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Over the last decades, economic globalizaton has made the institutional order of the liberal world economy a bit obsolete. The role and nature of IMF, the world bank and the WTO has been scrutinized, questioned and developed. In this process, two different critical positions has developed regarding what would be the proper goal for resistance against a the neoliberal world economy of globalization. The first position argues that these IFIs needs to be closed down, in order for a different world economy to develop. The second position argues that the closing down of the IFIs is meaningless without a change of the discourse ingrained in their mandate and practices; i.e. if we close down the IMF but world monetary policy continues to be formulated and run according to the same discourse, nothing will really change. In this text I will argue for a take on this issue which tries to reconcile the difference between these two positions by help of Mouffe’s theory about anti-hegemonic interventions.

 

Ontology

There cannot be a world economy, or a local market, without discursive power organising economic social interaction. Economic discursive power manifests itself in the formal institutional order of the economy, as well as in the informal institutional/discursive order of the social fabric of those involved. In a biopower sense the discourse materialises itself through the everyday practices within the economy. In a more conventional power sense power can be exercised in a way that either foments and reiterates discourse, or in a way destabilizes the order of discourse. The latter is what I would say makes up a Mouffian anti-hegemonic intervention. 

 

“Resistance is the new [academic] hegemony” Zizek (2002) writes, implying that the critical stance is becoming a conventional pose within the social sciences, rather than a commitment to contribute to social change. In order to make the anti-hegemonic interventions against global neoliberal economic discursive power more than a mere pose, I would suggest a multi-node approach to economic discourse. As Laclau and Mouffe noted in 1984, a discourse is made up of elements, and political struggle on the ideological level takes the form of a struggle of the meaning of floating signifiers (e.g. freedom, growth, wealth, etc) which one tries to put in a relation to each other according to one’s discourse. When this has been done successfully, the so fixated signifiers become nodes in the discourse around which less important elements of the discourse are organised. One extremely successful such fixation is the Articles of Agreement of the IMF and of the World Bank. This institutionalised fixation of the central floating signifiers of economic thinking has been relatively stable since 1945 and the end of the second world war. What has changed has really been the interpretation and enactment/performance of this discourse, which has changed according to powerful political actors reinterpreting the meaning of each node in the 1908s and hence pushing the whole edifice in a utopian, teleological way to the right. The utopian quality of the economic part of the package is still held high, but the road to that distant goal of efficiency and wealth has been deemed a bit rockier and longer than what Fukoyama and Postrel thought in the early 1990s.

even if the worst forms of market fundamentalism has gone, the institutional result of the utopian 1990s is still very mch in place in formal institutions like the WTO/marakech-treaty, the Maastricht treaty, the NAFTA, and so forth. The paris agenda of 2005, the prsp-process the Santiago concensus etc might have changed the road to neoliberal paradise, but the basic economic discourse holding forth a state of closure and affluence for those who really believe and strive is still what is guiding global economic policy-making. States, companies, UN-institutions etc all have had to adjust to this discursive environment/field, and have learnt operate in a way that's not anti-discursive. because the punishment of the financial market is hard on states companies and organisatinos which deviate from the norm. How then, can we think of resistance against this, a resistance that is not a mere Zizekian pose? I would suggest a strategy of multiple starting points and disengagemt.

if we understand discourse in the mouffian and laclauian way, as a chain of equivalence of nodes around which the system of meaning of the discourse is organised, then economic resistance would need to form itself in relation to this chain of equivalence. Resistance against only one of the nodes might also be important, but  the order of discourse (as an agent) tends to substitute oninde lost nodal point with power mecanisms ordered around other nodes of one such fixed signifier is lost. The HIPC initiative for debt reduction of the South, might be one such case were the global justice movement seemingly won a great victory, but were IFIs ended up exerting the same discursive pressure on the south but this time as part of PRSs and debt reduction, rather than structural adjustment. The actual direkt power exercised over the debtridden parts of the South has become milder, but the discursive pressure is the same. What this indicates is that we would need a critical engagement  with the central nodes of the economistic discourse, and fokus this engagement onto the chain of equivalence of the discourse, and perhaps not individual nodes in this chain. I will explain why as I suggest some of the nodes which would need to be critically tested.

Consumer power has been discussed a lot as TNCs have met consumer pressure to adhere to bsic human rights and labour standards in their global operation. The pressure from civil society on TNCs have by and large been fairly successful, so that most subcontractors today meet clauses in the contracts about HR and labour standards that ust be adhered to. Buying things from TNCs you know have ethics officers and CSR personel that travels the world feels a lot better than buying things from that have not. But at the same time this is does nothing to the logic of the networked sweatshop organising principle of global industry. Corporate organisation is still driven by stockholder sentiment and pressure to meet expectations, and CSR officers have been employed in order to meet consumer and stockholder preferences for human rights on the factory floor, while still delivering unheard of levels of profit over the same decade as CSR have been in effect. So yes, consumer power has been important, but not enough.

Apart from consumer individual anti-discursive performative action, there also seems to be a need to adress the nodes that guide the very financial and profit logic of global TNCs. Because it is this logic that countries adjust to legally, socially, materially and culturally. A central node in this is tha balance between supply and demand, which is understood as produced by market forces if left for themselves. this is a mainstay of all critical economic thinking, but still important. Because it is in the combination of Benthamite utilitarian ethics and the maths of the marginalists that scientistic modernity merges morality with numerical precision in way that legitimizes Adam Smiths “self love” and nation state power in one big discursive move: a call on those in power to organize capitalism to the benefit of those with financial resources, in order to gain scientific political control over the labour and knowledge of those without monetary resources. This scientific political control is then legitimized with the promise of a future of affluence that will come if we only let the market be. If we look at the Lisbon treaty of the EU, we see this logic being enshrined in the future european semi-constitution, and the idiotic gung ho slogan “the most competitive economy in the world” signals a further deepening and adjusting to the discourse. One may wonder why. And I think it is this economistic chain of equivalence in which you have an ethical node, a scientistic node, a hierarchy-legitimazing node, and node about devine balance, that makes this such a strong discourse. Resistane against these nodes then would meen a reconfiguration of total reshuffeling of tem. As regards ethics both A Sen and Walden Bello has attecked that node, the McCloskeys and Keen and the whole post-autistic economics movement is attacking the science node, the hierarchy legitimizing node (trickle down) is the classical point of critique from the traditional left as well as from the neo-keynesians. I would hold forth the notion of market balance, as an actual possible state of things as perhaps the most alluring and problematic of those nodes, but at the same time the hardest to come to grips with. Because balance and the simplicity and safety that the concept holds forth is something which is deeply ingrained in the human psyche (I believe), and arguing that there is no such thing that the market produces runs against basic childish instincts. Almost like convincing a five year old that the nucleus family is not necessarily how all children should live forever ;-) One further problem is that the same minute you say that market balance might not exist, somebody else suggests that we should all opt for somekind of religious kind of balance (meekness, nirvana, silence, entropy, whatever) instead, and I think that is a mistake of categories. 

by way of conclusion

isolated resistant actions against economic capitalist power becomes meaningful as parts of a resistance against the chain of equivalence which is at the centre of the discourse. But then again, it would be more effective if those actions were understood by the actors as such moves, because then it would be easier to see what kind of resistance one's consumer behaviour, or one's WSF-participation really is. 

