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Hegemony Now?  An Unfinished Article on Hegemony and Schizoanalysis  !
Prefatory Note 
In 2008 I gave a paper at the first Deleuze Studies confeence in Cardiff, which made some fairly 
tentative remarks on possibiliy productive relationships between Gramscian and schizonanalytic 
thought. This is a topic which I’ve explored in several pieces of published work, but usually quite 
tangentially. I was asked to contribute a version of the paper to a (then) forthcoming issue of 
Deleuze Studies on Deleuze and Marxism. I found, however, that once I’d started trying to work 
through some of the issues, the piece had become far too long and still wasn’t nearly finished. In 
particular I came to the conclusion that none of the theoretical corpuses at my disposal had 
available a really thought-through concept of interests, and that this was what my and others’ 
theorisation of hegemony tended to lack.  !
In the end I sent the editors of the journal issue a hurriedly truncated version of the article which 
was promptly and unsurprisingly rejected by the reveiwers, who made some very fair and accurate 
comments. I was quite relieved - the article felt like the beginning of a long project, possibly a short 
book, rather than a self-contained piece. So I put it to one side to come back to it later.  !
I still intend to do this, particularly through re-visiting the question of the theorisation of interests, 
which I think can’t be properly understood either in terms of the ‘realist’ theory of hegemony 
offered by writers such as Jonathan Joseph or in terms of the post-structuralist and pyschonalytic 
frameworks which have tended to subsistute a broad concept of identity for any conception of 
intersts as such. My basic working hypothesis is that we could understand intersts in terms of the 
Deleuzo-Bergsonian category of the ‘virtual’ and could bring this together with Laclau’s positiong 
of demands as the basic units of political discourse. Interests might be conceptualised as 
virtualtities, as bundles of mathematically real potentialities for becoming which might or might not 
achieve expression under political circumstances. We might understand ‘demands’ as the forms 
which interests take when they reach a certain level of actualistation, which is not the same as 
relisation (i.e. actually getting what’s being demanded)- interests which have been actualised in a 
political form become explicit (or relatively explicit) demands which can then enter into political 
contestation in the attempt actually to be realised. Interests which are never even atualised as 
demands would have a status roughtly equivalent to what traditional Marxism has called the 
‘objective interests’ of groups who have not achieved class consciousness.  !
That’s as far as I’ve got with thinking about that and when I’ve got further I will write up all of the 
material for actual publication and will probably take down this draft version of the article. But for 
now I’m going to put this online mainly because I showed it to my PhD student Alex Williams 
recently and he seemed to find it quite useful.  !
The final thing I will say about this is the article does take a very mild pop at the ‘post-hegemony’ 
arguments made by Scott Lash and Nick Thoburn. This shouldn’t be interprested as any kind of 
general critique of the work of those two scholars, with which I’m always at least 99% in sympathy.  !
Okay so here is the article… !
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 Hegemony Now?   
Deleuze, Guattari, Gramsci 

Jeremy Gilbert !!
Why write about Deleuze, Guattari and Gramsci together at all? Don’t these names belong to 
entirely different histories of thought? Is there really any reason to think of them together, except as 
naming two entirely distinct moments, two - possibly parallel, but in no way convergent or mutually 
convertible - trajectories? Should just any two or three philosophers be rounded up, roped together, 
and forced into conversation, merely for the sake of argument? Perhaps they should, but that isn’t 
the only reason I can offer for wanting to conduct the particular experiment that I propose here: to 
think Deleuze, Guattari and Gramsci together, for a while. !
The first such reason is straightforwardly disciplinary. Within the field of cultural studies, the 
lasting importance of Gramsci (Hall 1996: 266-72)- or at least of a particular, Anglophone Gramsci 
(Hall 1997: 27) - can hardly be overstated. While various commentators may have declared the 
waning of that influence to be either a partially achieved event, or a desirable outcome (Hall 2006; 
Lash 2007; Thoburn 2007), there can be no question that it has shaped the field in several ways; 
such that few attempts to make theoretical innovations, or even to defend theoretical orthodoxies 
(real or imagined), within cultural studies can avoid passing through some engagement with 
Gramsci and his concepts.  !
At the same time, cultural studies is one of the areas of work within which the influence of 
Deleuzian thought has been felt strongly in recent years. Some have posited this as marking a 
necessary break with the Gramscian legacy (Thoburn 1997), while others have either posited a 
marked potential affinity between Deleuzian thought and existing strands of anglophone cultural 
theory (Seigworth 1996) or argued for analytical models within cultural studies which bring 
together concepts and methods drawn from the work of Deleuze & Guattari, Gramsci and Foucault 
(Grossberg 1992). Deleuzian critics of hegemony theory (e.g. Day 2005) have tended to present a 
drastically oversimplified account of Gramsci’s ideas, of the ideas of those amongst his later 
interpreters to have had the most influence on cultural studies, and of the political traditions with 
which they have been closely connected. If nothing else, the picture presented by such critics is 
sufficiently distorted and misleading to warrant immediate correction. This latter point also touches 
on a related set of possible reasons - both political and philosophical- for engaging in this 
experiment. The caricaturing of Gramsci and ‘Gramscian’ theory by writers drawing explicitly on 
Deleuze for inspiration is not limited to interventions in cultural studies, but is also present in a 
certain strand of philosophical and political writing. The real problem with the simplifications and 
mis-readings which characterise such work is not, of course, the suggestion that there are 
fundamental differences between ‘Gramscian’ and ‘Deleuzian’ positions; it is rather the fact that an 
inaccurate portrait of the former (or, indeed, the latter) can only serve to obscure the real and 
potentially more productive points of difference between them.  !!
We can see another reason for wanting to bring together these thinkers by considering the work of 
those aforementioned commentators who have already tried to do so. Most notably, Lawrence 
Grossberg, a key figure in U.S. cultural studies, has consistently set out and deployed a theoretical 
analytical framework drawing in part on both Gramsci and Deleuze / Guattari. The argument for 
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such a procedure is quite simple. From a certain perspective, the core project which Gramsci 
undertakes in his best-known writings is precisely the same as that undertaken in Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia: to map the changing dynamics of power within the social field of twentieth-century 
capitalism, developing conceptual tools for the analysis and potential transformation of the resultant 
social relations. Indeed, these two bodies of work share certain distinct features which arguably 
mark them out from most comparable oeuvres. In both cases, it is the complexity and relative 
contingency of social relations which is emphasised. As such, both perspectives emphasise the 
dependence of any given social formation upon dynamic relations of force, and thus accord a 
certain logical priority to politics (very broadly conceived as the domain of struggle, invention, 
innovation and intervention) in the constitution of social relations. This is perhaps an opportune 
moment to signal what will be one of my major argument: there is no transcendental principle in 
Gramsci’s conception of the social, his concept of ‘hegemony’ (and most subsequent refinements of 
it) implying an immanence of power to social relations which most ‘Deleuzian’ critics of the 
concept have completely failed to grasp, and which they ought logically to endorse. !
 At the same time as sharing this emphasis on the complexity and contingency of social relations, 
Gramsci shares with Deleuze & Guattari an interest in the regulation and organisation of desire 
within contemporary capitalism. The precise nature of the relationships between desire and 
production is arguably the key to understanding any given social formation according to the model 
presented in Anti-Oedipus (Deleuze & Guattari 1983), which in fact opens with by positing 
‘desiring-production’ as a singular concept. Similarly, in arguably his most prescient essay, 
‘Americanism and Fordism’ (Gramsci 1971: 279-322), Gramsci reflects upon the precise 
configuration of repressions and potentiations by which the bodies of industrial workers must be 
affected, if they are to function as an element of the new ‘Fordist’ assemblage: an assemblage which 
connects the Taylorist factory, the new interventionist mechanisms of the New Deal state, the 
emergent practices of consumerism, and a redeployed set of disciplinary techniques which now 
work on the body/soul of the worker as they once did on that of the prisoner, the patient, or the child 
(Foucault 1977; 1979). What emerges here from both Gramsci’s account and that of Deleuze / 
Guattari is a picture which is both properly Marxian in is emphasis on the transformatory power of 
capitalism and irreducibly political in its emphasis on the complex nature of capital’s interactions 
with social and state institutions. Arguably this understanding differentiates both Gramsci and 
Deleuze / Guattari from most social theorists of the industrial epoch, who tended to understand the 
mutual dependence of the processes of industrialisation, bureaucratisation, commodification and 
capital accumulation as self-evident, and as symptomatic of a unilinear telos of modernisation (e.g. 
Weber 1974; Adorno & Horkheimer 1997). By contrast, both Gramsci’s account and Deleuze / 
Guattari’s place a much heavier stress on the relative historical contingency of the particular social 
formations within which capital accumulation can proceed and through which it can pass.  
Along with these demonstrable conceptual overlaps go a number of - arguably coincidental, but not 
insignificant - points of similarity between these different figures. Guattari and Gramsci stand out 
amongst the pantheon of 20th century radicals as figures whose theoretical innovation always 
emerges directly from an experimental praxis in which a great deal more is at stake than is normally 
the case for scholarly work of any kind (there are other comparable personalities, of course: 
Luxembourg, Lenin, Negri, etc.). Gramsci’s activism and journalism - as a leader of the factory-
councils movement, founder of L’Unita, and eventually as leader of the Italian Communist Party 
during the year of Mussolini’s ascent to power - obviously extended way beyond the occasional 
dabbling typical of most ‘engaged’ intellectuals (the present author included). Similarly, Guattari 
was an influential actor as a political agitator and an experimental therapist before he wrote 
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anything significant; both his therapeutic work at the Le Borde clinic (see Oury 2007) and his 
political work (for example, standing as a Green candidate in regional elections in 1992) carried on 
throughout his life. Of course these very superficial biographical similarities mean nothing in 
themselves, but in each case they give rise, with a peculiar urgency, to a markedly similar set of 
preoccupations: the problems of enabling collective agency in a complex social situation; the 
mutual imbrication of power and desire; the changing nature of industrial capitalism. It is perhaps 
then unsurprising that each of these scholar-activists has left, as one of the last major works signed 
with his name, a set of reflections on the practice and study of philosophy (Deleuze & Guattari 
1994; Gramsci 1971: 323-77). It is certainly true that the normative presuppositions which each of 
these writers brings to bear upon these themes are quite different, at least at a first glance: Gamsci, 
the stern Leninist - who seems almost to welcome the Fordist assembly line-worker as an 
embryonic Stakhanovite revolutionary - is apparently very far indeed from sharing the libertarian 
vitalism which Deleuze & Guattari inherit from Bergson and Nietzsche. As Negri points out 
(Casarino & Negri: 2008: 164), Gramsci’s objective is not something resembling the ‘molecular 
revolution’ which Guattari was to advocate (Guattari 1977): it was the dictatorship of the proletariat 
(although it is worth noting that the ‘molecular’ perspective was not lost on Gramsci at all, who 
uses the term ‘molecular’, in much the same sense as Guattari, many times in the Prison 
Notebooks). And yet in both cases, a similar set of philosophical gestures is what produces their 
political conclusions: on the one hand, a direct engagement with the the Leninist revolutionary 
problematic and its legacy (Guattari 1977: 29-82; Gramsci 1971: 197), under conditions which are 
radically different from those which gave birth to it in imperial Russia; on the other hand, a refusal 
of any sentimental humanism as a limiting factor on the revolutionary imagination.  !
In a short article such as this one, there is obviously no chance of fully doing justice to the potential 
inherent in any encounter between these very complex thinkers. As such I will limit myself to the 
one key theme which forms the main contention between ‘Gramscian’ and ‘anti-Gramscian’ thought 
within both cultural studies and Deleuzian thought, and which has a direct bearing upon practices of 
political and cultural analysis. Before beginning, however, another limiting factor is important to 
note. Inevitably, the ‘Gramsci’ of whom I write will be, to a large extent, the Anglophone Gramsci 
who appeared on the scene with the translation and publication of Selections from the Prison 
Notebooks in 1971 (Gramsci 1971). The history of the selective publication of Gramsci’s work in 
Italy and of the mobilisation of that work in the support of particular political projects is a complex 
story which has profoundly affected the ways in which Gramsci is read (or not read) in that context 
(Cesare & Negri: 160-4), and the same is true of the tale of Gramsci’s translation and mobilisation 
in the English-speaking world (most notably Britain in the 1970s and 1980s) (Hall 1988: 161-73). It 
is crucial, however, not to assume that these respective histories can simply be mapped on to each 
other: to assume, for example, that ‘Gramsci’ was being used for the same things in Britain in the 
1970s as ‘Gramsci’ was being used for in Italy in the 1950s, or that either of these uses exhaust the 
possibilities of his ideas. Nor, conversely, should any reader assume that I am qualified to comment 
authoritatively on anything other than the widely-circulated English version of ‘Gramsci’, or that 
my commentary should be read as claiming any such authority. However, it is worth noting one 
further point here: in the post-war period, Gramsci became an iconic figure of the mainstream 
communist movement in Italy, even as it passed along its journey from revolutionary Marxist-
Leninism to centrist reformism. Following the publication of Hardt & Negri’s Empire (Hardt & 
Negri 2000), there has been a notable upsurge of interest amongst Anglophone readers in that 
current of radical thought with which Negri has been associated and which has always been 
antagonistic to social democracy and to mainstream party communism in Italy (Wright 2002; 
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Thoburn 2003). The result is a situation in which some Anglophone commentators, and so 
presumably some readers, seem to have a much better understanding of the politics of the Italian 
context than they do of the British context which generated a very particular set of uses and 
readings of Gramsci in the 1970s and 1980s, and to make rather simplistic judgements about the 
implicit politics of any reference to Gramscian concepts as a consequence. I make these remarks 
simply by way of a warning against any over-hasty judgements on the political valencies of 
Gramsci’s thought which might depend upon such partial and particular knowledges. What is clear 
enough is that Gramsci himself would probably not have recognised much of his own politics in 
that of any of these, his various legatees and posthumous critics. He was, after all, neither a social 
democrat nor a Eurocommunist nor an Autonomist, but a Comintern loyalist largely preoccupied 
with the struggle against fascism. The question of what abstract conclusions and what political 
implications of his analyses can be drawn by and for political actors in very different context is 
therefore of necessity a contentious one. Having made these provisos, I want now to consider the 
salience of the most important concept by far to have been taken from Gramsci into this 
Anglophone concept, which is also the concept to have provoked the most hostility amongst 
‘Deleuzian’ commentators: hegemony. !
Hegemony 
There is essentially one key question that I want to address in relation to the notion of hegemony: is 
there any place, or any need, for a notion of ‘hegemony’ in the analytic schemas developed by 
Deleuze & Guattari, most notably in the latter sections of A Thousand Plateaus and in Deleuze’s 
Foucault? Does this elaborate framework not simply obviate the need for any such old-fashioned 
concept? Does its retention add anything to the capacity of this conceptual toolkit to make effective 
analyses of contemporary formations? Is it a tool that anyone who has studied Deleuze & Guattari 
(and, perhaps, Foucault) still needs in their kit?  !
In order to answer this question, it is necessary to arrive at some sense of what ‘hegemony’ means 
for Gramsci. This is not easy, as it is by no means a point of agreement amongst his commentators 
that Gramsci even uses the term to designate a stable concept. A number of key points can be set out 
as more-or-less uncontentious, however. Gramsci certainly inherited the notion of ‘hegemony’ from 
Russian communist writers - notably Lenin and Plekhanov - who had been initially concerned with 
the problem of how to establish the proletariat (under communist leadership) as the leading element 
of a revolutionary coalition and then as the leading social group in a post-revolutionary society. 
Gramsci’s key innovations were to develop this idea in the very different social context of early 
twentieth-century Italy and to extend the analytic capacity of the concept to cover not only the 
relationship between proletarian and other social forces in a revolutionary situation, but also the 
relationship between other ‘leading’ social groups and the ‘subaltern’ classes in other social and 
historical context.  !
The key term here is ‘leading’. The single worst worst habit in all Anglophone commentary on 
Gramsci is the tendency to describe hegemony as a form or mode of ‘domination’ (e.g. Lash 2007: 
55). This is never a helpful formulation, and is not one which reflects Gramsci’s ideas with any 
accuracy. Gramsci is very much concerned with the nature of social and political domination, but he 
routinely and explicitly distinguishes hegemony as such from mere dominance (Gramsci 1971: 57, 
275-3; Anderson 1976).This makes perfect sense, given that leadership cannot often be understood 
in terms of relations of domination. It is precisely in an attempt to grapple with the complex, 
unstable, relational and processual character of relationships between leaders and those whom they 

!5



lead - relationships which are understood as operative at the level of social and political forces - that 
the thematics of hegemony is deployed by Gramsci. Hegemony for Gramsci is inherently complex, 
precarious, contingent and temporary, even while it must always work for a stabilisation of relations 
of power. Hegemony is precisely understood by Gramsci as that element of power relationships 
which cannot be reduced to physical coercion (direct or institutionalised). Hegemony is described 
as that form of authority which puts the hegemonic group in a ‘directive’ position (Gramsci 1971: 
408); not at all a static condition of condition of transcendent sovereignty, but a position from which 
the direction of travel of a wider ensemble can be selected.  !
 One of the best known aspects of Gramsci’s understanding of ‘hegemony’ is its reliance on a notion 
of ‘consent’: the ‘led’ groups must consent to the leadership of the hegemonic, if hegemony is to be 
exercised effectively. What is often less appreciated is Gramsci’s incidental but crucial 
qualification, according to which consent can be granted ‘either actively or passively’ (Gramsci 
1971: 12). This is a fundamental distinction insofar as many contemporary criticisms of the notion 
of hegemony point to the apparent lack of enthusiasm for institutionalised and effective forms of 
political and cultural authority amongst a wide public, and cite this as evidence against the efficacy 
of hegemonic power today. This is only a valid argument if ‘hegemony’ is equated exclusively with 
active consent. In a political context such as the Western European or North American states today, 
the lack of explicit enthusiasm for many aspects of contemporary capitalism, the unwillingness of 
entire publics to endorse the presumably normative values of neoliberalism - competitive 
individualism, uncritical consumerism, entrepreneurialism - might well stand as evidence against 
the capacity of the presumably dominant class fractions (finance capital and its agents) to exercise 
hegemony, if enthusiastic endorsement were a necessary criterion for consent. Crucially, however, it 
is not. Gramsci is very clear that consent can be ‘passive’ as well as ‘active’. Passive consent is not 
a concept which Gramsci explores in any great depth, although he does deploy his other famous 
notion of ‘common sense’ partly in order to consider its mechanisms. The ‘common sense’ - the 
habitual normative conceptions which inform everyday patterns of cognition, response and 
behaviour - of the subaltern need not include any explicit endorsement of the ideas and values of the 
ruling group for hegemony to be effective, provided they do take such a form as to preclude any 
effective opposition to that hegemony from materialising (Gramsci 1995: 15). From a Gramscian 
perspective, then, one might well argue that the investigation of the forms and mechanisms of 
passive consent is precisely one of the crucial tasks of radical thought. Is it too great a leap to 
suggest that this is precisely one of the fundamental tasks of Capitalism and Schizophrenia (as well, 
arguably of The Logic of Sense, What is Philosophy and Cartographies Schizoanalytiques), and, 
conversely, that no other body of work since Gramsci’s has attempted it with such determination or 
originality?  !
The question remains however: do Deleuze & Guattari still need Gramsci? Don’t their analyses 
obviate the need for such crude terminologies, and provide all of the necessary resources for their 
replacement? In addressing this question, let’s consider two arguments. One is simply the argument 
that current forms of social and political no longer operate according to the patterns and tendencies 
typical of mass industrial societies, and that as such Gramsci’s model of politics is historically 
redundant. The other is the argument that all of the resources for the analysis of relationships which 
might once have been called ‘hegemonic’ are now available within the conceptual framework 
developed by Deleuze & Guattari. Let’s consider these one at a time. !
Post-Hegemonic Society? 
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!
The claim that the ‘hegemonic’ model of politics has been historically superseded has some force. It 
is a model, arguably, which made most sense in the era of mass democratic politics which Gramsci 
witnessed the birth of, and which effectively ended in the 1970s; since which time the necessity for 
governing elites to secure public consent for their projects seems demonstrably to have waned 
(Crouch 2004). One need only consider the notorious example of the UK government’s support for 
the invasion of Iraq in 2003. It is highly unlikely that a British government during the period, say, 
1930-1985 would have felt able to prosecute a war in the face of public opposition on the scale of 
that which faced the invasion at that time. More fundamentally, Gramsci clearly conceives of 
politics as operating within the bounded space of the nation state. As Negri puts it ‘Gramsci is 
completely soaked in the modern concept of the state’ (Casarino & Negri:165). And yet it is not 
clear why this should be considered a criticism of Gramsci as such, given that he was writing at the 
very moment when not just politics but technical infrastructures, media cultures, and industrial 
production itself were more clearly tied to and bounded by the nation state than at any moment 
before or since. Now, it may be argued that it is not necessarily a criticism of Gramsci’s conception 
of hegemony to suggest that its dependence upon a now-superseded historical context has rendered 
it obsolete. Such an argument faces one major obstacle, however. The passing of that former 
historical epoch can only be regarded as undermining the validity and analytic utility of the concept 
of hegemony on one condition: that the the single most influential interpretation of Gramsci of 
recent decades is either ignored or successfully refuted. For Ernesto Laclau & Chantal Mouffe’s 
fundamental argument is precisely this: that the abstract logic of Gramsci’s arguments and concepts 
is not tied to a modern conception of sovereignty or to the political experience of the nation state at 
all, but rather marks the point at which Marxist political theory is forced to go beyond the 
limitations of that context in its confrontation with complexity of 20th century capitalism.  !
 The work of Laclau and Mouffe has been subjected to particularly vitriolic abuse (no other term is 
suitable)by Negri and other neo-autonomists with a similar shared affinity with Deleuze and Marx. 
In his recent collaboration with Cesare Casarino, Negri makes the following exemplary remarks  
‘I had to confront Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s sociological, revisionist, and reductive 
interpretation of Gramsci. Laclau and Mouffe turn Gramsci into a hero of juridical realism by 
transforming the concept of hegemony into a concept of expanded social consensus on reformist 
projects, into a concept that designates the ability to participate actively in reforms: their version of 
hegemony, in the end, lacks any understanding of radical class divisions and ends up being no more 
than a saccharine-sweet concept of interclass collaboration’ (163) !
This account of Laclau & Mouffe- which is certainly not limited to Negri, but seems to be 
characteristic of a certain Deleuzo-Marxist neo-autonomism (Thoburn 2007; Day 2005; Hardt & 
Negri 2000) - is contentious, to say the least. For example, it is difficult to understand why Laclau 
& Mouffe’s position should be labelled ‘reductive’ and ‘sociological’, when one of their primary 
assertions is that social subjects have no fixed or predictable character, and only emerge in the 
process of struggle (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 93-144). For Laclau & Mouffe, Gramsci’s notion of 
‘the collective will’ (Gramsci 1971: 125) constitutes an implicit break with the assumption that 
class antagonism is the only form of ‘radical antagonism’ that divides the social field (Laclau & 
Mouffe 1985: 66-70; 122-7). However, this is not because they refute the possibility of radical class 
antagonism at all. On the contrary, they understand antagonism as constitutive of social being as 
such, and hence not necessarily reducible to an expression of class relations; but this in no way 
implies the impossibility of radical class antagonisms appearing amongst the many other forms of 
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radical antagonism which constitute the social field. So while there may well be perfectly sound 
reasons to disagree with Laclau and Mouffe, sociological reductionism is certainly not among them. 
This point it crucial to our whole discussion as it is directly relevant to Laclau and Mouffe’s 
understanding of hegemony, which proceeds from their attempts to abstract the logical implications 
of Gramsci’s arguments precisely in order to draw lessons from them which might be applicable in 
different historical contexts to Gramsci’s own. Denying the existence of stable social entities - 
conceived as entering into political relations which do not affect their fundamental identity - Laclau 
& Mouffe insist on the wholly relational character of those political subjectivities which emerge in 
the context of various struggles. As such, ‘hegemony’ can no longer be understood as a type of 
relation between pre-existing social groups whose identities remain unchanged by their entry into 
particular types of social relation. So for Laclau & Mouffe, ‘hegemony’ comes to be seen not 
merely as a relation between classes or class fraction, but as a type of relation between various 
kinds of social entity, group, discursive term, or political demand, within an open field of relations 
(or rather, a field the limits of which will itself fluctuate on the basis of hegemonic struggles) 
(Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 139-42; Laclau 2005: 126-7). This clearly problematises any assumption 
that a theory of hegemony is dependent upon a modern conception of sovereignty, or any variation 
of that argument. Hegemonic relations can be established, destabilised or challenged in any field 
and at any level (local, institutional, regional, national, etc.) and so the complexification of 
contemporary societies, the erosion of consensual relations, and the de-centring’ of power in no way 
affect the validity of the concept as presented by Laclau & Mouffe.  !
Laclau’s precise formulations of hegemony as an abstract concept have evolved over time, but it is 
worth picking out some of their persistent and salient features in order to understand their 
relationship to Gramsci’s thought. One of the key points at which Gramsci defines the nature of 
hegemony is in his characterisation of it in terms of a move beyond ‘the corporate stage’ in which a 
group merely pursues its own socio-economic interests, to a stage at which the group comes 
rhetorically and practically to equate its interests with those of others (Gramsci 1971: 181-2). 
Laclau and Mouffe have theorised the relationships which thus emerge between demands as 
‘metonymical’ in character (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 141-2), and as operating in terms of a logic of 
‘equivalence’. Arguably Laclau’s entire political ontology can be summarised in terms of his 
argument that it is the process by which ‘chains of equivalence’ between previously disparate 
demands are established which gives rise to collective political subjects capably of acting in the 
social sphere (Laclau 2005). This process clearly involves a certain (always, inevitably, temporary) 
stabilisation of otherwise fluid or incoherent sets of relationships, as one demand or set of demands 
takes on the role of representing the others in the chain (Laclau 1996).  !
 This is a rigourous enough extrapolation of the abstract logic of Gramsci’s position, although 
Laclau’s post-Saussurean vocabulary tends unsurprisingly to evoke a somewhat static picture of 
hegemonic relations at the moment of their establishment. What can be lost here is the important 
sense in Gramsci that what characterises hegemony is not merely the occupation of a particular 
position in a social / discursive formation (on whatever scale) but the specific capacity to determine 
the general direction of travel of the hegemonised formation or field. From this point of view, 
hegemonisation involves not so much the occupation of a particular position of transcendental 
sovereignty, or even just the occupation of an overridingly dense node in a network, but the 
delimitation of a vector of becoming; such vectors being understood as defining the character of the 
formation or field in question. It is worth recalling here Deleuze & Guattari’s famous remark that 
every social field is primarily characterised by its lines of flight (Deleuze & Guattari 1988: 90). It is 
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surely impossible to understand anything about the politics of capitalism in 2009 without 
appreciating the intimate connection between hegemony and the capacity to orient and partially 
organise lines of flight. The deterritorialisation of the welfare state by neoliberal capital; the 
deterritorialisation of the Maoist assemblage by Capitalism with Chinese Characteristics; the 
deterritorialisation of the Soviet economies by market capitalism: what analytic purpose would be 
served by disputing the agency and intentionality of identifiable social groups in enabling these 
processes? The Western welfare states have not simply privatised themselves: without the active 
engagement of the financial elites and their political dependants, how would it have happened at 
all? Without the decision and collusion of the Communist cadres, how could Chinese Communism 
have been transformed so comprehensively? Without the activity of the gangster-oligarchs, how 
could Soviet socialism have been so comprehensively gutted. In all three cases, what better terms 
exists for the function of those elites than ‘hegemony’? !
After the Age of Consent? !
One of the arguments which is mobilised against the continued use of this terms takes the following 
form. It points out that the power of such groups, while it may be tangible and demonstrable, does 
not generally take the form of persuading the majority of the public within their territories to accede 
to a normative set of presuppositions and values which would explicitly legitimate their hegemony. 
Rather, mechanisms of ‘control’, ‘production’, or ‘governmentality’ are posited or adduced as 
alternatives to this absent mode of power, which is presumed to be synonymous with 
‘hegemony’ (Lash 2007; Thoburn 2007; Bennett 1998: 64-79). In its most basic form, this is not an 
original argument. In large part, it echoes Abercrombie, Hill and Turner’s argument against what 
they called ‘the dominant ideology thesis’ (Abercrombie et. al. 1980). In their famous study, these 
British sociologists argued that it was a mistake to assume that the ideology of governing elites was 
necessarily shared by a majority of the governed, even in a society characterised by modern 
democratic institutions. This is primarily because a range of other factors could be assumed to play 
the role traditionally attributed to ideology by Western Marxism, that of inhibiting the formation of 
class consciousness and collective revolutionary will amongst workers: factors ranging from 
political disunity to the apathy of the exploited-but-comfortable. Put very simply, for Abercrombie 
et. al. it may be perfectly possible to understand and accept the exploitative nature of capitalist 
social relations and the abstract injustice of one’s own position in them, without being motivated to 
revolutionary action. Along similar lines, various understandings of the mechanics of ideology 
understand its primary social function of ideology not necessarily to be to justify hegemony to the 
subaltern, but as much to provide a coherent basis for group identity and self-justification on the 
part of elites themselves (e.g. Bourdieu 1986). From this perspective, for particular clusters of 
practices and ideas to function hegemonically, it is not by any means necessary for a majority of the 
population within which that hegemony is exercised to accede explicitly to their assumptions, 
provided that contrary or alternative ideas and practices are weak enough, disaggregated enough, 
dispersed enough not to pose any effective threat to that hegemony. Thus conceived, hegemonic 
power is not to be understood as exercised from the top of a social pyramid; rather it operates at 
those points of maximum concentration and consistency from which powerful groups and 
institutions are able to exercise a kind of ‘gravitational pull’ on others within a certain radius, even 
while others will attempt - more or less successfully - to constitute themselves as alternative 
‘attractors’. !
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 A good example of these mechanisms in practice is provided by Luc Boltanski & Eve Chiapello’s 
study of changes in the ideology of management in France after the 1960s (Boltanski & Chiapello 
2005). Very broadly, Boltanski & Chiapello chart the shift away from the era of the Fordist firm and 
its managerial faith in efficiency and bureaucratic regularity, towards the current ideal of the 
manager as a post-Fordist networker, moving deftly from project to project and treating institutions 
solely as means to short-term entrepreneurial ends. Anybody who was worked in the public or 
commercial sectors in recent years will recognise Boltanski & Chiapello’s picture of this particular 
culture of management and the pressure which it exerts on most professionals in either sector to at 
least partially conform to its norms of short-term, target-focussed, content-free entrepreneurialism. 
The key observation for our purposes here, however, is that a tiny minority of employees in those 
sectors actually need to be convinced of the value and worth of this set of values for them to 
become effectively hegemonic, provided that opposition to them is weak, disorganised or non-
existent. A good example would be the culture of standardised testing in British and American 
schools, which has been extended and intensified in recent decades, and which many commentators 
have associated with the imposition of a set of competitive neoliberal norms upon both individual 
students and institutions (Hursh 2005). Polling evidence in the UK, for example, has never shown 
widespread support for this policy, but to date political opposition to it has never been strong 
enough to prevent its implementation; as such, students, parents, teachers and administrators have 
effectively been obliged to comply with a set of norms which only a handful of senior 
administrators and a section of the political elite actually ‘believe in’. In such an instance, consent 
has nothing to do with belief; it has everything to do with a strategic situation. In such a situation, 
hegemony has nothing to do with the capacity to make people believe in you; it has everything to 
do with the strategic capacity to render their belief or disbelief irrelevant.  !
Of course, even from this perspective, for hegemony to be posited at all, it is necessary that it be 
assumed to have some consequences for the actual beliefs, conceptions, and imaginary relationships 
to the world of at least some members of a population (be it only that of the hegemonic group 
themselves). Here we come up against one of the biggest problems for the ‘post-hegemony / no-
hegemony’ thesis. It is virtually impossible to examine significant sections of commercial culture - 
prime time television in either the UK or US, for example - in recent years without observing a 
remarkable consonance between the normative values seeming to inform the most historically 
distinctive and commercially successful content and those which can be imputed to the agents and 
institutions of neoliberalism. In other words, something like a coherent neoliberal world-view 
certainly seems to inform the output of much popular media at the present time, in ways which are 
markedly distinct from the values and world-views seeming to inform comparable media outputs at 
previous historical moments. As a slew of careful commentaries has illustrated, the obsession with 
celebrity lifestyles now typical of much print and broadcast media(Marshall 2006), the televisual 
turn away from popular fiction (soap operas, action series, situation comedies) towards dramatised 
extended game shows (the ‘reality TV’ of which Big Brother remains the primary example) (Oulette 
& Hay 2008; Biresi & Nunn 2005; Andrejevic 2003) and the recent fascination with issues such as 
corporate culture, stylised hyper-consumption (Heller 2007) and property speculation (exemplified 
by shows such as Channel 4’s ‘Location, Location, Location’ in the UK). all serve at least partly to 
normalise a set of assumptions and values which are precisely those of finance capitalism and ‘the 
new spirit of capitalism’ described by Boltanski & Chiapello. The valorisation of fame (i.e. 
bankable reputation and extensive personal influence) at the expense of expertise, the pursuit of 
personal advancement in a ritualised competitive context and the obsession with the short-term 
maximisation of speculative advantage in all areas of life (from commercial investment to romance 
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are all norms which equally inform the culture of contemporary television and that of the 
investment banks whose continued viability is currently the major preoccupation of Western 
governments (Elliot & Atkins 2008). Either this is mere coincidence, or something like hegemony is 
at work.  !
Let’s be clear, though, about the processes which are assumed to be at work in describing such a 
scene in terms of ‘hegemony’. There is absolutely no assumption here that, for example, viewers of 
Big Brother are simply recruited into the value-system of the financial elites by virtue of watching a 
TV show. In a context such as this one, I can only sketch out a speculative and necessarily rather 
superficial account of how one might assume the processes under discussion to operate. This is 
what I will try to do now, however, with apologies to the generations of empirical researchers in 
media studies who have examined such processes with infinitely greater rigour.  !
Let’s begin by asserting a Deleuzian axiom: any ‘person’ is a multiplicity. Every ‘individual’, like 
every group on any scale, is a composite of co-existing fluxes, a temporary node in a complex array 
of overlaying networks, a point of resonance and dissonance between a host of ‘existential 
refrains’ (Guattari 1989), each vibrating at slightly different frequencies. This is true, as it is for 
everyone, of the actual producers of TV programmes such as Big Brother, who tend themselves to 
understand their cultural role not in terms of some coherent ideology, or even in terms of a simply 
cynical distancing of their ‘moral’ selves from their commercial activities. The kind of discourse 
produced by such figures when asked to account for their actions is typically a sort of bricolage of 
naive populism (‘giving the people what they want is our job’) and absurdly over-inflated self-
righteousness (‘Big Brother is a scientific experiment from which we all learn’) (Andrejevic 
2003:69), with an occasional wash of pseudo-Nietzschean amorality   What is most striking, 1

however, is the lack of any reflexivity about the assumption that the kind of competitive, 
duplicitous, self-interested, short-termist behaviour which Big Brother demonstrably engineers in 
its contestants is in fact natural, inevitable, an expression of ‘human nature’. Despite all 
anthropological evidence to the contrary (for example, the demonstrable human tendency to live in 
co-operative bands, exhibited for all but a tiny fraction of our evolutionary history), despite the fact 
the producers of the programme frequently intervene in order to raise the level of tension between 
house-mates (who frequently do not spontaneously compete and deceive as required by Big 
Brother’s dramatic form), this is the persistent trope of their self-justification.  !!
Now, it hardly needs spelling out that such a claim is, in a certain sense, definitively ideological. 
This is not the main point I want to make about it, however. Rather, I want to consider the extent to 
which such a view is very likely to be the ‘spontaneous’ one of anybody whose material existence is 
bound up with the institutional and commercial practices of contemporary TV production, for two 
reasons. On the one hand, those practices are themselves notoriously competitive and 
individualistic, exemplifying those trends towards short-term contract working and hyper-mobility 
which Sennett blames for ‘the corrosion of character’ (Sennett 1998). On the other hand, there is 
clearly a very close social proximity (and in many large cities, a close geographical proximity) 
between the typical TV producer and the typical investment banker in many countries today. Both 
are likely to belong to the same overlapping elite networks, characterised by a high proportion of 
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members from elite school and university backgrounds: living in similar places, eating in the same 
restaurants, sending their children to the same schools, subject to the same affective flows (the same 
anxieties, elations, capacities and incapacities), inhabiting decidedly similar ‘existential 
territories’ (Guattari 1989: 40). It makes little difference if every one of the individuals and 
institutions comprising that matrix is also constituted and criss-crossed by other patterns (personal 
histories, older professional ideologies, etc.); it is the elements that can find some mutual harmony 
which are likely to constitute the most powerful common refrains. This is how something like a 
hegemonic set of norms emerges from such an assemblage, and it is from this shared matrix of 
economic interests, corporeal experiences and affective feedback-loops that a powerful set of 
behavioural and emotional patterns emanates. It is therefore unsurprising if a programme such as 
Big Brother functions by offering its viewers a set of experiences which resonate harmoniously with 
that set of norms, that particular shared pattern of expectations and affects. !
 Now, those viewers themselves can of course be assumed to be multiple in nature, at every level 
and scale. On the other hand, in an economy like that of the UK in 2009, it can be safely assumed 
that many of them inhabit a partially similar existential territory, characterised by short-term, 
project-focussed work, social insecurity and compensatory hedonistic over-consumption. A 
mountain of statistical evidence now confirms the fact that a large part of the British public are 
conscious of inhabiting such a position and unhappy about doing so (Layard 2005). In other words, 
a strong dissonance can be identified between the inherited or spontaneous desires of many British 
worker /consumers and the reality of their lives under the neoliberal regime. From this point of 
view, to say the least, Big Brother clearly does not work to exacerbate that dissonance. Rather, it 
offers a dramatised and intensified version of that particular set of pleasures and anxieties which are 
typical of, and distinctive to, the life of the neoliberal assemblage. In other words, it works to 
reiterate, consolidate and intensify the points of resonance between the affective patterns typical of 
the neoliberal elite and those of a wider public. Along with the excitement, the drama, the 
identification and counter-identification with the competitors, Big Brother offers its viewers the 
pleasure of a certain familiarity: ‘Ah yes, that’s how it is…people really are that way...I needn’t 
worry that my life seems to be penetrated by an unhealthy level of paranoia, competition, and 
insecurity, or that precarious victories and momentary consumption are my only sources of joy... 
because that’s how human life really is.’. This has very little - perhaps nothing - to do with with the 
internalisation of a coherent ideology. Rather, what we see here is the production of a certain 
harmonious resonance, a certain alignment of frequencies, between one particular strand of 
experience (one line) in the life/body of the viewer and the affective field which emanates from the 
elite assemblage. By providing such a point of resonance, Big Brother surely helps to promote that 
passive confsent for the neoliberal programme which might otherwise be challenged by the growing 
dissonance between its demands and the desires of those subjected to it.  !
The question might well be asked here whether such an account retains any need for a notion of 
‘hegemony’. Doesn’t the elaborate conceptual vocabulary developed in Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia offer enough resources with which to chart such relations and formations? For 
example, could we not understand the situation just described in terms of the ‘apparatus of capture’ 
by which every ‘nondenumerable flow or set’ (Deleuze & Guattari 1988: 470) is subjected to the 
axioms of capital (Deleuze & Guattari 1988: 471-3)? Can we not understand the role attributed to 
the ‘hegemonic’ here in terms of a certain activity of stratification (Deleuze & Guattari 1988: 
40-74)? Or at the very least, could we not refer to Deleuze’s exposition / transposition of Foucault’s 
ideas (Deleuze 2006) as filling out the last possible gaps which the notion of ‘hegemony’ might still 
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be needed to fill? Referring to my suggestion above that the question of hegemony is always the 
question of strategy, and reflecting on this broader questions, let us consider the following remarks 
in which Deleuze discusses Foucault’s idea of the ‘diagram’ (which is essentially identical, as 
Deleuze understands it, to Deleuze & Guattari’s ‘abstract machine’. See Deleuze & Guattari 1988: 
510-4).  !

Between power and knowledge there is a difference in nature or a heterogeneity; but 
there is also reciprocal presupposition and mutual captures; and there is ultimately a 
primacy of the one over the other. First of all there is a difference in nature, since power 
does not pass through forms, but only through forces. Knowledge concerns formed 
matters (substances and formalized functions, divided up segment by segment according 
to the two great formal conditions: seeing and speaking, light and language. It is 
therefore stratified, archivized, and endowed with a relatively rigid segmentarity. Power, 
on the other hand, is diagrammatic: it mobilizes non-stratifed matter and functions, and 
proceeds with a very supple segmentarity. In fact it does not pass through forms but 
through points, singular points which mark each time the application of a force, the 
action or reaction of a force in relation to others, that is to say an affect as ‘ state of 
power that is always local and unstable.’ From which we can derive a fourth definition 
of the diagram: it is an emission, a distribution of singularities. 
 At the same time local, unstable and diffuse, these power relations do not emanate from 
a central point or unique locus of sovereignty, but at each moment move ‘from one 
point to another’ in a field of forces, marking inflections, resistances, twists and turns, 
when one changes direction or retraces one’s steps. This is why they are not ‘localized’ 
at any given moment. They constitute a strategy, as exercise of the non-stratified, and 
these ‘anonymous strategies’ are almost mute and blind, since they evade all stable 
forms of the visible and the articulable. Strategies differ from stratifications, as 
diagrams differ from archives. It is the instability of power-relations which defines a 
strategic or non-stratified millieu. Power relations are therefore not known.’ 
(Foucault pp. 61-2 translation modified) !

Whether Foucault’s own account of power/knowledge really does imply this distinction between 
power and knowledge is a contentious question. Nonetheless, Deleuze’s formulation here is 
invaluable for our purposes. To put the matter simply: hegemony, in these terms, is primarily a 
relation of power rather than knowledge. The mistake of those who wish to dispose of the concept 
is to assume that it designates a relationship at the level of knowledge - at the level of norms and 
conscious assumptions. This is simply a misunderstanding of the term as it has been deployed from 
Gramsci to Laclau: in fact there is nothing in the passage cited above which is not echoed in Laclau 
& Mouffe’s Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. Indeed, there is a striking parallel between this work, 
with its rigourous abstractions from Gramsci, and Deleuze’s Foucault, insofar as each more-or-less 
extrapolates an entire, radically anti-essentialist, political ontology from its reading / re-working of 
the texts of an earlier thinker.  !!!!
‘Hegemony’ : a Conceptual Superfluity? !
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These observations emphasise the question still, however, of whether or not we really need the term 
‘hegemony’ at all. Well, perhaps, arguably, we don’t ‘need’ it, but I would suggest that we can 
continue to identify a very specific place for it within the Deleuzian schema, which no purely 
Deleuzian (or Guattarian) concept quite occupies. ‘Hegemony’ designates, in fact, precisely the 
point at which the distinction between power and knowledge becomes most uncertain, the point at 
which the uknowability (we might say, following Derrida, the undecidability: see Derrida 1988) of 
power relations demands the quasi-intentionality of a decision (c.f. Laclau 1990: 30; Critchley 
1998) as the risky price of any possible actualisation. Since its earliest conception, and certainly in 
Gramsci as we have seen, ‘hegemony’ designates a certain problematic volition (c.f. Hallward 2008: 
19), as well as a directive capacity and strategic potential, which must be rigorously distinguished 
from any mechanism of domination (or government, discipline or control, if those are not all 
modalities of either domination or hegemony), and which necessarily implies a certain quasi-
intentionality. With regard to our example of the machinic-hegemonic operation of Big Brother, it is 
the notion of ‘hegemony’ which would continue to insist on the non-accidental nature of the 
relationships under discussion. Ultimately, in that scenario as in so many others, a particular set of 
affective capacities are mobilised and enhanced at the expense of others at least in part because it 
benefits someone or something that this should happen (in this case: finance capital and its most 
immediate human or institutional agents are the beneficiaries).  !
To return to Gramsci via Laclau, the moment of hegemony is the moment at which the consistency 
of a collective body is at once stabilised and problematised as a particular set of interests is 
crystallised, even while the boundaries of the set are deliberately blurred. For example, the identity / 
actuality of a hegemonic elite is only discernible to the extent that a particular set of interests are 
pursued, and its hegemony is only discernible to the extent to which those interests are 
demonstrably at odds with those of others. ‘Hegemony’, then names precisely the point at which, 
simultaneously, molarity and majority are achieved, as one particular set of interests comes to 
delimit a wider radial field of relative potentials and sedimentations, but crucially it also designates 
that quasi-intentionality which can be posited as orienting an assemblage towards the realisation of 
particular interests rather than others. In other words, it designates the capacity of a particular set of 
demands to deterritorialise and reterritorialise at the expense of others. This is not to say that 
‘deterritorialisation’ and / or ‘territorialisation’ are synonymous or coterminous with ‘hegemony’, 
but rather to posit ‘hegemony’ as the name for a particular capacity both to deterritorialise and to 
reterritorialise along specific axes, thus simultaneously defining and realising (in other words 
‘actualising’) a particular set of interests.  !
This consideration of the question of interests might finally lead us back to an as-yet unconsidered 
question: the status of the concept of ‘hegemony’ in Marxism; or equally, the Marxist or non-
Marxist character of the concept of hegemony. Both Laclau / Mouffe and Deleuze / Guattari occupy  
peculiar positions in relation to ‘Marxism’. In fact, both have distinguished their own positions 
from ‘Marxism’ precisely in terms of a rejection of any remnant of the base / superstructure 
metaphor (Deleuze & Guattari 1988: 68; Laclau 1990: 23), even while Deleuze & Guattari have 
also made explicit gestures of affiliation to both ‘Marxism’ and ‘Communism’ (e.g. Deleuze 1995: 
171). In fact, the concept of ‘interests’ presents one of the major challenges to radical political 
thought if and when it detaches itself from this and related Marxist preconceptions. Clearly, the 
concept of interests in classical Marxism is intimately tied to the concept of class: a class is defined 
by its common interests, and it is in the recognition of a certain commonality of interests that class 
consciousness is achieved (Lukacs 1971). However, the abandonment of the base / superstructure 
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metaphor arguably problematises the capacity of the political analyst to make any firm claims about 
the objective and authentic character of ‘class interests’, because it undermines the basis upon 
which ‘superstructural’ identities and beliefs can be differentiated from authentic expressions of 
‘economic’ interests. A cluster of questions emerge from this problem: how do we identify interests 
at all? How we determine which sets of interests are mutually antagonistic? And given the centrality 
to notions of interest and their mutual antagonism to any idea of political subjectivity, how do we 
understand the latter at all? !
Autonomism vs. Post-Marxism? !
The striking point to which I wish to draw attention here is this: The strand of ‘Marxism’ referred to 
earlier, the ‘autonomist’ strand which is often referred to as being the closest in character to 
Deleuzian thought and which is routinely contrasted with the post-Marxism of Laclau & Mouffe by 
its advocates, actually proposes precisely the same solution to this problem as Laclau & Mouffe. 
Drawing on Etienne Balibar as well as Negri and Tronti, Jason Read argues for a ‘Marxist’ position 
according to which  !

The relation of different tendencies - the de-skilling of labor - and the increasing 
antagonism between mental and manual labor - the heightened surveillance and control 
of labor - and the increasing informationalization of labor are not always already 
guaranteed by an economic process. These different tendencies are, or structures, are 
only related through the interplay of conflictual and antagonistic strategies….as Negri 
writes “Every constitution of a new structure is the constitution of antagonism”. Without 
this thought of the displacement of antagonism onto different practices and relations - 
legal, technological and social - the assertion of anatagonism risks becoming a 
metaphysical assertion - its presence and identity would be guaranteed in advance…. !
each of these respective tendencies are not constituted by a pre-given unity of elements 
- technological, legal and political - but by the continual condensation and displacement 
of antagonisms. This antagonistic logic of displacement is riddled with unintended 
effects…. !
Within this logic of struggle transforming itself and displacing itself - constituting new 
structures, new terrains - subjectivity and the production of subjectivity plays an 
increasingly determinant role. (Read 2005: 98) !

While Read situates himself as a radically faithful reader of Marx (a case he makes persuasively), 
Laclau predicates his ‘post-Marxism’ (Laclau 1990) on his claim to have identified a contradiction 
within Marx: between an understanding of politics as a constantly self-displacing field of multiple 
antagonisms and an understanding of history as the teleological development of productive forces. 
Interestingly, however, it seems clear that their actual positions are very close indeed.  !
In the most systematic exposition of his relationship to Marxism, Laclau asserts the incompatibility 
of the teleological economism which he reads in Marx’s Preface to a Critique of Political Economy 
with the famous assertion that ‘all history is the history of class struggle’. What is crucially at stake 
here is Laclau’s assertion of the political primacy of struggle and antagonism over the Marxian 
narrative of the ‘development of the productive forces’. Considered in this light, it is not entirely 
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clear that there is a great difference between Laclau’s position and that produced by Mario Tronti’s 
famous ‘reversal of perspective’, the founding conceptual gesture of autonomism, which asserts that 
class struggle drives innovations at the level of capitalist production rather than being driven by 
them. (Wright 2002; Thoburn 2003). In fact, Laclau & Mouffe explicitly cite Tronti as prefiguring 
their own position (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 80). Insofar as there is a difference between these 
positions, it could turn on the question of what it is that enters into relations of struggle at all. Is it - 
as Gramsci still thought, as most self-identified ‘Marxists’ still believe - necessarily social classes or 
some temporary proxies for them? Or can a range of possible social subjects - each equally ‘real’ - 
be said to emerge from the antagonisms which proliferate and interact in complex capitalist 
societies? However, both Laclau and Read, drawing on some rather different sources, seem to 
conclude for the latter. Indeed, even Negri, in arguing that the classical idea of ‘the proletariat’ is 
now redundant (Casarino & Negri: 95-6), would seem to concede something of this position.  !
So if there is a difference here between Autonomous ‘Marxist’ and ‘post-Marxist’ positions, that 
could be discerned through the fog of bad-tempered sectarianism which seems to obscure every 
possible engagement between them, then it may turn on the question of the nature of ‘exploitation’, 
which remains fundamental to the analyses of the neo-autonomists, while largely being evacuated 
from Laclau’s schema in favour of a notion of radical antagonism as ontologically constitutive of all 
social relations which removes any privileging of the wage/labour relation as the fundamental 
antagonism of capitalist societies (Laclau 1990: 10-8). The problem with this latter position is that it 
seems to rob (post-/)Marxist thought of much of its critical power, in that an understanding of the 
dynamics of exploitation and class power retains considerable descriptive force in the current era of 
neoliberal governance (e.g. Harvey 2005). The question which this observation leaves open 
however, is whether it is possible to retain this insight without collapsing back into that essentialism 
which regards social subjects as pre-constituted entities, pre-existing relations of struggle, which 
most of the perspectives referred to here wish to reject. !
If there is a solution to this problem, then it perhaps lies where we started: in a direct encounter 
between Gramsci and Deleuze / Guattari. Gramsci’s most radical conceptual move in relation to the 
question of interests is his mobilisation of the idea of the ‘historical bloc’: a coalescence of class-
fractions which crystallises a particular set of interests in a particular ideological form at a given 
moment. One of Gramsci’s key references to this concept emerges from a discussion of the nature 
of ideology which argues against any understanding thereof which is predicated on a base / 
superstructure distinction (Gramsci 1971: 376-67); and it is surely against the same ‘bad sense of 
the word’ (Gramsci 1971: 376) that Deleuze & Guattari write when they declare that ‘there is no 
ideology and never has been’ (Deleuze & Guattari 1988: 4). Gramsci writes !

Another proposition of Marx is that a popular conviction often has the same energy as a 
material force or something of the kind, which is extremely significant. The analysis of 
these propositions tends, I think, to reinforce the conception of the historical bloc in 
which precisely material forces are the content and ideologies are the form, though this 
distinction between content and form has purely didactic value, since the material forces 
would be inconceivable historically without form and the ideologies would be 
individual fancies without the material forces.  
(Gramsci 1971: 376)  !

Compare this with Deleuze & Guattari: 
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content and expression are never reducible to signified - signifier. And (this is the 
second problem) neither are they reducible to base-superstructure...Expression can 
never be made into a form reflecting content, even if one endows it with a “certain” 
amount of independence and a certain potential for reacting, if only because so-called 
economic content already has a form and even forms of expression that are specific to 
it. Form of content and form of expression involve two parallel formalizations in 
presupposition: it is obvious that their segments constantly intertwine, embed 
themselves in one another; but this is accomplished by the abstract machine from which 
the two forms derive, and by machinic assemblages that regulate their relations. 
(Deleuze & Guattari 1988: 69) !

What resonates between these two passages is their common orientation to the possibility of 
understanding the political in terms which do not pre-judge the complex relations between different 
elements of an assemblage, or between knowledge and power. The historical bloc is, it might be 
argued - like the abstract machine - never fully realised or actualised: it marks, rather, a virtual 
space of common potentiality out of which certain demands / interests might crystallise in concrete 
political, institutional and economic forms. From this perspective, class is not so much a function of 
shared interests which are objectively measurable, as it is a function of a particular shared field of 
potential. In other words, perhaps, ‘class’ designates not an identity but a plane of consistency. !

The power of minority, of particularity, finds its figure or its universal consciousness in 
the proletariat. But as long as the working class defines itself by an acquired status, or 
even by a theoretically conquered State, it appears only as “capital”, a part of capital 
(variable capital), and does not leave the plan(e) of capital. At best, the plane(e) 
becomes bureaucratic. On the other hand, it is by leaving the plan(e) of capital, and 
never ceasing to leave it, that a mass becomes increasingly revolutionary and destroys 
the dominant equilibrium of the denumerable sets…. 
This is not a dispersion or a fragmentation: we are instead back at the opposition 
between a plane of consistency and, on the other, the plane of organisation and 
development of capital and the bureaucratic socialist plane.   (italics in original) 2

(Deleuze & Guattari 1988: 472-3) !
It is here, perhaps, that we find an answer the problem of exploitation. ‘Exploitation’ might be a 
concept not, as Laclau would fear, dependent upon an essentialist conception of the relationship 
between humanity and labour. Rather, ‘exploitation’ would name precisely that mode of the 
organisation of labour which restricts its potential to the capitalist or bureaucratic plane. !
There is no question here that Deleuze / Gramsci and Guattari can simply be made to ventriloquise 
each other. As Laclau & Mouffe make clear, Gramsci ultimately retains a sense of the ontological 
essentiality of classes as pre-political social agents defined by an objective set of interests (Laclau 
& Mouffe 1985: 68). However, as I hope this discussion has shown, the general trend of Gramsci’s 
thought continues to offer both powerful potential resources, and challenging points of provocation, 
for any attempt to develop or deploy Deleuzian ideas for the explicit purposes of political analysis. 
Indeed, Gramsci stands alongside Deleuze & Guattari as perhaps the 20th centuries most 
challenging critic of any attempt to catch thought’s virtual capacities and its potential for 
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actualisation in the traps set for them by identity, by capital and by the state. Every encounter 
between different sets of ideas, practices, assumptions, terminologies, must produce some 
confusion, some elision, some silent moments of incommunicability. And yet, such encounters must 
be staged, if only for the sake of those who stage them.  

So one could say that each one of us changes himself, modifies himself to the extent 
that he changes the complex relations of which he is the hub. In this sense the real 
philosopher is, and cannot be other than, the politician, the active man who modifies the 
environment, understanding by environment the ensemble of relations which each of us 
enters to take part in. If one's own individuality means to acquire consciousness of them 
and to modify one's own personality means to modify the ensemble of these relations.  
(Gramsci 1971: 352) !
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