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Editorial

A new political culture, sparked into life by the winter of protest, is alive and well. Stu-
dents are still in occupation and those in Glasgow have been for over a month; People’s 
Assemblies are bringing together those with the will to change politics in Britain; groups 
across Europe are uniting to form a new pan-European movement, christened as the 
Knowledge Liberation Front; and there is a huge build-up to the day of strikes and ac-
tion on 26th March. With something to fight against, the left is beginning to unite. On the 
day this fourth issue goes to press a new space for anti-cuts activists has opened in Lon-
don, with a declaration: ‘We can never win in isolation, but everything is possible if we 
recognize our collective strength. Occupy everywhere. Link up. Find each other. Resist.’

Our last editorial, published in the eye of the storm of protests, called for the de-
velopment of ways to engage creatively with the new culture: “[w]e turn to knowl-
edge… with activism in mind, and bring a new language and ideology… giving 
us the tools to challenge the hegemony of the Right”. Yet it also highlighted that 
to simply react to the cuts is inadequate; that we need to build a united movement 
that has its own methods and ideologies; and that we need to move ‘from the reac-
tive to the creative’ (the title of the OLR’s contribution to the e-book Fight Back!).
The conundrum, then, is how the many activists and resistance groups 
can unite as an effective force without being purely reactionary. But it is 
also a question of how we as individual thinkers can develop the meth-
ods and ideas to challenge the right and pursue our own vision and ideology.

The hegemonic ideological foundations are grounded in ideas of rational choice and 
preferences, or else in economy-centred ends. As ever, many are calling for revo-
lution, looking to find new ways of political and social expression. The assump-
tion is that there is imagination and creativity, but that it lies outside of the sphere 
in which it can influence and enact change. The challenge is to ensure that the new 
culture encompasses both the political establishment and the forces for change, 
so that new ideas can be developed by those now engaged with the broad Left. 

The theories need not be developed by politicians; they can come from people 
who have a different role in political change, in social or cultural development. We 
start from the need to make ‘culture’ – or at least those women and men operating 
in the ‘cultured’ rather than the ‘political’ spheres  – more integrated into politi-
cal and social life. Yet Wilkinson (p.60) warns that we should be wary of the capac-
ity of ‘the arts’ to exert serious influence on the foundations or elements of political 
society (and that of one hundred artists’ manifestos, not one rivaled Marx’s contri-
bution to social and political understanding). But if the influence cannot be in the 
form of ‘pure art’, we might try incorporating an element of realism: there is a fine 
balance between developing political ideas which are radical - typically revolution-
ary - and which are useful. This balance might lead us to the conclusion that “[the] 
task is not revolution per se, but construction of a social theory” (Cutterham, p.58)



The worry is that even if people can offer new sociological theses drawn from imagination, 
literature or philosophy, they will not be able to infuse the political world with them. There 
is no political or social use to if we have not wrought out a system to justify its application 
in social theory and politics. In the absence of such a system, a likely consequence will be 
that those with the potential to apply different ‘ways of thinking’ to social and econom-
ic life will not attempt it, and there will be a resultant disengagement with politics itself.

The individual needs to be convinced that her work is potentially effective. As well as a 
conviction that the work will have an impact, the theorist also requires an internal con-
viction that she has the right sort of ideas, and that if only she works them out, then great 
change will happen. This change will happen through influencing those involved in the 
structures themselves, or, more likely, through inspiring a new movement into change. 
This is the core of the radical earnestness reviewed by Cutterham (p.58): we develop ‘an 
earnest faith that we can change how people think, and that this will change how they act’.

Of course, there is an underlying premise throughout this story: that there are some 
people who, if these conditions hold, are able to be creative in the way we are seeking. 
We cannot blame the circumstances when really the culprit is us: purely the fact that 
we do not go to the library, think, meet and write. It is useless to continually blame 
the unfavourable conditions as an excuse for the inability to come up with any ideas.

On the other hand, we need to be wary of mounting a simulacrum – an unsatisfactory 
representation of what needs to be done. This is important, for instance, for those stu-
dents who are engrossed in the work of ‘Continental’ theorists - there is a risk that all 
we are doing is crafting a role for ourselves, never channeling it towards the wheels 
of the mill, making us nothing more than water for the fountains in the garden spout-
ing our ideas outside while the wheels keep turning within. More depressingly, one 
cannot help worrying that even if we come up with a new system of social theory, it 
amounts to no more than writing thoughts which will be read by the people on ‘our 
side’. The ‘system’ has a place for such theorising, but it is far from the life of real 
politics, rightly bemoaned by McGhee (p.43) for its dullness and lack of inspiration. 

So can we formulate ways in which we can effect change? One way is through re-
view: “Developing both self-awareness and an understanding of the past, through 
literature, history, and criticism, is viewed as essential to developing and enact-
ing visions of the future”, writes Cutterham. Philosophy and history give us in-
sights into past thinking as well as past action, allowing us to understand the 
forms of social theory and political activity that have a chance of success; and this 
‘reality hunger’, analysed by Kennedy (p.63), allows us to find ways of engag-
ing with the political, something highlighted in three of this issue’s reviews.

Cutterham highlights the blend of literature, culture and politics which is central to this is-
sue; Wilkinson addresses directly the relationship between art and politics; and Kennedy 
brings us directly up to date by describing a form of writing “capable of representing the 
world in a way commensurate with people’s lived experience of globalised capitalism”.

Through examining different forms of writing, each of these reviews itself inspires 
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thought and further reading, and highlights the value of the Review form. In light of 
this, it is appropriate to highlight the OLR’s new endeavor – to publish mini-reviews, 
of 300-600 words, on our website, in an effort to keep up with the state of left literature 
and to encourage new interpretations of the current order (see website for details).

Yet, coming back to the risk of too great a focus on conditions, we cannot ignore the fact 
that even a perfect study of history and form is not enough. Another trio of articles dem-
onstrates that good writers and characters ultimately respond to their own societies, and 
play a role in them defined or limited by their background. First, Julio Erchart and Marco 
Manresa, “two of Latin America’s most striking artists/activists” are shown through Cur-
tis’ interview (p.17) to be products of their respective backgrounds. Erchart – who’s politi-
cal photography appears on page 19 - refers to the context of the demonstrations in 1973, 
while Manresa’s entry into the world of protest music shaped his future political career.
Bjorge reviews a different kind of activist (p.65) a gender-studies theorist who 
has “risen to the pinnacles of the French academe” and who’s work is defined by 
his being both a homosexual and a working-class background. And, finally, Alas-
dair Gray, a writer and artist who, Gallagher argues (p.52), is a child of an old 
kind of socialist state, and who’s work has become a civic institution in Glasgow.

The creative or intellectual thought or artistic expression of these various men results in 
real social change by affecting thought and subsequently action; each is an original charac-
ter who, through their own style, has changed society to a greater or lesser degree. Yet each 
also was defined by his political background, which encouraged political engagement.
From this, perhaps we can contend two things: that some artists and writers might 
have stayed out of ‘politics’ in other conditions might now, because of the cuts, be 
motivated to act in social terms. They might do this through “literature as a means of 
reflection of the self and society” (Cutterham), or through a “cerebral art [that] is radi-
cal in its own right” (Wilkinson), or through a composition whose purpose is to “show 
social truth” (Shires, p.22). Yet they need to link to a new critical space, and, from there, 
to enter politics. The form of expression is essential; and how it communicates with 
an audience. (These issues will be discussed at our launch event with Guardian con-
tributor Harper and NS editor Trilling, and a summary will be put on our website.)

To some extent this is what Ian McEwan did last week when he used his acceptance 
speech for an Israeli literary award to challenge the authorities of Israel, or what 
Phillip Pullman did when he made his highfalutin speech about libraries – which 
went down extremely well in the grand setting of Oxford Town Hall, yet which was 
a paradigm of English individualist theory. With regards to both of these, my criti-
cism remains that these were not really ideological creativity of the sort we need.

So what is the connection to the new political culture? Returning to the movement 
as a whole, and to the potential for social change, we have to start with what the 
disparate groups have in common: opposition. ‘The Coalition of Resistance’, ‘Save 
our Services’, the ‘National Campaign Against Fees and Cuts’, and even the SWP 
splinter-group ‘Counterfire’ are all clearly reactionary. As the editor of Fight Back!, 
Dan Hancox, argued last week, David Cameron is uniting Britain - against him. 
One cannot underplay the significance of citizens entering into politics after years 
of ‘disengagement’. The risk is that all this mass coalition will do is react and resist.
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Much of this resistance has come from the realms of arts and culture which, due to the 
state’s non-interference and the funding bodies’ relative affluence, had until recently 
displayed very little political activity. One of the aims of a ‘liberal democracy’ is to dis-
place culture from politics; if some artists want to paint, then so be it; and they can even 
have some money for their paint, but otherwise they have nothing to do with politics. 
Yet when the economy is shrinking and the Right’s priorities decimate arts spending, 
there is a very pragmatic reason to protest; ‘art for its own sake’ is nothing but a slogan 
if there are no materials to draw with. Julio Echart explains in his interview with Curtis 
that in response: “[t]here is a need for grassroots art and media activists to push a new 
agenda to fight back against the onslaught to the arts by the coalition government”.

We also see writers and public figures reacting to the government’s intrusion onto 
their territory of ‘culture’ or ‘intellectual life’: interference with schools, libraries and 
universities have all provoked high-profile resistance. Arguments may extend to con-
cern for the next generation, and may even challenge the ideology that places eco-
nomic gain above all else, but resisters tend not to have a positive ideology to ex-
press; only defence, resistance, reaction. Because of the displacement of culture from 
politics intellectuals and thinkers have directed their creativity elsewhere and have 
developed neither ideologies nor collective institutions with which to unite and act.

Because of the dispariteness of the various groups, the need for unification is increas-
ingly evident. We need platforms for the expression of ideologies, and for there to 
be renewed debate and discourse, in the knowledge that we have a common enemy. 
From such a discourse might emerge new ideas and structures such as we have il-
lustrated above. This is why coalition - unity of the Left - is so important. Principled 
resistance is good; resistance motivated by self-interest and individualism is risky.

Yet even if these groups are non-ideological in spirit, their main aims have their origins 
in left-wing thinking, and amidst the reactions to the cuts we have to ensure that the Left 
keeps asserting its identity; and we can build a coalition grounded on this ideological basis .

This raises the next conundrum – what do we mean these days by being on the ‘Left’. 
We could attempt numerous definitions, but in reality the concept is amorphous. It 
can be described as an instinct or inclination. It may even be described as kind of secu-
lar faith; one hears people claim that they are ‘right-wing in their heads but left-wing 
in their hearts.’ This assertion of an indefinable ‘left’ invites criticism: if we are un-
sure whether we are revolutionaries or social democrats, we might as well call our-
selves ‘truth-seekers’ and this journal might as well be called the ‘Oxford Lost Review’.

One of the lessons from the protest storm was that groups could achieve consensus, 
and learnt to develop their own views through mutual exchange; people identified 
with each other, and found, like the poor Muslim and the cosmopolitan lawyer in 
Egypt, that they had more to unite them than to divide them. And the breadth of poli-
tics contained in four issues of this journal – with contributions from liberals, anar-
chists, Labourites and revolutionaries all self-defining as ‘left’ – demonstrates that the 
term eludes definition, and yet has a strong identity. So even if it lacks a clear modern 
expression, and is weak in the face of the increasing dominance of right-wing ideol-
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ogy, it is still with us; and, alongside ‘opposition’, it is something that most resistance 
groups have in common. This commonality may mean the lack of a clear definition will 
turn out to be a virtue; we can work together to try and find the expression that fits.

So this new political culture is made up of large numbers of activists and groups with at 
least two things in common: opposition to the government’s ideology, and identity with 
the ‘left’. Yet even these are not enough to generate effective action or new ideas: the faith 
of the left can be channeled entirely into resistance without being developed at all. Our 
vessels flying the flags of ‘resistance’ and of ‘the left’ do not determine their direction.
We can understand each of the communities (or sub-cultures) in our ‘new politi-
cal culture’ as requiring a voice not just as individuals, but also as groups or iden-
tities. Hill (p.7) explains how the different cultures need to express themselves qua 
cultures; that a writer can speak as a representative of Muslim culture, and that this 
sort of collective identity is necessary in building a collective resistance. Or, as Man-
resa explains (p.20), “each individual has at his disposal the necessary mechanisms 
to express his feelings and experience, a culture that also identifies us as a people”. 
Such linkage of various struggles, challenging the status quo from various quar-
ters, and uniting different groups with a common aim or a goal is essential for a 
united movement. We have witnessed this in the student movement such as the 
Oxford Education Campaign, which brought academics, OUSU hacks, anarchists 
and socialists together; and on a large scale in the Revolutions in the Arab world.

Such unity is the most effective way for us to understand our aims, and to contribute 
to “the opening-up of that ridiculously narrow ‘mainstream’, the value-free, ersatz, 
neutralised idea of society on which we have allowed our politics, our ‘culture’, to be 
built” (Hill). Sussman (p.35) and Andelic (p.30) both demonstrate the frustrations and 
suffocations of a tight political spectrum that is defined in terms of the dull, monoto-
nous bi-partisan system. Such a system may attract the occasional maverik, as with 
Boris Johnson (see MgGhee.) and ‘Comrade Bernie’ (Andelic). But it will not enable the 
political system to be opened up to different thinkers, groups and individuals, and to 
be receptive to new social theory.This needs to happen outwith the traditional sphere.
We are in the midst of a repoliticisation, where there is room for literature, art and 
music. “With your music, imaging or poetry, you cultivate a spirit of engagement and 
awareness of our social and political environment” argues Julio Etchart. This repoliti-
cisation is connected across Europe – in the journal of Edufactory, the collective of Eu-
ropean students, a passage reads: “In fact, after the long-lasting history of neo-liberal 
reforms, the deepest point of de-politicisation may have been reached, and the world-
wide education protests could mark the turning point for a re-politicisation to follow”.

So people are being educated outside of the usual channels; engaging with different 
groups; communicating using diffenent means of technology; working in the interna-
tional Left; and engaging in interdisciplinary pursuits: these forms of repoliticisation 
should use different ways of thinking and means of expression, and it should move 
across the whole of society. It should raise consciousness, and challenge the founda-
tions – from the advice of the Hedonists (Lehmann, p.40) to social media (Jeans p.49).
Which brings us back to our aim, at this university; to review and understand where 
the left is; to open up opportunities, and then to engage with them; to raise aware-
ness of the new political culture and to work to develop left ideas. In radical ear-
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nestness, the OLR seeks to be a part of this. But if we have learnt anything from the 
protests and the cuts, it is that to remain enclosed in our own sphere is not enough. 
So we end on the advice of Manresa: “my humble advice would be that you all join 
forces”. Each creator, each activist and left-winger, each member of the new polit-
ical culture should heed his word, for he has first-hand experience of a revolution; 
first hand experience of that “determining factor in the consolidation and strength-
ening of the Leftist section: the unification of all the forces of the Left into one”. 

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
Associate Editors:  Peter Hill
    Matthew Kennedy
    Tom Cutterham
    Florence Curtis
    Hannah Wilkinson  
    Pablo Zendejas
    Ben Waltmann

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



 isLamOphObia and muLTicuLTuraLism
Peter Hill

On 20th January, Baroness Warsi highlighted the way in which Islamophobia has 
become socially acceptable in Britain; a fortnight later, on 5th February, the Eng-
lish Defence League held a rally, and Unite Against Fascism held a counter-rally, 
in Luton. And David Cameron – accidentally, no doubt – chose this same day to 
make a speech on the ‘failure of multiculturalism’, criticising British Muslim or-
ganisations for being too tolerant of terrorism and calling for a more ‘muscular 
liberalism’.  Over the same period, we have seen various commentators on the 
extraordinary revolutionary uprisings in Egypt, Tunisia, and other parts of the 
Arab world debating the ‘threat’ that ‘Islamist’ organisations, such as the Mus-
lim Brothers, pose to ‘the West’. These events make it a particularly crucial time 
for the Left to think coherently about Islamophobia, Islam, and multiculturalism.

‘Comprehension thrust upon them’

The ideas of a ‘muscular liberalism’ and of a ‘core’ of British values are not new. 
They were very much in the air at the time of the Rushdie affair, when British Is-
lamophobia first rose to prominence. In 1989, British Muslims outraged at Rush-
die’s The Satanic Verses and its descriptions of the Prophet Muhammad, burnt 
the book in Bradford, and lobbied the government to ban it. In Iran, Ayatollah 
Khomeini issued his notorious fatwa calling for Rushdie’s death; the writer was 
forced to go into hiding under British police protection. A wide spectrum of ‘lib-
eral’ opinion, from Tory government ministers to Labourites, was outraged in its 
turn: statements were issued on what it meant to ‘be British’; comments were made 
about the ‘fundamentalism’ of British Muslims, and about the need for ‘them’ to 
accept ‘our’ values. One of the few positive things to come out of these events was 
a pair of incisive, unsettling essays by the anthropologist Talal Asad.  The first of 
these (‘Multiculturalism and British Identity in the Wake of the Rushdie Affair’) 
discusses the Affair as demonstrating, not British Muslims’ inability to integrate 
into British society, but a crisis in British identity itself: an identity largely defined 
by ‘the English ruling class’. The second (‘Ethnography, Literature, and Politics: 
Some Readings and Uses of Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses’) is chiefly inter-
esting for bringing together various reactions to the book and the crisis it provoked.

I will refer to both in more detail later: for now I wish only to note that the crisis Asad 
percieved in British identity, as based on a certain kind of Englishness, has continued 
unresolved since 1989 – and the specific problem that provoked it then, that of Islam 
(and more specifically a political or radical Islam) has lost none of its power to bring 
what is essentially the same crisis back to life. Abortive attempts to define what ‘be-
ing British’ is all about have continued.  9/11, the 7/7 bombings, the Danish cartoon 
incident, and now the concatenation of Warsi’s speech, the EDL rally and Cameron’s 
speech, all brought out the same comments about Islamic ‘fundamentalism’, the 
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‘need to integrate’, etc. In that respect, little has changed since 1989. It can be plausi-
bly (though not accurately) argued that the Rushdie affair and the reactions to 9/11 
and 7/7 were simple reactions to Muslims’ political initiatives, the Danish cartoon 
of the Prophet Muhammad was deliberately designed (by right-wing Danes) to pro-
voke another Rushdie affair. One begins to question why Warsi’s and Cameron’s 
speeches were made, and what was their intention. Is it that Islamophobes – or the 
right – are increasingly taking the initiative in provoking such crises of identity?

The far right have a reason to do so, having seen the good such crises can do to their 
cause. As in 1989, they see a whole spectrum of liberal opinion coming out in basic 
agreement with them. The elements of this consensus are remarkably similar to 
those of 1989. Hugo Young wrote in the Guardian then: “one claim for which they 
can be allotted no scintilla of sympathy is the claim some Muslim leaders now make 
to destroy British freedoms, or escape the restraints of English and Scottish law. The 
law protects all of us, including them. They do not seem to understand that, nor yet 
had comprehension thrust upon them.”  This basic agreement that Muslims need to 
have this comprehension thrust upon them is a point in common between the EDL, 
David Cameron, ‘liberals’ like Christopher Hitchens, and even left-wingers like 
Polly Toynbee. There are many ways of thrusting comprehension on a community. 
Burning a mosque is one; giving a speech or writing a Guardian article is another.

The reasoning behind this Islamophobic consensus is, most basically, that there is 
an incompatibility between Muslim and British identity and culture. David Cam-
eron said that he wanted people to be able to say: “I am a Muslim, I am a Hindu, 
I am a Christian, but I am a Londoner... too” . One can fairly say that for Cam-
eron and other ‘muscular liberals’ there will always be a but in that sentence: one 
cannot say: ‘I am a Muslim/Hindu/Christian, and what is more, a Londoner.’ 

There is an implied contradiction between a religious identity, and the identity of a sec-
ular regional citizen (such as Londoner or Briton). Moreover, this secular identity will, 
in some senses, have to override the religious one. The idea that there need be no con-
tradiction, that there may be even a positive symbiosis between two such identities, is 
not considered. There has to be that but – and one cannot help feeling that the but is de-
signed to apply less to Christians than to Hindus, and less to Hindus than to Muslims.

The other revealing aspect of Cameron’s statement is that it starts with ‘I’. As with 
John Patten’s statement ‘On Being British’ in 1989, the stress is on “the individual’s 
right to make a contribution or to hold distinct personal views”. As Asad comment-
ed then, “participation in ‘British life’ is open only to individuals”.  The standard 
liberal criticism of multiculturalism has always been in terms of the individual: mul-
ticulturalism recognises certain ‘groups’ or ‘communities’, but it ignores the rights 
and freedoms of individuals within these groups. Most characteristically: if ‘we’ 
(‘the community as a whole’) allow the Muslim community the freedom to do as it 
wishes, what becomes of the freedom of Muslim women as individuals?  This sup-
poses, of course, two things: firstly that the Muslim community, if free, will oppress 
women; secondly that standards of ‘freedom’ and ‘oppression’ for Muslim women 
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are to be determined by the liberal, secular mainstream. When these assumptions 
are acknowledged, it may still be a valid criticism. But when it becomes the justifi-
cation for a ‘muscular’ liberalism intent on breaking up communities and cultures 
in order that their individual members may join ‘Britishness’ or ‘the mainstream’, 
one begins to wonder whether it is solely a question of individuals and their rights. 
It may indeed be this: but is it not far more a question of defining the boundaries 
of ‘British culture’, of dictating who and what may be part of ‘our way of life’? 

Liberal multiculturalism

It is argued that we do not have a US-style ‘melting-pot’ in Britain. We have our own 
distinct doctrine of multiculturalism, of different cultures living side by side. It is often 
criticised as a vague and incoherent set of ideas, but it has been quite cogently put in 
the past: take what Asad describes as Roy Hattersley’s statement at the height of the 
Rushdie affair of the “liberal principle of multiculturalism”: “Every group within our 
society must obey the law. But support for that principle is not the same as insisting 
that ‘they’ must behave like ‘us.’ The doctrine of assimilation is arrogant and patron-
ising…. In a free society the Muslim community must be allowed to do what it likes 
to do as long as the choice it makes is not damaging to the community as a whole.” 

This statement treats communities as if they are equivalent to individuals. A phrase 
like “allowed to do what it likes” belongs squarely within what Raymond Williams, 
in 1958, referred to as “the bourgeois idea of society”: “that version of the social re-
lationship which we usually call individualism: that is to say, an idea of society as 
a neutral area within which each individual is free to pursue his own development 
and his own advantage as a natural right...”. It is odd for such an idea to be applied 
not to ‘individuals’ but to ‘communities’ or ‘cultures’, concepts Williams places in 
opposition to ‘the bourgeois idea of society’: “The development of the idea of cul-
ture has, throughout, been a criticism of what has been called the bourgeois idea of 
society. The contributors to its meaning… have been unable to think of society as a 
merely neutral area, or as an abstract regulating mechanism. The stress has fallen 
on the positive function of society, on the fact that the values of individual men 
are rooted in society, and on the need to think and feel in these common terms.” 

From this more communitarian perspective it is possible to see some of the dif-
ficulties with this liberal idea of multiculturalism (free competition of communi-
ties) as analogous to the difficulties of liberal individualism (free competition of 
individuals). The claim that individuals are able to compete freely ignores in-
equalities of power, wealth, status. The rich or educated are better equipped to 
compete than the poor or uneducated. The claim that communities are able to 
compete freely ignores similar problems: the white middle class has more money, 
more status, more access to political power, than the black or Muslim community. 

When one begins to think of the white middle class as a ‘community’, however, one 
comes up against a further problem with ‘liberal multiculturalism’. It is not simply 
that in practice, ‘groups’ and ‘communities’ are not equally free to do as they like. 
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Only certain kinds of people are thought of as forming ‘communities’ of this kind 
at all. One seldom hears about ‘the middle-class community’, ‘the atheist commu-
nity’, or even the ‘Christian community’; one hears of a ‘white community’ only 
occasionally, it is usually a ‘white working-class community’. Rather, one hears a lot 
about black, Muslim, and Asian communities. As Asad says, ‘the expressions “cul-
tural minorities” and “ethnic groups”’ are never applied to the English upper class, 
or the English, Scots, Welsh or Irish. And the legal category of ‘ethnic group’, as for-
mulated by Lord Fraser in 1983, could be applied to the Scots, the Welsh, the Protes-
tants and Catholics in Northern Ireland, or the British royal family – but it never is. 

Yet a person who (by virtue of being white, middle-class, and atheist, for instance) 
does not possess a particular ‘community’ or ‘culture’, is not seen as disadvan-
taged for it. Rather, she has the privilege of belonging directly to what Hattersley 
calls ‘the community as a whole’ – that is, ‘the majority’, the ‘mainstream’ culture. 
She does not have the difficulty of another identity (class, religion, or race) that 
she must set aside in order to belong; whereas a minority ‘community’ or ‘cul-
ture’ is expected to enter into quasi-diplomatic relations with the mainstream.

A major difficulty of ‘liberal multiculturalism’ – not mentioned by Cameron – is that 
it is established on this unequal basis. Such groups as the English, or the English 
middle class, can be seen as having really quite distinct (and minority) traditions, 
values and identities. David Cameron himself could be seen as belonging to a very 
distinct and numerically small group (the English upper class), with its own schools 
(Eton, Winchester, etc), its own accent (or even dialect), and so on. One could even 
describe some of this group’s activities as ‘damaging to the community as a whole’. 
But these things are rarely said, and few people call on that group to abandon its 
narrow traditions and integrate itself into ‘British society’. The ‘mainstream’, when 
seen in this way, is remarkably narrow: it does not contain Scottish, Irish, Welsh, 
black, Asian, white working-class, Muslim, Hindu, or (if we are to take Cameron 
at his word) even Christian identity. Rather, it is defined around an English, white, 
middle-class (usually extended to include upper-class), secular identity. Of course, 
it contains many individual Scots, blacks, Muslims, etc – or rather, it contains many 
individuals from Scottish, black and Muslim backgrounds. It does not include them 
as Scots, black, or Muslims – in recognition of their distinct, collective identity. 

As long as ‘multiculturalism’ and the ‘mainstream’ coexist, the shape of British so-
ciety will continue to reproduce that of the British Empire.  Either one is part of 
the ‘mainstream’ ruling group (which entails, for those of different ‘backgrounds’, 
the denial of one’s other, ‘community’ identity), or one is part of a ‘community’, 
ruled impartially but firmly by this mainstream, and having no direct access to 
it. The governing system does not directly exclude individuals from participa-
tion in power (as it did when only the propertied could vote, for instance); but it 
excludes certain identities, and their own kinds of ideology and discourse, with 
the result that many individuals can participate in only a very limited sense.
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‘Swarms of unemployed affections’

So ‘Britishness’ is trying to be at the same time a collective identity (that of the Eng-
lish middle class) and an ‘abstract regulating mechanism’ between other (minority) 
collective identities. This explains its schizophrenia: ‘mainstream’ public discourse 
is uneasily divided between the abstractly ‘politically correct’ and the aggressive 
assertion of Englishness. Is the solution to eliminate the Englishness, and retain 
the abstract mechanism? To regulate the various communities and their differences 
ever more impartially, ever more abstractly and mechanically? One difficulty is that 
the mechanism – the ‘bourgeois idea of society’ – is itself the characteristic prod-
uct of the English middle class. It cannot be separated from ‘middle-Englishness’. 

The word ‘culture’ itself, in ‘mainstream’ discourse, is now generally used in a val-
ue-free sense: it is a question of cultural preferences, of ‘what you (individually) 
like’, rather than as a collective identity – the idea of culture in Raymond Williams’ 
sense – which tends to remind people of traditions and of the way that ‘the values 
of individual men are rooted in society’. ‘Culture’ contains very little sense of mo-
rality or duty; and it involves less and less even of valuable aesthetic experiences.

Yet the ideas of ‘the positive function of society... the fact that the values of individ-
ual men are rooted in society... the need to think and feel in these common terms’ 
are still present in the United Kingdom today – not in mainstream public life and 
mainstream discourse, but in precisely those collective identities one finds clustered 
round its fringes: black, white working-class, Muslim or Welsh culture – wherever a 
sense of living community is retained. This persists also in some institutions of civil 
society (universities or youth clubs, for instance), and in ‘private life’: families can 
still offer a sense both of continuity (tradition) and of shared values. We might add, 
too, another sense of culture: ‘high culture’, the arts – which, though concerned es-
sentially with aesthetic pleasures, still holds a reference to ideas of moral duty, if 
only by a kind of residual Victorianism. There are resources still for ‘the idea of cul-
ture’, but the idea of ‘society as an abstract regulating mechanism’ holds the centre. 
One is reminded of the phrase of Erich Heller in 1962: ‘The workshops in which 
our truths are manufactured are surrounded by swarms of unemployed affections.’ 

This remarkably narrow ‘mainstream’ and its conception of ‘culture’ are 
linked to the current impoverishment of political life. Jon Cruddas and John 
Harris, in their pamphlet Fit for Purpose: A programme for Labour Party renew-
al,  draw a contrast between moribund party politics, with its ‘increasing-
ly drab vocabulary’, and thriving single-issue campaign groups, which ‘still 
speak the language of morals, values and an emotional kind of engagement.’ 

Cruddas’ essay in OLR 2  makes the claim that all positive sense of morality, of 
values, has been excluded from ‘mainstream’ politics. The essay offers, as an al-
ternative to the impoverished, value-free politics of today, the politics of Keir Har-
die’s visionary, emotional, religiously-inspired, and syncretic form of socialism. 
In the past decade, parts of the British Left have been pragmatically syncretic in 
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perhaps a similar spirit – working with Muslim organisations. The Respect Party, 
though small and marginal, is a good example of ‘unemployed affections’ coming 
together to seek employment – to the despair of mainstream liberals and Labour-
ites, who saw a number of their pet hates in one place: the maverick Glaswegian 
George Galloway, a cabal of screaming Trots from the SWP, and a still more danger-
ous bunch from the Muslim Council of Britain and Muslim Association of Britain. 

Such ‘flirtation’ of the Left with Islam is widely proclaimed to be opportunist, and 
dangerous in a way that Hardie’s syncretism, or later left-wing encounters with 
liberation theology or colonial nationalism (for instance) were not. But one does 
not expect such a syncretism to come up with a coherent ideology from the start: 
it is driven initially by pragmatism, by the coincidence of shared concerns. It de-
mands flexibility: getting sucked down by rigid doctrinal differences would be fa-
tal. The possibility of such an alliance is based less, perhaps, on the awareness of 
actually shared values, than on the absence of major ideological obstacles to work-
ing together (such as the ‘essential’ contradiction between ‘Western’ and ‘Islamic’ 
ideas). Take Galloway’s pronouncement in 2005, that “uniting Muslim and progres-
sive forces globally” is “vitally necessary and I think it is happening already. It is 
possible because the progressive movement around the world and the Muslims 
have the same enemies. Their enemies are the Zionist occupation, American occu-
pation, British occupation of poor countries, mainly Muslim countries. They have 
the same interest in opposing savage capitalist globalization which is intent upon 
homogenizing the entire world … So it’s necessary to unite these two great forces.”  

As ‘progressives’ and Muslims have common enemies, an alliance begins to 
take shape, from which one can hope to see a recognition of what is in shared, 
though differently articulated; a process of cross-fertilisation; and the grad-
ual emergence of what one might call a hybrid or syncretic culture. Britain, 
of course, is the wrong place to look for such a movement: we can expect to 
see far more in the post-revolutionary states of the Arab world, where the in-
teraction of liberal-democratic, socialist and ‘Islamist’ (political-Islamic) ide-
as is likely to be the central, rather than a marginal, feature of political life.

Reciprocal bases

Such a movement must be pragmatic at first, yet we do possess the intellectual 
resources to start thinking about it coherently, and to combat the accusation of 
mere ‘opportunism’ (in the sense of collaborating with people whose values are 
basically opposed to one’s own). The Left can think of forms of collective con-
sciousness as powerful and important ways of re-injecting a sense of values, and 
of a common life, into society and politics. In 1959, the anti-colonial revolution-
ary Frantz Fanon made a speech to the Congress of Black African Writers enti-
tled ‘Reciprocal Bases of National Culture and the Fight for Freedom’. He said: “It 
seems to me that the future of national culture and its riches are equally also part 
and parcel of the values which have ordained the struggle for freedom.” These 
are, I think, the universal humanist values of Marxist internationalism. He con-
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tinued: ‘And now it is time to denounce certain pharisees. National claims, it is 
here and there stated, are a phase that humanity has left behind... The conscious-
ness of self is not the closing of a door to communication. Philosophic thought 
teaches us, on the contrary, that it is its guarantee. National consciousness, which 
is not nationalism, is the only thing that will give us an international dimension.’ 

Fanon does not see a collective consciousness like ‘national culture’ in opposition to 
something wider like internationalism or ‘humanity’: in fact, we must go through 
one to get to the other. Nor do we need such a consciousness as opposed to the claims, 
the distinct identity, of the individual, as stressed by liberal (bourgeois) thinking. Ed-
ward Said, in ‘Reflections on Exile’, wrote of ‘achiev[ing] independence and detach-
ment by working through attachments, not by rejecting them.’  Once again, the bases 
of individual and social fulfilment are reciprocal: there may be tensions, contradic-
tions even, but there is no fundamental opposition between them. There is no need 
to call on people to renounce their existing attachments in order to form new ones.

Fanon and Said are talking about nations and national consciousness; it has been ar-
gued that religions cannot be treated in the same way. Religious difference is more 
intractable: there are ‘affections’ that deserve to be unemployed, at least politically. 
Let them too close to political power, and they will turn out to be ‘unreasonable’, 
‘fanatical’, ‘fundamentalist’. Particularly, of course, Muslim affections: for political 
Islam is seen by so many Westerners (Tony Blair, for instance), not merely as one 
threat to a reasonable, secular, liberal society, but as the ultimate threat to Western 
civilisation itself. Before we see it in such hysterical terms, however, we should ask: 
has the test actually been made? Is religious consciousness really so much more rig-
id than national consciousness? Revealed religions are admittedly based on certain 
texts, to which loyalty must be accorded, but so is, for example, the United States of 
America, with its Constitution and Bill of Rights. Change within such a tradition is 
possible if one argues from the basis of the founding texts, within the tradition. To as-
sume that two things – the West and Islam, or Tradition and Change – are fundamen-
tally irreconcilable from the start destroys the slightest possibility of uniting them. 
It is for this reason that both Fanon and Said stress the need to guard against ‘par-
ticularism’ or ‘nativism’: precisely the view that sees the differences between tra-
ditions, cultures, and civilisations as necessarily insuperable.  That stress is al-
ways needed, I think, or we are in danger of allowing people like Enoch Powell 
or Nick Griffin be seen as the authentic voices of white English consciousness – or 
bin Laden as that of Muslim consciousness. We must be wary of their kind of bad 
faith: the one that makes attacks on external enemies for internal consumption. 

It is not just ‘extremists’ who are guilty of this. Two years ago an article in The Liberal 
criticised ‘Islamism’ (meaning, apparently, a whole range of Muslim opinion from 
Erdogan’s party in Turkey to bin Laden) for lacking a sense of irony.  My point is not 
whether ‘Islamists’ have a sense of humour or not – it is rather: how many ‘Islam-
ists’, even in this vague sense, read The Liberal? One can see how publishing a simi-
lar article (though surely a more nuanced one) in Iran or Saudi Arabia, or any coun-
try where ‘Islamists’ are genuinely powerful, could be courageous and politically 
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subversive. But publishing it for an audience of Western secular liberals subverts 
nothing. It merely confirms the sense of superiority, of being the kind of ironical, hu-
morous, reasonable people who can be trusted to run the world. The same might be 
said, in all fairness, of attacks like President Ahmadinejad’s on ‘the West’ (used in a 
similarly sweeping sense) – aimed not really at Western citizens or Western govern-
ments, but at Iranians. Such remarks are not invitations to critical thought or produc-
tive debate, but designed to prevent us from addressing issues of cultural difference.

Hybridity and subversion

It is precisely this, in fact, that Rushdie was seen to be doing back in 1989: talk-
ing past the people he was criticising, to a Western liberal audience. And advo-
cates of hybridity, radical postcolonialists like Homi Bhabha and Paul Gilroy 
were, according to Asad, uneasily complicit. One of the most fascinating passag-
es of Asad’s essay ‘Multiculturalism and British Identity...’ offers an analysis of 
how, by subjecting the collective identity of British Muslims to ‘doubt, question-
ing, and even confusion’, they challenged the very existence of that separate col-
lective identity, that distinct tradition.  The way this was done was particularly 
palatable to Western, secular liberal ways of thinking: their audience enjoyed see-
ing other identities, other traditions, subverted; they enjoyed being told that peo-
ple of ‘other’ cultures, even down to the Prophet Muhammad, were reassuring-
ly ‘human’, in their kind of way.  They were less pleased when their own idea 
of Western culture, of secular identity, was subverted by the Muslim protests.

Rushdie’s problem is one of the ambivalent nature of subversion, insofar as it implies 
the undermining, destabilising, questioning of a culture or tradition. It can be seen 
as a positive thing: an attempt ‘to articulate emergent, hybrid forms of cultural iden-
tity’, as Bhabha puts it.  Asad’s own writing (avowedly polemical) can be seen as an 
attempt to question and subvert Western secular identity. But when one ‘subverts’ 
an embattled, endangered identity, especially in collusion with powerful outside 
forces, ‘subversion’ can also be seen as treason. Take the comment of a young Brad-
ford Muslim, Zaheera: ‘I do not want to see Salman die... I don’t even think that the 
book should be banned. But right from the beginning, I have felt that everyone was 
treating the Muslim protests as if it was completely crazy.... And what hurts so much 
is that one of our own, someone I really used to admire, someone who stood up on 
television and told the White British how racist they were, has let us down so badly.’ 

Celebration of such subversion, through ‘syncretic’ black British culture (Gilroy) 
or ‘hybrid cultural forms’ (Bhabha), risks ignoring the struggle of Asian Muslims 
to maintain their distinct tradition under threat from racism and Islamophobia, 
and letting the ‘racist White British’ off the hook. Such multicultural diversity, 
directed only one way, is easily incorporated into a ‘mainstream’ sense of ‘Brit-
ishness’: ‘Neither the invention of an expressive youth culture... as Gilroy seems 
to think, nor the making of hybrid cultural forms as Bhabha supposes holds any 
anxieties for defenders of the status quo.’  In his other essay Asad notes: ‘A sat-
ire [such as The Satanic Verses] is supposed to deal with prevailing vices, but the 
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“vices” must be recognised as such by those against whom it is directed. The satirist 
need not be a believer, but he must have a firm understanding of the moral struc-
ture of the people he is satirising. Otherwise the writing degenerates into a sneer.’ 

Islamophilia

In order to effectively defend communities under attack, then, we need to recog-
nise them as communities, with ‘distinct traditions’: as Asad says, even to ‘speak 
of cultural syncretism or hybrids presupposes the conceptual distinction between 
identifiable cultures’. This does not mean they cannot be criticised, or that criti-
cism has to be done by ‘believers’; but the right of such traditions to maintain 
themselves, as distinct, must be upheld, particularly when they are under attack 
from hostile outside forces. The Hindu Marxist Gautam Sen offered this reflection 
on the Rushdie affair: “When the crisis over The Satanic Verses first broke, my re-
flex response, like that of many black radicals and anti-racists, was one of anger. I 
found myself cursing the bigots and signing a newspaper advertisement in Rush-
die’s support.... But the events of the past months have drawn me inexorably closer 
to the protestors against The Satanic Verses. All sorts of racists are crawling out of 
the woodwork to clarify a more important prior division between white societies 
and blacks, transcending any disagreements within white society itself.... I was 
not born a Muslim, but I have to say that we blacks are all Muslims now.”  The 
clearest, most unambiguous line to take when ‘Islam’ comes under attack is ‘we 
are all Muslims now’: the necessity of taking it is perhaps most obvious to other 
targets such as those like Sen regarded as ‘blacks’ by racist society – but should 
be taken up by others also, especially on the Left. And this means defending ac-
tual Muslim communities from actual violence, like Unite Against Fascism in Lu-
ton, but also defending Muslim identity and consciousness in public discourse.

For past examples show that when a community is under attack, it is never sufficient 
to say simply, ‘blacks, gays, Jews, etc. are people too’. That is a defence of individuals, 
but not of the community: it is often a covert invitation to assimilate to ‘mainstream’ 
society (become ‘people’ in ‘our’ sense). Still more ambiguous is the holding-up of 
shining examples of individuals who have ‘made it’. Rather, we need to recognise the 
distinct, collective identity: celebrate, not simply what individual blacks, gays, or Jews 
have achieved, but what they have achieved as blacks, gays and Jews, in common. 
In contemporary Britain, Muslim identity and consciousness and the achievements 
of Muslim culture need to be properly recognised, not merely (or barely) tolerated.

And not just the easily assimilable aesthetic aspects, the ones ‘unthreatening to the 
status quo’: we must also – and this is harder to swallow for many Westerners 
– recognise, take seriously, start to come to terms with, the values expressed in 
this culture. This does not exempt such values from criticism, of course –it does 
not mean seeing all Muslims as the same, or defending opinions one finds repug-
nant. It is not a question of treating Muslims as “so sensitive and uncurious that 
their ideas must be ring-fenced from criticism”, as Johann Hari puts it  – though 
we must be on our guard against those who do not criticise, but only sneer. No 
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culture is an island. Just as individuals’ values necessarily relate to each other, if 
only by contradiction, so do the values of cultures and communities. But if it is 
the contradictions alone that are continually stressed, this leads very often to talk 
of ‘fundamental’ differences between the West and Islam, of insuperable Muslim 
bigotry and rigidity – to precisely the conception of cultures as islands, irrecon-
cilably divided and opposed. It need not be only a question of criticism, and of 
contradictions between different sets of values: there are ways of working through 
differences, if we do not assume they are basically irreconcilable. Muslim con-
sciousness, identity and culture are not necessarily or ‘fundamentally’ opposed 
to Western culture. And they can benefit all of us, by contributing to the opening-
up of that ridiculously narrow ‘mainstream’, the value-free, ersatz, neutralised 
idea of society on which we have allowed our politics, our ‘culture’, to be built.

Why, in the end, must admitting Muslim values and culture into our politics be seen 
as uniquely dangerous? In his essay on Keir Hardie, Cruddas calls for a return of the 
‘crusading’ spirit of Merthyr socialism – yet ‘crusade’, from a non-Christian and par-
ticularly a Muslim perspective, is a dangerous word, both in its original sense of re-
ligious war waged against non-Christians (principally Muslims), and in some of its 
current uses: the ‘crusade’ of the Iraq war, the ‘crusade’ of the BNP. The ‘liberal’ re-
sponse to such objections is to exclude it from political vocabulary on the grounds of 
secularity, or of political correctness (offending ‘Muslim sensibilities’). I am not con-
vinced: in its sense of ‘moral struggle’, ‘crusade’ has valuable resonances. But if we are 
to talk of crusades, why can we not talk of jihads? The term is comparable: feared by 
Westerners for its original sense of religious war against non-Muslims, and in some 
current uses (al-Qa‘ida’s ‘jihad’ against the West). But like ‘crusade’, it also has posi-
tive senses and resonances: take the comment of Salma Yaqoob (of Stop the War and 
the Respect Party): ‘my father is… fiercely proud of his faith and has a real love for Is-
lam. I said to him: “You brought us up talking about justice. People think jihad means 
holy war but it means struggle, and it is important to be a voice for the voiceless.” ’ 

That conception of ‘jihad’, in my view, would be a valuable addition to our po-
litical vocabulary, currently dominated by market jargon and devoid of almost 
any moral concepts at all. The Left does not need to subscribe to the ‘politi-
cal correctness’ of the liberal mainstream: it can talk of crusades with Cruddas 
– but it should also be able to talk of jihads with Yaqoob. That is the only way to 
a genuine and a common debate: one in which everyone asks questions, includ-
ing the difficult ones – but where nobody assumes they have all the answers.

Peter Hill studied French and Arabic at St John’s College and is now travelling in Oman. He 
is an Associate Editor of the Oxford Left Review.
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 GeTTinG Our messaGe acrOss: cuLTure
Florence Curtis

At the Latin America 2010 conference (London, 4th December), Florence Curtis had 
the opportunity to talk with two of Latin America’s most striking artists/activists. 
The photographer and World Press Photo winner Julio Etchart (Uruguay) and the 
musician and former Communist Youth worker Marco Manresa (Venezuela) here 
offer their thoughts on the relationship between culture and politics.

How did you become artists/ activists?

Julio Etchart: I started playing with my father’s camera when I was twelve and had 
darkroom instructions from a friend who had a studio from the age of fifteen. I have 
always stood against oppression, war, and inequality, by demonstrating (and by oc-
cupying my old university in Montevideo after the coup in 1973) and, later, through 
my documentary work. 

Marco Manresa: It all began at around the age of seven when my parents took me to 
an academy of music and I got interested in the violin. I belonged to the orchestral 
network of Venezuela. At around fourteen years old I stopped going to orchestra 
as it didn’t fulfil my expectations anymore and got interested in the guitar. Little 
by little I got to know musicians who were making music with a social content and 
with them I learnt to play the guitar. Unlike the violin, I learnt to play the guitar 
in the ‘school’ of the street where, to my mind, the best musicians of history came 
into being. First came socially committed music and then my involvement with 
Chávez’s government. During the coup against the President in 2001 I became mili-
tant and even though I was very young for that then, I went out into the streets with 
a group of friends in a call to conscience through culture and, in my case, through 
the music of protest. Shortly afterwards I joined the ranks of Communist Youth, 
where for three years I was both secretary for culture in my region and national 
director, as I belonged to the cultural movement. It was then that my work as a 
musician opened up into different social groups, putting a lot of emphasis too on 
work with students. We did a lot of work in the different universities of my state.

Julio, you were born in Uruguay. Why did you come to live in the UK?

Julio Etchart: I was a student activist in Uruguay and was in military prison on two 
occasions. I was released and came as an exile in 1974 at the time of the right-wing 
dictatorship there.

Marco, what is your current role in the governing of Venezuela?

Marco Manresa: That is a bit of a complicated question. Currently, I work at the 
State Railways Institute in the area of social development and my job is no more 
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than to go out into communities and be the link between them and the institu-
tion. That is in theory my job for which I bring home a salary. However, my role 
goes further. We are activists, not those who seek a position in politics but those 
who seek different ways to build socialism. Our struggle is not merely to vindi-
cate: we work to transform the structure of the state. We work with the unions 
in pursuit of the organization of workers, but with a socialist vision. We work 
with the peasant movement trying to bring it within the productive system of 
the country. We work with the student movement in the fight for our right to ac-
cess education. We work with the progressive women’s movement which pur-
sues recognition in a chauvinist society. In sum, we work with all the movements 
that fight for transformation of the capitalist system to a more humane system.

In your opinions, what is the role of culture in politics?

Julio Etchart: Culture comes from the Latin for cultivation, and is political by its very 
definition. With your music, imaging or poetry, you cultivate a spirit of engagement 
and awareness of our social and political environment.

Marco Manresa: José Martí said, ‘The mother of respect, the sap of liberty, the main-
tenance of the Republic and the remedy for its ills is, above all other things, the 
spread of culture’. Beginning with this idea, I’ll dare to assert that culture is pri-
mordial in the development of societies and consequently for their politics. From 
my point of view, we the people of Latin America have had problems achiev-
ing self-determination specifically because of the cultural attack imposed upon 
us for so many years since the era of colonization in America. Our people of the 
Southern Cone have always had things imposed upon them, from cultures and 
religions to music, even governments. Each time that the people have rejected for-
eign impositions in defence of their sovereignty, we have been victim to constant 
attack from every corner. In Venezuela we couldn’t have had revolution without 
culture, culture that identifies us as Venezuelans; specifically, the investigation of 
our customs and traditions, even our folklore, and from there we began with a 
clearer reality of where we had come from and to where we were headed. Now 
we are enjoying the full freedom to express what we truly feel and that is culture, 
clearly a culture necessary for the construction of a socialist homeland: a culture 
where each individual has at his disposal the necessary mechanisms to express 
his feelings and experience, a culture that also identifies us as a people. We also 
have a government that supports us and protects the free exercise of this virtue.

Julio, you have had a lot of success as a photographer and in 1992 were awarded 
the World Press Photo prize. Of what aspect of your work or of which project are 
you most proud?

Julio Etchart: My coverage of the environment and of environmental issues is the 
project that I take most pride in.
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On your web site there is a quote from the critic Amanda Hopkinson. She de-
scribes your method or goal: you never approach a place as exotic or ‘other’; you 
focus on the story it brings to you. Can you tell us why this quote is so important 
to you?  

Julio Etchart: Documentary imaging is usually mistaken for voyeurism. I believe 
that you can engage both your ‘subjects’ and your viewers with respect and em-
pathy, thus portraying them with the dignity they deserve. That is why Amanda’s 
quote is so important to me.

Marco, before, in Venezuela, the Left used culture to protest against the govern-
ment. Now culture is used as a tool to critique and question the system. Can you 
describe the evolution of the work of the artist/ activist in your country?

Marco Manresa: During the 60s, 70s and 80s in Latin America we lived a quite in-
teresting phenomenon with regard to the music sector, as music was one of the 
mechanisms used by the Left movement to mobilize the masses. Those were the 
years during which it was a crime to be socialist or communist, when to say ‘com-
rade’ was sufficient cause to have you taken to prison. Much repression was lived 
through during the Cold War years and military dictatorships on our continent. 
It is because of this that the song became crucial: it was often the people’s only 
weapon, to demand a cease to the violence, to say no to the wars. Each popu-

NATIVE WOMAN AT A PRO-ZAPATISTA RALLY IN CHIAPAS, MEXICO
Photo by Julio Etchart     
www.julioetchart.com
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lar song had great ideological weight in turn against each of the successive gov-
ernments, which for the politicians was a threat. It was easier for them to mur-
der a singer than a mass of protestors, and so they did. In Venezuela and Latin 
America the song movement continues to have an important, current, political 
role, but rather than as a call for rebellion its job is to change the bourgeois condi-
tions that still remain embedded in the system. Sometimes we criticize the gov-
ernment, but if not the system then those individuals who continue to take ad-
vantage of the powers given to them by the state for their personal interests.

At the conference, Latin America 2010, you described revolution as the daughter 
of culture. What do you mean by this?

Marco Manresa: That is a phrase taken from commander Fidel Castro, who told us that 
‘Revolution is the daughter of culture and ideas…’ Revolution is the result of years 
and years of a process: of discussion, and of struggle, to identify us as ourselves. It’s 
difficult to bring about revolution in a country where individualism reigns, where 
no one feels they identify with anyone else, where no person feels another’s pain. 
It’s almost impossible to have a revolution where differences are the daily norm. In 
order to bring about a revolution in a country it’s necessary to first bring it about in 
every individual, so that each feels they identify with their brother; where the spir-
itual takes precedence over the material. A new society must be born from new men 
(as Ché would say). It’s specifically there, within the individual, that the success or 
failure of a revolution lies. All is achieved by means of a culture that identifies us with 
each other. The people of Latin America who have realised, ‘yes we can’, are already 
considerable, and little by little we are bringing forces together to be a stronger bloc, 
not of economic force but of human force. Silvio Rodríguez said once in a song, ‘the 
era is giving birth to a heart…’, and it is we who are called to bring about that birth.

In the United Kingdom, the Left is struggling to identify itself and to mobi-
lize. The Left of Venezuela places great emphasis on social inclusion, with pro-
grammes that target racism and the Ministry for Women, for example. Is this an 
aspect of your work that inspires you?

Julio Etchart: The former ‘New Labour’ experiment tried to engage artists from 
its very beginning, when Tony Blair invited arts and media celebrities to Down-
ing Street shortly after his inauguration. But only A-list celebs thrived under his 
reign. There is a need for grassroots art and media activists to push a new agen-
da to fight back against the onslaught on the arts by the coalition government.

Marco Manresa: It inspires me a lot. For me, one of the great achievements of our socialist 
system is gender equality. A socialist system where women are discriminated against 
is a contradiction in terms. Socialism is equality and in historical terms there is a debt 
to women who have been submitted to sexist systems that violate their human rights.
I have only been in the UK for a short while but I’ve realised that there is a sub-
stantial quantity of long-standing Leftist movements here, but my humble ad-
vice would be that you all join forces. One of Machiavelli’s principles was ‘di-
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 The cuTs, The pubLic, and briTish     
 cOnTempOrary cLassicaL music

Emma Shires

With the announcement that the UK’s Arts Council funding is being cut by 29.6% 
over the next four years the future of British classical music looks bleak. Groups 
supporting contemporary music and young British composers have been hit par-
ticularly hard. For example, Birmingham Contemporary Music Group (BCMG), 
one of the country’s major supporters of up and coming British composers, had its 
funding from Birmingham city council completely axed. Ironically this announce-
ment came just as the group’s contribution was recognised as it received the Les-
lie Boosey award honouring an outstanding contribution to British contemporary 
music. The group has kept the country’s musical tradition alive by commission-
ing works by the likes of Thomas Adès, Mark Anthony Turnage, Howard Skemp-
ton and Judith Weir: now the face of modern British music. Without funding from 
institutions like BCMG these composers would be unable to produce the works 
which have fuelled the recent birth of an exciting new voice in British composi-
tion. Furthermore, by completely cutting funding to the UK’s conservatoires, di-
minishing the funds that provide music lessons in states schools and scrapping 
the ten million pound lottery fund which was previously used to provide schools 
with musical instruments, the message that the government is sending out is that 
contemporary classical music has no place in today’s society. Sadly there are many 
people who would agree, believing classical music to be old fashioned, elitist and 
out of place. Oddly these are just the qualities that emphasised the age old associa-
tion between classical music, wealth and the right. The Conservatives have tradi-
tionally shown immense financial support for classical music and consequently 
their sudden move to sever their links with classical music and seemingly label 
the art form as irrelevant is baffling. Contemporary classical music, which is of-
ten treated wearily even by musicologists and professional musicians, has been 
given the thumbs down by modern audiences, and the government has followed.

Since the infamous death of tonality at the turn of the twentieth century audiences 
have been moving away from the classical music composed by their generation in 
favour of light, popular music. The philosopher Theodor Adorno described this 
shift as the regression of listening and aligned it with the changing political climate. 
The popularity of light music was the result of a desire for escapism, awakened in 
society by the loneliness that capitalism engendered. For Adorno the new dissonant 
classical music, characterised by the expressionist school, perfectly expressed the 
anxiety and social alienation created by mass production. Popular music, and other 
mass produced art forms such as film, began to act as an opiate, just as Karl Marx 
had characterised religion’s function for the century before. It allowed the masses 
to ignore the true state of modern society and proceed with the trivial occupa-
tions and endless circle of materialistic desires on which capitalism rests. Perhaps 

vide and conquer’. Capital is clear about that: they in charge know how to 
work it and they also know that if we the force of the Left are dispersed it will 
be much easier for them to impose their policies. In Venezuela that was a deter-
mining factor in the consolidation and strengthening of the Leftist section: the 
unification of all the forces of the Left into one. Of course, our reality is com-
pletely different to yours, but it’s undeniable that unification is a great weapon.

Is the UK a country that nurtures left-wing thought?

Julio Etchart: I think there is a great tradition of progressive thinking and writing in 
the UK, from Marx himself to Orwell, W.P. Thompson, Tony Benn, Hillary Wain-
wright and Harold Pinter, to name but a few. It is just that those views are not 
prominently displayed or broadcast by the media.

Here in the UK, the government is not taking the opinion of young people into 
account. What’s your message to young people – how can we move forward and 
what can we do to ensure that the authorities listen to us more?

Julio Etchart: It is a great pity that the only images that the majority of the pub-
lic remember about the student protest of the ninth of December are those of 
violent confrontation with the police and of the Royals being attacked. The 
vast majority of the protestors held their peace and it was a very success-
ful event. I believe that peaceful direct action events like those that led to the 
march, e.g. occupation of student halls, outgoing ‘public education’ events in 
public spaces, etc. on a regular basis, are the way forward. ¡NO PASARAN!

Marco Manresa: Continuing on from what I said before, well. We’ve had the op-
portunity to visit maybe seven or eight universities in the whole of the UK and 
we always said that we can’t offer a recipe for success in student struggles. How-
ever, our experience has taught us that alone we wouldn’t get anywhere. What 
was necessary was our integration with all the social movements united by a com-
mon principle: the workers, peasants, unions, political organizations, etc. who 
all together went on uniting in strength in the struggle for our rights. It gives 
me much pleasure to see the rebellion of comrades who are occupying spaces 
in the universities here. Salvador Allende said, ‘to be young and not revolution-
ary is a biological contradiction’, which is totally right. Students have strength in 
youth and in numbers, but alone it will be very difficult to be heard by the gov-
ernment. Integration with all the progressive groups active in the UK is neces-
sary in order to put the pressure on, to push for the politics you wish to instil.

[Marco Manresa’s responses translated from the Spanish by Florence Curtis]

Florence Curtis is a DPhil student in Spanish at St. Anne’s College, and an Associate Edi-
tor of the Oxford Left Review.



 The cuTs, The pubLic, and briTish     
 cOnTempOrary cLassicaL music

Emma Shires

With the announcement that the UK’s Arts Council funding is being cut by 29.6% 
over the next four years the future of British classical music looks bleak. Groups 
supporting contemporary music and young British composers have been hit par-
ticularly hard. For example, Birmingham Contemporary Music Group (BCMG), 
one of the country’s major supporters of up and coming British composers, had its 
funding from Birmingham city council completely axed. Ironically this announce-
ment came just as the group’s contribution was recognised as it received the Les-
lie Boosey award honouring an outstanding contribution to British contemporary 
music. The group has kept the country’s musical tradition alive by commission-
ing works by the likes of Thomas Adès, Mark Anthony Turnage, Howard Skemp-
ton and Judith Weir: now the face of modern British music. Without funding from 
institutions like BCMG these composers would be unable to produce the works 
which have fuelled the recent birth of an exciting new voice in British composi-
tion. Furthermore, by completely cutting funding to the UK’s conservatoires, di-
minishing the funds that provide music lessons in states schools and scrapping 
the ten million pound lottery fund which was previously used to provide schools 
with musical instruments, the message that the government is sending out is that 
contemporary classical music has no place in today’s society. Sadly there are many 
people who would agree, believing classical music to be old fashioned, elitist and 
out of place. Oddly these are just the qualities that emphasised the age old associa-
tion between classical music, wealth and the right. The Conservatives have tradi-
tionally shown immense financial support for classical music and consequently 
their sudden move to sever their links with classical music and seemingly label 
the art form as irrelevant is baffling. Contemporary classical music, which is of-
ten treated wearily even by musicologists and professional musicians, has been 
given the thumbs down by modern audiences, and the government has followed.

Since the infamous death of tonality at the turn of the twentieth century audiences 
have been moving away from the classical music composed by their generation in 
favour of light, popular music. The philosopher Theodor Adorno described this 
shift as the regression of listening and aligned it with the changing political climate. 
The popularity of light music was the result of a desire for escapism, awakened in 
society by the loneliness that capitalism engendered. For Adorno the new dissonant 
classical music, characterised by the expressionist school, perfectly expressed the 
anxiety and social alienation created by mass production. Popular music, and other 
mass produced art forms such as film, began to act as an opiate, just as Karl Marx 
had characterised religion’s function for the century before. It allowed the masses 
to ignore the true state of modern society and proceed with the trivial occupa-
tions and endless circle of materialistic desires on which capitalism rests. Perhaps 
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Adorno’s argument remains true for the twenty-first century, explaining why con-
temporary classical music is still largely a niche interest.  The clashing chords and 
extremes of register in James MacMillan’s Seven Last Words from the Cross (1993), 
for example, certainly resonate with the ‘bodily convulsions’ that Adorno saw as 
expressing the anxiety of modern life in Arnold Schoenberg’s Erwartung (1909). Ac-
cording to Adorno the purpose of the composer’s work was to reveal social truth, 
aligning composers to social theorists like himself and demonstrating the political 
importance of musical composition. If he was alive today Adorno may argue that 
without the funding to the groups and establishments which support the growth 
of modern composition in this country the government is erasing a whole genera-
tion’s freedom to express discontent with the society in which they find themselves.

Obviously times have changed since Adorno wrote his pessimistic view of modern 
culture at the dawn of the twentieth century and many musicologists and social 
theorists are uncomfortable with his writings as they appear to give composers 
permission to assume their audience’s ignorance and thus ignore their tastes. His 
interpretations, and those of other more recent high art aestheticians such as Roger 
Scruton, have allowed contemporary classical music to develop into a fetishised 
science which requires intense levels of training to listen to and understand, let 
alone compose. The attitude has allowed composers like Milton Babbitt and John 
Cage to retreat into the ivory towers of a modernist  ‘art for art’s sake’ attitude, 
arrogantly proclaiming to the world, as the title of Babbitt’s 1967 article makes ex-
plicit, ‘who cares if you listen?’. If this is truly the way contemporary music has pro-
gressed it is no wonder that British society has turned its back on today’s composers.

However, in recent years modern British composition has reversed this introspec-
tive attitude, proclaiming a keen interest in a wider audience’s enjoyment.  It is 
this change in direction which makes the cuts even more frustrating. Through an 
interest in orchestral colour, rich harmonies, addictive rhythms and allusions to 
more popular genres such as jazz and musical theatre, composers have created mu-
sic that is fun to listen to without being facile. Their music has the same levels of 
complexity as that of their more dissonant contemporaries whilst allowing access 
points for those less familiar with classical music. Adès’ chamber opera Powder 
her Face (1995), for example, mixes sensual chords, dissonance and comical musi-
cal effects to reflect the plot’s roots in the contemporary issues of star culture and 
sexual promiscuity. The result of this combination is a powerfully mesmerising 
work which would appeal to a wider audience than society’s current dismissal of 
classical music would have us believe. Turnage’s Anna Nicole (2010), shortly to 
be premiered at the Royal Opera House, also deals with current issues of sex and 
fame in an attempt to re-engage with the general public’s concerns. Although we 
will have to wait until the premier to hear whether the music is similarly acces-
sible, Turnage’s previous work demonstrates the same interest in warmth, colour 
and witty but intelligent pastiche that made Powder her Face so popular. The new 
direction in contemporary music aesthetics can not only be seen in opera where 
admittedly pulling in new audiences is somewhat easier due to the programmat-
ic nature of the genre. British composers like Skempton, John McCabe, Weir and 
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Emily Howard are also using unusual textures, exciting rhythms and warm col-
ours in their instrumental music, creating works which allows us to revel in sen-
sual experience on one level and delve into new layers of meaning on another.

The new voice in British composition demonstrates that classical music is not di-
vorced from modern concerns. Recent works by these composers are fiercely po-
litical in their revival of the importance of the audience, showing that Adorno was 
right to see music as a powerful tool in understanding society but wrong to assume 
that this social meaning is only present in highly dissonant, alienating music. The 
recent emphasis on accessibility reflects the left wing interest in breaking down 
the elitist image of classical music, demonstrating its relevance to modern life and 
proving it can be enjoyed by all. That this new direction in composition has ap-
peared at the same time as the government proclaims its lack of concern in artists 
and their institutions is ironic and frustrating. The government should be show-
ing its support for this new development before the funding cuts force a whole 
generation of composers to bury their musical aspirations. Interest in contempo-
rary classical music has been gradually dwindling ever since the move away from 
tonality over a century ago. This new school offers a ray of hope for the future of 
classical music which benefits all of society. If we do not act now in showing our 
support for these composers we are in danger of being left with the introverted 
modernist musical aesthetic which has been draining contemporary music of its 
life force throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Perhaps, consid-
ering the right’s history of keeping classical music as a luxury of the rich, this is 
what the cuts are all about. Under the guise of reducing the deficit it is possible 
that the Conservatives are ensuring that classical music retains its Kantian ‘pur-
poseful purposeless’ aesthetic. As a result the art form would return to the domain 
of the very rich, as cuts in funding cause ticket prices to soar and less financially 
stable young composers, with potentially left wing ideals, to retreat to more se-
cure occupations. On the other hand, it seems more likely that the government has 
simply not realised the damage they are doing to our country’s musical institu-
tions and the repercussions this will have on cultural production for years to come, 
making it all the more important we voice our concerns now, before it is too late.

Emma Shires completed a Masters in Musicology at St Catherines College last year and is 
currently working for Glyndebourne Opera House.
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 The cuLTuraL LOGic Of Green TOryism
Alex Niven

My music is pastoral. All my songs are based in the English countryside. I never write 
about London because it doesn’t inspire me. I like being here because I meet lots of people, 
but my heart is in the country. I want to be like Beatrix Potter and move to the Lake District 
to live with books and plants.
- Emma-Lee Moss (“Emmy the Great”)

The Opposite of Folk

In October the BBC hosted a live music event called “Mumford and Sons and 
Friends” at Cecil Sharp House in North London. The gig was introduced by the 
hyperbolic Radio 1 DJ Zane Lowe, and the lineup – Mumford and Sons, The Mac-
cabees, Bombay Bicycle Club, Laura Marling – was touted as a celebration of 
“the new wave of British acoustic artists making a musical impact in 2010”. The 
description of these bands as “British folk-inspired acts” may have been push-
ing the definition somewhat. Despite their shared interest in twee melodies and 
faux-colloquial vocals, both The Maccabees and Bombay Bicycle Club were vis-
ibly electric, indie-rock oriented acts. Nevertheless, the event was an embodi-
ment of a musical trend that had been burgeoning for some time. This was nu-
folk, a middlebrow form of pastoral pop, and the BBC’s showcase for Mumford 
and Sons’ festival-anthem folk rock was its moment of mainstream apotheosis.  

 Nu-folk emerged originally out of the American alt-folk and alt-country scenes 
of the eighties and nineties. By the mid ‘00s, artists like Joanna Newsom, Grizzly 
Bear, Bon Iver, and Bill Callahan were at the forefront of a vigorous US-based scene 
that juxtaposed traditional elements with neo-psychedelic weirdness. Sometimes 
labeled “acid-folk”, the leaders of this sub-genre were typically leftfield experi-
mentalists, eccentric counter-cultural figures embracing the myth of the American 
frontier. As the US struggled to recapture an affirmative, humane collective iden-
tity in the run up to Obama’s victory in the 2008 presidential election, this brand 
of soulful Americana seemed timely and apposite. The Fleet Foxes’ eponymous 
debut album – a fine work of American historical summary, which featured the 
best use of three-part harmonies by a major band in decades – put a marker on 
the trend when it was released just a few months before Obama came to power.

The British branch of the genre, however, was a much less exciting proposition. 
Initially, it looked like there might be a worthwhile renovation of UK folk heritage. 
Scottish artists like James Yorkston and King Creosote released a series of innovative, 
imaginative records in the mid-noughties. Meanwhile, a wider revival of interest in 
the maverick wing of the ‘60s/’70s folk revival (The Incredible String Band, Pentan-
gle, Vashti Bunyan) resulted in some interesting local activity in places like Fife and 
Chorlton/Didsbury in Manchester. Aging DJs swapped techno and hip-hop records 
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for obscure psychedelic folk rock. In London, Kieran Hebden (aka Four Tet) was a 
key figure in the birth of “folktronica”, an intriguing, if often uninspiring sub-genre.

However, by the time of the Zane Lowe gig at Cecil Sharp House in late 2010, 
the coffee-table commercialism of Mumford and Sons (and associated artists like 
Emmy the Great, Laura Marling, Noah and the Whale, and Johnny Flynn) had be-
come the dominant tendency in UK nu-folk. Unfortunately, this slick, bankable 
trend, described by Lowe as a “new wave of acoustic artists”, had far more in com-
mon with MOR singer-songwriters like Jack Johnson and Kate Nash than it did 
with counter-cultural forebears like Bert Jansch and Fairport Convention. Musi-
cally pedestrian to the point of utter banality, and lacking either a firm grasp of 
tradition or any experimental impulse whatsoever, songs like the genre-defining “5 
Years Time” by Noah and the Whale and “The Cave” by Mumford and Sons were 
travesties of the notion of newness, corporate pastiches of a traditional aesthetic.

 But the really notable thing about the nu-folk ascendancy was its social makeup. 
Astonishingly almost every single member of the Mumford and Sons and Friends 
lineup was educated at a private fee-paying school in London or the surround-
ing area. We are all used to having to allow for the disproportionate influence of 
private-school alumni in British society, but not, perhaps, in pop music, and cer-
tainly not to this emphatic extent. Whatever this new sub-genre denoted, it could 
scarcely be described as folk in the sense of an ordinary, grassroots populace. 
In fact, this musical phenomenon amounted to a hijacking of the onetime art of 
the rural and urban proletariat by a privileged, youthful mandarin caste. When 
it emerged that Laura Marling was a descendant of William the Conqueror, most 
people looked on this as a charming but irrelevant piece of biographical informa-
tion. Yet the symbolic connection of a modern metropolitan elite to an ancient ar-
istocracy was unfortunately all too apt. British culture was presided over by a so-
cial demographic dedicated to inherited power and influence in a way not seen 
since the Second World War, and nu-folk was the music of choice for this new elite. 

How did this spectacular inversion of folk culture’s raison d’être occur? As egali-
tarianism and social mobility began to fall by the wayside in the ‘90s and ‘00s, 
there were signs that the old British class system was creeping back with a venge-
ance after the populist, reformist tides of the post-war period. But the spectacular 
co-option of the accoutrements of populist art, old and new, by an affluent upper-
middle class that accompanied this return of a stratified social order was an in-
teresting twist. Why did this new plutocracy seize so eagerly on nu-folk pop mu-
sic as a means of defining itself, and what sort of worldview was being affirmed? 

A Badly Drawn English Oak Tree

One of David Cameron’s stabs at “progressivism” in the run-up to the 2010 elec-
tion, and one of his most blatant attempts to win over the new plutocratic liberal 
centre, was the projection of the Green Conservative PR myth. In a much-hyped 
2008 speech, Cameron performed an act of cartoon rebranding when he declared 



niven: Green Toryism 27
that green should join blue as one of the primary colours of Conservative Party iden-
tity. The Tory logo (an oblique blue torch) was swapped for a badly drawn Eng-
lish oak tree, an emblem that tapped into both Tory traditionalism and the upper-
middle-class hankering after a kooky rural lifestyle. But in reality, what looked like 
an attempt to innovate a European-style progressive conservatism was little more 
than an ad-hoc piece of image-making, a media stunt that was forgotten after a mi-
nor media kerfuffle. A party as dedicated to fiscal sadism as Cameron’s New To-
ries was never going to possess either the wherewithal or the means to embark on 
even a modest programme of public spending directed at environmentalist reform. 
The actual British Green Party won their first ever parliamentary seat in 2010, in 
Brighton and Hove, on a mandate of anti-Tory left-liberalism, and any prospect of a 
meaningful Conservative capturing of the Green ethos seemed to have evaporated.

 Nevertheless, for all that the new Green Toryism was an obviously spurious 
gimmick, it was a pithy and accurate summation of the British middle-class zeitgeist 
at the turn of the decade. Specifically, it was apposite because of its metaphorical 
synthesis of Old Tory myths of organic order with the values of a new hegemonic 
bourgeois class, one that was yearning for a cultural paradigm that would justify 
both its escapist lifestyle and its unconscious dedication to hierarchy and inheritance.

 The mood and values of Green Toryism were so pervasive that it defined even 
the cultural outlook of many non-Tory voters, garnering sympathy from the class 
that had sustained and profited from Blairism – Guardianistas, Nick Clegg acolytes, 
the new legions of allotment keepers, aging indie musicians – as well as from the 
Old and New Right base that had always glorified aristocratic and pseudo-aristo-
cratic values. Its shibboleths were littered across the culture. Hugh Fearnley-Whit-
tingstall’s River Cottage franchise was one of the runaway TV success stories of the 
late noughties, so much so that by the beginning of the new decade its presenter 
had the temerity to venture into working-class council homes to lecture the belea-
guered inhabitants on the virtues of organic eating. Barbour jackets became fright-
eningly ubiquitous. Lily Allen, a privately educated London popstar with famous 
entertainment industry parents left the music business after meteoric success and 
celebrity to live with her ducks and run a small clothing business in the Surrey coun-
tryside. Tamara Drewe, the film version of Posy Simmonds’s comic-strip Thomas 
Hardy homage, secured the link between the modern liberal bourgeoisie and an old-
er English literary tradition of pastoralism, painting a Curtisian picture of idealized 
rural permanence. The popular cultural depiction of the countryside was as a qua-
si-fictional playground for London professionals indulging in weekend escapism.

In intellectual circles, “eco-criticism” became one of the most successful academic 
brands of the age. If this was an often vital and necessary attempt to combine cultur-
al analysis with environmental activism, it could also be expressive of a liberal elite 
that was unaware of the connection between the green worldview and the shock-
ingly aloof, fantastical existence it was leading. One of the field’s most prominent 
figures, the biographer, critic, and minor literary celebrity Jonathan Bate, published 
a newspaper article-cum-property ad in the Telegraph newspaper in late-2010 that 
garnered notoriety for being a revealing expose of the mindset of the author of Ro-



28 OLR 4 
mantic Ecology and Song of the Earth. Bate lamented the fact that he had been of-
fered the mastership of Worcester College, Oxford, because this would mean selling 
both his St Tropez apartment and his Queen Anne farmhouse in rural Warwickshire. 
Part of the tragedy was that the Warwickshire house had been the setting for a de-
lightful pastoral idyll as described by Bate, one in which his wife researched her 
Jane Austen biography by absorbing village gossip, and in which his daughter was 
crowned the “May Queen” in the midst of exquisitely quaint springtime festivities.

As with the corporate-trad of Mumford and Sons and their ilk, these avowals of folk-
siness and green identity were part of a top-down inversion of the notion of an indig-
enous grassroots. The more the British middle-class benefited from an ultra-modern, 
ultra-technological system of global production, the more they sought refuge in a cult 
of the earth that suggested they were still in sympathetic allegiance with a humble, 
peasant-like way of life. As Cameron’s New Tories began to implement the most pro-
foundly un-sympathetic, anti-populist agenda in living memory, there was solace in 
the mirage of an eternal, agrarian world that would safeguard earthiness, simplicity, 
quasi-pagan mythology, and primitive labour no matter how viciously actual work-
ing class people were treated by a neoliberal economy founded on urban affluence.

As is so often the case with unequal power dynamics, the inequality was compound-
ed by that fact that the dominant influence managed to seize the garments and vo-
cabulary of the opposing side. In place of a real engagement with a modern day pro-
letariat, Green Toryism propounded the fiction of a sturdy rural yeomanry dedicated 
to service, on hand to satisfy upper-middle-class consumer whims for real ale, organ-
ic sausage, and Wurzel Gummidge-style novelty pop music. In a very literal sense, 
the folk became the property of the anti-folk, who were then able to characterize the 
identity of “the people” in whatever way they saw fit. Without significant opposi-
tion, a hierarchy comprising old Tories and new liberal plutocracy was utterly free to 
develop and consolidate its inordinate wealth and imposing centrality. Meanwhile, 
working class representation in the media and culture industries declined dramati-
cally. The real folk populace languished behind an all-encompassing wall of silence. 

Brideshead Resurrected

Published in 1945, Evelyn Waugh’s novel Brideshead Revisited provided an elegy 
for an Imperial, aristocratic culture about to be comprehensively dismantled in an 
era of universal suffrage and the Welfare State. Hence it was no surprise that when 
the social-democratic consensus of the post-war world began to disintegrate, Waugh 
vision of nostalgia and wealth-fantasy enjoyed a major revival. In 1981, right at the 
start of the Thatcher era, ITV screened a hugely popular adaptation of Brideshead, 
which captured the zeitgeist with frightening accuracy. Hierarchy and pastoral myths 
were popular once again, and Brideshead seemed newly prescient. But it would take 
much longer for the symptoms of Thatcherite neoliberalism to achieve real central-
ity in the mainstream of British culture. “Thatcher’s children” is an epithet often 
applied to the young adults of the eighties and nineties, to the first generation of 
school leavers and twentysomethings who either embraced an ideal of money and 
self-reliance or else had to face the consequences of high unemployment and a cli-
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mate of untrammeled acquisitiveness. Actually, the phrase would be far better used 
as a way of describing the real children of that long decade, those born between 1979 
and 1990 under Thatcher’s premiership, a generation that has only very recently at-
tained to social maturity and influence. For an example of the cultural outlook of a 
certain privileged sector of these de facto children of Thatcherism, we might look to 
the “This Side of Paradise” Ball to be held in July 2011, at St John’s College, Oxford. 
In publicity released within days of the student demonstrations against the three-
fold rise in tuition fees, this £175 event was advertised as an attempt to “invoke 
the style and sophistication of a more elegant era”. The organisers went on to state: 

it is our opinion that the standard of balls in Oxford has been dropping for some 
time, and we hope to revive the Oxford Ball in all its glory. With this in mind, we 
would like to bring you back into the world of Wodehouse and Waugh, and to show 
you a college transformed.    

This talk of a return to a “more elegant era” is worryingly pithy. For a long time it was 
the urbanite strain of neoliberalism that dominated British culture (witness the cock-
ney and Manchurian archetypes of ‘90s Britpop, and the scruffy Dickensian aesthetic 
of early ‘00s bands like The Libertines and Razorlight). But as the St Paradise ball shows, 
by the beginning of the 2010s, with a new ultra-Thatcherite government in power, the 
aristocratic pastoralism that Waugh had eulogised back in 1945 in Brideshead Revisited 
was back with a vengeance. Patrician nostalgia ruled British cultural life once again.

 The congregation of this social group behind Green Toryism and its musical 
manifestation in nu-folk was inevitable. Without restraining influences, British elites 
will probably always return to pastoral myth as a means of hiding inequality un-
der a carapace of fairytale, neo-feudal commonality. A new development though 
was the incorporation of post-war counter-cultural folk music into the mythos, a 
musical movement that was once diametrically opposed to the whole notion of 
class and privilege. As in countless other instances over the last few decades, the 
possibility of a real alternative culture, of a real popular opposition to neoliberal 
hegemony, has been stifled by a casual, consumerist appropriation of the subver-
sive art of previous epochs. As Thatcher and her political successors have pro-
gressively remodelled Britain, turning it into a country in which ancient interests 
share power with the profiteers of liberal aspirationalism, we have seen a return 
to the pre-twentieth century arrangement whereby the country is ruled by an elite 
which divides its time between a practice of wealth generation in the city, and a 
monolithic identity based in the countryside where it spends its leisure time. At 
the start of the 2010s, the cultural mainstream is overwhelmingly dominated by a 
newly confident upper-middle-class, one that has a formidable monopoly on the 
contemporary sense of what “alternative culture” means. In music, as across an 
entire culture, the heirs of William the Conqueror are wearing the folk’s clothing.   

Alex Niven is reading for a D.Phil in English at St John’s College. His first book *Folk Op-
position*, from which this article is an extract, is forthcoming from Zeroposition*, from 
which this article is an extract, is forthcoming from Zero



30 OLR 4 REVIEW

 cOmrade bernie and The

 disappOinTmenTs Of The american LefT
Patrick Andelic

2010 was a disappointing year for American liberals. It seems Barack Obama has not 
turned out to be the roaring progressive for which many of his supporters had hoped. 
The list of grievances is growing: Guantánamo remains open; healthcare reform was 
adulterated in a vain attempt to win Republican support; the push for ‘cap and trade’ 
legislation has been abandoned; financial reform has skirted the issue of ‘too big to 
fail,’ all but guaranteeing further bailouts in the event of another crisis. The presi-
dent’s midterm ‘shellacking’, apparently ending hopes for the expected progressive 
realignment, confirms to many leftists that their president has ceded organisational 
passion, as well as control of the political meta-narrative, to the right. The latest be-
trayal of liberal sensibilities was the passage of the Tax Relief, Unemployment Insur-
ance Reauthorization, and Job Creation Act of 2010, which, among other provisions, 
extended the Bush-era income, corporation and estate tax rates until 2012. It is scarce-
ly surprising – though perhaps unfair to a president who has considerable achieve-
ments to his name – that many on the American left have reverted to cynicism. Mut-
terings about a primary challenge have already begun but are unlikely to produce 
any serious alternative candidacies. Nonetheless, the left feels conspicuously bereft 
of a champion. Into this void stepped Bernie Sanders, the Independent junior Senator 
from Vermont and self-proclaimed democratic Socialist.

On December 10th, Sanders, former small-town mayor, eight-term congressman, and 
first-term Senator, took to the floor of the Senate to filibuster the extension of the 
aforementioned tax cut extension. Well, technically because Sanders wasn’t delaying 
Senate business his speech can’t really be considered a filibuster; more an impas-
sioned eight-and-a-half-hour soliloquy. Sanders denounced those wealthy Ameri-
cans who sought these tax breaks as ‘crybabies’ and demanded to know ‘When is 
enough enough?’ With rising anger, he invoked the American underclass: ‘How can 
anybody be proud to say that I’m a multimillionaire and I’m going to get a huge tax 
break and one quarter of the kids in this country is on food stamps? How do you be 
proud of that?’ Sanders found himself a sudden YouTube and Twitter sensation and, 
within hours, the obligatory website was born announcing the campaign to draft him 
for President in 2012.  The bill passed anyway.

Sanders is no stranger to the grand political gesture. He began intruding onto Ameri-
ca’s national consciousness after his election in 1980 as the mayor of the small college 
town of Burlington, Vermont, swiftly dubbed ‘the People’s Republic of Burlington.’ 
Some of his supporters began referring to themselves as ‘Sanderistas.’ During his ten-
ure Sanders won plaudits for his rejuvenation of Burlington’s urban areas and sued 
a local cable station to secure reduced rates for customers. Alongside his determined 
attention to local issues was a certain weakness for ambitious diplomatic interven-
tions. He thumbed his nose at the Reagan administration by forging links with the 



Nicaraguan ‘Sandinistas’, establishing sister-city relationships with metropoles in a 
host of Marxist states, and making goodwill visits to both the Soviet Union and Cuba. 
From Burlington City Hall, Sanders catapulted himself into the House of Representa-
tives before mounting a successful challenge for one of the state’s Senate seats in 
2006. Though he caucuses with the Democrats, he remains officially an Independent, 
stubbornly clinging to the label of ‘Socialist’ in a political culture famously hostile to 
such doctrines. From Capitol Hill Sanders has built a reputation as a tireless cham-
pion of progressive causes and a darling of the American left. 

To some extent Sanders may be dismissed as a quirk of Vermont. Famously idiosyn-
cratic, the Green Mountain State was the first to legalise same-sex civil unions and 
the last to open a Wal-Mart. Sanders has a personal following in the state that tran-
scends the concerns some of his more conservative constituents may have about his 
political leanings. Socialism continues to be a bête noire of the American right and 
a pejorative in the republic’s political discourse. In a political culture that is, rhetori-
cally at least, as profoundly individualistic as that of the United States, collectivist 
ideologies can quickly encounter difficulties. During the 2008 campaign, then-candi-
date Obama made the rather bland remark ‘when you spread the wealth around, it’s 
good for everybody’ and was immediately denounced in some quarters as a thieving 
Communist. Such critiques are firmly in the American mainstream. The fact that they 
have little basis in empirical reality scarcely matters to some extreme rightists, who 
seem unable to decide whether their president is a Marxist, a Mau-Mau, a Nazi, or a 
secret Muslim with a forged birth certificate. Invective of this sort is fairly standard 
for Democratic incumbents. Franklin D. Roosevelt frequently endured accusations 
of ill-concealed Socialism or Communism. Both John F. Kennedy and Lyndon John-
son found themselves condemned as Socialists for the introduction of Medicare and 
Medicaid, and ironically leading Republicans anointed themselves defenders of the 
former programme when resisting the passage of ‘Obamacare.’

In 1906 the pioneering German sociologist Werner Sombart posed the question ‘Why 
is there no Socialism in the United States?’ Surveying the U.S. at the turn of the cen-
tury, Sombart saw ‘capitalism’s land of promise,’ a continent-wide showroom for 
capitalism at its most highly developed. America was a nation with abundant re-
sources, allowing for rapid accumulation of capital, and with a people defined by the 
yearning for material advancement. Yet the U.S. showed no sign of completing its or-
derly progression through the Marxist theory of development and transforming into 
a Socialist commonwealth. Though Socialists existed, Sombart acknowledged, the 
American proletariat lacked a Socialist consciousness. Sombart’s explanation rested 
on the limited expectations of the American worker. Fundamentally satisfied with 
the American system of capitalism, the American worker lacked the necessary resent-
ment to foster a class consciousness. Indeed, asserted Sombart, in comparison with 
conditions in Europe the American working class had a relatively comfortable exist-
ence, a fact which deprived Marxist critiques of their sting: ‘All Socialist utopias come 
to nothing on roast beef and apple pie.’

As many historians have noted, however, Sombart’s question is somewhat mislead-
ing. The issue is not why the United States has failed to evolved into a Marxist state. 
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What nation has? Rather, why has no American party self-describing as Socialist or 
Social-Democratic (along the lines of the British Labour Party or the French Social-
ists) emerged to claim its corner of the political system? Numerous explanations have 
been advanced. Sombart’s assertion that the success of American capitalism precludes 
class antagonisms has been a popular explanation, as has the absence of a historical 
system of feudalism or a feudal aristocracy. The size and heterogeneity of the nation, 
and the fierce racial and ethnic divisions complicate the formation of any proletariat. 
Some historians have credited the failure to a distinctive American national charac-
ter, which proved too individualistic to adapt to Marxist rigidity. Though the U.S. is 
not peculiarly afflicted by ‘Red Scares,’ undoubtedly the Cold War and the fear of an 
alternative social and economic model in the USSR froze socialists out of the political 
mainstream. And the electoral system is, needless to say, unfairly weighted towards 
duopoly, making it difficult for third parties to break through.  
However, Sombart’s rather dismissive assessment of the American working man 
does not mean that the U.S. lacked any working-class consciousness. The social and 
economic dislocation of industrialisation in the late nineteenth century, for example, 
resulted in the most sustained period of working-class militancy in American his-
tory. The latter third of that century saw the rise to pre-eminence of the Knights of 
Labor, at that point the largest labour organisation in America. Though it officially 
disavowed socialism, its ideology centred on the material and spiritual uplift of the 
working man, and its aims included the eight-hour day and the end of child and con-
vict labour, among others. The Knights were by no means an aberration; such nascent 
unions conceived of their interests as being in competition with those of the elite class 
and were prepared to pursue them aggressively. Evidently, all was not well in ‘capi-
talism’s land of promise.’

Socialist parties proper have also existed in some form on the fringes of the American 
polity for most of the twentieth century. The high water mark of American Socialism 
came in 1912 when the Socialist presidential candidate Eugene V. Debs, whose por-
trait reportedly adorns the wall of Sanders’ Washington office, won approximately 
900,000 votes (6% of the eligible electorate), though no states. Imprisoned in 1918 for 
advocating resistance to the draft, Debs conducted his 1920 presidential campaign 
from his prison cell, again winning over 900,000 votes (a significantly lower share 
of the total electorate, due to the recent enfranchisement of women). Though a gift-
ed campaigner and magnificent stump orator, Debs was a poor party builder. His 
speeches and public appearances could always draw large and enthusiastic crowds, 
but without formal party structures that momentum tended to dissipate in his ab-
sence.  Others have tilted at the presidency on a Socialist platform – Norman Thomas, 
for example, was the standard bearer in every presidential election from 1928 to 1948 
– but none have proved as successful, electorally, as Debs. 

An ideology pushed to the fringes of American political discourse, socialism often 
had unique resonance with those consigned to the margins of American economic 
and political life, African-American liberation movements especially. W.E.B. Du Bois, 
A. Philip Randolph, Bayard Rustin, Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael; the list of black 
American activists who have married their excoriations of racism with a critique of 
an iniquitous system of American capitalism is extensive. Towards the end of his life, 
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Martin Luther King Jr. was explicitly describing himself as a socialist, denouncing 
“the giant triplets of racism, materialism, and militarism,” and orchestrating a Poor 
People’s Campaign, which would culminate in a March on Washington, D.C. to force 
Congress to enact an ‘Economic Bill of Rights.’ As he is justifiably inducted into the 
pantheon of American icons, the radical components of King’s thought are often ig-
nored.

Apart from electoral challenges, socialists have had some success in shaping Ameri-
can political culture and steering policy decisions. In 1962, Michael Harrington pub-
lished The Other America, a blistering examination of poverty in the wealthiest so-
ciety on earth. An overnight bestseller, the book captured the political imagination 
of President Kennedy, who initiated exploratory research into a modest anti-poverty 
programme, which later evolved into the War on Poverty, the fulcrum of Lyndon 
Johnson’s Great Society. Harrington was lauded throughout the 1960s as ‘the man 
who discovered poverty’ and must at least be considered one cause of the antipover-
ty programmes pursued during the 1960s. Excluded from mainstream politics, and 
invariably denied the levers of power, American socialists have often been tireless 
critics of national iniquity, pricking America’s conscience to provoke social reform. 
Milton Friedman once reportedly described Norman Thomas as having led ‘the most 
influential party in the history of this country’ because ‘every one of its 1928 platform 
planks had later been enacted.’  Indeed, Franklin Roosevelt proved impressively 
adept at co-opting radical leftist support for New Deal programs, and the later New 
Deal began to take on distinctly social democratic overtones.

In 1968, reflecting on the Poor People’s Campaign, which had lost momentum pre-
cipitously after the murder of Rev. King, the radical Washington journalist I.F. Stone 
observed caustically ‘the rich have been marching on Washington ever since the be-
ginning of the Republic . . . Their object is the same but few respectable people are 
untactful enough to call it handouts.’  Though socialism has never constituted a vi-
able alternative within the United States, there has surely never been a better time 
for a reinvigorated critique of free-market capitalism. Set aside the financial crisis, 
which the former Federal Reserve chairman, Alan Greenspan, described as having 
left his ‘whole intellectual edifice’ in ruins. The decay has been apparent for some 
time. Wages have been stagnating in real terms since the 1970s and the gulf between 
rich and poor has been widening. In the private sector, organised labour has been in 
terminal decline, in part accelerated by the imposition of anti-union legislation by 
successive administrations. 

It’s scarcely surprising that the Princeton economist and New York Times column-
ist Paul Krugman so regularly describes the early twenty-first century as ‘the new 
Gilded Age,’ the era in American history when the republic began to industrialise, al-
lowing the emergence of fabulously wealthy ‘robber barons’ presiding over monop-
oly trusts. As capital concentration and income/wealth inequality reach levels that 
make comparisons with the Gilded Age appropriate, the absence of a countervailing 
power to challenge this new aristocracy is truly depressing. What then can be learned 
from the idiosyncratic Senator from Vermont? Though futile, Sanders’ Capra-esque 
performance may well prove a useful lodestar for liberals when these tax rates come 
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up for extension in 2012. With the American budget deficit running into the trillions, 
and as President Obama pledges sharp reductions in government spending to ad-
dress looming fiscal crises, the extension of these tax breaks to the top 2% of citizens, 
comprising a moneyed elite unprecedented in historical terms, is frankly obscene. It 
is heartening that one legislator is prepared to make a fuss in order to say so.

In one of his final statements before leaving office this year, the outgoing Democrat-
ic governor of Ohio, Ted Strickland, gave an interview in which he used the battle 
over the Bush-era tax rates to castigate the failure of his party to appropriate the 
language of populism.  Strickland is no soft-hearted liberal (he is, for example, rated 
very highly by the National Rifle Association), but he was dismayed by the failure of 
his party to defeat a Republican minority on this issue: ‘if we can’t win that argument 
we might as well just fold up.’ Obama, though in many instances ideologically lib-
eral, remains temperamentally conservative and wedded to the notion of himself as a 
‘post-partisan’ president.  Nonetheless, ‘bipartisan’ remains one of the most vacuous 
and abused words in the American political lexicon. There are, or should be, clear 
philosophical differences between the Democrats and the Republicans. Some clashes 
are to be expected, and indeed welcomed. The lonely tribune from Vermont has at-
tempted to channel liberal and leftist anger in a broadly constructive manner, and the 
Democratic Party would do well to absorb at least some of his populist outrage. Tax 
justice would be a nice start. As Strickland said, if they can’t win that one, they might 
as well just fold up.

Patrick Andelic is a DPhil student in U.S. History at St. Anne’s College
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 The fuTiLiTy Of mOderaTiOn: 
 The demOcraTic parTy and The iLLusiOnary cenTre 

Sam Sussman

The shooting of Democratic Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords on January 8th in a 
Tucson, Arizona parking lot, by a man who spent his spare time lamenting the end of 
the gold standard and accusing the federal government of mind control, capped two 
years of turbulence in American politics. The absurd – when not tragic – nature of 
the events that coincided with the 111th Congress is matched only by their shocking 
frequency. To begin, there was the overtly lethal. In March 2010 a major right-wing 
leader issued a Congressional district map with rifle cross-hairs covering targeted dis-
tricts– including that of the Congresswoman eventually shot. She told her supporters 
that the Congressmen had to be “taken out” so that “we can take our country back.” 
Not to be outdone, a Fox News host with a nightly viewership of three million told 
his audience that, “you have to shoot progressives in the head.” If not, he explained, 
“they will shoot you first.” He then referred to the Speaker of the House of Repre-
sentatives as a “Marxist revolutionary.”   Sure enough, a man who cited as his inspi-
ration that very media personality was subdued after a shootout with the police last 
July. He was on his way to assassinate employees at a liberal think tank that the tel-
evision host had linked to everything from economic collapse to Marxist revolution.

The reaction of the Democratic Party to this wave of right-wing extremism has been 
to call for a ‘new era of civility.’ This means more centrist policies and compromise 
with the Tea Party-infested Republican Party. The tragic flaw in this humpty-dumpty 
plan is that it means abandoning the very policies that would resolve the economic 
insecurity that inspires right-wing extremism, and therefore does more to reinforce 
extremism than combat it. The moderate approach is futile because it misreads right-
wing extremism as a genuine political viewpoint instead of a function of economic 
insecurity. The failure to act effectively in response to the social, economic and politi-
cal forces that inform the Tea Party ensures only the movement’s tragic perpetuation.

Political extremism is nothing new in the United States. There is a long history 
of nativist extremism at times of dramatic change or economic insecurity, when 
significant sectors of the population feel deprived of status. In the 1850s, the 
Know-Nothings rose to prominence in response to technological advances that 
lent comparative advantages to unskilled German and Irish-Catholic immi-
grants and displaced overwhelmingly Protestant skilled craftsmen. Similarly, 
at the turn of the 20th century, displaced, formerly rural populations expressed 
disorientation amidst the transition from an agrarian to industrial economy 
by lashing out against immigrants, Catholics and Jews. In the 1930s, the middle 
class flocked to extremists such as Father Charles Coughlin, whose Fascist radio 
program reached one third of the nation in the worst years of the Depression.
 



36 OLR 4
Nativism, or the sense of ‘pulling together’ with ‘one’s own,’ at the expense of 
those who can be distinguished on the basis of ethnicity, religion or race is his-
torically correlated with economic insecurity and status displacement. Today’s ex-
tremists –whether they are the 10% of Americans who believe President Obama is 
not a U.S. citizen, or members of the growing number of vehemently anti-feder-
al government ‘Patriot’ militias – bear remarkable resemblance to nativist move-
ments of the past. Just as those movements blamed immigrants, Catholics and Jews 
for economic problems in times of tumultuous change, the Tea Party has argued 
that immigrants – in this case Mexican – are taking American jobs and causing 
economic decline. Furthermore, the movement has been characterized by overt-
ly racialized rhetoric. This ranges from racial caricatures of President Obama, to 
Rush Limbaugh’s claim that promotion in the Obama Administration is race-bi-
ased, to Tom Tancredo’s call for the reinstitution of the poll tax. Frequent refer-
ences to the Rothschild conspiracy theory, comparisons of President Obama’s 
health care overhaul to the Holocaust and the recurrent use of the Swastika by Tea 
Party activists demonstrates at best a shameful insensitivity to Jews and at worst 
overt anti-Semitism. Finally, it is needless to say that Tea Party co-option of de-
fault conservative opposition to civil rights for gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgen-
der (LGBT) Americans constitutes yet another example of right-wing chauvinism.

Just as nativist movements of the past have exploited economic insecurity and sta-
tus deprivation, the Tea Party has gained most traction amongst those who feel 
insecure about or displaced by de-industrialization, the decline of American pow-
er abroad, and the impending majority status for non-whites. These themes rings 
loudly throughout Tea Party rhetoric. Ninety-two percent of Tea Partiers – as op-
posed to 59% of Americans overall– believe the country is on the wrong track, and 
six in ten believe the country’s best days are behind it. Three quarters of those who 
self-identify with the Tea Party are forty-five or older, and many worry that the 
promises made to them in America’s prime will not be fulfilled. The fear that Social 
Security is insolvent is understandable, not because it’s true (it’s not: the Social Se-
curity Trust Fund, which is separate from the federal budget and therefore unaffect-
ed by the deficit, is projected to run a surplus until 2037) but because it has been the 
focus of so much right-wing hysteria. Ironically, the political forces that have done 
the most to stir up angst over Social Security are the same that tried to privatize it 
in 2005. As the Grand Old (Republican) Party and Fox News continue to fudge the 
facts and fabricate a crisis that does not exist in hopes of creating public consent for 
undermining the last standing achievement of the New Deal, those frightened by 
the nonexistent impending doom are paradoxically scrambling to the political right. 
 
In the midst of such hysteria, the displaced, status deprived and financially insecure 
need something to hold onto. The answers offered by the far right – that the Presi-
dent is not really an American citizen, or that economic decline is due to illegal im-
migrants and welfare recipients rather than the $3 trillion spent over the past decade 
on tax cuts for the wealthiest 2% and two wars – appeal to already established con-
servative cultural and political values. Because of the reckless decisions of a small 
sector of financial elite, many people have seen their work hours cut, if they have 
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retained their jobs at all, while homes’ values have declined and ‘401(k)’ pensions 
shrunk. In the midst of frustration, even hopelessness, it is tempting to believe that 
the country’s problems are the fault of immigrants, the poor, and a government that 
does more to help them than it helps the middle class. Conversely, the complexities 
of deregulation, exorbitant tax cuts for the wealthy and excessive resources spent 
on fruitless foreign conflicts - the actual causal agents of economic turbulence - are 
harder to accept. They challenge the values most Americans hold dear: economic 
individualism and U.S. global hegemony. It is more comfortable to wrap oneself in 
the flag, the free market, anti-communism, the Constitution. These unquestioned 
values epitomize the simple world of right or wrong, black or white, big government 
or small government, capitalism or socialism. The simple moral dichotomies they 
create lend security when nothing else does. This, more than anything else, is what 
the Tea Party is about. And just like the Know-Nothings, the turn-of-the century na-
tivists and the Coughlins of the Great Depression, the extremists in the Tea Party will 
have a political impact comparable to Paris Hilton’s, once the economy recovers.

This is not to claim that those who truly subscribe to conservative principles do 
not constitute some portion of the Tea Party. The key to deciphering the Tea Party 
in the context of historic right-wing movements is an understanding of the vital 
coalition between a small section of conservative elites and the anxious general 
public they manipulate. The working class masses of the Know-Nothings were 
whipped into fear over immigrant-induced job competition by upper class WASPs 
who feared immigrants for their own reasons: mainly that skilled entrepreneurial 
immigrants posed threats to WASPs’ ‘old money’ status. Similarly, the New Right 
of the late 1960s channeled white working class resentment over African-Ameri-
can empowerment into an anti-government ideology that served big business in-
terests. This is the ideological framework that is the parent of today’s Tea Party.

Just as nativist movements of the past inspired by economic insecurity and upheav-
al were whipped into fear by elites with something to gain, today’s Tea Party is far 
from an organic grassroots movement. It is funded by the likes of the Koch brothers, 
owners of the world’s second-largest private corporation, who have donated hun-
dreds of millions of dollars to right-wing causes over three decades. Karl Rove, who 
has founded two right-wing fundraising operations since leaving the Bush White 
House, chips in when he can. The Tea Party’s talking points have been designed by 
organizations such as the Koch brothers’ ‘Americans for Prosperity’ as well as former 
Republican House majority leader Tom Delay’s ‘Freedom Works’. Furthermore, cor-
porate-backed think-tanks such as the Cato Institute, the Heritage Foundation and 
Americans for Free Enterprise have created the pseudo-intellectual framework to 
which Tea Partiers refer. The corporate crafted message is distributed cost-free each 
day through Fox News, which cleverly feeds disgruntled Americans right-wing 
propaganda under the guise of neutrality. Sixty-three percent of self-identified Tea 
Party members claim to get a majority of their news from Fox. The Tea Party cannot 
be understood if the dichotomy is blurred between its elite financiers and strate-
gists, and the ordinary recruits who are attracted to its message in a time of insecu-
rity and frustration. The Koch brothers and Tom Delay will be right-wing fanatics 
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so long as deregulation and lower corporate taxes equate to more profit for them 
and their cronies, but ordinary Tea Party recruits will stop holding signs that com-
pare Obama’s health care program to the Holocaust once unemployment declines.

This brings us to back to the Democratic Party’s response to the Tea Party. What 
should the Democratic Party take away from a social scientific understanding of 
the Tea Party? The exact opposite message it took from its mid-term election loss: 
that Americans were ideologically reacting to an increase in the size of govern-
ment. Americans are far more results-oriented, and far less ideological, than this 
analysis suggests. “Big government” is more an explanation than an actual phe-
nomenon, and if the problem that it seeks to explain – 10% unemployment – did 
not exist, it would have significantly fewer followers. Had unemployment been 
considerably lower, even if more public resources had been devoted to that end, 
mainstream voters would not be screaming socialism. In functional economies, 
middle-aged men do not dress up in 18th century colonial garb and convince them-
selves that they are fighting a holy war against communist world government. 
The most extreme elements of the Tea Party represent an outpouring of anxiety 
caused by economic insecurity and status displacement, not the genuine politics 
of most of its subscribers. As the economy recovers, extremist voices will find 
less receptive audiences. After all, the same people who were listening to Father 
Coughlin in the ‘30s were marching through Europe fighting fascism by the ‘40s.

The cause for concern is that the Democratic Party, rather than read into the socio-
economic phenomena that inform the Tea Party, instead has taken the movement 
at face value. The implication is that the right-wing narrative that Americans voted 
for “smaller government” in November is Gospel. This compels misguided consent 
to right-wing proposals in the spirit that “the truth always lies in the middle.” The 
problem is that “centrism” precludes the policies that could most effectively restore 
economic security. Consent to announcements like the Grand Old Party’s declara-
tion last week of intentions to slash education, clean energy, infrastructure, health 
care and child nutrition programs will only retard economic recovery and thereby 
fuel extremism. Yet this seems to be the direction the Democratic Party has chosen, 
as the President surrendered the communication war at last month’s State of the 
Union Address by announcing an unprompted five-year freeze on domestic dis-
cretionary spending. The freeze lends credence to the right-wing argument that the 
struggling economy and federal deficit are the fault of overpaid bureaucrats, not 
the trillions spent on tax cuts for the wealthy and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Even more damaging are the President’s recent appointments of JPMorgan Chase’s 
Bill Daley as White House Chief of Staff and General Electric CEO Jeff Immelt to 
the Council on Jobs and Competitiveness. Daley opposed Obama’s two signature 
reform acts – health care and financial regulation – and Immelt has overseen mas-
sive outsourcing. Yet in the hopes of appearing moderate, Obama has lifted this 
corporate couple to the highest power rungs in Washington. The consequence is 
that the policies that would most effectively restore economic confidence – think 
a Second New Deal – are definitively off the table, if they were ever on it to start.
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Triangulation cannot succeed because it means irrevocably chaining the Democrat-
ic Party to the political paradigms that laid the groundwork for today’s economic 
crisis. While the crash was the ultimate example of neo-liberalism gone wrong, its 
effect has been more devastating because the social safety net forged in the era of 
liberal consensus has been under attack for three decades. Regulations that pro-
tected the middle class against investment banks and credit card companies have 
been gutted in favour of deregulation. Meanwhile, public health, education and 
welfare programs have been undermined while their market costs have rise. The 
tax structure has been radically reshaped to decrease income tax on the top 2% and 
increase payroll taxes on everybody else. The effect has been a massive redistribu-
tion of wealth from working and middle class Americans to the top 2%. This was 
made naked by the 2008 financial crisis, which simultaneously stripped millions of 
Americans of lifetime savings while shifting hundreds of billions of dollars from 
the public treasury to banks. This stratification has been reinforced by record-high 
corporate profits in combination with enduring unemployment.  These are the cen-
tral causes of economic insecurity and displacement that feed political extremism.

The Democratic Party would do better to recognize the underlying causes of ex-
tremism than to treat it as a genuine political response. The Party could start by 
addressing the immediate causes of economic insecurity. An executive order halt-
ing home foreclosures, in combination with a bold declaration in defense of So-
cial Security would go a long way toward calming middle class anxieties. Even 
more effective would be a long over-due public jobs program to coordinate the 
untapped labour power of the unemployed with the nation’s sore infrastruc-
ture and education needs. Next, the Party must set forth a long-term plan that 
reorientates priorities away from supply-side economics and excessive military 
spending and toward investment in human capital. While the right would surely 
scream socialism, Americans would be much less concerned about ideology if un-
employment was closer to 5% than ten. The fact is that the Tea Party represents 
nothing more than the exploitation of economic insecurity by corporate inter-
ests. As the economy recovers, the Tea Party will more than likely go the way of 
double-breasted suits. That will happen much faster if the Democratic Party ad-
dresses the immediate causes of economic insecurity and seizes the opportunity 
to reorient national priorities toward a sustainable vision for long-term prosperity.

Sam Sussman is an American writer, student and activist reading Philosophy, Politics and 
Economics as a visiting student at Christ Church College.
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 The pLayGrOund Of ideas

 Annina Lehmann

“The Hedonist International doesn’t view hedonism as the engine of a society 
based on mindless materialist entertainment, but as the chance to overcome 
present circumstances.” (HI Manifesto)

Berlin is hailed the new capital of pleasure: cool, cheap and with a smoking ban that 
only exists on paper. Poor, but sexy. No wonder it is here that the Hedonist Interna-
tional came alive. What are they? A protest movement, a collection of individuals on 
a mission of pleasure, but most of all, an idea that is there to be realized in the world. 
This is what I read on their website. But how does one recognize them? It is Saturday, 
high noon, the sun is burning down onto a little square in East Berlin, it is market 
today and there are so many people. Time for a phone call of the number that was to 
be used “in emergencies only”. The email exchange with the Hedonists was conspi-
rative enough: “Hello, the meeting place is Saturday 12:00 Boxhagener Platz. Please 
treat this information confidentially. All else on site.” The phone rings and a man’s 
voice picks up on the other end. On the grass by the big tree. Green T-shirt. Okay. 

Underneath the tree sits Erich Pikur , a 29-year old politics student, who writes slogans 
onto white tape. “Are you going to take off your clothes?” he asks with an endearing 
smile. The aim of this secretive meeting today is to go to a “flat viewing rally”: more and 
more estate agencies charge above the rent index, the area is getting more expensive, 
locals have to move out, so the Hedonists are here to protest. More people arrive, sit 
down on the grass, open cans of beer and chat. Erich welcomes them all: “Are you get-
ting naked?” In the end there are about twenty people, twelve of whom want to strip. 
Not a bad turnout. Getting naked for protests is one of the trademarks of the Hedon-
ists , another one is the heavy electronic music that blasts from a sound system carried 
around in a rucksack . “Naked always goes,” Erich shrugs his shoulders. “It’s kind 
of a game we play with the media reflex: we undress, you come. There is really noth-
ing to it, you can see naked people everywhere. It’s so silly, but if it works, why not.” 

“The Hedonist International recognizes that the paths to a good life are cir-
cuitous and rocky. There is no single, simple solution, but many. Everywhere in 
peoples’ heads, ideas are being born. There is no ideology, master plan, wise 
president, or leader. There is only a process of gaining consciousness to which 
every person can contribute with their ideas and actions.” (HI Manifesto) 

The Hedonist International was founded in 2007, around the time of the G8 meet-
ing in Heiligendamm, by a group of friends that had started to organize alternative 
political protests around Berlin. The idea was to be politically active but avoid the 
dogma and boredom of conventional political groupings. Politics should be fun. 
“Yeah so we were at Fusion (a festival near Berlin), all pretty hammered and wasted, 
and a friend said that once in his lifetime, he really wanted to found an Interna-
tionale. And so we said, yeah let’s do this.” Erich was one of the founding mem-
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bers, although he had some problems with the name ‘hedonists’ at first. He’d have 
preferred something along the lines of Epicurus, the philosopher who first made 
hedonism a life governing principle in Ancient Greece. While the term ‘hedonism’ 
today tends to evoke images of people bathing in champagne or throwing around 
money, pure short-lived materialism, Epicurus was more about the simple pleas-
ures in life: bread, cheese, and philosophical debates. But the point, now and then, 
is that our lives evolve around pleasure and that all our actions are governed by this 
pleasure principle: everyone wants to be happy. “We had this idea, that you realize 
from your personal pleasure principle, that you cannot be happy if other people are 
in a damn bad place. That you can only be cheerful, if the others are cheerful too. 
That you can only derive your personal cheerfulness from a group cheerfulness.” 

So how do you put all that cheerfulness into practice? Take heavy electronic music, 
fancy dress, funny slogans – and yeah, some naked people from time to time – and 
descend on the streets. The idea for a specific protest action usually comes from an in-
dividual and is developed within a small group of people; then the word goes round 
among other hedonists, via Internet platforms or mouth-by-mouth. The proclaimed 
aim is to keep the whole movement anarchical in character and avoid the develop-
ment of hierarchical structures – this is why there are no official members and only 
fake names are used in public. This works to some extent, but Erich concedes: “we 
do have clear power structures, one has to admit that. We all know each other, and if 
someone were to come along with an idea, another one will say ‘no we’ve already tried 
that, won’t do it again’.” At the moment there are around 40 ‘core’ hedonists in Berlin 
Nicolas Bourbaki, another Hedonist member, estimates. Their age varies between ear-
ly twenties and forties. Other groups exist in Hamburg, Greifswald, Hanover, Zurich, 
Minnesota, Stockholm and Portugal. Every branch of the movement is independent; 
anyone can found one and do what they want. On a small scale this works fine, it is 
when everyone has to agree on a certain decision that it gets difficult. The more peo-
ple, the more compromises and the less creativity. “But this is why we have this trick 
with the sections,” Nicolas chimes in triumphantly, “like the Nudists committee for 
example. That way not everyone has to agree with everything, and people remain 
free to act independently.”  This way the Hedonists remain flexible and unpredict-
able, but also strangely intangible: almost any cause could be taken up at any time. 

“The Hedonist International believes in light-heartedness. Only this will keep us 
from taking ourselves too seriously.” (HI Manifesto)

Protesting against high rents is definitely quite amusing. Ever seen the face of an 
estate agent when a horde of potential clients suddenly strips and dances around 
wearing animal masks? After a second the lady regains her posture and thinks this is 
actually quite fun – she is just doing her job anyway, and does anyone want to join her 
barbecue party tonight? So much sympathy is a bit surprising – it’s supposed to be a 
protest, after all. “It’s more effective when they get angry,” one hedonist notes con-
fused once we are back outside. But the adrenalin rush has nevertheless caught on, 
everyone is buzzing with excitement, like a gang of kids after playing tricks on the 
neighbours. On to the next one: this time the flat viewing is not open to the public and 
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a personal appointment has been made with the estate agent. Someone has to act as a 
couple and fool the agent in order to let the crowd into the flat. Ok, let’s get involved. 
My ‘husband’ and I are welcomed by a young man in a pinstripe shirt. Chitchat on 
the way upstairs, we admire the view from the balcony. “Hey, what about Jens?” my 
partner suddenly asks. Oh yes, this friend of ours, he wanted to have a look as well – 
could I just make a quick call? I whisper directions into the phone, leave the door on 
the latch and then rejoin the other two inside. We’ve tried all the lights and discussed 
the floor, nothing is left to say and the situation becomes a bit awkward. Where the 
hell are they? Then the music can be heard and a moment later, the nudists burst in. 
Relief. The estate agent stares in shock, then he wearily lowers his head and stands 
there like a little boy. The dancers are having fun and everyone else is trying to take 
good pictures to be put on the Internet, but for a moment the whole thing seems a 
bit superfluous. Is it really the point to raise this guy’s hopes, play a trick on him and 
take good pictures? But then, where do you start if you don’t want to upset anyone? 

“Of course I am self-critical after protest actions like this,” Erich agrees a few days 
later, when we meet in a trendily run-down bar. On the wall a film poster of “The Fall 
of the Roman Empire” with Sophia Loren, the bar man in front of it stares blankly 
into the distance. Erich lights a cigarette. “But you know, it is important not to be too 
self-critical, to go and exercise protest as well. You have to train yourself a little, to get 
yourself into this state of being – not to be so conform all the time, but to participate 
in a political action from time to time. And not everything has to be perfect – the main 
point is to do something now and then.” Practice to protest. It rings a bit superficial, 
but perhaps there is something to it. It requires an effort to be politically active, and 
taking little steps, going along to things that are fun and a bit exciting, gets you used 
to being active and daring. But still, is there a larger point than just having fun and 
training yourself in living an active life? “To make people think,” is the answer that 
recurs again and again. The Hedonists know they are not changing the world by tak-
ing off their clothes. They do not have any concrete alternative proposals, they don’t 
have a political programme, they pick up causes as they feel. But the naivety and ran-
domness is part of the game. Every declaration remains tongue-in-cheek, it is more 
about making people pause and think outside the ordinary, rather than convince them 
to one thing or another. This is why their events seem closer to art happenings than 
serious political protests – they want to trigger the thought-process, not necessarily 
push it into a specific direction. It is a way of being political that focuses on the here 
and now, that lets you challenge society without asking for too much commitment. 
Erich has finished his cigarette: “Of course this isn’t new. We are probably the ump-
teenth return of this left-wing ‘razzmatazz now everything will be different!’ It’s all 
been there already and it will be there again – but one of our advantages is, it’s fun.” 

The playground of ideas is vast. Do what you like, not what you must! (HI Mani-
festo)

Annina Lehmann is a finalist in Politics and Philosophy at St Hugh’s College

[First published on the website of the Isis magazine in October 2010]
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 pOLiTics and GeneraL KnOwLedGe
Robin McGhee

One of the more glorious aspects of knowing things is that by knowing things you 
can know more about other things. The more politicians know the better they can 
rule. Democratic politicians need to understand the lives of the people they rep-
resent. That way they can remain, to use the hackneyed phrase, ‘in touch’. I am a 
devoted believer in the need of politicians to have as broad a knowledge of every-
thing as conceivably possible. This knowledge need not end at knowledge of real 
life. Knowledge of the mundane should be supplemented by knowledge of the ab-
stract. The left loses sight of this. It often thinks that life down t’ pit is enough to 
equip you to run a country. The right, by contrast, seems to believe that knowledge 
of Plato is all we need to govern a pit. Both these approaches are dismally wrong. In 
any case, many politicians don’t seem to believe we need a knowledge of anything, 
real life or high life. We desperately need politicians to think about more things.

It is never a bad idea to start with Orwell – he was amongst the greatest prose styl-
ists of all time, to leave aside his thinking and wit. Orwell is a great example of 
the sort of person we need more of. Although he writes about politics, he is jointly 
and equally keen on literary theory. He also writes what could only be described 
as wafflish, random twaddle on the nature of man. I urge you, if you haven’t, to 
disrobe. Lower yourself gently into the succulent juices of Orwell’s ‘window-
pane’. Allow his Thoughts – on the Common Toad, the perfect pub, boys’ week-
lies or the perfect cup of tea – to wash over you slowly but determinedly and 
cleanse your mind and spirit. Ahh. I never smelt a more relaxing whiff of prose.

There is a very serious point here. Orwell thought about things other than basic 
boring socialist politics. He applied his pen to the world, and a world flowed out 
of it. He had outside interests which vastly enlivened his inside ones. You might 
remember The Road to Wigan Pier. Its political skill comes not from the rant 
at the end. It comes from the intimate physical description of poverty. The pow-
er is not in the politics; it is in the description of the marmalade jar on the break-
fast-table, or the discolouration of his mattress, or how the screever had injured 
his leg. These tiny details add staggering strength. You can see this in all of Or-
well’s works. We should not be surprised that the 1984 film of his novel has piles 
and piles of rubbish and filth, dirt in every corner, illness on every stairway, lice 
in every bed. The world of Nineteen Eighty Four is not the world of desolat-
ed minds. It is the world of desolated cities. Physical reality is totally important.

This serves to illustrate at the point. Suffice to say Orwell liked the physi-
cal world. Politicians should also consider it. The current think-tank wonk-
ery is as nitty as it is gritty – focussed only on specifics, and invariably the spe-
cifics of boring things. Part of the reason why politics is so unphilosophical is 
that it refuses to accept the value of general knowledge. Politicians are expected 
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to articulate specific policies created in response to specific problems. They are 
not expected to hold a wider philosophy created in response to wider problems.

Another reason politicians need a greater knowledge of everything is simply be-
cause otherwise they are hopelessly boring. It is very hard to get excited about 
the actual personalities of Cameron, Miliband, Brown or Osborne. Their per-
sonalities exist only to the extent that they have been created by the media. 
Now obviously all politicians create their personalities by the media, and ob-
viously the politicians I mentioned do not actually have interesting personali-
ties they can play with. However, politicians who do have personalities – who do 
have interests outside politics – make for a vastly more entertaining political life.

Our current crop of political non-politicos comes chiefly from the Tory benches, viz. 
Ken Clarke and Boris Johnson. Clarke, with his jazz programmes, history and win-
somely eccentric style of dress and speech is one of the lights of our political dark-
ness. BoJo, meanwhile, is very much the back to Clarke’s gammon. As soon as one 
pile of chips is staked in the eccentricity corner by Clarke, along comes a Johnson to 
thrust it on the bar. Johnson is a magnificent figure – gleefully contemptible of party 
or people, he indulges his passions with ease. Classics, which he read badly at Balli-
ol, have helped him to know about unknowable things. He will give us the great ad-
vantage, when he ascends to be Prime Minister, of a head of government who could 
converse with Socrates himself. Rather remarkably, he is the fount of all knowledge.

Of course this has had no impact whatever on his ability to run London, and he 
has done that terribly. I simply believe that Boris is a cult we can do with. Just im-
agine if all politicians were like him. Just imagine it. The world would be a vastly 
more interesting place. Children would be taught more interesting things; innova-
tion and ideas would course from the top and down to the bottom. Already Boris 
is demanding the teaching of classics in schools – a commendable thing, even if 
one hates Latin. He is following in the footsteps of eighteenth century demagogue, 
Foreign Secretary and dandy Charles James Fox. One of the most remarkable poli-
ticians these islands ever produced, he proclaimed contempt for anything but the 
principles he held dear. His range of interests was enormous. It centred mostly 
on sex, gambling, racing and history – and all the better for it. Fox devoured the 
rich variety life conveys to us. There is more to life – and politics – than sitting in 
front of a Demos computer, waiting for the Select Committee report to download.

We on the left: how can we support this? For one thing we need to change our out-
look on education. Socialists tend to see central planning as the way forward, for 
everything from party leadership structures to the production of toothbrushes. So 
it is with education. Giving everyone a top-down, untailored rigmarole is some-
what akin to intellectual starvation. It encourages groupthink and discourag-
es think. We must recognise the value of knowledge for its own sake. A well-ed-
ucated population is not just one which can weld a T-34, though that isn’t what 
you’d think from many left-wing impressions of education. Government control is 
excellent for redistributing wealth or eliminating market failure. It is terrible at al-
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lowing our children to learn. The great society is not just the equal society; it is a 
society which uses its equality of means to create cultural glory. That is what the 
Soviet Union failed to achieve – it is, incidentally, what Attlee’s Britain was able 
to achieve. We need more politicians from the working classes to understand 
what it’s like to be intellectual, and more politicians from the intellectual classes 
to understand what it’s like to be working class. That is the way to egalitarianism. 

Knowledge is the key to civilisation. We must abolish snobbery and reverse snob-
bery. We must expand our minds.

Robin McGhee is a second year Historian at St Anne’s College. He is press officer of the 
Oxford University Liberal Democrats.
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 The faLse meriTOcracy
Ella Raff

The ConDems are launching an aggressive attack on our education system, 
forcing universities to examine ‘access schemes’ and how to attract the bright-
est students regardless of background. However, there is a fundamental flaw in 
their logic – an assumption that the brightest students are the ones with the best 
grades. Every year, A Level results-day swings round and we have the perfunc-
tory news coverage of dancing teenagers clutching envelopes, together with sta-
tistics proclaiming that more students than ever are achieving A grades and A* 
grades, followed by a grave debate panel discussing whether exams are getting 
easier. The parameters of this debate, as seems to always be the case with these 
discussions, are disappointingly narrow – we totally rely on these grades for 
the allocation of university places and the enactment of a so-called meritocracy.

On the UCAS form, the results are the only part that seems totally honest. A per-
sonal statement can lie, a reference can exaggerate, but results tell a story that can-
not lie; it is the candidate and the exam paper, and their results will be reflective of 
their academic achievements. 

Or so the story is meant to go. With its obsession with exams, Britain is an over-
assessed nation – over my two year GCSE span alone, I sat multiple units in thir-
teen subjects, totalling over thirty exams. Even discounting the arguments that 
some students do not do well under exam conditions, the exams themselves are 
of debatable quality. The Government have already exposed education to some 
market forces, in that schools that perform academically are rewarded financial-
ly – thus it is in the interest of the schools to ensure that candidates receive top 
grades. How is this done? Innovative teaching, provision of helpful resources? No 
– several different exam boards operate in England, all offering the same quali-
fications (GCSEs, A Levels), but with different exams to achieve it. Thus schools 
can pick the exam board that will best cater to the academic needs of their pupils, 
i.e., the exam board that will provide a GCSE paper that lots of students will pass. 
The exam papers are accordingly ‘straightforward’ in their presentation. Rather 
than writing answers, candidates tick boxes. However, this requires faith in the 
exams themselves, and, looking at exam papers, this faith is misplaced. The 21st 
century science GCSE papers of the OCR exam board are a badly written blend 
of questions on scientific ethics, logic and ‘society’, resulting in exam papers that 
often are garishly difficult, for completely the wrong reasons. Although the ques-
tions are mostly blindingly simple, with the options provided painfully obvious, 
sometimes the importance of distinguishing, for example, between ‘risks’, ‘haz-
ards’ and ‘dangers’, means grades can be dependent on a philological quirk rath-
er than any real freedom of thought about the complexities of scientific accuracy.

 The lack of intellectual freedom is by no means just a preserve of the scienc-



es. Although it has been harder to introduce ‘tick-box answers’ into the humani-
ties and arts due to the necessity of assessing eloquence, there now exists the 
‘Assessment Objective’. To have assessment objectives (AOs) sounds fairly sensi-
ble – candidates sitting the AQA (another exam board) English Literature exam 
must demonstrate eloquence, an understanding of the text, knowledge of con-
text and an awareness of debates to gain full marks. Pretty sensible stuff, right? 
However, these assessment objectives triumph over any practicalities required 
for giving a creative answer. Students must make perfunctory nods to their ex-
aminer, often at the cost of a well-developed argument. This restricts creativity 
in pupils who go to good schools, but, more importantly, it utterly fails in pro-
viding a stimulus for pupils at bad schools. For those students who rely on their 
school to prompt an enthusiasm for arts subjects, the current exams fail misera-
bly, for schools are ever aware of the need not to incite flames of educational fer-
vour, but to encourage students to pass by hitting their assessment objectives. 

Subjects such as General Studies and Critical Thinking are meant to pick up the slack 
in terms of creativity and independent thought. However, these are considered ‘soft’ 
subjects by universities, and they certainly do not deliver. Pupils can only gain full 
marks in the problem solving maths questions by laying out their answer in exactly 
the expected format – a full page of working that strays from the norm will be penal-
ised. Critical thinking should be a part of every subject, rather than being explicitly 
separated out neatly into a joke subject that is often not taken by brainier pupils. The 
fragmentation of the education system into assessment objectives and ‘tick-boxes’ 
has turned it into merely a set of qualifications, rather than an enriching experience.

But surely examiners would reward a good answer, even if it strayed somewhat 
from the expected? Creativity should be rewarded, as long as it answers the ques-
tion adequately. This is, unfortunately, absolutely not the case. Students are urged 
to serve up the expected answer in an expected way. Not only does this encour-
age intellectual stagnation, but it also can be a barrier for the brightest students; 
a candidate straying from the expected answer will be penalised, no matter how 
convincing an argument they present. And if a student’s grades are not high, they 
almost certainly will be unable to even get to the interview stage at Oxbridge. 
Bright students often have to be coaxed by teachers to write the ‘expected’ an-
swer. This also assumes that the teachers have an implicit understanding of the 
slightly secretive way the system is run – for there is nothing on the exam web-
sites that would indicate that these assessment objectives are so abused. Private 
schools and good state schools have the resources and awareness to intensively 
drill pupils in the correct exam technique, thus their results are good. Pupils whose 
schools do not understand the obsessive nature of the exams will receive lower 
marks. The introduction of the A* at A level demonstrates this nicely – despite pri-
vate school candidates accounting for just 14% of exam entries, they took 30% of 
the A*s awarded. In the debate about universities and their access programmes, 
to accept that grades are a good enough indicator of a pupil’s academic poten-
tial is misguided. The system is inherently biased towards those who can buy an 
understanding not only of the educational content, but of the exams themselves.
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Furthermore, not only are the exams themselves problematic. We all have heard the 
story of expected ‘straight-A students’ receiving a shock D - but an incident this year 
provokes thought about how often this happens. After receiving complaints from 
schools, AQA investigated the claim, resulting in 622 changed grades. The process 
of challenging an incorrect grade is daunting. The paperwork is confusing, the cost 
(often over fifty pounds) is off-putting, and, combined with the inevitable post-
results pessimistic attitude, these are serious deterrents for schools that do not have 
the experience in challenging a grade, or the resources to do so easily. These are ine-
qualities that exist even within the state sector – middle class schools, state or private, 
are expected to deliver on results, because, otherwise, parents would complain. In 
schools in deprived areas, there often is no reputation to maintain, thus pupils could 
unwittingly be barred from going to university as a result of an administrative error.  

The implicit assumption that the exams are adequate needs to be challenged; 
not through raising tuition fees and demanding that pupils jump through even 
more hoops in order to prove to universities that they really are the best, but 
by a return to a creativity and independent thought. Gove’s plans for curricu-
lar reform are menacing at best. Unless the exams are highlighted as inherently, 
if inadvertently, pushing the A* out of reach of disadvantaged pupils, the Con-
Dems will get away with claiming that the new system is a meritocracy, when 
it is clearly true that an A*, and subsequent access to university, can be bought. 

Ella is a 6th form student at The Cherwell School, and an active participant in the Oxford 
Education Campaign
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 sOciaL media and demOcracy
Antonia Jeans

It is a well-documented fact that the rise of social media has had an enormous influence 
on the way that political movements mobilize themselves. The left-wing anti-cuts 
organisation UK Uncut has maximized the organizational potential of social media 
by holding brainstorming sessions and protest planning on Twitter. We are current-
ly seeing that this has the potential to be extremely influential on a global scale. At a 
certain stage during the recent political upheaval in Egypt, the Egyptian authorities 
took the decision to prohibit access to the internet, particularly social networking sites, 
to try and prevent protesters from organizing demonstrations. It is clear that social 
networking sites have extraordinary democratic potential and mobilizing power. 

On the whole, social media has a good reputation. Despite ongoing concerns about 
individual privacy rights, it has been enthusiastically praised for its ability to provide 
a voice for the average global citizen. In July 2009, Gordon Brown celebrated this new 
technology as a phenomenon which ‘gives us the first opportunity as a community to 
fundamentally change the world’.  It is true that social media has profoundly changed 
the way we communicate; however, there are more problematic and previously un-
discussed aspects of social media which could undermine its democratic potential. 

Social media increasingly infiltrates the political arena and two recent examples 
from the UK and the US highlight questions of democratic justice and political ac-
countability: the use of Twitter during the extradition trial of Julian Assange and 
the fallout over Sarah Palin’s use of Facebook after the tragic shooting in Arizona.

In the first instance, the UK judicial system has a current and long standing policy of 
not allowing cameras in court. Based on the same principle of privacy, devices that 
provide social media have not been permitted either, but with the rise of ever more 
sophisticated mobile phones and laptops able to provide access it was perhaps only 
a matter of time before journalists and members of the public requested permission 
to use them in court. At the moment, based on interim practice guidance released on 
20th December 2010, ‘live, text-based communications’ are now permitted during 
public trials where there are no reporting restrictions. Specifically, this includes Twit-
ter, mobile-based email, and laptops with email. Now journalists and members of 
the public can provide live updates and commentary on court proceedings to a mass 
audience. A consultation paper has been released to investigate the implications of 
making this ‘access all [online] areas’ policy a permanent feature of the UK judicial 
system in cases where the protection of vulnerable individuals is not a concern. The 
consultation states that ‘in any society which embraces the rule of law, it is an essen-
tial requirement that justice is administered in public and subject to public scrutiny’. 

Somewhat fittingly, the extradition trial of Julian Assange has been almost en-
tirely played out live online through the medium of Twitter. The irony that the 
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front person of the democratic whistle-blowing website, which publicized pri-
vate diplomatic cables, is being forced to live out the humiliating and intimate 
details of his sex life in the public domain has not gone unnoticed. Twitter users 
at his court hearing ranged in their practice from directly quoting the words of 
participants in the trial to summarizing action and providing comment. In the 
case of the latter, on 7th February journalist Alexi Mostrous tweeted ‘Robertson 
QC summarises four main defence arguments: unfair trial, double criminality, mi-
nor rape and proportionality. #wikileaks’. The response to this broadcast exem-
plifies some problems. From the moment that the tweet was sent out, a flurry of 
comments and questions were posted in response: the online community rushed 
to question the validity of the term ‘minor rape’, belittling the notion. Not only 
are the events of the trial being broadcast, but the information is being dissect-
ed and analysed before the participants of the trial have even left the courtroom.

It has been argued that this new level of online engagement might hamper judicial 
impartiality and the possibility of a fair trial. Legal commentator Joshua Rozen-
berg believes that a jury may be affected by things that individuals see or hear on 
the internet. He suggests a solution to this if ‘judges… put much greater emphasis 
than they do now on explaining to juries why they are required to try cases only on 
the evidence they hear in court’.  Yet the effectiveness of a judge’s caveat is debat-
able. The issue at hand is that users of social media are being encouraged to make 
snap judgements based on inadequate and incomplete evidence. In the case of the 
allegations of sexual violence against Julian Assange, Twitter has the opened the 
doors to a public debate on the definition of rape, yet the public has prematurely 
ridiculed the claims of the alleged victims and denounced the case. That the issue 
of rape has so struggled to be considered a heavyweight matter in the UK courts 
and is of an extremely sensitive nature is not being brought enough to discussion. 
It is arguable that the addition of social media to this case has had a detrimental 
effect on both progressive justice and the impartiality of our UK justice system.

However, social media does quench our thirst for immediate information and 
in doing so improves democratic accountability: quotations can now be record-
ed verbatim and posted online so there is an instant and clear record of events. 
Yet because this is so easy to do, people often speak rashly without being mind-
ful of any possible negative consequences. In 2009, twitter user Paul Cham-
bers fell foul of the UK police when he was arrested after sending a joke mes-
sage having missed his flight. He wrote ‘Robin Hood airport is closed. You’ve 
got a week and a bit to get your shit together otherwise I’m blowing the airport 
sky high!!’ He was subsequently arrested after his tweet aroused suspicion of a 
terrorist threat and, despite widespread public protest, has been heavily fined. 

For politicians, the facility of the medium is a false trap. What might initially seem to 
be a cheap and easy way of accessing a huge audience, in reality requires excellent 
management and the need to exercise a new form of political discretion. The recent 
tragic events in Arizona exemplify the political fallout that can arise from flippant 
use of social media. Governor Sarah Palin was publically denounced after a gun-
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man opened fire on a political surgery meeting where several people were killed and 
wounded. She had previously published a target map with areas for campaigners to 
focus their efforts on her Facebook page. These were areas where support of health 
care reform was particularly prevalent. The specific areas were marked on the map 
with gunshot target markers. An initial outcry lead to Palin’s team immediately de-
leting the image; it had, however, already been screenshot by Facebook users and, 
within hours of the shooting, the image was being displayed by global news coverage. 

It has been generally agreed that Palin’s gunshot image, whilst certainly ill-advised, 
was by no means the catalyst for the shooting. Despite this, her decision to erase the 
image from her Facebook page created the suspicion of guilt. Politicians such as Pa-
lin are struggling to come around to the democratic aspect of sites such as Facebook. 
Once you publish something on the web, you are unleashing it out into the ether 
and have no control over who can see it or pass comment, or even be influenced by 
it. With tools such as Facebook and Twitter, politicians can no longer limit their en-
gagement to partisan followers within their own parties. They are directly account-
able to all users of social media. A casual Freudian slip, which once could have been 
covered up, is now impossible to hide. Political figures are more accountable than 
ever in the hands of the people who put them in their positions in the first place.  

Whilst lightly touching on the cases of Assange and Palin, I hope to have here 
shown some of the issues that render the debate about social media and democ-
racy more complex than may first appear. The seemingly endless benefits of these 
forums for debate and discussion come with strict warnings that some politicians 
and activists are only learning of the hard way. Whilst at first glance social media 
might seem to be profoundly democratic, it is clear that an agreed etiquette for poli-
tics and social media has not yet been established.  The coming months and years 
will be a crucial time for determining how this relationship should evolve. Politi-
cians and political journalists will have to balance the desire to broadcast informa-
tion quickly and effectively with the need to self-censor. Until this balance is real-
ized, it is inevitable that there will be more compromising slip-ups along the way.

Antonia Jeans is studying for the Mst in Women’s Studies at Wadham College. Having 
completing her undergraduate degree at the University of Bristol in 2009, she worked at 
London think tanks The Fawcett Society and the New Local Government Network.
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 Libraries, The Triumph Of sOciaLism 
Cailean Gallagher

‘I’m a keen library-goer maself, from an early age. Yes, it fed into my schooling, 
to what I was taught at school, but it went beyond it. I could find more education 
myself by browsing about in Riddrie public library just for fun…’
       Alasdair Gray, December 2010
       Lochwinnoch Public Library

When it is raining in Glasgow – and it often is – Alasdair Gray, the city’s great-
est artist, writer and polymath, is sometimes to be found sunk into a chair 
in one or other of Glasgow’s public libraries. His latest book, A Life in Pic-
tures, is the illustrated story of his art and of his personal rise to prominence. 
One of the most stirring stories it tells is of Gray as a child of Glasgow, and, 
specifically, as a child of its public services, education system, and libraries.

1.
On a double-page spread, twelve illustrations depict Gray’s ‘Personal View of History’ 
drawn when he was a fifteen-year-old boy living in a housing scheme called Riddrie, 
in the north-east of the city. The pictures seek to capture the essential stages of human 
progress in little figures of black ink and sandy-coloured gouache; from silhouettes 
of primordial man trekking across a barren wasteland, ‘The Ice Age’, to a river gush-
ing through factories and high-rise flats, ‘The Industrial World’. The final picture in 
his view of history was to be ‘The Triumph of Socialism’, but it was never completed. 

His reason for not drawing the Triumph of Socialism was not that it would require 
a fantastical prediction; or that to depict it would be to belittle it; or even that the 
essence of such a Triumph could not be captured in ink and gouache on paper. The 
teenager was not looking for a distant and utopian image: ‘The final picture was to 
be “The Triumph of Socialism”, showing Riddrie’s Municipal Public Library’. The 
reason he did not draw it was because ‘the building was part of Riddrie Housing 
Scheme, the kind of good, pleasant, normal place where I thought everyone should 
live’. His image of socialism was so commonplace that it did not merit being drawn.

Alasdair Gray was formed by elements of really existing socialism. He grew 
up in 1940s Glasgow, an environment that believed in and recognized the pro-
vision of high-quality state services as an essential element of society. That 
was a time when people talked about and thought about socialism. It was a 
way of living, a way of organizing society for the good of the people, an as-
piration that was realized to a fair extent in the cities and towns of Britain.

He explains that he ‘thought this well-planned, well-stocked public library was a 
triumphant example of local egalitarian democracy… Every district of Glasgow and 



Britain now had such free libraries. A just civilization was finally being established’.

2.

Now in his eighties, Alasdair Gray is witnessing this same civilization being de-
molished by a government intent not just on reducing public service provision, 
but on annihilating all these forms of real, living socialism in Britain. The idea 
that the state should provide excellent egalitarian services to all is under attack 
from an ideology of local philanthropy, volunteerism and business-style efficiency. 

Perhaps it seems strange to think of libraries as the triumph of socialism. Can they 
not also be understood as Whiggish institutions of philanthropic provision or liberal 
services providing equality of opportunity to read and learn? Are they not, in fact, 
outside of politics, safe from ideological interference? This is surely what they have 
become: taken for granted. They are not claimed to be the policy of any particular 
ideology, but rather are considered a neutral aspect of modern society. Until now. 

The government has decided that libraries are not such an important part of peo-
ple’s lives after all. This is not because they are too expensive – the saving being 
made from library closures is a miniscule amount even of the proposed council 
cuts, and plenty of councils are finding ways to keep them open. Ministers enjoy 
arguing that fewer people are using them; that if people do not go to libraries then 
we must assume this is their ‘preference’ and that if there is no demand then we 
should reduce supply. The left’s response should be that this argument only shows 
we are not doing enough to provide facilities that citizens want to use. If people 
are not visiting libraries, we should not shrug our shoulders, shut the libraries, and 
say something hopeful about the internet being a more efficient source of learning. 

In response to their ideological attack, we should be willing to defend public servic-
es with the arguments of socialism: at the very least, the state should provide a free 
and equal service and actively work to enrich the lives of all children and adults, 
to encourage the use of libraries in the face of dwindling numbers, and to ensure 
that libraries are well-stocked, local, accessible places for every citizen. There is lit-
tle guarantee that the English government’s plans for volunteer-run libraries will 
achieve this end; and the shutting of libraries will inevitably reduce library usage.

It is not the done thing to go around telling everyone that we are witnessing the dis-
mantling of the triumph of socialism; indeed, it may be counter-productive. Yet in the 
long term it is necessary for the left to understand why it really believes in state-pro-
vided libraries so that, once the Tories annihilate our society with their Big Society, we 
have the assertive arguments and the coherent ideology to raise a better one in its place. 

3.

Some places in these islands retain a left-wing spirit. Scotland is resisting public sec-
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tor cuts as much as it can, and will not be making forced redundancies or encourag-
ing a culture of volunteerism. Glasgow prides itself on its egalitarian public provi-
sion, and even if the spirit of socialism is not as strong today in Glasgow as it was 
in Gray’s childhood, Glasgow City Council will not be shutting any libraries. On 
the map of libraries at risk of closure (from the False Economy website), one of the 
nearest to Glasgow is in Lochwinnoch, in SNP-run Renfrewshire Council. Alasdair  
Gray visited Lochwinnoch in December to show his support. He spoke to the crowd 
in understatements which resonate with candid honesty and personal experience.

‘I’m a keen library-goer maself, frum an early age’, he sings in his rough ac-
cent. Gray was, is, a product of the state. Of course, he is talented, witty, crea-
tive. But without the socialist state providing an education, his potential might 
never have been realized. There is no use in being a gifted novelist if you are 
not exposed to the experience of reading and the creativity cultivated by jump-
ing from one book to another. Alasdair Gray, and many other people, would not 
have reached the level of creativity they did without the support of libraries.

But the learning and creativity that comes from libraries is essential for everyone, 
not just the ‘gifted’. Most potential novelists will grow up in houses where there are 
books, where parents talk to them, where they are encouraged to create and have 
the materials with which to do so. Those children who do not have this environ-
ment need state libraries. Of course, this will not be especially good for the econo-
my – the work of a brick-layer will seldom need skills learnt from reading novels – 
but it will give her perspectives and pleasures unattainable without access to them.

A ‘keen library-goer’ is an identity familiar to many. It is what he is, not what he 
does; how he thinks of himself. It runs directly counter to the idea of preferenc-
es, of an individual consumer choosing to spend her time visiting a library to ob-
tain the services provided, albeit for free. In socialism, there are certain features of 
society that help a person forge them, their lifestyle, and their development, free 
from the concerns of work and money that constrain most young people by the 
time they are sixteen. So in this sense, Gray, and many other children, are a prod-
uct of Britain’s socialist services. Very often a state and a city is a child’s cultural 
and creative guardian. It may be a cliché that we are products of our society, but 
it is also a premise for socialism and a simple argument we need to keep mak-
ing. With good public services such as good libraries we will all lead better lives. 

4.

Whether the wee weans in Lochwinnoch recognized the profundity of Gray’s short 
sentence was doubtful, but he continued regardless:

‘Yes, it fed into my schooling, to what I was taught at school, but it went beyond it.’

Education cannot be provided only by home and by school. Schooling is only one 
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source of education. The aim of comprehensive education is not only to provide an 
equal standard of education to all, but also – equally important – to equip all people 
with the skills and inspiration to learn in the world, in the streets, in the libraries. In a li-
brary one learns things one never intended to learn. The books are laid out to browse; a 
cover, a title, or else days of searching can lead to something special. Such associations 
and diversity of thought are crucial to developing one’s individual tastes and interests. 

So Gray’s remark is not an indictment of comprehensive education. It is not that 
Whitehill Secondary School did not provide Gray with satisfactory education; but 
that school education was complemented by another self-guided education. The in-
formal motto of my own Glasgow Secondary School was for the teachers, the class-
es and the school itself to have ‘progressively less to do’, so that by their last year 
the students were quasi-autonomous, spending little time in class and most of their 
time in libraries exploring and reading whatever was loosely connected to their 
dissertations or coursework. The important skills to learn were how to read a book, 
where to find a source, why to read a poem. We took these skills to the libraries.

For the privileged these skills are taught by parents or discovered alone, receiving 
books and being encouraged to read and create. In exceptional cases, someone will 
discover a passion for books against the grain of their background or peer-group. 
Yet, for the majority, this will never happen without comprehensive education and 
libraries, both feeding into each other. Perhaps what Gray missed is this: it is only 
through the schooling he had that he was able to take the initiative and go to the library. 

And perhaps this is what Gray has in mind when, back in A Life in Pictures, he writes that 
‘even more than in Whitehill Secondary School, I had been able to give myself exactly 
the education I wanted, so I thought anybody who could read and think would be able 
to get it there too’. Schools provides the ability to read and think and libraries do the rest.

The point of this detour into questions of education is that a good educa-
tion system requires schools, but it also requires music tuition, art lessons, 
outdoor activity trips, and, crucially, libraries – all things which make chil-
dren who they are, and things which, if unfunded by the state, are available 
only to those with money,.Without them an education system is not egalitar-
ian, and the inequalities in lifestyles and creative expression will only increase.

5.

Gray’s last line is as terse as the rest: ‘People can only come together in public 
places that they share’. It highlights the unique value of public places that are used 
by citizens on an equal basis, as opposed to commercial or private spaces which 
have a dynamic defined by the users’ role as a consumer. There is more to a public 
service than the fact that it is free; in using a public service, Yet the government’s 
argument that volunteers should run a library will remove the sense of collective 
ownership and equality of status in a library, while the drive to minimise costs 
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risks removing those elements that make it more than simply a consumer service. 

The absolute antithesis of this prospect is perhaps the greatest triumph of so-
cialism in Britain, the grand Glasgow Mitchell Library. As well as being the 
largest and most accessible public deposit library in Europe, housing wonder-
ful places to read, it is a civic hub of Glasgow with a café, two theatres, com-
puter suites, homework support sessions, music rooms, reading rooms, sit-
ting rooms, lecture rooms, newspaper rooms and Scottish rooms, among others. 

Writers, businessmen, asylum seekers, schoolchildren and every other so-
cial grouping use the Mitchell, and the council works to ensure that it is suit-
ed to all. Like nowhere else, people come together in a public place they share: 
‘for a’ that and a’ that, our toils obscure and a’ that’, the library is a place 
where we are equal, a haven of society based not on class, background or ma-
terial wealth, but on the universal provision of education and public space.

The logic of capitalism necessarily results in inequalities. Some people do not 
have much money and are forced to live in worse standards of material condition 
and well-being. The work of socialism is to fight against capitalism, but also to 
provide respite from its harmful, unequal effects; to provide places where a per-
son’s place in the capitalist ‘necessity’ is left behind. Libraries cannot remove in-
equalities resultant from capitalism, but they can be an element of the state’s ef-
fort to do what it can to prevent these inequalities from defining people’s lives. 

6.

Around the country, many people involved in education and culture are uniting 
to call for an end to library closures. In this context, the left needs to be aware of 
why we really oppose the closure of libraries; to ensure that we have a socialist 
argument to make in a world and society increasingly at the mercy of preference- 
and economic-based decisions. Of course, we ought to unite with all of those with 
the same ends: to keep open our libraries. Yet there is no harm, and much to gain, 
in remembering why we believe in libraries, their ideological roots, and the place 
they play in the eventually existing socialism that we are fighting for. And this 
is not true just of libraries, but of all cultural, educational and public provision.

A cultural landmark amidst the imposition of Tory cuts is the appointment 
of Scotland’s next Makar (the Scottish equivalent of Poet Laureate), Liz Loc-
head. In her first public pronouncement, she praised the public figures from 
culture and the arts who are campaigning against the library closures. She 
ended with the words: ‘there is Nothing More Important Than Libraries. 

But what the literary pronouncements of Liz Lochead, Carol Ann Duffy, Philip Pull-
man and all the rest are lacking is ideology. So let’s end with Alasdair Gray. As part of 
Glasgow’s literary festival at the Mitchell Library there will be an exhibition of Gray’s 
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life and work. Those who visit will see for themselves the Triumph of Socialism. 

Gray has spent his life as an artist fighting against capitalism. He will remain a 
source of inspiration to those working to build those elements of a socialist so-
ciety which we can construct amid the forces of capitalism. Libraries have been 
one of these elements for decades, but now they are under threat. So amid the 
library closures being forced by an ideologically rampant government in Lon-
don, we would do well to remember that in this increasingly individualis-
tic, capitalist world, our libraries are nothing less than a Triumph of Socialism. 

Alasdair Gray A Life in Pictures (Canongate, Edinburgh, 2010)

Glasgow’s Aye Wright Literary Festival begins on the 4th of March; Alasdair Gray will be 
speaking on the 12th of March. 

The Alasdair Gray ‘Life and Lanark’ exhibition runs from 4th March until 21st May.

Cailean Gallagher is in his second year reading Politics and Philosophy at Balliol College, 
and is Editor-in-Chief of the Oxford Left Review.



58 OLR 4 REVIEW

 review: Radical EaRnEstnEss: 
 English social thEoRy 1880-1980 
 By fred inGLis 

Tom Cutterham

The beauty of this book is summed up in its title. So much of culture and politics 
in the age of Blair and Cameron is marked by insincerity and irony that a little ear-
nestness is something to cherish. Radical Earnestness is if anything more poignant 
now than it was in 1982: the sad fact is that it’s hard to imagine who would popu-
late the missing chapters in a book covering the years to 2010. Inglis is cheerfully 
nostalgic and hagiographic. Towards the end of the book he invokes Paul’s letter to 
the Philippians: ‘whatsoever things are honest, just,  true, lovely, or of good report; 
if there be any virtue, if there be any praise, think on these things.’ This is illustra-
tive of how much Inglis’ concept of earnestness feels like a version of secular faith.

But it is not a faith that should go unexamined. Radical Earnestness is as much 
about culture, especially literature, as it is about politics. Inglis sees litera-
ture, and literary criticism, as a means of reflection of self and society that al-
lows us to create and refine our ideas of justice. ‘The more developed our per-
sonal self-awareness, the more we acknowledge how partially we know what 
a realized fulfilment [of the good life] would be like, and the more we strive 
to transcend the existing moral life and create a new, superior one’ (p.34). 

Hence his pantheon includes not only the economist J.M. Keynes but liter-
ary critics F.R. Leavis and Raymond Williams; and he depicts William Mor-
ris as the eighteenth-century embodiment of culture as politics. The nov-
els of men like Williams and John Berger are given as much weight as their 
criticism in the construction of their social theory. As a historian, Inglis also 
leaves plenty of room for that strange discipline, half way between art and so-
cial theory, which is just where he wants us. ‘Historical language,’ he writes, 
verging on bombast, ‘is a magic language, and the historian, like the poet, 
becomes a magus. For to redescribe the past successfully is to see it differ-
ently... to change the way one understands things and acts upon them’ (p.41).

This is, as the ‘theory’ part of the title indicates, a deeply intellectual version of Eng-
lish politics. One of its arguments, however oblique and implicit, is that this type 
of thought and writing can change things. The book shares the idealism of one of 
its heroes, R.G. Collingwood, who held that ‘all history is the history of thought.’ 
Developing both self-awareness and an understanding of the past, through liter-
ature, history, and criticism, is viewed as essential to developing and enacting vi-
sions of the future. Inglis displays an earnest faith that we can change how people 
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think, and that this will change how they act. ‘This small book,’ he says, ‘can influ-
ence very little indeed, but I intend it for the world’s minor improvement’ (p.5). 
This is a grand and important claim to make in such a demure way. The 
combination of hyperbole and understatement is one of the book’s de-
lights, and perhaps one of the main characteristics of radical earnestness it-
self. It is only such earnestness that could grant radical credentials to a 
book so populated with public schoolboys and dons. Indeed, Inglis warns 
us ‘not to be bought out by the cosy privileges and soft snobberies which are 
still amply available to bright young-to-middle-aged academics’ (p.viii). 
Of course we might not need to worry that that option is still open: academics 
now are more likely to be forced, even if they don’t chose, to adopt ‘the rather 
harder and more wintry virtues of solitary independence, resistance, dogged-
ness, and the absolute resolution to get on with the task in hand’ (p.viii). That 
task is not revolution per se, but construction of a social theory. What concerns 
Inglis is not doing itself, but ‘the deep difficulty of knowing what to do: of 
keeping your being and your culture, your feelings and your history in a suf-
ficient union, for you to be able to shake off sheer fatigue and bitter frustration, 
and know what your purposes are’ (p.185). That is the challenge this book of-
fers, so modest and yet so vast, a first step and yet somehow the whole thing.

Fred Inglis Radical Earnestness (Martin Robertson & Co., Oxford, 1982)

Tom Cutterham 
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 review: 100 aRtists’ ManifEstos: 
 fRoM thE futuRists to thE stuckists  
 EditEd By aLex danchev 

Hannah Wilkinson

Danchev’s introduction to this anthology draws on American philosopher Marshall 
Berman’s interpretation of the Communist Manifesto as the “first great modernist 
work of art.” In his introduction he contends that the declarations in the volume 
are necessarily influenced by the 1848 manifesto, and offers evidence of linguistic 
comparison, such as Lebbeus Wood’s 1993 declaration of “war on all icons and 
finalities”, a statement that rivals in scope Marx’s call for the “overthrow of all ex-
isting social conditions”. But to claim, as Danchev does, that “revolution was the 
unavoidable preoccupation” of the manifestos brought together in this book is to 
oversimplify, and to gloss over the implicit debates which make the collection so 
interesting. What emerges as one progresses through the chronologically ordered 
documents is the tension between ‘revolutionary’ conceptualized on one hand as 
a valid description of an artistic break with the past and, alternatively, as reflec-
tive of a broader social conception of positive change. Stemming from this is the 
existence of an additional debate over whether the most important aspect of revo-
lution is breaking free from the present or defining the future that will replace it.

Certainly to present a manifesto is to be critical. The futurist declarations, which 
Danchev emphasises in the early section of the book, define themselves through 
their opposition to historical thought. Watered-down versions of this idea are preva-
lent amongst the artists who rally against historically defined institutional forms. To 
the extent that the manifestoes presented here often criticize nostalgia and custom 
as bourgeois, these works can indeed be viewed as encompassing social criticism. 
Yet they differ markedly in their approaches to individualism. Canudo defends 
the artist’s individual “obligation to concrete expression of his particular vision of 
life.” His cerebral art is radical in its own right, and this statement reflects its inter-
nal politics. In contrast, David Alfaro Siquerios, a ‘self-proclaimed Marxist’, argues 
that his “primary aesthetic aim is to destroy all traces of bourgeois individualism.”

For Picabia, moreover, consumption of art must also be collective, and works 
themselves reproducible, as reflected in his insightful comment that “you are no 
less intelligent because your neighbor has the same as you.” The palpable truth 
of the statement belies its revolutionary nature within the artist context – a con-
text which elevates the value of originality.  This criticism of the conduct of the 
commercial art world is a recurring theme in the manifestos. Boccioni criticizes 
the “odious trade: selling art for vast sums of money.” This limitedly political 
criticism of artistic institutions is at odds with the anti-political strand of thought 



running through the manifestos. In this vein Marinetti’s Futurists call for disor-
der without suggesting anything about the synthesis which is to follow, while 
Wyndam Lewis calls in 1914 for art that transcends politics, being “beyond ac-
tion and reaction”. A subtly different argument is made by Mayavosky who 
calls for artistic expression to break free from the state, though not from politics.

The extent to which political ends act as a constraint upon artistic means does not 
go unexamined in the manifestos, and is highlighted by Danchev in his introduc-
tory essay, when he notes that the Futurists’ “inflammatory rhetoric” was not spon-
taneous but carefully rehearsed. There is a sense of artistic sacrifice implicit in the 
promise made by the Mexican Painters’ and Sculptors’ Union to put themselves 
‘at the service of the… cause of the people, to use at it sees fit,’ an idea reinforced 
by The Red Group and, on the right, by Sironi. This is reinforced in Le Corbusier’s 
discussion of the ‘obligation of architecture… to bring about a revision of values’ 

Yet an explcit attempt to induce this revision of values requires that they be previ-
ously conceptualized, and ideas predefined in this way  represent potential limits 
on the creativity of art that is dependent on social politics. As long as artistic ex-
pression is controlled by an external logic, the validity of interpreting it as rev-
olutionary in its own right is called into question. An argument which Danchev 
fails to question is the assumption that expression ought to follow revolution, a 
claim made by the 1910 manifesto of the futurist painters, and argued particular-
ly forcefully by Mayakovsky who claimed in 1918 that spiritual slavery charac-
terized Russian society, where Romanov era plays continued to be performed. In 
what is perhaps the most prolific manifesto in this collection, Carlos Mariategui 
argues in his 1926 essay entitled ‘Art, Revolution and Decadence’ that “art is al-
ways nourished …by the absolute of its age.” That faith must necessarily precede 
creative effort is posited as the explanation for the Russian Futurists’ allegiance 
to communism in contrast with their Italian counterparts’ desire to subsume their 
art to the Fascist cause. John Reed’s 1932 Manifesto, which served to launch clubs 
“intended primarily to foster leftist talent”, argues that the decay of capitalism 
will be followed by a change in the dominant force shaping cultural expression. 

An alternative argument is embodied by Breton, Rivera and Trotsky’s 1938 dec-
laration that “true art is unable not to be revolutionary,” but this is undermined 
by the ease with which the authors like Carlo Carra moved from left to right and 
redefined the political meaning of their artistic affirmations as a result. Danchev 
implies that the links made between communism and Dadaism, which came af-
ter the birth of the movement, reflect the personal Marxist views of manifestoist 
Raoul Hausmann – the movement’s guiding vision – rather than reflecting an 
ideology generated by, and thus logically consistent with, the Dadist aesthetic . 
There is also an unresolved tension evident between this view and the unwavering 
defense of artistic freedom from external influence, as embodied by film theoreti-
cian Ricciotto Canudo’s defense of ‘painting for its own sake’. This reinforces the 
contradiction between artistic revolution as constructed within the sphere of art 
and revolution as defined by external structures. JJP Oud’s dismissal of Le Cor-
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busier’s work as  “propaganda, not architecture” highlights this perceived trade-off 
between artistic and political integrity. The idea that artistic expression of revolu-
tionary struggle is even possible does not go uncontested. Theo van Doesburg’s 
1923 manifesto says that the two are mutually exclusive: “whether it is intended 
to arouse proletarian instinct or patriotic feelings is of no significance… from an 
artistic point of view both are fraudulent.” Similarly Breton, in his ‘Second Mani-
festo of Surrealism’, dismisses the possibility of proletariat art, on the basis that 
to be an artist is to be a product of pre-revolutionary bourgeois culture and by 
definition not representative of the working class. Perhaps this explains Danchev’s 
argument that in reality the practice of these authors fails to live up to their mani-
festos. In this way, much of the theorizing in the volume can be subjected to the 
famous criticism that Marx makes in his 1988 ‘Theses on Feuderbach’: “philoso-
phers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it”. 

Negating questions of the validity of art, thinkers like Rodchenko rejected ‘pure art’, 
providing us with suggestions about how films, posters and newspaper kiosks can 
shape society. Similarly, Balla’s ‘Mens’ Clothing Manifesto’ argues for garments that 
“shape industrial activity”. One of the most constructive as well as progressive views 
in the collection comes from Gropius, who uses the language of collective thought to 
call for socially responsible architectural practice. The strength of his manifesto comes 
from the explicit alternative he presents to the institutional arrangements, urging vi-
sionaries to leave academies and instead “go into the buildings, bless them with fairy 
tales of colour, chisel ideas into the bare walls”. But the ends are not necessarily pro-
gressive: one of the most explicit statements to this effect comes from the Fascist Siro-
ni, who claims the aesthetic must be available as an ‘instrument of social direction.’

Together, the manifestos that Danchev brings together do not convincingly suggest 
that the distinction between art and politics, which limits the use of the former for 
progressive ends, can be overcome. For the most part, they link artistic and politi-
cal goals grammatically but not intellectually: they may be written by those on the 
left but they no not represent a definitive fusion of aesthetic and political ideas. 
In the introduction to this volume, Danchev acknowledges Trotsky’s argument in 
‘Literature and Revolution’ that Communism’s “profound questions and relation-
ships… far transcended the limits” of Futurist theorizing. It is this failure of the 
artistic manifesto to rival Marx’s contribution to social and political understand-
ing, rather than the dubious significance of the 1848 Manifesto to those that came 
after it, that is the insight of as well as the challenge presented by this anthology. 

Hannah Wilkinson is a second year undergraduate reading Economics and Management 
at LMH



 63

 review: REality hungER: a ManifEsto

 By david shieLds 

Matthew Kennedy

Another review of David Shields’ Reality Hunger may seem superfluous given 
that the hardback edition alone is prefaced with three pages of extracts from re-
views, each one more acclamatory than the last: ‘an urgent book…sublime, ex-
citing, outrageous, visionary…’; ‘one of the most provocative books I have ever 
read…’; ‘Shields has goosed the Zeitgeist’; ‘A daring combination of montage 
and essay’; ‘Genuinely brilliant…’. Such delirious back-slapping at the start of 
the book is certainly a hostage to fortune. Shields however does not disappoint. 

The book’s sub-title ‘a manifesto’ gives something of a clue as to Shields’ purpose. 
In Reality Hunger his ‘intent,’ he says, ‘is to write the ars poetica for a burgeoning 
group of interrelated artists in a multitude of forms and media who are breaking 
larger and larger chunks of “reality” into their work.’ This starts from the premise 
that ‘every artistic movement from the beginning of time is an attempt to figure out a 
way to smuggle more of what the artist thinks is reality into the work of art’ and the 
supposition that older forms of artistic representation – in particular the narrative 
novel – are incapable of representing the lived experience of 21st century “reality”.  
Shields’ criticism of conventional form, in particular the fiction/non-fiction dichot-
omy, is that it ignores that fact that any written account is necessarily fashioned by 
the author and therefore the residue of the author’s prejudices, selectivity and febrile 
memory; factuality and truth are not the same thing. Moreover, the narrative novel 
of the 19th century ‘tended to impose the image of a stable, coherent, continuous, 
unequivocal, entirely decipherable universe…the novel of the characters, though, 
belongs to entirely to the past; it describes a period: the apogee of the individual.’

‘The present period,’ however, ‘is one of administrative numbers.’ What Shields 
suggests should replace the certainty of narrative forms of representation is a re-
commitment to more poetical forms, and in particular the ‘lyric essay.’ The essay 
holds particular significance for Shields. He highlights that the word comes from 
the French essai ‘to try’, to sketch an idea without knowing whether it will be com-
plete, reconcilable, or contradictory. In this way the essay is closer to lived life, half-
started, half-finished, half-understood: ‘the lyric essayist seems to enjoy all the lib-
erties of the fiction writer, with none of a fiction writer’s burden of unreality…since 
the essayist supposedly starts with something real.’ In addition to the lyric essay, 
Shields emphasises the importance of collage and montage, of borrowing and quot-
ing from other people’s work (something he does himself prodigiously throughout). 

In particular it is the blurring of the distinction between what is real and what is 
unreal which fascinates Shields most and is, to him, the most promising source of 
a new artistic form. He highlights cases from American popular culture such as 
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LonelyGirl15 and A Million Little Pieces, both of which purported to be autobio-
graphical accounts of young lives but which were later revealed to be contrived, 
semi-fictional or embellished.  An apt British example might be the shock success 
of The Only Way is Essex TV show which hit screens only months ago. The idea is 
that these pseudo-fictional representations of the 21st century better represent the 
reality of our own lives, the fictions we create about ourselves, about others and our 
relationship with them, than would ‘characters’ in a conventional fictional show 
or book. There is an underlying suggestion that this blending of fact and fiction is 
in fact a better representation of the way we create our own identities in real life. 

The real strength of Shields’ book is that he practises what he preaches. There is 
no narrative structure, just 618 paragraphs, some only a few words long, others 
running for a couple of pages. The book is divided into chapters each of which has 
a loose theme: mimesis, reality, memory etc. but these seem only to make sense 
when viewed from the perspective of the book as a whole, as if it were itself a col-
lage. There are also 618 quotations or borrowings from the work of others, all of 
which are un-cited in the body of the book but which are listed at the end in ac-
cordance with the wishes of the publisher’s lawyers. The autobiographical infor-
mation epitomises Shields’ attitude to fact and non-fiction, consider note 510: ‘[M]
y girlfriend and I shared the house with her brother; it was actually he who was 
wildly prolific all summer. Makes a better story the other way round, though.’ Thus 
Shields’ assertion that original work can be born by borrowing the work of others 
would seem to be vindicated: the proof of the pudding is after all in the eating. 

In a recent review of Fredric Jameson’s Valences of the Dialectic Gopal Balakrishnan 
summarized Jameson’s argument thus: ‘theory is the unrepresentable limits of the 
world-system lifted to the level of a form-problem.’  This form-problem is because 
traditional narrative forms of history promote ‘notions of historical change entan-
gled in anachronistic pictures of collective agency from a bygone era of revolu-
tionary politics, fitted to the proportions of the national and international spaces 
in which earlier stages of modernization unfolded.’ Whilst Jameson sees the so-
lution to this form-problem in utopian forms of literature and the Greek catego-
ries of peripeteia, anagnorisis and pathos, the suggestions in Shields’ ‘manifesto’ 
come closer to a form capable of representing the world in a way commensurate 
with people’s lived experience of globalised capitalism. This, according to Jame-
son, is a pre-requisite for the articulation of alternatives to globalised capitalism 
and it is in this political aspect that the true value of Shields’ contribution lies.

Matthew Kennedy is associate editor of the OLR and a graduate of St. Hugh’s College
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 By didier eribOn
 

Eirik Bjorge

The latest work of the French sociologist Didier Eribon, who first cut a swathe for 
himself in 1980s Paris by publishing, as a young man, what is still the authori-
tative biography on his intellectual vorbild Michel Foucault, Retour à Reims is a 
book about class and resistance. Having worked in the post-structuralist slipstream 
of his master, and risen, seemingly without effort, to the pinnacles of the French 
academe and the world of gender studies, for which he was in 2008 rewarded the 
prestigious Brudner Prize by Yale University, Eribon has changed tack in his lat-
est book and made things more difficult for himself, and even more interesting for 
his readers. Eribon, like Foucault, is homosexual, a fact which permeates his work 
as it did that of Foucault, and of which they were both able to make great use.

Didier Eribon in his latest book returns to Reims, his Champenois hometown. 
His register is that of the autobiography but also that of postmodern social the-
ory, rendered personal and eminently understandable (even to an Anglo-Saxon 
audience trained in the emasculated idiom of analytic philosophy and sociology), 
and it a winning combination. A young man who was early told that he was ‘pas 
normal’, ‘étrange’, ‘bizarre’, and, if the French had had this distinctly British turn 
of phrase, a man who was too clever by half, Eribon learned in his teens that he 
was different from his working class peers in that he somehow did not conform.

In the working class milieu in which Eribon was reared virtually everyone voted 
Communist; ‘the reference to the Communist Party was the incontestable political 
horizon, the one organising principle’. This natural order of things was, however, 
to see brutal change. One of the questions with which Eribon tussles in his book is 
how it was possible that most of his family would go from voting Communist to 
voting in the 2007 presidential elections either for the venal and morally diminutive 
candidate of the Right, who would become president, or for the subtly Holocaust-
denying, ‘la belle France’, racist candidate of the Extreme Right. How was it that 
his father, who referred to everyone to the right of the Communist Party as ‘class 
enemies’ and took pleasure in an afternoon spent in front of the television shouting 
down all rightwing politicians to appear before him from the family sofa, would 
go on to vote for the Front National? Eribon answers this question, no less press-
ing in these islands than in France, by looking at the failures of the French Left.

The failure to address what he calls ‘social oppressions and antagonisms’ is at the 
heart of his answer. It was not only the ‘mouvement ouvrier’, with its traditions and 
fights, which disappeared from political and intellectual discourse and from the po-
litical scene; it was also the workers themselves, their culture, their living conditions, 
their aspirations. When Eribon’s father castigated his Trotskyite intellectual son and 



other student revolutionaries for effectively wanting to teach their grandmothers to 
suck eggs, Eribon thought little of it, seeing the exhortations of his father as indica-
tive of the insufficiently de-Stalinised philosophy of the Communist Party of the day. 
‘But how could I any longer think that my father had been wrong?’ Eribon asks now 
as a grown man. If one looks at what happened to the icons of the 1968 revolution – 
risibly rich and mostly risibly fatuous personages such as Bernhard-Henry Lévy and 
André Glucksmann come to mind – their positions today (and ‘position’ ought here 
to be understood in more than one sense) seem to go a long way in bearing him out.

When, in 1981, François Mitterand won the presidential elections it was with fifteen 
per cent of the votes which used to be commanded by the Communist Party. This of 
course was through no fault of anyone other than the Communist Party itself, as the 
‘parti de la classe ouvrière’, which very ignobly, though only abiding by the ancient 
rule which tells one not to bite the hand which feeds, had been dragging its feet 
when it came to breaking with the Soviet Union, and had also been astonishingly 
inept at tapping into the new Left social movements of the time. In no way did the 
dusty and fetid Communist Party correspond to the social transformation and po-
litical innovation which had become the hallmarks of the 1960s–70s, and of which 
1981 was the inevitable consequence. As is well-known, the Left won the election 
and was poised to ‘changer la vie’. The victory of the Left, whose government in the 
end was to include the Communists, would, however, soon translate into a great 
disappointment for the working classes (and it is perhaps ironic here that one of the 
few real and lasting changes the government was able to effect was on the level of 
sexual politics: the legalization of male–male sexual relations), and to disaffection 
with the political class in which they had vested their hopes and votes. ‘La gauche, 
la droite, il n’y a pas de différences, ils sont tous pareils, et c’est toujours les mêmes 
qui payent’, was his mother’s perspicacious kitchen sink analysis of the situation. 
There was, among those of the Left represented in government or affiliated with it, 
no talk anymore of ‘exploitation’ and ‘resistance’, but of ‘modernisation nécessaire’. 
Talk of class relations had become the handmaiden to ‘vivre-ensemble’, notions 
of social predestination having ceded the ground to ‘individual responsibility’. In 
short the idea of classes and social groups had given way to the autonomous sub-
ject; the rhetoric of the individualisation of society shored up projects to disman-
tle the welfare state and schemes of social protection. To employ the hackneyed 
phrase, if only because it brings out the performative role of language itself: the 
language of the Right became that of the Left. ‘But trying to do away with class-
es and class relations, to efface them as theoretical and cognitive categories, does 
in no way impede those who live the objective condition which the word ‘class’ 
served to designate from feeling collectively forsaken by those who had been sing-
ing the praises of ‘social ties’, as well as those of the “necessary” deregulation of 
the economy and the “necessary” dismantling of the social state’, Eribon tells us.

    This in turn led to further alienation of the working classes: not only were they 
not important, as had always been the case; now they were told they didn’t even 
exist anymore! The very existence of a working class is what Eribon sets out to 
show in this fine book – as well as the equally real way in which, to quote his own 



evocative words, ‘class background is marked in one’s flesh if one is the child of 
the working class’. This was the ugly world from which Eribon rose as he went 
up to Paris, and coming to grips with it was, for him, the most difficult theoreti-
cal undertaking. It may be that there is something to learn, not only about the au-
thor and about the French context in which he is writing, from his confession: ‘it 
was easier for me to write about my sexual shame than my social shame’. Didier 
Eribon is, of his own admission, still marked by his class background, and in a 
register which is both heart-rending and analytical this books explicates just how.

Didier Eribon Retour à Reims (Champs Flammarion, 2010)

Eirik Bjorge is a DPhil student in law at Corpus Christi College.
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