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1. Making a Cultural Turn in Political Economy

• CPE is a broad ‘post-disciplinary’ approach that takes an 

ontological ‘cultural turn’ in the study of political economy

• An ontological ‘cultural turn’ examines culture as (co-)constitutive 

of social life and must, hence, be a foundational aspect of enquiry

• This turn aims to enhance the interpretive and explanatory power 

of political economy  

• It focuses on the nature and role of semiosis (sense- and meaning-

making) in the remaking of social relations and puts these in their 

wider structural context(s)

• Steering a route between constructivism and structuralism 

(Charybdis vs Scylla)

– Based on Greek mythology of Ulysses 



Charybdis

ScyllaThe Good Ship CPE



Charting a Route between Constructivist Charybdis and Structuralist 
Scylla

Constructivist Charybdis Structuralist Scylla

Grasps semiotic construction of social 
relations and notes its performative 
impact

Grasps distinctiveness of specific 
economic categories and their 
structured/structuring role in wider 
social formations

But finds it hard to define specificity of 
economic relations relative to other 
relations – because they are all 
discursive

But reifies such categories, fetishizes 
economic structures as natural, and 
views agents as mere bearer of 
economic logics

Strong risk of idealism, defining
economic relations in terms of their 
manifest semiotic content

Strong risk of economic determinism, 
explaining economic processes in terms 
of ‘iron laws’

Soft economic sociology Hard political economy



• In charting the route, CPE notes that:
– all constructions are equal but some are 

more equal than others

– Some constructions (and related imaginaries) are more 
powerful because they are promoted by dominant 
institutions/actors that use impactful technologies to 
advance semiosis and structuration

– CPE has an evolutionary approach: starting from 
variation in constructions, it asks what factors (semiotic 
and extra-semiotic) shape the differential selection, and
subsequent retention of imaginaries?

– These hegemonic (or, at least, dominant) imaginaries 

shape leading ways of thinking about social relations, 

crisis-management and hope-making



• The selection, retention, and institutionalization 
of hegemonic imaginaries are shaped by at least 
four forms of selectivity

– Structural

– Agential

– Discursive 

– Technological

• To capture these four forms

– Back to theories

– Stage an encounter between Marx, Gramsci and 
Foucault



• Focus on Gramsci’s concept of hegemonies –
production of (counter-)hegemonies 

– Hegemonies cannot be taken for granted, they 

have to be constructed and reconstructed

– This involves material-discursive mechanisms, 

processes and practices whereby hegemonies 

(political, intellectual, moral and self-leadership) 

are secured in diverse economic/political fields 

and in the wider society



• Examines the production of hegemonies as 
process that involves actors who discursively 
frame economic/political imaginaries (e.g., 
competitiveness, growth, hi-tech development, 
modernization, nationalism, poverty reduction, 
crisis, resilience, hope/fear, etc.)

• Does not assume pre-existence of organic 
intellectuals

• Studies the contingent interactions as

• discourses make organic intellectuals and

• organic intellectuals make discourses



3. Marx, Gramsci and Foucault 

• Explore interface between the semiotic and extra-semiotic 
and the production of hegemonies by staging a three-sided 
encounter between Marx, Gramsci, and Foucault

– Marx provides the crucial foundations for the critique of 
political economy

– Gramsci developed a ‘vernacular materialism’ (Ives 2004) that 
highlights the role of language in sense and meaning-making in 
mediating hegemony and domination across all spheres of 
society (Gramsci 1971; see also Thomas 2009; Green 2011)

– CPE enhances this synthesis by integrating Foucault’s insights 
on objectivation, subjectivation, power/knowledge, and their 
related technologies of power and assembling of dispositives



• The encounter involves a triple movement 
based on Marsden’s observation of 

– Marx can tell us why but cannot tell us how, and 

– Foucault tells us how, but cannot tell us why
(1999: 135)





• Renewal of Marxism 

– Gramsci’s ‘vernacular materialism’ (Ives 2004) 
renews the Marxian critique of political economy 
with categories such as hegemony

– It highlights the role of language in sense and 
meaning-making in mediating hegemony and 
domination (Gramsci 1971; see also Thomas 
2009; Green 2011; Carlucci 2015)



• Governmentalizing Gramsci 
– Dissonance and consonance between Gramsci 

and Foucault

– Stage this encounter by drawing on the Duisburg 
School of discourse analysis (Link 1983; Jäger 
and Maier 2009; Caborn 2007) on the grammar
of hegemonic and dominant discourses

• Gramsci on the creative role of hegemony
(political, intellectual, moral and self-leadership) 
in constituting power relations

• Foucault on productive and constitutive role of 
‘regimes of truth’ and configuring of dispositives 



• Our an extended (re-)definition of Foucault’s 
Dispositive (Sum/Jessop 2013: 208)

• It comprises a problem- oriented, 
strategically selective bringing together 
(ensemble) of 
– a distributed apparatus, comprising institutions, 

organizations and networks; 
– an order of discourse, with corresponding 

thematizations and objectivations; 
– diverse devices and technologies involved in 

producing power/knowledge; 
– subject positions and subjectivation





• Marxianizing Foucault

– Returning to Marx (via Gramsci) helps to re-
integrate how and why questions in a 
coherent critical framework

– In the 1970s Foucault said one could not 
write history without using many concepts 
linked to Marx’s thought and working on an 
intellectual terrain defined by Marx (P/K: 53) 

– Turning from microphysics of power to 
broader issues of governmentality and its 
strategic codification, Foucault also explored 
dynamic of capital accumulation and “state 
effects” (Discipline and Punish + lectures on 
governmentality)



–This helps to identify the 
• structural limits to shaping objects of 

governance and willing subjects
• sources of crisis-tendencies and 

antagonisms
• links between problematization and 

struggles for hegemony 
• relative capacities of discourses, dispositifs, 

and subjectivations in producing 
institutional and spatio-temporal fixes 



• Based on this encounter and Jessop’s 
strategic-relational approach (2007)
– CPE studies structures as structurally-inscribed 

selectivities, i.e., how the social organization of social 
relations biases the selection of practices and 
strategies in terms of variation-selection-retention of 
possible actions and possible sets of social relations

– It studies actions in terms of selectivities, i.e., how 
reflexive agents and semiosis guide meaning and 
action in terms of identities, interests, and strategies 
pursued over different spatio-temporal horizons 

• CPE identifies four modes of selectivity for 
studying the remaking of social relations



4. The Heuristic of Four Selectivities

• The set of four selectivities serves to orient CPE 
research – it is not a theory but a heuristic device 
that poses questions and methods (meso-level)

• It highlights 
– the interaction of four selectivities of social relations

• Structural selectivity

• Agential selectivity

• Discursive selectivity

• Technological selectivity (Foucauldian sense)



Four Modes of Strategic Selectivity (Sum and Jessop 2013: 218-9)

Selectivity Grounded  In Effects

Structural

Contested reproduction of basic 
social forms (e.g., capital-labour 
relations, capital-gender relations, 
nature-society relations, etc.)

Structure favours certain 
interests, identities, agents, 
temporal-spatial horizons, 
strategies and tactics over others

Agential

Uneven capacities of social agents
(individuals, organizations, social 
forces) to ‘make a difference’ in 
particular conjunctures –
including their abilities to exploit 
structural, discursive and 
technological selectivities

‘Make a difference’ depends on 
abilities to change (or maintain) 
balance of forces and structures 
by (a) reading conjunctures; (b) 
repoliticizing sedimented 
discourses or depoliticizing 
contested discourses; and (c) 
recombine technologies or 
developing new technologies



Selectivity Grounded  In Effects

Discursive • Semiosis is rooted in enforced 
selection of sense and meaning
in face of complexity

• What can be said, who may 
speak, how do enunciations 
enter inter-textual, inter-
discursive, contextual fields?

• Constraints/opportunities tied 
to particular genres, styles and 
discourses (e.g., news, 
consultancy reports, executive 
summaries, news releases, etc.)

• Semiotic resources can frame
and limit possible imaginaries, 
discourses, arguments, 
identities and feelings

• Shapes scope for hegemonies, 
sub-hegemonies and counter-
hegemonies

Techno-
logical (à la 
Foucault)

• Assemblages of knowledge,
disciplinary and governmental 
rationalities in specific sites, 
mechanisms of calculated 
intervention and/or governing 
social relations

• Specific objectivization, 
subjectivization, knowledging 
technologies and interwoven 
dispositives that shape choices, 
capacities to act, normalize 
intervention, convey legitimacy 
via rationality and effectivity



Discursive Selectivity:  Genre and Style of Executive 
Summary in Consultancy Report

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTTRABUICAPDEV/Resources/exec_summary.pdf



• Executive summary - a genre that targets policy 
makers in fast policy making
– A tool to provide relevant (or selective) information for 

decision making to an audience that may not have the 
time or technical expertise to read and understand the 
entire report

– The use of simple format that aims to be non-technical 
(but professional) and communicate quick and selected 
information
• Use clear and simple layouts 

– Use the minimal number of words (e.g., no more than 1-3 pages)
– main points in bold and bullet points

• Use simple logics and aim to build credibility

– It selectively prioritizes and frames particular policy pitch 
and recommendations – idea marketing rather than full 
analysis

– At time even (selectively) gloss over difficult issues in the 
full report or full analysis



Technological Selectivity of Competitiveness Index 
(World Economic Forum)

• Deploying knowledging     
technologies of ranking, 
hierarchy, performance 
and judgement 

• They visibilize countries
especially those with 
declining or low rankings, 
to take certain (market-
friendly) steps to become 
more competitive –
normalizing intervention –
to become more 
entrepreneurial or 
resilience



• The four selectivities offer diverse entry 
points depending on the purpose of study 
and method of research

• Researchers/scholars are recommended to 
– deploy the strategic-relational approach and 

choose their own conceptual and empirical 
entry-point/standpoint to suit their own 
research

– develop their own interactions between the 4 
selectivities which examine the semiotic and 
structural aspects in their co-evolutionary 
articulation 

– Entry point should not be same as exit point



Seven Discursive-Material Moments in the Production of 
(Counter-)Hegemonies (Sum and Jessop 2013: 220-4)

• Discursive-strategic moment of social restructuring

• Agential selective moment rooted in the wider social 

formations 

• (Inter)discursive selective moment in the order of discourses 

• Technological–selective moment in constituting 

social/economic reality 

• Moment in the constituting/ consolidating of subjects and 

sedimenting of common sense 

• Moment in re-regularizing and sedimenting social relations 

• Counter-hegemonic resistance and negotiations 



Modes of 
Selectivity

Discursive-Material Moments of Production of 
Hegemonies

Structural 
selectivities

Discursive-strategic moment of social restructuring
(V, S, and R)

Agential selectivities Agential selective moment rooted in the wider social 
formations (V, S, and R)

Discursive
selectivities

(Inter-)discursive selective moment in the order of 
discourses (S and R)

Technological
selectivities

Technological–selective moment in constituting 
social/economic reality via dispositivization (S and R)

Hegemonization and 
Restructuration

Moment in constituting/consolidating of subjects and 

sedimenting of common sense (R)

Moment in re-regularizing and sedimenting social 

relations in the material terrain (S and R)

Counter-Hegemony Counter-hegemonic resistance and negotiations 
(C and N)



• My own entry point tends to start with new (or changed) 
discourses and/or discursive selectivities and their links to 
changing social relations and structural contexts

• Bob Jessop’s entry point tends to start with the structural 
selectivity or structural crises and their grounding in social-
discursive relations

• My past work includes remaking hegemonic discourses of:
– Competitiveness as knowledge brand (2009)
– Corporate social responsibility (Wal-Mart) and stakeholder 

discourses in the remaking of neoliberal capitalism (2010 and 
2014)

– ‘BRIC’ (Brazil, Russia, India, China)/China 
as a hope object since the 2008 crisis 
conjuncture (2013 and 2015)

• Now I am working on 
– China’s ‘One belt one road’ geoeconomic spatial imaginary 

(2016-)



Source: http://en.xinfinance.com/html/OBAOR/) 



5. Concluding Remarks

• What is cultural political economy?
– Charting a route between constructivism Charybdis 

and structuralism Scylla
– CPE has evolutionary approach: starting from variation

in constructions, what factors (semiotic and extra-
semiotic) shape differential selection, subsequent 
retention of hegemonic imaginaries?

– Focusing on the selection, retention, and 
institutionalization of hegemonic imaginaries are 
shaped by at least four forms of selectivity

– Looking to Marx, Gramsci and Foucault
– Structural, agential, discursive and technological 

selectivities (use executive summary of 
consultancy report as example) 



The End

Thank you


