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Injury and Accumulation:  
Making Sense of the Punishing State

Noah De Lissovoy*

The progressive carceraLizaTioN of coNTemporary Us socieTy, The TUrN oN 
the global stage to a condition of permanent war, and the institutionaliza-
tion of abuse and torture in both contexts all foreground the question of 

state violence within a consideration of the logic of late capitalism. This violence 
is increasingly imbricated in and normalized within processes of social produc-
tion. Furthermore, the pervasive racialization of contemporary violence across the 
terrains of war, punishment, and everyday life argues for an analysis that centers 
racism and coloniality (the material and symbolic domination of communities of 
color globally) as essential moments of the being of capital. The assaults prolifi-
cally organized by racism expose a broader architecture of injury that undergirds 
neoliberalism and capitalism more generally. From this perspective, injury is neither 
incidental nor instrumental in capitalism, but rather essential and determinative.

Useful starting points for this investigation are efforts within Marxist theory 
to make sense of coercion, broadly speaking, within the time and space of capital 
accumulation. In particular, investigation of the dynamics of dispossession and 
devaluation (Harvey 2003, 2005, 2006) and the development of the notion of 
capital as command (Hardt and Negri 2000, 2004; Negri 1984, 2003) foreground 
the centrality of imposition and plunder in contemporary capitalism. This essay, 
however, aims to interrogate these accounts by considering the racial order of 
neoliberal society. On the basis of this consideration, it will develop a reading of 
violence in capitalism that understands it as originary and, in the present, identified 
with and active within the extended and putatively consensual processes of capitalist 
reproduction. The historical anticolonial tradition, especially that stream within it 
that has developed the analysis of the fundamental articulations between racism 
and capitalist exploitation, sets out the indispensable framework in this regard. Spe-
cifically, I aim to put the canonical work of Aimé Césaire (1955/2000) and Frantz 
Fanon (1963, 1965) in conversation with the analytic of coloniality as developed 
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by Aníbal Quijano (2008). The present essay aims to build on this analysis to lay 
bare the logic of late capitalism as a kind of being-in-violence.

This article describes the turn to punishment and permanent war in the neo-
liberal era and shows how the racial logic of this turn can be understood in terms 
of a principle of violation that is expressed in the organization of contemporary 
state violence. In my conceptualization, violation names the systematic nature of 
this violence and indicates the logic that organizes it. Proceeding from this frame-
work and from theories of colonialism, I argue that capitalism is a racial system 
at its origin and core, and that the coloniality it expresses points to an essential 
opportunism in its impulse to subjection and an essential diversity in the forms of 
material and immaterial surplus that it realizes. Furthermore, if racism and violation 
inhabit the core of capitalism, then the nature of the rule of capital must be partly 
rethought, since the familiar formula for hegemony is destabilized when coercion 
becomes as essential a moment as consent. By the same token, resistance against 
state violence can no longer be construed as secondary to contests at the point of 
production, since struggles for survival and against this violence work within a 
primary contradiction of the system.

Against the encompassing “prison time” (Hardt 1997) of capitalist postmodernity, 
theory has to be able to trace the shape of power and the openings for opposition. 
Capital mutates energetically to encircle communities and societies and to capture 
subjects within a discipline that aims as much to unravel as to incorporate them. 
The present essay sketches a provisional anatomy of this process and points to 
important concrete expressions of the principles that it isolates. Considering the 
dialectic outlined here can be useful in the broader critical effort to understand 
contemporary capitalism and its depredations, and to imagine effective strategies 
for resistance.

Punishment, Violence, Violation

Since the 1970s, the United States has led the way in a turn to punishment 
characterized by a stiffening of sentencing guidelines, unprecedented levels of 
incarceration, and the institutionalization of abuse and torture in prisons (Marable, 
Steinberg, and Middlemass 2007; Martin 2006). Even as the hysteria of the war 
on drugs begins to fade, the United States continues to lead the world in absolute 
and relative numbers of those incarcerated. It also imposes sentences whose 
length and severity outstrip those of its closest competitors (International Centre 
for Prison Studies 2012; Liptak 2008). This carceral turn is deeply racialized, as 
communities of color are disproportionately the target of police surveillance and 
brutality, as black and brown people are imprisoned at higher rates in comparison 
with whites, and as they are given significantly longer terms for many categories 
of offenses (Harris 1999; Mauer 2011; Torres and Love 2000). Nevertheless, as it 
builds on reservoirs of racism and preserves the historic legacy of a systematically 
racist juridical system, the turn to punishment now touches new populations and 
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recasts the paranoia that serves as the ideological pivot of repression. In particular, 
antiterrorism initiatives recode and capture new racial others, and to a lesser extent 
construct a new menace from within the ranks of radical dissenters (Davis 2005).

The turn to punishment has been understood as an expression of the discipline 
accompanying neoliberalism’s shock waves of austerity, as well as the global 
process of “accumulation by dispossession” (Harvey 2003, 145) in which capital 
challenges traditional rights to public and communal resources through privatization 
and expropriation and seeks to realize surplus outside regular channels of produc-
tion. According to Harvey (2005), as workers are forced to fend for themselves 
under new conditions of precariousness, punishment serves to quell resistance and 
to warehouse those made redundant through retrenchment. However, this account 
does not quite explain the racial order of this carceral turn; in addition, as Henry 
Giroux (2009) has shown, punishment appears to be more than disciplinary in its 
effects and more than penal in its mode of operation, since it extends broadly be-
yond the prison system to recompose public culture generally. In recent decades, 
youth (especially youth of color) have faced a progressive demonization that un-
derstands them as always harboring an incipient criminality; draconian anti-gang 
injunctions and sentencing enhancements have been widely justified on this basis 
(Mauer 2000; Rios 2006). In schools, students face administrative procedures 
that are increasingly articulated with police apparatuses, as well as increasingly 
intolerant of minor infractions. “Zero-tolerance” disciplinary policies are the most 
visible face of this tendency, but the larger apparatus of educational accountability 
also constructs students in general as requiring the discipline of the state (Lyons 
and Drew 2006; Nolan 2009). The recent epidemic of anti-immigrant statutes 
across the United States is fueled by the same racialized impulse to punishment, 
which aggressively interprets cultural difference as illegality, and has resulted in 
an imposing network of detention centers that are increasingly beyond the reach 
of normal controls and are characterized by excesses and abuses (Hennessy-Fiske 
and Carcamo 2014). Immigrants are often detained without access to lawyers or 
the ability to communicate with family members, following procedures that begin 
to mirror the juridical innovations associated with the internment of “enemy com-
batants” (Amnesty International 2009).

The domestic turn to punishment is clearly articulated with the condition of 
permanent conflict and aggressive global policing that was set in motion by the war 
on terror. Davis (2005) has pointed out that systems of torture set up in detention 
centers abroad have in some cases originated in the US prison system. We are also 
beginning to see the application of counterinsurgency techniques employed in Iraq 
and Afghanistan in domestic policing (Goode 2012). Contemporary counterinsur-
gency invents a special form of the familiar terrorization of civilians in war. Tech-
nological, permanent, and increasingly coded as a kind of global police function, 
targeted assassinations and enhanced interrogation produce the maximum level of 
injury and outrage compatible with a policy of the “minimum” (low-intensity war, 
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minimum risk to US personnel, etc.). In this way, the normalization and regulariza-
tion of violence reaches a new level, with a continuous and global assault recast as 
the price of security in an increasingly unstable world.

As Harvey (2006) observes, in response to overaccumulation crises, when capi-
talism outstrips its capacity to realize potential surpluses congealed in commodities 
or latent in means of production, the system undertakes a violent devaluation of part 
of its stock of accumulated value. Neoliberalism relies heavily on devaluation to 
realize surplus, with working and poor people bearing the brunt of the “rationaliza-
tion” of the economy. But beyond its technical aspects, devaluation in the neoliberal 
era is a broad assault organized by capital against human beings. In particular, the 
postmodern war machine is both a preferred outlet for over-accumulated capital 
and the moment of a literal negation of “excess” bodies. The permanent assault on 
populations globally instituted by the war on terror exposes systematic violence 
and torture, in a range of intensities, as an essential and continuous industry, in the 
broadest sense. By the early 2000s, private military companies generated billions 
of dollars annually (Singer 2003). War is not merely a means to deploy excess 
finance capital or to secure annexed territories for expanded reproduction. It is 
the moment par excellence of the realization of surplus, understood in this larger 
context. In war, capital consummates the inner tendency of production as assault, 
of value as affliction. At the same time, postmodern war as counterinsurgency is 
always careful to preserve its adversary. In this way, the occasion for intervention 
remains ongoing, and the body of the enemy is saved for unceasing interrogations 
(Hardt and Negri 2000).

The spectacular nature of military intervention should not obscure the daily war 
confronted by those “at home,” whose continuing repression supplies the symbolic 
and material resources for the aggrandizement of capital and whiteness. Very much 
the same extended system of low-intensity assault and detention confronts com-
munities of color within the metropolis as in its global territories. Beyond any risk 
of conflating different processes here, there is something important to be gained in 
understanding everyday forms of violence against the oppressed, in their systematic 
repetition, as “small wars” (Scheper-Hughes 1996) that are rendered invisible by 
power and its common senses. In particular, forms of racialized domination differ in 
their targets and effects, but important commonalities exist between them—something 
that domination seeks precisely to obscure. By grasping these commonalities and 
continuities, we can begin to understand the logic of race and injury in capitalism.

Very good critical accounts exist on current racist law and penality as material 
strategies to confront excess populations and systemic crises (e.g., Gilmore 2007; 
Wacquant 2009). But racism is also an ontological strategy: within the moral 
economy that grounds capitalist culture, the abjection of black and brown “as a 
sort of quintessence of evil” is the crucial resource for successfully interpellating 
whiteness (Fanon 1963, 41). More than a psychological compensation for economic 
exploitation, institutional racism is a basic principle of subjectivation. Racism is the 
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valuation and devaluation of human beings within another register of production, 
the production of subjectivity. This can be clearly seen in contemporary school-
ing and its apparatuses of testing and accountability, which produce students as 
racial subjects while systematically identifying whiteness with competence and 
achievement and blackness/brownness with failure (Leonardo 2007). Not only does 
capital exploit racial division, but also the “balanced accumulation” of culture and 
knowledge under capitalism depends on the shifting relations of refusal that force 
some subjects outside the collective body of the human.

This contemporary proliferation of violence can appear to be a more or less direct 
effect of political-economic crises. For instance, prison growth can be understood 
as a strategy to confront difficult surpluses of bodies and capital (Gilmore 2007). 
Similarly, attacks on public education are one front in a broader corporate effort 
to privatize schooling (Hursh 2007). Likewise, apart from directly imperialistic 
interests in the resources and economies of the Middle East, permanent war sustains 
a defense industry that otherwise lacks a clear rationale. Explanations that narrowly 
view these trends as profit-driven, however, account for neither the racialization of 
this violence nor its depth and intensity. Thus, the spectacular reach of the public 
and private US prison system far exceeds the hypertrophy of the repressive state 
apparatus that economistic explanations would predict. Furthermore, a more ba-
sic phenomenology of capitalism, including its impulses toward injury as well as 
production, is overlooked in an analysis of this turn to punishment that sees it as 
the mere byproduct of the system’s global accountancy.

In contrast to those who construe trends in punishment as a simple response 
to economic imperatives, critical scholars of penality appreciate the complexity 
of the meaning of punishment and its centrality as a social steering mechanism. 
Thus, for Melossi (2008) the discipline operating within prisons is more profound 
than the mere preparation or rehabilitation of inmates for reinsertion into capitalist 
systems of production; rather, it produces a basic subjection that aims to create a 
subordinate and marginalized orientation, thus situating subjects within a broader 
moral economy and pedagogy. In this regard, Melossi shows that prisons are crucial 
sites of government and governmentality rather than secondary institutions within 
contemporary capitalism. Similarly, to the extent that incarceration orients the poor 
and working classes toward the flexibilized work so characteristic of neoliberal 
society, this is less a matter of incorporation and socialization than a matter of threat, 
terrorization, and containment. De Giorgi (2010) describes how the criminalization 
of immigrants in the EU, and the double menace of detention and deportation they 
face, forces immigrants to accept even the extreme exploitation and precariousness 
of post-Fordist employment. Likewise, Wacquant’s (2009) emphasis on the role of 
punishment within neoliberalism displaces an obsessive focus on the recomposi-
tion of work and labor, and highlights the determinative material and ideological 
force of the racialized carceral complex and its intricate articulations with welfare 
systems and conditions of everyday life for the poor.
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Perhaps due to their focus on the criminal justice system, criminologists some-
times overlook the punitive texture of cultural life more broadly, as well as the 
more fundamental violence that undergirds capitalism and its penal systems and 
apparatuses. Jock Young (2011, 221) stresses “the process of criminalization as a 
critical and integral part of a core system of social inclusion and exclusion which 
reaches across the biographies of each citizen,” but this does not address the basic 
source or meaning of criminalization in the first place. If capitalism in the present 
makes such frequent resort to criminalization and imprisonment, we ought to ask 
what basic determinations lay the ground for this carceral turn, and what fundamental 
impulses find expression within it. Likewise, if the prison system is a racialized and 
racist system, and if it simultaneously operates to warehouse surplus labor popula-
tions and to pathologize communities of color (Rios 2006), this should suggest 
the importance of an inquiry into the role and meaning of racism (and racialized 
punishment) in capitalism beyond and below the prison system itself. In short, an 
analysis of the meaning of the contemporary carceral turn must consider a range 
of social sites of punishment (understood broadly), as well as the prolific systems 
of injury—beyond penality alone—that have always worked through capitalism, 
and that now take specific and intensified forms in the context of neoliberalism.

The principle and logic of the neoliberal era’s promiscuous state violence is what 
I call violation. If violence is the fact and process, violation is its reason and orga-
nization. As a strategy that fundamentally links systemic violence to accumulation, 
violation seeks in the last instance to preserve the target of its impositions, aiming 
for partial fragmentation from which it derives its own kind of surplus. According 
to Hardt and Negri (2000), the system of capitalist command has metastasized into 
the figure of Empire, which sustains itself through a continual process of enclosure 
of the commons and through the persistent production of global crisis and war. This 
work develops Negri’s (2003) earlier analysis of late capitalism, which describes 
the historical moment of real subsumption, in which use values are globally ab-
sorbed into capital’s logic. As capital absorbs the world, time becomes equivalent 
to labor and so there are no longer temporal differences to measure in production. 
Capital ceases to operate as time of measurement, emerging instead as temporal-
ity of command. This perspective has the advantage of understanding coercion 
and violence as constitutive and central to the meaning of capital, rather than as 
merely instrumental. Yet even this analysis fails to fully account for the ubiquity 
of the carceral logic I have outlined, or for its essential racial organization. The 
notion of violation responds to the centrality of violence and its determinativeness 
for capitalist society, while also indicating its opportunism, which invents and ex-
ploits modes of coloniality to double its assaults. In systems of racial domination, 
violation approaches a certain perfection, as it realizes forms of ontological and 
symbolic surplus beyond the realm of production proper.
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Coloniality and Accumulation

The apparent novelty of neoliberalism’s turn to punishment and its offensives against 
the commons hides a more significant continuity. In neoliberalism, processes of 
privatization and punishment, which seem to unravel the taken-for-granted compacts 
of the welfare state, repeat and generalize the central principle of colonialism 
and coloniality. As Frantz Fanon (1963) described, the order of the colony was 
constructed on violence. Its economy was built on theft (of resources and labor from 
the colonized) and its legality was founded on crime (white settlerism). Likewise, 
Aimé Césaire (1955/2000) pointed out that Nazism’s machinery of extermination 
in Europe was hardly unprecedented—rather, it repeated and refined the techniques 
of genocide that had already been applied in colonial adventures against Africans 
and other non-Europeans:

And at the end of all these treaties that have been violated, all these lies 
that have been propagated, all these punitive expeditions that have been 
tolerated, all these prisoners who have been tied up and “interrogated,” 
all these patriots who have been tortured … a poison has been distilled 
into the veins of Europe and, slowly but surely, the continent proceeds 
toward savagery. (Césaire 1955/2000, 35–36)

Similarly, neoliberalism today imports to the center of empire the techniques 
of accumulation by dispossession and accompanying forms of discipline that have 
always characterized economic relationships between the “center” and the “periph-
ery.” In particular, the violence that has always been woven into the process of 
accumulation in colonial histories reappears in neoliberal society as an indispensable 
factor and condition of social production. As Cheliotis and Xenakis (2010) point 
out, we should be cautious about attributing the intensification of punishment in 
the present, especially outside the United States, solely to neoliberalism, without 
regard to place-specific histories of repression; instead, we need to explore how 
neoliberalism borrows from and builds on preexisting patterns of state violence.

Indeed, race and violence have been determinative within capitalist relations 
of production from the beginning of modernity. Aníbal Quijano (2008) shows that 
in colonialism a range of forms of labor and exploitation are in play at the same 
time: slavery, serfdom, small-scale commodity production, wage labor, etc., and that 
all are instituted and organized around the global capitalist system. It is therefore 
impossible to say that some forms of exploitation are more advanced than others, 
or more proper to the system of capitalism:

Slavery, in America, was deliberately established and organized as a 
commodity in order to produce goods for the world market and to serve 
the purposes and needs of capitalism. Likewise, the serfdom imposed on 
Indians, including the redefinition of the institutions of reciprocity, was 
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organized in order to serve the same ends: to produce merchandise for 
the global market.... This means that not only were all the forms of labor 
and control of labor simultaneously performed in America, but they were 
also articulated around the axis of capital and the global market. (Quijano 
2008, 198)

Furthermore, the distribution of these forms of work originally corresponded 
to race, with wage labor being reserved for whites. Thus, the racial system of co-
lonialism was also integral to capitalism from the beginning, within what Quijano 
calls a “technology of race/labor” (ibid., 185). Similarly, current critics of the prison 
system have shown how the global carceral complex comprises both a racial logic 
and a logic of surplus extraction. As such, the racialization of incarceration is a 
strategy for responding to systemic crises in capitalism (Gilmore 2007) while the 
penal structure of capitalist society is deeply marked and organized by the long 
history of racism and its exceptional violence. Thus, Davis (2000) shows that the 
post-Civil War convict-lease system preserved the brutality of punishment associ-
ated with slavery, a legacy that persists in the abuses of the present-day criminal 
justice system.

These investigations into the cultural and racial architecture of capitalism, and 
the fact that “modernity was also colonial from its point of departure” (Quijano 
2008, 196), reveal the complexity of capitalism and the impossibility of an abstract 
and linear reading of its historical development. This perspective has implications 
for our understanding of the meaning of accumulation itself. If capitalism is shaped 
from the beginning by an eclectic opportunism in the form of its impositions, as well 
as by geopolitically specific racisms, then we must recognize that its fundamental 
drive toward accumulation aims not simply at an abstract, colorless accretion of 
value. Instead, capitalism aims at persistent injury, organized in diverse and complex 
systems of administration, including those that organize the range of contemporary 
forms of punishment. Rather than appearing as the inexplicable telos of social life, 
wealth might then be measured as the proof and index of this subjugation, of this 
valorization of capital against bodies, for the sake of which the dispossessions and 
devaluations of neoliberalism are set in motion.

Sensitive Marxist analyses suggest that racism plays an important role in capital-
ism, fracturing class solidarity, organizing the labor market, and hiding the effects 
of economic contradictions. Others strengthen this claim, asserting that racism is an 
original and essential part of capitalism, responsible for creating the conditions for 
its development (in colonialism and slavery) and deeply shaping its contemporary 
culture and tendencies (Du Bois 1935/1998; James 1992; Kelley 2002; Robinson 
2000). Rearticulating this analysis, I suggest not simply that capitalism has always 
been racist, but rather that the persistent instance of race in capitalism indicates an 
underlying logic of violation. More than a simple dominative drive, violation is an 
economy—an accumulation of violence, a transaction of destitution. Like work, 
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racism is a moment of exploitation, collecting for its agents (white people) the tokens 
of dominative power (Harris 1995). On the other hand, as in racism, accumulation 
at work is not separable from the fact of injury. Injury, as the source of value in 
alienated labor, is itself a kind of accumulation. Race represents a crucial terrain 
for this investment and inflammation, a crucial opportunity for the exaltation of 
power. The racial system of colonialism constitutes a space in which, as Achille 
Mbembe (2003, 24) writes, “the controls and guarantees of judicial order can be 
suspended—the zone where the violence of the state of exception is deemed to 
operate in the service of ‘civilization.’” In this way, racism indicates the insepa-
rability of domination and accumulation, as well as a logic of abjection immanent 
to the process of appropriation of material and symbolic surplus.

For example, in contemporary anti-immigrant initiatives the impulse to exclusion 
and intimidation can sometimes appear to overwhelm the ostensibly more primary 
economic imperative of expanded reproduction (De Genova 2002; De Giorgi 2010). 
It is not just that an irrational demagoguery temporarily overtakes the sober cal-
culations of business interests (which are sometimes resistant to such initiatives). 
It is more useful to recognize that this alternation of impulses (toward exclusion 
and assimilation) is characteristic of capital’s underlying and opportunistic logic 
of injury. In this logic, the material surplus to be derived from incorporation and 
exploitation of labor power has to be measured against the symbolic and psychic 
“wages of whiteness” that accrue to whites through xenophobia, as well as the 
cathexis of the state and its police apparatus produced in processes of repression. 
This complex equation is worked through in arguments around the issue. A typical 
example is a Bloomberg Businessweek report (Dwoskin 2012) on the economic 
cost to Alabama of its 2011 anti-immigrant law that required state officials to check 
the legal status of people in everyday transactions and barred access to housing 
and employment for those without documents. The report is followed by a spate 
of comments that interpolate a different, racial/symbolic economy into the debate: 
“Let’s put it bluntly … they are thieve’s [sic].... They steal into our country, then they 
steal our health care, our education system, our food stamps, our welfare system, 
our jobs.” Within this economy, characterized by an insistence on the restricted 
and racialized ownership of society itself, there is little room for calculations of 
immigration’s effect on real jobs and economic growth.

In this political and cultural context, vulnerability creates a downward pressure 
on workers’ wages and work becomes an important moment of subjection—an 
occasion for the appropriation of subjectivity and outrage to dignity. Thus, for 
racialized immigrants who have been constructed as “illegal,” a basic condition 
of “deportability” sets the stage for continuous abuses and micro-aggressions in 
employment and elsewhere (De Genova 2002). In Césaire’s view, colonialism 
throws together the diverse instances of “forced labor, intimidation, pressure, the 
police, taxation, theft, rape, compulsory crops, contempt, mistrust, arrogance, 
self-complacency, swinishness....” (1955/2000, 42). From this perspective, we can 
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understand racism as more than arbitrary or accidental in a historical sense, and 
instead see the kinds of material and immaterial “profit” that it produces in itself 
in the form of the ubiquitous aggrandizement of whiteness. As Fanon puts it:

When you examine at close quarters the colonial context, it is evident that 
what parcels out the world is to begin with the fact of belonging to or not 
belonging to a given race, a given species. In the colonies the economic 
substructure is also a superstructure. The cause is the consequence; you 
are rich because you are white, you are white because you are rich. (Fanon 
1963, 40)

Fanon’s analysis of the mutual determination of racism and capital is evoca-
tive in the other direction as well: that is, we can think of economic exploitation 
and marginalization as representing a kind of racism, the production of a global 
species of the poor. Thus, within this matrix, we can begin to see the convertibility 
of diverse forms of accumulation. In capitalism, work is often a kind of torture, 
broadly speaking, and (in the state’s security and intelligence apparatuses) torture 
is in fact an occupation, to give a simple example. Similarly, racism makes identity 
itself an ordeal, and puts the subject to work within an existential bondage whose 
product can also be thought of as capitalization, in the broad sense, corresponding 
in the psychic and symbolic registers to the economic quantum that is measured 
by the bending and breaking of working bodies.

How else can we account for the persistence, in the most “advanced” capitalist 
society, of archaic violence in the criminal justice system, as well as unequal levels 
of exposure to police brutality by race, which accompany and supplement racial 
inequities in life chances and levels of social marginalization? Scholars show an 
impressive continuity in these structures and processes over time, in spite of the 
technological and organizational development of capitalism (Alexander 2010; 
Kennedy 1997; Wacquant 2002). To invoke arbitrary prejudice and the cruelty 
of the market is to engage in circular reasoning. Rather, we should recognize the 
integration of these different channels of injury (physical, psychic, social) in the 
capitalist system as a whole. Down each flows a tribute of subjection. These streams 
are articulated with the flows of value extracted through production proper, and 
come together finally as the total network and reservoir of capital.

Perhaps we can then invert the familiar reading of the exploitation of labor, 
whose unceasing repetition constitutes the hidden kernel of capital. Instead of 
seeing the alienation of human beings in work as the mere effect or instrument of 
capital’s self-valorization, we might understand the extraction of surplus value as 
the form of organization of injury. In that case, work would appear as continuous 
with the violent process of seizure and enclosure that founded capitalism (Marx 
called it primitive accumulation and Harvey calls it accumulation by dispossession). 
This seemingly exceptional form of accumulation not only returns in contempo-
rary processes of appropriation and privatization, but also emerges as the truth of 
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capitalism more generally (see De Angelis 2007). From this perspective, the rivers 
of wealth that pool together at the concentrated points of command in capitalism 
would then mark the contours of dispossession, and capital would become visible 
as accumulated injury.

Rethinking Hegemony within the Racial Contract

Violation names the organization of violence and its rationality as a machine of 
injury. Its aim is mortification and micro-aggression. As the instance of racism shows, 
violation captures its surplus by cultivating subjection, not through an extinction 
of being. In this connection, Charles Mills describes a “racial contract” that binds 
whites within a commitment to recognize only each other as fully human; nonwhites 
are subjected to this contract, though they are not parties to it:

The Racial Contract is that set of formal or informal agreements or meta-
agreements (higher-level contracts about contracts, which set the limits of 
the contracts’ validity) between the members of some subset of humans, 
henceforth designated by (shifting) “racial” (phenotypical/ genealogical/
cultural) criteria C1, C2, C3 … as “white,” and coextensive (making due 
allowance for gender differentiation) with the class of full persons, to 
categorize the remaining subset of humans as “nonwhite” and of a differ-
ent and inferior moral status, subpersons.... It will be obvious, therefore, 
that the Racial Contract is not a contract to which the nonwhite subset of 
humans can be a genuinely consenting party. (Mills 1997, 11–12)

In Mills’s account, to the extent that it governs the relationships between whites 
and nonwhites, this “contract” is essentially an imposition rather than an agreement. 
Here, too, the moment of racism provides a crucial window into the organization of 
capital, suggesting how we might begin to understand the kind of exchanges that 
take place in capitalism generally. The surface truth of apparently equal exchange 
(of labor and wages at work, or of money and commodities on the market) hides 
the fact of exploitation, but also the fact that ultimately there is no exchange or 
agreement. Ideological mystification is therefore present in the notion of equality 
of values, as well as in the idea of the contract. Thus, for consumers the surface 
choice between commodities, whether cellphone plans or cereal brands, obscures 
the inescapability of the relation of consumerism itself: we cannot choose any 
other kind of being. In the “choice” to work, consume, or to obey, the appearance 
of consent conceals the continuous force of coercion, and the form of agreement 
hides the fact that there is only one side to the contract.

This suggests a partial rethinking of the theory of hegemony as working through 
consent to domination. The familiar understanding of hegemony presumes that the 
persistent pedagogy, generalized common sense, and intellectual and moral leadership 
of elites organize broad consent to domination, which is supplemented by force (state 
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violence) in moments of crisis (Gramsci 1971). Upon close examination, however, 
consent can often dissolve into coercion; conversely, beyond whatever immediate 
aims it accomplishes, force also always constitutes a pedagogy. As neoliberalism 
transforms the state within a new moral order of punishment and privatization, its 
discipline is an application of a material force, as well as a rhetoric and demonstra-
tion. Terror is the essential lesson of state violence. The ideological moment of this 
pedagogy consists of the insertion of violence within the everyday, its naturaliza-
tion and normalization. However, even as it is normalized it continues to teach.

For instance, Michelle Alexander describes the epidemic of incarceration con-
fronting communities of color, especially African Americans, and the dispropor-
tionality with which people of color are sent to prison. In many states, black men 
are sent to prison on drug charges “at a rate from twenty to fifty-seven times greater 
than that of white men” (Alexander 2010, 96). She also points to an omission in 
left and liberal thinking about race and inequality, which ignores the systematic 
disenfranchisement of black people accomplished through the prison system. While 
the prison system preserves white political privilege, political discourse forgets 
or erases these effects. However, as the racialized carceralization of society is 
repressed, it nevertheless remains present, functioning pedagogically even as it is 
disavowed. The first lesson from power is that white life counts more than black 
life; the force of the state, wielded against people of color, defends the order of 
whiteness (James 1996). But state violence preserves white privilege in another 
sense as well, in the form of a lesson directed at whites themselves, namely that 
racism shields whites from the necessary violence of the state.

Although the racialized repression of people of color in the United States is 
generally removed from public discussion, even as it functions materially and 
ideologically, US imperialist adventures are, by contrast, the subject of incessant 
comment and analysis, if not debate. The conflicts in the Middle East preoccupy 
reporters and pundits, and the progress of US military campaigns is continuously 
recalculated in the mainstream media. For example, at the time of the troop surge, 
coverage of Afghanistan took up 27.1 percent of the “newshole”; since then, at key 
moments in the conflict, coverage has reached close to 20 percent (Pew Research 
Center 2012). Thus, the “ongoing violence and lawlessness” in Afghanistan, in 
particular, are thought to “raise concerns about the future of the country after the 
planned US troop withdrawal,” rather than raising questions about the impact of 
the US occupation itself (NPR 2012). These conflicts, and the associated report-
ing, are often said to function ideologically for a domestic audience by distracting 
attention from domestic economic crises and class warfare from the top (Harvey 
2003). But stories about drones, IEDs, and continual attacks on civilians (whether 
denied or apologized for) also teach a lesson in the force and supremacy of the 
state, at the cost of innumerable distant brown bodies. In this case, geographical 
displacement permits a public pedagogy that is generally forbidden in the case of 
racialized state violence within the United States.
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Violation, as the principle of systemic violence—its reason and logos—hurts 
and teaches simultaneously. The injury it produces recomposes the social even as 
it enforces submission to its order. For the theory of hegemony, a crucial implica-
tion is that the moments of consent and coercion have become inseparable to some 
degree. The form of state terror unites these moments, as the affective register of 
violence and as the zero degree of ideology. The depth of the apparatus of terror 
is indicated by the integration of fear into the textures of the everyday. For people 
of color, this is concrete: the trauma of a reasonable anticipation of assault by 
power—whether through incarceration, police violence, or war. For whites, this 
fear is mostly integrated or displaced; racial paranoia itself becomes a crucial 
form of its expression (Goldberg 2009). For everyone, work and play in capitalism 
conceal their fundamental being-in-violence. In this way, hegemony in the present 
is identified with the extended operation of violation itself.

Against Violation

Important implications for resistance follow if injury is thought of as a form of 
accumulation and if consent and coercion can no longer be fully separated within 
capital’s continuous impulse to assault. First, struggles against repression and 
violence within capitalism are not secondary to those on the terrain of production. 
Second, ideological contests are ultimately inseparable from material struggles 
and everyday acts of resistance to coercion. Third, the irreducible generativity of 
labor power, on which capital depends even as the latter strives continually to lower 
the price of labor and increase the rate at which it is exploited, corresponds to the 
irreducibility of the human being itself, on which capital as violation also depends 
as the persistent ground of its impositions. That is, capital confronts the survival 
of the subjects it seeks to fracture and invade, while depending on that survival for 
the possibility of its own reproduction. I explain each of these implications below.

For communities of color, still not materialized is the supposed transition to 
the fully hegemonized space of mature capitalism, in which the terrors of the early 
modern period are overcome. As Joy James (1996) argues, the shift Foucault narrates 
from the brutality of the Ancien Régime to the rehabilitative force of the disciplinary 
society is a fiction for African Americans, whose systematic, ongoing terrorization 
is integrated within, not contradicted by, modern institutions of penality:

Even in the post-emancipation era, the brutalized body appears. For in-
stance, in the United States, from the end of the Civil War until the mid-
twentieth century, the punished, mangled body was the visceral marker of 
the ritualized barbarism of lynching. The convergence of mob and sheriffs 
oversaw the branded, dismembered black body that symbolized the rage 
and vindication of a prosecuting crowd and state. (James 1996, 29)
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In this context, the continuous legacy of resistance highlighted by James, in 
which people of color have combatted police violence, torture, and colonization, 
is a struggle at the axis of a principal contradiction of capital. In confronting state 
terror, human beings challenge the ontological transaction that reduces them for 
the sake of the aggrandizement and exaltation of power.

Next, if the terrain of coercion is partly inseparable from that of consent, then 
struggles against violence assume a broader importance. The carceralization of 
US society beginning in the 1970s organizes a space of fear and lockdown. The 
proliferation of prisons, the stiffening of sentences, and the coarsening of the con-
ditions of detention are accompanied by a more general process of enclosure in 
which paranoia comes to constitute the foundation for politics and everyday life 
(Giroux 2009; Wacquant 2009). In this way, the symbolic investment in punishment 
is reinforced by the material infrastructure of the penal system and the violence 
that it institutionalizes. It can be argued, for instance, that the death penalty debate 
ultimately hinges as much on the survival and agency of death-row inmates as it 
does on interventions by activists within the political construction of the death 
penalty. This becomes clear in cases of former death-row inmates who have been 
exonerated and released, whose stories function as powerfully compelling argu-
ments. But it is also evident when inmates have not been cleared by the courts, 
such as in the case of Mumia Abu-Jamal, whose refusal to surrender has arguably 
weakened the death penalty machine. State executions are as much ideological and 
pedagogical exercises as they are material ones; consequently, counter-hegemonic 
struggles against the culture of punishment urgently need to work through the 
agency of those who are closest to this punishment.

Finally, the depth of the paradox for capital is this: as the impulse to violation, 
it seeks to overwhelm and fragment the subjects that confront it, and yet it is de-
pendent on the persistence of these subjects for its own reproduction. In this way, 
the logics of injury and exploitation become identified. The production of surplus 
value can only proceed if the integrity of labor power is kept minimally intact, 
even as capital seeks to devalue it and to increase the rate of exploitation (Marx 
1867/1976, 276–7). Capitalism thus faces an impossible conundrum: the plunder 
and reduction of people accomplished via violation is only possible if the human 
being is at least minimally preserved. This minimal preservation—not merely of 
“bare life,” but of human beings and imagination—always threatens to challenge 
its determination as the mere occasion for invasion and exploitation. The exces-
siveness of human subjectivity is both the source of surplus value and the proof 
of the limits of capital.

Conclusion

Understanding capital as injury is to comprehend the violence of the system as 
more than a means to an end. It means reversing the familiar account and seeing 
production, and its principle of exploitation, as the condition for capital’s assaults. 
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From this perspective, capital accumulation has two dimensions: having forced body 
and imagination into the alienated life of producing and consuming commodities, 
the system realizes a second surplus in the ravaging and decomposition—through 
processes of devaluation, repression, and conflict—of its accomplished forms. 
Within the logic of violation, beyond simple accumulation capital seeks a continual 
injury to its own productions, a compulsive bloodletting of value.

I have argued that racism is the crucial instance of this logic, inhabiting capital 
at its core and revealing its determination by and dependence on persistent violence. 
Racism, in the last instance structural and sustained by the state, puts the lie to 
capital’s pretense of neutrality and functionalism while challenging reductionist 
Marxist accounts that understand capital in terms of a colorless productivism or 
simply a new form of sovereignty. In its racist impulses and effects, capital ob-
sessively tears at the tissue of its official rationale and reveals value and surplus 
to be effects both of a symbolic economy of supremacy and subjection and of a 
material economy of production. Racism crucially shapes the conditions of pro-
duction—by creating a segmented labor market and a permanent component of 
the reserve army of labor—but it also points beyond these effects to the centrality 
of punishment and injury (as incarceration, war, and torture) to the meaning and 
being of capital. Analyzing the structure and effects of racism is in this sense an 
important starting point for understanding the general coincidence in capitalism 
of injury and accumulation.

Rather than a process of mere destruction, this is a system of controlled im-
position that preserves its targets as it plunders them. This analysis indicates the 
strategic necessity of resistance against capital’s multiple determinations. In par-
ticular, struggles against racism and state violence can be seen as central, rather 
than secondary, to struggles over the conditions of production. Drawing from 
theorists of race and coloniality, my argument reframes these traditions as central 
to the theorization of capital itself; without a primary engagement with the tools 
and problems that this work proposes, Marxism will be unable to comprehend 
(and challenge) capitalism. At the same time, an analysis of violation indicates 
persistent and often unappreciated resources for resistance in the very survival of 
human beings. Recognizing capital as a struggle over being also means recognizing 
the victories implicit in the persistence and determination of those who have most 
suffered from its depredations. This persistence defies capital and proves the limits 
of its dominion, preserving an emancipatory horizon. In resisting and refusing to 
surrender to fear, people not only defy power and its imposing apparatuses, but 
also implicitly propose a different being and economy, a proposal that for capital 
is more than terrifying.
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