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Series Editor’s Preface

In Market Affect and the Rhetoric of Political Economic Debates, Catherine Chaput asks how capitalism as an idea and a system has resisted criticism in the rhetorical public sphere. Her investigation traces the debate by pairing a series of advocates of capitalist theory and “free markets” with a major critic of each—Adam Smith and Karl Marx, John Maynard Keynes and Thorstein Veblen, Friedrich Hayek and Theodor Adorno, Milton Friedman and John Kenneth Galbraith. In each case, argues Chaput, the critics of capitalism fall short in the rhetorical encounter because they allow their own arguments to be staged in and limited to the realm of ideology, material power, and rational choice. Chaput reasons that the much-needed critique of capitalism has been handicapped by its failure to understand the affective biopolitics of capitalism, a realm of analysis most fully explored by Michel Foucault. Affect theory, states Chaput, offers the possibility for a reinvigorated rhetoric of affective democratic critique and governance.
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Introduction

A Genealogy of Affect in Market Thinking
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On a Sunday, a little more than a week before the August 2011 deadline for Congress to raise the United States debt ceiling or risk defaulting on our national obligations, the news media highlighted neither the Democrats nor the Republicans as rhetorical actors in this historical scene. Instead, the agent was the ephemeral entity we have placed our faith in for over two hundred years: the market. CNN’s correspondent contended that the market, in fact, was the only adult at the discussion. The Democratic and Republican leadership were cast as children who placed their interests and agendas above economic laws. It was, therefore, up to the market to ensure a debt-ceiling increase and free finance capital from arbitrary constraints. That same Sunday’s New York Times featured an article on the American diet that staged its argument similarly: healthier eating habits and healthcare cost savings would be accomplished by the market on its own accord. Here too the human agents of change were absent. In short, the news media that day declared that the market would negotiate our federal budget and implement a better national diet. This is far from anomalous. The economic imaginary present in these examples pervades contemporary political economic and cultural landscapes, distancing human agents from their social and individual choices.

These two examples and others like them simultaneously exemplify Adam Smith’s invisible-hand metaphor and Marx’s notion of alienation. Smith, the adopted father of free-market capitalism, is perhaps most remembered for his theory that conscious decisions to plan the economy often backfire. Deliberate interventions interfere with natural market processes that operate as though they were guided by an overarching invisible hand. His theory characterizes economic agency as an invisible force that silently instructs. For Marx, these extrahuman qualities derive from the market’s origins in the human mind; the market, he says, is the alienated power of human beings. Human beings abdicate their world-making responsibilities by externalizing them within the fantasy of market forces. As we place our faith in this all-knowing construct, we displace our own agentive powers. The market shapes our political life—making decisions about the national debt, for instance—just as much as it contours our everyday lives—determining whether we make healthy lifestyle choices, to use the other example. The market comes to the table, acts appropriately, and determines future courses of action. A tried and true political economic agent, the market not only exists but thrives and proliferates. The question that needs to be answered, the question that underscores this book, is not whether the market exists but what the market is and how it cajoles so invisibly, effortlessly, and yet authoritatively.

At least part of the answer, the part on which I focus, suggests that the market is an affective force that influences rhetorical action by linking bodily receptivities to economic persuasion. The market feels real because it is the nominalization we give to the very real affective energies circulating throughout our lived experiences. An often-slippery concept, “affect” signifies a set of theories tracking diverse relationships among emotion, sensation, and everyday practices. Affect studies, across a range of approaches, has reinvigorated explorations of people’s conscious and unconscious behaviors that had more or less come to an explanatory impasse in theories of ideology. In the Marxist tradition, ideological criticism presupposes an economic base that supports a multiplicity of cultural and political practices in the superstructure. Ideological inclinations, that is, derive from the specifics of our daily economic relations. Unmasking these causal relationships produces a different consciousness and thus different life patterns. Affect theory complicates this connection between materiality and consciousness by exploring the unconscious bodily mediations that influence how we understand and interact with the material world prior to conscious thought.

In the cultural studies tradition, for instance, Raymond Williams uses the term “structure of feeling” and Richard Hoggart refers to a “felt quality of life” to account for the perceived milieu constructed by the many factors underwriting individual and group sensibilities. They challenge the idea of an economic base and offer a more complex formula for understanding ideology. This initial rethinking has been expanded by a second generation of cultural theorists who benefit from the post-structural philosophies of such scholars as Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. Deleuze and Guattari add desire to the social relations between materiality and consciousness, changing understandings of both ontological and epistemological ways of inhabiting the world. Thinkers such as Lawrence Grossberg, Lauren Berlant, and Melissa Gregg make use of affect through a nonlinear lens that seriously engages both the many facets of our consciousness and the radical open-endedness of identity and power relations. They replace “rational” and “irrational” as the terms for identifying nonideological from ideological thinking with a spectrum of affective and emotional assemblages, each of which offers a way of understanding and engaging in public debate. For them, it is just as important to study how communities habituate embodied ways of knowing as it is to analyze the cultivation of particular kinds of thinking.

A parallel, though sometimes overlapping, trajectory of affect studies focuses not on representation (the articulation of desires and ideologies to material objects) but on valuation (the process of producing material possibilities). Rather than locating the nodal point in Williams’s structure of feeling, this thread is inspired by Louis Althusser’s work. Among Althusser’s chief contributions is the claim that Marx’s base/superstructure model is ultimately overdetermined by a range of sociohistorical factors. Ideological state apparatuses such as schools, churches, and social organizations all hail individuals into complex subject positions serving, in the last instance, the economic base. Taking a cue from his teacher, Michel Foucault theorizes “biopower”—the indirect regulation of civil society that “focused on the species body” or the statistical averages of “the population” (History of Sexuality 137). This reorientation from the sphere of production to the sphere of reproduction (what the autonomist Marxists call the social factory) forms the foundations for Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s analyses in their books Empire, Multitude, and Commonwealth, which collectively rearticulate value from the bottom up and privilege biopower as it fuels ordinary people in their daily lives.1 They emphasize how people in and out of work produce value through their consumptive and reproductive behaviors, coining the term “affective labor” to represent this value production.

Each of these affective traditions offers a path beyond the ideological cul-de-sac of conscious rhetorical agency, and so I am indebted to their modes of thinking. Although different in their critical orientation, both traditions tend toward a definition of affect as a psychological or emotional state, and in that sense each rationalizes the affective as a mode of cognition. I diverge from them because I am interested not only in theorizing these affective moments but also in engaging the productive powers of affect that recuperate and redirect market agency. If affect is indeed operating invisibly within the material terrain, then it must be bundled into political economic analysis and production at a foundational level. As I explain in more detail later, my understanding of affect is inspired by such thinkers as Brian Massumi, Teresa Brennan, and Patricia Clough, among others. What holds this group together is a common belief in affect as a concrete physiological, as opposed to psychological or metaphorical, component of lived experience. In this theory, affect moves like an energy between two bodies—one affecting and the other being affected. Adhering to this tradition, I reserve the term “affect” to reference the physiological energies inhabiting the world; I use “sensation” to mark the bodily recognition of this energy; and I rely on “emotion” to denote the rationalizing of that sensation.2 Affect, as a physical entity, moves through all matter—human or nonhuman as well as living or nonliving—and, through its circulating charge, connects the dots between people and the world they inhabit. The connections are not equal as the affective charge shifts according to both the environment of its movement and the bodies involved. Two people could be confronted simultaneously with the same affective charge emanating from the same body and each sense it differently. Although there exists no linear causation written into the movements of affect, its repetitive circuits do produce orientations—what Louis Althusser’s dialectic characterizes as the kernel of capitalism fused from the accumulation of encounters. Consequently, all affectively charged experience is at once open to an indeterminate range of potential responses, and yet, in a given political economic context, those responses remain narrowly predictable.

The pervasive intertwining of matter by means of circulating connectivity is not a theoretical proposition but a material fact capable of being tracked through entanglement, pheromone secretion, and neurological activity (Barad; Brennan; Lakoff). Even though I rely on this literature to ground my proposition that affect is a physiological, semiautonomous entity traveling through objects and enabling different responses, I am not trying to develop or apply the scientific data as are many neuroscholars and cognitive psychologists.3 As a theoretical project, I am interested in the process by which affective encounters create rhetorical dispositions toward the market. I want to know what a theory of affect adds to rhetorical investigation generally and how such a theory might shift our thinking about the rhetoric of economics specifically. My speculation is that it challenges and expands the traditional rhetorical repertoire, making biopolitical production part of its invention strategies and repositioning the ethos-pathos-logos triangulation from the symbolic onto the bodily.

With these provocations in mind, this project explores how different approaches to capitalism conceive of the market as a process that circulates an affect-like dunamis or energeia as part and parcel of capitalist ontology. As a synecdoche for rhetorical being, the market lives and propagates in arguments that favor capitalism, founded in many ways by Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, as well as in arguments against capitalism, initiated in similar ways by Karl Marx’s Capital. These two texts represent rational expressions of differing positions on the material soul of the capitalist political economic system. By reading them and the traditions they foster through the lens of affect, I seek to emphasize that each author conceptualizes capitalist power as a being that moves through the production and consumption of capitalist goods and that these differing theories bolster their primary texts as well as the traditions that follow. While Smith identifies this primal political economic source to help us understand and participate more deeply in our capitalist processes, Marx uses it to promote a critical distance from our commonsense participation with Smith’s market.

A rereading of Marx’s early work through the lens of affect serves as a model for how I read economic theorists throughout this project. As human beings, economic thinkers are situated in particular historical contexts and explore the economic problems of their times via bodily hunches, philosophical theories, and logical claims. This interdisciplinary and extradisciplinary complex becomes the means by which ideas are tested and defended. Rather than the chronological maturation of ideas, economic thinking reflects significant recursivity within and among economic theorists who regularly return to the curious agentive power that lies beyond conscious human authority. Like a beacon, this affect-like core draws thinkers to the calming shores that synchronize with their embodied dispositions, belying the myth of economics as a pure science.

To understand the vast network of human relationships embedding into Marx’s argument in Capital—his most important contribution to political economy—one must understand the problems that led him to seek exile in England, live in relative impoverishment, and make daily trips back and forth to the British Museum’s library, where he constructed his critique.4 Like many of us, Marx spent his life pursuing questions that arose from a coincidence of early events. The decisive event for Marx was almost certainly the confluence of revolutionary perspectives he encountered during his short Paris sojourn. Engaging in lively political debates, he brought his Hegelian philosophical training into dialogue with French and English political economic theory. In the process of measuring each against the other, Marx developed a radically new critique of bourgeois political economy.5 This was more than a cognitive process; it was an embodied, experiential, and social process as well. This youthful period is too often quarantined from the later Marx.

Althusser’s Marx and the Challenge of Affect Theory

Too much has been made of Louis Althusser’s claim that Marx’s early “ideological” work is separated from his later “scientific” work by an epistemological break. For Althusser, young Marx believed that capitalism impoverished workers while it enriched owners, whereas mature Marx used a scientific method (dialectical materialism) to show how capitalism accomplished this feat. The early work is ideological because it engaged political economy through the lens of speculative philosophy, relying on such concepts as alienation, species-being, and essence.6 This approach, he claims, differs from the later scientific work, which developed a theory of value to explain the social phenomena of capitalism. Certainly Althusser offers a useful distinction between the different approaches exemplified in Marx’s work; yet, its division has demonstrated so much staying power that it often goes unchallenged. Consequently, cultural critics tend to make use of the early ideological Marx, while economic and political critics reference the later scientific Marx, leaving the role of Marx’s early thinking in his more developed critique of capitalism underexplored.

In some ways, this rigidity conflicts with what Althusser argues. He never suggests that the epistemological shift was a fundamental rupture in which Marx was born anew. On the contrary, he argues that in addition to the theoretical method found in his later work, one can also find “Marx’s philosophical theory” (“From Capital” 32). As Althusser makes clear, this philosophy is neither Hegelian nor the simple reversal of Hegel.7 Marx, he says, “shows us in a thousand ways the presence of a concept essential to his thought, but absent from his discourse” (30). The crucial concept alluded to here and in other places lies in the notion of a materialist, as opposed to Hegelian, dialectic, which Althusser locates in his mature work. Following this symptomatic practice of reading a text as an answer to a question not directly posited, I too explore how Marx’s Capital answers questions posed by his early work. Contra Althusser, I maintain that the founding principle of his early work is not ideological as much as the development of an ontological theory of social energy. Althusser says that Marx’s early work is ideological in that it performs its investigation “from a whole conception of Man” (“The ‘1844 Manuscripts’” 159). I disagree. Marx does not start from a fully developed conception of man but invents his notion of species-being through the process of abstracting the energetic forces that animate worldly objects. If we rethink this early work as a theoretical exploration of intuited knowledge about what holds people together, the focus on something like affect, rather than an ideologically impassioned plea, comes into relief.8

Althusser, for instance, cites the theoretical leap that separates mature Marx from young Marx as his ability to locate and analyze embodied, social processes; although he characterizes this as a leap toward scientism, it equally reflects the essence of worldly being. Marx’s scientific investigation of capital, defined as a set of dynamic relations and not a concrete or static thing, focused less on accumulated wealth or the means of production and more on the process by which those things enlist people and institutions toward the production and distribution of social wealth. As Althusser says, this “object is an abstract one: which means that it is terribly real and that it never exists in the pure state” (“Preface to Capital” 77). The capitalist production of value, as an abstraction, “is ‘invisible’ (to the naked eye)” (77). The abstraction under investigation, though invisible, contorts bodies in the workplace, directs them into the marketplace, and shapes their consumption habits. Strikingly, those bodies do not readily perceive this ever-present force. One way to approach this value theory is through a mathematical lens that quantifies and discloses with numerical precision. Another way to think about it is that all this invisible corralling takes place on an unconscious level. It operates in what Brian Massumi calls the “missing half second” (the gap between when our brains make a decision and when we are conscious of that decision) or what Slavoj Žižek calls the “fantasy structure” (the fact that we ideologically disassemble the material arrangements that nevertheless maintain our life activities). No doubt, Marx’s later work approaches capitalist relationships through a complex explanatory schema that includes the manipulation of algebraic equations, but his ability to abstract and theorize capital in this way derives from engagement with bodily experiences as his centrally located chapter on the working day illustrates.

Through his simultaneous theorization of experiential, textual, and institutional practices, Marx explains how the entire assemblage of the capitalist mode of production creates what Althusser calls a “society effect.” He accounts for capitalism’s influence on how “men consciously or unconsciously live their lives, their projects, their actions, their attitudes and their functions” as social beings (Althusser, “From Capital” 66). To investigate this network of relationships requires, says Althusser, the “cognitive appropriation of the real object by the object of knowledge” (66). It involves understanding the “mechanism that produces it, not the reduplication of one word by the magic of another” (66). What makes something scientific knowledge is the empirical exploration of how it works rather than an impassioned defense or analysis based on untested beliefs. Althusser thus divides Marx’s knowledge production into two parts, maintaining that one is a philosophical exploration of capitalist thinking and the other is an explanation of the mechanisms by which that system is produced. Using this taxonomy, he characterizes Marx’s early work as ideological because it lays bare the relationship between a set of ideas and their material consequences.9 Yet these early critiques rely on an innovative conception of individual and social life that is shot through his theory of value. Marx’s early work abstracts not capitalism proper but the affordances of being under capitalism.

This early sensibility toward life energy—what Althusser dismisses as intuition—is part of the historical, intellectual, and lived experience that cannot help but dwell in his later work. Early Marx was driven by a profound interest in the full potentiality of human beings, leading him to explore how that development was stymied. In the “Preface” to his A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, written in 1859 in the time between his two supposedly different periods of inquiry, Marx explains that this text was “written not for publication but for self-clarification” (19). The collection of work was developed during respites between exiles from Germany, Paris, and Brussels as well as in his adopted home of London, where he would stay for the rest of his life. After a university education dedicated to studying philosophy, history, and law, Marx entered the sphere of public discourse and, in his own words, “found [himself] in the embarrassing position of having to discuss what is known as material interests” (19). Ongoing policy discussions about public land, wage labor, taxes, and international trade existed at a concrete level with which Marx had not previously engaged. In this adjustment to materiality as conditioned by the hard realities of life, Marx recognized (both intellectually and viscerally) that the political state and its legal apparatuses do not represent the unfolding of Hegel’s World Spirit but that “they originate in the material conditions of life” (20). He asserted what Foucault reverses in his biopolitical lectures: “the anatomy of this civil society,” according to Marx, “has to be sought in political economy” (20). Understanding and intervening in capitalism requires interdisciplinary study, deliberation, invention, and communication. In practice, Marx was an ethnographer, an economist, a politician, and a philosopher; and in all these modes, he attended to society’s animating powers, whether called species-being or value.

I want to call attention to the rhetorical nature of this dynamic thinking. Marx entered a public sphere in which particular problems were being debated. This discussion changed his thinking, orienting it to the needs of civil society or everyday life and the world in which it plays out. In this way, he discovered that political economic knowledge needs to be theorized in relationship to lived experience. Although Marx insists that this work was intended for “self-clarification,” he did not explain what it was that he was trying to clarify (19). Althusser takes it for granted that his object of study was capital, but the fragments of Marx’s early work suggest a reoccurring interest in human relations—practices at the heart of rhetorical inquiry. Capital and its institutions are only symptomatic of his larger interest: the process in which lived experience conflicts with species-being or full human potential. To reify an epistemological break between an ideological Marx (who argued against a free-market belief with another belief) and a scientific Marx (who exposed the process by which capitalism produces profit) ignores his struggle to engage this affect-like component of life as well as the rhetorical importance of such engagement. Refusing to ignore these aspects produces a different conclusion than the one that James Aune forwards when he characterizes Marx as arhetorical.10

Marx’s abstraction of species-being authorizes a critical practice whereby one can track the theorization of affect in his early work and use that theory as a lens through which to view his later work, but it also begs the question of whether there might be a parallel trajectory with Adam Smith and other economic thinkers. Indeed, just as Marx’s economic analyses take on different significance if his earlier theories—ones focused on an inchoate concept of affect—are taken into account, so too do Smith’s market ideas acquire a slightly differentiated meaning if viewed from the perspective of his earlier work. Indeed, Smith’s nascent theory of affect is developed at length in The Theory of Moral Sentiments, a text that, as Roger Franz, Jerry Muller, and others argue, very much informs The Wealth of Nations. The Theory of Moral Sentiments explores how we connect to or repel from others and form ideas based on the presence or absence of what Smith called sympathy and what I interpret as affect. Before outlining the full book project, which places incongruent economic thinkers in dialogue so as to illuminate the importance of capitalist affect, I offer a short explanation of what I mean by the fact that affect plays a role in how Adam Smith and Karl Marx differently assess the marketplace.

Adam Smith and Karl Marx: Invitations toward the Affective Powers of Capitalism

Smith limits his discussion of production to the opening pages of The Wealth of Nations and even there focuses narrowly on how developed societies make use of the division of labor to increase productivity. He famously suggests that while a single worker can make, at most, twenty pins per day, a group of ten workers who divide the pin-making tasks among themselves can make 48,000 pins per day, increasing productivity by an extraordinary 24,000 percent (10–11). This remarkable anecdote aside, the majority of his nearly six-hundred-page tome details how the market system circulates goods, motivates people, secures profits, and distributes wealth through proper cultural, political, and economic organization. Take, for example, his discussion of the way free trade benefits nation-states. Smith offers an analogy between individuals and states, proposing that

Private people who want to make a fortune, never think of retiring to the remote and poor provinces of the country, but resort either to the capital, or to some of the great commercial towns. They know, that, where little wealth circulates, there is little to be got, but that where a great deal is in motion, some shares of it may fall to them. The same maxims which would in this manner direct the common sense of one, or ten, or twenty individuals, should regulate the judgment of one, or ten, or twenty millions, and should make a whole nation regard the riches of its neighbors, as a probable cause and occasion for itself to acquire riches. (384)

People are drawn to places by the circulation of capital or the hustle and bustle of the marketplace. The more items that are in motion, the more wealth it signals, and the more likely are one’s chances of sharing in that wealth. By the same argument, nation-states can reasonably expect to benefit from the profits of their wealthy neighbors; therefore, there is no need to impose regulations that impede the circulation of commodities across borders.

Although economists make much of the free-market tone of such passages as the one above, they often leave unasked the question of how circulating wealth pulls individuals toward commercial centers. This force, encapsulated in the invisible-hand metaphor, features significantly not only in this text but also in Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments. Rather than allowing the legislature to manipulate people like pieces in a chess contest, Smith prefers to leave social control to the natural sentiments that regulate individual conduct for the collective good. “In the great chess-board of human society,” he says, “every single piece has a principle of motion of its own” (Theory of Moral Sentiments 275). Individual moral sentiments, whether innate or habituated, suffice as social motivation. Given the careful attention he gives to such forces in his early work, The Wealth of Nations takes for granted (as do many of its interlocutors) the sentiments animating the marketplace.

Adam Smith’s defense of free markets is deeply indebted to how sentiments regulate production and exchange activities. Ranging from self-interest to benevolence and from fear to confidence, individual sentiments in all their apparent caprice conspire to construct the market as a public space that negotiates and ultimately persuades through fair and open exchanges. As long as there are no constraints, the forces that naturally regulate individual choices maintain a functioning political economy. But capitalism, Marx states, includes more than just the sphere of commercial exchange. It includes the semiprivate spaces of work, whose operations seem unfair, opaque, and secret even to Adam Smith. Opposed to the frenzy of visible activity in the marketplace, the workplace remains closed to outside observers. This difference is key to Marx’s contribution to the political economic conversation, suggesting that the secret to profitmaking lies in the private relations of production rather than, as Smith indicates, in the public sphere of exchange.

Marx’s Capital dramatizes this departure from the public marketplace, calling its audience into the unexplored space of production: “let us therefore, in company with the owner of money and the owner of labour-power, leave this noisy sphere, where everything takes place on the surface and in full view of everyone, and follow them into the hidden abode of production, on whose threshold there hangs the notice ‘No admittance except on business’” (279–80). This invitation is interrupted by a reflection on the Smithian marketplace, a space shaped by the Enlightenment values of freedom, equality, property, and self-interest. The sphere of exchange, Marx admits, is an “Eden of the innate rights of man,” wherein individuals are perfectly free and fully equal. Parodying Smith, he states that the entire range of disparate activities comes together because of an external power. As he explains, “the only force bringing them together, and putting them into relation with each other, is the selfishness, the gain and the private interest of each. Each pays heed to himself only, and no one worries about the others. And precisely for that reason, either in accordance with the pre-established harmony of things, or under the auspices of an omniscient providence, they all work together to their mutual advantage, for the common weal, and in the common interest” (280).

For Smith and other classical political economic thinkers, the proper functioning of the individualized system requires an externalized force beyond human comprehension. Marx enters instead into the workplace, searching for the source of this chaotic system within concrete and observable practices. In this space, people become characters of capital: one transforms into a smirking and self-important owner of production and the other into a timid and fearful worker. This transformation suggests an affective shift: the people remain the same, and yet their affectivities have been recalibrated. The comportment, demeanor, and identity of this dramatis personae modify according to the new spatial and environmental location. Marx does not combat the marketplace’s image as fair and full of good cheer but notes that the workplace recapacitates those inside its borders. Affect, for him, alters according to the relations, modalities, and spaces of capitalist circulation.

Both Marx and Smith agree that capitalism operates according to rational laws as well as bodily investments. Thus, investigation into this complex system requires embodied as well as intellectual engagement. Marx emphasizes this by ending both his “Preface” to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy and the “Preface” to the first edition of Capital with Dante quotes. In the former he says, “Qui si convien lasciare ogni sospetto / Ogni viltà convien che qui sia morta,” which translates as “Here must all distrust be left; / All cowardice must here be dead” (23). The objects of these statements are the bodily dispositions—distrust and cowardice—that prevent individuals from engaging his critique. If such sentiments are removed, then presumably Marx’s argument will be given the same deliberative space as the arguments of bourgeois economists. The “Preface” to Capital extends this gesture by inviting dialogue. Marx paraphrases Dante, saying, “Segui il tuo corso, e lascia dir le genti,” which translates as “Go on your way and let the people speak” (93). Marx not only demands openness but also directs his readers to engage in discussion.

Marx invests himself—politically, emotionally, and intellectually—with the arguments put forth in Capital just as Smith invests himself in the arguments outlined in The Wealth of Nations. These are not isolated scholarly endeavors but engagements with an ongoing conversation about the role of human relations within the political economy of capitalism. This conversation has continued, more and less vociferously, over the last several hundred years, with economists and theorists tending toward one or the other of these affective investments. The question yet to be addressed is this: How do these parallel but differing accounts of the relationship between affect and capital influence the ongoing debates about capitalism that tend to engage these foundational thinkers?

Affective Investment as Rhetorical Being under Capitalism

Affect is a possible bridge among multiple materialisms—traditional agent-centered materialism, post-structural discourse-centered materialism, and the posthumanist focus of new materialism. Theorized as a physical force acting in the world and on those agentive subjects, affect complicates the traditional materialist position at the same time that it grounds post-structuralist and posthumanist arguments that often lack an operationalizing mechanism by locating immanence in the deep tissues of our fleshly existence. To construct this bridge, I comb the rhetorical tradition for an implicit understanding of affect conceived as circulating passions. This nascent conception of affect, although not well theorized, is nonetheless significant to our rhetorical tradition. Combining this marginalized focus with a particular thread of contemporary affect theory, I propose a fluid lens for exploring the materialist power of rhetorical being in Smith and Marx as well as those who follow in their footsteps.

This affective sensibility leads into a comparative analysis of the marketplace in Adam Smith and Karl Marx. As I have already indicated, I argue that the early work of each author contains a different implicit account of affect that helps one understand the rhetorical effect of his later work. Whereas for Smith commerce is an ongoing process of persuasion that circulates affect along three related pathways invisibly mobilizing people into the proper activities that produce and distribute the requisite products, for Marx capital is a process of coercive labor that traps naturally dynamic life energies within the commodity form, wherein they remain stuck. Proponents of capitalism have left many of Smith’s arguments behind but have held tightly to his theory of affect—concretized in his invisible-hand metaphor—while anticapitalist proponents, following Althusser’s famous account of the fissure between the young and mature Marx, ground themselves in Marx’s “scientific” arguments without taking account of his earlier work on alienation, which, since the Frankfurt School’s recuperation of this material, has been redirected into the study of culture. These divergent paths lay the foundations for how future audiences receive arguments supporting and opposing capitalism.

The first such moment is the global political economic crisis that engendered the World Wars. Multiple economic crises leading up to and including the Great Depression marked capitalism as an unstable system in need of rethinking. Both John Maynard Keynes and Thorstein Veblen theorized the major shifts of capitalism during the beginning of the twentieth century so as to understand this increasing instability. In doing so, Keynes and Veblen reimagined the affective structures of Smith and Marx. Each thinker determined that the economic trouble of their day resulted from the improper transmission of affect among human beings who occupied a dramatically changing environment. Keynes viewed individual economic choices as driven by animal spirits rather than rational needs, whereas Veblen claimed that the instinctual drives of species-being were redeployed by modern institutional traditions. Both sought a rational intervention into what were, in Smith and Marx respectively, unencumbered human bonds that enabled or questioned the evolution of the capitalist marketplace. Taming the ontological within the rational (government regulations for Keynes and matter-of-fact thinking for Veblen), these theorists compromised the affective integrity of the foundational arguments for and against capitalism. Thus, this moment weakened the persuasive force of both Smith’s invisible hand and Marx’s species-being.

Such thinking precipitated the post–World War II phase of capitalist theorization wherein a new variant of classical economics gradually overtakes the state capitalism constructed through Keynesianism. It is worth exploring this process by analyzing the affective shifts—ones undergirded by a psychological rewriting of the founding principles—that take place within capitalism. Paradigmatic of the divergent psychological interventions into theories of capitalism are Friedrich Hayek and Theodor Adorno. Hayek introduces cognitive psychology to explain why the market does not operate rationally and should not be rationally managed. He bolsters Smith’s invisible hand with neurological evidence of how individuals and communities thrive through unconscious mimicry, requiring only minimal rules to enable a strong world market. Adorno, on the other hand, reads the crisis of capitalism through Freudian depth psychology, suggesting that people have forfeited their ability to rationally negotiate unconscious individual and social desires. According to him, the individual ego has been replaced by the external ego of group psychology, and thus there is no one to resist capitalism’s more pernicious aspects. Although both Hayek and Adorno address the economics of monopoly capitalism, their theories circle around questions of affect and its agentive mobilization. In answering these questions, Hayek tends to strengthen Smith, while Adorno ironically moves away from Marx in an effort to retrieve Marxism from its problematic implementation in state communism.

John Kenneth Galbraith and Milton Friedman both engage the nascent neoliberal moment barely hinted at by Hayek and Adorno. I argue that Friedman surpasses Galbraith in the court of popular opinion, the stage on which they play out their alternative theories of capitalism, because of his superior treatment of affect. Friedman translates Adam Smith’s invisible hand—the shorthand for a broader theory of affective regulation—into the persuasive scientific lexicon of his “as if by rational choice” doctrine, whereas Galbraith abandons positive affective production in his description of a postindustrial world in which corporations manipulate individual desire and governments rescue society with greater aesthetic and cultural attention. I demonstrate that the tidal wave of support for Friedman’s monetary economics owes a significant debt to the fact that his rational-choice theory buries the affective circuitry of capitalism under the ground of a scientific landscape, whereas Galbraith builds the conspicuous wires of corporate power across a fairly barren world of individual relationships. Friedman continues to work from the affective traditions of Smith, Keynes, and Hayek but does so under the guise of scientific rationality, while Galbraith dismisses all traces of affect in the political economic traditions (both classical and Marxist) as little more than magical incantations. In short, I contend that the reception of their economic positions largely reflects their substitutes for affect—rational choice or corporate power—and that the liquidation of positive affective possibilities from Galbraith’s critical position leaves it severely handicapped.

Insights from these various authors indicate that it is possible to reinvigorate a critique of capitalism by insisting on the importance of affective value to the rhetorical constitution of agentive subjects. This approach relies heavily on the collaboration between Marx and Foucault, a pairing that, as Jamie Merchant suggests, helps enrich our understanding of the rhetorical situation. In particular, Foucault’s biopolitical work in conversation with his discussion of parrhesia complements the Marxist critique of capital with a positive proposal for developing a critical subjectivity capable of discerning, speaking, and acting according to affectively determined truths even in the face of opposition. Rhetorical practice must rethink its standard handbook to include the biological production of agency within its notion of invention and in doing so give serious attention to ethos as not only the evolving constitution of subjectivity but also as the foundation for what is emotionally and logically persuasive.
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Affect as Capitalist Being

Bridging the Materialist Traditions
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The critic is not the one who debunks, but the one who assembles. The critic is not the one who lifts the rugs from under the feet of the naive believers, but the one who offers the participants arenas in which to gather.

Bruno Latour, “Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam?”

Since the eighteenth century, capitalist materiality has signaled a set of political economic processes that produce and distribute surplus wealth according to spontaneous market operations. Spontaneity, however, does not exist outside the procedures that funnel motion along particular trajectories. Involuntarily jumping to one’s feet at the site of a spectacular sporting accomplishment or the inability to prevent oneself from tearing up at a sentimental scene represents the cultural habituation of spontaneity and not raw biological instinct. From this perspective, capitalism requires the market’s invisible orchestrating force to circulate throughout the world’s many dynamic unfoldings and imprint itself onto this vast complex so that its desired responses spring forth as if by nature. Reinforcing such a conjecture, theorists like Stephen McKenna and Mark Longaker assert that the production of capitalist nature emerged as a consequence of rhetorical practices that trained Enlightenment subjects in the belles lettres tradition. Enculturation into bourgeois style saddled the individual with a stable identity that predicated other practices, including economic decision making. One could argue that the process of repetitive instruction transformed raw affect into a semiautonomous capitalist judgment. Indeed, capitalist theorists consistently stage arguments at this level—the market’s ability to organize a frenetic world through the unwitting cooperation of instinct-riddled human beings. Alternatively, critics of capitalism tend to censor market ideology as a fiction that contributes to the uneven distribution of material resources. In short, market thinkers accept agency as the unconscious alignment between economic responses and market signals while antimarket thinkers call on agentive subjects to consciously manipulate the political economic field.

These debates reflect a rhetorical asymmetry wherein critics use reason to fight advocates who rely on passion. Even those post-structuralist thinkers who locate the possibilities for change in the discursive process of performative practices subjugate bodily spontaneity to carefully reasoned cause-and-effect dynamics. Much of the materialist scholarship that came out of the 1990s, for instance, highlighted the signifying practices of material texts from memorials and museums to bodies and the genetic code. Overwhelmingly, such objects were studied as a visual display that produced rhetorical effects or as the material effect produced from the rhetoric of popular representations, public policy, or disciplinary knowledge. These artifacts, according to the scholarship, participate in a relationship between discourse and materiality that, although it may be reciprocal, remains confined to a linear diagram of power: discourse produces reality and reality determines discourse. So conceived, rhetoric subscribes to what Barbara Biesecker has famously called the “logic of influence.” Informed by a range of new materialist thinking that views the human as hybrid (Haraway), bodies as entangled (Barad), and environments as unconsciously priming our dispositions (Rickert), this project locates materialism not at a structural level nor at a local level, but at the level of circulating affect. This shift in perspective places the capitalist debate on a single materialist plane—the invisible force that informs our ostensibly instinctual economic behaviors.

This standpoint does not object to anthropomorphizing the market (acknowledging a living undercurrent to economic choices) but does object to locating market forces beyond human intervention. Such positioning transforms humans into biological conduits who synchronize themselves to the currents of their environments by following the imperceptible tug of affect. Anticapitalist theories often highlight this unthinking subject and call for critical agency tied to rational, if not scientific, economic policies and practices. In doing so, they commit themselves to the founding principles of Aristotelean rhetoric (rational deliberation in organized arenas among fully agentive subjects) and abandon those practices that lie on the outskirts of this tradition (the circulating passions of becoming and the philosophical practice of world making). Because, as market discourse never tires of expounding, humans are animals whose efforts at rational behavior often fail, we need to recraft rather than quarantine, quell, or outreason our instinctual bodies. So, while I locate world-making prospects within the affective realm, I neither abdicate reason nor ground myself in it; instead, I reimagine reason as that which must be practiced, negotiated, and transformed as a living, embodied training. Such production falls within a broadened terrain of rhetorical arts that includes bodily instincts and the discernment of truth.

The possibilities for alternative political economic paradigms exist in the energetic becoming of our rhetorical being. As Jane Bennett describes it, “an active becoming, a creative not-quite-human force capable of producing the new, buzzes within the history of the term nature. This vital materiality congeals onto bodies, bodies that seek to preserve or prolong their run” (Vibrant Matter 118). If this is so, capitalism’s recalcitrant nature—its adaptability within an evolving historical terrain and its capacity to absorb difference into niche commodity markets—cannot be pinpointed in political structures, cultural representations, nor even in human beings themselves. Its endurance stems from the rhetorical work of the vibrant materiality moving through each of these layers to constitute an invisibly entangled infrastructure that merges myriad moments into a single, though dynamic and differentiated, force. This rhetorical constitution of being predisposes individuals to capitalism even though the circulating being, at its core, remains “ontologically multiple” and thus open to different becomings (Bennett, Vibrant Matter 8). Raw affect contains innumerable potentialities unactualized by the rhetorical training of habituated being. Although not obviously present, these forms of being are neither destroyed nor lost to history, but they lie untapped in the materiality of affect. Capitalist instinct will only give way to a new instinct, one that must be symbolically crafted but biochemically and energetically circulated.
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