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This article explores the over lap between value. ,1gn and 1,kn111, - concepts central 
to Ma r x i s m sc:miol(l['.V and p svcho.m nl , 1, Thi, o ve r l a p 1, possibly b e s t 
represented in coins. stamped with the emblems of prominent merchants. kinp or 
nations, and Iuncunninr as signs gu;trant,·t'1n.,: valu,, a, well a, e mbodving a 
certain ideruitv, 

In his book Course in general linguistics ( ]</ii I I (po,thumouslv published for the 
first time in 191/1 from re const r ucte d note's\ De Saussure s;1w sem1olog\, or the 
"1e11·11ce that studirs th. /1/e of sign» within 111c1c1, · ( I 'iii 1: 16 I as part of 'Social 
psychologv ;rnd con-c que ntlv ot general psn:holog, .. ( 1()8]: l o }. He framed the 
world of SI,l'.11' within the social and the mental - made the scmiological. the 
psychological and the· "'u:tl into three interdependent cate~oric, 

He further emphasised the centrality of the economic concept of "value" for 
semiology when he stated: "as 1n political econornv we are contronted with the 
notion of vulur; both sciences arc concerned with a s,·,1c111 [or equating thing, of 
dijicrem orders - labor ,ind wages in one and a signified and signifier in the other" 
( I 981:79). Analogies anti metaphors from economics recur throughout the book. 
What is important is th.u the sign, like value. prnnt, to d1s,1milar things that are 
exchanged. anti sirrnlar things that are compared: 'T11 determine what a five-frank 
piece is worth one must ... know: ( 11 that 11 can be exchanged for a fixed quanritv 
of a different thing. l'.l'. bread: and (2) that 11 c;cn be compared with a similar value 
of the same sv"1em. e .~ ;1 one-Ir.me piece. 01 with c,Hns from another svstern (a 
dollar)"(l98111~) 

In the chapter "ldcnuuc-. r calu ie , valuc-," he shows that the identity of a sign 1, 
determined not hv its m.u cr ial sub-ranee. but hv the value sociallv given to it within 
a svstern of differences. I k illustr au« this with the following examples: " ... we 
speak of the idcntitv ()f t1rn '8:2~ p.m Geneva-to-Par»,' trains that leave at twentv­ 
four hour intervals. We lce l that it is the same train each day, vet evervthing - the 
locomotive. coaches. per 11nnel - 1s probahiv different Or If ;, street is demolished. 



then r cbu.lt. 11c ,:l\ tk1: it is the ,:1mc ,:reel cve n though in a material se nsc. 
perhaps nothing of the old one r c m.un-," (De Saussure. 1'181:108). 

Volosinov. who w a- p.ir t of till' B:1khti11 Circle i11 the !<120s. explor cs the three 
dornu ins of psHll()a11:ilvsis. '\brxism a n d ,emiologv more methodically and 
comparatively in the two boob Marxism and the philosophy of language (1986) 
and Freudian ism: A '\larxist critique ( ]97(l) Although Volosinov is critical of 
some aspect- of De Saussure's scmiolo['.V sucl: as the privileging of the synchronic 
and the systen1:it1c :ispccts of la11guagc above the: historical specificity of the 
utterance, he. like De Saussure, emphasised the coincide nee of psychology and 
scmiologv. This meant that he saw scrrnology as central to the studv of psychology 
and idcolouv: "The rc alirv of the inner psvche is the same rcalitv as that of the sign. 
Ou hide thl· 11:atcrial of signs there i, rrn P"'chc" (Volosinov, ]'l8c1:2(10). And again. 
Volus inov ( ll/,\h 111) writ e s t h a t "The domain of ideology coincides with the 
domain of ,,1gns .. Everythirn; idl•nlog1cal po"'""'e' semiotic value". 

Vo lovi no , , p,:,che don not helon!,'. to the phvsical r e a l rn, hut refers to the 
idcologica: C<lntenr ,,f ve rbal hc liaviuu r (inner and ou tw a r d speech) which is 
determined by hist<Jry and the socio-cconornic environment. The unconscious, 
which alw:,y, manifests itself seIJ1iotically 1n sylllptom and speech, i, merely an 
"unofficial" and idcologic:illy dit lc r c m for n: of consciousness to the socially 
acceptable and dorninatu form, of wnsciqu,nl·ss in a particular historical period 
( \·o'., ),In,>\·, ! q-r,:.'-:' ). The diftc r encl' bet,, l'l'n ! lie u m,c1011, and the uncunsciou-, 
indicates the wav in whicb the ,oc1al c nviromuc n: sancuonx, determines and 
control. a pc:rso11·, ,erhal behaviour. The· s()Ctal cn. rronmcnt i, the source of the 
r epr e c-ion wiuch forms the b:i,i, of the r.ncon-ciou-. Thi, means that according to 
Volusino. ps:,c',n,,,gical stl!'Jy ll1U'1 he!,'.111 "ith · the ohJective sociological methods 
thctt \larxi,rn l;,1, .,orkcd out for the anal\\i, of ,arious ideological ,ystellls - laws. 
rmiralitv. science. world outlo,ik. art. religion·· (thid:87). 

In Vulos1nov's writing 11ne discern, :in s:arlv rcrngn1tion of the importance of 
semiology for \larxism. This has far-reaching 1111pl1cations for Marxism. SemiolO!,'Y 
shifts the attention from the "material world" and the "real" to the sign, language 
and psvchology. Marx's opposition to idealism, with the idea and by implication 
psychology a, 1h starting point. v.,ould seem to make Marxism and semiology 
incompatihk horn a semiological point of view the "material world" is merely a 
system of signs. a text, or a discursive formation which has to he deciphered. 

De Saussure defined language (lani:ue) as the transindividual, social and 
unconscious ,ystem which regulates individual speech. Levi-Strauss and Lacan 
extended De Saussure\ linguistic definition of language to incorporate other 
transindividual structure, regulating individual behaviour ,uch as kinship systems 
and the oed1pc:s complex. Language to them refers to the linguistic and non­ 
linguistic uncon,ciou, systems undcrlving human behaviour. Lacan named these 
system, the symbolic realm. This unconscious-as-language differs slightly from 
Volosinov's viev. of the unconsciou, as speech or semiotic act. To Volosinov the 
focus is on the utterance 1n its hi,torical context, while Lacan and Levi-Strauss 
explored and as,umed tran,-historical structure, a, language. 

According to Lacan two structuring processes are at work in the formation of 
individual human identitv. The first 1s the imaginary process whereby the subject. 
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during the prc-lingui,tic pha,c of dcvelupme nr, ide nufie , the se lf with the visual 
i;c.\/alt of ih own body in the mirror (Lacau. 148::': 18). The worJ i;nwil points to an 
iconic relationship between the subje cts identity and the body perceived as ii,, 
own. The second process is symbolic and refers to the formation of the identity of 
the subject in Lrnguage: when the subject recogrme, the name given to him/her. 

Anticipating Lacan's them), Marx ( 1'182: 143) de scribed the process whereby the 
gestalt of o t h e r people (and t hc r e f o r e the s o ci a I ) forms the basis of self­ 
recognition: "(Man) neither enters into the world 1n pm,e,,iun of a mirror, nor a, 
a Ficht e an philosopher who can ,ay ·1 am I'. a man first see, and recognizes 
himself in another man. Peter onlv relat<:s tu himse l! .i, a man through lm relation 
to another man, Paul, in whom he recognizes his likeness. With this, however. Paul 
also he comes from head to toe, in his pl11 sical form as I'u u l, the form ot 
appearance of the species man tor Peter. 

Volosinov ( 1476:87) took tlm further h\ emphasising the clas;, dirne nsion of the 
recognition of the xe l f :n the other. Sc l t-c o n cc i o u s n e-,-, becomes class 
consciousne ss: "In becoming aware of myself. I attempt to look at mvself. as It 
were. through the eyes <l! another person. anothc r r cpr cvcntu uve of rnv social 
gro11p, mv class. Thus, 'L·lf-c,Jnsciousness. 111 the final analv-.i-; ah,av, leads us to 
class consciou,11,·s,. the· refil'cti,rn and ,pccif1c;111,Jn ,Jt w h ic]: 11 1s in all 11 
lu n du m e n t a l an d n,ent1;d respect, Cl:.iss CllllsClllUsness n se lf, though, 1, 
hi-tor icu]. It emerged 11 itli the impo-iuon of capn.ili-m and the mm modification <ll 
labour . but also dependL'd 011 the .ulvc m ot \Ltrxis, discourse. It had to he 
formulated and uttered bdnrc 11 could he recog111,cJ ;,, part of the· real" world. 

Class consciousness 1, not t h,: onlv form of coi!c,·i1\ e idc ntitv m the modern world. 
Against class identity ,ta11d, the identification with the nation - or nationalism. 
Nationalism is enigmatic in that it attracts "supporter from a hete roge neou-, social 
basis" and attempts "to he a representation of the whole natinnal community rather 
than of particular social strata" ( Laqucur l l/88:4 ). In the process of unifying diverse 
and oppositional cl:is, interests, nauonahsrn depend, stronglv on exploiung the 
identification of groups with -vrnbolic factors such as shared language. culture and 
history. 

In nationalism the pre-eminence of the symbolic m structuring the individual's 
identity does not imply the recognition in others of the self as human being. hut 
makes the self a sign of the nation and the fatherland. The self becomes an empty 
signifier in relation to its mm physic;tl and material meamng. Mus;,olini expre,sed 
this as fo!lnv.-,: "The 111;rn of fasc·ism is an ind1v1du:.i: ,\lw 1s nation and fatherland. 
which is a moral l;m, h111d1ng together 1ndiv1duah and the gener:.it1om into a 
tradition and;, mi, l<Hl. suppres-,1ng tile 111sti11ct Im a life enclosed w1thm a briet 
round of pleasure in order to restore l\ith111 du11 ;1 l11ghn ilk frce from the lllrnts 
of time and space (in Lhen,1e111. ]'1h'l:h2') 

The word "fatherland'. exc111pl1f1es the 1nd1,1du;d\ childi1ke pm1tm11 in relatron to 
the nation as a family. with thl' land being identr!led v.1th thc father as origin. Tim 
infantile helplessness of the 111tliv1d11al 111 fascism forms the ha;.is of nationalist 
identification processes. 



Identification. or the process 11 herch. a subject as,imilat.:s an aspect, property or 
attribute of the other and is trunsformcd according to the model the other provides 
(Laplanche & Pont.r!is. 198:'i:20:'i). is an L'>'Cntial 1iroceS> whcrebv the personality 
of a subject is torrncd. Individual idc ntitv depends 011 identification with others 
outside of itxe lf in the social do111a1r1. This means that the ide nritv of an individual 
is e sxe n t ia l lv 11()n-coimidcntal wu l: it>clf Individual idc n t it v does not refer 
primarily to a phvs1cil hodv which i, equal to itself and "whollv coincides with its 
particular given nature" (Volosinov, 198<>:'i). 

The properties of the physical body often form an important part of the symbolic 
realm from which a shared identity derives. The hlacknes-, of the skin, for instance, 
forms the basis of black consciousness. Black consciousness, like other forms of 
nationalism, presupposes an iconic form of identification in so far as the self 
identifies with othe r-, on the hasi, of a shared and reflected physical property. 

In \farx1m1 cla-- consciousness de tc r mi ne s ide m itv. This does not point tu an 
iconic overlap between one signifier and another. hut is inde xical in that it is 
grounded on a cause and effect continuum: economics determines the degree of 
ciass ide ntific.u ion. The more a clax- i, exploitl'd the more likely it is that a clas, 
identity will emerge in opposition to th:,t exploitation 

Whether ide ntitv i, iconic in the scn-.e th:1t it point, to a"imilation of attributes of 
the other or whether it 1s indexical in ,o tar a, 11 refers to consciousness as a 
product of ccor.omi« condiuon-, ind.vidu..: identity is a sign. r\s a ,ig11 it indicates a 
,elf /,ignificd ir: language) which dm> nl)! coincide with itSL'lf (phvsical ,ignificr). 
The ,ign c<Jiht:tu!rr,, ,elf aml idcntrt\ rna~cs fm the .ncvuublc fohit\ and litcrury 
dimension of c1 ,,hci, ,usne,, :.111d ,e lf-con,ciou,ness. 

\!arxism·s specificit1 within thi, a l l-c nco mpavs ing domain of signs is that it 
toregrounds the material aspects of the signs and the underlying processes which 
constitute them. Volosinov ( 1986: 10) stated that "Signs also are particular material 
things ... and "Idealism and psychologi-u: alike overlook the fact that understanding 
itself can come about ,.,nly within some kind of semiotic material (e.g. inner 
speech), that sign hears upon sign. that Ci/n1cio1H11n1 itsel] can arise and become a 
viable fact 011/\- in r/11' maurial rmbodirnrnt of 11g,11" ( 198<,: 11 ). When applied to the 
broader theorv of \brxism thi-, mean, that labour-power is conceivable because of 
the physical form of the labourer and the machine. 

The human hod:-, as a sign i herc Ior c occupies a privileged position within the 
realm of semiology; it is the deep structure of all signifying activities within social 
historv. Physical reproduction and desire should therefore he central to Marxist 
economics. \1arxism consequently defines as 1rrat1onal the behaviour of those who 
act against the need, of their own bodres: tlw,e who are hungrv and don't steal, 
who arc exploited :rnd d,J11't strike (Reich. ll/7SS,). 

In the ,\,larx1st discour,e on capitalism the human body, in so far as it refers to a 
body or a member ot the "working class", si):nifies all of the following: 

1. L1hour-power .. a producl!,e expenditure of human brains, muscles, nerves, 
hands. etc" I Marx. I 1)S2: U-1) 



2. A cornmoditv hec111'L' it ha, value which 1, cqua: to 'the value of the means of 
subsistence necessary for the m.untc nance of it, owner" 1 Mar x, l'ltC'::!74/. 

J. Alienation: "Alienation expresses the fact that the creation, of men's hands and 
minds turn against their creators and come to dominate their lives" (Mandel &: 
Novack, JQ79:7), and "The causes of existing alienation are rooted in capitalism 
which was horn and bred in the dispo,session of t he working masses from the 
means of production and the consequent alie nauon of wage-labour' (ihid ). 

4. A particular type of c1111s,·11,usncss 111 contr.r-: 111 the ,L1,e of earlier age"< "the 
slave works 011lv under the ,pm of ntcrnal fc;1r h111 il<>t tor his exr-tence which i, 
guaranteed even thouuh 1t ,hlc, not hel1111!,! 11, liiin The free wtlrJ..er. however. 1s 
impelled hv his wa n t s The c"nsci11u,n,·ss 1nr hcttn: the idea) of tr e e self­ 
detcrrninauon, of libe r tv, m.rk c-, a much better worker of the one than the other, as 
does the related feeling ( ,,·11,,: \ of rcsponsihilit1: ,inc,· he. like am seller of wares. 
i.s responsible for the goods lw delivers and for the qualitv which he must provide, 
he must strive to en-,u re that he is not d I ivc 11 frnm th,· fie Id b1 1 ,t her se l le rs of the 
same type as himxelf" ( Marx. l 9S2: 1 OJ 1 ). 

'i. Historical tcleolog\· "wh.u th,· hnurgc·\\i,i,·. thodme. produce, above all. are m 
own gravcJiggcrs. Its fall and the ,1ct<l11 of the pmk1;1~1at arc equ;ilh inevitable" 
(Marx, 1982 9.,(1). 

The body of the worker is ccnu.il tu the vl.uxi« ;111;11\,1, nf th,· capitalist age. The 
structures discerned are empl"trcd a, a sequcncc \\ hich will ultimately lead to the 
conclusive victory of the proletariat. This e mplotme m indic.uc. the semiology of 
narrative structure. the dream. divination and tr;1g1c-c1irne,h. 

Marx ( 1982:944), aware of the acsthe tic quuliuc« \\I his e conouuc history, wished to 
present Capital as;, "dralc cricallv. articulated artistic whole" The .use of poetic 
devices is therefore 1101 11l1c11 to it < lf these de, ice, metaphor 1s of central 
importance. It i, not onl, present 111 the image ot c;q11ulism which 'comes dripping 
from head to toe. from evcrv pore. with blood ;111d Jin' (ihi,l:lJ2(1), hut also tn 
Capital as a whole which as narrati,c (mcta-n;irrati,e - LyotarJ. 1984) explores 
the metaphor of for,c functioning a, form (compare Derrida. 1981:3-30). Value 
(which signifies the force operative tn the capitali,t economic svstem) has no fixed 
material form. hut present, itself to the ,en,e, a, a comrn0Jit1 The value of the 
commoditv which is hidden 111 it, matenal form 1, merelv a metaphor of the force 
exerted during the labour JHocc,s: 'Not an ;1tom of matter enters into the 
ohjectivJty of commod1tie, ;1, ,alue,: 1n this 1t i, the direct oppmite of the coarselv 
sensuous ohjcctivit1 of comnwdities a, phvsicd ohJects ( \1arx. 1982: 138). 

As against its value form the phn1cal form \\I commodities is analogom to the 
pictographic ,cript of the dre;1m l.1k,· I ru1d 111 Im npm1t111n of dreams. Mar, 
(1982:167) use, the image of !11crogl1ph1,·, ,\lien hc writn '\':.due( ... ) doe, not 
have its de,cription bramkd 011 11, fmeh,·:.1d: 11 r;1thcr tran,forms every product o! 
labour into a social hicroghph1c L11n ()Jl. men In 1<, dcc·ipl,n the hieroglyphic. tt1 
get hehind the secret ot their own soc1:il pr,1dt1,·t fnr the ch;1ractcri<;1ic whi,-h 
ohjects of utilit1 ha,·,· ot h,·111r.'. ,·;due, 1, i,. 11,11,i• mer,', '"u;il 1irodu,·t ;1, 1, the11 
language". 



The ,c11t1;11 ,,:",e ,11 \,:IJc' '-,t•,11: \L11\l,t dc,·1i>iln111i: ,,: :11,· "''i;il h1cruglyphic, 
in1pli~, a :111_1\·c ;,-.=. ~l_\ fi 11:1: rhl' r~;1l .. ;tnd 1;1~1kc.., \t'lllt()lug~ .md \1Jrxi ... m tv.u 
vs te r»: \I h i ci: .i r c !lilt .ucomp.u i b!«. Ihe u t il i tv ,t11d the va lu e iorm of th,: 
rnm11wJ11_, ar c ,i111,Ja, 111 the rcl.ili111hh1p h,·1,1c,·11 the ,ig11if1n ;111d signified 111 
c:nrn,'.ogy. De S,1c1 ur c ( l'Nil ltlSi ii!u,tr:11,·d the 11n11-11:;itoi:il1t1 of the sign 111 it, 

v alu« fori:: \\ it:1 :ht.· --:".\;1r11pk llf thl· t\'.u S . .-:'._..::; p.rn_ Clt'!Jt·1.:;1-lo-l\1ri-.. train;', that k;t\'t' 
at t· .. 1.cnty f1i~ir f1q 1: in t c t v a ' ,1nd \'- luch \'-C fel·! ll1 he tilt· ..,;t111c.: t r ai n wh i i e 
cvcrythin~ fn1m pcr..,11nnl') tu l11(__·urn(1ti\t'" ~irt.· prohdhl:,. difft.·rl'11: 

The ,:g:1, th,· ,,·«mll1<<cli1:, ;:ml 1d,·11'i11 .i rc 111,:1-1,·::! :,11,: 111111-,11\l,1;111!1:d 111 thert 
\,!IUC Ior m. I:! J,1:<e. ,·11crg1. !.t!,"'·'·l"''·'l'I. ltk, lihrd,1 ;111!11h;1t w hicl: i, difficult 
to vi-u.ili-,« "i:,cl: 1, th,· h1d,k1: 1,,:111 "! r c.ili t. ",·1n1 ct111111wdit1 i, ;i symbol. 

1n,c. :t ,:d.,c. 1: 1 "1::1 the ir.:ik:1.,' l:c·:: 111 :he· hu:11:111 l.rh.u.r expc:mkd 011 1( 
(\LH l1J,:~.l, ~!- l ndl·r,:~tnl!i:·i; _ _. ;i:h! d:...·l·iphcrin~ ,.,i1uld ncvcrthek." nut t1;t\c 
been ;it) -..,j;,;l. i7 11 v,;: :11,t i111 !'.;·· ;::,1t,:r1~:.:._, ,.,1'.!1 .. -.l11d1 the il1croglyphic~ a" \lflb. 
;.-,n:1r:i1ill:t1-..· ,::;L! 1dc:1·1t!L' f'r:.: ·)1;.:':: L'i\~·-, I thi-.. Vi~~ttcriali~, which 
t)fC\cJt)P() L' t: ;,_' ;~'.,iit'!,,\;i,; !1:: 
Tht.· ;111r:-,:11,::1..1 !c111.:e (Ji ~:~·;1:IJ;__'r ;1'.:l! 
1 de r:: it,. :: r: d '.;;: ~,1 i(: \ d 1, :...· 
i._·1 Hil!: l' ld i I\ ,, :: :...'. jt_),.: L ~It\ 

·1i1>~:~. L1r\1 n: ;u1d p,~\.·Ilrian;tl~,j...,_ 
:_~111licd. !l!c ,11m11wdi11 ,t11d rh \,Jiu,·. 
r,,.'. '.!1:..· ·;1!:..:ri:11 h:1-.,i-.. (1f \i~11it"1c1. rile 

REFERl·:. ('ES. 

Lkrrid.i, JI l'I.~; 1 \\riling and differenrt:. I"ml"11 R"ukdge & Kq:;u: Paul. 

De S.:u ,:ire. 1 r t•i.·; 1 Cour c in general lingui,tic,. I,11,,!1111 h111t;111a 'Colllll,. 

Laplanche. J ,\: l'llntal 1 . J-B ( I 11s,) Thl' lan~uagt· or psycho-analysis. London: The 
Hogarth Pre'-'. 

Laqueur, W ( i'/711; Fascism: A rearll'r\ guick. .\ldcr,hot Wildwood llou,e 

\1andel, 1: ,\: 11·.ack. Ci ( J(l7'1J The \lani,t theor~ or alienation. \'c" York 
Pathfinder Pre: 

:-,..1arx, KI l'm21 Capital· \'oluml' I. I Ltrm1111d Wllrth: Penguin Bnob. 

Reich, \\' ( I (J7SJ l he mass, psyrholog_\ of Fa,cism. I !Jrnwnd,worth: l'cng11II1. 

Volmin"'· \' . · ( ll/Sh1 \larxi,m ancl the philo,ophy or language. Camhmlgl' 
Har,ard t:ni1er,11y Pre,.,. 

Volo,rnm, V \' ( 1976) Freudianism: A Marxist critique. Nl'w York: Academic 
Pres,. 

4 I 




