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As a cultural theorist, Stuart Hall is concerned with issues of race.  This particular essay however, illustrates his allegiance to the practice of Structuralist Marxism, the kind expounded by Louis Althusser.  Althusser, (as you should remember from Module One) was a Structuralist Marxist who (much to the displeasure of “hard-core” Marxists such as Lenin, Engels and the like), did not believe that Marx’s dependency on economics was necessary.  From this perception, Althusser developed his own theory.  Utilizing the dialectical pattern of thesis ---- antithesis = synthesis, Althusser uses Hegelian philosophy (the expressive totality) and puts it against Marxist philosophy (mechanical causality), and from these two opposing theories what is created is structural effectivity, where every element is a function of that structure on a whole – a function to all the elements that comprise that whole.  For Althusser, everything plays a part; there is interdependency (otherwise known as articulation), where everything is linked and nothing is given priority.  He is simply claiming that economics should not be given primacy – it is important, but it is not ABSOLUTE.


Althusser also utilizes Saussure’s notion of the sign system to explain the nature of society.  For example, art (which is a form of ideology) is not a reflection of the economic (the base, to use a Marxist term).  It is, in fact, something distinct from it.  Althusser is saying that to understand the nature of the economic, one must understand its difference/relative autonomy from other phenomena within the society.

Hall uses Althusser’s theory of society to address the issue of race.  In the first paragraph of the essay, he notes that “the attempts to deal with the question of ‘race’ directly or to analyse those social formations where race is a salient feature constitute, by now, a formidable, immense and varied literature, which it is impossible to summarize at all adequately” (305).  Hall claims that they are a number of tendencies which arise from this field of race, but he divides these tendencies into two major groups.  In many ways, these groups act as total oppositions, and they are in a constant battle to show the weaknesses of each other, in an attempt for superiority.  This battle however “points to real weaknesses of conceptualization and indicates, symptomatically, important points of departure for more adequate theorizations (305).

The two tendencies may be called the ‘economic’ and the ‘sociological’.  Hall states that the economic tendency deals with both differences and of emphasis and differences of conceptualization.  Within this tendency, there can be a concentration on internal economics with specific social formations (he uses South Africa as an example, with it economic and racial structures) while other studies deal with the relations between internal and external economics, which (for simplification’s sake!) are characterized through the binary oppositions of developed/underdeveloped; imperialist/colonized; metropolitan/satellite.  Other ways for defining the economic are “based on radically different economic premises or frameworks” (306).


These different approaches can be grouped under a single tendency because, according to Hall, “they take economic relations and structures to have an overwhelmingly determining effect on the social structures of such formations.  Specifically, those social divisions which assume a distinctively racial or ethnic character can be attributed or explained principally with reference to economic structures and processes” (306).
The sociological approach also has a variety of approaches under its heading.  Some of these concentrate on social relations between different racial or ethnic strata, while others deal with cultural differences (ethnicity) of which race is the primary issue.  Others are concerned “with forms of political domination or disadvantage, based on the exploitation of racial distinctions” (306).  In these studies, race was usually treated as a social category, while the biological concept of race has lost its primacy, but has not completely disappeared.  “The principal stress in this second tendency is on race or ethnicity as specifically social or cultural features of the social formations under discussion” (306).  Despite the differences among these various approaches, under the sociological tendency they “agree on the autonomy, the non-reductiveness, of race and ethnicity as social features” (306).
Hall further states that “each tendency exhibits something of its own rational core” (308).  This simply means that it is impossible to explain race by reference to economic relations exclusively.  It is true that racial issues cannot be explained outside the economic framework.  Hall states however, that “unless one attributes to race a single, unitary transhistorical character – such that wherever and whenever it appears it always assumes the same autonomous features, which can  be theoretically explained, perhaps by some general theory of prejudice in human nature…then one must deal with the historical specificity of race in the modern world” (308).  

Race relations are therefore directly linked to the economic process, but can the economic level give an adequate explanation of the racial features of these social formations?  It is here where “the second tendency (the sociological) draws attention to the specificity of those social formations which exhibit distinctive racial or ethnic characteristics” (308).  
Hall subsequently draws on the work of John Rex, which too, cannot be divided into the two camps.  Rex, a South African sociologist seems to identify more with the sociological approach.  His first essay on the subject “South African society in comparative perspective” illustrates the failure of both structuralist-formalist and Marxist perspectives “to deal effectively with race and ethnicity in South African society” (309). 

Rex believes in the historical fact of difference.  Capitalism was originally “based on the expansion of market relations, production of which is based on ‘free labour’ (310).  However, capitalism in South Africa developed out of conquest of the Bantu peoples and their labour was ‘unfree’.  This type of capitalism which is different from the one envisioned by Marx, illustrates colonial features, “where conquest and colonization have been central features, and thus pertinent to the appearance, in such societies of ‘not simply the class struggle engendered by capitalist development, but the “race war” engendered by colonial conquest….. The racial structure of the South African social formation is thereby given concrete economic conditions of existence – the link traceable, precisely, through its ‘peculiarity’, its deviation from the classical capitalist path” (310). 
Economic relations are therefore fundamental, but not exclusive in the racial structure of the South African social formation.  There is also no counter-posing of ‘social’ against ‘economic’ factors, and Rex, unlike other culturists, cannot be accused of neglecting the economic relations.  However, Hall believes that Rex’s theory, although applicable to race, can be strengthened, which he (Hall) attempts near the conclusion of the essay.  
The social formation, at its economic level, may be composed of several modes of production,’ structured in dominance’. This work is of course, pitched principally at the level of economic relations.  Though it has clear consequences for other levels of the structure of social formations (class formations, alliances, political and ideological structures).  It has quite pertinent effects for any analysis of the way this articulation combination of modes of inserts economic agents drawn from different ethnic groups into sets of economic relations. This may be said to affect the analysis of racially- structured social formations.  The emergent theory of the ‘articulation of different modes of production’ begins to deliver certain pertinent theoretical effects for an analysis of racism at the social, political and ideological levels.  It begins to deliver such effects, not by deserting the level of analysis of economic relations (mode of production) but by posing it in its correct form.

The term ‘articulation’ is the intervention principally associated with the work of Althusser and the ‘school’ of structuralist Marxism.  It may be defined as:

· Foster-Carter—It is a metaphor used ‘to indicate relations of linkage and affectivity between different levels of all sorts of things’. These things are said to be needed to be linked, because though connected they are not the same.

· The unity formed by this combination or articulation, is always, necessarily, a complex structure’: a structure in which things are related, as much through the differences as through their similarities.  Since the combination is a structure (an articulated combination) and not a random association, there will be structured relations between its parts, that is, relations of dominance and subordination.  Hence, in Althusser’s cryptic phrase, of complex unity, structured in dominance’.

· For Althusser, everything is not reducible to ‘the Economic’, but rather on the terrain of articulation.

· For Althusser, it is the ‘joining up’ (as in the limbs of the body/an anatomical structure).

Althusser and Balibar conceive of a social formation as composed of a number of instances, each with a degree of ‘relative autonomy’.  In particular social formations, especially in periods of ‘transition’, social formations themselves may be an ‘articulated combination’ of different modes with specified, shifting in terms of hierarchical ordering between them.  What is ‘determined’ is the mode of combination and the placing of each instance in an articulated relation to the other elements.  According to Marx, ‘to regard society as one single subject is…to look at it wrongly; speculatively’.  ‘The conclusion we reach is not that production, distribution, exchange and consumption are identical, but that they all form the members of a totality of distinctions within a unity’.


Stuart Hall speaks exclusively of the application of the term ‘articulation’ to the economic structure of complex social formations.  However, the social formation can be analyzed as an articulated hierarchy.  At the economic level, this may involve the social formation of more than one mode of production.  Some of the political and ideological features of such societies can then be explained with reference to this particular combination.  Essentially, the economic level is necessary, but not sufficient condition for explaining the operations at the other levels of the society.  Althusser critiques by saying that with ‘articulation’, that two or more elements may be yoked together, which may not be necessarily a good combination/structure.  


For Hall, the racial element within society is present as it may be noticed (from a historical perspective) through class relations as the whites as the whites were the dominant class and were the ones with the wealth. Race also plays an important role within society as some political ideologies are determined by race. 

Hall believes that where the relations between the different levels of a social formation are concerned, additional concepts are needed to supply further determinations to those which have been used for the analysis of the economic ‘mode of production’ levels (331).  He also asserts that it must be acknowledged that the economic level alone cannot prescribe what those levels will be like and how they will operate – “even if their mechanisms are not fully specifiable without attending to the level of the economic” (331).

Hall notes that “one needs to acknowledge that the economic level alone cannot prescribe what those levels will be like and how they will operate” (331).  Althusser’s work on this needs to be supplemented by the work of another Marxist involved in ‘non-reduction’ Marxism: Antonio Gramsci and his central concept of hegemony.  Hall defines hegemony as “that state of ‘total social authority’ which, at certain specific conjunctures, a specific class alliance wins, by a combination of ‘coercion’ and ‘consent’, over the whole social formation, and its dominated classes: not only at the economic level, but also at the level of political and ideological leadership, in civil, intellectual and moral life as well as at the material level: and over the terrain of civil society as well as in and through the condensed relations of the State.” (331-332)

Gramsci was against any form of ‘vulgar economism’ (333) and his work is seen by Hall as relevant to non-European social formations even though it was meant for Western Europe.  The key here is that in both Western Europe and some non-European countries a “reductionist economistic analysis will not suffice to account for the depth of the transformations involved” (333).  Hall states that “there are very strong grounds for thinking that it may have particular relevance to non-European countries for three (3) reasons: 1. Moving away from the “overwhelming weight of economism” found in post-Conquest and ‘colonial societies, 2. There are similarities of complexity in relation to the ‘structure-superstructure complex’ and 3. Gramsci viewed the problem of ‘hegemony’ from within the specific history of the Italian social formation, which Hall will use to propound his own emphasis on ‘historical specificity’.  Noting that Gramsci’s work was adapted to Althusser’s work, especially “Ideological State Apparatuses”, Hall points out that both share a concern for the “manner in which the ‘hegemony’ of a ruling class alliance is secured…through a formative and educative class leadership or authority over the social formation as a whole” (334).  

It is only nearing the conclusion of this work that Hall begins to explicate on his views of how race fits into social structure.  He notes that “there is as yet no adequate theory of racism which is capable of dealing with both the economic and the superstructural features of such societies; while at the same time giving a historically-concrete and sociologically –specific account of distinctive racial aspects,” classifying other attempts at this as inadequate (336).

He outlines some necessary considerations in such an attempt, foremost of which is the idea of historical specificity, noting that “racism is not dealt with as a general feature of human societies, but with historically specific racisms.  Beginning with as assumption of difference, of specificity rather than of a unitary, trans-historical or universal ‘structure,’” (336) though this is not to say that there are no common features among the relevant social systems which could be designated ‘racially structured’.  Racism cannot be explained by separating it from other social relations and it cannot be explained by reducing to those social relations (337). 


Stressing the importance of historical specificity, Hall notes that “racism within plantation slave societies in the mercantilist phase of world capitalist development has a place and function, means and mechanisms of its specific effectivity, which are only superficially explained by translating it out from these specific historical contexts into totally different ones” (337).  At this stage Hall introduces an interesting point: it is said that “though slavery in the Ancient World was articulate through derogatory classifications which distinguished between the enslaved and enslaving peoples, it did not necessarily entail the use of specifically racial categories, whilst plantation slavery almost everywhere did.  Thus, there can be no assumed, necessary coincidence between racism and slavery as such” (337).  In his eyes, the common assumption that “attitudes of racial superiority” precipitated the introduction of plantation slavery needs to be challenged.  He starts this misconception from the opposite end: that slavery was not produced because of racism but rather racism is a product of slavery (337-338).


Hall does not condone views that ascribe racism to a kind of universal psychology (sometimes called the ‘race itch’ or the ‘race instinct’.  He states that “the question is not whether men-in-general make perceptual distinctions between groups with different racial or ethnic characteristics, but rather, what are the specific conditions which make this form of distinction socially pertinent, historically active.  What gives this abstract human potentiality its effectivity, as a concrete material force?” (338)  Though explaining the form and function which racism assumed at various stages in history is problematic, “appeals to human nature are not an excuse, they are an alibi” (338).  


He suggests that this problematic issue be tackled by considering the “concrete historical work which racism accomplishes under specific social conditions” (338).  The “work” done includes “the positioning of different social groups in relation to one another with respect to the elementary structures of society; they fix and ascribe those positionings in an on-going social practices; they legitimate the positions so ascribed.  In short, they are practices which secure the hegemony of a dominant group over a series of subordinate ones, in such a way as to dominate the whole social formation in a form favourable to the long-term development of the economic productive base” (338).


Hall notes that racism is not present in all capitalist formations and that it is not a necessary aspect of capitalism and therefore it needs to be shown how and why racism has been “overdetermined by and articulated with” certain capitalisms at different stages of their development (339).  This then requires us to show its articulation (or connection) with the different structures of the social formation (339).  For example, he points out that the position of a slave in pre-emancipation plantation society was “not secured exclusively through race” (339) but rather through other factors ranging from ‘property status’ and ‘labour power’ to “legal, political and ideological systems which anchored this relation by racial ascription” (339).  


He concludes by stating that at the economic level it is clear that race must be given its “distinctive and ‘relatively autonomous’ effectivity as a distinctive feature” and that it is important to determine “how different racial and ethnic groups were inserted historically, and the relations which have tended to erode and transform, or to preserve these distinctions through time” (340).  He also notes that “racism is…not only a problem for blacks who are obliged to suffer it.  Nor is it a problem only for those sections of the white working class and those organizations infected y by its stain.  Nor can it be overcome…by a heavy does of liberal inoculation” (341), but rather “the ideologies of racism remain contradictory structures, which can function both as the vehicles for the imposition of dominant ideologies, and as the elementary forms for the cultures of resistance.  Any attempt to delineate the politics and ideologies of racism which omit these continuing features of struggle and contradictions win an apparent adequacy of explanation only by operating a disabling reductionism” (342).

