideas but emanate from the prac-
tice of communication itself, which involves
exchanges of linguistic values through which
things, persons, and relations of power are de-
fined and constituted. This "economy of signs”
is not 5o different from a monetary economy.
As Saussure noted, in linguistics "as in politi-
cal economy we are confronted with the notion
of value; both sciences are concerned with a
system for equating things of different orders -
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labor and wages in one and signified and signi-
fier in the other” (1982:11, 1966-79, And it is
unimportant whether the signifier of value (the
money-image) be coins, paper, cowrie shells, or
computer bits. Money talks, though it may use
a wide range of phonemic markers.

If we push this conception further, we could
say that the sign constructs its own adequate
signified. In this formulation, the signifier dom-
inates the signified, and we direct our attention
o the conditions of discourse in order to under-
stand the generation of memning. Meaning is not
something already formed prior to its articula-
tion. for which language serves only a:a mech-
anism of transmission, [nstead, the "play” of
meaning and sense is in the play of signification
itsell, as exemplified by the system of signs that
miake up those very means of significaton (Th-
ompson, 1989 :8).

If we transfer this way of thinking to the case
of money or commodities, we see that both neo-
classical and Marxist economics assume the
representational theory of language, and thus
treat money as a sign of something else. Both
s¢e money as a means of representing value,
though they differ as o what the value is. For
neo-classical theorists, "value” is given by the
utility obtained from the use of the commodi-
ty. "The amount of money ConsUmErs ang pre-
pared to pay fora commaodity depends upon the
utility they derive from it. OF course, that util-
ity cannot be observed directly. It must be rep-
resented by money because it remains hidden.
In Marxist theories, money is a phenomenal
form of value, where value is determined by the
abstract labour power embodied in that com-
maodity” (Thompson, 1989 © 8). Here again, la-
bour value can never be seen directly but only
a5 itis "transformed” into money and prices. In
both neo-classical and Marxian conceptions,
then, it is the representation of value that we
ohserve — the realm of money and prices — and
not the deeper reality of utility or labour that is
sand o determine ii.

This representational theory distinguished
appearance (representation) from reality (the
deeper meaning, structure, éte,) and then de-
codes the appearance to get to the underlying
reality. The absent reality becomes present
through its representation, It is both absent and
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present at the same time. If we strictly applied
positivist canons to such thinking, it would ap-
pear to be a logical contradiction, even an ex-
ample of mystical thought, as in the absent pres-
ence of Christ's blood and Uesh in the wine and
wafer. In Marxist literature this is called the
"transformation problem "

By contrast, if we take seriously the view of
language as signification, we understand the
signifier to “construct” the signified. Analo-
gously, money does not represent anything in
terms of an extralinguistic domain of uility or
vitllue, Instead, money "constructs” value, bt
on the same semaotic "surface” as money itself,
Thus "value™ and “money” are synonymous.
This view of money and value as “appearance”
or "surface” would become more plausible if it
were understood in the context of a general the-
ory of economic action as symbolic action.
Such a theory is hinted at in some of the writ-
ings of Marx (1971:17), as when he companed
the fetishism of language to the fetishism of
money: "I is no less false W compare money
with language. It is not the case that deas are
transmuted in language in such o way that their
particular nature disappears and their social
character exists alongside them n lanugage, as
prices exists alongside goods, [deas do not ex-
15t apart from language.”

We could extend this point and say that the
world does not form speech, but that speech
forms the world or, more precisely, gives form
tor the world (Roche, 1973 0 79-80; Meehan and
Wiood, 1985 : 218-224). Class, economic ex-
change, and value take their existence and form
in their linguistic ennctment. In Capital Marx
followed the logico-empiricism of Feuerbach
and 5o he conceived of the value of goods as an
expression of the labour of those who produced
them. But he also argued in the more Hegelian
Crrurdrisse that, under capitalism, language
becomes reified. Langange becomes the "agent
of divorce™ (Marx, 1971 71). Like virtue, love,
or conviction, which men had eoce considered
inalienable, language tod becomes "an object of
exchange, or traffc_.. [Whiat] (il then had been
communicated, but never sold, acquired, but
never bought ... passed into commerce.”

Seen as symbolic action, economics be-
comes i subject both of semiotics and pragmat-
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ics of communication. As objects have become
commodities and relationships ones of com-
modity exchange, the use value of things or
people is subordinated to their exchange value.
This exchange value is stated in terms of mon-
ey, the purest of signs since it now stands for
virtually anyihing (Marx, 1946; Simmel, 1974;
Lukics, 1971; Kelemen, 1982), As Baodrillard
(1981 : 63y said, "The object isnothing.. . but the
different types of relations and significations
that converge, contradict themselves, and twist
around it." This semiotic critique of the politi-
cal economy of the sign parallels the earher
Marxist critigue of the political economy of the
commaodity. Indeed, in a Marzian (or Burkean}
semiotics, they become the same critigue, since
commaodites use and exchange value, where-
as "the sign... combines the signifier and the
signified. A Marxian semiotics merges these
two structures into a single structure thatl may
be called the signified commodity” (Baudril-
lard, 1975, 1981; see Denzan, 1987).

The conception of postmodemn capitalism as
symbolic action also implies a reformulation of
social theories of political economy. Symbal-
ic realism dizscovers emotionality as a source of
social integration, which, as we noted, is gen-
erally overlooked in Marxist a8 in economistic
or uitlitarian social theory. As Durkheim ob-
served (1893/1960), the viability of rational
contracts depends on non-rational foundations
of complementary trust. Hobbesians and utili-
tarians solve this problem by assuming an in-
strumental superordinate Power. But this sim-
ply shifts the problem o a higher political lev-
el of how o explain the commitment (O power.
By contrast, Talcott Parsons argued that pre-
constructed contractual trust was securéd
through a shared normative culture inculcated
imto people through socialization {Staubmann,
19493 ;&) Bot the characier of this socialization
is never explained. The Marxist tradition pro-
vides an altemate to the problem of order or soli-
darity as it arises in contract theories of society
— the fraud of ideological domination or, fail-
ing that, the force of the capitalist state,

Randall Collins offers yet another solution o
the dilemma of social solidarity, one that secks
also to preserve his basic conflict theoretical
approach. Collins argues that non-rationality at
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the micro-social level is a basis for domination
at the macro-social level by the more intemal-
ly cohesive groups. Thus, Collins replaces
Marx's cognitive and instrumental concept "of
class or group consciousness with a Durkheim-
1an notion of growp solidanty based on ritual
and emotion, in which solidarity i3 seen asa pre-
requisite of instrumental macro-phenomena
like conflict and domination” (Staubmann,
1993 : a1 As Collmns sad (1992 2 4, 24) : "One
of the central discoveries of sociology is that ra-
tonality is limited and appears only wnder cer-
tain conditions. More than that © society itself
is ultimately based not upon reasoning or ratio-
nal agreement but upon a non-ratonad founda-
tion,... The basic nature of politics is disagree-
ment and struggle among various factions, But
the key pointis, that ao particedar facrion wonuld
be able to dominare others ifivlacked solidar-
ity in ity own ranks. For a group to have this
solidarity, its members must stop calculating
their own self-interest vis-a-vis each other and
feel only their commaon imterest as a group, This
requires that somehow they share 4 noo-ratio-
nal genument that makes them want W contrb-
ute to the group instead of being free riders. It
15 for this reason that ideologies, symbols, and
Emolons are so important in politics” (Staub-
mann, 1993 : 6). However ingenious, this for-
mulabon depends on a segregation of macro-
structure from micro-action, and a view of
emotions as individual or soical/psychological
phenomena. This is misleading. As Staubmann
(1993 : 6) puts it, "Neither arl, nor emolions can
be understood properly in this perspective. The
macrolevel of a universalistic culture as well as
the dynamics of g otal society are constitutive
for expressive-aesthetic action in general. Emo-
tomalty and art, as well as science and econo-
my, have to be seen a8 micro and macro phe-
nomend.”

Cither views of the relations of culiure and
economics appear in the debate over postmod-
ernism, especially in effons to link its dynam-
ics (0 changes in the structure of capitalhsm.
Frederic Jameson (1992), for example, peri-
odizes postmodermnism as the culture cormelate
of the late capitalist stage of capitalism. Anoth-
er kind of Marxist, David Harvey (1989), con-
siders postmodemism as a phenomenon of cul-
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ture that develops in response o the capitalist
crisis of overaccumulation. "THe suggests that in
the past the crisis of overaccumulation was
countered by the extension of capitalism into
new markets around the world especially in
third world countries. As these opporiunities
have declined in the present, capital reworks the
hipine markets by accelerating the wmover in
use of commodities with the aid of advertising
and by switching to new, more customized pro-
duction techniques, such as flexible organiza-
tion, The outcome, at present, is the articulation
of commodity production with fashion and a
rapid, speeded-up process of consumption that
15 hased on the consumpition of image alone —
all of which are characteristics of postmodern-
ism"” (Gottdiener, 1995 © 134),

Put somewhat differently, both Jameson and
Harvey place the operations of ideclogy at a
dilferent location in the circuit of capital accu-
muliation that did Marx = not so much in pro-
cesses of valorizing and stabilizing production,
as in the realization and circulaton of surplus
value through markets and conduits for invest-
ment. Here the ideology of consumensm plays
a major role. Indeed, Harvey seeks to reduce
and appropriate analyses of postmodem culture
to an epiphenomenon of world captialist dy-
MAMiLCs,

In contrast of all these views, the soc10-semi-
otic approach has the advantage of being able
1o specify in rich detail the mutual transforma-
tions of culture and political economy. Rather
than some totalizing view of either culiure or
political economy, such an approach sees both
48 socio-semiotic systems through which (cul-
tural and economic) value is generated, trans-
formed and exchanged. Signs, images, and feel-
ings matter in both culture and political eocon-
omy, but not quite in the says that Parsons,
Collins, Jamesonor Harvey suggest. This is not
to say that Burke or Durkheim had all the an-
swers, Durkheim, especially, had little to say
about power. But they did develop theones of
symhbolic action oot of which both selves and
social structures are generated, and these theo-
ries, developed later by poststructuralists and
postmodemists, promise to give us richer un-
derstandings of postmodem capitalism as sym-
holic action, and of power not only as political
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domination and economic exploitation but also
as the creative constitution and subjugation of
selves and socigties.
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