CHAPTER TWO
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Structure /Anti-structure and
Agency under Oppression

I shall begin this exploration into oppressed subjectivity and
the subjective possibility of liberation by briefly considering
two examples of theories that portray oppression as inescap-
able through the subjects’ joint or separate exercise of their
own volition, power, or agency. In neither case am I suggest-
ing that the theorist does not offer also an account of libera-
tion. But I claim that the account of oppression itself leaves the
subject trapped inescapably in the oppressive system. The
logic of the particular form of oppression leads me to under-
stand it as inescapable.

I. Two Desiderata of Oppression Theory

Marx’s alienated laborer (Marx and Engels 1971; Marx 1988),
who does not have any control over the means of production,
is one example of a systematically oppressed person whose
oppression is not escapable through her agency. In the logic of
capitalist oppression, proletarians are not free to do anything
but sell their labor power. In so doing, they enter a terrain
where their labor power belongs to someone else who dictates
the terms of its exercise. As labor power is used, what is pro-
duced in its consumption becomes hostile to the laborer in the
form of capital. Their own productive activity becomes alien
to thém, since—to put it in Aristotelian terms —the syllogism
that ends with the consumption of the laborer’s productive ac-
tivity in production is not their syllogism, but the capitalist’s.






