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ediTOriaL

This third issue of The Oxford Left Review goes to press on the Second Day of 
Action against cuts and fees. The power of student activism and mass ac-
tion is growing.  This represents a chance and a challenge for the Left, in Ox-
ford and beyond. The principles of the student demonstrations inside and 
outside of Oxford – fair and free education, available to all; opposition to edu-
cation and public-sector cuts; and the right to express a democratic will – are 
all principles of the Left. We are witnessing, and participating in, the devel-
opment of a new political culture, but there is a danger the passion may burn 
itself out if it is not focused and directed. The Left must use this opportunity 
to renew its ideology, and to bring that renewed ideology into political space.

Beyond the cuts

Cuts in Britain are deeper than in almost any comparable country, and we are right 
to direct our action against them. It is imperative that we fight for those directly ef-
fected – for the prospects of young people prevented from attending school or uni-
versity due to EMA cuts and fee increases; for the vulnerable members of society 
who will have no access to legal aid (highlighted by Yasmine Seale, p.15); for those 
women who will suffer three quarters of the effects of the cuts (Sophie Lewis, p.52). 

The cuts are radicalising people. They are resulting in waves of protests 
at local and national level, which have highlighted the potential of mobi-
lising vast numbers of people who feel alienated from the political proc-
ess. They are increasing political engagement at a rate not seen since the 
1980s, and, as Anthony Barnett describes (p.11), students are active in a way 
not seen since the 1960s. Those most affected will tend to be those with the 
least political voice, so it is right that we mobilise, and right that we protest. 

Yet there is a risk that the protests will be counterproductive, leading to divisions 
between those opposed to the government. A particularly divisive issue has been 
political violence; a range of articles in this issue address this debate. All agree that 
violence against people is intolerable, yet most defend the use of direct action and 
damage to property. Hacillo and Barber (p.32) call this violence;  Dr. Rowan Tom-
linson (p.28) and Anthony Barnett resent the term; and we leave you to decide 
upon the argument of our cartoonist, Joel Phillimore (p.30).We agree that direct 
action, including property damage, is a valid expression of anger and resentment. 

‘Tory scum! Tory Scum!’, ‘No ifs, no buts’ – the reactionism of the protests is justi-
fied, at least initially, and protests are an important part of mobilising and inspir-



ing those who see injustice. Yet this is simply the beginning. To avoid impotence 
we have to go further; we need to develop radical alternatives for our movement. 

The Right have tried to framed the debate so that there appears to be no alterna-
tive. We – the Left – need to stop merely responding to the arguments of the Right 
within the narrow parameters of debate set by them. It is Advantage Right if, in-
stead of saying ‘don’t make cuts’, we are forced to say ‘don’t make cuts there’. The 
movement, whatever it becomes, must not be distracted from thier real agenda. 
The cuts are veiled total ideology. We are up against the full force of the Right’s 
ideological and practical power, and all their tricks are being used to limit attention 
to the scale of their reforms. First, each policy announcement is expressed in terms 
of consensus and progress – as the last editorial warned, this word ‘progress’ has 
lost its meaning, just as the word ‘society’ has been hijacked by the Right. Second, 
they are using the old right-wing trick of making things which are constituted by 
social relations – such as the economic crisis – appear external and thus ‘out of our 
control’. This allows them to defend the preposterous notion of needing to run 
Britain like a business – see Matthew Kennedy (p.18) – and thus to transform the 
‘services’ it ‘provides’, so as to be efficient, preference-based and subject to com-
petition. The effect of this is to reduce, or nullify, the ‘critical space’ within which 
people might engage in debate (see Kennedy, p.61); the only space where debate 
seems possible, sensible or worthwhile appears to be that framed by the Right.

This narrow debate is evidenced in the response of the parties of the ‘broad left’. 
It is true that Compass, and other think-tanks, are working hard to widen the 
debate and develop alternative approaches for the left-wing parties. Yet Labour 
is not currently opposing the cuts from the standpoint of the Left, or of social 
democracy; they are continuing to seek the ‘middle-ground’, a la New Labour, 
and in the process have lost many effective tools for critique. And, whatever one 
thinks of the Liberal Democrats, there is little hope that they will be offering a new 
alternative when their Ministers are themselves central to implementing the cuts.

The role of the Left

For too long the parties of the Left, seeking to occupy the consensual centre-ground, 
have adopted and adapted to the neoliberal ideology. It falls, then, to others to make 
people aware of the scale of the cuts – and to resist the hegemonic claim that they are 
necessary – but also to make people aware of the government’s total agenda. The 
whole culture of the future, as well as the welfare of the people, is at stake. This is 
a tipping point; this is the one opportunity to resist changes to culture, education, 
public services and society that, once made, will be near impossible to reverse.

The Left must use the opportunity of the crisis for ideological renewal - attacking the 
Tories’ agenda with assertive ideological language; heeding the experience of other 
countries; not just drawing on past history, as the Left is so prone to do (see Hannah 
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Wilkinson’s review, p.63), but generating new ideas of culture, education, society. 

We have to be wary about what we mean by the ‘Left’. All too often we seem 
to mean a core group of radical thinkers and Marx-ponderers, who will come 
up with old-fashioned solutions: the core ‘Left’ Florence Curtis criticizes in her 
review of Žižek (p.56). The danger in all ideology and activism is that an elite 
or a Radical fringe comes to dominate. The Left has to unite, not as a mono-
lithic entity, but as a force challenging the incumbent orthodoxy, and offering 
real alternatives founded on the principles of equality and liberty. We urgently 
need to establish what we are fighting against, and to build a broad, dynamic 
movement which can both mobilize and generate ideas. There need to be im-
aginative alternatives. The bystander-culture of the intellectual and student 
classes, described by Peter Hill (p.20) – needs to change; this renewal needs 
the involvement and contribution of those who would normally sit and watch. 

The role of students

Students must be an essential part of this renewal. There are practical reasons for 
this: we are well-placed to protest and organize. We have the energy and time to act 
again and again, and to keep struggling; we can be creative in our methods of dis-
sent, we can communicate and organise faster than ever before, and we can commit 
in a way that no others can. We aren’t just marching for our own sake; we won’t have 
to pay the higher fees. But we will have to live in the society that is being created now. 

So at the same time, we must generate an ideology for the society we want to 
live in. We have the access to all the literature, ideas, and minds we need to 
begin the renewal of the Left. We need to move beyond the reactive, to the in-
tellectually and conceptually creative. We need to read, write, talk, experi-
ment, so that we can understand both what we learn and what we are trying 
to achieve. We, as students, have an urgent responsibility to exploit our priv-
ileged position within the University to generate these new ideologies that 
the movement needs. Several of the articles in this Oxford Left Review dem-
onstrate that, in the realm of culture and education, this has already begun. 

Steve Attridge, fellow of Ruskin College, reminds us the value of reading (p.24), 
Cutterham of the value of knowledge for its own sake (p.8). As students, and as 
Oxford students in particular, we occupy a privileged position within the exist-
ing elitist academic structures. But, as McGhee points out (p.35), members of an 
elite can use their position to the advantage of society as a whole. The Notes from 
the Opposition (p.6) is a case in point; their language is drawn, inevitably, from 
their studies, but they are employing it against present structures. We can use our 
position to change (or even to dismantle) the established structures completely.

Crucially, knowledge and education must not be seen as belonging only 
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to an elite of students or intellectuals. Whether or not we share the vi-
sion of some of the Rad Cam occupiers  - to create an open space for knowl-
edge outside or beyond academia and ‘the University’ - we on the Left 
must agree with Hill that education and culture should be open to all .

The student movement is unique in that it has the power to marry activism 
and ideology. As students we can use our privilege to develop new ideas for 
the Left; and then can practice what we preach.  A central principle of the Rad 
Cam occupation, and of the wider Oxford Education Campaign, is the Left ideal 
of universal access to education. This ideology was not merely developed, but 
was enacted in the teach-ins in the occupied Rad Cam, the attempt to photo-
copy books for public access, and in the ‘Free School’ campaign held in Oxford 
as part of today’s Day of Action. This praxis is what sets the students apart.

The potential of praxis

So what will come of this? First, the real benefits of the free education: not just 
free to access but free from the limitations imposed by the academic system. It can 
expose and analyse knowledge and ideas that find no place in tutorials, lectures 
and classes. Vitally, it fosters innovation in methods and ideals of collaborative 
education – open, flexible, critical, creative – that must have a central place in the 
Left’s vision of education. Students and the public are not only being exposed to 
new thought, and making connections between different ideas; they are creating 
new ways to envision learning itself. Oxford is a city defined by its walls, its col-
legiate enclaves. We aim instead to make it what is should be: a city defined by 
free, open, universal education and discussion. No walls, no exclusion, no fees.

There are other benefits. The unquantifiable benefit of an enthused young person, 
who had previously considered herself un-interested and un-interesting, upon ex-
posure to new and exciting ideas. The tangible benefit to social fabric resulting from 
the general feeling of universal access to previously priviledged knowledge. The 
restoration of a pedagogical stance towards the value and purpose of education: 
knowledge for knowledge’s sake, and knowledge for the sake of self-knowledge. 

The anti-intellectualism of the post-Thatcher political landscape is the neces-
sary corollary of the anti-ideological stance of neo-liberalism in general. Our 
Free Schools and free universities will promote the re-invigoration of an emaci-
ated British intellectual culture, and the development of a ‘critical space’. This 
is a necessary prerequisite of renewed ideological salvos on the part of the Left.  

It is often suggested that knowledge only exists for the sake of economic benefit (a la 
Mandelson’s Higher Ambitions, November 2009) or for its own sake alone. What is 
overlooked is that in being considered an end in itself, education serves greater ends 
as an indirect result, through generating new ideas for culture, economy, society.
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We turn to knowledge and learning with activism in mind, and bring a 
new language and ideology to this critical space, giving us the tools to chal-
lenge the hegemony of the Right. They have succeeded in uniting political 
power and ideology. The only way for the Left to respond is to do the same. 
Through its key role in ideology and activism, and the praxis coming through 
their synthesis, the student movement has the potential to be a powerful 
element in the renewal of the Left. We have a duty to take up the challenge.

The Oxford Left Review is published termly. The journal will be most valuable if discussion 
develops around the issues and themes of each issue. Responses to any articles are welcome. 

Contributions to future issues are also welcome.

Any contributions, responses or queries should be sent to the Editor at 
oxfordleftreview@gmail.com

Editor-in-Chief:   Cailean Gallagher (Balliol College)
Associate Editors:  Peter Hill
    Matthew Kennedy
    Tom Cutterham
    Florence Curtis
    Hannah Wilkinson  
    Pablo Zendejas
    Kimberly Grauer
    Jeremy Cliffe

Oxford Left Review online: http://oxfordleftreview.wordpress.com



 NOTes frOm The OccupaTiON

aNONymOus

We are in the Radcliffe Camera. We came to this building as a centre of knowledge, 
a centre of presevation, restriction, enclosure. Our wish was for the University to be 
recreated as an ‘other’ space: released. Our first pronouncement on entering was that 
no longer would you have to display your credentials, your receipt. Access to this 
space would not be conditional upon which identity card you hold, an identity con-
stituted by the criteria to which you have conformed, the fee you have paid. Since we 
arrived no one has shown an ID, yet only another twenty have joined the occupation – 
those who came in the middle of the night. Our actions gave the university and state a 
choice: either the university would be open to everyone or no-one. They chose no-one.

A University is a location which exists at the intersection of systems.

To choose everyone would undermine the University’s position as the pre-eminent 
location of the inter-systemic construction of knowledge as domination by a par-
ticular class. The foundation for such domination rests upon the limiting of claims 
to knowledge to those who concord with pre-formed conceptual frameworks. The 
practice of domination through the delimited production of knowledge is thus con-
tingent upon the control of a vocabulary, a body of legitimate reference. The Uni-
versity serves as the location of this control to the extent that to be situated within it 
confers right to confirm or disconfirm claims to knowledge. In order to maintain its 
existence the University, then, necessarily reproduces itself as a mechanism confer-
ring rights to epistemic authority.  This first mechanism of the university is the ac-
creditation of the person; it first acts to qualify or disqualify a right to membership.

The credentials upon which access to the University are conditional represent 
the first signifier of a deferential relationship: one has to prove one’s self and 
one’s worth, and will continue to have to do so. As external criteria are internal-
ised, an attempt to meet demands becomes the process of constituting oneself. 
Conditional entry ensures that the University has set about framing and modi-
fying the individual even before they arrive. Yet, the University as a location of 
Subject-formation extends beyond its members and potential-applicants. As 
the University defines the standard by which the boundaries of the production 
of knowledge are set it sets the standard against which the legitimacy of every 
Subject is measured. Epistemic authority is thus enclosed by a process which en-
sures that Subjects who are deemed to hold such authority are always those pro-
duced at that location, never outside it. It is only those within the University that 
achieve accreditation and who therefore hold a right to knowledge-production. In 
turn, as this standard is not isolated from the systems the University intersects, 
the products of the University serve to reproduce those intersecting systems.
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 Occupiers’ Notes 7
The University is underwritten by the same structural logics inherent to the systems 
within which it is situated -- the logics of scarcity and return.

To have value within a capitalist system, any product must be one to which access 
can be restricted. The University’s product is knowledge. The viability of the Uni-
versity is therefore dependent upon knowledge’s restriction; knowledge is a com-
modity. The University is a location of the state’s investment in its Subjects, and a 
Subject investing in themself. Any investment demands the promise of return. The 
return of the University is determined by the extent to which its product serves 
as agent of the reproduction of complicit systems. The product - the individual - 
is therefore subjected to myriad criteria, standards of knowledge set by multiple 
systems of power. The University is thus the location of the meticulous govern-
ment of individuals produced there. Divided, ranked, graded, homogenised and 
under surveillance, the potential of the product to perform is guaranteed; a return 
secured. In so doing, the standards against which a product’s success will be de-
fined are set by the very location in which the product is materialised. A standard 
implies a homogeneity, and a population which meets a standard is governable; 
it is the employment of different classes of Subject, of governable, productive di-
vision which allows a system to work. The foundations of coalescent hierarchies, 
order, efficiency, enclosure, are undermined by the uncategorised individual – 
the void of power. The logics which maintain order within the University are the 
same logics which maintain order in the systems within which the University is 
situated. The order of the university supports the order of the systems it intersects. 

The University cannot exist with open doors. To liberate education we cannot attempt 
to reform the University, instead we must destroy it. But first, we must seize control of 
its resources which we consider of use and of value. That is, those resources which can 
be resituated outside of a framework in which their value is instrumental and solely 
directed towards the reproduction of the systems with which the University inter-
sects. It is meaningless to engage in dialogue with the system of governance located 
within the university. Or even to seize its control. To control the University would be 
to control a location defined by the conferring of accreditation. We seek an education 
whose value is determined by its participants rather than its directors. We are therefore 
faced with two imperatives. The first, to negate the necessity, the relevance, of such ac-
creditation, for this is the means by which we undermine the relevance of the location 
itself. Once we ignore accreditation it disappears. Yet, located within the University a 
material resource remains. Our second imperative is to seize this resource, to release it.

This piece was composed by a few (rather than all) of the members of the occupation of the 
Radcliffe Camera on 24th to 25th November. It necessarily does not represent the views of 
everyone involved.
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     whaT is a radicaL uNiversiTy?
TOm cuTTerham

Okay, so we’re against the cuts. Resist and occupy. But of the areas where cuts will 
fall, the universities face a particularly tough task in justifying themselves. That dif-
ficulty has been reflected in the confused way the intellectual defence of higher ed-
ucation has been carried on so far. And, worse still, in the way such a defence is rel-
egated to a secondary or superfluous concern. Go to the homepage for the National 
Campaign Against Cuts and Fees, and you’ll struggle to find anything that looks like 
a discussion of their principles. Strategy, yes, and admirable, sure; but theory, no. If 
even the defenders of the universities have given up on theory, on the critical analy-
sis of ends as well as means, then what are we doing here? What are we fighting for?

At least we’re fairly clear on what we are against. It’s not just cuts, and it’s not 
even just cuts and fees. It’s also the streamlining and corporatisation that have 
been infecting the system more insidiously than those more obvious issues: 
the protests against the closure of the Middlesex Philosophy programme have 
helped to highlight it, as to some extent have academics’ complaints about new 
‘impact’ agendas for research funding. With the latter example, what is really 
troubling is not the concept that our academic work should have an impact, it’s 
that the term is no more than a neutral placeholder for an entire ideology. Re-
searchers say they don’t know what ‘impact’ is supposed to mean. But that’s the 
first, denial, stage of shock. Beneath, they do know, and the next step is anger.

What the impact agenda, and the sidelining of allegedly redundant subjects, sig-
nify is ‘the reduction of higher education to the task of producing socially use-
ful expert knowledge,’ as Žižek recently put it: ‘the urge to subordinate higher 
education to the task of solving society’s concrete problems through the produc-
tion of expert opinions.’  The key here is that the problems are decided outside, 
that is above, the universities themselves. For academics that means tailoring 
research to sound-bites and puffed-up ‘breakthroughs.’ For students it means 
making university about manufacturing the skills and patterns of thought 
that employers want. In this model, what’s good for KPMG is good for society.

We should spend some time talking about the alternatives. Things aren’t go-
ing to stay as they are, even if we wanted them to: politics may be the art of 
compromise, but you can’t pull in the direction you want if you’ve got no-
where to go. So it’s worthwhile having an idea of what a perfect university sys-
tem might look like. One thing we can say immediately is that it’s useless to 
base our model on the main traditions of what university is for. What it has al-
ways been for is the benefit of an elite. As the opponents of expanding access 
say, it was never meant for everyone to go. But we don’t want a world based on 
such systematic exclusion. Our social solidarity depends on universal access.
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A university degree distinguishes its holders from the rest. The people who complain 
that it actually does so less and less are only worried because those on the inside 
now include people they think are undesirable. If anything, that shift only exagger-
ates the effects of exclusion. But instead of distinguishing groups in society, the uni-
versity could bring them closer. Students’ experience already centres on discovering 
new worlds and new people; why should horizons of discovery be limited at all? 

Of course we need to make our schools much better too, but there’s no real reason 
to think that everybody can’t develop their minds in the way a university allows.
It’s true that we don’t need the whole of every generation to be trained as engi-
neers, historians, or even doctors. There are already more than enough grad-
uates to fill the so-called ‘graduate jobs’. That just makes transition easier, 
though: we must get used to the fact that a degree is not a passport to a certain 
kind of job. We don’t want to be implicated in that clubby notion any more, 
do we? And that means that instead of using a degree, as we ostensibly still 
do, to fit ourselves for an immediate ascent to the professions, we can use it 
for something else. We can make university a school for life, not just for work.

One way of doing that would be to embrace a more eclectic learning model: increas-
ing choice within degree courses would make for better-rounded graduates (shock, 
imagine mixing science and arts modules!), and as a bonus, it might well reduce the 
dropout rate by giving people opportunities to change direction. Focusing on the tra-
ditional idea of learning – sitting in a lecture-hall, or writing essays – is not enough, 
though. We should also give the civic aspect of the university a more prominent 
role: time spent volunteering, or on clubs and sports, and everything else labelled 
‘extra-curricular,’ is just as big a part of student life, and is probably just as beneficial.

Reconstructing universities as civic institutions also, crucially, involves rebuilding 
the link between the academics and their students. In the streamlined universi-
ty of one possible future, there are no more dons, only lecturers: trained teach-
ers whose role is subordinate to both their students and the corporations that 
those students need to join in order to pay off their astronomic loans. In the cur-
rent system, research is supposed to lead the teaching. Academics can poten-
tially mould minds in the image of their own thought. But it’s easy to feel that 
the two halves of their jobs – the research and the teaching – don’t join up. To do 
so, they both need to be aimed at the same broad goal: making a better world.

If universities are to be really effective centres of social criticism, and there-
fore engines of change, their academic denizens can’t stop with monographs 
and conference papers that speak to a self-propagating and entropic audi-
ence. They can’t remain mere theory factories, they have to be centres of praxis. 

That means first of all a genuine wish to inspire students to put certain ways of 
thinking – critical, yes, and kind too – into practice in their lives. But it works 
the other way too, through student collaboration with research and, most vi-
tally, discussion. There’s no use in teaching people to question the world if you 
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then expect them to sit down and listen to your message without question.
It is that critical stance that is obviously key to the whole question of a Left approach to 
universities. Imagine a world where every generation had the chance to spend time 
thinking critically about society, history, art, nature, knowledge, goodness, and so 
on. That project relies on a whole framework of things: free, fully funded education; 
universal access; and a culture of collaboration built on a shared drive to make a better 
world. For all that, the argument comes down to quite a simple exchange, which I heard 
on Radio 4 recently. What’s written here has only been elaborating on the same theme.

Q: “What’s the point, you end up with a lot of debt and you may not get a job out 
of it anyway - what good is university?”

A: “The purpose of university is to encourage students to think, to be critical, to be 
informed. That’s the purpose of university education and to deprive children of 
that opportunity, I think is a scandal.”  

Tom Cutterham is a DPhil student in US History at St Hugh’s College. He is an Accociate 
Editor of the Oxford Left Review.
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 sTudeNT pOwer: 1968... 2010
aNThONy BarNeTT

Across Britain, there has been a swell of student activism, occupations and demands, 
with a focus on higher education but linked to a rising political temperature nationally 
and internationally. Only once before has there been anything like this in the UK: in 
1968-71. Then, like now, it arose fast and powerfully; the spirit of activism has returned 
to the hearts of students. 

The larger movement of the 60s changed a culture. Here in Britain, though not else-
where in western Europe, it was marginalised politically. Marganilised, that is, except 
by  a then unknown Margaret Thatcher who gave a policy speech at a fringe meeting of 
the Conservative Party conference in October 1968. She caught the ‘anti-statist’ spirit of 
the student insurrectionaries. Neo-liberalism can be seen as a right-wing legacy of the 
‘sixties’ anti-authoritarian ideology. Ironically, it is Thatcher’s successors against whom 
the students are now mobilising. When Prime Minister David Cameron told this year’s 
Conservative Party conference that the general election meant ‘Statism lost... society 
won’ he was taking the words of the first student movement and stuffing them into the 
mouths of today’s. Understandably, they are refusing to swallow. Once more a genera-
tional divide is opening up. And once more, though this time thanks to ‘digitalisation’, 
it is underpinned by an epochal shift in what in the sixties could have been called the 
structure of feeling, to use Raymond William’s defiant oxymoron; or the material forces of 
consciousness and communication, that separates parents from the younger generation. 

Student protest in the sixties

The sixties were the start of the great capitalist cycle of expansion - its announcement. 
Education was free, jobs were plentiful, rent was cheap, consumerism was just getting 
into its stride for young people – especially for those with any skills. In England, we 
were at the forefront of the wonderful economic sixties: music, mini skirts, mini cars, a 
swinging boom. It was ‘Americanisation’, but we influenced them too.

Accompanying this heady sense of emancipation was the sense that our parents were 
from another planet. They had grown up without television, central heating, open 
sexual relations before marriage, rock and roll; and often without university education 
as we were part of the first great expansion of mass higher education then underway. 
There was a generation gulf.

A lot of the student protest was driven by opposition to the hierarchy that was the resi-
due of the old order; its ridiculous rules and not so much the morality as the hypocrisy 
of the older generation. One legacy of the rigid old ways for students was authoritarian 
teaching methods. These, along with the culture of secrecy, became a target of sit-ins. 
(Students demanded that universities ‘Open the files’; and a number of occupations 
broke into the administration to do just that.)

While it was a strongly international moment, each country had its own national char-
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acteristics. The revolution in France was against the culture of ‘Oui Papa’; the formal-
ism was much stiffer than here and a wartime General was the President. In Germany, 
which had much the deepest and best sixties, the ‘anti-authoritarian movement’ em-
braced an entire generation who had to deal with the fact that their parents had been 
Nazis.

From the mid-sixties, London (and Liverpool) pioneered an early, massively popular 
consumer revolution and ‘Americanisation’.  But the political student movement here 
was relatively late and narrow in European terms. Sit-ins were in part inspired by, and 
directly emulated, the example set in France. 

Then there was Vietnam. The sixties were fundamentally violent as well as joyous, and 
America expressed both. Hundreds of thousands of their troops were occupying anoth-
er country, thousands of Vietnamese were dying by the month, torture by the West was 
routine: this was the deadly backdrop to the arrival of drugs, which then fed its stream of 
victims into the maelstrom. (The combination was personified by Hendrix, Joplin, and 
Morrison – for me it was above all the Doors, whom I went to see at the Roundhouse.) 

This atmosphere of violence fed into the students’ responses: extremist terrorist 
groups like the Rote Armee Fraktion, the Red Brigades, and in this country the An-
gry Brigades, were one of the more unfortunate legacies of the sixties protest move-
ment. A larger discussion of this is needed. The first impulse of the student move-
ment was politically hippy, non-violent and ultra-tolerant as well as earnest and 
well-meaning. But the sectarians and their certainties were waiting in the wings.

How does then compare to now? 

It feels to me that today, like forty years ago, the protest connects to something larger. 
Now we are at the end, not the start, of a long boom, even if the BRICs are just taking 
off. While we are now much more equal and open socially, economic inequality in Brit-
ain has increased astronomically. The system lost all legitimacy when it crashed, expos-
ing bankers as robbers who skim off unearned capital rather than ensuring we all ben-
efited. The popularity of the Millbank protest movement, the fact that it was not seen 
as self-indulgent privileged students trying to look after themselves, must be due in 
part to millions saying when they saw the images, ‘At last somebody is protesting’[1].

Whereas in 60s Britain student protests were marginalised as well as pilloried, to-
day by contrast they are making a credible claim to be representative of the wider 
public. The fact that the student demonstrations have been joined by children pro-
testing about the abolition of the EMA (Educational Maintenance Assistance, that 
pays girls and boys from hard-up families to stay in school) adds to this sense. 

Another important difference, pointed out by Gavin Edwards, is that the student mili-
tancy of 1968 in Britain was largely confined to universities and art schools. There was 
a dramatic confrontation at Hornsey College of Art in London in May 1968 recorded in 
a collectively written 200-page Penguin Special, The Hornsey Affair. The occupation’s 
slogans began ‘Understanding is free/ Understand us/ We are part of one anoth-
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er…’; the book’s opening sentence: ‘This book records the beginning of a revolution.’

But very few of what were then called ‘polytechnics’ were involved. University stu-
dents were largely middle class people on a three-year course in campuses that were 
away from their homes. Polytechnic students were mostly local and working class. 
In 2010 the social composition of what were polys and are now universities has not 
changed much and remains working class and local. What has changed is that there 
are as many student occupations going on in the ex-polytechnics as in the older and 
new universities, a factor which helps explain the more positive public response.

The web also creates a new form of generational divide: the way young people ex-
perience how they communicate and relate to each other is making them the pio-
neers of a twittered world in which they can flashmob, be flexible and communi-
cate instantly. Their lives, decisions and networks are much more spontaneous. 
Many who would otherwise not be involved will follow and in a certain way expe-
rience the new levels of activism. They may be stirred from passivity. Their capac-
ity to follow what is really happening is much less mediated by the old mainstream 
media, whose regular readership and viewing has collapsed among the under 25s. 

Of course, the web is a form of communication, not a substitute for pow-
er and organisation. The older generation, being post-1960s and open to ide-
as of change, are more than capable of using the facilities of the internet, even if 
they have not grown up with it. And life remains, thankfully, a face-to-face affair.. 

Nonetheless, the kind of society the new generation will set about building will be 
in some way unlike that of any that has gone before. It is easy to exaggerate this and 
then puncture the falsely inflated projection. It’s a gap, not a gulf as humanly pain-
ful as that experienced by their sixties predecessors. Yet in the short-run, it is sure 
to increase mobilisation dramatically; and in the long term, the resources the inter-
net enables may bring this generation to awareness of the political power in terms 
of direct democracy, deliberation, openness and a challenge to hierarchy that could 
set the foundations for a new political culture. One not crippled by the routines 
of traditional ‘representation’ now largely expropriated by corporate influence.

There are especially tangible differences between the sixties and now in the area of gen-
der. Of course, the sixties student occupations preceded the feminist movement. The ba-
sic attitude to women was set by the Rolling Stones. They were ‘chicks’:  attachments with 
closed mouths and short skirts. This was not seen as being imposed: individual women 
could insist on being treated as equals, and then they were. It was a culture of experimen-
tation for everyone, of both sexes (and as with drugs, experiments can go badly wrong). 
But the energy also fed into the feminist movement which became the greatest politi-
cal legacy of the sixties. Today, after what is often seen as the heyday of that move-
ment, women are equal but not yet equal. That is to say, their participation in the 
student movement now, as in the economy and politics, is no longer in itself regard-
ed as an ‘issue’. But the boys have not yet been taught - or taught ourselves - to de-
sire equality as a mutual benefit. It is unspoken, of course, but there is a casual ‘of 
course you can be equal if you want to be’ attitude, which somehow leaves open 
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the possibility of our benefiting from inequality ‘if that’s what they want’. It seems 
disappointing to me that this is still the culture among young men in the student 
movement. Perhaps this time one of its gains will be to make feminism mainstream. 

Alongside feminism, the other great political legacy of the sixties was the idea that 
to protest is a right. This belief clearly animates the student protests of today. But the 
movement is still trying to establish what kinds of protest are acceptable: quiet, peace-
ful, non-violent demonstrations, civil disobedience, and property damage. Violence 
against people seems to be wholly rejected, as shown by the spontaneous revulsion 
of the demonstrators against throwing the fire extinguisher at Millbank – a positive 
change in the culture of protest since the sixties. There is an understanding of the need 
for no willed violence against people. Doubtless provocateurs will try and spoil this. 

But this student movement, if that is what it is becoming, is, I hope, unlikely to go 
on to create bands of terrorists like the Angry Brigade. For a start it has been pre-
ceded by fundamentalist terrorism. And everyone can see how that kind of ‘prop-
aganda of the deed’ simply feeds reaction and the creation of a strong state. 

As the anger mounts, deeds are needed. But they should always be designed 
to appeal to wide public support. Thus slogans like ‘F**k Fees’ are not only sil-
ly; they implicitly demand a privilege which regular people cannot identify 
with. On the other hand, the demand that higher education must be open to all 
who strive for it is today an attractive popular claim; as is opposition to those 
with mighty bonuses who are making the rest of us pay for their folly and greed.

With public opinion not unfavourable the student movement this time can ensure that 
there is, lets say, a creative tension between it and elite ‘mainstream’ politics. Here 
in Britain the political movement of the sixties, unlike those in France and Germany, 
was marginalised. The Labour Party had a lot – perhaps most – to do with this as 
it played the part of the then political Establishment in 1968. So Ed Miliband’s say-
ing he thought of going out to talk to the students was a smart move. He was not 
going to support them as his father did in 1968! But he can surely sense that a new 
politics is needed outside traditional party, parliamentary and careerist routines. 
Should he and his colleagues fail to do this, however, there is one thing we can learn 
from the past: that if Labour does not draw from this lesson, the Right surely will. 

Anthony Barnett is the founder of openDemocracy and the Co-Editor of its UK section, 
OurKingdom. He was the first Co-ordinator of Charter 88, and his most recent book, co-
authored with Peter Carty, is The Athenian Option: radical reform for the House of Lords

This is an extended version of a post that was published as part of the debate on openDem-
ocracy’s OurKingdom on 27 November 2010. Many thanks to the editors of Oxford Left 
Review for helpful suggestions.

[1] See Guy Aitchison, The Significance of Millbank, British protest begins, in openDemocracy’s 
OurKingdom: http://www.opendemocracy.net/ourkingdom/guy-aitchison/significance-of-
millbank-british-protest-begins.
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The Magna Carta, that 800-year old cornerstone of English liberty, pledg-
es that ‘to no one will we sell, to no one deny or delay right or justice.’ Yet the 
government’s proposed reform of the legal system threatens to do just that. 
In a breathtaking tour de force of two-facedness, Lord Chancellor Kenneth 
Clarke recently led a procession at Runnymede Meadow, where the char-
ter was signed, celebrating its commitment to human freedoms, only days be-
fore announcing the most draconian cuts to legal aid in its 60-year history. 

Launched after the war as a fifth arm of the welfare state, the legal aid system 
provides funding for legal representation to those who otherwise could not af-
ford it. Due to both parties’ long-standing agenda seeking to curtail it, recent years 
have seen a gradual erosion of legal aid. But the latest proposals far exceed any 
blow Labour ever dealt to it, and make cuts under Thatcher seem demure in com-
parison. The plan is to cut the legal aid budget, currently one of the most expen-
sive in the world at £2bn a year, by £350m every year, meaning that one quarter 
of the people who now get legal help will be left out. The Law Society has said 
that the proposals represent ‘a sharp break from the long-standing bipartisan 
consensus that effective access to justice is essential to underpin the rule of law’.

Proportionately speaking, these measures are far more drastic than those being 
meted out to any other public service. But while other cuts are being justified as 
austerity measures, in other words a necessary evil, it looks like the proposed 
shrinkage of the justice system is here to stay. It is no temporary expedient, that 
could be dispensed with when prospects start to look up: on the contrary, the con-
sultation issued by the government on the subject calls for profound, structural 
reforms to the legal establishment. It even proposes to do away with the entire 
‘culture of litigation’ which in its view has encouraged lazy recourse to the law 
when people should really be seeking alternative solutions to their problems. In 
other words, the proposed cuts are not some stopgap, apologetically introduced 
to help us through these distressed times: the government actually believes 
they will improve the legal system, and thence make this society a fairer place. 

If the plan goes through, whole areas of civil law, such as education, housing, im-
migration, social welfare and employment, will simply be removed from the scope 
of public funding, thus leaving more than half a million people, who currently 
have access to the scheme, with no legal advice or representation whatsoever. Le-
gal counsel on social welfare is a particularly bad casualty, as those who need it 
are suffering from cuts elsewhere, and their numbers are likely to be on the rise.
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True, the consultation makes exceptions for some of the more extreme cases, 
‘where people’s life or liberty is at stake, or where they are at risk of serious physi-
cal harm, or immediate loss of their home.’ Though family law will be scrapped 
from the remit of legal aid, individual cases of forced marriage or domestic vio-
lence will still be considered eligible for funding. But the decision of which cas-
es to consider and which to leave out in the cold can seem arbitrary, and even, 
at times, morally questionable. Take housing, for instance. As an area of law, 
it too is a casualty of the cuts, and although exceptions will be made for people 
facing homelessness or anti-social behaviour, other problems, like re-housing or 
applications for a new tenancy, will no longer get state help. The government it-
self has admitted that these problems are more likely to afflict people who are 
ill or disabled, yet it is quite happy to scrap free advice to them all the same. 
 
In the same way, education law will no longer be funded because, according to 
the consultation, it is of ‘relatively low importance’, and some issues like exclu-
sion ‘arise from personal choices, e.g. conduct at school.’ The justice minister, 
Jonathan Djanogly, added more generally that ‘people are too often willing to 
hand over their personal problems to the state.’ What is being missed, of course, 
is that exclusion is often linked to wider social issues that are not just a matter 
of ‘personal choice’. What is more, a vast proportion of those who are exclud-
ed have special needs or are disabled. To quote but one case, the National Au-
tistic Society says that one in five children with autism has been excluded from 
school, and that 67 % of these have been excluded more than once. The Minis-
try should be ashamed of itself for suggesting that these exclusions are some-
how the parents’ fault, or worse, are brought about by the children themselves. 

The minister also said that our ‘culture of litigation’ was to blame for inflated 
legal costs, and  encouraged people to settle their disputes outside the court-
room, to find simpler and more informal solutions to their problems, to view the 
court as a last recourse rather than a first resort. But his portrayal of those who 
resort to legal aid as benefit-scrounging opportunists seems to take for grant-
ed these people’s capacity to put a case across articulately. Any volunteer at the 
Citizens’ Advice Bureau will tell you that their most disadvantaged clients, 
many of whom have debilitating physical or mental conditions, are precisely the 
people least able to represent themselves in a coherent or convincing manner. 

The Ministry of Justice makes repeated mention of the fact that our legal aid system 
is one of the most expensive in the world, at around £2bn a year. But this assump-
tion, often invoked to justify deep cuts to the budget, needs unpacking. It is based 
on a study commissioned from the University of York by the government. Though 
it is meant to be an international comparison, Britain’s case is only contrasted to a 
handful of others, which were not chosen by the researchers but by the MoJ itself. 
The choice of comparators, moreover, is never explained, which is, to say the least, 
methodologically spurious in the context of an academic inquiry. Interestingly (and 
this point is generally overlooked), the study concludes that although legal aid costs 
are higher here than in most other countries, the overall costs of the justice system 
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are comparatively low, apparently supporting the oft-made point that cuts to legal 
aid will lead to a contraction of justice [1].  As Adam Wagner has put it, ‘the system 
may not be robust enough to provide justice for those frozen out by the proposed 
legal aid reforms.’ [2]
 
Indeed, Edward Fitzgerald QC has pointed out that the danger of a starved sys-
tem is that defendants will be bullied into pleading guilty to cut down on costs, as 
sometimes happens in the United States. The cuts also aggravate the risk of miscar-
riages of justice, as more people will not have their side of the story properly heard.

Of course, it was unavoidable that in the current climate, public funding for legal aid 
would fall under the axe. Even the shadow justice minister, Sadiq Khan, had to ad-
mit that were Labour in power today, they too would be announcing cuts to the legal 
aid budget. But cutting the fat from the system is one thing – dealing a fundamental 
blow to the average person’s right to justice is quite another. The government could 
have sought more effective ways of making savings without tilting the imbalance 
further against the more vulnerable members of society. They could, for instance, 
have cut down on fraud trials, which incur massive costs and are a far greater waste 
of the taxpayer’s money than legal aid, which ensures access to the rule of law for all. 
 
Naturally, the legal profession has united against the cuts – arguing that 
they will limit access to justice for society’s most vulnerable groups – but 
it seems that this feeling is also shared by the general public. A recent sur-
vey found that 80 % of Britons, even if they were unlikely to use legal aid 
services themselves, felt that it was fair that the state should fund them. 
 
In short, ‘a permanent contraction of justice cannot be justified by the ‘big society’ or 
by any sort of philosophical mantra’, as Nicholas Green QC puts it. The government’s 
calls for ‘a simpler justice system’ are all very well, but not if this means a system in 
which justice is a commodity, or worse, a luxury, there to be bought and sold by a privi-
leged few. We have to strive for a system in which everyone, no matter how poor, dis-
advantaged or incoherent they are, should have the best quality of service provided 
for them. Social justice remains a true test of a civilised society – but that bedrock will 
be threatened if its most vulnerable citizens can’t get access to justice in the first place.

Yasmine Seale is a third year Turkish and Arabic student at St John’s College.

[1] See, for instance, the Chairman of the Bar of England and Wales: ‘The shrinkage of the justice 
system inevitably means a painful contraction of access to justice.’ http://www.guardian.co.uk/
law/2010/nov/15/legal-aid-cuts-shrinkage-justice
 
[2] http://ukhumanrightsblog.com/2010/11/16/does-the-uk-spend-more-on-legal-aid-than-
other-countries/
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 greaT BriTaiN LTd.
maTThew keNNedy

Philip Green’s recent report into waste in Whitehall serves as a good indicator not 
only of the Coalition’s cosy attitude towards tax ‘avoidance’ and big business but 
also as a symbol of the Government’s wider attitude towards the State. Green’s sug-
gestion that if the UK were a business it would have gone under a long time ago en-
tirely misses the point: the government of the United Kingdom is not a business; it is 
a country. 

There is a fine Tory tradition of employing simplistic domestic analogies to take the 
edge off proposed stringency. Recall Thatcher’s ‘housewife’s purse’ and Cameron’s 
suggestion that the spending cuts were tantamount to each and every household 
saving one out of every 100 pounds they spend. The use of such rhetoric serves to 
obfuscate the impact of proposed spending changes under the pretence of mak-
ing them comprehensible to the great unwashed. It also reinforces the Tories’ su-
percilious suggestion that ‘We’re All In This Together.’  The recent revelation that 
the Treasury is having to ‘re-profile’ its spending plan highlights just how deep 
this simplistic view of the UK economy runs at the highest levels. The case of the 
two new aircraft carriers commissioned by the Ministry of Defense and current-
ly being built in Govan are a case in point. Gordon Brown momentarily emerged 
from the political hinterland to highlight that as a result of the contracts signed 
it would cost the Coalition more to stop building the ships than to finish the job. 
Most households are not bound by multi-billion pound contracts with shipwrights. 
The devil may be in the detail for the Coalition but the idea that the UK economy 
could, and should, be run as either a household or a business reveals a fundamen-
tally neo-liberal misunderstanding of both economics and the function of the State. 

In his most recent book, the late Tony Judt provides an illuminating analysis of the 
privatization of rail travel in the UK. Judt argues that a) Railways must be considered 
a public good and therefore should not be run competitively and b) that due to infra-
structural logistics of rail travel it’s actually not possible to run them competitively, 
even if you wanted to for ideological reasons: ‘[i]n its last year of operation, 1994, 
state-owned British Rail cost the taxpayer £950m. By 2008, Network Rail was costing 
the taxpayers £5bn.’[1] It will be interesting if rather morbid to see if Andrew Lansley’s 
proposals for the NHS have similar effects on its cost to the taxpayer. Again infrastruc-
tural logistics present an obvious obstacle to the competitive running of hospitals. It 
seems unlikely that as one bleeds to death in the back of an ambulance, one would go 
on to MoneySupermarket.com to see which hospital offered the cheapest trauma care.

At the heart of the issue is the ever-present dichotomy between public and private 
goods. Central to the theory of what constitutes a public good is that there is no in-
centive to provide these goods privately. No one would set up a hospital using their 
own money because they could never derive sufficient personal utility from it to 
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make it an economically ‘sensible’ decision. The Government’s confusion around the 
provision of public goods highlights the tension which still exists within the coali-
tion parties. The Tories in particular seemed to have recognised that in order to be 
electable they needed to be more cuddly – they needed to ring-fence child benefit, 
the NHS and the education budget – they also needed to appear tough on the fiscal 
deficit and pro-business in order to maintain the support of their core voters. Hence 
the Jekyll and Hyde act. Whilst lambasting Labour for its imaginative attitude to-
wards State finances the coalition refuses to acknowledge their own. They wish to see 
Scandinavian-style social services paid for by American taxation levels. They realize 
that they were elected by people with a strong emotional and pragmatic attachment 
to the trappings of the Welfare State but are at the same time funded by people who 
are threatening to ‘off-shore’ their revenue streams to avoid punitive taxation. So far 
the only proposal the government has come up with to fill the gap between these two 
ideals is the amorphous ‘Big Society’ whereby the short-fall in government provision 
for social services is supposedly made up by hitherto unseen communitarian fervour. 

The ambiguous relationship with public goods runs deeper still. The announcement 
at a conference that no family will receive more than £26,000 p/a - the equivalent 
of the median family income after tax - in benefits payments highlights the govern-
ment’s refusal to accept another familiar economic problem, namely the Free Rider 
Problem. Not only are public goods not an economically appealing prospect for the 
individual entrepreneur, they are also non-excludable. The Free Rider problem is 
nothing new and cannot be entirely eliminated without the complete withdrawal 
of the provision of the public good to all. Some people will choose not to work. End 
of story. The suggestion however that the majority of those claiming the Job Seek-
ers’ Allowance are simply bone-idle shows just how disconnected the Coalition is 
from its constituency.  Once again the tension between the Tories political biography 
and its need for public support it poorly disguised. Iain Duncan-Smith’s welfare re-
form program seeks to present itself as the epitome of modern social democracy, 
ensuring that those who need, get, whilst those who don’t, don’t. The 19th centu-
ry echoes of the ‘deserving poor’ are however clearly audible beneath the bluster. 

If the government is to succeed in pursuing its economic policy whilst ensur-
ing social placidity and re-election in 5 years time they need to stop pretending 
that the country is the college buttery. They would do well to go back to the his-
tory books and note that very rarely do people get to have their cake and eat it. 

Matthew Kennedy is a gratuate in History from St. Hugh’s College, and an Associate Edi-
tor of the Oxford Left Review.

[1]  Tony Judt, Ill Fares the Land: A Treatise on Our Present Discontents Allen Lane (2010) p. 111 
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 hard facTs aNd academic QuesTiONs

peTer hiLL

In the current government’s imminent onslaught on the Welfare State, it seems that 
the institutions of our cultural and intellectual life have been singled out for par-
ticularly harsh treatment. The BBC Cuts Watch has estimates: £4.2 billion cuts to the 
universities; a 16% cut (in real terms) to the BBC; £100 million cuts to Arts Coun-
cil England; the Film Council and fifteen other organisations simply axed. Many 
people have leapt to the defence of these institutions – the universities most of all 
– but without perhaps realising what is ultimately at stake. Taken together, these 
cuts constitute a major threat, not simply to certain institutions, but to British intel-
lectual life as a whole. Not that I am suggesting this is some kind of government 
conspiracy: it is worse than that. It is symptomatic of a general attitude. Not just the 
government, but far too many people in Britain, seem happy to regard intellectual 
and cultural matters as a luxury; the first thing to dispense with in a time of crisis. 
Indeed, terms like ‘intellectual’ and ‘cultural’ have always had the capacity to pro-
voke negative reactions from the British public: they still evoke a haughty intellec-
tual snobbishness, a condescending ‘academic’ tone, the ivory towers of places like 
Oxford. But it is not simply a question of the stereotyped rift between the ‘intellec-
tual’ world and the world of ‘ordinary people’ (intellectuals rabbitting earnestly on, 
while Joe Prole chucks away the culture pages and reads the sports news). Put sim-
ply, Britain (or certainly England) is a place where even the ‘intellectuals’ – mean-
ing people, like Oxford students for instance, who have the opportunity, the space 
and the resources to think – do not take their thinking seriously. This puts us in 
an oddly wrong-footed position when defending cultural institutions against cuts 
or neglect: we often seem somewhat unsure of what it is we are trying to defend.

There is a phrase that is very characteristic of the British attitude to intellectual 
matters: ‘setting the world to rights’. This means sitting around and talking, often 
intensely and at length, about how the world’s problems might be solved. When we 
apply that phrase, which suggests some kind of practical activity, to conversation, 
the tone is ironic: it not only points up the gulf between thought and action, but 
suggests that this gulf is immutable  – our conversations can never have an impact 
on the ‘real world’. When someone rounds off a serious discussion with the words, 
‘well, now we’ve finished setting the world to rights...’, the effect is to debunk eve-
rything that has been said, to consign it to the realm of empty words or, one might 
say, to ‘academic questions’. It reminds us that English culture sets a particularly 
high value on humour, self-deprecation, tolerance, common sense – which are vir-
tues, admittedly, but conservative virtues, ones which make for an atmosphere in 
which any new or radical point of view finds it difficult to thrive. Taking oneself 
‘too’ seriously, in this context, violates the boundary between (hard) ‘facts’ and 
(soft) ‘views’ or ‘opinions’ – a division which reminds one vaguely of GCSE English 
questions (‘What, in this article, is fact, and what opinion?’ – to be answered neatly 
in two columns). It is this rigid separation of spheres which too often leads, in the 



media, to colourless, ‘impartial’ reporting of the facts (or, ideally, figures), alongside 
unverifiable and often irrelevant ‘opinion’ or ‘comment’. In the academic humani-
ties, on the other hand, it seems to produce a rather spurious kind of intellectual 
‘freedom’ – the freedom to say whatever you like, without the slightest sense of 
commitment or responsibility, because you know nobody will take you seriously.

That is not to say that there are no dangers, no problems involved in committing 
oneself to a cause. There is a passage written in 1844 by Heinrich Heine, which fore-
grounds the difficulties of being taken seriously. In his narrative poem Germany. A 
Winter’s Tale, Heine the radical poet, who has been living in exile in Paris, describes 
a visit to his native Germany. As he wanders through the city of Cologne, he no-
tices a silent, sinister figure following him, bearing an axe. He asks this person who 
he is. He replies, ‘What you come up with in your mind, I carry it out, I do it.... I 
am the deed to your thought.’ That night, in his dreams of revolution, he passes 
again through the city’s streets. His heart is open and bleeding, he dips his finger 
in the blood and, in an eerie parody of the Passover, marks the doorposts of some 
of the houses he passes. Each time he does so, a passing-bell tolls in the distance... 
Finally, he enters the unfinished cathedral and converses with the ancient relics 
of the Three Kings from the East, symbols of religious conservatism and a bygone 
age. He has no respect for them, he says: they had better get out. He signals to his 
silent companion who takes his terrible axe and beats, shatters, destroys the Three 
Kings without mercy. As the blows echo through the cathedral, the streams of blood 
begin to pour from the poet’s chest; he awakes from his dream in anguish. He has 
seen the danger of taking political responsibility, of being taken seriously; the cru-
elty that can result from his words, the profound trouble it can cause him. But he 
does not shirk this responsibility. As Dennis Potter once put it, choices are cruel: 
they are difficult to make, they have consequences – but they have to be made.

Rather than retreating into the opacity of impartial media-speak, or a purely theo-
retical world of ‘academic questions’ or ‘high culture’, those who are in a position to 
do so – the ‘intellectuals’, that is – must accept the responsibility and the difficulty 
of choice. It is from this basis that the defence of intellectual and cultural institutions 
must be undertaken. And people studying, teaching, or researching at universities – 
particularly such universities as Oxford – need to wake up to this more than anyone 
else. These people are in an extremely privileged position. They have the space, the 
leisure, the resources, to think and discuss freely and independently, without having 
to worry overmuch about editorial policies or party lines. Academic freedoms like 
these are extremely valuable – but precisely because few people possess them, these 
privileges bring responsibilities, and it is an abuse of them to insist on ‘thinking 
freely’ in self-imposed isolation from ‘real life’. Academics are right, in many ways, 
to distrust the world of media and public policy, with its pat sound-bites and often 
lazy thinking. But to resist the popularisation of knowledge in itself displays less in-
tegrity than snobbism. It reveals the preoccupation of far too many inhabitants of the 
worlds of ‘culture’ and ‘academia’ with policing their boundaries, enforcing their 
separation from the outside world of vulgar facts. As Edward Said, for one, used 
to protest continually, the specialisation and jargonisation of many academic fields 
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is a retreat, a shying away from responsibility. There is a worrying tendency, when 
a term becomes too contested and controversial, to drop it from the academic vo-
cabulary entirely, and make up a new buzz-word which has no such complications.

In other words, the intellectuals themselves – particularly in their academic guise 
– are consenting in their own marginalization. When accused (by those about to 
axe their funding, for example) of having no relevance, they have nothing to reply. 
They have long since embraced their labels – and there is no easier way to avoid 
dealing with criticism head-on than by labelling it, limiting it to a specialist domain. 
Discourse becomes not merely ‘academic’ – damning enough – but from a specific, 
limited field. Once we know ‘where someone is coming from’, it is that bit easier 
to ignore them:  ‘X speaks as a sociologist’, ‘of course Y speaks as a Catholic’. The 
evolution of systems and subsystems of jargon and terminology can be defended, 
of course: in the first place, we need new words to say new things, and new words 
may make their first appearance in the guise of inaccessible jargon. But there is little 
point in saying new things if they can only be understood by an impossibly narrow 
circle of initiates: we need to focus, not only on inventing new language, but also 
on teaching it, broadening its scope, demonstrating its usefulness – de-jargonising 
it, in fact. Secondly, jargonisation may be defended as an attempt to impose fixed-
ness on language, to define and stabilize each term: a necessary defence against 
sloppiness. But language, though it need not be sloppy, is slippery and problemati-
cal – never neutral, always loaded, it embroils one in dispute. Jargonisation is an 
attempt to shuffle off the necessary responsibility and risk one takes in opening 
one’s mouth, by steering clear of problematic, contested, and therefore powerful 
terms, and taking refuge in a self-marginalizing specialist vocabulary. The narrow, 
‘scholastic’ intellectual becomes the undisputed ruler of a petty kingdom, peopled 
by words of his own creation, but forsakes his rights as a citizen of the common 
language. An upheaval like the massive cut in academic funding may force aca-
demics in particular to remember what they seem largely to have forgotten: that 
no discipline is an island; that ideas and words are not simply things that inhabit 
libraries and lecture-halls, but what our whole society uses to make its decisions.

In order to do this, we need a common language: one that is not the bloodless, 
‘impartial’ language of the newsreaders, nor the lazy doublespeak of the policy 
world, nor the impenetrable jargons of so many isolated academic sub-disciplines. 
For academics in particular, it may seem dangerous to leave the safety of a pri-
vate vocabulary and take up the struggle for the meaning of basic terms. Those 
who have struggled in this way – Raymond Williams for the meanings of ‘culture’ 
and ‘society’, Edward Said for those of ‘humanism’, ‘intellectual’, ‘secular’ – un-
derstood, like Heine, the risks of what they were doing. The choices and distinc-
tions they made might become destructive; the subtle character of their thinking 
could be brutalised. But they also understood that quietism was not an option. If 
we do not make public discourse our own, we leave it in the hands of a previous 
generation, or in the clumsy or demagogic hands of the current one. The old An-
glican prayer service went: ‘We have sinned against thee, in thought, and word, 
and deed, and in what we have left undone’. Those whose profession is thinking, 



is a retreat, a shying away from responsibility. There is a worrying tendency, when 
a term becomes too contested and controversial, to drop it from the academic vo-
cabulary entirely, and make up a new buzz-word which has no such complications.

In other words, the intellectuals themselves – particularly in their academic guise 
– are consenting in their own marginalization. When accused (by those about to 
axe their funding, for example) of having no relevance, they have nothing to reply. 
They have long since embraced their labels – and there is no easier way to avoid 
dealing with criticism head-on than by labelling it, limiting it to a specialist domain. 
Discourse becomes not merely ‘academic’ – damning enough – but from a specific, 
limited field. Once we know ‘where someone is coming from’, it is that bit easier 
to ignore them:  ‘X speaks as a sociologist’, ‘of course Y speaks as a Catholic’. The 
evolution of systems and subsystems of jargon and terminology can be defended, 
of course: in the first place, we need new words to say new things, and new words 
may make their first appearance in the guise of inaccessible jargon. But there is little 
point in saying new things if they can only be understood by an impossibly narrow 
circle of initiates: we need to focus, not only on inventing new language, but also 
on teaching it, broadening its scope, demonstrating its usefulness – de-jargonising 
it, in fact. Secondly, jargonisation may be defended as an attempt to impose fixed-
ness on language, to define and stabilize each term: a necessary defence against 
sloppiness. But language, though it need not be sloppy, is slippery and problemati-
cal – never neutral, always loaded, it embroils one in dispute. Jargonisation is an 
attempt to shuffle off the necessary responsibility and risk one takes in opening 
one’s mouth, by steering clear of problematic, contested, and therefore powerful 
terms, and taking refuge in a self-marginalizing specialist vocabulary. The narrow, 
‘scholastic’ intellectual becomes the undisputed ruler of a petty kingdom, peopled 
by words of his own creation, but forsakes his rights as a citizen of the common 
language. An upheaval like the massive cut in academic funding may force aca-
demics in particular to remember what they seem largely to have forgotten: that 
no discipline is an island; that ideas and words are not simply things that inhabit 
libraries and lecture-halls, but what our whole society uses to make its decisions.

In order to do this, we need a common language: one that is not the bloodless, 
‘impartial’ language of the newsreaders, nor the lazy doublespeak of the policy 
world, nor the impenetrable jargons of so many isolated academic sub-disciplines. 
For academics in particular, it may seem dangerous to leave the safety of a pri-
vate vocabulary and take up the struggle for the meaning of basic terms. Those 
who have struggled in this way – Raymond Williams for the meanings of ‘culture’ 
and ‘society’, Edward Said for those of ‘humanism’, ‘intellectual’, ‘secular’ – un-
derstood, like Heine, the risks of what they were doing. The choices and distinc-
tions they made might become destructive; the subtle character of their thinking 
could be brutalised. But they also understood that quietism was not an option. If 
we do not make public discourse our own, we leave it in the hands of a previous 
generation, or in the clumsy or demagogic hands of the current one. The old An-
glican prayer service went: ‘We have sinned against thee, in thought, and word, 
and deed, and in what we have left undone’. Those whose profession is thinking, 
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but who uphold a non-interventionist policy towards politics and society, would 
do well to remember those words. There is work to be done; they are uniquely 
suited to do it – and they hang back through fear of getting their hands dirty.

The specific relevance of this for us, now, is that if we are going to defend things 
like the BBC and publicly funded universities, we must understand that we are not 
defending them as Great British Institutions, but as what they represent: the intel-
lectual and cultural as vital and indispensable aspects of British life. This – open, 
serious and public thought and debate – is the substance, of which the institutions 
– universities, funding bodies, the Arts Council, the BBC – are the shell. This shell 
offers protection that is necessary if the inner substance is to survive (though it can 
also restrict and inhibit activity). What we should remember most, in a sense, when 
we defend these institutions, is not their solidity, their enduring presence, but the 
moments when intellectual activity seems to escape and transcend their confines. 
The lecture that actually sets everyone thinking, the TV programme that leads to 
eager discussions in the pub – these things are rare, they are not the norm, but they 
are what matters most. Culture – to steal a phrase from Raymond Williams – is or-
dinary; it is a common good, not the private property of an elite. And intellectual 
activity – ‘thought’ – is just thinking, in the end: it need not be arcane or exclusive. 
Despite their flaws, publicly-funded institutions like the BBC and the universities, 
theoretically open and receptive to all, should be especially suited to sustaining this 
conception of cultural and intellectual life. The more their role is eroded, the more 
they are forced to submit to the vagaries of ‘the market’, the more their egalitarian 
character is attacked, the less they will be able to do that. There is an ever-present 
danger that ‘culture’ and the ‘intellectual’ will become their caricatures: something 
rich people indulge in for snob value or casual entertainment; people talking in 
circles and private languages, ‘putting the world to rights’ and solving nothing. In 
order to mount a robust defence against this, we need to understand what ‘intellect’ 
and ‘culture’ can be: the passionate engagement with ideas, feelings and lived reali-
ties; the ongoing effort to understand our lives, and gain control over our destinies. 
Cultural and intellectual activity are not expendable fluff, and they are not ‘lofty vo-
cations’: they are work that needs doing, for the sake of our present and our future.

Peter Hill studied French and Arabic at St John’s College and now works for Oxford Univer-
sity Press. He is an Associate Editor of the Oxford Left Review.
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 cONsOLidaTiNg differeNces, aNd The       
 deaTh Of readiNg

dr. sTeve aTTridge

I recently published a novel in which a shy retiring man is forced to make a stand 
against corporate tyranny and encroaching philistinism. What facilitates his stand 
is the slow and shimmering support he receives from literary figures he has im-
aginatively lived with for thirty years: Molly Bloom, Hamlet, Nietzsche, and 
Ulysses, all appear in his hour of need. The point being made in a darkly com-
ic turn of events is that his life in books has furnished him with an inner world 
of diverse characters, ideas and possibilities for living. Without these he is lost.
 
The debate about reading books versus watching moving images on a screen is point-
less. We live inescapably in a world of moving images and, at best, this can be instruc-
tive and entertaining. The question of the value of reading is a separate imperative. 
When our ancestors invented alphabets 5000 years ago they triggered a revolution in 
human life. Not just that reading and writing became the foundations of civilizations, 
but in ways still little understood, they changed the structure of the human brain. 
This changing, evolving, complex organism is now on the endangered species list.
 
Reading is the most powerfully acquired cognitive skill. We were not born to read, 
so the brain has to literally change and rearrange its constituent parts. It physi-
cally grows as reading skills are acquired and new texts are mastered. MRI scans 
demonstrate that in reading and encountering new word formations and associa-
tions the brain grows intricate reading circuits, new neuronal pathways and con-
nections. Professor Phil Davis at Liverpool University underwent tests to see ex-
actly what was happening inside his brain when reading. In particular, as he was 
exposed to some of Shakespeare’s more densely written lines that coined new 
word associations, such as ‘A father and a gracious man...have you madded’ in 
King Lear, and ‘This last old man...Love me above the measure of a father, Nay, 
godded me, indeed’ in Coriolanus. The word ‘madded’ compresses an adjective 
and a verb and ‘godded’ a verb and a noun, and experiencing these words cre-
ated higher electrical activity in the brain. This Shakespearean linguistic technique, 
known as functional shift, causes a sudden peak in brain activity and forces the 
brain to work backwards in order to fully understand what Shakespeare says. The 
neuroimaging data obtained shows that this surprise effect leaves the processing of 
meaning unaltered, the reader (or listener) understands the message equally well. 
 
Twenty participants were monitored using an electroencephalogram (EEG) at 
Professor Guillaume Thierry of Bangor University’s School of Psychology as they 
read selected lines from Shakespeare’s plays. The findings were published in the 
journal Neuroimage. The brain is literally growing, just as the orienteering part 
of London cabbies brains, as they acquire ‘the knowledge’ (the memorising of 



London streets over a two year period), becomes bigger and more sophisticated. 

These experiments show that Shakespeare has created a gymnasium for the brain, 
in which there is a distinct, measurable, functional shift. The analogy with the body 
is obvious – just as muscles enlarge and become stronger so can the brain. It is 
surprised into activity by the dynamic engagement with language. Levels of at-
tention are raised. New possibilities present themselves. We can move more ad-
venturously from concrete apprehension to conceptual and abstract thought. 
The recording and reading of knowledge and ideas means we find out where we 
came from and who we are with greater understanding. Ironically the very tech-
nology which is allowing us to understand the process of neural change in the 
brain is also responsible for the recreational apparatus that is replacing reading.
 
Popular culture itself understands the significance of reading. In Ku-
brick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey the following exchange takes place be-
tween the main protagonist, Dave, and the ship’s computer, HAL:

Dave Bowman: Hello, HAL. Do you read me, HAL? 
HAL: Affirmative, Dave. I read you. 
Dave Bowman: Open the pod bay doors, HAL. 
HAL: I’m sorry, Dave. I’m afraid I can’t do that.

It is the word ‘read’ which intensifies this pivotal dramatic scene, the first chilling 
proof that HAL is not the benign servant of the ship and its crew, but a psychotic 
manipulator determined to eliminate anyone who gets in his way. The word ‘read’ 
here allows for a whole dramatic subtext to come into play – HAL has literally 
been reading Dave’s lips, so he knows the plot against him. He also understands 
Dave in a comprehensive way – the man, the mission, the motive – he has stud-
ied him and can now use that knowledge against him and to ensure his own sur-
vival. Polite words belie Machiavellian intent.  You only have to substitute other 
words – ‘acknowledge’ or ‘understand’ - to see how potent the word ‘read’ is in this 
scene. It acknowledges that to read is a special activity, a vortex of high attention 
and comprehension, putting the pieces of a puzzle together to form new realities.
 
It is this intensification of experience which is under threat. Ironically it is in the 
sphere of education that some of the more alarming results of an ‘unreading’ cul-
ture are apparent. Cardinal Newman was insistent that the primary purpose of a 
University is intellectual and pedagogical, not moral or religious: ‘The view taken 
of a University in these Discourses is the following – that it is a place of teach-
ing universal knowledge.  This implies that its object is, on the one hand, intel-
lectual, not moral...’ Tony Blair’s attention-seeking slogan, ‘Education, education, 
education’ and a moral belief (it was always a ‘moral belief’, a tenet of faith, not 
reason or argument)  that just about everyone should go to University, has driv-
en divisions deeper in the sphere of education, and highlighted  the problem of 
fundamental illiteracy. As Nietzsche said, ‘a casual stroll through the lunatic asy-
lum shows that faith does not prove anything.’ Blair’s gesturing towards a democ-
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ratisation of higher education was, of course, part of a cynical politics of head-
line catching superficiality. Changing examination standards, fiddling with entry 
requirements, simply drove divisions, intellectual, academic and pedagogical, 
deeper than ever. The gap between haves and have nots was never so manifest.  
 
The older universities simply raised their entry requirements to ensure they got the 
cream. The rest could compete for what was left. Students had already been converted 
into consumers, and bums on seats because the order of the day. The two cultures are 
just that and have little in common. The older universities mostly still have systems 
of limited contact, academic staff having six or seven contact hours per week, while 
the “new” universities have a system more in common with FE Colleges, up to 18 
or 20 contact hours per week, with almost open entry as long as fees are paid. Those 
they teach highlight an alarming problem. Many current undergraduates in UK Uni-
versities have severe literary problems. Many are called dyslexic. ‘Dyslexia’ comes 
from the Greek, meaning ‘difficulty with words or language.’  It is assumed that this 
condition is biological, yet the skyward trajectory of its increase suggests otherwise. 
 
‘Dyslexia’ confers an ambiguous status. On the one hand, the sufferer has enor-
mous problems, yet the label creates a sense of distinction, a ‘special need.’ Dys-
lexic students avoid reading, which nullifies the educative process they have en-
tered. Reading and learning go hand in hand. One must learn to read in order 
to be able to read to learn. A poor reader will usually also be a poor learner.  A 
student who cannot read properly is not a student. In many institutions a yel-
low sticker on a student essay means that grammar and spelling cannot be as-
sessed, even if the essay is indecipherable, because the student is dyslexic. Of-
ten, they are not dyslexic, but illiterate. They simply haven’t been taught to read.
 
Jan Strydom, a doctor in education, reacts strongly to the popular notion that dys-
lexia is a learning disability caused by a biological deficit. ‘I believe there is no phys-
ical, genetic or biological reason why they have this problem.  The cause of dyslexia 
is that the foundational skills of reading and spelling have not been automated. 
Learning is a stratified process, in which one skill needs to be properly mastered 
before other subsequent skills can be learned,’ he says. Basic skills like attentive-
ness, visual discrimination, precise scrutiny and memorizing, skills of association, 
visual memory and logical thinking form the foundation of good reading, says 
Dr. Strydom. ‘All these skills are employed constantly while a person is reading, 
but a good reader is unaware of these events because they have been automated.’

These fundamental skills must be taught to children from infancy. If a child has not 
mastered these basics he or she will have reading and writing problems as a result. 
The increase in dyslexia worldwide is caused by our changing life circumstances, 
says Dr Strydom. ‘The conditions in which children grow up today are drastical-
ly different to what they were 50, 40, or even 30 years ago, and certain everyday 
experiences that are vital to the correct interpretation of the written word have 
been removed from their lives. It was, for example, a tradition that parents drilled 
their children on the ability to distinguish left from right. Today, few parents are 



aware that knowing left from right is an important foundational skill of reading.’

The loss of reading is arguably the single most debilitating feature of modern cul-
ture and means that building blocks which can create futures are absent. We may 
be entering a timeless present of indecipherable texting where information passes 
for knowledge and, eventually, thought will disappear.  The brain will no longer be 
surprised into action because it will not understand the black scrawls in front of it.

Dr. Steve Attridge is a professional writer, and a tutor at Ruskin College. His recent book, 
Bottom of the List, is published by Bewrite Books.
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 ThOughTs ON miLLBaNk

The protests taking place across the country today and in the past weeks 
have provoked debate about their nature, use and potential. One of the 
central areas of discussion has surrounded ‘political violence’ - what it 
means, and whether it is justified. We asked a tutor and a graduate stu-
dent who attended the Millbank demo for their interpretaion and reac-
tions.

Dr. Rowan Tomlinson teaches French at the Faculty of Medieval and Modern Languages, 
and Jennifer Oliver is a DPhil student in French at St John’s College.

Why did you go to the protest?
Rowan Tomlinson: To demonstrate my opposition to the destruction of higher edu-
cation as we know it, not only the tripling of fees and the removal of the EMA, but 
equally the devastation of the arts, humanities, and social sciences that the govern-
ment’s proposed removal of funding for these subjects represents. The coalition gov-
ernment has, in cutting funding for these disciplines, basically announced that they 
think them worthless and has shown a complete disregard for the very ethos which 
took me into academia, namely, that learning for learning’s sake is valuable, worth-
while, and crucially important to society and to social mobility.
More practically, I’m a member of the University and College Union (and a commit-
tee member of the Oxford branch, though it should be noted that the answers I give 
here are in a personal capacity). The UCU organised the march jointly with the NUS, 
and something that has been rather overlooked in the press coverage is that lecturers 
and tutors were there in great numbers too. 

Why do you think most people went to the protest?
Rowan Tomlinson: For the same reason as I was there: to protest against the govern-
ment’s cynical and market-driven attack on education. It’s probably true that a lot of 
the students there were primarily concerned with the issue of fees. But this said, I saw 
many students holding banners declaring their disgust at the attack on the humani-
ties (one sign read ‘Old Norse matters!’).
Jennifer Oliver: Some people were like me in disagreeing with the coalition’s agenda 
in general, while others I met professed to be Tories who were opposed to this cut in 
particular.

Did you have a clear idea beforehand of how you thought it would be?
Rowan Tomlinson: I anticipated a very well-attended demonstration. I was, however, 
aware of the level of anger, as well as the feeling that large and entirely peaceful/pas-
sive marches in the past have not had the desired impact, and so had a sense there 
might be some direct action.
Jennifer Oliver: I thought there would be a huge number of people, and a rally at the 
beginning and end of the march. Unfortunately the march was disrupted by a sit-
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down protest, which thinned out the body of protesters, and meant there was no ob-
vious conclusion to the day. I think this was one of the factors in the violence, and the 
crowds that it attracted – we were meant to be hearing a speaker, but it felt like there 
was no climax to the day’s events.

When did you realize that the protest would involve violence, and can you 
remember your immediate thoughts?
Jennifer Oliver: I saw the first window smashed in, which was a symbolic moment 
and felt cathartic, but I was fearful for the safety of the protesters and police officers 
nearby. The worst moment was when the fire extinguisher was dropped from the top 
of the building. Then I realised I didn’t want to be involved at all, even by being a 
spectator – the students who were at the top of the building seemed more interested 
in impressing the crowd below than imparting a particular message.
Rowan Tomlinson: I resent this question as it’s performing exactly the move that the 
press – right across the political spectrum – has been guilty of. Attacking property 
does not to me constitute violence and nor does occupation of a building. People 
protest has a fine tradition of direct action – the Diggers, Levellers, Chartists, Suf-
fragettes, to name but a few movements – and when governments heed other means 
such as demonstrations so little, the recourse to other forms of protest is justified.

Did the protest feel violent? Was this a good or a bad thought?
Jennifer Oliver: I felt that the march itself was completely non-violent, with a strong 
feeling of goodwill among what was essentially a huge group of unrelated strangers. 
This positive atmosphere was great, particularly at the rally before the march began 
– lots of cheering and optimism! The tiny minority who were violent did not repre-
sent the protest as a whole, but I think their actions were a way of venting frustration 
at not being heard, or heeded. For me, this was confirmed by David Cameron’s re-
sponse from China, focussing only on the few who lashed out, rather than the thou-
sands who marched and disagreed just as strongly with the cuts.
Rowan Tomlinson: Again, this question is calling the protest violent when I don’t be-
lieve it was. I would say that it felt passionate and fired up. The anger at the proposals 
for education was palpable and was channeled productively during the march into 
inventive and oftentimes amusing chanting and slogans. When I learned of the oc-
cupation of Millbank I chose to go and stand at the foot of the tower and to lend my 
support, something I would clearly not have done had I sensed that the protest was 
violent or was likely to involve violence (in the sense of physical attacks on a person 
or persons). The crowd outside Millbank, which I joined, was made up of students 
but also many lecturers and demonstrated the same passion I’d witnessed during the 
march, expressed in the shape of group chanting and cheering when the occupiers 
appeared at the top of the tower. The peaceful intent of the crowd was apparent when 
the fire extinguisher was thrown down. Throwing this was clearly wholly misguided, 
because it could of course have had very dangerous consequences, but also strategi-
cally, because it allowed the press to go wild about the supposed violent intent of the 
occupiers. The response of those of us down below was to shout – in harmony – up 
to those at the top of the tower, urging them to stop throwing things down. And, 
indeed, our call for such actions not to be repeated worked, since this was the only 
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The Millbank 2,000, by Joel Phillimore

Joel Phillimore is a third year student of History of Art at St John’s College.

potentially dangerous item thrown, to my knowledge.  

Did it feel like violence was a/the major feature?
Jennifer Oliver: No! The atmosphere, even at the Millbank building, was still positive 
– people were dancing and chanting, not rioting as has been widely reported. There 
were a couple of hundred people there, and not all of them surged forward to storm 
the building – most were there just to make themselves heard.
Rowan Tomlinson: Categorically not.

Did ‘violent’ aspects help to make it more effective?
Rowan Tomlinson: I suspect the aspects perceived as ‘violent’ meant the protest got 
greater and more sustained coverage than it would have done if there had been no 
direct action. And it certainly meant that the levels of anger people feel at the at-
tack on education were given voice. So to this degree, the direct action was effective. 
The flipside, however, is that the press largely misrepresented events and, crucially, 
characterised those taking part in particular ways so as to shape the wider public’s 
response: those inside but also outside Millbank were depicted as anarchists or rent-
a-mob elements, when this was far from the case. This was evident in the way that 
a number of colleagues who knew I was at the demo contacted me to ask if I was 



OK: they had clearly perceived it, via the media representation, as being dangerous. 
What disappointed me especially was that it wasn’t just the predictable press ele-
ments – the Murdoch-owned papers and the Tory press – who focused on the broken 
windows and spoke in excited tones of violence and riots. Furthermore, the press 
misrepresented the motivations for the protest: even the Guardian from its opening 
coverage largely overlooked the fact that it wasn’t just a student protest and turned it 
rather into a one-issue protest (fees), neglecting the wider, devastating, implications 
for HE – and for all who work in that sector, whether academics, administrators, sup-
port staff, cleaners, chefs – that the removal of funding is going to entail. 

Do you think it marked a shift in attitude, culture, or relationship to poli-
tics, by students?
Jennifer Oliver: I really hope so. I think a lot of young people (myself included) thought 
that this election could bring about positive change, and we’ve been directly let down 
by the Lib Dems, among others. I hope this sparks action rather than apathy. I think 
the number of people who attended on 10/11/10 demonstrated the power of this 
group joining together in dissent - I haven’t been so aware of the NUS’s actions for a 
long time.
Rowan Tomlinson: I’ve not been teaching for all that long but I have been shocked in 
the past by the political apathy of some students. This has clearly changed and I’m 
impressed by and proud of the efforts that are being put into fighting the govern-
ment’s dreadful proposals. I hope this is the start of an increasing politicization of 
students.

How do you see the student protests connected to the wider anti-cuts move-
ment?
Rowan Tomlinson: The anger amongst students is understandably focused on the fees 
issue. But from speaking to students in campaign groups here in Oxford, it’s clear 
that there’s a strong acceptance of the need to work with other protest groups and 
anti-cuts movements and so to create a broader, multi-issue movement against all 
cuts that endanger the welfare state and diminish the social mobility – however frag-
ile that is – that we’ve achieved since 1945. The Oxford Education Campaign has al-
ready been working together with Save Our Services and I would encourage students 
to get involved in such emerging movements as the Coalition of Resistance. A mass, 
multi-issue network of protest groups will provide a stronger opposition than a series 
of discrete movements.  

What will happen if/when the cuts happen as planned – will the movement 
end?
Rowan Tomlinson: I very much doubt it and would strongly hope not. What will be 
needed then is stronger voicing of opposition from groups that are made up not just 
of students but which contain representatives from all groups who work in HE. And 
for the protest groups focused on HE to join up with other anti-cuts protest groups to 
form a national organisation which could express opposition by means of an action 
such as a general strike.
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 The miLLBaNk siege - 
 is viOLeNT prOTesT ever prOducTive? 

aLexaNder haciLLO aNd maThew BarBer

An oft-quoted opinion, from students and the media alike, is that the violence during 
the student protests of 10th November 2010 was a counter-productive aberration, 
undermining the dignified, nonviolent opposition, of bodies like the NUS, to the 
cuts. Indeed, figures such as the NUS President Aaron Porter were quick to distance 
themselves from the disorder, and to lay blame upon a vocal minority of so-called an-
archists. However, is this disassociation necessary, and more to the point, is it entirely 
productive? The NUS and the majority of student unions appear to retain their faith 
in the influence of peaceful protest, perhaps without good reason. Instead, it is often 
inert; a useless expression of dissatisfaction which, regardless of numbers, is easily 
neglected by both the public and those in the corridors of power. The civil disobedi-
ence of the Millbank protests, whilst drawing widespread condemnation, was argu-
ably more potent in creating the impression that the government’s actions lacked le-
gitimacy. They are so unacceptable to student opinion as to provoke violent outbursts.

Nonetheless, the Millbank Protests have alienated a considerable amount of public 
support. The possibility of the death or serious injury of a member of the police 
has not been met with anything other than outright hostility and isolated calls for a 
good old-fashioned witch-hunt. Any overtones of understanding appear to vanish 
in the face of violence against people and the possibility of death or serious injury. 
It appears possible that violence against property is viewed sympathetically, as an 
extreme expression of discontent; yet when lives are at stake the issue is viewed 
from a far more critical angle. Condemnation of the fire extinguisher incident has 
been near-universal, and students present booed and chanted ‘don’t throw shit’ 
at those on the roof. This in itself appears to contradict the argument that the ‘mi-
nority of anarchists’ whipped an otherwise peaceful crowd into a frenzy of vio-
lence. Those below were not unwilling co-conspirators, nor were they absorbed 
into the mindless groupthink of the mob. Instead, they showed themselves to be of 
an independent mind and initiative by condemning the actions of their supposed 
leaders. It is important to concede that violence against people is both morally rep-
rehensible and damaging to the cause in question, but property damage, whilst 
drawing some condemnation, is both justified and does not necessarily provoke 
the same negative, emotional public response (especially when the property being 
destroyed belongs to an affluent sponsor of the Conservative party). Destruction of 
property is not viewed in the same light as violence against the police or the public. 

Furthermore, as past historical examples have shown, the public are familiar with 
the destruction of property being a qualified response to a government ruling with-
out mandate. The rioting at the hands of supporters of Wilkes in London against 
the unreformed electorate in the 1760s; the destructive actions of the Suffragettes in 
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the early 1900s; and the admittedly extreme example of the ANC’s violent actions 
against the apartheid government of South Africa, all embody the principle of ag-
gressively opposing a democratic deficit. And there is a democratic deficit: the Lib-
eral Democrat-Conservative coalition has no mandate, as the cuts and increases in 
tuition fees are propped up by the junior coalition partner, which has reneged upon 
its election promises in order to win power. Although it is undeniable that political 
parties are known to break election promises on a regular basis, the fact that this 
issue is of such magnitude to so many people, and that this aspect of Liberal Demo-
crat policy was arguably the primary factor in securing the election of many Lib 
Dem MPs (Nick Clegg included), allows for a more radical, destructive response. 

In more extreme terms, it can be argued that a particular social group, the 
youth and student population, has been excluded from the democratic process. 
This has not been done through physical repression, but by the Liberal Demo-
crats’ violation of group-specific manifesto pledges. The fact that the Liberal 
Democrats’ parliamentary actions have no relation to the reasons for their elec-
tion negates the argument that discontent should be expressed through the bal-
lot box. Here, the democratic process has clearly proved inadequate due to the 
flagrant dishonesty and power-grabbing of the Liberal Democrats, and it is this 
corruption that legitimises extra-Parliamentary political action. It is not un-
democratic, but the natural rectification of a failure in the democratic process.

Peaceful protests appear to be easily ignored by governments. The mass demonstra-
tion in London against the 2003 invasion of Iraq was the largest protest in British his-
tory, with around a million participants. It seemed as if this enormous mobilisation of 
popular opposition was easily brushed aside by the Labour government. Compare 
this with the waves of civil disobedience in inner-city areas such as Brixton and Tox-
teth in 1981, which led to the publication of the Scarman report in November of that 
year, promoting the use of positive discrimination to rectify poor race-relations, as 
well as wide-ranging interventionist measures to tackle inner-city poverty. As with 
the student demonstrations at Millbank, the widespread articulation of grievances 
through violence was indicative of the severity of discontent, and therefore effec-
tively mandated the government to take measures against these outbursts of an-
guish; to modify their policies to quell real disorder rather than ideological dissent. 
It is also the perception of disorder and a sense that the government is failing in one 
of its fundamental duties towards the public - that of preventing violent outbursts 
- which provokes the readjustment of government policy priorities. Some people 
perceive that the student protests of 10th November 2010 only gained significant 
media attention through the violent expression of around 3000 of its members. Had 
the protests not turned violent, there is nothing to suggest that their outcome and 
influence on government policy would have amounted to anything. If anything, the 
Millbank destruction proves how provocative this policy is, and the strength of feel-
ing it incites within the student body. Surely this is more detrimental to the popular-
ity and efficiency of the coalition than a meek bit of flag-waving and the odd chant.

This is why the perception that a vocal minority of agitators and anarchists were 
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responsible for the violence is so damaging. It undermines the anti-cuts move-
ment by eroding any impression that the students are unified in their discontent. 
Aaron Porter may be covering his back for a mediocre Parliamentary career, but 
is ultimately acting in a manner counterproductive to his stated objectives. What 
is important is the idea of student unity in protest, not the illusion that we are 
so fickle minded and impressionable that we can be goaded into violence by a 
few unwashed, mask-wearing members of the Hard Left. Students have a legiti-
mate political grievance, and the violence is an expression of our frustration with 
conventional political processes. To state otherwise is to undermine our cause. 

Alexander Hacillo is a first year History and Politics student, and Mathew Barber is a first-
year History student, both at Balliol College.
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 The LefT aNd The OLigarchs

rOBiN max mcghee

‘He gave it for his opinion, that whosoever could make two ears of corn or two 
blades of grass to grow upon a spot of ground where only one grew before, would 
deserve better of mankind, and do more essential service to his country, than the 
whole race of politicians put together’
       Jonathan Swift (he was wrong)

Money isn’t everything. It is not the only arbiter of power. Marx was not cor-
rect in equating power in society with property alone. In fact, power elites can 
be formed which have relatively little connection with wealth. They might be 
founded on other sources of power, such as information, or the state. So it is in 
Britain with the Political Class. Although the rich play a vital role in determin-
ing state policy (how can they not under capitalism?) they are emphatically not 
the cause of the oligarchy. The Political Class leeches off the mechanisms of the 
state to provide itself with a power-base. The left needs to keep talking about 
money, just as it needs to keep talking about politics. However, it must come to 
terms with the nature of the oligarchy and the need to destroy it. Political free-
dom is a necessary step towards the establishment of a materially equal society.

I am a member of the elite. I won’t deny it. It’s fun. But the first thing to recognise is 
that it is possible to take down a system from the inside, something I fondly imagine 
myself doing. Destroying an oligarchy can be achieved by other means than prole-
tarian revolution. The great Labour Prime Minister was Clement Attlee (Haileybury 
and University College, Oxford), assisted by Hugh Dalton (Eton and King’s College, 
Cambridge) and Stafford Cripps (Winchester and UCL). His most outspoken Cabi-
net leftist was Nye Bevan- a miner, yes, but one well versed in Plato. Of his party, only 
around 150 MPs were estimated working-class, out of 393. And if we look later into 
the history of the Labour party, its most radical members have often been its most 
privileged. Benn (Westminster and New College, Oxford) and Foot (Leighton Park 
and Wadham College, Oxford) join the immortal ranks of Milibands (Corpus Oxford 
both, and Harvard for the elder one). Anyway, this is a simplistic analysis. What I am 
trying to show is that simply being rich or clever does not make one any less likely 
to be a left-wing firebrand. So do not expect the elite to be automatically nasty to the 
left. In the post-war era, the Establishment was a strident believer in wealth redis-
tribution and social democracy. The people were as privileged as ever. They didn’t 
change- their ideas did. That is why it is so important that while the oligarchy exists 
the left must use it wherever possible: to win, in the tired cliché, the battle of ideas.

However, although elites are often a source for good, this is not the case with the 
current one. And here the left must indeed be vigilant. Britain is in the grip of an 
icy and troublingly ambiguous triptych of journalists, lobbyists, and professional 
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politicians. It is a Reich of the bureaucrats. These are men, usually, and they are men 
without much concern for Britain or tradition or ideology. Instead, they appear to 
be concerned with power for its own sake. When politics is understood in terms of 
this, not parties, and power structures not financial structures, it becomes a lot easier 
to see what is happening. Because of a contempt for organisations without immedi-
ate party-political purpose – a contempy spawned no doubt by a life in politics – the 
Political Class makes decisions on the hoof based only on party considerations. Each 
policy announcement is designed to fulfil a media stereotype of what the populace 
desires. And it works within a framework of centrist, steady, capitalist free-market-
eering – not because that is right, but because it is the prevailing orthodoxy. The 
left must consider breaking up political elites just as much as economic ones. One 
very much follows the other – if democracy prevails, the plutocrats soon follow.

The point about the Political Class is that it is deprived of ideology or compas-
sion. It is concerned with image, manipulation and spin. You have only to look at 
the appearances of politicians to recognise the truth of this. Look at their shirts. 
Crisp, aren’t they? And the immaculate ties. In fact for the first time since the ear-
ly 1970s all three British party leaders are roughly the same characters: early for-
ties, hideously smooth-faced, and Oxbridge educated. Is it any wonder our coun-
try lacks ideological direction or strength of purpose, when we are led by such a 
shower of identical misfits? And what witless anarchy prevailed, under Blair, when 
Civil Service government had collapsed and all was subsumed to the power of 
the cameralight. The point is that the Political Class shuns traditional methods of 
decision-making in favour of arbitrary, centralised, unconsensual snap decisions. 

You might well ask what the problem is. If it works, why try to fix it? And what 
exactly is the point in intervention by the left specifically? Ignoring the danger the 
Political Class poses to democracy and established institutions, it is the case that by 
removing ideology from political discourse we replace it not with nothing but with 
the incumbent orthodoxy of the day. At the moment that means a continuation of 
a slightly watered-down form of Thatcherism – hardly ideal for the average lefty. 
It is imperative that we restore an ideological discourse to politics. If we cannot 
be proved wrong we cannot be proved right, and thus cannot win the argument 
because there is no argument to be won. We need the political parties to stand for 
what they are meant to. The Conservatives must be Thatcherite and unreconstruct-
ed. Labour must be socialist and centralist. The Lib Dems must be social democratic 
and liberal. Unless we have these distinctions our discourse turns to irrelevant pos-
turing. Loyalty is in vain, if it is loyalty to faction not principle. And all sort of inter-
est and joy is sucked out of politics, the prize alone being victory for its own sake.

However, a still more effective solution would be for the left to commit itself to 
radical governmental reform. The belief that power stems from money alone is a 
key reason why Labour has traditionally been relatively opposed to reform of the 
constitution. Changing the electoral system is important and I firmly favour it. But 
it is improbable that it will hinder the Political Class – indeed, if traditional list-
based PR is introduced, it will crush the life from politics forever. Likewise, re-
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forming the House of Lords will strengthen the Political Class immeasurably, by 
enabling it to turn yet another organ of the constitution into a medium of party-
political activity. Therefore, the constitutional structures are actually satisfactory; 
what we need is a change in the executive and the relationship between central 
and local government. We must reform the Government to put Cabinet back at 
the heart of decision-making. We must have Ministers elected by their party MPs. 
We must abolish collective responsibility to further the ends of workable coali-
tion government. We must abolish Special Advisors and hugely increase the scope 
and strength of legislative and judicial scrutiny. We must have an entrenched 
Bill of Rights. These measures are theoretically small. But they will go some way 
to curbing the arbitrary and instinctive abuse of power by the Political Class.

The real way to counter an elite is to create other ones to compete with it. The elites 
can be challenged structurally, by seeing decentralisation of power is an end in 
itself. Any organisation becomes more democratic as it becomes smaller. This is 
because the people have access to greater knowledge about their rulers. So Brit-
ain should become a federal system- not of nations, but of counties and cities. The 
introduction of demarchic government into ultra-local state structures is clearly 
a way forward. Decisions on every matter which could conceivably be made at 
such a level would be made by the entire adult population voting and debating 
themselves. Although this would be unlikely to work in towns numbering more 
than (say) a thousand people, it would be ideal for the city block or the country 
village. We just do not have this level of government in Britain any more. If it ex-
isted, it would totally transform both the actual and theoretical way our coun-
try was run. The Left must embrace direct democracy at the local level, and in-
deed the national level. Such a system would severely weaken the Political Class 
and (if this is more your cup of tea) make it much for difficult for big business-
es and corporations to make arbitrary decisions about vulnerable communities.

Focusing on political solutions to political problems is something the social-
ist Left does not normally do, but it has a lot to learn from we Liberals on this 
matter. Economic and political freedom go hand in hand. The barbarity of a fat 
man eating quails while children are begging for bread is naturally something 
that must be addressed for every number of reasons, not least the moral ones. 
However, bear in mind that democracy as well as equality is an end in itself. 
Though it should be done simultaneously, it is possible to change society enor-
mously by changing the government, whilst changing society might not change 
the methods of government at all. The language of priorities is the religion of so-
cialism, and I am not advocating prioritising political freedom or economic free-
dom, but only freedom itself. We just shouldn’t lose sight of one or the other.

Robin Max McGhee is a sencond-year historian at St. Anne’s College, and is Secretary of 
the Oxford University Liberal Democrats.
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 adam smiTh, markeTs aNd eQuaLiTy

JONaThaN Buss

Those of even mildly Gramscian inclination would surely have to agree that one of the 
main ‘problems for the Left’ in the past few decades has been the way in which, in in-
tellectual and policy circles, the default answer to any problem of economic and social 
organisation has become ‘the market’. Those in favour of ‘market solutions’, broadly 
speaking, no longer have to actually make arguments - they simply appeal to ‘common 
sense’, ‘realism’, ‘the way of the world’; in other words, to the now-ingrained prejudic-
es of other Serious People. This situation has apparently been only marginally affected 
by ‘events’: the greatest crisis of capitalism since the Great Depression of the 1930s has 
exposed more clearly than ever both the inherent instability of financial markets, and 
the extent to which really-existing capitalist economies inevitably rely upon extensive 
state intervention, but this has not widely undermined faith in the default position. 

One small part of the structure supporting this ‘hegemony’ is the popular belief in 
educated circles that there exists an entire canon of esteemed figures in the history 
of thinking about such subjects whose works vindicate such pro-market views, and 
whose authority can be legitimately drawn upon. Almost certainly the most impor-
tant figure in this mythical canon, in terms of the propaganda value of his claimed 
partisanship for the pro-market right, is Adam Smith - the words ‘As Adam Smith 
proved…’ lend illusory weight to every piece of reactionary nonsense they preface. 

The dominance of this mode of thinking poses a serious challenge for anyone who wish-
es to either mount an intellectual challenge to the marketisation of certain spheres of eco-
nomic or social life, or to actively propose changes to the current system that are based 
on non-market mechanisms. Since this intellectual culture has proven so invariant to 
mere events, one small step towards challenging it might instead begin with a reconsid-
eration of the mythical canon. As it turns out, even the most casual examination of the 
actual writings of Adam Smith reveals a thinker quite different to the popular caricature.

Amongst serious Smith scholars, of course, no one actually believes in the accuracy of 
the ‘Smith as late-18th century Murray Rothbard’ caricature. Indeed, there is a large 
secondary literature devoted to demonstrating how alien modern neoliberal political 
economy is to Smith’s Scottish Enlightenment concerns. However, this literature usu-
ally focuses on Smith’s role as moral philosopher, and thus on his The Theory of Moral 
Sentiments - the principal argument of Smith’s lesser-known work is that our ability to 
feel ‘sympathy’ for our fellow man is vital to the civilised functioning of society, an idea 
that stands in stark contrast to the claimed sufficiency of self-interest found in influential 
strands of right-wing thought. It is less common to make such an argument based on 
Smith’s economic writings, principally found in his more famous The Wealth of Nations.

Today, the apparently self-evident desirability of market organisation of economy and 
society absolves modern pro-marketeers of the need to actually make arguments. This 
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was not the case in the late 18th century when Smith was writing, when, despite incipi-
ent industrial revolution in England, the mercantile system remained very much intact 
throughout most of Europe. Thus one can discern in The Wealth of Nations a few different 
arguments in favour of markets - all have a reasonably clear logical structure, and the 
most important ones at least are very different from modern ‘right-wing’ arguments.

The phrase typically associated with Adam Smith is ‘the invisible hand’. By 
far the most common misconception about The Wealth of Nations is that the no-
tion of ‘the invisible hand’ features large, and that this notion forms part of 
a ‘proto-Walrasian’ argument about how individuals, if left alone to pursue 
their private interests in markets, will produce a socially desirable outcome. 

In fact, Smith only uses this phrase twice in his published works, first in The Theory of 
Moral Sentiments (a usage to which I shall return), and later in The Wealth of Nations. 
The latter mention of ‘the invisible hand’, buried deep in Book IV [1], does not seem to 
be accorded much importance by Smith, and is barely elaborated upon. Most interest-
ingly, Smith uses the phrase here to refer to almost the exact opposite phenomenon to 
that usually assumed. He describes the ‘home bias’ of investors, how even in the face 
of higher profits abroad, they will consistently prefer to invest their capital at home, 
and thereby benefit safer domestic industry ‘as if by an invisible hand’. ‘The invisible 
hand’ here refers to parochial conservatism in investment strategy, rather than the ul-
tra-rational profit-maximising arbitrage usually assumed to be the subject of Smith‘s 
‘invisible hand’ concept - it is this refusal by investors to strictly maximise profits, 
Smith claims, that spares English industry the potential damage of capital flight. 

Of course, modern usage of ‘the invisible hand’ is simply a useful short-hand for the 
aforementioned notion that ‘individuals, if left alone to pursue their private interests 
in markets, will produce a socially desirable outcome’. This idea that actions do not 
have to be motivated by benevolence in order to have socially desirable consequences 
is indeed very important in The Wealth of Nations, as encapsulated in the famous quote:

‘Man has almost constant occasion for the help of his brethren, and it is in vain for 
him to expect it from their benevolence only. He will be more likely to prevail if he 
can interest their self-love in his favour, and shew them that it is for their own ad-
vantage to do for him what he requires of them…It is in this manner that we obtain 
from one another the far greater part of those good offices which we stand in need 
of. It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we 
expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest’ (Book I, Chapter II).

This is, admittedly, a moderately profound, and vaguely counter-intuitive idea. How-
ever, Smith did not of course invent it, and neither did he popularise it (credit for 
the latter often being attributed to Mandeville’s 1705 poem ‘The Fable of the Bees’, 
subtitled ‘Private Vices, Public Benefits’). Moreover, for a slogan such as ‘private 
vices, public benefits’ to function as an argument for markets, it needs to be given 
some content - at the very least, some conception of what is ‘socially desirable’ must 
be posited. On this point, Smith’s main argument for markets differs greatly from 
modern neoliberal ones - interestingly, this is a ‘moral’ argument based on equality.
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Another chapter (‘the best single piece of economic analysis in The Wealth of Nations’ 
according to historian of economic thought Mark Blaug [1]) discusses the determinants 
of wages in different sectors, and basically invents what modern labour economists 
would refer to as the theory of ‘compensating differentials’. Smith claims that, in a com-
petitive labour market where workers can freely move between sectors unrestricted:

‘The whole of the advantages and disadvantages of the different employ-
ments of labour and stock must…be either perfectly equal or continually tend-
ing to equality [my italics]. If in the same neighbourhood, there was any em-
ployment evidently either more or less advantageous than the rest, so many 
people would crowd into it in the one case, and so many would desert it in the 
other, that its advantages would soon return to the level of other employments’.

For example, other things being equal, workers will move out of a sector with poor 
working conditions and into the sector with superior working conditions, decreasing 
the relative supply of labour to the former, and so raising the relative wage rate in the 
former – this will happen, Smith argues, until the wage premium exactly compensates 
for the undesirable working conditions, so that total utility is equal across both sectors.

Smith describes five such factors which ‘make up for a small pecuniary gain 
in some employments, and counter-balance a great one in others’, namely:

 - ‘ease or hardship, the cleanliness or dirtiness, the honourableness or dishonourable-
     ness of the employment’
- ‘easiness and cheapness, or the difficulty and expence of learning the business’
- ‘constancy or inconstancy of employment’
- ‘small or great trust which must be reposed in the workmen’
- ‘probability or improbability of success’

One of the principle contemporary arguments against ‘commercialism’ in the 18th 
century was that it would lead to increased inequality. The point of Smith’s argument 
in this chapter is to show that, even if markets are observed to produce pecuniary in-
equalities, these are simply compensating for non-pecuniary aspects of employment, 
so that markets produce a tendency towards the total reward to labour being every-
where equal. As Blaug notes, Smith’s purpose was ‘to show that... the market mecha-
nism left everyone equally well off no matter which occupation he or she entered’.  
Indeed, it has been argued that much of Smith’s writing was a response to Rousseau’s 
highly sceptical writings on commercial society and the inequality it engenders.

This use of equality as the guiding measure of what constitutes a ‘socially desirable 
outcome’ is seen again in Smith’s first usage of ‘the invisible hand’ in The Theory of 
Moral Sentiments:

‘Though the sole end which they propose ... be the gratification of their own vain 
and insatiable desires, they divide with the poor the produce of all their improve-
ments. They are led by an invisible hand to make nearly the same distribution 
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of the necessaries of life, which would have been made, had the earth been divid-
ed into equal portions among all its inhabitants, and thus without intending it, with-
out knowing it, advance the interest of the society’ [my italics throughout].

Smith’s argument against the mercantilist system (what Smith called ‘the policy of 
Europe’) is that trade restrictions (such as the Statute of Artificers) or the granting 
of government monopolies to certain corporations accord arbitrary privilege to par-
ticular economic actors by preventing the supposedly equalising market forces from 
coming into play. 

Of course, modern ‘right-wing’ economists would also argue against such restric-
tions. They would, however, use notions of ‘Kaldor-Hicks inefficiency‘, or ‘Pareto in-
efficiency’ to argue for why such restrictive practices are undesirable. These efficien-
cy concepts, though, were not widely accepted until the early 20th century. As Blaug 
puts it, ‘Smith’s faith in the benefits of ‘the invisible hand’ had absolutely nothing 
whatever to do with allocative efficiency…á la Walras and Pareto; the effort in mod-
ern textbooks to enlist Adam Smith in support of what is now known as the ‘funda-
mental theorems of welfare economics’ is a historical travesty of major proportions’ 
- needless to say, one will find no tangent indifference curves in The Wealth of Nations. 

In practice, right-wing economic welfare judgements are often based on the 
‘trickle down’ notion that one should not worry about rising inequality or rela-
tive poverty, as long as ‘the poor’ are getting richer (or at least no poorer) in ab-
solute terms. It is often assumed that Smith’s defence of commercialism in 
response to Rousseau takes such a ‘trickle-down’ form - his actual words, how-
ever, suggest a far more radical belief in the desirability of equality. Moreover, 
this is clearly an equality of outcome, as measured in terms of ‘psychic utility’.

As if to stress the importance of equality to Smith, the word itself, or variants thereon, 
appears about forty times in this single chapter - an interesting and revealing experi-
ment would be to try the same on a piece of Adam Smith Institute market-cheerleading.

It should be briefly noted that, interesting as Smith’s arguments about the equal-
ising forces of markets are, they are almost certainly wrong, at least in the con-
text of advanced capitalist economies. Smith’s primitive theoretical model, by 
ignoring the demand-side of the labour market (in particular the existence of 
sector-specific skills), and by failing to incorporate the importance of the bar-
gaining power of workers relative to employers (something which Smith does, 
however, discuss elsewhere in The Wealth of Nations in highly class-conscious 
terms), led him to the wrong conclusions about the equalising effects of markets. 

For example, the past few decades - the so-called ‘neoliberal era’ - have seen a sig-
nificant move in the direction of ‘marketisation’, notably with privatisation, ero-
sion of tripartism in industrial policy and wage-setting, increasing openness to 
international trade and capital flows, and the decline in the economic power of 
unions. Empirical studies [4] show unambiguously that this marketisation has 
coincided with significant increases in income inequality across the advanced 
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economies, dramatically reversing what many (most famously Kuznets) had pre-
viously thought was tantamount to a ‘law’ of economic development, namely that 
advanced capitalism would see a secular downward trend in inequality. This dra-
matic rise in income inequality cannot possibly be plausibly explained in terms of 
‘compensating differentials’ - could anyone believe that skyrocketing executive 
pay is merely ‘compensation’ for the increasingly disagreeable working conditions 
of CEOs, or that stagnating or declining real incomes for unskilled manual work-
ers just reflects penalisation for the increased feather-bedding they now enjoy?

It would, of course, be far too much to claim that, had Smith been presented with 
such evidence, he would have reversed his support for commercialism. Nevertheless, 
it is clear that Adam Smith’s arguments in favour of markets were very different to 
modern ‘right-wing’ arguments, in that they were to a significant extent based upon 
a belief in the desirability of equality, not just in the classical Enlightenment sense 
of the‘natural equality of man’, but also in the more modern and stronger social-
democratic sense of ‘equality of outcome’. One implication of this is that modern 
pro-marketeers cannot legitimately use the authority of ‘Adam Smith’ in support of 
market-based policies which will in all likelihood increase inequality. Any genuine 
follower of Adam Smith, it might be claimed, would either support radically remod-
elling the functioning of markets so as to harness market forces for egalitarian ends, 
or accept the use in certain spheres of economic and social activity of ‘non-market’ 
alternatives of the sort that have historically generated more egalitarian outcomes.

Jonathan Buss in a first year MPhil student in Economics at Balliol College.

[1] Chapter II, ‘Of Restraints upon the Importation from Foreign Countries of such Goods 
as can be Produced at Home’

[2] Book I, Chapter X, ‘Of Wages and Profits in the Different Employments of Labour and 
Stock’

[3] Economic Theory in Retrospect, Mark Blaug

[4] The US experience is the most dramatic example of a general trend across the 4ECD. 
‘Anatomy of the US Income Distribution’, Karoly, 1996 in Oxford Review of Economic Policy 
is a good overview of the developments there in the two decades following the end of 
Bretton Woods. ‘Institutional Changes and Rising Wage Inequality’, Fortin & Lemieux, 
1997 in Journal of Economic Perspectives offers evidence suggesting that deunionisation and 
cuts in minimum wages (ie. the erosion of two hitherto important ‘non-market’ mecha-
nisms for affecting income distribution) are significant in explaining the US experience.
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 The cONservaTive ageNda fOr hisTOry

michaeL gaLLagher

The Left has rightly focused on attacking the Coalition’s plan of sweep-
ing and draconian cuts. But in doing so attention has been drawn from one of 
the most insidious, ideological projects of the Coalition government. This is 
the planned reform of the national curriculum, championed by perhaps the 
most pernicious member of the cabinet, the education secretary Michael Gove. 

He is busy implementing views that the more ridiculous members of the Con-
servative Party have peddled for a long time; views that sounded archaic when 
they were being pronounced fifty years ago. Tories like Gove believe that the ed-
ucational establishment has been hijacked by a bureaucracy of liberals deter-
mined to foist their own ideology on an unsuspecting nation’s children. Accord-
ing to them, education under the last Labour government degenerated into a 
dumbed-down, politically correct morass where the ability to pass exams is val-
ued more than real intelligence and knowledge. State schools are rife with disorder 
as teachers are left unable to enforce discipline by restrictive education practices. 

Into this dire situation strides Michael Gove, ready to do away with bureauc-
racy and the vacuous emphasis on fairness rather than competition. Gove aims 
to restore order to the British education system, whilst at the same time ‘shame-
lessly’ plundering ‘the best ideas from the highest performing nations and apply-
ing them to our own circumstances.’ This was Gove’s boast to the House of Com-
mons when he introduced his white paper on education. There are many things 
that the public should be worried about contained in the white paper, from the 
naïve introduction of the pointless ‘free schools’ enterprise, to schools specifical-
ly for disruptive students; and there are a few things that ought to be welcomed.

However, it is the national curriculum that has received most of Gove’s attention, 
and there are few positive changes there. The emphasis on science and maths teach-
ing, as well as correct grammar and spelling, are neither original nor very controver-
sial. But their plans for English and the humanities are a crucial cause for concern. 

Gove has an amateur interest in history, and has been enthusiastic in radically re-shap-
ing the history curriculum. It is fortunate that he has dropped his first plan, inviting the 
fiercely right-wing Harvard historian of finance, Niall Ferguson, to oversee the rede-
sign. Instead, probably because of fear that Ferguson was too controversial a choice, he 
has somehow convinced the much more presentable and moderate Simon Schama. Yet, 
the nature of Gove’s proposed complete restructuring of the history curriculum means 
that it hardly matters what its architect’s political outlook is, for they will not be inject-
ing their own vision into the curriculum. They will be injecting that of the Tory party’s. 

The Tory mind has never known quite what to make of history in schools. It de-
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mands that education be efficient, that it teach moral values and that it equip stu-
dents with skills that will contribute to Britain’s economic prosperity. It is easy to 
argue that science and maths will deliver the latter. History, on the other hand, ap-
pears to offer no such easy utilisations. Arguments about transferrable skills not-
withstanding, it is difficult to see how a historical education enables you to be an 
entrepreneur or a white collar employee better than somebody without one. What 
appeals to the Conservatives is the potential moral, ideological content of the sub-
ject; that a feeling of patriotism can be stirred by a sense of shared values and a 
common history. If this sounds like an exaggeration, one only need quote Gove’s 
blithe remark of inculcating pupils with ‘our island story.’ Henrietta Marshall first 
published Our Island Story: A Child’s History of England in 1905, when ‘this scep-
tred isle’ still ruled colonies and the Indian subcontinent. It is hard to separate 
Gove’s attitude from some sort of warm, woolly, and willfully rose-tinted nostalgia.

Gove’s proposal is that pupils should only learn the narrative history of Britain. If it 
seems extreme to call such a plan nationalistic, then it should be made clear that to 
focus on your own country’s history to the exclusion of others is a declaration that 
your own nation is more important than another’s. It sends the message that no other 
history is relevant. Such a focus will not only doom pupils to a parochial education 
(one only need look at the way history is taught in the US and in parts of the rest of 
Europe to see the danger in this) but it will prevent history from being useful. For if 
history must have a use, surely it must be that it teaches pupils to think differently; to 
put themselves in the head of someone outside of their own culture; in other words, to 
give them perspective. As Spinoza put it, ‘I have tried not to laugh at human actions, 
nor to weep or to hate them, but to understand.’ This is what history should teach. 

Jingoism, and the ever-fashionable attempt to restore national pride, are evident in 
other parts of Gove’s plan. His boast that British literature ‘is the best in the world,’ is 
yet another example. For too long, or so this seems to imply, the English curriculum 
has been dumbed down, with children being made to read garbage like Shakespeare, 
Thomas Hardy, John Steinbeck and Lord Byron. Instead Gove wants them to read clas-
sics like Shakespeare, Thomas Hardy... The English curriculum already teaches great 
literature to students, and it does not just teach British literature, but acknowledges 
the richness of literary culture that exists in other English-speaking nations as well. 

Education is a complicated issue, but Gove does not seem to acknowledge this. In 
fact, he appears to be forgetting the insights of a great conservative thinker, whom 
one might have expected to make an appearance in Gove’s new curriculum. Ed-
mund Burke warned, ‘We are but too apt to consider things in the state in which 
we find them, without sufficiently adverting to the causes by which they have been 
produced, and possibly may be upheld.’ All education secretaries have sought to 
reform the curriculum, perhaps not as comprehensively as Gove, and history is 
littered with their mistakes and failures. Gove’s own grand design will turn the 
school clocks back to 1905. We can only hope that, like the rest, his project fails.

Michael Gallagher is a second year History student at St. Hugh’s College.
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 LaBOur aNd The phiLOsOphy Of ed

sTephNeN curTis

The election of Ed Miliband as Labour leader marks a philosophical change for 
the Labour Party. As a Labour Party member, it would be easy for me to describe 
this as a change for the better, but that is for the electorate to judge. This essay 
will attempt to unpick Miliband’s philosophy and explain aspects of it that ap-
pear contradictory, whilst highlighting why his stance on key issues is the right 
one. It will focus on three things: his attitude to liberty, his attitude to trade unions, 
and his desire to reassert the role of Labour as the major party of the centre-left.

Miliband has emphasised the importance of freedom as a value of the Labour 
Party, as evidenced in his first conference speech. He said, ‘I won’t let the To-
ries or Liberals take ownership of the British tradition of liberty. I want our par-
ty to reclaim that tradition’. Opponents have argued that the Labour Party, by 
its very ‘socialist’ nature, must be concerned with restricting freedom economi-
cally (by imposing high levels of regulation and taxation) and socially (by insti-
tuting greater powers for the police and other public authorities). It is this attack 
on the Labour Party that is at the root of the ‘big society’. Whatever the philo-
sophical merits of communitarianism, the Conservatives’ use of the phrase is 
to specifically contrast the ‘big society’ with the ‘big state’ espoused by Labour. 

It is easy to be cynical about Miliband’s personal commitment. After all, this is a 
man who voted for ID cards and 90 days of detention without charge. To under-
stand his position, we need to explore the roots of Labour’s apparent authoritar-
ian streak in government. The important question for the Labour Party is whether 
or not authoritarianism - and its resultant alienation of a lot of liberal voters - is 
part of its DNA, or whether it was a response to years of looking soft on crime 
and soft on defence, losing a lot of lower-middle-income voters in the process.

Yet focussing on recent history overlooks the Labour Party’s unique tradition of 
liberty in the context of its ideological background. The old Labour Party logo had 
the word ‘liberty’ at its heart. Economic freedoms have always been of paramount 
importance to the Labour Party: not economic freedom in the sense that economic 
liberals mean it, but economic freedom in the sense of being able to earn and own, 
and, most importantly, of being able to form a free trade union. During the struggle 
to legitimise the trade union movement, an important factor was always to uphold 
the right of working people to take on the authorities in peaceful protest and peace-
ful strike action. Giving people rights at work means giving people more freedom. 
Civil liberties and trade union rights went hand in hand. So if more recently La-
bour’s imposition of restrictions on civil liberties has come to be seen as ‘in its na-
ture’, still the history of the party is strong reason for why the Labour Party should 
not be viewed as naturally supportive of clamping down on the right to protest. 
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The perceived contradictions in Labour’s approach can be seen as important 
throughout its history. Labour candidates in the early 20th century campaigned 
for prohibition of alcohol. Labour is famously founded more on Methodism than 
Marxism. Nevertheless, the social reforms overseen by the Labour government of 
the 1960s have created the liberal society we enjoy today. It is also important to note 
that it was the New Labour government that introduced civil partnerships and the 
repeal of section 28, as well as the Human Rights Act and Freedom of Information 
Act.  Where Labour policy has appeared restrictive of freedoms this is due to com-
plex interactions with other values. For example, there are very good reasons why 
the Labour Party would like to give more powers to the police. The lowest income 
sections of society are far more likely to be the victims of crime and to feel unsafe in 
their communities. For them, an increase in CCTV cameras and the increased use of 
DNA evidence is not an imposition, but a chance for them to live their lives in great-
er comfort and peace. This suggests that it may be difficult for the Labour Party to 
seek a more obviously liberal stance on crime without betraying their voters. It also 
raises questions about Ed Miliband’s support for Ken Clarke’s view on the benefits 
of shorter prison sentences, and of releasing criminals back into the community.

The conclusion we can draw of this particular aspect of Labour, and in particu-
lar of Miliband’s liberalism, must be considered in terms of the electorate. We 
must never underestimate the impact of the 1980s on the thinking of New La-
bour. Many aspects of the New Labour government were dictated by what Tony 
Blair and his advisers believed was the best way to repudiate the hard-line so-
cialism represented by Old Labour. Yet Miliband’s recent attempts to rediscover 
some of its liberal agenda are consistent with an older philosophy of the Party.

The repudiation of 80s Labour was evidenced in their failure to redevelop trade un-
ionism, and here, perhaps, we can find a real change in the party’s priorities since 
Miliband’s election. And the one thing he has said more than any other is that he 
regrets that trade unions have degenerated into a largely public sector concern. He 
says that trade unions can never win public support if their membership is confined 
to people working on the back of taxpayers’ money, as the majority of taxpayers 
work in the private sector. Although total membership of trade unions has declined 
in all sectors, it has declined most markedly in the private sector. Today, only 15% of 
private sector workers are members of trade unions. This means that low pay and 
poor conditions remain far more of a hallmark of private sector employment than 
of that of the public sector. As a result, the insecurity felt by private sector work-
ers has increased and, most importantly, their faith in the social security system 
has decreased. The single most important reason why working- and lower middle-
class people have turned against immigration and social security, and by extension 
the Labour Party, is because they are working harder, for longer, for less; working, 
in the words of Ed Miliband, for very little reward compared to their neighbours 
who might be subsisting on benefits, immigrant or non-immigrant. Yet Labour’s 
solution is a progressive one: it is not the benefits system that’s the problem, it is 
the fact of low pay. This is the reason why Miliband’s twin campaign planks of 
a living wage and a High Pay Commission are so important: the first, because a 
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living wage should always be considerably more than subsisting on benefits; and 
the second, because contrary to the Labour right’s imagination, such a commission 
would not be about punishing the rich. It is about ensuring that pay structures 
within large companies reflect work done. And where the chief executive gets paid 
hundreds of times more than either the middle manager or the cleaner, there is 
a problem. It is not due to a lack of money or enterprise; rather, it is due to bad 
management. A positive attitude towards trade unions, then, can help to increase 
private sector security, encouraging the institution of a living wage. This is an im-
portant aspect of Miliband’s potential to benefit the Labour Party and the country.

Ed Miliband said during his campaign that he wanted to make the Liberal Demo-
crats extinct. Many in the Labour Party would have applauded him in his repu-
diation of the view of the Liberal Democrats as a more left wing version of the 
Labour Party. The circumstances of their creation in 1988 made the identity they 
themselves wanted unclear for a long time. Liberals can be progressive, they 
can be reactionary. They can be left-wing or right-wing economically. But they 
are not social democrats. They fundamentally disagree with the central role of 
the state in improving people’s lives. It is, indeed, something that the Labour 
Party can learn from. And, by pledging to bring liberal values back into the La-
bour party, it is what Ed Miliband has pledged that the Labour Party must learn. 

The Labour Party should always aim to be the major party of the left – it would 
be irresponsible towards its members and supporters if it did not. It should also 
aim to form a majority government for the same reasons. I disagree with the 
voices that say a coalition government is inevitable at the next election. Provid-
ed the Conservative vote remains static, an 8% swing from Lib Dem to Labour, 
which on current polling is likely, would allow Labour to form a majority gov-
ernment. If the Conservative vote goes down even a fraction, it becomes easier 
and easier. So I do not believe we need to appeal to Liberal Democrats because 
we might need them in a coalition, although the Alternative Vote and larger seats 
will change that potentially. I do, however, believe in Miliband’s admission that 
no one party has a monopoly on good ideas. If a more collegial politics results, 
the better it will be for reasoned debate. Those on the Left who have attacked the 
Labour Party for ‘tribalism’ [1] tend to misunderstand the role of the Liberal Dem-
ocrats, and to a different extent the Green Party, in British politics. It is the Lib 
Dems’ role to be a liberal party, and the Green Party’s role to be an environmen-
talist party. It is the Labour Party’s role to be the major party of the centre-left. 

Stephen Curtis is a second year Law student at New College.

[1] For example, see Stuart White, ‘An End to Labourism’,  Oxford Left Review 1.
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 chiNese demOcracy
samueL BurT

The last few decades have witnessed the ‘globalization’ of democracy, both 
in terms of the dramatic increase in the number of countries that have adopted 
democratic political systems, and in the deepening of our understanding of the 
historical origins and transmission of democracy. As all manner of regimes claim 
to be democratic, it is important to examine the history of democracy to iden-
tify its essential and its merely contingent elements. When the Chinese govern-
ment claims to be democratic, we should scrutinise that claim against the defin-
ing principles of democracy, rather than simply assume that any currently existing 
democratic system is the best embodiment of such principles for comparison. 

According to John Keane’s recent overview, ‘The Life and Death of Democracy’, 
there have been three broad epochs in the history of democracy, which are dif-
ferentiated by their practices and concepts (Keane, 2010). First was the age of ‘as-
sembly democracy’, which has been traced back to the late Bronze Age, coursed 
through ancient experiments in self-government in the modern-day Middle-East, 
spread to India, then Westwards, via the Phoenician Empire, to the city-states of 
ancient Greece. It defined an overarching democratic conception as one of ‘law-
ful self-government among equals’ who ruled and were ruled in turn. The second 
democratic epoch, that of ‘representative democracy’, began during the decline 
of Papal hegemony in late medieval Europe, recurred in Italian city-states, Ren-
aissance-era Low Countries, and culminated in the American and French Revo-
lutions. Coinciding with the emergence of the modern nation-state, it re-defined 
democracy as self-government through delegating authority to elected repre-
sentatives, who would take decisions on behalf of the community. He also argues 
that we are witnessing the transition to a third epoch, of ‘monitory democracy’, 
which recognizes the limits of representative democracy at a time when formal 
channels of participation have to compete with alternative organizations claiming 
to have a democratic mandate to check unaccountable concentrations of power. 

Taking a global and historical perspective of democracy suggests that over time 
understandings of what institutional forms and practices can best approximate the 
ideal conditions for democracy have evolved, even as the idea itself retains its basic 
coherence. In the case of China, significant progress has been made since the late 
19th century towards realizing ‘Chinese democracy’, which we can examine us-
ing John Dunn’s useful demarcation of three democratic essentials (Dunn, 2005). 
Firstly, in democratic Athens every citizen had the right to speak in the assembly; 
in representative democracies, every citizen must have the right to freely express 
their views, via their representative, or by contributing to discussion outside the 
assembly. In China, despite incremental reforms of the laws on freedom of speech 
and regularized meetings of the National People’s Political Consultative Confer-
ence, progress has been limited by brute fact of the Constitutional restriction on 
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the expression of views deemed a challenge to the Communist Party of China. 

Secondly, in democratic Athens, every citizen had the right to attend meetings of the 
assembly, which allowed them to hear reasons given for the community deciding to 
take a particular course of action; in representative democracies, the assembly must 
scrutinize the government and hold them to account, making their findings avail-
able to the public. In China, there has been a large expansion of administrative law, 
and it remains curiously anomalous as a one-party state that actively encourages 
its citizens to file lawsuits against the state. Reforms have targeted the huge prob-
lem of corruption in local government, requiring local officials to publicise their 
financial records. Such regulations and the spread of ‘intra-Party democracy’ is un-
dermining the CPC’s principle of ‘democratic centralism’; that decisions are made 
democratically inside the Party leadership but thereafter all Party members must 
abide by those decisions. Clearly, if Party officials at various levels have to account 
for their actions to local electors, whether these electors be CPC members or not, it 
will make it harder for the CPC to maintain the outward façade of a united front. 

The democratic quality of rural and urban elections varies enormously between areas, 
but higher-quality processes and outcomes are associated with locales where people 
are more active participants because they believe that their participation can change 
their lives for the better. The strength of this sense of efficacy depends on the local 
power structure within which village committees are embedded, especially whether 
real power over the use of village resources rests with township officials (which in 
turn depends on whether their township can rely on central funding). Whilst China 
lacks large-scale independent civil society organizations, state-organized ‘mass asso-
ciations’ (known as ‘GONGOs’) can operate as two-way transmission belts between 
the government and their members. An example of this has been the collaboration be-
tween the National People’s Congress and the All-China Federation of Trade Unions, 
whereby the ACFTU has pressed the National People’s Congress to amend labour 
laws, whilst the government relies on the ACFTU to enforce government policies. 

Finally, in democratic Athens every citizen had the right to vote in meetings of the 
assembly, in which each citizen’s vote was equally weighted; in representative de-
mocracies, this principle of ‘political equality’ is embodied in universal suffrage. In-
stitutionalized mechanisms for consulting and gauging public opinion have at least 
created what the Chinese political scientist He Baogang calls a ‘deliberative dictator-
ship’ in China, and there have been reports that the President Hu Jintao changed his 
mind over his preferred successor after private polling of Party members (Leonard, 
2008). The regularization of meetings and routines in the system of People’s Con-
gresses at every level has increased opportunities for the limited exercise of broad-
er-based participation and influence. Although the NPC remains a weak overseer of 
the executive, the clarification of its jurisdiction, the creation of its committee system 
and more regular meetings, have all increased its potential as a representative agent.

Throughout the post-Mao reforms, the role of the CPC has remained central. After 
initial reforms which aimed to separate Party and government hierarchies, ‘Para-
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mount Leader’ Deng Xiaoping downscaled his plans upon concluding that similar 
reforms had led to the collapse of the Communist Party in the Soviet Union. How-
ever, partly as a result of this retreat, more progress has been made in recent years in 
redrawing the institutional boundaries between the Chinese executive, legislative 
and judicial branches. For example, many senior Party retirees became members of 
the NPC, which they then used as a platform from which to continue exerting influ-
ence on the decisions of the government, whilst also raising the standing and level 
of assertiveness of the NPC vis-à-vis the government; in recent years, it has rejected 
major government-sponsored amendments. The growing separation of government 
powers and the development of intra-Party democracy are both eroding the notion of 
a monolithic ‘party-state’. The delegation of more decision-making authority to local 
government, declining unity at the top of the CPC and the expansion of elections for 
local decision-makers have created the potential for real progress in self-government.

Moreover, most Chinese people don’t see the removal of the CPC’s monopoly on 
government as necessary for Chinese democracy, but focus instead on democratiz-
ing the CPC from within and empowering the NPC to hold the government to ac-
count (Yongnian, 1994). This perspective is in accord with the dynastic emphasis on 
the role of Chinese government advisors in publicly criticising rulers who neglect 
the basic needs and interests of their people. A fusion of Confucian and Marxist in-
fluences has created a widespread view of Chinese citizens as not merely notional 
bearers of ultimate authority, but as active participants in the governing process, 
and it was one of the reasons for the importance attached by the students in Tianan-
men Square to securing a public dialogue with CPC leaders on an equal basis.

The real progress made in fostering ‘intra-Party democracy’ (having more can-
didates than positions in electing positions within the Party, and the ‘two-bal-
lot system’ which allows non-CPC members to nominate candidates for vil-
lage CPC secretary) creates the potential for something like ‘political equality’ 
at least amongst an exclusive social stratum. This is exaggerating, since the po-
litical agenda is still to a large extent set from the top even whilst it is contested 
lower down, and the CPC has not yet even gone as far as the Vietnamese Com-
munist Party, which has extended competitive elections within its ranks up to 
the leadership level. Yet as Bernard Crick has argued, ‘politics is prior to democ-
racy’, because if politics is ‘the activity of resolving disputes and determining pol-
icy by public debate among free citizens’, then it can establish conditions of or-
der and justice that temper lawful self-government amongst equals (Crick, 2004). 

The history of democracy suggests that when asking whether a polity is democrat-
ic, or whether it is mapped onto cultural and social structures that are incompat-
ible with democracy, we must distinguish between the essential, unchanging val-
ues of democracy and the variegated institutional formats that have been claimed 
to embody those values in practice. No actually existing political system in his-
tory has realized those values, and therefore no particular political system that has 
ever existed can claim to have monopolized democracy. All that may be said for 
any particular political system is that it is more or less democratic than any other. 
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Consequently, we should assess the state of democracy in China on the terms of the 
debate inside the country. This is not equivalent to saying that democracy is what-
ever the Chinese say it is, but it does mean that the Chinese people have their own 
particular and coherent understanding of how their political institutions should be 
organized to make them compatible with universal democratic values. Supporters 
of democracy ought to recognize that popular Chinese understandings of a demo-
cratic political system are compatible with these universal values, and therefore 
ought to frame their criticism of China’s government in terms of its obstructing 
the implementation of those reforms. This position neither necessitates nor rules 
out the adoption of multi-party competition and a directly-elected national gov-
ernment in China; rather, it represents the democratization of democracy itself. 

Samuel Burt is a third year PPE student at Lady Margaret Hall.
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 review: NaOmi wOLf 
 at the Gender equality Festival 

sOphie Lewis

NAOMI WOLF’S ‘FEMINISM’ SHOULD NOT BE ASSOCIATED WITH 
‘PROGRESSIVE’ VALUES, LET ALONE THE LEFT

Feminism right now means solidarity with those made vulnerable by the state be-
cause of the reproductive or otherwise non-hegemonic nature of their bodies: it 
means solidarity with women (who are picking up three quarters of the cost of 
Cameron’s cuts),  with the disabled, and with all racially or socioeconomically 
disadvantaged people under ideological attack. In this piece I hope to expose a 
kind of feminism that – despite considerable international renown amongst soidis-
ants leftists and progressives – is not feminism. Naomi Wolf spoke to a packed 
room of seventy people or so, assembled in a central Oxford college yesterday. 
The event was billed like this (by Yuan Yang, my co-organiser in the well-received 
Oxford Gender Equality Festival that ran October 29th – November 19th [1]):

‘What are our urgent priorities for gender equality – in Oxford and beyond? Join us for 
the closing session of the Oxford University Gender Equality Festival, opened by Naomi 
Wolf, leading American political commentator, author, journalist, and writer of the fem-
inist classic The Beauty Myth. There will be contributions from student leaders and cam-
paigners from a range of political backgrounds, followed by an open consensus-based 
discussion (which worked fantastically for our opening night with 60-odd contributors).’

I can state the easiest and most obvious things first: Wolf spoke about no gen-
der equality priorities ‘beyond’ Oxford. Wolf allowed for no contributions from 
student leaders and campaigners, but spoke unstoppably, condescendingly, and 
monomaniacally for two entire hours (well over her allotted time). Wolf made it 
clear she dislikes consensus-based discussion, preferring rather to cast a kind of 
preacher-like spell over her captive audience, which had a ‘divide and rule’ effect.

One cannot divorce form from content. I will attempt to get my expostulations 
about form out of the way first, however. I hope that over 20 hours, I have had time 
to modulate the feelings elicited by what was with no exaggeration the most dis-
empowering, claustrophobic session I can remember participating in. So, in calm 
and reason: Naomi Wolf has lost it. I would have liked to submit the whiteboard 
resulting from her session to a psychiatrist, for it consisted of nothing but a series 
of illegible words, lines and aggressive dots peppering incomprehensible circles. 
She had the nerve to appoint herself a voice coach and self-help guru personally 
to everyone else in the room – ‘Interrupt me back’, she urged, when people pro-
tested that they would like to finish – ‘Silence me back, I’ll silence you, I’m a big 



girl’. She did silence several people. She told people flatly that their contributions 
were wrong, whilst  simultaneously telling us that she was fishing for her message 
from ‘us’. ‘There are no right answers’: ‘Feminism’, she declared, doodling psy-
chotically on the board, is like ‘Democracy’ – it can be left- or right-wing.’ Er, can it?

She flailed and yelled and hectored like a preacher. It was simply nuts, and many looks 
passed between rows of people staring longingly at the door. But Wolf’s was a very 
difficult lecture to slip out of. Her eagle eyes were inculpating everyone, her flam-
boyant, oversharing, tragi-comic assertiveness let no one escape. The clock ticked. 
‘Speak slowly’, she enjoined each individual: ‘speak clearly.’ She remembered no 
one’s names but asked the general crowd patronisingly whether ‘that one’ and ‘that 
one’ hadn’t sounded ‘better’ when they had responded to her top tips for empower-
ment. When I spoke, however, she appeared to dismiss me with affront for being ‘very 
eloquent’ in propagandizing my ‘worldview’, and someone behind me whispered ‘I 
thought that was what you were trying to ‘get us to be’, Naomi’. With by now char-
acteristic contradiction, she set out ‘not’ to tell us what to think, but to foster affilia-
tions across the political spectrum; not to refer to herself as the blueprint of effective 
feminism, but to ‘make leaders of us all’. Then she went ahead to fuel highly ideolog-
ical criticisms of the existing WomCam and the Gender Progress Campaign, and at-
tempted to tweak and micro-manage feminist activity within Oxford’s ‘campus’ (to 
the point where she was taking hands for a volunteer to start up an e-vote on some-
thing). ‘By the time I’ve finished with you,’ she claimed, we would all be listened to.

And, when leaders, we should ‘not be afraid’ (as some second-wave feminists 
may tell you you should be) of money. Don’t let anyone tell you you’re too privi-
leged to represent the Other! (Shouting again, here.) That old line’s just yet an-
other way of silencing women! Don’t underestimate the power of the Hu-
man Imagination! (Touching her chest.) I may never have experienced life as 
an Indian woman in a bordello, but that doesn’t mean I can’t speak! An actu-
al quote here was: ‘You can speak for anyone – er – I mean about anyone you want!’

I really ought to muster a sliver of empathy. I should impress upon you that 
this macabre bout of bullying we were subjected to was accompanied by Nao-
mi Wolf’s neurotic, repetitive interjections that shored up her own personal po-
tential, authority and omniscience. ‘I am an intellectual’, she would say to her-
self, as an aside; ‘I’ve thought about this A LOT’; ‘obviously I’ve presumed 
familiarity with my work’; ‘I’ve looked into this extensively’. It was grue-
some to behold. The cracks in the silver-plated American Self-Made ideal be-
gan to appear. It was almost too clichéd to be true: ‘That’s when your husband 
leaves you’ was one of these subliminal-audible moments. Poor Naomi Wolf.

Then again, no. If this is a person actually training ‘progressives’ either side of the 
Atlantic, then I condemn her dogma as toxic. How is it that Wolf acquired a rep-
utation as ‘progressive’? I hear she has attended Tea Party rallies. Her so-called 
feminism is an amalgam of free market individualism, patriotism, heteronormative 
New Age sensualism, and a blinkered, sad disillusionment with real, anticapitalist 
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and antipatriarchal politics. It is violently Her-centred, content that (with Jewish-
ness to tote) it is non-WASP-ish, while remaining fundamentally lacking in queer-, 
race- and, most of all, class-consciousness. Altogether, it makes no sense. One mo-
ment Wolf is asserting opposition to ‘identity politics’, the next she is professing 
that ‘issues like race and class’ are ‘obvious’ (‘maybe I should have been reaffirming 
basics’). One ugly moment involved her responding to the proposition that every-
one in the room (except two representatives from Brookes) was privileged – a fairly 
obvious fact – with a hair-flicking tirade. ‘You’re making a lot of assumptions about 
me’. Are we? I might gently remind the reader that this is a San Franciscan daughter 
of emigré academics, later Yale graduate and Rhodes scholar: opportunities to seize 
the means of production have not been lacking in her life. Wolf’s experience of be-
ing belittled in the masculinist environment of 80s Oxford clearly sowed the seeds 
of much inspirational, polemical passion, and The Beauty Myth, Fire with Fire, et-
cetera, have rejuvenated a certain strand of third-wave feminism. But hers is a ran-
domised, completely un-unified compilation of sharp outcries that skim the surface 
of the superstructure. She summed it up when she explicitly opposed radical poli-
tics by saying ‘the only tools that dismantle the Master’s house are the Master’s tools’. ‘We 
need to be dealing in real power’. ‘I know about social movements that don’t work.’

I hope that followers of Naomi Wolf remain more open and committed than she is to
revolutionary change. Anyone who invokes Gandhi and Martin Luther King in 
aid of the argument ‘learning how to make money: that’s empowering’ needs to 
review their thought pretty extensively. Wolf may have been a socialist once. If 
so, and if there is anything in her hints to the effect that the Oxford-80s-female 
chip on her shoulder, coupled with the nonresponsiveness of neoliberal America 
to radical feminism thereafter, created enough frustration and jadedness in her 
to lead to an embrace of free-market bourgeois faux-minism, then she is much 
to be pitied. In response to the rising criticism of her talk as having ignored the 
economic basis of inequality entirely, she actually protested ‘I trained as a Marx-
ist’. Well if that’s true (I haven’t been able to verify it), then God help the Left.

As Julie Phillips said, reviewing Promiscuities in 1997, ‘I distrust anyone using her-
self as the standard for ‘women’’. I do too. In her session with us in Oxford, Wolf first 
made me cringe by introducing herself as a ‘a woman, so I have a woman’s brain 
and a woman’s sensibilities’. (What?!) Moving on from that moment, she referred 
absolutely everything – everything – to herself, her digestive system, her seemingly 
‘intuitive’ knowledge of the porn industry, her inspirational effect on people’s lives 
… whilst repeatedly asking us to ‘notice how she was bringing it back to [us]’. Yes! 
‘to YOU!’ This was starkly untrue enough to raise a round of snickers. In Promis-
cuities, Wolf obliquely describes her own desire to be ‘gazed at, caressed … given 
a kind of sexual adoration or devotion’, and she frames this as gender-essential: as 
a repressed universal. ‘That is how women are made’. That is again, I assure you, a 
genuine quote. Need I say that it is enragingly stupid to use the language of ‘mak-
ing’ or construction in this determinist, pseudo-biological context? What Beauvoir 
knew was ‘made’ about women is precisely not what Wolf means here, but might 
in fact be, amongst other things, the self-censorship that sometimes holds female 
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desire back from all kinds of (sexual) practices … not necessarily Wolf’s yearned-
for male caresses and goddess-worship. Women’s freedom to fuck and play and 
pursue the vicissitudes of clitoral libido is completely contingent on class solidar-
ity and a struggle for economic revolution. Women are paying for 75% of the cuts 
in this country, and if we don’t acknowledge the neoliberal economic nature of 
female oppression at this time, and we think we should take up ‘the master’s tools’ 
to further ourselves, then, as George Osborne says, ‘we’re getting the wrong end 
of the stick’. If the twenty-first century is to truly revive feminism, it needs to be a 
genuinely radical, anticapitalist, antiessentialist, genderqueer feminism of solidar-
ity that excludes nobody whilst clearly seeing and understanding the binary vision 
of the state. To be blunt, Naomi Wolf’s bourgeois brand of feminism can fuck off.

Sophie Lewis (Sophielle) is a graduate in English Literature from Wadham College, and is 
now studying towards a Master’s in Nature, Society and Environmental Policy at the Cen-
tre for the Environment.
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debates was at http://facebook.com/OxfordGEF.
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 review: First as traGedy, then as Farce 
 by Slavoj ŽiŽek 

fLOreNce curTis

In the first issue of the Oxford Left Review Matthew Kennedy reviewed the re-
cent publication of the now notorious philosopher and cultural theorist Slavoj 
Žižek, First as Tragedy, Then as Farce. First as Tragedy attempts to re-engage the 
Western intellectual Left with Communism as a political ideal as well as a real 
possibility. While having found Žižek’s writing thought provoking and entertain-
ing, the lack of framework; the absence of ‘actual mechanism, the organizational 
and institutional structure’ for future action in the manifesto is a disappointment 
to Kennedy. However, this disappointment is mitigated by the inevitability of 
Žižek’s omission; evidence of acknowledgement on his part that ‘‘the people’ 
don’t want communism’. Without a public receptive to the radical Left and the 
real possibility of change through force, the writing of a way to effect radical 
social change is, inevitably, a somewhat fruitless exercise. That Communism is 
and has long been a deeply unpalatable and unfashionable alternative to Capi-
tal for most Brits cannot be denied. Yet I believe that it is not the lack of posi-
tive framework for action in Žižek’s work that renders his argument most disap-
pointing. Rather, as I shall argue, a fundamental oversight with regard to target 
audience is potentially far more obstructive of the Left’s agency and cohesion.

Žižek’s dizzying intellectual engagement with psychoanalysis, Marxism and pop-
ular culture renders his writing stimulating and informative. Yet his populism, 
particularly with regard to sexual politics, belies a troubling core to his philosophy; 
one unfortunately not incompatible with the Communism he endorses. Although 
often ostensibly sympathetic to issues of sexuality and sexual difference, his rid-
ing roughshod of these issues in First as Tragedy in the name of politics proper is 
difficult to justify, whether as a worthy sacrifice in the name of the ‘struggle’ he so 
emphatically supports, or as a blind-spot self-imposed in the name of intellectual 
hygiene. It is hard to imagine that Žižek has not noted his own sexual politics, and 
thus the implications of them must be taken to form part of his wider manifesto.

First signs of trouble appear in his analysis of today’s critical Left through par-
able (p. 7). A foolish man (the Left) allows his wife (the People) to be raped by 
an oppressor, but remains curiously triumphant after the ordeal. When the fool’s 
buoyancy is questioned by his wife, he explains that, despite a request from 
the oppressor that he hold his balls during the rape to prevent them from be-
ing soiled by the dust, he omitted to do so: he got that rapist there! Following 
the rendition of the tale, Žižek asks, ‘is today’s critical Left not in a similar posi-
tion [as the husband]? […] Is the Left predestined to continue to play the role of 
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those who […] convince but nevertheless still lose?’ This is an undeniably vivid 
and stirring argument of compelling sexually violent ideology, but one deeply 
problematic for that very ideology. First and foremost, it is the husband who is 
framed as the primary ‘loser’ of this political game; what of the violated wife?

The solution for the Left, says Žižek, is not to ‘soil’ those in power, but to ‘cas-
trate’ them, so that ‘the powers-that-be are afflicted with unnaturally high-
pitched voices’ (p.7). One can almost hear the ‘snigger snigger’ coming from 
the Old Left boys’ club in Žižek’s study. As much as we, the committed Left, 
are to identify with the fool, we are also urged to identify with the castrat-
ing power of, to borrow Enrique Dussel’s terms, ‘the oppressor male’ (Dus-
sel, Beyond Philosophy, p. 24), in order to prevent further rape of the people.

For Žižek, truth is ‘something violently imposed […] through a traumatic encoun-
ter’, sanity is a ‘violent synthetic imposition’, sex is the matrix of the violent act 
and, ergo, ‘protest against […] violently imposed sex, is thus ultimately the protest 
against sex as such’ (Žižek, The Ticklish Subject, pp. 212, 50, 285). Indeed. The violent 
imposition of sex is a theme in Žižek’s writing and one, as we have seen, that he con-
siders analogous to everyday political struggle. Crucially, however, Žižek asks us 
to accept that sex is ultimately rape by a phallus. Politics is analogous to such rape 
and the only solution for us is to employ like violence, i.e. castration, whether liter-
ally or symbolically, to overcome this oppression. The wife must stand by, violated 
and incredulous, whilst her husband and the forces that be engage in in struggle 
for (sexual) authority. Who is it that gets to rape the people first? Indeed, the highly 
gendered roles of Žižek’s sexual politics betray a preoccupation with reactionary 
Heraclitean notions of strife between ‘opposites’ as ‘justice’ itself (see Russell’s 
History of Western Philosophy from p. 59).That Žižek has been described as the ‘most 
dangerous philosopher in the West’ (New Republic) falls not without irony here. 

The author’s preoccupation with violence perpetuated by ‘the oppressor male’, of 
both Right and Left, is by no means confined to First as Tragedy. Indeed, such vio-
lence would seem to be a central tenet of Žižek’s philosophy. In his exposition on 
the inherent hostility of Capital, Violence, he suggests that ‘the appropriate form of 
action against violence today’ could ‘simply be to contemplate, to think’. Yet this 
is no pacifist treatise. Reminding us that ‘sometimes, doing nothing is the most 
violent thing to do’, Žižek advocates ‘standing back’ from the customary ‘pseudo-
activity’ of the Left that only irritates and, ultimately, shores up Capital, i.e. soils 
the balls of the rapist. We should, effectively, watch the ‘rape’ of the people in or-
der to be ‘forcefully’ confronted ‘with the vacuity of today’s democracies’ (p. 183): 
a violent act indeed. Yet let us not forget that, whether as a bystander of the pos-
ited rape or as a vengeful castrator, the Left is a movement centred on the fool in 
Žižek’s writing. Whilst we might acknowledge the importance of violence for the 
instigation of political change, are we to accept that the only violence that can be 
emancipatory is one ultimately centred on the activity of the male and the phallus? 
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It would appear that Žižek, in First as Tragedy, arguably his most accessible and 
directed political work to date, is attempting to be (more) popular. This is un-
doubtedly a worthy aim, along with his refusal to write a moderate, concession-
ary philosophy for the Left. However, by enshrining the sensationalist imagery of 
impotence and castration of the ‘explicit symbolic tradition’ in his political argu-
ments, Žižek only further conpounds the dilemma of the floundering Left. We 
can see further evidence of his gender politics in the introduction to Violence, 
which concludes with a joke about Lenin. When asked if he would prefer a wife 
or a mistress, Lenin replies he would like both. He can thus avoid both by ex-
cusing himself as being with the other and get on with the pursuit of contem-
plation and thought. Ha, ha, ha. Avoid the ‘female’ and pursue learning, like 
Lenin (learning and contemplation obviously being provisions of the male). 

Žižek rightly highly advocates that the Left think long and hard away from the 
picket line, but he does so at the expense of his wider following. Is it not time 
that violence and learning be considered the potential emancipatory tools of all?

Such a problematic gender politics has not escaped the critique of the radical phi-
losopher and gender theorist, Beatriz Preciado. Warning against populism in the 
Left’s intellectual engagement, Žižek, for Preciado, ‘continues to think, like a good 
Leninist, that the sexual revolution is secondary [… S]exual difference for Žižek is 
not debateable, but is a foundation of the unconscious and is thus a transhistorical 
and transcultural a priori’ [1]. 

For Žižek, to locate sexual difference at the heart of political philosophy would 
seem to pander to ‘today’s proliferation of postmodern ‘identity politics’’, an 
‘incessant diversification’ which is a symptom of Capital itself (Ticklish Sub-
ject, pp. 208-09). Yet for Preciado, ‘Žižek seems not to have understood that 
the queer movement is post-identitarian, that is to say, that its objective is not 
solely the recognition and equality with the regime of the market of sexual mi-
norities, but rather the dismantling of the mechanisms regarding gender and 
sexuality that regulate neo-liberal capitalism’ [2]. Such mechanisms that ‘regu-
late neo-liberal capitalism’ have been summarised most succinctly by Mar-
yse Choisy and Lacan, as ‘phallocracy and plutocracy’ (see Beyond Philosophy, 
p. 24), ‘hand-in-hand’ phenomena not unfamiliar to the British Left or Right. 

Yet how can we work to build a resilient, unified and committed Left within and 
beyond these phallocratic and plutocratic confines? And how do we resolve the 
dilemma of the unavoidable presence of violence in human (political) interaction? 

Whilst the ‘transhistorical and transcultural a priori’ violence of the primeval hu-
man we all embody would seem inescapable, the question is not of the centrality 
of the ‘traumatic encounter’ at the heart of human experience and of politics but of 



the terms in which we frame such trauma. Žižek is right that we need to channel 
our instinct and impulses towards more socially productive (in)action for the Left, 
but the degree to which that action must be sexually violent in accord with Žižek’s 
terms is highly questionable. We need not sacrifice goals of solidarity and respect 
between each other in our differences for a strong, effective movement. In fact, such 
a sacrifice only weakens the Left’s membership. To harness the real power of the 
Left, we must act with respect and solidarity for the ‘wife’ of Žižek’s analogy, sym-
bolic of the unheard voice, untapped physical and intellectual agency, and ‘vulner-
able living corporeality’ of us all (Beyond Philosophy, p. 12). We must also thus bear 
in mind the profound constraints placed on our potential by traditional definitions 
of gender, definitions which continue to posit the other as the locus of weakness.

For the philosopher Enrique Dussel, the Cartesian subject (as enshrined in Žižek’s 
Ticklish Subject) is at the root of problems in political philosophy: ‘the everyday ‘I con-
quer’, the ontological ego cogito, comes from the oppressor male, who […] denies 
his mother, his lover, and his daughter’ (Beyond Philosophy p. 24). This oppressor 
male subject is symbolic of that which has ‘ruled all of Western philosophy’ since 
the Classical age (p. 5): dialectics or, the war of self with other. For Dussel, the way 
forward is to resist this exclusion and war and to ‘think, hear, see, feel, and taste the 
world from the standpoint of the other’ (p. 6). For Preciado, in this era of gendered 
warfare, ‘gender itself, […] the rules of masculinity and femininity, such as we 
know them, produce violence’ (), and we, the wife, must be trained to assert our-
selves both physically and intellectually to withstand and overcome the oppressor. 

Like Simone de Beauvoir before her, Preciado is concerned with the socialization of 
women and girls and their lack of training in assertion and attack. Only defence is sanc-
tioned for the second sex. Both writers advocate a philosophy akin to the inspiring slo-
gan of Oliver Stone’s recent documentary on the emergent Left of the Americas, South 
of the Border, belonging to Hugo Chávez: ‘This is a revolution, peaceful, but armed’. 

I began this piece by asserting that it is not Žižek’s lack of framework for action 
that is most disappointing in First as Tragedy. Unlike Kennedy, I suggest that the 
endeavour of writing such a framework is not a fruitless effort in itself, despite its 
potential unpalatability to the current electorate. However, such a framework is 
indeed doomed to futility if it continues to endorse the reactionary sexual politics 
of phallocracy and plutocracy, one which consistently appeases the disregarding 
of the disenfranchised and upholds the phallus as its primary totem. Žižek as-
serts the necessity of ‘taking sides’, of asserting one’s position politically, ‘of ‘Us’ 
versus ‘Them’’ (Ticklish Subject, p. 210). The need to build a forceful and creditable 
Left in opposition to the powers that be is great. Yet, as in the case of the central-
ity of violence in human interaction, I argue that the degree to which divisions 
must be upheld is one that depends on appropriatly addressing such divisions, 
one that must refrain from inciting exclusion and oppression as far as possible. 
To seek an adequate framework for the direction of the Left we can look, not to 
Žižek, but to Dussel’s Marxist ethics. Centred on the care and emancipation of 
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the ‘vulnerable living corporeality of the victim’ (Beyond Philosophy, p. 12), Dus-
sel offers a pragmatic, radical ethics which may be complemented by Žižek’s 
more thoroughly traditional pragmatism: we must accept ‘the struggle […] 
openly admitting that, precisely in so far as one claims to speak from a univer-
sal standpoint, one does not aim to please everybody’ (Ticklish Subject, p. 210). 
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[2] Precadio, ibid.: ‘Žižek parece no haber entendido que el movimiento queer es posti-
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[3] Precadio, ibid.: ‘el género mismo, […] las normas de masculinidad y femininidad, tal 
y como las conocemos, producen violencia’
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 review: ill Fares the land 
 By TONy JudT 

maTThew keNNedy

‘There is no alternative.’ Sadly, our generation seems to have taken Mrs. Thatch-
er at her word. And why wouldn’t we? We don’t know any better. We have nev-
er lived any alternative. It is this erroneous belief that accounts, in part, for the 
collective political inertia of today’s young people. Thankfully, in the past two 
weeks, there have been slivers of hope that suggest that we are finally waking 
up to the reality of our collective future. It is to this generation, ‘on both sides 
of the Atlantic’, that Judt addresses his book. Demoralized that, unlike in 1971 
when his best and brightest students wanted to be Marxists, his present stu-
dents all want to go on to business or law school he seeks, in Ill Fares the Land, 
to suggest that there is another way, but that we simply no longer recognize it. 

Broadly taken, Judt’s book is a manifesto, or apologia, for social democracy. By ini-
tially outlining the content of ‘our present discontents’ – supplementing the now 
familiar figures of Wilkinson and Pickett (authors of The Spirit Level) with OECD re-
ports – Judt re-emphasises the argument that more equal societies fare better by any 
number of given metrics. What the opening pages lack in originality they make up 
for in perspicuity. It is, however, in the central sections on ‘The World that we have 
Lost’ that Judt’s finesse as a historian of modern Europe comes to the fore. With 
unmatched lightness of touch and poise, Judt plots the development of European 
welfare-statism from 1914 onwards. John Maynard Keynes provides the recurring 
intellectual backdrop to this account to great effect, though Judt’s utilization of Key-
nes seems to jar slightly with his assertion in the introduction that ‘the reversion to 
Keynesian economics is but a tactical retreat.’ Perhaps the most incisive observa-
tion Judt makes regards the 1960s and the emergence of the New Left. Roughly 
sketched, Judt argues that the children of the post-war era, as the chief beneficiaries 
of the infant Welfare State, took for granted the social goods it provisions but found 
this security oppressive and stifling. Thus the New Left focused on private liberties 
rather than public opportunities. Individualism, in the form of creative self-expres-
sion, became the Left’s new shtick. This gave way in the 1980s to the neo-liberal 
consensus of Thatcher and Regan which in turn transformed, in Britain, into the 
New Labour project of Blair, Brown and Giddens. The implications of this argument 
remain unclear. If it took the total effects of the Second World War to inaugurate the 
Welfare State, is a disaster of similar proportions required in order to re-engage our 
collective commitment to its preservation or restoration? For many, even those who 
have suffered most, the on-going crisis of financial capital – like poverty – remains 
an abstraction. The implications of a crisis in the international bond market remain, 
for the majority, entirely un-real. Even those whose material circumstances will un-
doubtedly have suffered as a result of ‘the Crash’ are likely to remain insulated from 
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conditions prevalent after WWII, due, in part, to the vestiges of the Welfare State. 

The implicit assumption is that the present discontents are sufficient for renewed 
interest in the post-’45 project.  Sadly, events since ‘the Crash’ of autumn 2007 
seem to argue against this. In the UK, ‘the people’, ‘the squeezed middle’ have, 
by-and-large, swallowed the coalition’s barely sugared pill. The argument from 
economic necessity, disparaged by historians of the 20th century and economists 
alike, has been believed. The cuts have been essentially de-politicised. The ‘hard 
choices’ taken by the Government have been anything but political decisions, they 
have been ‘necessary’ decisions that anyone – that means you Ed – would have 
had to make. The success of the government in convincing the majority of people 
of this false truth is testament to the continuing hegemony of neo-liberal ideol-
ogy. As Žižek has so succinctly argued, the suggestion that we live in a post-ide-
ological world is the greatest evidence that we in fact inhabit a totally ideologi-
cal world. The argument from economic necessity is an exemplification of Marx’s 
theory of reification. The system of economic organization appears to be con-
structed independently of social action, of social relations.  It appears necessary 
to those who inhabit it. The epitome of this reificiation is the pseudo-personifi-
cation of ‘The Markets’. ‘How will The Markets react to the Irish bailout?’ is re-
ally asking: how will the people who operate the markets react to the Irish bail-
out? But to admit this would be to the detriment of those chief beneficiaries of The 
Market. Better to maintain the fiction of The Market as the irascible, fickle deity. 

Judt argues that a new language of politics is needed if the youth are to re-
gain the discursive space that is rightly theirs. Once they find a way of express-
ing the aims of the social democratic state in a language which makes sense to 
them, the necessary actions to bring about its reinvigoration will follow natu-
rally. Sadly, it would seem that the political universe, to borrow Marcuse’s 
phrase, has closed too comprehensively to allow this new language of poli-
tics to emerge. There is no critical space, no way of accounting for divergent op-
tions within the current ideological hegemony; all dissent must be incorporated, 
neutralized. How to create this critical space, this distance, is the central prob-
lem facing our generation. Social democracy, however, is not the final answer.  

Tony Judt, Ill Fares the Land: A Treatise on Our Present Discontents (Allen-Lane 2010) RRP £20.00 
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 review: the lost literature oF socialism 
 By geOrge waTsON 

haNNah wiLkiNsON

Watson’s contention in the opening pages of the The Lost Literature of Socialism is ob-
vious upon consideration, but surprising nonetheless: that the body of ideas which 
make up socialism are more frequently paraphrased than they are discussed. Those 
socialists who reference Marxism are just as unlikely to have read Marx as are social-
ism’s fiercest critics. We are reminded of the Marxist academic Louis Althusser’s con-
fession in his autobiography that he had not read Das Kapital. The author sees in this 
a willing ignorance on the part of the Left to reflect properly on and fully develop the 
various ideas which make up socialism, in favor of an unquestioning piety. Watson 
positions The Lost Literature of Socialism as the revealer of some uncomfortable truths 
which compromise this position. Watson admits that he ‘reveres texts’ and advocates 
reading socialist and anti-socialist literature rather than the second hand ideas which 
receive much more attention. But Lost Literature is also a critical work, approaching 
socialism from the perspective that the post-Soviet world is also a ‘post-Marxist’ one. 

The overarching argument of Lost Literature is that socialism is inherently so-
cially conservative and reactionary - an idea captured by Brecht’s comment that 
‘communism is not radical; capitalism is radical’. One of the less popular truths 
that stem from the sort of reflective reading that Watson advocates is that free-
dom and free markets destroy traditional patterns of life. In its opposition to this 
vein of thinking, socialism can be seen as looking back to a time before markets; 
the resemblance that rural collectivization shares with feudalism is not an aberra-
tion, but is consistent with this. He finds further evidence in the fact that numer-
ous politicians and writers of the Left have been inspired by books full of nos-
talgia for a rural idyllic past – Ramsay McDonald was inspired by Walter Scott’s 
Waverly Novels. This is, he argues, indicative of the conservatism of the Left.

The author contrasts socialist ideas with liberalism to draw out this conservatism 
further. Gladstonian liberalism was, we are told, opposed to equality, while JS Mill 
went so far as to label it despotic. Tocqueville, despite his warnings that individual 
liberty may prove burdensome, thought the burden of freedom was a price worth 
paying; it can be argued that Marx did not. Watson draws on an unpublished critique 
of socialism which Mill left unpublished on his death to draw out some of the con-
flicts between liberalism and socialism. The most striking points to be drawn from 
Mill’s draft are his dismissal of the labour theory of value; his arguing instead that 
investment is a comparable form of social service; and the sympathy he attempts to 
induce for capitalists, who are alleged to suffer the effects of competition as much 
as workers do.  What Watson does not comment on is the weakness of Mill’s argu-
ment in favor of private property: that, by abolishing slavery and landed property, 
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capitalism proves that it can limit the powers of the rich. Though he is keen to high-
light socialism’s debt to conservatism, he ignores this stark example of the reverse.

The criticisms of socialism made by Alfred Sudre in his 1848 history of communism, 
never translated into English, and by Frederic Ozanan, are useful in drawing out 
the roots of communal utopianism in ancient India and China, thus supporting 
Watson’s argument that communism is not radical, but is subject to the conceptual 
limitations above. 

What is appealing about a book on ‘lost’ literature is the broad range of less-
er known sources it draws on; these are just two of the texts that make Watson’s 
book a valuable starting point for further reading. At times this bibliographi-
cal value is somewhat stronger than the arguments which link these sources. It is 
somewhat strange that Watson’s text itself draws more on literature that doesn’t 
claim to be socialist than on writings that do; that a socialist was inspired by a 
conservative text does not necessarily convince that the two are intertwined. 
This is a weakness throughout Watson’s argument: the rigorous promise that lit-
erature itself will be adhered to is often abandoned in favor of analysis of unof-
ficial, off-the-record comments. Nevertheless, the argument for social conserva-
tism is supported by a reading of Engels’ The Condition of the Working Classes in 
England, which criticizes industrialization for forcing women to go out to work.

Watson takes his argument a step further in arguing that genocide is an inher-
ent part of such a socially conservative ideology. This implausible argument is 
made even less convincing because he diverges from his systematic inquisition 
of the literature.  Shaw’s comments in a letter that: ‘a socialist state was right to 
kill anyone not useful to it’, and Hitler’s private statement that ‘the whole of na-
tional socialism was based on Marx’ seem weak evidence for the essential evil of 
socialism. Regardless of this, some interesting points are raised in this section of 
the text: Was Hitler’s dismissal of Marxism motivated primarily by the fact that 
‘the proletariat have no fatherland?’ Orwell, we are told, believed that Nazi Ger-
many would provide proof that centrally planned economies worked. While this 
is insightful and interesting, it adds little gravity to Watson’s argument, for Or-
well does not represent socialism, and in any case did not set this point out as 
part of a formal argument. He uses excerpts when it fits with his argument, and 
informal discussion even when the evidence to back it up is simply not there. 
Moreover, an important question is raised that the Left as well as those who op-
pose socialism must deal with if we are to resist dogmatism: what aspects of what 
Marx, or indeed Orwell, thought and wrote actually constitute socialism, and 
what idiosyncrasies are of greater relevance to understanding specific socialists?

There is a whole chapter of the book centered on Orwell’s ‘existential literature,’ 
in which some of the most insightful analyses of Lost Literature are made, although 
(or perhaps because) the literary and biographical implications are more signifi-
cant than the political ones, and evidence in support of the conservatism thesis is 
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employed very indirectly. We learn that Orwell was ‘not a natural wirter’ but it 
is implied that he was a natural socialist, with evidence drawn from The Road to 
Wigan Pier, where the author professes a desire to ‘get right down among the op-
pressed’. It is a shame that Orwell’s texts are not more thoroughly analysed, and 
that some implausible leaps of reasoning are made on the basis of sections that 
are. In his discussion of The Road to Wigan Pier, Watson concludes, on the basis 
of the lack of overt socialism found by Orwell in working class households, that 
‘working class solidarity is an intellectual myth.’ The main contribution of Watson’s 
treatment of Orwell to his argument concerns the idea that ‘we can be heroic if 
we choose’ can explain the appeal of socialism to a specific group of individuals, 
namely the generation of young men who missed the opportunity to fight in the 
First World War and required an opportunity to prove themselves in its aftermath. 
It is exemplified by the genuine danger the author of Homage to Catalonia put him-
self through, and by the 1934 poem by Cecil Day Lewis that asks ‘why, seeing a 
communist, do we feel so small?’ These sources do not necessarily take the reader 
closer to a genuine appreciation of Marxist words themselves, but, when the ap-
peal of communism is likened to an idea of what is ‘Dolce et Decorum’, Watson’s 
argument that aspects of socialist thought are socially conservative is believable. 

However, there is an element of conflation of different sorts of conservatism through-
out Watson’s text, in order to justify the thesis that socialism is not modern. Watson’s 
critique links ideas which do not stand up to examination as formally coherent. A 
social and almost aesthetic nostalgia must be treated as a separate component of so-
cialist belief. At the same time it seems that Watson is trying to undermine socialism 
by taking away socialist ideas, arguing that if we agree with them then we ought to 
align ourselves intellectually with their ‘original’ manifestation in his broad class of 
conservative literature. That ‘one does not need to be a Marxist to be interested in 
property’ is irrefutable, and in pointing out that John Millar believed property defined 
power before Marx was born, Watson is not saying anything untrue. But he is guilty 
of reading too much into this sort of ideological reinforcement. The fact that Millar 
framed the issues at hand in terms of rank rather than social class does not render 
Marxism a less useful reinvention, but at times it seems like this is what Watson is 
suggesting. The fact that elements of socialist thought risk being decoupled in this 
way highlights a need implied by Lost Literature for new, overtly socialist discussion 
that explains the importance of ideas which suffer from their intuitive strength. If 
the ideas of socialism are everywhere, it is because they are strong, powerful and rel-
evant; not, as Watson argues, because they are misrepresented and misunderstood.
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