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Marxism and Queer of Color Critique 
This paper explores the emergence of what has been termed a “queer of color critique,” a mode of Marxist analysis developed by Roderick Ferguson in his 2004 book Aberrations in Black: Toward a Queer of Color Critique that has been taken up by a number of scholars following his book.  The goal of this paper is to trace important themes with regard to how Marxist thought has been made “useful again” and crucial for this generation of queer scholars.
In a 2012 roundtable discussion titled “Queer Studies, Materialism and Crisis,” fifteen participants comment on the state of queer hermeneutics today in relation to the seeming fact of neoliberal capitalism’s “colonization of the future” (128).  The participants are in agreement that a Marxist “totality” remains analytically important—that is, a totality called “capitalism” underpins global oppressions in fundamental ways.  Lisa Rofel
 lays out keywords for neoliberal capitalism:  “value, need, profit, exploitation, universalism, uniform.”  The following are her keywords for a queer hermeneutics:  “unstable boundaries, unstable identities, bodies that speak worlds, heterogeneity, abjection and desire” (128-29).  For Rofel, as well as many of the other roundtable participants, a queer hermeneutics hones onto the ways life manages to escape the homogenizing effects of capitalism (141); such a hermeneutics analyzes and celebrates what is articulated in some way outside the normativizing functions of capitalist states and hegemonic ideology.  On this impulse of imagining “outside” temporalities, prominent queer scholars have recently taken up the theme of “utopia.”  For example, as José Muñoz writes as a first sentence of his 2009 book Cruising Utopia: the Then and There of Queer Futurity: “Queerness is not here yet.” 
What this paper might be said to do then is trace this turn toward formulations of possible utopian “outside” temporalities contra the dystopian and totalizing force of neoliberal capitalism.  How have these utopian imaginings been conceived through a retooling of Marxist thought?  I read this retooling as a blending of Marxism with insights from 20th century psychoanalysis, poststructuralism, postcolonialism and women of color feminism.
  As Ferguson suggests in the roundtable, “we can’t help but ‘do’ totality, so it’s best to know how we’re doing it” (140) so that we do not simply write ourselves back into the neoliberal capitalist totality in oppressive ways.
Ferguson explains in the roundtable that when he was a graduate student in sociology, Karl Marx was one-third of a godhead:  the other two deities were Max Weber and Émile Durkheim (a trinity that lives on in most sociology departments today). Marx’s work was littered with exclusions around race, gender and sexuality, so Marxist thought seemed to Ferguson a mere vehicle for continued exclusion.  He notes in Aberrations, for example, that Marx universalized heteropatriarchy when he theorized property ownership:  “[From The German Ideology (1846):] The first form of ownership is tribal…the division of labor is…confined to an extension of the natural division of labor existing in the family…” (6).  Given that the word “tribe” emerged from the history of colonialist expansion and was used to mark racial difference, by speaking of tribal, heteropatriarchal family relations as “natural,” Marx was imagining human beings to have essences that were already racially and heteropatriarchally marked (ibid).  Although Ferguson was aware that Marx had been taken up by revolutionaries around the world throughout the 20th century, he states in the roundtable discussion that it wasn’t until he read Lisa Lowe’s 1996 Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics that he began to understand how to use Marxist thought critically (129).
In her introduction to Immigrant Acts, Lowe explains perhaps the central limitation of Marx.  His theory of capitalism is unable to account for the current structuring of global capital that maximizes profit through strategies of “mixed production” (Lowe 1996, 28).  In Marx’s conception of capitalism, capital accumulates through the homogenization of abstracted labor into exchange value while laborers are placated with “rights” as “citizens” within nation-states.  Today, however, we can see clearly that capital accumulates through a differentiation of laborers globally as citizens and noncitizens.  Transnational corporations fracture production and locate to sites where they employ noncitizens (that is, citizens of poorer host countries) at reduced wages.  This differentiation of labor did, in fact, occur during Marx’s era in the form of chattel slavery in America and indentured servitude in other colonized parts of the world; a noncitizen status of laborers was maintained via racialized logics (such as “Negros being like animals, unfit for freedom”).  While Marx did write extensively about slavery, as he was an abolitionist during the American Civil War, he theoretically treated slavery as though it were an enduring facet of an earlier era en route to wage labor capitalism.  Lowe comments that Marx himself seems “committed to Enlightenment universalisms” (ibid); she has more recently argued that coercive, colonial labor is the condition of possibility for Enlightenment humanism (see Lowe 2006).  As Cedric Robinson has persuasively argued, differentiation of laborers in the form of racialization is integral to modern colonialist capitalism—not just as an instrument of it, but as its condition of possibility (see Robinson 1983).  Furthermore, Marxist feminists such as Evelyn Nakano Glenn have written on the feminization of labor—that is, tasks deemed as “unskilled” such as childcare or eldercare, despite being highly skilled—and how there is a gendered, racial hierarchy in terms of the jobs that “no one wants to do” (see Glenn 1992).
What has been read as a failure of Marx to account for differentiated labor in terms of race, gender and nation, and to privilege homogenized labor, has led many scholars over the decades to question whether he is “part of the problem.”  Notably, rereadings of Marx’s actual work (and that of his compatriot Friedrick Engels) have recouped Marx to a great extent.  In his 1980 essay “Race, Articulation and Societies Structured in Dominance,” Stuart Hall describes a paradigm shift among his contemporaries who were critiquing Marxism in relation to their work on colonized societies where histories of “free” and “unfree” labor coexisted.  The sociologist John Rex, for instance, referenced political compromises between white capitalists and the white working class in South Africa (Hall 28), concluding that “the over-all effect of [South Africa’s social formations] are too complex…to be described as a situation of class struggle in the Marxian sense” (24).  Hall argues that a sociological pluralism that would have modalities like “race” described as “autonomous” social features is unhelpful because such pluralism grants those features transhistorical character outside material reality.  Colonialist capitalism is a totality that structures transnational interrelations economically and socially; the difficulty is in describing it in a way that doesn’t “fall back on a naïve or ‘vulgar materialist’ reductionism, on the one hand…or form a sociological pluralism, on the other” (Hall, 42).  Within this totality, Hall describes “race” as neither an autonomous feature, nor as a feature that can be reduced to materialist “class,” but, as he is famously quoted, as “the modality in which class is ‘lived’” (55).  Following Louis Althusser’s reading of Marx, Hall argues for the notion of “articulation” in which subjecthood forms within a historical dialectic that is both materially essential and sociologically particularistic—a dynamic, Hall writes, that Marx himself did describe in his work even if he was not always the best at deploying it.  This dialectical space may be termed “culture.”
Ferguson is equally interested in an Althusserian reading of Marx in considering the usefulness of Marxism for a queer of color critique and the possibility of critical cultural spaces.  He reads Althusser’s Reading Capital to locate particularistic “silences” that haunt Marx’s work as a result of Marx’s “failure to not theorize received abstractions” (Ferguson, 5).  Ferguson quotes Althusser:
What are these initial abstractions?  By what right does Marx accept…the categories from which Smith and Ricardo started, thus suggesting that he thinks in continuity with their object, and that therefore there is no break in object between them and him?  These two questions are really only one single question, precisely the question Marx does not answer, simply because he does not posit it.  Here is the site of his silence, and this site, being empty, threatens to be occupied by the “natural” discourse of ideology (Althusser & Balibar, Reading Capital, 1979, 8).
Ferguson goes on to suggest that a queer of color critique “extends Althusser’s observations by accounting for the ways in which Marx’s critique of capitalist property relations” not only in many ways “abets liberal ideology…by uncritically appropriating…political economy formulated by bourgeois economists,” but also is “haunted by silences that make racial, gender, and sexual ideologies…commensurate with reality and suitable for universal ideals” (5).  That is to say racial and heteropatriarchal ideals are made to seem “real” and “natural” through ideology while their formations through capitalist dynamics are made hidden.  This theoretical formulation tallies with Lisa Lowe’s suggestion that “race” and “gender” are “traces” of humanist “forgetting” (see Lowe, 2006).  
We’ve thus followed an important genealogy of how Marxism has been retooled to be made useful again.  Furgeson writes that despite Marx’s “naturalization of gender, sexuality and race”—the particularistic silences of his work—he remains “useful for thinking about how capital fundamentally disrupts social hierarchies” by installing its own hierarchies under the logic of surplus labor and profit (Furgeson 14).  For example, racial groups who have a history of “being excluded from American citizenship (African Americans, Asian Americans, Native Americans, and Latinos particularly)” have been considered surplus populations; capital has engendered “the production of such populations, [accounting] for much of the racial heterogeneity within the United States” (15).
  American capital had to look outside national borders for surplus labor, first in terms of slavery, then in terms of indentured servitude and finally in terms of transnational corporatism.  Following Lisa Lowe, Ferguson writes that as racialization has been the “site of contradiction between the promise of political emancipation and the conditions of economic exploitation” (Lowe 1996, 23), this contradiction has pivoted on the “racialization of…populations as deviant in terms of gender and sexuality” (Ferguson 15) so that these populations may be read as “unworthy” of rights.  Examples in 19th and 20th century America are black men and women read as “hypersexual” and Chinese women read as “prostitutes”; and in the 21st century after decades of feminist and queer activism, Arab and African polygamy and homophobia are read as “backwards.”

Grace Kyungwon Hong summarizes Lowe and Ferguson’s location of the site of imminent critique as “culture” when she writes:
As Lowe and Ferguson argue…[racialized, gendered, sexualized] alienated subjects are vital to racial state and racial capital but are in excess of state and capital’s capacity to explain or characterize them.  Both Lowe and Ferguson situate culture—Asian American cultural production and the African American novel, respectively—as the site where these repressed contradictions of capital return (Hong 2012, 88, emphasis mine).
I would further suggest that a focus on gender and sexually deviant cultural formations specifically as sites that contribute greatly to the space of imminent critique is the “queer” aspect of queer of color analysis.  I believe it remains fair to say that what continues to differentiate critical queer thinkers from other critical thinkers is this location of deviant gendered sexual cultural formations as paramount to imminent critique.

A focus on this site seems to stem greatly from a shared reading of Michel Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, which has been central to queer studies since the field’s inception in the early 1990s.  At the time it was published in 1978, The History of Sexuality was a critique of Marxist thinkers like Wilhelm Reich who argued that just as human beings are subjugated under capital via their labor abstracted into exchange value, so too are their sexualities repressed for the systematized forces of industrial production.  Foucault calls this thesis the “the repressive hypothesis.”  He argues that it is ridiculous to “picture the bourgeoisie symbolically castrating itself” merely to stop the proletariat from having deviant sex.  Rather, the bourgeoisie busied itself creating “sexuality” generally:  its “health, hygiene, descent, and race” (Foucault 124) as a “new distribution of pleasures, discourses, truths, and powers” (123).  What is thought of as the sexually repressive era of the 18th and 19th centuries in Europe and America was actually a proliferation of sexual discourse for the purposes of societal “stability.”  Sexual discourse proliferated for the purpose of the welfare of the bourgeoisie, to ensure the wellbeing of the “race,” while there was increased focus on control of four realms.
  Foucault’s concept of “biopower,” which he develops in The History of Sexuality intimates a complex confluence of racial, gendered, and sexual discourses bound up in processes of capital, labor and nationalism.
 
Scholars have extended Foucault’s reading of industrial capitalism as proliferating sexual discourse rather than repressing it.  For instance, in his well-known 1983 essay “Capitalism and the Gay Identity,” John D’Emilio argues that the Euro-American “gay identity” emerged at the turn of the 19th century when urban industrial zones opened up the possibility of independent, private sexual lifestyles removed from agrarian-based family units.  Although it was capitalism that “knocked the material foundation away from family life, [throughout the 20th century] lesbians, gay men, and heterosexual feminists…were scapegoats for the social instability of the system” (D’Emilio 109).  As already mentioned, gender and sexual deviance was simultaneously coded as nonwhite.  Ferguson writes of how “African American fitness for citizenship was measured in terms of how much their sexual, familial, and gender relations deviated from a bourgeois nuclear family model” (Ferguson 20). In light of civil rights activism in the realms of race, gender and sexuality throughout the 20th century, we can see how the state is an apparatus that negotiates the racisms and hetero/sexisms produced by capital (by granting “rights” over time to minoritized groups) even as it is capital, following Foucault, that proliferates (rather than represses) the racial, gender and sexual discourse to be negotiated.

As the contradictions of capitalism are hidden within the teleology of the state, white heteropatriarchy has become coded as “outside” the capitalist state and relocated to the “private” sphere.  This process was elaborated by Marx, Althusser and Foucault:  the capitalist state escapes the distinction between “public” and “private” because “it is the precondition for any distinction between the public and private”; “[the divide] is internal to bourgeois law, valid in the subordinate domains in which bourgeois law exercises its ‘authority’” (Althusser, 144).
  Heteropatriarchal whiteness gets coded as “private” bias whereas the “public” arena gets coded as bias-free via the concept of “rights.”  But as same-sex couples in America celebrate their state-recognized weddings after decades of rights-based activism—the emergence of what many scholars call a “homonormative” era where “gay and lesbian identities mark themselves as parents, tourists, homeowners, and taxpayers” (Hong 2012, 91)—transnational corporations continue to exploit the labor of the global South, the prison industrial complex continues to grow and so on.
In Aberrations, Ferguson describes queer of color critique as a “heterogeneous enterprise made up of women of color feminism, materialist analysis (Marxism), poststructuralist theory, and queer critique” (149, n.1).  He also mentions in the 2011 roundtable that as he was developing the analysis, there was also an emergent “queer diaspora” formation being developed by Gayatri Gopinath (130), which we find in her 2005 book Impossible desires: queer diasporas and South Asian public cultures.  Ferguson does not cite much postcolonial theory in Aberrations, although I would suggest that postcolonial insights are important for developing a queer of color critique that is not Americentric.
  For the last part of this essay, I will focus on women of color feminism as an important foundation of queer of color critique.
In Aberrations, Ferguson states that queer of color analysis “extends women of color feminism by investigating how intersecting racial, gender, and sexual practices antagonize and/or conspire with the normative investments of nation states and capital” (4).  The word “extend” here is interesting because it suggests that queer of color analysis is doing something women of color feminism already does, and something that it does not do.  The word “intersecting” conjures conversations bridged by Kimberlé Crenshaw’s 1989 coining of the methodology “intersectionality.”  Intersectional analyses begin with the recognition that multiple forms of identity interrelate and interlock (e.g., race, class, gender, sexuality, ability), and so do their corresponding oppressions.  Intersectional analyses tend to look at social formations within the American context without focusing explicitly on questions of nationalism and the production of transnational, racialized surplus labor under neoliberal capitalism under which identity is mediated.  However, to return to the idea of “culture” as a site of imminent critique, Ferguson writes:
In a moment in which national liberation movements and Western nation-states disenfranchised women of color and queer of color subjects, culture, for those groups, became the obvious scene of alternative agency.  …These subjects reformatted culture as a site of oppositional agency that eschewed nationalism, rather than facilitated it (117).

Moreover, as Hong notes, it is important to understand that the concept of intersectionality born out of these cultures of oppositional agency was a “complete critique of the epistemological formation of the white supremacist moment of global capital organized around colonial capitalism” (Hong 2008, 100).  Intersectional analysis arose out of anti-colonial activist contexts and expressed the “incoherence of [an] ostensibly universally available propertied subjecthood…demonstrating that the propertied subject was not universally inhabitable” (Hong 2012, 89). The fact that women of color feminism is often deployed today as mere shorthand to diagnose difference does not demonstrate its lack of efficacy; rather, it imbricates the academy as a site that has shored up the revolutionary potential of mid to late 20th century women of color feminism—in part, as Hong argues, by fetishizing black feminists.  The academy, as Althusser would say, is an “ideological state apparatus” that often works to undercut revolutionary thinking.  Ferguson agrees with this, as evidenced by the title and content of his 2012 book The Reorder of Things: The University and Its Pedagogies of Minority Difference.
In Aberrations, Ferguson states that what animated women of color feminism in the 1960s and 70s was an identity politics that “pointed away from the self to the complex array of relations that constituted the social…[a] social world in which identities are constantly shaped and reshaped.”  Identity politics over the last few decades, contrarily, tends to “point inward, toward the self or…toward ‘representative’ identities” (143), a kind of politics that has been co-opted by neoliberal capitalism (likely because of how it reflects individualist, Enlightenment-era humanism).  Taking a cue from women of color feminism, a critical queer hermeneutics may be said to privilege certain theoretical intersections or subject positions that point to neoliberal capitalism’s contradictions, but its goal is to offer a “subjectless critique.”  Ferguson suggests that a critical queer hermeneutics must include a retooled Marxism for a new generation of revolutionary, utopian imaginings, and I’m inclined to agree.
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� Rofel is an anthropologist whose most recent book is titled Desiring China: Experiments in Neoliberalism, Sexuality and Public Culture (2007).


�  I don’t have the space here to elaborate upon all of these threads, so I focus on a few.


� In the case of Native Americans, American capital is more interested in genocide than in maintaining the populations as surplus given how indigenous sovereignty (which includes a fundamental disinterest in American “citizenship”) disrupts the geographical borders of the state.  Many indigenous scholars have critiqued how natives tend to get tagged on as another “minority” when often subjects of color are imbricated with settler colonialism.  See Smith 2011.


� See Puar 2007.





� I’m not sure how else to read “queer.”





� Foucault names these realms as juvenile sexuality, women (as bearers of the “race”), married couples (the norm to be upheld) and “perversities” (such as homosexuality, which were thought to need to be eradicated) (104).





� Ferguson does not use the term “biopower” in Aberrations, but plenty of other queer scholars use it.


� Immanuel Wallerstein describes racism and sexism as “magic formulas” that reconcile contradictory ideologies of capitalism.  On the one hand, capitalism asserts a universal meritocracy where everyone should be on equal footing based upon application of their talents (a universal “freedom” born from Enlightenment era logics).  On the other hand, capitalism requires exploitative labor to produce profit; racism and sexism allow the contradiction to exist (Balibar & Wallerstein, 33).





� See also Marx’s “On the Jewish Question” for discussion of how the state presupposes the public/private divide.





� If I were to extend this essay, I’d say more about how Gayatri Spivak’s and Dipesh Chakrabarty’s readings of Marx have been taken up by queer scholars like Gopinath or David Eng.  Particularly, Chakrabarty’s distinction that he elaborates upon in his 2000 book Provincializing Europe between History 1 (the homogenizing history of capital) and History 2s (the “supplement” of capital from which we can imagine human difference and belonging under capital) has been taken up to imagine “other ways of being in the world that extend beyond the horizons of dominant nationalisms” (Gopinath, 21).  See also Eng 2010, 66-7, for a discussion of Chakrabarty and the idea of “affective” or “subjectless” histories that interrupt or punctuate the logic the capital.





