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[78] I begin by defining six distinctive "moments” to the social 

process (Figure 4.1). These are basic markers to chart much of what 

goes on in social and literary theory. They also lay a ground work for 

the substantive investigations to follow. I use the term "moment” in 

order to avoid, as far as possible, any sense of prior crystallization 

of processual activities into "permanences" - things, entities, clearly 

bounded domains, or systems. I present the moments in no particular 

order of significance.

a The moment of language/discourse can roughly be defined as the 

moment of resort to the vast panoply of coded ways available to us 

for talking about, writing about, and representing the world.

b Discourses are manifestations of power. The moment of power is 

itself both internally heterogeneous and complex, but power 

relations (political, economic, symbolic, military, etc.) and 

pressures are fundamental within the social process and some 

conception of how they work is therefore crucial for understanding 

social processes.

[79]

c We all possess beliefs, fantasies, values, and desires about how 

the world is (ontologies), how better understandings of the world 

might be achieved (epistemologies), and how I/we want to “be” in 

the world. This complex interior world I shall designate as the 

moment of thought, fantasy and desire (the “imaginary"), 

recognizing that such terms are scarcely adequate for what I mean 

to say and that the separation between them may mislead (the 
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thought-body dichotomy implied cannot easily be justified, for 

example).

d The moment of institution building broadly refers to the 

organization of political and social relations between individuals 

on a more or less durable basis. We here recognize that human 

thoughts and desires can become collectively manifest and reified 

as cultural rituals (such as those of religion, authority, and 

deference) or, more obviously, as seemingly permanent social 

institutions (such as those of law, the state, politics, science, 

education, religion, the academy, the professions, the military 

and the market place).

e The moment of material practices focuses on the material 

embeddedness of human life. Material practices are the sensuous 

and experiential nexus - the point of bodily being in the world - 

from which all primary knowledge of the world ultimately derives. 

But material practices also instantiate and objectify human 

desires in the material world, not only through the reproduction 

of self and bodily being but also through modifications of 

surrounding environments, encompassing everything from the 

microtechnologies of living and the workplace through to the built 

forms and created environments of cities, agrarian landscapes, and 

globally modified ecosystems.

f The moment of social relations describes the various forms of 

sociality human beings engage in, and the more or less durable 

orderings of social relations to which this sociality may give 

rise. It focuses on the way human beings relate to each other - 

“modes of social relating” - as they live their lives, produce 

together, communicate, etc. Cooperative structures, divisions of 

labor, social hierarchies of class, race, age, and gender, or 

differentiated individual or group access to material and symbolic 

activities and social power, are some of the issues encompassed 

within this moment.

I am here reducing a vast array of activities to six fundamental 

moments of social life. The social process, as I conceive of it, flows 

in, through and around all of these moments and the activities of each 

and every individual embrace all of the moments simultaneously. While 

this highly schematic (and very Cartesian) representation has the 

advantage of immediate clarity, it is liable to lead to egregious error 

left in such a raw form. So I offer some immediate clarifications, 

building on the dialectical way of thinking outlined in chapter 2.

[80]
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1 The analytics I want to work with are dialectical. Each moment is 

constituted as an internal relation of the others within the flow of 

social and material life. Discourses internalize in some sense 

everything that occurs at other moments (thus giving credence to 

Derrida's foundational statement that “there is nothing outside of the 

text” or Foucault's foundational view that discourse is power). 

Discourses express human thought, fantasy and desire. They are also 

institutionally based, materially constrained, experientially grounded 

manifestations of social and power relations. By the same token, 

discursive effects suffuse and saturate all other moments within the 

social process (affecting, for example, beliefs and practices as well 

as being affected by them).

But to privilege discourse above other moments is insufficient, 

misleading, and even dangerous. The theory of internal relations has to 

be used in a way that avoids the trap of “monadic idealism” and the 

pitfalls of the “Leibnizian conceit”. Errors arise when examination of 

one “moment” is held sufficient to understand the totality of the 

social process. Again and again we will find slippages of the sort that 

convert a dialectically correct statement like “there is nothing 

outside of the text” into false statements that “everything can be 

understood through text" (or, worse still, “everything is a text and 

can be understood as such”) and equally false practices that seek to 

use, say, the deconstruction of texts as the privileged (and sometimes 

the only) pathway to understanding.

2 Internal relations are shaped through an activity of translation 

from one moment to another. But translation from, say, what is being 

desired to what is being said, done, institutionalized, etc, is fraught 

with dangers and difficulties. Something, and sometimes a great deal, 

gets lost. Translations from one language to another are difficult 

enough, but translation from, say, power as physical force to power as 

discourse is often a slippery business. A gap always exists between the 

different moments so that slippage, ambiguity and unintended 

consequences inevitably occur. Hegemonic discourses can be policed by a 

repressive apparatus of political-economic power (such as that in the 

former Soviet Union) without seriously invading deeply held beliefs, 

fantasies, and desires about racial, ethnic and gender differences or 

the existence of God, nation, and the supernatural. The power of 

certain kinds of political discourse (Thatcherism, Peronism, fascism, 

the religious right in the United States in the 1990s) may, on the 

other hand, derive from the uncanny capacity of those seeking 

political-economic power to both mobilize and subtly promote certain 

deeply held beliefs, fantasies, fears, and desires against others and 

utilize that mobilization to sustain and promote a certain 

configuration of power relations. So although each moment internalizes 
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forces from all of the others, the internalization is always a 

translation or metamorphosis of those effects rather than an exact 

replica or perfect mimesis. This makes the question of how to construe 

the [81] "correspondence rules" operative across moments crucial for 

how we understand the social process to work.

3 Each moment internalizes heterogeneity largely by way of a variety 

of conflicting effects from all the other moments (an idea that 

Althusser sought to capture through use of the term "overdetermin-
ation”). Power relations are not homogeneous, for example. We cannot 

know a priori whether we should appeal to authoritative versus 

economic, gender-based versus class-based, symbolic versus raw physical 

dimensions of power (just to take a few examples of categories that are 

deployed). Contestation over deeply held beliefs, desires, and values 

is likewise everywhere evident, frequently pitting different fantasy 

worlds in the form of Utopian desires and strivings against each other 

in severe internalized traumas or bitter external polemical/political 

conflicts. Heterogeneity of beliefs and incoherent ways of desiring and 

valuing can be found within each and every one of us, generating plenty 

of inner turmoil and moral torments. Racist, elitist, and sexist 

thoughts surface in surprising ways even among those who dedicate their 

lives to campaigning against such phenomena, in exactly the same way 

that new material social practices designed to achieve a change in 

power relations can become unglued by subtle shifts of emphasis that 

reinstate old power relations within, for example, new material 

practices and divisions of labor.

4 I have so far construed the relations between “moments” as flows, 

as open processes that pass unhindered from one moment to all others. 

But flows often crystallize into “things”, “elements”, and isolable 

“domains” or “systems" which assume a relative permanence (and 

sometimes even acquire limited causal powers) within the social 

process. Reifications of free-flowing processes are always occurring to 

create actual ~permanences~ in the social and material world around us. 

Examples might be material landscapes (such as cities), social 

institutions that seem almost impossible to transform by virtue of the 

solid way they have been constructed, divisions of labor that are so 

routinized and organized through an infrastructure of factory and 

machinery that they seem impossible not to replicate, socially 

constructed discourses that tightly constrain and regulate behaviors 

(for example, discourses about time and space outlined in part III), 

and even discourses which become so widely accepted and reified, that 

they themselves become part of a landscape of knowledge seemingly 

impermeable to change. This problem of how "things” crystallize out of 

processes preoccupied Adorno. Coles (1993: 232) writes:
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For Adorno the world is thoroughly relational. Each thing is a 

“crystallization" of its relation with others. Yet the language of 

“crystallization” is as important here as that of “relation”. The 

relational world is not one of pure fluidity and harmony, but one 

where things crystallize into highly dense, infinitely specific, 

and often very recalcitrant entities that resist the surrounding 

world in which [82] they are born. One could say that for Adorno, 

the first movement toward a dialogical understanding of freedom 

lies in a recognition of both this relational quality and this 

recalcitrance.

My argument is not that permanences, power structures, and rigidities 

of discourse are irrelevant or weak in relation to the fluid processes 

that constitute them. I do want to insist, however, that analysis 

should confront how such permanence, can occur, how fluid internal 

relations can be converted into social causation and how the 

internalization of forces operating at other moments might limit or 

undermine the permanences and the social causation with which they are 

associated. The nation state, a relatively recent product of 

concentrated power in human history, has just such an air of a 

permanence precisely because it successfully internalizes a wide range 

of desires and beliefs, discourses, social relations and institutional 

and material practices and has thereby become an entity endowed with 

causal powers. It would be silly to deny that the nation state operates 

as a causative agent. But, as the case of the Soviet Union so well 

demonstrates, it would be equally silly to accept those causal powers 

are permanently given, independent of how social processes produce 

entities.

So although I am explicitly not proposing here a causal or circular 

model (of the sort that says, for example, that those in power set up 

discourses that shape beliefs, fantasies, and desires so as to regulate 

practices of institution building that set the stage for material 

production and reproduction activities that in turn construct social 

relations that finally return to ensure the perpetuation of power), I 

do want to recognize that situations may arise in which it seems as if 

such a causal (and circular) logic is at work. It is undoubtedly the 

dream (and sometimes illusion) of those who hold power that matters can 

be or are regulated in such a circular causative manner. Such 

situations often appear desperately difficult from the standpoint of 

any oppositional movement precisely because it seems impossible to 

break out of the circularity. So even though the basic argument 

concerns internal relations rather than causality, the crystallization 

of causal structures (permanences) out of such a dialectical system of 

internal relations can and frequently does occur, posing problems not 

only for analysis but also for how the social process works. In the 
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evaluation of social and literary theories, close attention has to be 

paid to shifts in language from free flowing processes to a 

crystallized causal schema.

5 The importance of discourse is that it is the moment of 

communicative persuasion or discussion between persons regarding 

certain lines of action and belief. Acts of communication have a 

certain spatial field of operation as well as a temporality, both of 

which depend upon the socially constructed and technologically mediated 

capacities for communication over space and time. The games played 

within discourses are extraordinarily complicated so that [83] the 

discursive moment becomes indistinguishable, as Foucault argues, from 

the exercise of power itself. But this is precisely what is meant by 

internalization: the discursive moment is a form of power, it is a mode 

of formation of beliefs and desires, it is in itself an institution, a 

mode of social relating, a material practice, a fundamental moment of 

experience. Discourses can never be pure, isolated or insulated from 

other moments in social life, however abstract and seemingly 

transcendent they become. Nor can they be insulated and separated from 

those doing the discoursing. Human beings (both individually and 

collectively) are the bearers of discourses. On the other hand, 

discourses, though humanly produced, have the awkward habit of assuming 

a certain power over how individuals think and behave. In this, as in 

many other facets of the social process, human brings can imprison 

themselves in systems and things of their own construction. This does 

not detract from the ineluctable fact that discourse is always social 

relating between people. But it does pose the thorny question of what 

kind of social relating is going on. And this can best be approached by 

examining the relation of language to discourse and the determinative 

power of both in relation to social being.
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