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Grayson Perry gave this year’s Reith lecture series on the BBC. His first lecture 
was ironically titled “Democracy has bad taste”, consciously playing to the 
traditional perception of art in Britain as a bastion of high culture. In his lectures, 
Perry was irreverent and playful. He criticised the art world from his standpoint as 
a self-defined outsider –  at one point, he joked: “I’ve called this series of lectures 
‘Playing to the Gallery’, and not, you may note, ‘Sucking Up to an Academic 
Elite’.”1 Taking up this theme, several pieces in this issue of the Oxford Left Review 
consider the role of art and literature in society, both at home and abroad. 

Miriam Goodall’s review of the Pearls exhibition at the Victoria and Albert 
museum reveals that museums and galleries can still be forces of the established 
order in Britain - the relationship between the Qatar Museums Authority and the 
V and A suggests the art world can still “operate as a closed circuit”, as Perry put 
it. Thomas Clarke’s Life Lessons from Byron? critiques Matthew Bevis’ attempt – 
through Alain de Botton’s School of Life series – to bring Byron to a 21st century 
audience. Clarke exposes Bevis’ flawed and patronising approach to Byron and 
wider problems with de Botton’s corporate-philosopher crusade (think turning 
Kierkegaard into a J.P. Morgan-sponsored cure for ‘affluenza’).  These critiques 
suggest that the U.K. art world is currently stilted by its low expectations of its 
audience. 

In Alec Dunn’s article explaining the aims of Signal journal –  a project designed 
to bring together creative political artwork from around the world – Dunn writes 
that Signal favours art that “communicates, that puts forth a bold vision, and that 
respects the intelligence of the viewer”. In his article The Art of Resistance, Dunn 

1  Grayson Perry, ‘Democracy Has Bad Taste’, 15/10/13, http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/
podcasts/radio4/reith/reith_20131015-1023c.mp3
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shows us some of Signal’s favourite political images, presenting art as a vibrant 
and vital proponent in bringing about radical social change across the world. 
Olivia Arigho-Stiles’ article on Bolivia discusses the role of public murals and 
artwork in the 1952 Bolivian Revolution, considering how art and politics were 
intertwined in the period. In our own contribution to original political works, 
the journal publishes award-winning poet Fatemah Esmaeili’s A Poem for Iran, 
translated from the original Farsi by Rouhi Shafiei.

Also in OLR 11, we take a look at some topical questions on the left today. 
Barnaby Raine tackles the issues of tolerance and free speech in Tolerance and 
Liberalism: The Politics of Permission. Raine considers how a lack of regulation 
of speech-acts in the name of tolerance affects society as a whole. One of Raine’s 
key problems with liberal ideas of tolerance is that they do not work with a 
broad enough definition of ‘political’. Instead they marginalise minority voices by 
condemning them as biased towards a political agenda, while praising status-quo 
opinions as ‘natural’. Dave Addison continues this theme in A Critique of Royal 
Journalism. Addison criticises the journalism surrounding the monarchy for its 
lack of self-awareness and its naturalisation of constructed hierarchies. Examining 
other constructed hierarchies, Dan Swain evaluates Wilkinson and Pickett’s 
2011 bestseller The Spirit Level using Marx’s theory of alienation. Swain suggests 
that it is through Marx that we can develop enhanced theories of inequality. 
Marx, furthermore, can help challenge the liberal approach to class and foster a 
understanding of the deeper problem of control in modern capitalist societies.

Along these lines, Jamie Woodcock considers how the nature of work is changing 
in the biggest city in Britain, especially in relation to logistics. Woodcock argues 
that these key centres of distribution could give workers immense potential power, 
and could offer the spaces for new forms of working-class resistance. Closer to 
home, Matt Myers writes on past women’s struggles in Oxford. Myers particularly 
focuses on the intersection between class and gender in Oxford’s recent history. 
We also review some key publications released in the last few months, including 
Colin Barker’s Marxism and Social Movements (reviewed by Mark Bergfeld) and 
a reprint of Cathy Porter’s Alexandra Kollontai, considered alongside Douglas 
Smith’s Former People (reviewed by Nick Evans).  

As ever, OLR 11 also touches on international politics. In Notes on the Arab Left, 
Peter Hill outlines a concise history of the left in a range of Arab countries. Hill 
clarifies many of the details ignored in the British media during the coverage of 
the Arab Spring. Exploring another interesting part of the world, Neil Hinnem 
assesses the value of José Miranda’s influential Marx and the Bible – including a 
synthesis of both Marx and the Bible’s dialectical method – in uniting Christians 
with socialists in a fight for global justice. 
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‘Aquí, en este caos, siembro la colecta de mi existencia’. (Arturo Borda)

‘Here, in this chaos, I sow the collection of my existence.’

According to The Guinness Book of World Records, Bolivia has had more revolu-
tions than any other country. As with much of Latin America, Bolivia’s recent 
history is speckled with uprisings, coups and the emergence of new and fiercely 
dynamic social movements. With its piercingly bright, sunny days, bitterly cold 
nights and dizzying altitudes - La Paz is around 4000 metres above sea level - Bo-
livia is also a country of rugged natural extremes. Bolivia is today populated by 
over 9.2 million people, out of which a majority of over 65% claim an indigenous 
Indian heritage; yet it is also a nation in which the distinction between art’s popu-
lar and elite spheres has not traditionally been rigidly delineated. Murals and mes-
sages proclaiming support for the country’s first indigenous Socialist President, 
Evo Morales, are a ubiquitous sight on the walls and buildings in La Paz, and 
art has long been associated with politically revolutionary tendencies. It is in the 
period immediately surrounding the 1952 National Revolution that art played 
its most decisive role as a vehicle for radical political change in Bolivia. Broadly 
speaking, the relationship between art and capitalism has been extensively exam-
ined in recent years, and the idea that art occupies a lofty, transcendental position 

olIvIa arIgho-stIles

The Bolivian National Revolution of 
1952: Art, Ideology and the Rise of 
the Social Artists
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Arigho-stiles|Art and Revolution in Bolivia

distinct from the capitalist means of production has been roundly challenged. 
This article is not intended to form an exhaustive account of art’s role in the Bo-
livian National Revolution, but simply to provide a brief reflection on a point in 
Bolivian history when art sought to radically challenge the corporate hegemony in 
which, globally, it is now largely complicit. 

As a country which has lurched from one repressive military dictatorship to an-
other, Bolivia is well accustomed to political upheaval. Even so, the 1952 National 
Revolution is one of the most politically resonant revolutionary upsurges Bolivia 
has witnessed in the twentieth century. Although in many ways an incomplete 
revolution, and one fraught with numerous ideological contradictions, the 1952 
revolution is most striking for the way in which it invoked the power of entirely 
new social forces operating in the Bolivian politico-economic milieu. Spearheaded 
by the Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario (MNR), the revolution repre-
sented a fierce and near-spontaneous reaction against the military’s annulment of 
the presidential elections of 1951, in which the MNR candidate had won by a 
landslide. Armed workers, led by the militant miners union, joined with dissident 
national police and MNRistas in a three-day insurrection, primarily in urban ar-
eas, ousting the military junta from La Paz. Commanding broad public support, 
the revolutionaries’ victory ensured that under President Victor Paz Estenssoro, 
the MNR introduced universal adult suffrage, carried out a sweeping land reform, 
promoted rural education, and nationalised the country’s largest tin mines. 

The MNR in 1952 was a populist movement based on the support of the radical 
middle classes and revolutionary workers, united in a commitment to the destruc-
tion of the old politico-economic order. It had emerged alongside the Partido de 
la Izquierda Revolucionario (PIR) and the older Trotskyist Partido Obrero Rev-
olucionario (POR) as one of the three main parties of the left, opposing the tra-
ditional parties known as the Concordancia, or the Democratic Alliance. All three 
believed in the nationalisation of the tin mines, although the POR and PIR went 
further than MNR is their espousal of Indian rights. The rise of these revolution-
ary tendencies was fuelled by Bolivia’s extreme inequality in land ownership: prior 
to 1952, just 6% of the population owned 92% of the land. As the revolution 
progressed, peasants in rural areas seized land and organised themselves into sin-
dicatos. Their mobilisation and activism led to the Agrarian Reform Law of 1953, 
which abolished forced labour and established a programme of land expropriation 
and distribution of rural property from the traditional landowning class to the 
Indian campesinos.

Whilst the revolution was carried forward largely on the back of the Trotskyist 
tin miners and these politicised campesinos, it was also propelled by the sustained 
efforts of Bolivia’s numerous political artists. Social activism came to be crystallised 
in artistic endeavour. One of the most famous of these artists in Latin America 
is Arturo Borda. Although he died just a year after the ‘52 Revolution, the self-
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taught artist’s works were instrumental in fostering an artistic climate of political 
radicalism. Borda was an anarchist, and also a strident proponent of indigenous 
rights. His paintings and poetry are deeply symbolic and allegorical. They are 
dark, tortured and portray an intense perception of the world’s abounding chaos. 
Their sinister motifs, particularly evident in Arriba Los Corazones, offer a vision of 
the horrific strangeness of humanity’s experience.

Arturo Borda, Arriba Los Corazones
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Of course, political art had propagated in Bolivia well before the 1952 Revolu-
tion. In 1934, Aymara printmaker Alejandro Mario Yllanes painted a series of 
tempera murals on the schoolhouse walls of Warisata, a rural commune on the 
Bolivian side of Lake Titicaca. They were painted as a celebration of the everyday 
labour of the Indian people, although many were never completed. Some murals 
depicted Aymara farmers, ferrymen and tanners while others portrayed images 
from Andean folk history and mythology.

Arigho-stiles|Art and Revolution in Bolivia

After the MNR government secured victory in 1952, political art began to be 
institutionalised by the revolutionary government. It set aside financial resources 
for increased cultural activity and was especially supportive of a burgeoning mu-
ralist movement led by social artists such as Walter Solón Romero, Miguel Alandia 
Pantoja, Lorgio Vaca and Gil Imana Pantoja. This was very much similar to the 
post-revolutionary development of mural painting which arose from the Mexican 
Revolution in the 1930s. The Bolivian artists’ murals glorified in the concept of 
‘the workers’, emphasising their importance to the economy and to society by 
rendering them on a large scale. Their works gave recognition to the plurality of 
indigenous communities in Bolivian society, which had been marginalised from 
artistic efforts and rendered insignificant by pre-existing political and cultural in-
stitutions. For example, in 1956, a series of five murals were painted on the build-
ing of the state company YPFB with El Petroleo Boliviana (Bolivian oil) as their 
subject. In 1953 Alandia Pantoja finished a History of the Mine, which, at around 
fifteen feet high, portrayed the struggles of the miners before the 1952 revolution 
and offered a critique of the mining oligarchy. The mural was destroyed in a coup 
by the right wing dictator Luis García Meza in 1980.

These works were ultimately intended to foster and sustain national unity and 
pride as part of a militant revolutionary ideology. Murals also represent a highly 
significant link between art’s position in the public and private sphere, quite liter-
ally occupying a position outside the corporate art world. They establish a popular 
right to the political messages and aestheticism mural art embodies.

Alejandro Mario Yllanes, Warisata murals
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In words which vividly capture the revolutionary spirit underpinning this politi-
cal art, in 1974 Walter Solon Romero stated: 

‘No podemos colocar plácidamente nuestra tela en el caballete y pintar aus-
entes y ciegos a la represión callejera, una naturaleza muerta o un bucólico 
paisaje. Vivimos una época de solidaridad, de cooperación y de compromiso 
con las aspiraciones del pueblo y si el Arte es una suprema forma de lib-
eración, no debemos especular mentalmente más de lo que podemos crear 
en bien de una causa noble, mejorando nuestro oficio y nuestros medios de 
expresión, con la humildad de un artesano integrado por su trabajo útil a la 
sociedad’

We cannot placidly lay our canvas on our easel and paint, absent and blind 
to the repression on the street, a dead nature or a bucolic landscape. We live in 
a time of solidarity, cooperation and commitment to the ambition of the people, 
and if Art is a supreme form of liberation, we shall not speculate in our minds but 
about that which we can create to support a noble cause, making our trade and 
our means of expression better, with the humility of an artisan who has found his 
place because his work is useful to society. 

Art in the public sphere thereby became one of the primary ways the Bolivian 
people were exposed to, sought to comprehend, and perpetuated the revolution-
ary currents that had driven them in 1952. This art also formed part of a longer-
term trend which aimed to reclaim the autonomy and dignity of the indigenous 
communities and induce a breakdown of the social stratification and economic 
inequalities that accompanied Bolivia’s brutal military regimes. As the Trotskyist 
miners mobilised around them, Bolivia’s artists and muralists joined the struggle 
to end cultural repression, fight for the right to take collective ownership over the 
means of production, and create an anti-hegemonic historical-political narrative 
to reclaim indigenous rights.

Olivia Arigho-Stiles is a History finalist at Somerville College, Oxford and a 
member of the Oxford Left Review’s editorial board.
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It is becoming a fashion to construct exhibitions around one single concept, ma-
terial or object. In 2012, the Royal Academy produced Bronze, the Tate has fol-
lowed with Iconoclasm, and the Victoria and Albert museum are currently show-
ing Pearls. These exhibitions have the potential to be incredibly wide-ranging 
and intellectually exciting. They change the ways in which the works of art are in 
dialogue by bringing together previously unconnected ideas. The relationship be-
tween two works is no longer predicated on similarities such as age; instead, these 
exhibitions ask us to examine something new like the physical media in which 
the works were formed. However, the Victoria and Albert museum’s Pearls is nei-
ther new nor exciting: it reinforces traditional preconceptions about the prestige 
and status of the pearl without questioning the ramifications or validity of these 
views. This objectionable conservatism manifests in sexism and class prejudice. 

The exhibition was not entirely free from new perspectives. The first few rooms 
took great pains to explain that pearls are not, as the myth goes, formed from a 
grain of sand, but are created by the penetration of a parasite into a bivalve mol-
lusc. When the bivalve opens to let water and nutrients in, a parasite in the water 
enters the shell and embeds itself in the mother-of-pearl substance (the ‘nacre’) 
that covers the inside of the shell. The mollusc protects itself from this invasion by 
creating multiple layers of nacre which build up around the intruder and eventu-
ally form the pearl. The sexual and reproductive implications of this are endless. 
There is the labial-like appearance of a bivalve, the penetration, the embedding of 
the parasite into the soft side of the shell, and the mother-of-pearl material which 

mIrIam goodall

Sex, Class and Pearls: Reviewing the 
Pearls exhibition at the Victoria and 
Albert Museum
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reproduces itself to form a new object. The video included in the exhibition seems 
to recognise this without explicitly stating it. It bears a striking and quite hilarious 
similarity to the GCSE Biology videos many of us were forced to sit through, in 
which a red cartoon womb takes in little swimming sperms, so it is immensely 
frustrating that the exhibition never makes this connection, never says ‘this is a 
bit like sex.’ (They could just concede that the act bears some similarity to hu-
man reproduction, but they do not even do this.) Because sex is still a taboo at 
the V and A, they ignore all the startlingly obvious parallels, and so they never 
give themselves the platform to discuss the massive incongruity inherent in the 
iconography of the pearl. The pearl is one of the most frequently-used symbols 
of chastity, and yet the way in which it is produced is similar to impregnation. 
Instead of starting this interesting discussion, they use a considerable length of 
wall-space to repeat (in a somewhat stultifying manner) their exultation of the 
pearl as the emblem of virginity and Christian purity.

The pearl does have this symbolic status, but rather than tacitly accepting the 
disparity between the pearl’s creation and the meanings we have bestowed upon 
it, the exhibition could critique this disparity. We identify the pearls as rare, im-
mensely financially valuable, beautiful and pure. If they bestow these charac-
teristics onto the women who wear them, do we start to see women as similar 
commodities? Or were women commoditised before they started to wear pearls? 
At a time when feminism is proliferating all over the planet, these are the sort of 
questions an exhibition like this needs to examine.

Pearls could redeem itself by being intellectually rigorous and historically de-
tailed.Unfortunately, it fails on that front too. The manner in which the exhibits 
are set out does not help its audience to analyse how the iconography of pearls 
and the attitude towards them have changed over time. It is loosely chronological 
but the message of the exhibition is confused by the unsystematic interweaving 
of themes. The curators aim to present the symbolism of pearls in the Wilton 
Diptych as representative of the manner in which royalty has employed pearls, so 
they position the pearl which Charles I gave to his daughter nearby as a point of 
contrast. However, this is left unclear, because the general attitude to pearls had 
changed so much in the intervening 250 years. By 1649, the status of the pearl 
had completely changed; in the Wilton Diptych, Richard II is figured as an em-
blem of pure Christian piety, whereas Charles’ pearl was viewed as a symbol of his 
lavish lifestyle, at odds with the Puritan “good old cause”. The exhibition wants 
us to understand that royals used pearls almost as propaganda, but cripples itself 
by not acknowledging the huge difference between these two ages. 

Moreover, the curators’ decision to display the pearls in small ornate cabinets 
does nothing for coherence of thought. Spectators are forced to crowd round 
these cases and peer at the jewellery which, secreted away, remains rarefied and in-
accessible. It celebrates and fetishizes the value of the pearl and removes the possi-
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bility of any cultural or intellectual engagement. This was made noticeable by the 
asinine comments made by some of my fellow spectators; jewels such as “oooh 
what a wonderful piece” and “simply stunning” and “just beautiful” represent the 
majority of the commentary. It is impossible to see into the cabinets clearly and 
therefore it is unclear on what evidence these statements were founded. I cannot 
criticise aesthetic appreciation, but when it is so evidently lacking in substantive 
basis, it is risible.  

The figuration of the exhibition clearly reveals the ideology on which it is based: 
the celebration of privilege and wealth. Mikimoto’s innovative advances in pearl-
farming in the 1890s meant that pearls could be artificially created, and thus 
there was a huge increase in the number of pearls on the market. The exhibition 
laments the commercialisation and increased breadth in the market. Firstly, it 
expresses disappointment that the wearing of pearls is no longer the reserve of 
“ladies of high lineage” but is now open to anyone, specifically “media-friendly 
celebrities” who can wear them on any occasion. Most striking is how modern 
cultured pearls are presented in comparison to the natural pearls. Large numbers 
of them are unceremoniously dumped in buckets at the exit to the exhibition, 
rather than thoughtfully positioned in decorative display cases. This issue is un-
doubtedly a thorny one: we should not condone the over-production and conse-
quent wastage of pearls, but the curatorial focus was not on the wastage but on 
the corruption of the market. I do not support excessive consumption, but the 
sense of despondency which arose from large amount of low-quality pearls on 
the market was truly objectionable. It was grief which stemmed from the realisa-
tion that purity was no longer valued. This attitude is as antiquated as the pearls 
themselves. 

Perhaps the show’s celebration of wealth finds its roots in the V and A’s partner-
ship with the Qatar Museums Authority. According to Forbes, Qatar is the world’s 
richest country per capita and its royal family is obsessed by the accumulation of 
valuable artworks. Sheikha Al-Mayassa, the sister of the current emir, is expected 
to spend £600 million on artworks this year. She tops the ArtReview Power100 
list which ranks art dealers’ spending power. She is rapidly importing vast num-
bers of famous western artworks into the Qatari desert. Return flights to Qatar 
cost around £450, meaning that this art is increasingly the reserve of those who 
can afford to travel to see it. To hide art away in the air-conditioned private pal-
aces is to take away aesthetic pleasure from many people. It is not a bad thing that 
the art market is now dominated by the east, but many works are no longer in 
state museums where they could be seen by millions. We could draw an interest-
ing comparison here. A small number of very wealthy people now dominate the 
art market in the same way that a small number of people used to own pearls. 
The Qataris and the V and A share the same sense of cultural elitism, one that is 
predicated on the celebration of wealth and prestige.

gooDAll|Sex, Class and Pearls
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But as one might ask, why review an exhibition that is so obviously going to 
focus on materialism and consumerism? Having seen it, I did ask myself the 
same question. But I was seduced by the V and A’s history. It was the first state 
museum and founded on the principle that great art should be available to the 
masses. William Morris and other socialist intellectuals of the Victorian age were 
involved in its conception. One could see it as the prima genitor of Labour’s 
museum sponsorship scheme. This exhibition is a traitor to that ideology: rather 
than grappling with the contentious issues surrounding the pearl market and its 
history, it celebrates consumption and elitism. The seminars which run alongside 
all such exhibitions now did not aim to educate their audience but chose to teach 
women “how to wear pearls”. The V and A have made clear their desire to have 
a socially acceptable audience in the same way that they desire only a socially ac-
ceptable person to wear pearls. This attitude had already filtered through to the 
socio-economic profile of my fellow spectators, most of whom were wealthy, well 
turned-out women (wearing pearls).

I do not believe that we should ask all exhibitions to provide a radical overhaul 
of the ways we think about art, but museums are intended to educate and en-
lighten. It is fascinating to learn about historical symbols and iconography, but 
the value of these traditions need to be examined and questioned. Instead, the 
unthinking conservatism displayed in this exhibition reneges  on this responsibly; 
Pearls is sexist and classist and only serves to reinforce the notion that art is the 
reserve of the wealthy. 

Mimi Goodall is a third year English student at Magdalen College. She started the 
college’s feminist society and is outgoing independent chair of the JCR. 
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The Art of Revolution

There is no question that art, design, and culture have played an influential role 
in maintaining the gross inequality we see in our world. They have also been im-
portant tools for every social movement that has attempted to challenge the status 
quo. But not all tools are the same: we don’t use a nail gun to plant a garden, or 
a rake to fix the plumbing. A healthy and hearty examination of how culture has 
been used to foster social transformation can be utilized to challenge our own 
current practice and give us insight into what is possible.

Signal: A Journal of International Political Art & Culture is a publication from 
the United States focusing on exploring and documenting international political 
art and cultural output. It is edited by Josh MacPhee and myself and was begun 
with the aim of finding, assessing, and sharing the different cultural tools people 
have used in struggles the world over. 

When we began this project five years ago, the majority of graphics (and tac-
tics) we saw used in social movements here felt dull. The same set of images and 
symbols (a woman standing up to tanks, a fist, a peace sign, to name a few) had 
been used so repetitively as to have lost almost all meaning. These images no 
longer functioned as mechanisms of critical communication with the potential 
to exchange ideas, ask tough questions, or make a viewer simply stop and pay 
attention, but merely as signposts—they had lost all impact. They neither chal-
lenged nor intrigued. For example, if you saw an anti-war poster and you were 
against war and believed in protesting, you might note the date. If you weren’t so 
sure about going to a protest, nothing would lead you to believe that this one was 
going to be any different than any other protest that you may have tried before. 
Never mind if you weren’t already anti-war.

We believe that the moribund quality of images reflects a political culture that 
lacks vigour and vision. So with Signal, we want to expand the language of pos-
sibility with political graphics. Josh and I both come to this project as producers 
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of posters, flyers, graffiti and t-shirts, and we are personally interested in under-
standing the terrain we work on. We’ve found the exploration  of work that comes 
from other countries—work that doesn’t fit in with familiar aesthetics—the most 
rewarding. We hope to challenge pre-existing ideas and expose novel ways of 
approaching image production and image crafting. We also hope Signal can be 
one small instrument which strengthens solidarity and communication between 
international movements and cultural producers. 

Cover Designs by Alec Dunne & Josh McPhee

Political artworks can be used in a variety of ways: to inspire, to agitate, to docu-
ment, to inform, to memorialize. We’ve taken an ecumenical approach to politi-
cal art - we’ll cover any form that pushes things forward, that excites us, that chal-
lenges us. We’ve covered movement graphics, underground comics, revolutionary 
murals, graffiti and modernist sculpture. We’ve had a photo essay on adventure 
playgrounds and an article about the importance of the Gestetner printing press 
and its use by radical groups in the San Francisco Bay Area in the 1960s. We’ve 
also, of course, covered the output of fine artists and designers. We’re proud to 
have featured work from the Americas, Africa, Asia and Europe. 

There are a few inter-related ideas that we are developing and pushing forward. 
Firstly, we believe that there is power in art that is made as part of a struggle (as 
opposed to artwork which is simply about a struggle, or produced by artists work-
ing outside of social movements). Good art and good design will not lead the way 
in changing political movements, but cultural workers in political movements are 
afforded a unique opportunity. When working within a movement, we are able to 
take part in the conversation of how the movement is representing itself, of what 
it aspires to. We are able to help synthesize ideas and frame conversations. 

Secondly, to be able to control and shape how a message goes out in the world 
is both a privilege and a responsibility. If we hope to have viable, vibrant move-
ments then the artwork should reflect that. We want to cover artwork that com-
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Dunn|The Art of  Recolution

“[For the unification of all the Nicaragua patriotic forces 
in toppling the Somoza dictatorship: Long live the Sandanista Liberation 
Front for National Liberation!]”, art and printing by Jane Norling, 1978.
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municates, that puts forth a bold vision, and that respects the intelligence of the 
viewer.

Thirdly, we want to promote the power of collective cultural work. We are cu-
rious about the ways collectives work together—the nuts and bolts of decision-
making and group expression. We also want to explore the social implications 
of working collectively— how collective work becomes a reflection of liberating 
ideals. When we work collectively we encourage solidarity, skill sharing, commu-
nication, and direct democracy. Collectively we can approach a selflessness and a 
political love that is powerful for those involved and possibly transformative for 
the movements themselves. 

We live in a landscape that is overly saturated with targeted advertisements and 
constant messaging. Because of this we need to think creatively, to be bold, and 
dare to break through the current media landscape. The idea of struggle/revolu-
tion/utopia is a creative idea—the imagining of a world outside of the confines 
of the present day. Graphic works occupy a special place in that they can move 
beyond national and linguistic boundaries. Our hope is that by sharing graphics 
from around the world that we can build solidarity and commonalities between 
movements and increase the sense of possibility when working to better the lives 
of our neighbours and ourselves.

“My ideas are never shaped only by me. It has to be put in a larger context, 
so if we can say that we want to be moving towards social justice, we have to 
ask, how do we know were going the right way? How do we know when to 
adjust? These are big questions and as an artist I represent only one segment 
of the people who should be thinking about this stuff” 

-Melanie Cervantes of the Taller Tupac Amaru, from an interview in Signal:01.

“When the student movement started, there were 8 demands. We started 
making images based on these. We made banners and posters articulating 
what we wanted and what we were fighting for. Then we had people from 
other departments asking for our graphics support. They would write out 
fliers and we tried to illustrate the message... I think that graphics had a very 
important role because it was what made the movement educational. When 
the movement started, there was a lot of abstract talk, and graphics became 
a way to illustrate what those issue were.”

- Felipe Hernandez Moreno, member of the propaganda brigades from the 1968 
popular uprising in Mexico City, as interviewed in Signal:01.

This essay is adapted from a previous essay by Josh MacPhee and Alec Dunn. Alec 
Dunn is an editor of Signal Journal, a journal of international political graphics.



16

Matthew Bevis
Life Lessons from Byron
128pp - £6:99
ISBN: 9781447245742
Macmillan Books, 2013  

In 2008, Alain de Botton, alongside the former curator of the Tate, Sophie 
Howarth, set up an institution called the ‘School of Life’ around the corner 
from University College London. Seen from the street, the building appears 
to be nothing more than another modern looking bookshop, like the London 
Review of Books store a few streets away. Indeed, it was in that publication that 
Christopher Taylor published an article describing de Botton’s ‘university of life’ 
as a place selling “programmes and services concerned with how to live life wisely 
and well”.1 The School of Life certainly does offer an array of ‘programmes and 
services’. The website advertises ‘cultural insights and innovation’ for business, 
classes on ‘how to make love last’, ‘how to be confident’, ‘how to be cool’ and 
even has an in-house psychotherapist who offers a ‘Career MOT’ for £250. They 
also publish books. Matthew Bevis’ book is part of a series of six offering ‘life 
lessons’ from Bergson, Freud, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Hobbes and, here in the 
latest volume, Byron. These books are sold in the shop on Marchmont Street 
alongside other physical products such as ‘conversation cards’ and a box set of 
‘how to’ guides called the ‘toolkit for life’. In 2011, the School of Life formed a 
partnership with the Morgans Hotel Group, an international chain of high-end 

1  Christopher Taylor, ‘Short Cuts’, London Review of Books, Vol. 33 No. 10, 19 May 
2011, p. 22
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hotels. This would result in a series of School of Life ‘curated’ vending machines 
dispensing their products to the guests and £35 ‘minibars for the mind’ in each 
room which, an article from the Economist tells us, contain ‘dreams and fears’ 
notebooks, conversation cards and reading prescriptions. Simply listing these 
products presents the whole enterprise in a starkly commercial light, which is 
precisely the impression given by the institution’s website. In the business section, 
under a picture of a smiling De Botton, we can read about how Citibank paid the 
School of Life to give them a “philosophical perspective” because “[b]anking has 
an image problem”. Proctor and Gamble’s section asks us “Do you suffer from 
affluenza [sic]?”. 

Michael Bevis’ slim book on Byron is certainly very removed from this smartly 
packaged corporate consultancy and we ought to attempt to consider Life Lessons 
from Byron, as most readers will, without too much concern for the background 
of the publisher. However, this is no ordinary publisher, and this book has a task 
set for it: to show us the ways that Byron may “stimulate, provoke, nourish and 
console”. It is difficult not to conclude that this task weighs heavily on Bevis’ 
otherwise precise and pleasing analysis. 

Michael Bevis is the tutor for English at Keble College and has written on 
Byron before, as well as publishing books on Tennyson, Joyce and Empson. He 
is also familiar with this shortened format having written Comedy: A very short 
introduction. I would imagine however, that this project, to find “the ways in 
which we might have better pleasure” in Byron, was a different matter altogether 
to those previous books. 

Bevis has to make an important concession on the very first page of his 
introduction. Byron, he rightly notes, “is not convinced that you can get life 
lessons from books”. He quotes the poet himself, asking “Who was ever altered 
by a poem?”. Byron is a poet concerned with the nature of experience and Bevis is 
keen to show us how he sought experience  and arranged it in his poetry. He has 
an interesting angle on this process, which he also highlights in his introduction. 
Bryon once said he wanted to “learn experience”, which Bevis acutely notes is 
“not necessarily the same thing as learning from [experience]”. This distinction 
is the way Bevis attempts to deal with the problem of the poet’s disregard for 
influential lessons in poetry. Byron describes in Don Juan how Haidee teaches 
Juan her language by subtle expressions, “a pressure of hands”, a “smile” and even 
“a chaste kiss”. Bevis simply says “this is how life lessons are learned in Byron’s 
universe”- by living. At this point the reader surely senses a serious roadblock in 
the path to practical wisdom via Byron. His poetry almost screams at us to put 
it down and get on the first boat to the continent. This after all is exactly what 
Bevis himself did. He describes in his conclusion how he “went to study as a 
postgraduate in Bologna – learning Italian, reading more Byron, drinking it all in 
and falling in love while the sound of his poetry played in the background”. Why 
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then should we read this book and what could it possibly teach us about that life 
above and beyond practical advice like “go to Italy, soon”? 

Bevis’ response to this problem is to focus on Byron’s “genius for talking and 
thinking on paper” and to consider what it might mean to “learn experience”. 
In the chapter titled ‘How to become yourself ’ Bevis examines Byron’s views 
on personal identity. He quotes a particularly useful passage in Childe Harold’s 
pilgrimage where the poet pinpoints a creative impulse, writing:

It is to create, and in creating live
A being more intense, that we endow
With form our fancy, gaining as we give
The life we image, even as I do now.
What am I? Nothing: but not so art thou,

Soul of my thought! With whom I traverse earth
This is a striking verse and Bevis is right to highlight it. One of the main 

difficulties in reading criticism of long epic poetry is that there is a frequent 
temptation to put down the critic, find the line in the original text and carry on 
reading where the quotation given was cut off. Against that temptation, Bevis 
seeks to draw out lessons implicit in particular selections from the text. The 
lesson here, he says, is that “rather than trying to improve ourselves, perhaps 
we might invent ourselves”. Byron’s invention is happening in his verse in this 
extract, such that the reader is able to witness a potent example of his “thinking 
on paper”. However, one wonders if Byron is not specifically celebrating writing 
about rather than reading about a character, as a particularly valuable form of 
experience. Bevis wants to connect this quotation to his book’s plan and says that 
“to write and to read is to go forth and multiply” but he gets here via Freud, for 
whom fiction provides us with “the plurality of lives we need”. This does not in 
itself render Bevis’ point invalid – the text can be interpreted by any means, other 
texts included – but he gives us little evidence that the point is one to which 
Byron would have subscribed. The power of the supposedly Byronic lesson does 
seem somewhat undermined if the teacher might not endorse it. Byron clearly 
believes that living life is the best experience and it does not help us much with 
our own lives to know he felt that writing helped as well. That is unless the lesson 
we are meant to be taking from this is that we should write. If so, Bevis does not 
mention it, but it certainly seems to have been the route to his own happiness.

This is the pattern followed by much of the book. Bevis is quietly illuminating on 
many aspects of Byron’s work but each of the main points he makes are ultimately 
tenuously tied to some bit of life advice in an effort to fulfil a brief which, we 
increasingly notice, Byron may well have dismissed.  In only ten pages, the section 
on comedy uses an impressively wide range of quotations from Lara, The Corsair, 
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Don Juan, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, the letters to Francis Hodgson and Beppo, 
all to show that Byron had a sophisticated knowledge of the way laughter may be 
at another’s expense as well as more healthily self-deprecating. Bevis focuses on 
this difference, mentioned by Alexander Pope, between “laughing at and laughing 
about”. This sort of concise and insightful analysis is a pleasure but the chapter 
is not called ‘laughter in Byron’, it is called ‘How to laugh’, so it ends with this: 

We can be doubled up or doubled over by laughter but a good laugh leaves 
us “doubly serious” because it reminds us of just how much we yearn to be 
part of a double act.

Having discussed viewpoints on humour with precision, and having commented 
on the way in which Byron shifts his perspective from the formal ‘one’ to a more 
inclusive ‘us’, Bevis enlists no further evidence to support this supposed ‘lesson’ 
about how laughter reminds us of our desire for companionship. It seems like a 
big leap to make on such little textual basis and, more importantly, it is intended 
to serve as a concluding consideration to the less didactic points made beforehand, 
despite having little connection to those points. 

In the chapter on ‘How to go astray’ Bevis claims Byron teaches us to be 
spontaneous and explore tangents in our lives. His handling of this element of 
the poetry is interesting in that it admits the existence of evidence both for and 
against “going astray” in the text. He shows us how Byron lamented that he 
had “a fate, or will, that walked astray” in the Epistle to Augusta. By contrast, he 
quotes passages in Don Juan, which deal with the pleasure of simply “going at 
full speed” in any direction. This second idea feels instinctively more Byronic but 
Bevis rightly presents both views on life’s digression; he knows Byron too well to 
line up only those quotations that support a potential ‘life lesson’, to the exclusion 
of quotes that fail to support his thesis. Yet, again we find that a line of criticism 
is derailed by the need to outline some sort of teaching plan. We learn that Don 
Juan never once contains the words ‘develop’, ‘development’ or ‘developing’. 
Surely we do not need to know this to feel that the poem is about travelling and 
getting distracted?  It seems like another tenuous bit of close analysis employed 
in order to lend a degree of certainty to an aspect of Byron’s poetry that Bevis has 
already shown is in fact complicated and contradictory, and not reducible to the 
command: ‘go astray!’ 

It is possible to look past these moments of tentative coaching and argue that 
what Bevis really encourages is a closer look at Byron rather than a closer look at 
ourselves. However, one paragraph in the first chapter, ‘How to become yourself ’, 
steers worryingly close to the core principles of ‘self help’ and its most distasteful 
aspects. Bevis quotes Byron talking about welcome anonymity in Italy: “I am a 
nameless sort of person”. He then gives a few lines from the Prisoner of Chillon:
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My very chains and I grew friends
So much a long communion tends

To make us who we are.

Bevis acknowledges that Byron’s personal predicament (a need for refuge from 
his fame) is not ours but he seeks to make Byron’s condition a source of advice for 
readers when he adds that “many of us have felt beholden to a version of ourselves 
that we’ve grown uncomfortable with, or at least felt that our personality is a 
bit of a drag”. The way in which his point with its use of the word ‘beholden’ is 
colloquially reworked to the phrase ‘bit of a drag’ seems like an obvious attempt to 
help readers swallow this. Bevis is asking readers to agree with the idea, rephrased 
in unthreatening language, that we can be a disappointment to ourselves and 
that we have the desire to isolate and improve that ‘version’ or ourselves. This is 
highly personalised, individualised advice, and it makes the attempts to convert 
Bevis’ observations about Byron’s poetry into ‘life lessons’ much more difficult to 
pass off as just the occasional return to a bothersome brief. He certainly seems to 
have at least some belief in the process. In understanding the dubiousness of this 
approach to textual criticism, we need look no further than another publication 
from the School of Life. In the third chapter of Life Lessons from Kierkegaard, 
Robert Ferguson writes “One of the great myths of rationalism is that there is 
a trick or knack to being happy..... publishers make fortunes from books that 
promote this idea”.  

‘Fortunes’ is no exaggeration. There is indeed a lot of money to be made from 
this ‘drag’. It is very easy to be unsettled by the way in which the School of Life 
marries its desire to “help us live wisely and well” with its high end products. One 
of the items for sale in the vending machines they ‘curated’ at the St Martin’s Lane 
hotel was a voucher entitling the bearer to dinner with Alain de Botton, bottle of 
wine included. The cost of his company at the table? £5000. 

Life Lessons from Byron may only cost £6.99 but the School of Life’s problems 
go beyond this writer’s discomfort with their pricing habits. The book contains 
a couple of notable School of Life accoutrements. There is a quotation about the 
process of learning from John Ashberry, who asks:

But now to have absorbed the lesson, to have recovered from the shock of 
not being able to remember it, to again be setting out from the beginning – 
is this not something good for you?

Next, a section entitled ‘Homework’ contains recommended reading to help 
with each of the chapter headings; Bob Dylan helping you with ‘how to say 
goodbye’ and Carl Jung prescribed to help you ‘become yourself ’. Then the book 
ends with a few pages of note paper lines for the reader’s own thoughts. 
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The Ashberry quotation and a reading list entitled ‘Homework’ highlight 
perhaps the most fundamental problem with the whole project. Ashberry is right, 
we all forget the lessons we have learned and going back to the beginning is good 
for us. Bevis is right, we can indeed keep learning about Byron. But here the 
whole process is oddly infantilised. Everything is framed in terms of supervised 
education and school life but we are never offered anything like an alternative for 
those things. Instead, the School of Life sells a return to the classroom. Is this the 
route to the important life lessons we need? Bevis says in his introduction that he 
prefers to focus on the text rather than considering biographical details. This is 
not only his right but also perfectly unsurprising; such is the approach of many 
academics, and it is well grounded in over a century of consideration of where 
a text’s value lies. However, this inevitably inhibits any discussion of how Byron 
died fighting for Greece or even Byron’s politics in a broader sense. This is a man 
with plenty to say about revolution and the defence of liberty in Europe but this 
is not what The School of Life wants to consider. They want us to focus not on 
political questions but on our internal spiritual malaise - a malaise that seems to 
be overwhelmingly rooted in modern middle class life. It is a malaise which, De 
Botton believes, may be remedied or eased by a return to the cultural treasure 
trove we have apparently neglected to appreciate, or perhaps by purchasing a 
£22 “virtue doll”. In the context of this book, it all seems at odds with the poet’s 
handling of his own life. We are drawn back along a chain of command; Byron 
tells us to see Italy, Bevis tells us to see Byron and De Botton tells us to see 
Bevis, his lecturers and, most importantly, himself. The lectures, consultations 
and therapy offered by the programme are all designed to make you feel like you 
are back under wise cultural supervision while this particular slice of culture tells 
you that learning comes from experience outside of the classroom. Perhaps the 
project should have been called the ‘Life of School’. Unlike de Botton’s implicitly 
infantilising project, a ‘School of Life’ deserving of the name would raise its 
ambitions beyond training people to live within the strictures of authority and 
the market. It might instead address the task of encouraging the kind of critique 
capable of analysing and refashioning the world around us.

Thomas Clarke is a 3rd year Classicist at Wadham College, Oxford.
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ناریا یارب یرعش A Poem for Iran

دریمیم وت دای ماهنیس نورد سخ سخ
دریگیم تخس یهاگ ،تسین تیاهنیب لد

With every trifling hiss 
dies your memory in my chest 

The heart is not eternal, it can too detest.

راوید ای فقس رب یاهیاس هیبش بش ره
رارمتسا هب ،یرادیب و باوخ رد ،تمنیبیم

Every night, 
amid the trifling hiss of my chronic coughs, 

my bedmate nightmare or my feverish 
delirium.

راوید ای فقس رب یاهیاس هیبش بش ره
رارمتسا هب ،یرادیب و باوخ رد ،تمنیبیم

Every night, 
I constantly see you

on the ceiling 
or the wall

like a shadow, 
amid awareness and sleep;

یرادیمنرب مدوجو زا تسد ،مرس زا تسد
یراکیم درد میاهباوخ رد طقف بش ره

Soon, you’ll fall on me
planting pain in my dreams 

and not let me go!

یناتسمز و یمخز و رود ،یکاخ تشم کی
!ینادیمن وت ،مکاخ تشم کی نآ گنتلد

A fistful of soil, injured, freezing, faraway
and how I miss that fistful of soil, 

didn’t you know?

یهام زا رپ یشوماخ یایرد نارکیب کی
یهآ نامسآ کی ،ناهگان ضغب تشم کی

An expanse of silent sea
Filled with fish,

A handful of sudden sobs
a sky of sighs;

یناتسبد نارای و سرد سالک لثم
ینامیم چوک تقو یاهوتسرپ نیا ای

A class in a school 
my school friends

you are!

دندرک ورد ار تلاب هک یزاورپ دناب وت
دندرک ون ،لاب ،اهروخشال ،تطوقس زا دعب

Or swallows on migration
Or like an airport runway,
A flight with sliced wings

you are! 
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ندرک ادص یزرم بل ار یمسا راب ره
ندرک اهر ،یزرم بل ار یقشع راب ره

Or a passport with a dark red cover
Travelling with you
frightful, unsettling 

it is.

یتسه مردام یاهمشچ و اهتسد وت
یتسه مرخآ یاههظحل ضغب گنر وت

At a border
There’s always someone to call,

There’s always a beloved to leave behind.
The hands and the eyes of my mother

The colour of my last sobs
you are!

یراد ینهآ یاهلاب ،ندیرپ تقو
یرابیم هک ای ،یراد ربا ،نتسشن تقو

Flying with you, a giant bird with iron wings
Landing on you, a cloudy, drizzling land. 

Not Khorasan, neither Istanbul nor Tehran
you are!

لوبناتسا هن ،ینارهت هن ،یناسارخ هن وت
لپ تشپ هدنام اج ،یمهبم نیمزرس کی

A lost, vague land 
Abandoned behind the bridge’s lingering 

yawn.
There you are!

یتسه موریم هک اجک ره و اج چیه وت
یتسم ،یگهناوید رد ،باوخ ،یرایشوه رد

Anywhere and nowhere
in wakefulness, drunkenness

In sleep and in madness

یدرک یگدنز میاههیر رد ،خن هب خن یه
یدرد یهدوت ای ،یاهفرس ای طقف الاح

Fibres in my lungs, where you lived thread by 
thread

A thick bundle of coughs 
Tell me who you are.

ناراب نیمه ریز موریم اج ره زور ره
ناریا رد ...شاک یا...یلو :میوگیم راب هد

Yet, 
Every day, wherever I go, overshadowed by 

this rain,
I say a hundred times: 

But will I be so, can I be there… in Iran! 

Fatemah Esmaeili is a currently studying for a DPhil in Persian Literature at Wadham 
College. She published her first book of poetry in June 2013, after winning the prize for 

Best Young Persian Poet in the Persian Poetry Festival in 2012.
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The current situation in the Arab countries and the prospects for the left there 
are often debated in the anglophone world, particularly since the Arab risings of 
2011. But the discussion often seems to suffer from a lack of historical ground-
ing or a grasp of the common (and divergent) features of politics in different 
Arab states. This overview is a small effort to remedy this state of affairs, by giv-
ing some historical background to the left in the Arab world and a broad outline 
of the current situation. It concentrates on general trends rather than detailing 
the exact circumstances of each Arab country. It does not attempt to cover the 
whole Arab world, but is limited to the major Arab republics: Iraq, Syria, Egypt, 
Tunisia and Algeria. It does not deal with the monarchies (the states of the Gulf 
and Arabian Peninsula, plus Jordan and Morocco) or with Yemen and Libya. Nor 
does it include countries on the edges of the Arab world, but which are partly 
Arabic-speaking or members of the Arab League, such as Sudan and Mauritania. 
It neglects Lebanon, which is politically peculiar, but does touch on Palestine and 
the Palestinian diaspora, which of course have their own particular history, but 
belong to the republics in many of their dynamics. It also refers to Turkey, which 
while not an Arab country has many features in common with the Arab repub-
lics. I have attempted throughout to draw analogies with the left in other parts of 
the world, particularly Britain, in an effort to dispel the all-too-common impres-
sion that Arab politics are wholly exotic and sui generis – this should of course not 
be taken as an argument that the Arab left has no distinctive features.

The Left in the Arab Republics Since the 1950s

The Arab republics have a shared history in many respects. Most of them un-
derwent revolutions in the 1950s or 60s, bringing to power statist single-party 
regimes which persisted into the twenty-first century. These regimes often came 
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out of anti-imperial movements – like the Front de Libération National in Alge-
ria, which fought the French colonial forces, or the Free Officers in Egypt, who 
opposed British domination of the Middle East – and initially had considerable 
populist and progressive appeal. They were committed, in varying degrees, to 
Third-Worldism, to non-alignment in the Cold War, and to Arab unity. Like all 
Arab states at that time, they were opposed to Zionism. They often professed 
local forms of ‘socialism’, drawing on the Soviet example, and instituted radical 
and often impressive programmes of development, including the nationalisation 
of education, land reform and social benefits. At the same time, they were single-
party and often military regimes that did not tolerate political pluralism, and 
developed extensive networks of repressive secret police and security forces. 

Left-wing groups and labour organisations underwent one of two fates: they 
were either absorbed into the state apparatus, or (for the more radical groups) 
outlawed and repressed. In many cases, the labour movement hardly needed to 
be absorbed, as it had always been a part, and generally a subordinate part, of 
the nationalist movement. In Algeria, for instance, the principal trade union, the 
UGTA (Union Générale de Travailleurs Algériens), had been formed as part of 
the struggle against French rule and, after independence in 1962, remained ef-
fectively subordinate to the ruling party, the FLN, which had led the independ-
ence struggle. The line between collaboration and repression was not always clear: 
some effectively suffered both fates, like the Algerian Communists who expressed 
support for Boumédiène even from his regime’s prisons. In Egypt, Nasser sup-
pressed the Communists in the 1950s but won their support by the mid-60s: 
the Egyptian Communist Party voluntarily dissolved and many of its members 
entered the state-sponsored Arab Socialist Union. In Iraq, there was a similarly 
mixed record, the Communists helping bring to power the military regime of 
Abd al-Karim Qasim in 1958 and supporting it despite its crackdowns on the 
Party until 1963, when Qasim was deposed of by the Ba’athists. The latter then 
alternated between repression and compromise with the Communist Party. 

The dilemma of the left when faced with these regimes was a real one: in many 
ways progressive and enjoying real popular support, they remained intolerant of 
any independent political organisations, including any independent assertion of 
working-class demands. The left’s indecision between accommodation and oppo-
sition is understandable. Accommodation was not necessarily either unprincipled 
or complete: a policy of working for change from within established organisa-
tions, where they looked progressive enough, could seem superior to isolation 
on the fringe of politics. In this respect, their choice was similar to the one made 
by labour movements and Communist Parties in Western Europe after the Sec-
ond World War, who worked with and participated in social-democratic govern-
ments. It must also be said that the problems of the lack of formal democracy, 
civil rights, and other liberal virtues under the Arab regimes may have looked less 
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important than the real progress being made in terms of economic development 
and equality. This was partly due to the nature of the examples of socialism avail-
able (neither the USSR, China, nor the socialist regimes of the Third World can 
really be said to have prioritised democracy or civil rights), but it can aso been 
seen as a reasonable compromise in countries with such high levels of poverty and 
inequality. In many cases, leftists probably strengthened the socialistic aspects of 
the regimes through their participation, rather than simply being duped. Thus in 
Algeria, through the 1960s and 70s, under the state-socialist regime of Boumé-
diène, the PAGS (Socialist Vanguard Party) had been able to exert a wide influ-
ence within the unions and even in the state and ruling party, operating in a kind 
of informal coalition with the government. 

This kind of collaboration between the left and military or statist regimes could 
persist as long as the latter actually continued to be ‘progressive’. But the failure 
of these regimes became more evident from the late 1970s onwards, as they were 
forced to abandon their earlier state-socialist models and open their economies to 
free market pressures. This was accompanied by a tightening of bureaucratic con-
trols and increased repression. This process occurred at different times across the 
Arab world: in Egypt, the economic ‘Open Door’ policy began in the 1970s un-
der Anwar Sadat, while in Syria, economic liberalisation only began with Bashar 
al-Asad’s succession to his father Hafiz in 2000. These policies made it impossible 
to maintain the level of public ownership and subsidies on basic necessities that 
had previously provided a safety-net for the poor. Again, we could see a paral-
lel movement towards neoliberalism in the Western world under Reagan and 
Thatcher and a rolling back of the gains that were made in social justice and eco-
nomic equality since the Second World War. At the same time, the commitment 
of the Arab states to anti-imperialism and anti-Zionism waned (Egypt’s peace 
treaty with Israel in 1977 under Sadat was a landmark in this respect), and the 
decline and fall of the Soviet bloc removed an alternative economic model and 
pole of international politics.

In the process of opening their countries’ economies to international capitalism 
and moving away from earlier, state-socialist policies, they had to confront leftist 
forces, including some of those which had previously accommodated to the state. 
In Algeria, for instance, President Bendjedid came to power in 1979, introducing 
economic liberalisation and austerity and led a purge of leftist ‘Pagsistes’ from 
positions of power. In Turkey too, a military coup in 1980 resulted in a crack-
down on the left. In Egypt, Anwar Sadat dissolved the Arab Socialist Union, the 
state-sponsored left organisation, in the 1970s and supported the Muslim Broth-
ers as a bulwark against the left. As these progressive forces increasingly split from 
the regimes, even government-sponsored organisations could become centres of 
resistance – like the Tagammu’ Party created with Sadat’s blessing in the 1976 as 
a loyal opposition, which by the end of the decade had become a haven of the 
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Marxists and Nasserists, and strongly critical of Sadat. (Old-style Nasserists, loyal 
to the vision of the more socialistic and anti-imperialist regime of the 1950s and 
60s, were now joining the opposition as Sadat moved to the right.)

This was also the era of the rise of political Islam, with the Islamic Revolution 
in Iran in 1979 as a historical landmark. The earlier nationalist regimes had often 
appealed to Islam as well as Arab nationalism and socialism, but Islamists became 
increasingly divided from them while growing in strength. They came to be the 
major opposition to many of the single-party states: the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Egypt and (though thoroughly repressed in the 1980s) in Syria; the FIS (Front 
Islamique du Salut) in Algeria, which fought the military in a bloody civil war 
from 1991 to 2004. Again, the growth of Islamism is not wholly without parallels 
in other parts of the world: it can be seen as part of a general rise of identitarian 
politics of various types, including the religious right in the USA, small-nation 
nationalisms in Europe, and the far right and quasi-fascist groups. Islamists have 
been able to generate considerable populist appeal, against what are perceived as 
the Westernized elites who run the secular state systems. Arguments for Islamic 
religious or cultural authenticity can ring true in an environment where wealth 
and privilege are often possessed by those with Western contacts and Western 
cultural leanings. They have also been able to draw on anti-imperialism and anti-
Zionism – especially the Lebanese Hezbollah or the Palestinian Hamas, directly 
engaged in confrontation with Israel. At the same time, they are often reliant on 
donations from wealthy businessmen, and those Islamist parties that have actu-
ally been in government, such as the Freedom and Justice Party in Turkey and the 
Muslim Brothers in Egypt, have proved to be pro-capitalist and even less resistant 
to the pressures of neoliberalism than the military regimes.

As well as the secular-statist regimes, Islamists have often targeted the left: Al-
gerian Communists were assassinated by the FIS, for instance. As the Islamist 
movements grew in importance from the 1970s, many of the Arab states, despite 
their supposedly secular character, tried to reach out to them, partly as a bulwark 
against the left – as with Sadat’s support of Islamist organisations in Egypt (which 
did not, however, prevent one such group from assassinating him in 1981). The 
political situation in many of the Arab republics became polarised between secu-
lar statists and Islamists, while the left was marginalised, or reduced to a radical 
wing of the statist forces, incapable of asserting itself independently. Even within 
the Palestinian movement, where the left (e.g. George Habash’s Popular Front for 
the Liberation of Palestine) had been a significant and independent force, it was 
marginalised after the Oslo accords in the 1990s and the emergence of the Fatah-
Hamas conflict from the mid-2000s.



28

The Situation Since 2011

If the labour movements of Western Europe emerged into the neoliberal era 
with a record of compromise and complacency under the ‘social-democratic’ 
Keynesian governments of the 1950s and 60s, those of the Arab world were often 
still more compromised by their association with repressive statist regimes. The 
left in Western Europe could become assertive at times, but at elections and other 
moments of decision it tended to follow its old pattern of supporting the social-
democratic parties, even where (as with Blair’s New Labour) these had moved 
so far from genuine social democracy as to be almost unrecognisable. Similarly, 
when push came to shove, the Arab left tended to support the secular statists, de-
spite their shift away from their earlier socialistic policies. In Algeria, for example, 
during the civil war between the Islamist FIS and the military, much of the left 
and the principal trade union (UGTA) took the military’s side.

This was the situation on the eve of the uprisings which spread through the 
Arab world in 2011, taking most established political forces by surprise. For a 
short time, the revolts looked like they would change the state of the Arab left 
considerably. In the euphoria of street demonstrations, the established leftist or-
ganisations – along with most established political groups – tended to be seen 
as deeply discredited by their relationship with the regime. One obvious new 
feature of the risings was the emergence of a new generation of activists who had 
little sympathy with the delicate balance between compromise and opposition in 
which most heterodox political forces had previously engaged. But the weakness 
of these younger ‘street’ radicals has been their lack of – indeed, aversion to – sus-
tained forms of organisation. The transition from street protests, occupations and 
confrontations with the police to other forms of political organisation has proven 
difficult, with the result that the older-established political forces have tended to 
reassert themselves as the ‘revolutionary’ situations receded.

One factor contributing to this has certainly been the perceived divide between 
‘revolutionary’ activity (heroic, unifying, young) and ‘politics’ (sordid, factional, 
old). But there was also a crucial confusion over the purpose and meaning of the 
risings – beyond removing the old dictators, what was their political direction? 
Some of the most important factors which led so many people into rebellion were 
those arising from the opening of the economies to capitalism; others were associ-
ated with state repression, which it might plausibly be argued came as a corollary 
of these neoliberal policies.

But this animus against repressive states was also open to a different interpreta-
tion. There has been a tendency to see the Arab risings as part of the same process 
as the post-1989 changes in the old Eastern Bloc: a triumph of democracy and the 
free market over old-fashioned ‘socialist’ states. Similarly, the ‘revolutions’ have 
often been perceived as being against the military, bureaucratic, statist regimes 
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per se, including their socialistic elements; accordingly, it has been a tendency 
to see their desired future as a free-market bourgeois democracy. It seems likely 
that ambivalence towards capitalism among the new generation of activists has 
contributed to their comparative marginalisation since 2011. This uncertainty 
about capitalism is not, of course, limited to the Arab world, but it is a problem 
of young activist generations elsewhere (as I argued in OLR 10). There are some 
examples, nonetheless, which show that some of the most positive aspects of the 
new political mood have been carried over into everyday politics: as with the 
proposed formation of a new political party in Turkey by activists from the Gezi 
Park demonstrations, led by members of the left-inclined Kurdish movement. In 
general, the most lasting legacies of the ‘Arab Spring’ and Gezi are likely going to 
emphasise political democracy, too often neglected by the old left, and a wide-
spread attitudinal change: a new willingness to stand up to those in power and 
intervene in politics.

The record since 2011 has therefore been mixed: the loosening of repressive 
state control has allowed for new departures, but after the initial ‘revolution-
ary’ moments, older political forces and patterns have reasserted themselves. In 
Egypt, for instance, on the eve of the 2011 risings, the majority of labour unions 
were subservient to the state and the official Egyptian Trade Union Federation. 
This was complemented by the ‘leftist’ Tagammu grouping at the parliamentary 
level, which by this stage provided a more or less loyal opposition to the Mubarak 
regime. The Communist Party and other leftist groups operated underground 
until 2011. An important focus of struggle since the risings has thus been the es-
tablishment of labour unions independent of the state, and considerable progress 
has been made. In electoral politics, attempts were made to establish a left-liberal 
‘third force’ alongside the military and the Islamists. But the independent unions, 
along with many Egyptian liberals and leftists, supported the Tamarod campaign 
which led to the military takeover by General Sisi. The tendency of the left and 
the labour movement to side, in a crisis, with the secular statists, and indeed the 
military, is evident here, as in Algeria in the 1990s. Those parts of the left which 
attempt to maintain a principled opposition to both the Muslim Brothers and 
the military administration of Sisi remain isolated and unable to carry these other 
leftist and working-class forces with them. A comparable situation exists in Tur-
key, where the recent Gezi Park protest movement has been in danger of being 
absorbed into the existing secular-statist (Kemalist) opposition to the Islamist 
government of the Freedom and Justice Party.

That said, the degree of assimilation of leftist and labour movements into the 
state apparatus prior to 2011 has been of great importance for subsequent events. 
In Tunisia, the labour movement, united through the Union Générale Tunisienne 
du Travail (UGTT), succeeded in resisting assimilation to a much greater extent, 
and provided a focus for opposition prior to the 2011 risings. It was instrumental 
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in organising those risings and is still a strong and independent political force, 
rather than a wing of the secular statists: recently it was able to act as a broker 
between the Islamist Ennahda government and the secular opposition. 

With Tunisia being the exception, the major difficulty for leftists and liberals 
in the Arab world is the strength of the dichotomy between secular-statist and 
Islamist forces. In some countries, other dichotomies are of similar importance 
– sectarian or communitarian ones in Iraq, Lebanon, and increasingly in Syria – 
but the Islamist/secular-statist divide is the most prevalent. The danger is that any 
new or independent political initiative will be drawn back into this dichotomy, 
forced to choose between two very imperfect options. Those leftists who struggle 
to maintain a third position outside this polarisation tend to be isolated and come 
under attack for compromising with the Islamists. Despite this, some groups, 
like the Egyptian Revolutionary Socialists, have stressed the importance of work-
ing with and propagandizing among Islamists where possible, rather than being 
forced onto the state-secularist side of the dichotomy. Similar arguments have 
been made among the Turkish left in relation to a proposed new leftist party.

A further development out of this trend is the search for ways of blending an 
Islamic appeal and socialism. There are some precedents for this, such as in the 
works of the Iranian Ali Shariati, a prominent figure early in the Iranian Revolu-
tion, who blended Islamism and Marxism. The Egyptian socialist Tamer Wagih 
has pointed to a ‘left-Islamist party’ as a potential way out of the present deadlock, 
though it is not clear that he regards it as a very realistic prospect. We can also 
note the presence of a small group of ‘Muslim anti-capitalists’ at the Gezi protests 
in Istanbul. Once again, these tendencies can be seen as part of a wider – though 
still minority – left-wing response to the rise of identity politics. In Britain, for 
instance, this comprises those leftists – like Maurice Glasman and ‘Blue Labour’– 
who have turned to communitarian ideas; the left-Islamic alliance of ‘Respect’; 
and some of the leftists who participate in the Welsh and Scottish nationalist 
movements. These initiatives may indeed be condemned, as their critics claim, to 
degenerate into a capitulation to chauvinism. But in my view it is far from certain 
that this need be the fate of all attempts along these lines: others may be more 
hopeful (see, for instance, Alex Niven’s Folk Culture). There remains a possibil-
ity that a new form of political and cultural discourse can succeed in claiming, 
or reclaiming, notions like tradition, local cultural authenticity and communal 
loyalty for the left. If such a movement can come together with the contribution 
of the younger activist generation and those parts of the older left that can break 
with bad old patterns, a new departure in Arab politics – and elsewhere – may be 
possible.

Peter Hill is studying for a D.Phil. in Arabic literature at St John’s College, 
Oxford, and is a member of the Oxford Left Review’s editorial board.
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It is unsurprising that José Miranda’s Marx and the Bible is an integral text in 
the corpus of first generation liberation theology. The work stands out for its close 
engagement with Marx and its considerable interpretative skill, written by a theo-
logian educated at the Pontifical Biblical Institute in Rome, who had previously 
studied sociology in the Frankfurt School. Undoubtedly the work has proved 
very controversial; even in its infancy it was rejected as a thesis submission by the 
Pontifical Biblical Institute. The key to this controversy lies in the conclusion of 
the book: that Marx is an ally of faith, which is correctly understood as dialecti-
cal. This essay will critically examine how Miranda’s theology and biblical exegesis 
can lead to this positive engagement with Marx.

Liberation theology and Marx

Arguing that Marx should be used in the construction of a theology is of course 
not unique to Miranda. By using the tools of critical social sciences, liberation 
theology finds Marx’s critique of capitalism especially relevant to understand-
ing oppression. As Bonino summarises, doing theology in the context of Latin 
America has led to the discovery of “the unsubstitutable relevance of Marxism”.1  
Whilst it is true for some liberation theologians that the use of Marxist tools 
must be “disconnected from their philosophical presuppositions in dialectical 

1 José Míguez Bonino, Christians and Marxists: The Mutual Challenge to Revolution 
(London: Hodder & Stroughton, 1976), 19.
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materialism”,2 Miranda stands within a tradition that emphasises the links be-
tween theology and Marx’s historical-dialectics.3 A ‘connection’ between the Bible 
and Marx can be found in their shared perspective on history. Miranda highlights 
the importance of the ultimum (or end-point) of history in both the Bible and 
Marx’s writings.4  He also highlights the limitless “subversion” of the Bible’s “acute 
sense of real history”.5 This subversion results in a common revolutionary thesis 
at the heart of biblical Christianity and Marx: since the evils in the world are not 
“natural”, as the “philosophy of oppression” that separates knowledge from praxis 
contends, they can be overcome through history.6 “Sin and evil”, writes Miranda, 
“are not inherent to humanity and history; they began one day through human 
work and they can, therefore, be eliminated”.7 

Miranda’s theology: knowing God and praxis.

Miranda’s understanding of history is inseparable from his understanding that 
knowledge of God cannot be separated from an orthopraxis, a set of practices 
that respond to the concrete reality of the human situation.8 The obedience to 
the command-to-do-justice is knowledge of God, not a pre-condition, or a con-
sequence, of knowledge.9 It is thus essential that God is not the unchangeable-
outside-history, but actively intervenes in history, revealing God’s self in historical 
events. Miranda also reclaims God’s intervention in history as a plan - specifi-
cally, a plan for the sake of justice, understood as either liberating intervention 
or punitive punishment. In the book of Exodus, Miranda detects the scheme of 
God’s liberating intervention in history: it is a series of acts of justice responding 
to the cry of the afflicted (Exod. 22:21-4); a cry of real oppression “on account of 
their taskmasters”; thus, a cry to be free.10  It is important for Miranda that God’s 
intervention in delivering people from injustice is a common theme throughout 
the Bible. The intervention of God is not fragmented: it is a continuous, universal 

2 Leonardo Boff, Faith on the Edge: Religion and Marginalised Existence, trans. Robert 
R. Barr (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989), 75-6.
3 José Porfirio Miranda, Marx and the Bible: A Critique of the Philosophy of Oppression, 
trans. John Eagleson (2nd edn., Eugene, Ore.: Wipf and Stock, 2004), p. 201.
4 Ibid. 87.
5 Ibid. 246.
6 Miranda identifies ontology and metaphysics with ‘Hellenist philosophy’, which he 
claims is the ‘philosophy of oppression’ at the heart of capitalism. Miranda uses the terms 
‘Hellenist philosophy’, ‘Western philosophy’ and ‘philosophy of oppression’ interchangeably 
to denounce the separation of knowledge from praxis.
7 Miranda, Marx and the Bible, 277.
8 Jon Sobrino, Jesus the Liberator: A Historical-Theological Reading of Jesus of Nazareth, 
trans. Paul Burns and Francis McDonagh (Tunbridge Wells: Burns & Oates, 1994), 189.
9 Bonino, Christians and Marxists, 40.
10 Exod. 3:7 (NRSV).
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plan, encompassing the whole of human history in order to “achieve justice and 
right on the entire earth”.11 

Common ground between the Marx and the Bible: historical-dialectics and
 revolutionary events.

The convergence between Miranda’s understanding of the biblical perspective 
on history and Marx’s historical-dialectics is found in the former’s emphasis on 
events. History is not an evolutionary process: rather, it is punctuated by revolu-
tionary events. For Miranda, these events are the interventions of God in history 
for the sake of human justice, culminating in the Christ event, ushering all believ-
ers in the Kingdom of God.12 This event leads, consequently, to the Kingdom’s 
underlying hope, its absolute command, that justice be achieved. “In the histori-
cal event of Jesus Christ”, writes Miranda, “the messianic kingdom has arrived”. 13 

Importantly for Miranda, events in history are not “static…isolated points” but 
unique events in the universal plan of God.14 To conceive of events as isolated 
is to render the future as disinterested and unrelated to the present. As isolated 
future events cannot have an effect on the present, the result is the detachment of 
the “philosophy of oppression” from the imperative of history, a viewpoint “that 
does not allow itself to be affected by reality, for reality consists above all in the 
outcry of the poor who have been crushed by history”.15 As ‘Western’ ontology 
is primarily concerned with contemplation of the object and not the recognition 
of the relational Other, who demands moral attention, history can only be con-
trolled by abstract catalogues and categories, which are owned in knowing, yet 
never challenged in action. Citing Ernst Bloch, Miranda writes, the “philosophy 
of oppression…is defenceless before what is present and blind before what is 
future”.16 

Miranda reads Marx as suggesting, along with the Bible, that history is not 
cyclical, demanding an “eternal return of all things” in the upkeep of what are 
supposedly ‘natural conditions’, or a linear march of progress. Instead, history 
must be understood dialectically in the overcoming of contradictions through 
revolutionary events. As Miranda explains, true dialectics involves the interven-
tion of conscience, understood as knowledge engaged in praxis - not mere moral 
contemplation - to change the world.17 For Miranda, the apostle Paul and Marx 

11 Miranda, Marx and the Bible, 99.
12 Yahweh’s historical plan is to change the concrete world into one of justice, meaning 
that ‘all partial realizations of justice’ are directed to the ‘eschaton, an ultimum.’ Ibid. 87.
13 Ibid. 208.
14 Ibid. 84.
15 Ibid. 270.
16 Ernst Bloch cited in ibid. 271.
17 Ibid. 269.
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converge in the idea that love is operative in history, with the realisation of jus-
tice in the world being the fulfillment of morality (Marx) and the Jewish Law 
(Paul). Marx’s insistence on breaking with the structure of evil in capitalism is 
a reiteration of Paul’s call to break from the supraindividual structural sin that 
“gained control of the very essence of the Law”, thereby controlling the individu-
al.18 Grace cannot come from the Law that is steeped in structural sin, but only 
from the realization of justice in response to the Christ event.19 The ‘philosophy 
of oppression’ is opposed by Marx for the same reason it should be opposed by 
authentic biblical Christianity: both highlight that there is a need to reject and 
not simply reform the system of oppression.20

Miranda’s criticism of Marx

It would be unfair to apply to Miranda’s use of Marx the contention that certain 
elements within liberation theology were ‘borrowed’ from Marxist thought. This 
contention was originally formulated, in an “insufficiently critical manner”, by 
the Vatican Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.21 Miranda is in fact criti-
cal of Marx; however, his critique stems not from Marx’s atheism, but from the 
insufficiency of Marx’s dialectics.22 Marx chooses to avoid the problem of death 
when he considers how the revolutionary event overcomes injustice; for Miranda, 
this is a failure to recognise that those who die are trapped in injustice, thus deny-
ing the universal and ultimate defeat of injustice. Although Miranda’s historical-
dialectics argue for revolutionary events over evolutionary progress in history, 
the one God intervenes in historical events according to a pre-determined plan 
– thus, a causal link between events must be claimed. God’s plan is ultimately 
dialectical, since it is focused on the ultimate synthesis of contradictions in the 
establishment of justice, even over death, in the Kingdom of God on earth and 
the resurrection of the dead, actualised from within history.23  As Miranda sum-
marises, “in a world in which there is no longer oppression…or injustice, death 
too will disappear…the authentically dialectical Marxist and the Christian who 
remains faithful to the Bible are the last who will be able to renounce the resur-
rection of the dead”.24

This is not to argue that Miranda’s understanding of the relationship between 

18 Ibid. 250.
19 ‘I do not nullify the grace of God; for if justification (or righteousness) comes 
through the law, then Christ died for nothing.’ Gal. 2:21 (NRSV).
20 Miranda, Marx and the Bible, 252-3.
21 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, ‘Instruction on Certain Aspects of the 
“Theology of Liberation”’, Introduction.
22 Miranda, Marx and the Bible, 279.
23 Ibid. 278.
24 Ibid. 283, 285.
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Marx and the Bible is without error. Although Miranda claims that he is not try-
ing to read the Bible in light of Marx, elements of his interpretation seem primar-
ily concerned with fitting certain aspects of the biblical message with particular 
positions related to Marx’s political philosophy. For example, Miranda claims that 
Marx’s vision of the society freed from authoritarian government following the 
proletarian revolution bears striking resemblance to Paul’s radical idea of trans-
formation into a new creation. “In Christ, there is new creation: everything has 
passed away.”25 This idea is not understood ontologically, but in the creation of 
a new world through the establishment of justice in history - which also requires 
the Pauline emphasis on rejection of the Old Testament Law.26 It is in the creation 
of a new world of justice that the rejection of the letter of the Law becomes, for 
Miranda, a rejection of all laws, so that Paul is proclaiming “a world without law 
and without government”.27 This example highlights that the exegesis in Marx 
and the Bible is not always cogent and occasionally selective; that such a politi-
cal reading of Paul is not considered in dialogue with the passages where Paul is 
perhaps most overtly political in his epistles; for example, when he pronounces: 
“Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for…those authorities 
that exist have been instituted by God.”28

Another criticism levelled at Miranda’s selective reading of texts is Alistair Kee’s 
claim that Miranda fails to engage with Marx’s ontological criticism of religion. 
While Miranda “comes close…to a biblical form of historical materialism” by 
using a dialectic of salvation-justice/damnation-injustice, and while he criticises 
‘Western’ ontology and epistemology for ignoring historical reality, he ultimately 
fails to address the criticism that one cannot even conceive of God.29 Further-
more, what underlies Marx’s criticism of religion is religion’s inversion of real-
ity; that it offers knowledge of man and the world from elsewhere, “instead of 
explaining…from the empirical conditions and showing how definite relations 
of industry and intercourse are necessarily connected...with a definite form of 
religious consciousness”.30 Though the Bible and Marx might agree on the need 
for justice in history, the biblical command-to-do-justice, though it commands 
action in concrete reality, stems from a revelation of that which transcends reality: 
God. If Miranda wishes to keep with Marx, he cannot argue that the imperative 
of justice derives from biblical revelation, but that the Bible, as an element of ‘re-

25 2 Cor. 5:17 (NRSV).
26 Miranda makes this point in reference to Galatians 6:15. Miranda, Marx and the 
Bible, 255-8.
27 Ibid. 257.
28 Rom. 13:1 (NRSV).
29 Alistair Kee, Marx and the Failure of Liberation Theology (London: SCM Press, 1990), 
210.
30 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology, trans. S. Ryazanskaya, (2nd 
edn., Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1968) 5:154.
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ligion’, merely comes from the human experience of something real in concrete 
history, as “religion is from the outset consciousness of the transcendental arising 
from actually existing forces”.31

An apophatic Marxist theology?32 

An interesting response to Kee’s criticism could be modelled on Denys Turner’s 
insistence that liberation theology should embrace apophatic theology to engage 
with a Marx, for whom God is not even conceivable: to dispose theology “of 
its language of affirmation” in order to dispose “the atheist of their language of 
denial”.33  Turner appeals to the works of Pseudo-Dionysius, Meister Eckhardt 
and John of the Cross to argue that apophatic theology does not affirm or deny 
the essence of God, and that only a theology based around a God solely accessible 
beyond language and experience can have any meaningful interaction with Marx-
ism. The question then remains: does Miranda provide such a theology? 

It is unquestionable that elements of a negative theology can be derived from 
Miranda’s exegesis. As God is not conceived ontologically for Miranda, God must 
in a certain sense be unknown: God-beyond-being. The “radical transcendence” 
of God would require that, though there is an immanent revelation of God in 
concrete history, the revelation of God occurs through openness to the other. 
This is how God is revealed. Through the command-to-do-justice, related to the 
Other as voice of the oppressed, a person can know God - yet, this knowing can-
not be controlled by the self, as it always resides in the relation to the Other. As 
with Rahner, God’s inexplicable self-communication is the primal mystery of 
theology; yet, whereas for Rahner the mystery is conceived metaphysically, the 
mystery of God for Miranda is encountered in concrete reality, in relation to the 
Other.34  Therefore, the transcendence of God becomes a radical openness to the 
reality of the Other and not the horizontal transcendence, as criticised by Marx, 
of a God outside reality.

It would be a step too far, however, to claim that Miranda’s negative theology 
could be wholly compatible with Marx. Even though the immanent revelation 
of God in the command-to-do-justice is tempered by the radical transcendence 
of the Other, Miranda still views God as immanent in “the certainty that God 

31 Ibid. 5:93.
32 Apophatic theology is also known as negative theology, and it attempts to describe 
God through what God is not, stressing God’s position beyond human comprehension.
33 Denys Turner, ‘Marxism, liberation theology and the way of negation’, The Cambridge 
Companion to Liberation Theology, ed. Christopher Rowland (2nd edn., Cambridge: CUP, 
2007), 242.
34 Gaspar Martinez, Confronting the Mystery of God (New York, NY: Continuum, 2001), 
245-251.
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directs history and intervenes in it”.35  Marx’s contention – that avoiding an in-
version of reality demands that one cannot conceive of God – will always remain 
at odds with the idea of God controlling history. Undoubtedly, Miranda is cor-
rect in highlighting the convergences between a theological rejection of ontology 
and Marx’s rejection of reification, in addition to the importance of revolutionary 
events in a history that is heading to an ultimum. Nevertheless, Miranda does not 
recognise the seismic difference between his theology and Marx’s: that history is 
in some way determinist for the latter, and reliant on God’s command-event fol-
lowed by the human response in action for the former. This in part results from 
Miranda’s reading of Marx as a thinker who has been misused by Marxists, who 
in turn assert the historical primacy of the economic realm36 and determinist 
materialism.37 Nonetheless, Marx is not the Christian humanist hoped for by Mi-
randa. Instead, as Bloch emphasises, Marx believes that he is envisaging dialectics 
as a science, placing himself above post-Hegelian idealist reformers by predicting 
that the passage to socialism will occur in history.

Consequently, the reader has to agree with Kee: Miranda’s is “religious socialism, 
not scientific socialism”.38  This need not be a mark of condemnation: by present-
ing the God of the Bible as revealed in justice, Miranda respects the mystery of a 
God who necessarily escapes the control of the self and demands attention to the 
Other. Furthermore, Miranda’s emphasis on seeking justice within a dialectical-
historical framework - in addition to the biblical, ethical prerogative of praxis 
- presses Christians to look beyond dogmatic prejudices in order to recognise as 
allies those who might identify themselves as Marxists, so long as their aim is to 
change the world for the sake of justice.

Neil Hinnem is a part-time DPhil student in Theology at Worcester College, 
Oxford.

35 Miranda, Marx and the Bible, 278.
36 Ibid. 259.
37 Miranda argues that Marx presents the overcoming of contradictions in history by 
dialectics that are not determinist but that lead to the creation of ‘an intolerably acute con-
science of the necessity of this justice, of its possibility, and its urgency.’ Ibid. 272.
38 Kee, Marx and the Failure of Liberation Theology, 254.
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 “The fact that labour is external to the worker, [means that] he does not 
confirm himself in his work, but denies himself, feels miserable and not 
happy, does not develop free mental and physical energy, but mortifies his 
flesh and ruins his mind”.  

- Marx, ‘Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts’ [1844], p. 326.

In recent years, a great deal of research has emerged on the question of the 
relationship between health, well-being, and social inequality. Most prominent 
amongst these debates is Kate Wilkinson and Richard Pickett’s best-selling book 
The Spirit Level, which makes the persuasive case that greater social inequality 
is linked to higher incidences of a series of social, physical and mental ills. They 
pitch this as part of a powerful argument for greater equality, and for social insti-
tutions which promote it. In this article, I want to argue that this work ought to 
be welcomed. It provides an important correction to a previously dominant sense 
in political discussion that inequality is secondary to questions of absolute desti-
tution. However, I also argue that Wilkinson and Pickett are held back by a set of 
presumptions from evolutionary psychology that limit their conclusions. Instead, 
Marx’s theory of alienation offers a powerful explanatory framework through 
which to understand these findings, whilst also pointing to solutions which lie 
not just in a redistribution of wealth but in criticism of capitalism as a whole.

 Bertell Ollman describes alienation as “the intellectual construct in which 
Marx displays the devastating effect of capitalist production on human beings, 
on their physical and mental states and on the social processes of which they are 
a part”.1  The root of these problems, for Marx, was the fact that workers under 
capitalism had no control over the labour process. This is structured into the very 
nature of capitalist production. Capitalism depends on the existence of a large 

1 Ollman, 1976, p. 131.

daN swaIN

Alienation and The Spirit Level



Oxford Left Review

39

class of people who have no choice but to sell their labour-power to others in 
order to survive. In this act of sale, they give control over their working life to oth-
ers. Moreover, the need to develop newer and more efficient ways of production 
in competition with other capitalists means there is a general trend for employers 
to exert ever greater control over the labour process. As Marx puts it: “that a capi-
talist should command in the field of production is now as indispensable as that 
a general should command on the field of battle.”2 

 This lack of conscious control over our working lives is what Marx meant 
by alienation from the process of labour. Our activity does not appear to us as our 
own, as something through which we express ourselves and shape our lives, but as 
the activity of another, who we are merely acting on behalf of: 

Just as in religion, the spontaneous activity of the human imagination, the 
human brain, and the human heart detaches itself from the individual and 
reappears as the alien activity of a god or of a devil, so the activity of the 
worker is not his own spontaneous activity. It belongs to another, it is a loss 
of his self.3

Marx argued that alienation from labour had dramatic consequences for our-
selves, and for our relationships with others.4 When Marx talks about capitalist 
labour “mortifying the flesh and ruining the mind”, we ought to take him quite 
literally. He is arguing that capitalist relationships, both those in the process of 
labour and those that arise on the basis of it, are bad for us.

 There are clear affinities here with Wilkinson and Pickett’s claim that in-
equality is bad for us. Moreover, Wilkinson and Pickett, like Marx, make their 
case as part of an argument for social and political action. Indeed, it’s worth 
stressing the popularity and influence of these ideas. The Spirit Level has sold 
over 100,000 copies. In the run up to the 2010 general election, Wilkinson and 
Pickett launched the Equality Pledge, which was signed by 75 MPs, all promis-
ing to “actively support the case for policies designed to narrow the gap between 
rich and poor”.5 Ed Miliband and David Cameron have both made attempts to 
establish their equality credentials, whilst Wilkinson himself was made chair of 
Islington Council’s Fairness Commission. At a more grass roots level, Wilkinson 
and Pickett have spoken at Trades Councils and various other labour movement 

2 Marx, 1976[1867], p. 448.
3 Marx, 1975[1844], pp. 326-327.
4 See Swain, 2012 for far more on alienation.
5 The Equality Trust, ‘Professors Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, authors of The 
Spirit Level, reply to critics’, http://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/responses-to-
all-critics.pdf
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events up and down the country. This is by no means a bad thing, and the basic 
demands about taking measures to improve equality are undoubtedly ones to be 
welcomed.

 This is in part because it runs counter to a ‘common sense’ idea which 
suggests that the only thing wrong with inequality is the absolute poverty of the 
poorest. Peter Mandelson’s famous remark that he was “intensely relaxed about 
the super rich” reflected a wider sense in liberal politics that the focus ought to 
shift away from inequality. Within more academic circles, John Rawls’ differ-
ence principle – which suggested that inequalities were justified so long as they 
improved the condition of the worst off – has been increasingly accepted as self-
evident. Wilkinson and Pickett’s research cuts strongly against these prevailing 
ideas:

It has been known for some years that poor health and violence are more 
common in unequal societies. However, in the course of our research we 
became aware that almost all problems which are more common at the bot-
tom of the social ladder are more common in more unequal societies. It is 
not just ill-health and violence, but also … a host of other social problems. 
Almost all of them contribute to the widespread concern that modern socie-
ties are, despite their affluence, social failures.6

Moreover, research like Wilkinson and Pickett’s re-asserts the significance of a 
social dimension of human well-being. They suggest that there is nothing unsci-
entific or mystical about claiming that social structures can have a real and mean-
ingful impact on our physical and mental health. Their detailed epidemiological 
research vindicates the idea that social structures, and not just absolute depriva-
tion, can be bad for us.

 However, there are core weakness with Wilkinson and Pickett’s account, 
which I think Marx’s theory of alienation can help to address. The first of these 
weaknesses lies in their attempt to ground their findings within a framework of 
evolutionary psychology. This is the point at which they move from rigorously 
presented research data about the connections between inequality and health, to 
speculative thoughts about their connection to our evolutionary ancestry. Whilst 
they clearly think this can bolster their case, it often leads them into some highly 
dubious arguments. For example, they attempt to explain their findings by not-
ing how much DNA humans share with certain non-human primates. In par-
ticular they compare chimps and bonobos. Chimps are hierarchical and male-
dominated, with the hierarchy being established and maintained largely through 
violent conflict. In contrast, bonobos, “the caring, sharing ape”, are significantly 
less hierarchical, and frequently use sexual activity to avoid conflict and smooth 

6 Wilkinson, and Pickett, 2009, p. 18.
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over the problems posed by scarce resources. 

Interestingly, a section of DNA, known to be important in the regulation 
of social, sexual and parenting behaviour, has been found to differ between 
chimps and bonobos. It is perhaps comforting to know that, at least in this 
section of DNA humans have the bonobo rather than the chimp pattern, 
suggesting our common ancestor may have had a preference for making love 
rather than war.7 

Well what a relief! Wilkinson and Pickett depend here on the idea that the best 
way to understand how and why humans react in certain situations is to trace our 
biological connection with the animals from which we are descended. However, 
this leads to a genuine problem with identifying how we came to live in hierarchi-
cal societies in the first place. If hierarchies are “against our nature” – because we 
are closer to bonobos than chimps – how did we spend most of history living in 
them?

 Moreover, as is frequent in evolutionary psychology, their speculation of-
ten leads them into some dubious political territory. Take, for example, the fol-
lowing claim: 

Although it is often thought that the pursuit of status is a particularly mas-
culine characteristic, we should not forget how much this is likely to be a 
response to the female preference for high status males. As Henry Kissinger 
said: ‘Power is the ultimate aphrodisiac’.8 

It is genuinely unclear what argument this point serves, but it seems danger-
ously close to naturalising certain gender norms, and to locating the origins of 
status inequality in ‘female desire’.

 Beyond these problems, the evolutionary psychological framework seems 
to fall down when it comes to explaining one of the most significant factors 
in their studies – control. One of the most significant studies that Wilkinson 
and Pickett make reference to is of Whitehall civil servants. This study found a 
close connection between their rank, the amount of control they have over their 
work, and their health: “An administrator who smokes 20 cigarettes a day has a 
lower risk of dying from lung cancer than a lower grade civil servant who smokes 
the same amount.”9  The conclusion was that “having control at work was the 
most successful single factor explaining threefold differences in death rates be-
tween senior and junior civil servants working in the same government offices 

7 Ibid, p. 205.
8 Ibid, p. 207.
9 Marmot, 1994. See also Haynes, 2009.
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in Britain”.10  A similar report concluded that “giving employees more variety in 
tasks and a stronger say in decisions about work may decrease the risk of coronary 
heart disease”.11

  It is worth stressing that lack of control over work practices has tended 
to increase alongside the growth in inequality, and remains a pervasive feature 
of working life in the 21st century. Whilst there has been a small but steady in-
crease in the complexity and skill-levels of jobs in Britain, there has been no cor-
responding increase in the amount of ‘task discretion’ – i.e. the control workers 
can exercise over their jobs. 12 In fact, according to a recent survey, “there has been 
a marked decline in task discretion”.13 The proportion of employees reporting ‘a 
great deal’ of choice over the way they do their job declined from 51.8% in 1986 
to 38.6% in 2001, while those reporting a great deal of influence over how hard 
to work declined from 70.7% in 1992 to 50.6% in 2001.14 So whilst jobs have 
become more skilled and more complex, they have not brought either autonomy 
or control. 

 In contrast to an overblown rhetoric about new forms of autonomous 
working practices, modern workplaces tend to be characterised by an increasing 
control over workers, rather than by workers. Often this has been about changes 
in the language of management, rather than meaningful changes in the work-
place. For example, a great deal has been made of the transition from Fordism to 
Toyotism in how car factories are organised. Whilst Fordism emphasised simpli-
fied routine tasks, Toyotism emphasised teamwork and employee freedom. But 
once again, the reality of these new forms of management doesn’t live up to the 
promises. A study of Japanese firms in South Wales casts significant doubt on 
the how different these new methods really are. The ‘Japanese’ model supposedly 
involves team working, which “mobilises a sense of ‘ownership’, autonomy and 
business orientation”. It is supposed to “provide some space for direct production 
workers to participate in job design”.15 

 Yet in practice this simply doesn’t happen. Far from being given creative 
freedom, “without exception production operators were employed on a variety of 
low-skill, monotonous and repetitive tasks”. When questioned about ownership, 
a trade union steward at Matsushita Electric responded: “Ownership of work? 
You’ve got to challenge this terminology strongly. What’s it supposed to mean? 
You have only got the bloody unit in front of you for two seconds. So how are 

10 Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009, p. 256.
11 See Marmot et al., 1997.
12 Warhurst, et al., 2004, Table 9.5.
13 Ibid, Table 9.6.
14 Ibid, p. 166.
15 Thompson and Warhurst, 1998, p. 54.
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you supposed to own it?”16 In fact, the only particularly distinctive feature of the 
Japanese model that the study identifies is the extreme degree of control asserted 
over employees working time, in particular the meticulous working to bells and 
sirens: “Japanese management practice is conspicuous for its generally meticulous 
approach to labour regulation, which in turn, is aimed at securing enhanced lev-
erage over effort and worker compliance to boot.”17

 Whilst Wilkinson and Pickett clearly see control as something important, 
they have a tendency to subordinate it to questions of inequality. Remarks in an 
interview in International Socialism suggest that Wilkinson is genuinely unsure 
on this issue:

I don’t know if control only matters if there are unpleasant things that hap-
pen to you if you have low control. It might only happen in the presence of 
a threat and maybe if you just had a lot of capital in the bank, you’d have 
control. At a level of truism, what do you use control for? To avoid nasty 
things happening to you.18 

Here it seems like Wilkinson is seeing the issue of control as only instrumentally 
important as part of avoiding bad things happening. But it is hard to see why 
control over work would be of such importance if it only meant having the means 
to avoid threats. The case of the civil servants was an example of the degree of 
control over their working lives, not about whether they had capital in the bank 
to protect against a rainy day. As Mike Haynes puts it:

[T]he more your position gives you control over capital and labour, con-
trol over yourself, your work, the work and lives of others, the lower the 
levels of ill health... The social gradient is not simply about ‘who has what’ 
but the capacity to command people and resources.19 

This seems to be calling for some sort of account of the importance of control 
over the labour process, of the kind that Marx suggests. In this context it is easy 
to see how Marx’s theory of alienation might, as Ian Crinson and Chris Yuill have 
argued, offer a rich conceptual framework in which to make sense of these epide-
miological findings. On the other hand, Marx’s theory can ground these claims, 
not through evolutionary psychology, but through an understanding of how the 
labour process is organised. Because Marx’s account places control at its core, it is 
better equipped to explain these findings.

16 Ibid, p. 53.
17 Ibid, p. 47.
18 Wilkinson and Ferguson, 2010, p. 73.
19 Haynes, 2009, pp. 148-9.
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 Marx also offers a very different approach for understanding how we might 
alleviate these ills. If the root cause is alienation in the workplace, then the solu-
tion is exerting control over the way we work. This requires far more than a redis-
tribution of wealth, but rather a re-organisation of work and social structures that 
makes it possible for those who labour to control the labour process. In the face 
of this, Wilkinson and Pickett’s recommendations appear fairly tame. On the one 
hand they focus on the redistribution of wealth, and on the other, they encourage 
employee-owned businesses. It is striking that this focus on employee ownership, 
though important, is understood largely as a check to inequality-creating pro-
cesses. They suggest that employee owned and controlled businesses can prevent 
the concentration of wealth and power in a small number of hands, and can avoid 
the creation of huge gaps in both material wealth and status. This, they argue, 
would have a significant effect on the well-being of all. Wilkinson and Pickett 
even talk about “fundamental changes to ensure that income differences are sub-
ject to democratic control, and greater equality becomes more deeply rooted in 
the social fabric”.20  This language is to be welcomed, but there is a tendency to 
focus on questions of legal ownership, rather than the organisational form the la-
bour process takes. Moreover, they are complacent about the extent to which the 
demands of capitalist competition can introduce negative managerial practices 
into even the most formally egalitarian co-operatives. Control of labour cannot 
be reduced to the question of owning a share in the business.

 In contrast, Marx’s solution foregrounds the question of workplace con-
trol, and therefore workplace democracy. Granting workers the control over their 
work processes is not just a means to a more equal society, but can be the basis for 
overcoming alienation and creating more fulfilling human work-practices. This 
suggests a far more radical scale of social transformation, one that challenges not 
just the unequal distribution of resources, but the organisation of production. We 
should not simply demand a bigger slice of the pie, but the whole bakery. Yet this 
will not be enough if there are changes only at the level of legal ownership, and 
if we continue to maintain alienating work-practices. We must forge new social 
relationships and new ways of organising social and productive life. For Marx, 
genuinely free, fulfilling labour “can consist only in this, that socialised man, the 
associated producers, govern the metabolism with nature in a rational way, bring-
ing it under their collective control instead of being dominated by it as a blind 
power”.21 

Dan Swain is a PhD student and Graduate Teaching Assistant in Philosophy at 
the University of Essex, and an activist in UCU and the People’s Assembly. He is the 

author of Alienation: An Introduction to Marx’s Theory.

20 Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009, p. 271.
21 Marx, 1981[1894], p. 959.
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barNaby raINe

The Politics of Permission:
How should the left debate with 
liberals on ‘free speech’?

Liberalism as an ideology is partly defined by its struggle with its own para-
doxes. In the age of the War on Terror, liberalism finds itself at the forefront of its 
own contradictions between ideas of difference, freedom and the universal, and 
as a consequence of those tensions, the contradictions of liberal tolerance have 
become increasingly apparent. Enlightenment tolerance is today invoked in the 
defence of physical and cultural violence, from the war in Iraq to the burqa ban 
in France. It becomes necessary to understand the problematic of liberal tolerance 
and consider a possible alternative delineation of tolerance beyond liberalism.

Historically, liberalism sought both to oppose censorship and to defend the 
rights of vulnerable minorities. In traditionally authoritarian societies where cen-
sorship was employed to defend the interests of the powerful, this position rarely 
involved a conflict of ends between two opposing goals. Yet in this case liberal-
ism’s own ascendancy presents it with a difficulty: how should liberals view cen-
sorship and other illiberal practices enacted in the pursuit of liberal goals? Put 
like this, the often angry debate over things like legislation banning hate speech 
demonstrates the vagueness of liberal theory and the resultant split between left 
and right liberals in the twentieth century. This can be seen as a division between 
those who saw liberalism as attempting to envision and create a ‘good society’, 
and those who saw it as a set of methods and rules of thumb. Is freedom, for 
instance, a necessary building block in the creation of a good society, or merely 
a rear-guard against the fact that the creation of such a society is impossible, so 
that we must be able to criticise societies freely? The fetishisation of ‘freedom of 
expression’, by which it is raised to the level of an absolute good, is an expression 
of this latter view and therefore a fundamentally liberal position, however much 
the mostly self-described conservative authors of that view bemoan the ‘liberal 
establishment’ at every opportunity.

I
What, then, is so wrong with this modern formulation of the classical liberal de-

fence of ‘freedom of speech’, by which people should almost never be prohibited 
from saying things, regardless of the consequences? The first thing to note is the 
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obvious: that speech does indeed have consequences. If everyone in Arizona starts 
sounding off about how much they despise Mexican immigrants, the Latino child 
in Phoenix is likely to feel the effects at school when all her classmates pick up the 
racist opinions of their parents. The question of whether liberal tolerance ought 
to include intolerant opinions within its ambit hinges on whether liberalism has 
at its core a programme of ends or of means. Here it may be helpful to distinguish 
between tolerance as an ideal, and toleration as a practice. For those for whom 
tolerance amounts merely to toleration – a policy, a method to be followed – the 
means must justify the ends: the creation of a society that is, in this example, in-
tolerant to Mexicans, is a price worth paying. This is of course problematic in the 
sense that means interact with ends, so that the practice of tolerance here creates 
an intolerant society in which the future practice of tolerance is made difficult 
by the dominance of reactionary opinion. Conversely, certain instances of non-
toleration, towards the opinions of racists for instance, might conceivably concur 
with the general goal of realising tolerance. The maxim ‘one must tolerate’ is thus 
self-contradictory in the Kantian sense, and moral agents are instead called upon 
to make a political choice as to which variety of speech they wish to tolerate. 

Tolerance defined purely in Isaiah Berlin’s ‘negative’ sense, understood as an ab-
sence of repressive intervention in speech and opinion, may engender a momen-
tary freedom but does not create the conditions for a hegemony of tolerance, in 
which views can be freely and openly expressed and – no less importantly – can 
be expressed equally: where no one view is privileged by having unique access to 
the levers of political power.1   Politicians refusing to intervene in the newspaper 
market, for instance, might be praised by right-liberals as showing an admirable 
refusal to repress. In fact, if one person is allowed to own and control 70% of 
the media in a given country and, by doing so, is able to guide and shape public 
opinion, a kind of negative repression exists, to use Isaiah Berlin’s language. In 
this state of affairs, without nationally-implemented restrictions on newspaper 
ownership, there remains the possibility that people’s views can be shaped just as 
aggressively as if politicians were to forcibly censor 70% of the press. 

Speech occurs not in a vacuum but in a context of competing political loyalties. 
Herbert Marcuse pointed out in a 1965 essay that simply standing back and al-
lowing all views to be expressed openly will mean that the political sphere reflects 
pre-existing balances of power.2 In Medieval Europe, under such a system, an 

1 Isaiah Berlin, Two Concepts of Liberty: an inaugural lecture delivered before the Univer-
sity of Oxford on 31 October 1958, (Clarendon Press, 1959). For Berlin’s approving statement 
on liberalism’s normative judgements see, for instance, p.48 where he says: ‘The liberals of the 
first half of the nineteenth century correctly foresaw that liberty in this ‘positive’ sense could 
easily destroy too many of the ‘negative’ liberties that they held sacred’.
2 Herbert Marcuse, ‘Repressive Tolerance’, in A Critique of Pure Tolerance, Wolff, Mar-
cuse and Moore, (Beacon Press, 1969)
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atheist, while nominally ‘free’, would be unlikely to receive a fair hearing, would 
struggle to find a platform for his or her views, and would encounter stigma and 
prejudice on account of the wealth and social position of the Church. The idea 
that it is inappropriate to regulate political discourse therefore leads to an accept-
ance of the power relations of the status quo. Liberalism began life in an age when 
the powerful (including the Church) actively constrained the voices of the op-
pressed by censorship, but as Marcuse argues, a commitment to giving the power-
less a fair hearing might make it necessary to actively constrain those voices which 
defend the interests of power, and to enhance and protect those who threaten 
existing orders. 

Classical liberalism, as exemplified both by Berlin’s preference for ‘negative’ over 
‘positive’ liberty and by Lockean and Montesquieuian accounts of utopia as based 
on a ‘state of Nature’, identifies acts – like the politician’s visible action in passing 
a law to establish censorship – as being the only realm in which politics inheres.3 
Perhaps the bastard child of this tendency is in Hayek, Nozick, von Mises, and 
modern libertarianism, which sees all government as inherently dubious because 
it intervenes in pre-existing status quos by redistributing wealth and prohibiting 
offensive acts of speech.4   The assumption is one of naturalistic fallacy: that the 
status quo needs no act of intervention in order to render it more tolerant. In-
equalities of power along lines of class, race or gender, and other mechanisms by 
which intolerance is woven into the social structure, are therefore hardly addressed 
at all by this classical liberalism. Many leftists, by contrast, argue that politics 
precedes our agency rather than emerging along with it. As the earlier examples 
of newspaper ownership and racism in Arizona demonstrated, direct class power 
or indirect ideological hegemony can be damaging not only to ideals like equal-
ity, which liberals may or may not be concerned about, but also to tolerance. It 
is wrong, therefore, to allow intolerance to be masked by a notion of politics that 
is attentive only to overt and openly political acts. The censor’s pen is not always 

3 John Locke, ‘Second Treatise’, in Locke: The Two Treatises on Government, ed. Peter 
Laslett, (Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 269: ‘To understand political power right, and 
derive it from its original, we must consider, what state all men are naturally in, and that is, 
a state of perfect freedom to order their actions, and dispose of their possessions and persons, 
as they think fit, within the bounds of the law of nature, without asking leave, or depending 
upon the will of any other man.’
And, Charles de Secondat baron de Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, ed. by Cohler, Miller 
and Stone, (Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 114: ‘In the state of nature, men are born 
in equality.’ 
4 See, for instance, Friedrich A Hayek, The Road to Serfdom, (IEA, 1999), p. 37: ‘Liber-
alism is opposed, however, to supplanting competition by inferior methods of guiding eco-
nomic activity. And it regards competition as superior not only because in most circumstances 
it is the most efficient method known but because it is the only method which does not 
require the coercive or arbitrary intervention of authority.’
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labelled ‘government censor’.
‘Nature’ ought to be open to critique, both as a label for existing power rela-

tions and as a concept of goodness in itself. By excluding it from such criticism, 
as Locke and Montesquieu seek to do when, against Hobbes as well as Marx, they 
hold it up as a priori desirable, one fails to see how tolerance as an end conflicts 
with its practice as a means to achieving the end. In actuality, the toleration of 
conditions which might be deemed ‘Naturally existing’ may not lead to a society 
that could be called tolerant, instead allowing discourses to be framed in a manner 
that is intolerant.5

Here it becomes necessary to move from the problems of liberalism’s compre-
hension of its own ideals, to examine how the ideal itself, a pure and apolitical 
tolerance, might contain the seeds for its own misapprehension. The necessary 
classical liberal assumption is that tolerance occurs above the realm of politics. 
You may value your Bible and I might prefer my Darwin, but with tolerance, we 
can each express our respective positions; tolerance itself does not judge which is 
the more worthy. Such is the claim. In fact, and in addition to the unintended but 
inherent political bias involved in implicitly privileging already powerful forces, 
this negative tolerance makes political judgements in defining the realm of the 
‘tolerable’. Classical liberals do not advocate the toleration of all possible actions 
– as the political scientist Wendy Brown has pointed out, tolerance only occurs 
within the limits of what is legal, and the law is clearly not outside the realm 
of political and ethical determination.6 Debate about the justifiability of actions 
therefore precedes debate about their tolerability: the question ‘should we tolerate 
murder?’ is answerable only by recourse to the question ‘is murder justified?’ In 
other words, a pure tolerance, an apolitical tolerance, is impossible unless anyone 
is allowed to do literally anything to anyone else.    

In the pursuit of a tolerance free from political judgement that still allows for 
a prohibition on some actions, classical liberals have traditionally promoted a 
‘speech/acts’ binary, in which the former ought to be entirely unregulated. But this 
claim engenders a false distinction. Speech itself is an act, and speech-acts have 
consequences. The argumentation employed to justify placing limits on actions 
other than speech consequently applies to speech-acts too. If an action is deemed 
to be impermissible because it causes someone physical or mental harm, it seems 
hypocritical to judge differently an act of speech that triggers an equivalent harm 

5 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, (Continuum, 2006) p. 13: ‘this chapter deals with…our 
miserable condition in the state of nature’. The rejection of a positive naturalistic normativ-
ity is taken further in Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (Prometheus 
Books, 1988) p. 70: ‘Do not let us go back to a fictitious primordial condition as the political 
economist does’.
6 Wendy Brown, Regulating Aversion: Tolerance in the Age of Identity and Empire, (Prince-
ton University Press, 2006).
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– bullying taunts, say, which produce in the victim a similar effect to a punch or 
kick. 

Opposition to placing limits on speech-acts often centres on concern about the 
effects of such prohibitions, both in the immediate sense of the harms involved 
in the practice of repression itself and in the ancillary sense of shutting down per-
spectives that may have something valuable to add to the collective knowledge. 
In conceding to this logic and refusing to place restrictions on speech, we would, 
for the sake of avoiding those harms, suffer the harmful consequences caused by 
the propagation of undesirable speech-acts. A balancing act is instead required, 
such that speech-acts are forbidden if we firmly believe that their contribution 
to debate is of less potential significance than the harm they cause, and if such a 
harm outweighs the intrinsic harm of repression. Lenin was right to stress the im-
portance of confidence when he wrote: ‘those who are really convinced that they 
have advanced science would demand, not freedom for the new views to continue 
side by side with the old, but the substitution of the new views for the old’.7   Our 
judgement may be imperfect and we might restrict speech too far; but this is in-
sufficient reason not to restrict it at all, as the consequences of a failure to restrict 
speech-acts which ought to be forbidden are no less injurious. Those who called 
for the release of Nelson Mandela from prison were acutely conscious of the abil-
ity of states to abuse their powers to imprison citizens, and they likely knew that 
the act of imprisonment involves innate harms to those imprisoned, but the great 
majority of those activists did not oppose all imprisonment. They were aware both 
that prison could be used sanely and that not imprisoning dangerous criminals 
would have harmful consequences. The immediate solution is to favour a legal or-
der with a sensible interpretation of what constitutes a crime. The same standards 
apply to the regulation of speech.

II
It is here that the left is able to make its most distinctive and valuable contribu-

tion. Whereas left-liberals might be persuaded to demand a regulatory framework 
within which pernicious speech-acts are not tolerated, the more radically trans-
formative demand is for a social order free of the relations of domination which 
give rise to such sentiments. The general historical pattern has been, unfortunately, 
for the left to adopt the language of liberalism in demanding ‘political freedoms’ 
(free speech, etc.) as a precursor to the achievement of more explicitly communis-
tic social freedoms. That is to assume an easy separation between the two catego-
ries. Instead, conceiving tolerance as an end requires a broader notion of tolerance 
as a praxis, whereby the denial of equality to one sector of society is an aberration 
from tolerance, because it prevents the group concerned from participating in 

7 VI Lenin, ‘What Is To Be Done?’, in Essential Works of Lenin, ed. by Henry M Christ-
man, (Dover Press, 1986), p. 57.
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political discourse, and thereby makes possible the practice of intolerance towards 
that group by ensuring their marginalisation from access to power. This is true of 
legal and social inequalities, and as even the liberal standard-bearer Rawls admit-
ted in his later work, large economic inequalities also corrode the cohesiveness of 
the polis and frustrate the ability of citizens to participate equally in political life.8 
Toleration of those who argue for the denial of that equality is not a cause worth 
inscribing on any banners, because tolerance as a social good would require a soci-
ety in which people could equally express their views. If the articulation of certain 
views is not punished by law, but a set of power relations still makes their effective 
articulation difficult, then tolerance is only formal, not real. Economic, social and 
political equality is a prerequisite for tolerance.  

We ought therefore to understand tolerance not as total toleration of all speech-
acts but as the reordering of social relations such that ‘the free development of 
each is the condition for the free development of all’.9 In the implementation of 
tolerance contra toleration, two criteria apply. Weak voices should be amplified 
while hegemonic voices are weakened so that ideological exchange can take place 
more fairly, and anti-discriminatory voices should be strengthened because dis-
crimination, by limiting the role certain groups can play in what Hardt and Negri 
have termed ‘the common’, is damaging to the practice of tolerance.10   

The actualisation of the resulting radically egalitarian model of tolerance may 
require social transformation beyond the regulatory level with which liberalism 
has traditionally been comfortable. In an act of ideological proletarianisation, tol-
erance thereby shifts from being co-existent with private property to occupying a 
new position as a component of the assault on property. Tolerance itself sits at the 
point of interaction between ends and means, ensuring against threats from both 
left (Stalinism) and right (classical liberalism) that the two do not contradict one 
another. In drawing on justice for a definition of tolerance and vice versa, pos-
sibilities exist for an emancipatory politics along the lines of Marx’s On the Jewish 
Question; not the wholesale rejection of liberalism of which Marx has sometimes 
been accused, but rather a dialectical building upon it. To invert the customary 
logic with which liberals have berated revolutionaries: no politics of permission is 
complete unless guided by a politics of justice. 

Barnaby Raine is a first year History and Politics undergraduate at Wadham College, 
Oxford.

8 John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, (Harvard University Press, 2001) p. 148: 
‘social and economic inequalities in background institutions are ordinarily so large that those 
with greater wealth and power control political life’.
9 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, The Communist Manifesto, (Verso Books, 2012) p. 27
10 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Commonwealth, (Harvard University Press, 2009) 
p. viii
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The Political Monarchy

The central confusion implicit in royal journalism is the question of whether the 
monarchy can be called political. No coherent notion of the political can be iden-
tified in the column inches that make up the journalistic discourse on royalty. If 
we interrogate how the term is used, we notice two peculiarities. The first of these 
is the idea that the monarchy could potentially function outside of politics. This 
is implied not only in publications which are generally considered to lean to the 
right, but also in those on the broad left. In an article about Prince Charles, The 
Guardian stated that, “It is not acceptable for someone in his position to play poli-
tics, let alone party politics, to the extent he now does … If the prince does not act 
himself [on playing politics] then, now as then, parliament may have to do so”.1 It 
is argued that royals could (and should) operate outside of the political domain – 
the author states earlier in the article that Charles, as a future head of state, should 
be “nonpartisan”. But in the first quotation a distinction is made between party 
politics and politics in a more general sense, implying that it is not only naked 
partisanship which is to be distrusted. The second peculiarity is the persistent idea 
that what is political is determined by its being involved in electoral contest (i.e. 
being party-political). The British Monarchist Society attacks an elected alterna-
tive because “[a]n election would politicise the office of Head of State and make it 
far harder for them to represent the whole nation”.2 This view is not confined to 

1  http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2006/feb/23/monarchy.
mainsection?INTCMP=SRCH
2  http://www.britishmonarchistsociety.org.uk/countering-republican-arguments/
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zealots, but extends to anyone who argues that we should keep the monarchy in 
order to avoid having another politician as head of state. 

Clearly this conception of politics is too narrow, and contradicts much ordi-
nary and scholarly usage of the term outside of royal discourse. Contemporary 
scholarship tends to define the political as a wide domain, extending far beyond 
legislature and party politics to include everyday behaviour and relationships, be 
they industrial concerns, personal relationships or matters of personal identity. 
Thus Foucault talks of a politics of the body, a ‘micro-physics’ of power, explor-
ing the politics of the body’s functioning in and amongst other things, including 
economic production, punishment, and in giving political signs (which could be 
as simple as occupying politically contentious space, as with Occupy Wall Street).3 
A wide definition of the political is the soundest basis for discussion. Ordinary 
usage of the term political in non-royal contexts tends to be broad enough that 
one cannot preclude royals, who after all are part of the formal political structure, 
and have great cultural influence, without making a mockery of the term politics. 

The Neither-Nor Monarchy

We may theorise this more broadly, and attempt to explain it. Roland Barthes’ 
seminal mid-1950s work Mythologies has as its central theme the idea that what 
is political and contingent can masquerade as natural and universal. In this book, 
a short chapter is dedicated to what he terms “neither-nor criticism”. Using this 
notion, Barthes, writing as a cultural critic, refers to other critics who proclaim 
themselves to be ‘outside’ the muddied domain of politics, which is here con-
ceived of as a play of historical, partisan interests. These critics consider themselves 
servants of transcendent, universal notions of aesthetic beauty, moral good, and 
humanity, and do so by categorising bad criticism as either a ‘parlour game’ (i.e. 
the plaything of an elite) or a ‘municipal service’ (i.e. a partisan polemic, using 
criticism as a means to an end).4 This dichotomy exemplifies a certain conserva-
tive conception of politics which views it as a dispensable distraction from timeless 
aesthetic and moral pursuits. It posits a position outside of these two poles, and 
therefore outside of politics, by appealing to an absolute. In a similar fashion, the 
monarchy is projected outside of politics by journalists who proclaim that they 
themselves occupy a similarly a-political domain. 

The monarchy is not described in the terms appropriate to politicians but is in-
stead considered a living remnant of a way of life and set of values that were not 
born of the contemporary age. In the New Statesman, D. B. C. Pierre has written 
of the monarchy as “our keeper of continuity, anchoring us to a historical identity 

3  Foucault, M. Discipline and Punish (1975), Ch. 1
4  Barthes, R. Mythologies (Vintage, 2009 – originally published 1957) pp. 93-6
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… in an age when much that was culturally familiar has gone, been disconnected, 
or usurped for profit”.5 Similarly, in the Independent, the royal historian and nov-
elist Alison Weir recently informed us that it is “the old-fashioned values of duty, 
dedication and service” as well as “dignity and integrity” that are “as important as 
ever” for the monarch.6 But the monarchy is not considered simply as a bastion 
of archaism. Such qualitative analyses are generally grounded in a kind of quan-
titative political economy. By this, I mean the standard assertions of the benefit 
of the royals to tourism, and also the belief that they serve as an excellent mascot 
for Britain in a way helpful to international trade.7 They are considered neither as 
historically-relative actors, with attitudes and ethics derivative of the time, nor as 
feudal lords, with legitimacy resting on a wholly feudal logic. 

Clearly, it is not correct to consider royalty a constant, standing apart from his-
tory. The excellent work of David Cannadine demonstrates the ever-changing 
nature of royalty in its ritual and its political reality, leading him to describe cur-
rent royal ceremony as an “invented tradition”, derivative of political and social 
circumstances.8 The current mode of royal existence is designated as “the Georgian 
synthesis of private probity and public grandeur”, one somewhat alien to that of 
the century preceding 1870, when royalty was legislatively significant, but had 
weak popularity.9 At this time, it performed its rituals and ceremonies only to 
small, elite crowds, and involved itself in marital scandal in the case of George IV 
and Queen Caroline – to the extent that The Times wrote in his obituary, “There 
never was an individual less regretted by his fellow creatures than this deceased 
king … What eye has wept for him?”10 Even the monarchy’s archaism is itself 
historical. Through the last century or so, the monarchy has changed its aesthetic 
so as to become increasingly archaic relative to the rest of British society. Horse-
drawn carts were initially used ceremonially in order to state how the royals were 
at the forefront of fashion. Through the twentieth century they came to articulate 
continuity with a distant past. 

5  http://www.newstatesman.com/life-and-society/2009/07/british-culture-monarchy-
queen
6  http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/comment/this-weeks-big-questions-is-the-
monarchys-future-safe-is-republicanism-dead-should-we-be-more-like-the-dutch-8733977.
html?origin=internalSearch
7  See for example: http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/apr/29/royal-wedding-tour-
ism-boost and http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-11766777 . Note also the less optimistic 
voices though: http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/george-osborne-blames-royal-wed-
ding-143615 and http://articles.latimes.com/2011/apr/27/world/la-fg-britain-wedding-econo-
my-20110428 etc. 
8  Cannadine, D. ‘The Context, Performance and Meaning of Ritual: The British Monarchy and the 
“Invention of Tradition,” c. 1820-1977,’ in E.J. Hobsbawm and T. Ranger (eds.), The Invention of Traditions 
(Cambridge University Press, 1983)
9  Ibid. p. 155.
10  Quoted in ibid. p. 109.
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This nostalgic aesthetic is of crucial importance since it is what separates the 
monarchy from any business or department of the state. The monarchy can never 
be conceived of as purely a neoliberal entity since it derives so much of its eco-
nomic power from the aforementioned pretentions to a-historicality and the ulti-
mate mystique of its power (many tourist attractions are more popular than royal 
ones, yet there is negligible desire to nationalise them for governmental economic 
gain).11 The historical development of the monarchy has, in modern times, been 
towards a greater and greater illusion of the precise a-historicity that provides its 
legitimating aura. In fact, with the advent of a generation of royals exemplified 
in the image of William and Kate, we see, as Yvonne Roberts identifies, an even 
newer archaism emerge – harkening back to the solid, unpretentious middle-class 
family at precisely the point when such a position is increasingly hard to attain in 
Britain.12 

This contradiction between ideas of royalty as special and royalty as the same as 
any other modern economic entity appears acutely in the recent inquiry into the 
Duchy of Cornwall’s tax affairs. The Duchy’s spokesman William Nye stated: “The 
Duchy is a very unusual organisation. It is a private estate; it is not a corporation. 
It is a private estate in many respects like other private estates, but in one or two 
respects not like a private estate ... The fact that it is a large set of properties and 
is worth a lot of money does not, per se, make it a corporation.”13 Just as Charles 
resists the payment of corporation tax, so the monarchy as an institution resists 
full assimilation into neo-liberal categories, while still relying on them in some 
instances. We must accept, then, that the monarchy is inherently archaic, but that 
this is so because of conscious historically-conditioned changes in the projection 
of the royal family’s image. Because the press largely articulates neither an histori-
cal nor a timelessly archaic conception of the monarchy, it is guilty of conceiving 
of royalty as an a-political, neither-nor entity. 

The Neither-Nor Royal Journalist

In her article for the London Review of Books, Hilary Mantel identifies the 
monarchy’s modern existence most fundamentally as a curious media spectacle 
(the kind that makes one “compelled to look at them: to ask what they are made 

11  http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/1578941/Royals-low-on-must-list-for-
visitors.html
12  http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jul/28/comment-royal-baby-kate-
william
13  http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmpubacc/uc475-i/
uc47501.htm Uncorrected transcript of proceedings in the House of Commons, before the 
Public Accounts Committee, on Monday 15th July 2013.
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56

of, and is their substance the same as ours”).14 Royal narratives are at once a fa-
miliar soap opera of family relations – birth, growing up, marriages, parenthood, 
death, etc. – and a distant vision of rarefied opulence. We should also be clear 
that the monarchy is a legislatively and symbolically political reality, with both 
a definite, defined and active position in the political structure (with powers of 
veto, for example) and an influence that is profoundly conservative (as in the no-
tion of traditional family life it evokes).15 In the excessive concern with royalty as 
spectacle rather than structural reality, we see the weakness of journalistic criti-
cism. Indeed, it is ignoring the structural reality that leads to the domination of 
aesthetic fascination.

Some coverage of royal events, notably the BBC’s live coverage of the royal wed-
ding, Golden Jubilee, and the road outside the hospital where George was re-
cently born, has been wholly celebratory and entirely absorbed in the spectacle 
of royalty. This is the kind of coverage Hilary Mantel describes as “a compulsion 
to comment, a discourse empty of content, mouthed rather than spoken”.16 It 
attempts to function as both the representative of public interest, and as an im-
partial, expert relay of the royal spectacle. The BBC’s recent statement in response 
to complaints by people who deemed coverage too pro-monarchy outlines this 
strategy, arguing both that “we know from our audience figures that our coverage 
of the royal baby has been extremely popular” and that the BBC’s was “the best”, 
and that it contained “a range of contributors and opinions”.17

But when journalists talk of the millennia-old continuity of the monarchy, the 
merits of the ethical model the royals have set for us, or the universality of joy at 
happy royal news, they speak not in facts but in politically involved presupposi-
tions. No writing can escape conceptual basis in ideas of politics, public opinion, 
ethics and the like. That the notion of politics is hopelessly confused in discourse 
of the royals has already been demonstrated. The BBC cannot reside wholly out-
side the political sphere when reporting royal news because such a positioning 
relies upon agreed notions of what is and is not political, assumptions which 
are not sufficiently explicit. Mantel’s notion of ‘empty discourse’ should be taken 
only figuratively (as meaning empty of interest). What is crucial to realise is that 
this superficially ‘empty’ discourse is dense with politically loaded and historically 
contingent conceptions and distinctions. The non-political space from which the 
neither-nor journalist claims to write is as illusory as that of the neither-nor mon-
arch that they purport to document. 

This applies even to critical articles (meaning those that self-consciously analyse 

14  http://www.lrb.co.uk/v35/n04/hilary-mantel/royal-bodies
15  http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/theroyalfamily/9801835/Queen-and-
Prince-Charles-using-power-of-veto-over-new-laws-Whitehall-documents-reveal.html
16  http://www.lrb.co.uk/v35/n04/hilary-mantel/royal-bodies
17  http://www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/complaint/bbcnewsroyalbabycoverage

ADDison|A Critique of  Royal Journalism

http://www.lrb.co.uk/v35/n04/hilary-mantel/royal-bodies
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/theroyalfamily/9801835/Queen-and-Prince-Charles-using-power-of-veto-over-new-laws-Whitehall-documents-reveal.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/theroyalfamily/9801835/Queen-and-Prince-Charles-using-power-of-veto-over-new-laws-Whitehall-documents-reveal.html
http://www.lrb.co.uk/v35/n04/hilary-mantel/royal-bodies
http://www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/complaint/bbcnewsroyalbabycoverage


Oxford Left Review

57

something as well as document) that in some ways transcend the event-level dis-
cussion of the spectacle. When the Guardian ran an article asking a Daily Mail 
and Observer columnist to debate whether the coverage of the royal baby’s birth 
was proportional, the Observer columnist declared the birth to be “exciting” to 
anyone “with a passing interest in the history of our nation who isn’t an emotion-
ally stunted shell of empty cynicism”.18 The two columnists proceeded to critically 
assess the extent to which the press should conform to public interest and public 
opinion, but the article did not discuss the moral implications of a baby being 
born with political importance, or whether it was the role of the media to involve 
itself in debates about the politics of the monarchy more generally. Similarly, Bar-
bara Ellen, making a critical point about the gendered experience of royal children, 
wrote about the constrictive legacy of Diana, and intensity of media scrutiny that 
would follow a female royal birth, while stating early on that “I’m not much of 
royalist (I’m not even interested enough to be anti-monarchy)”.19 This kind of ar-
ticle attempts simply to report royal events, with the writers wishing to be neither 
republican critics nor staunch royalists. But the refusal to address the institution 
itself is not an a-political act. It is a commitment to a certain kind of conservatism, 
and the rejection of sustained rational critique as fundamental to democratic life. , 
they remain in the attempted neither-nor position as regards the monarchy. 

The Task of Republican Criticism

The central problem then is one of the nature of criticism. In terms of royal 
journalism, one should realise how little supposedly critical material – that is, 
material which makes analytical points off the back of royal events – actually dis-
cusses the monarchy as a structural entity. Many writers note contradictions but 
are content to mention them without judgement. In a piece remarkable for both 
its lucid analysis and its refusal to be swayed by its own valid points, a journalist of 
the Telegraph, Harry Mount, simultaneously declares himself a “staunch royalist”, 
while describing the institution of monarchy as “objectively … ludicrous” and “il-
logical” and recognising that it stays popular largely through its expression in eve-
ryday spectacle.20 Contentment with this curious doublethink –expressing only a 
kind of amused wonder at the capacity for people to be unmoved by rational po-
litical argument – marks out many of the non-hostile responses to the monarchy 
as an institution. We see this also in articles concerning the disjuncture between 

18  http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jul/28/royal-baby-coverage-re-
think-reporting?INTCMP=SRCH
19  http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jun/16/royal-baby-must-be-boy 
20  http://blogs.telegraph.co.uk/culture/harrymount/100070130/this-is-why-britain-
wont-be-a-republic-for-another-lifetime/
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US conservative fascination with British royalty and their patriotic republican tra-
dition, for example in a comment piece of July 2013 in the Guardian.21 

All journalism must examine its own presuppositions and contradictions. Jour-
nalism that claims only to document, like the BBC’s, speaks in politically-involved 
suppositions, and cannot claim innocence. It is the fact that the monarchy must 
be considered political that makes critical understanding of it, and of how it is 
discussed, important and relevant. Of course people will continue to believe in 
the monarchy as an institution, and they will continue to justify this. The task of 
criticism here is not prove them wrong, but to clarify the way in which the debate 
must be carried out, firstly by exposing the political nature of the monarchy, and 
secondly by realising that journalists themselves cannot feign a-politicism. The de-
bate would be fundamentally altered if it were to take place on these terms. Thus 
we can be more optimistic than Hilary Mantel when she says that “in looking at 
royalty we are always looking at what is archaic, what is mysterious by its nature, 
and my feeling is that it will only ever half-reveal itself ”.22 

David Addison is a second-year History undergraduate at Exeter College, Oxford. 

21  For example: http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jul/19/kate-middle-
ton-royal-baby-mania?INTCMP=SRCH
22  http://www.lrb.co.uk/v35/n04/hilary-mantel/royal-bodies
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The aim of this article is to consider how distribution and logistics is organised in 
London.1 In order to do so it is necessary first to broaden the analytical lens. Although 
much has changed in the past 165 years, it is worth remembering Marx’s description: 
 

Modern bourgeois society, with its relations of production, of exchange 
and of property – a society that has conjured up such gigantic means of 
production and of exchange – is like the sorcerer who is no longer able to 
control the powers of the nether world whom he has called up by his spells.2

To those immersed in Marx’s era, the technology of the present would appear 
almost magical. Furthermore, Marx argued that workers’ struggles could be 
 

helped on by the improved means of communication that are created 
by modern industry, and could place the workers of different localities in 
contact with one another. It was just this contact that was needed to centralise 
the numerous local struggles, all of the same character, into one national 
struggle between classes. But every class struggle is a political struggle. And 
that union, to attain which the burghers of the Middle Ages, with their 
miserable highways, required centuries, the modern proletarians, thanks to 
railways, achieve in a few years.3

1  This article was inspired by a recent meeting of activists discussing the possibility of 
a workers’ inquiry into logistics in London: http://libcom.org/blog/invitation-workers-inqui-
ry-logistics-warehouse-london-04092013
2  Marx, K. and Engels, F. (1848) Communist Manifesto, Chapter 1, http://www.marx-
ists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist-manifesto/ch01.htm
3  ibid.
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Again, consider the implications of instantaneous electronic communication, 
which is increasingly within the reach of many across the world. Attempting to 
explain ‘email’ would certainly be difficult, and video conferencing software like 
Skype would appear as a conjuring trick. 

The rise of new technology has allowed almost inconceivable levels of 
complexity in the organisation of capitalism. This poses a challenge for the Left, 
one that is too often polarised between arguing that everything has changed, or 
that it all remains essentially the same. What is missing from the analysis is the 
experience that Brian Ashton describes in the 1960s and 1970s, when “there 
was constant interaction between working class militants and the left emerging 
from the universities”. This allowed for an understanding of “how the factory and 
the transport systems worked, and in that knowledge lay our ability to combat 
capital”. This is something that is lacking today with little knowledge about 
labour processes, or the workers involved. It is therefore “imperative that we gain 
deep knowledge of the processes of production and logistics, the supply chains of 
capital, or, to put it another way, the factories without walls”.4

There were a number of groups that attempted workers’ inquiries in 1960s 
and 1970s. However, much has changed since their documentation of workers’ 
struggles. We need to build on these types of inquiries today. The contemporary 
post-autonomist tradition, however – in a sense following the intellectual 
trajectory of the Italian Operaismo – reached a position that ultimately led to a 
“complete reversal of operaismo’s original positions”. Resistance to capital became 
“located in ‘the practices of the reproduction of labour-power’ – a category that 
comprises the totality of workers’ behaviours outside the factory”.5 The insights 
become further clouded by the fact that some became, as Alberto Toscano puts it, 
“narcissistically mesmerised by hackers, interns and precarious academics”.6  The 
shift of attention onto contemporary logistics workers has the potential to refocus 
the analytical lens in a constructive way. Rather than falling into the polarisation 
of previous decades, what is needed is an attempt to seriously engage with the 
changing nature of capital and the experience of workers themselves. 

The growth of telesales, whether through call centres or internet shopping, has 
increased the importance of logistics. The logistics sector itself is also undergoing 
significant changes. As one industry figure has indicated in a number of predictions, 

4  Ashton, B (2006) ‘The Factory Without Walls’, Mute, 2(4): http://www.metamute.
org/editorial/articles/factory-without-walls
5 Turchetto, M. (2008) ‘From “Mass Worker” to “Empire”: The Disconcerting Trajec-
tory of Italian Operaismo’, in J. Bidet & S. Kouvelakis (eds.,) Critical Companion to Contem-
porary Marxism, Boston: Brill, p295.
6  Toscano, A. (2011) ‘Logistics and Opposition’, Mute, 3(2):  http://www.metamute.
org/editorial/articles/logistics-and-opposition
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technological innovation will continue to have an important impact.7 By 2020, 
it is likely that “paper records in warehouses will be a distant memory”, replaced 
instead with mobile devices. RFID (Radio-Frequency Identification) has the 
potential to allow “inventory [to] count itself, and containers will be able to 
detect their own contents”. Furthermore, “GPS technology will allow pallets to 
report in if they end up in the wrong location”. Increasingly sophisticated IT and 
software systems have the potential to include “voice picking” so workers can 
“communicate directly with their Warehouse Management System (WMS) to 
improve stock recording, speed up order turn-rounds and shorten staff training 
periods”. The advances in computer software allow workers to “be more accurately 
measured against KPIs from time per task, picking routes, over/under performers, 
to staffing levels required for specific orders and picks”.

London

London as an urban area has a population of almost 10 million people.8 It 
therefore requires a vast number of commodities to be distributed every single 
day, not just to realise profits, but also to meet the basic needs of people who 
live there. An important precondition for cities of this scale is the establishment 
of the “efficient, profitable, ceaseless and standardised movement of material 
and information”.9 This process was discussed by Lewis Mumford in the 1960s: 
During the 19th century, as populations heaped further into a few great centres, 
they were forced to rely more fully on distant sources of supply: to widen the 
basis of supplies and to protect the ‘life-line’ that connects the source with the 
voracious mouth of the metropolis, became the function of army and navy. In so 
far as the metropolis, by fair means or foul, is able to  control distant sources 
of food and raw materials, the growth of the capital can proceed indefinitely.10 
This means that cities require the development of extensive means of distribution, 
not only for production, but also for their reproduction. Mumford illustrates 
with the analogy that “like Alice’s Red Queen, by great exertion and utmost speed 
the metropolis barely manages to remain in the same position”.11  

London has a number of different entry points for distribution, but the process 
is increasingly becoming centralised into two locations. The first is located in West 
London, near Heathrow, with vast complexes of warehouses packaging, sorting, and 

7  Warehouse News (2013) ‘Advanced provides top ten predictions on the future of 
third party logistics’: http://www.warehousenews.co.uk/2013/09/advanced-provides-top-ten-
predictions-on-the-future-of-third-party-logistics/
8  London’s continuous urban area extends beyond the borders of Greater London and 
was home to 9,787,426 people in 2011. See: http://www.nomisweb.co.uk/articles/747.aspx
9  Toscano, A. ‘Logistics and Opposition’.
10  Mumford, L. (1961) The City in History, New York: Harcourt, p539.
11  Mumford, L. The City in History, p540.
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distributing commodities into London and the rest of the UK. Major supermarket 
chains use this distribution centre to transport food into the UK, before moving 
it on via a network of smaller warehouses to the supermarkets themselves. This 
process is becoming increasingly complicated, with the proliferation of internet 
shopping. An increasing number of customers are now “using their computers, 
tablets and smart phones to shop for groceries”. For example, Tesco is opening its 
sixth home delivery centre in the South East of England, in Erith, employing 650 
workers, in addition to those already established in Croydon, Enfield, Crawley, 
Greenford and Aylesford.12

The second is the London Gateway development, based around a new port and 
logistics site nearing completion in East London. Located on the north bank of 
the river Thames, this “strategic location makes it the natural point for distribution 
with 18 million people living within 75 miles”. The port offers 34 operational 
berths and 16 independent working terminals on its 7.5 kilometres of quay. The 
proposed new site is a sprawling complex of at least 860 acres with over 500,000 
square metres of warehouse space, all served by 7 kilometres of internal roads.13 
The scale of the development has led a member of Thurrock Council to announce 
that the area could become a “logistics hub for the nation”.14 The London Gateway 
development has received ‘strong interest’ from logistics companies given that it 
can “reduce round-trip costs by £59 per container to the Midlands and North-
West and £189 per container for London and the South-East, representing about 
90% of the UK deep-sea market”.15

The people who will work in the new logistics centre remain largely absent 
from the managers’ statements. One of these, however, notes that the London 
Distribution Park can “draw upon the established skilled labour resource 
attracted by the Port, which also has strong links to the Academy of Logistics 
and provides specialist training”. It continues to explain how Thurrock benefits 
from both a higher percentage of skilled trades and process plant and machine 
operatives (13.7%) than the national average (10.8 %). The unemployment rate 
for Thurrock is 9.2%, higher than both the East London average of 6.7% and 
nationally at 8.1%. This shows that the Thurrock area offers greater potential 
for an additional pool of labour to be drawn upon over and above the existing 

12  Logistics Manager (2013) ‘Tesco to open Erith dot-com centre in October’: http://
www.logisticsmanager.com/Articles/21065/Tesco+to+open+Erith+dot-com+centre+in+Octo-
ber.html
13  See: http://www.forthports.co.uk/tilbury-london
14  Cast UK (2013) ‘Thurrock to become “National Logistics Hub”’: http://www.castuk.
com/recruitment-news/logistics-recruitment-news/thurrock-to-become-quotnational-logis-
tics-hubquot/801520870
15  Warehouse News (2013) ‘London Gateway logistics park offers unrivalled opportu-
nities’: http://www.warehousenews.co.uk/2013/03/london-gateway-logistics-park-offers-unri-
valled-opportunities/ 
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manufacturing, transport and distribution workforce.16

This clinical estimation of Thurrock as a particularly suitable distribution centre 
reveals a glimpse of the realities for the workers involved. In another article it is 
indicated that there is a “need to recruit nearly half a million new people into 
logistics” in the UK. However, “in most places where logistics takes place there 
are alternatives . . . our competitors include shops, hotels, bars, restaurants, 
hospitals and care homes”.17 What is immediately notable from these examples is 
that the ‘competitors’ are mainly in low-paid casual sectors of the economy, and 
in particular likely to employ workers on zero-hours contracts. 

This is confirmed by looking at job advertisements on the internet. In West 
London – the first of the two centralised locations discussed earlier – a ‘temporary 
warehouse operative’ is paid £6.31 per hour on a temporary contract. The 
requirements for the job stipulate that “applicants must have previous warehouse 
experience and live in the local area, due to the early start times”, with three shifts 
covering the entire 24-hour period.18 The pay for the job is minimum wage – the 
lowest amount a company can pay. It is hard to read into the conditions of the job 
from internet adverts, but at an anecdotal level it is safe to assume that the work is 
demanding. What is particularly interesting is that the employer expects workers 
to live in close proximity to the workplace. This is not common in London as 
many workers have to commute. This concentrates workers into one particular 
area: the possibility of increasing contact could have important implications for 
organisation. 

The Logistics of Struggle

The scale and complexity of logistics and distribution make the sector very 
difficult to understand from the outside. It is clear that a city the size of London 
requires vast quantities of commodities transported each day. The disruption of 
these complex flows can have an almost immediate effect. The increased use of 
just-in-time distribution techniques to drive down costs also creates bottlenecks 
in supply chains. 

Electronics, for instance, “are typically manufactured from a myriad of complex 
parts, sourced from multiple locations around the globe, and as high value fashion 
items – their distribution requires tight timetables, exact demand planning, and 
ultra-secure delivery”. This means that “a pallet of mobile phones . . . is worth 
over £250,000”. For managers, the primary concern is security. Measures may 

16  See: http://www.londondistributionpark.com
17  Logistics Manager (2013) ‘Why not give the local a try?’: http://www.logisticsman-
ager.com/Articles/21189/Why+not+give+the+local+a+try.html
18  See, for example: http://www.reed.co.uk/jobs/temporary-warehouse-opera-
tives/23733717#/jobs/transport-logistics/greenford?subsectorids=288%2C926
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include “police-checked drivers with airport security clearance, double-manned 
collections and escorted deliveries, with police pre-advised of route and satellite 
tracking, as well as on-site initiatives such as air-lock integral unloading”. 
However, there is a further risk that “in such a fast moving environment prone 
to peaks – massively influenced by trends and marketing drives – a product that 
doesn’t arrive on time may have missed its one chance of sale”.19 While the focus 
may be on preventing theft of the products, the fragility of the process could give 
the workers involved significant leverage.

There are a number of examples of developing workers’ struggles in the logistics 
sector. In Italy this year there was an attempted national strike, as part of a struggle 
that has been going for two years. The workers involved distribute products for IKEA 
and major supermarket chains. They are employed through ‘cooperatives’ which 
“have a long history in Italy, and were originally created for the mutual protection 
of workers”. This has mutated into a situation in logistics where they “are often 
used to mask black market labour, and cut labour costs”, and the workers effectively 
become outsourced and casualised. The workers, many of whom are migrants, have 
been involved in a militant campaign. One of the flashpoints took place in October 
outside IKEA’s warehouse in Piacenza, a workplace of 500, which saw “violent 
clashes between Polo Logistico workers and police”.20 As one striker explained: 

Look, I come from Egypt ... As you know, we had a revolution over 
there in 2011. In those days I used to say to my comrades that Tahrir 
Square could be everywhere, even in Piacenza ... As a matter of fact, 
our struggle was a small revolution. Exactly like the people gathering 
in Tahrir Square, we realized the power of unity and we lost our 
fear. Ultimately, I think this was our most important achievement.21 

This quotation exemplifies the importance that politics can play in developing 
workplace struggle. The prevalence of modern communications provides increased 
opportunities for the generalisation of struggle, as described earlier by Marx in 
the introduction. Images of struggle are transmitted over the world and, alongside 
networks of migration, provide the potential for new ways to mobilise.

Another example is the recent strikes at Amazon warehouses in Germany. A 
struggle over pay has seen hundreds of workers out on strike for three days at 

19  Logistics Manager (2013) ‘Touch of Tech’: http://www.logisticsmanager.com/Arti-
cles/21193/Touch+of+tech.html
20  Zerbino, M. (2013) ‘Immigrant Workers Strike Hits Warehouse Sector in Italy’, 
Labour notes: http://www.labornotes.org/blogs/2013/04/immigrant-workers-strike-hits-ware-
house-sector-italy#sthash.rumwJY9G.dpuf
21  Quoted in Zerbino, M. (2013) ‘Immigrant Workers Strike Hits Warehouse Sector in 
Italy’, Labour notes.

WooDcock|London’s New Working Class

http://www.logisticsmanager.com/Articles/21193/Touch+of+tech.html
http://www.logisticsmanager.com/Articles/21193/Touch+of+tech.html


Oxford Left Review

65

two distribution centres.22 These examples – and they are not the only ones – 
show the potential for workers’ struggle to emerge in these casualised contexts. 
What is particularly interesting and requires further attention is the forms that 
the new struggles may take; the connections made between workers themselves 
and the relationship to established trade unions.

The Next Steps

This article aimed to discuss how logistics and distribution is organised in 
London. At this stage it is only possible to broadly sketch the overall picture. There 
is clearly much more that needs to be investigated: in particular there needs to 
be a focus on the experience of workers. A proposed workers’ inquiry, now being 
developed by activists in London, could begin this process. The workers who 
are employed in the warehouses gain an unrivalled knowledge of the processes 
involved. The disconnection between the Left and groups of workers like this 
remains a serious problem. In many ways it is the reason for the difficulty in 
answering questions about how logistics is organised. This process should be 
neither a search for a new vanguard to provide a short-cut to successful struggle, 
nor should the Left only focus on sectors where it already has links and where 
workers are in proximity to established trade unions. While the pitfalls of either 
polarised perspective are clear – taking into account both the unimaginative claim 
that nothing has changed, and the overexcited claim that everything has – there 
is a necessity now to develop more useful insights. The Left, after all, should be 
trying to construct knowledge – not merely through conversations with itself – to 
serve a strategic goal. 

While it is clear that workers at certain points of the process can disrupt the flow 
of goods, Alberto Toscano suggests that logistics should be viewed “not just as the 
site of interruption, but as the stake of enduring and articulated struggles”.23 After 
a lengthy period of defeat for the organised working class, it is difficult to imagine 
or predict the form of new workers’ struggles. However, what is important is 
to try and understand the way in which struggle can develop, not only from 
throwing spanners into the cogs (or perhaps circuits) of capitalism, but to wrestle 
control from those holding the levers. Logistics plays such a crucial role in the 
production and reproduction of capital, yet it also vital for conceiving how a 
possible alternative future could be built.

22  Uni Global Union (2013) ‘Amazon workers strike again in Germany’: http://www.
uniglobalunion.org/Apps/UNINews.nsf/vwLkpById/134C9A382FCBE527C1257BEB-
0052FC96?OpenDocument
23  Toscano, A. ‘Logistics and Opposition’.

Jamie Woodcock is currently studying for a PhD at Goldsmiths, London. He is an activist 
interested in workers’ inquiries.
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To contextualize the great resurgence of interest in feminism – in what might be 
loosely called the 21st century women’s ‘movement’ – it is important to acknowledge 
its historical inheritance. For this, an understanding of the great variety, creativity, 
and radicalism of women’s historical experience of struggle is needed. Sheila 
Rowbotham, in both the first Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM) conference 
in Oxford, and in her seminal essay, ‘The Women’s Movement and the Making of 
Socialism’, lamented the dearth of women’s history, as well as the white-washing 
of women’s experience from Left-wing politics. 1 What will strike the reader about 
many of the historical examples in this article is that class is almost always of 
crucial importance. This applies to class as a real, lived, material relationship to 
capital – seen in the case of women’s experience in leading strikes. Yet it also 
applies to instances where women have engaged with women’s oppression outside 
traditional labour relationships. Cases in point are the first WLM conference in 
Ruskin College in April 1970, and the protests and counter-protests involving 
Carol Miller’s ‘Cowley Wives’ (the local University and City feminist group) and 
striking car-workers (male and female) in a well-publicised strike in April 1974. 
Both instances involved fighting around issues directly related to their experience 
as women, while directly relating, as a matter of course, to relationships of class 
and gender. Questions of class and gender were immanent to the lived experience 
of the various struggles in which women were involved – even if class might have 
acted as a reference point (as for some ‘radical-feminists’ in the WLM), eventually 
to be rejected. 

1  S.Rowbotham, L.Segal & H.Wainwright, Beyond the Fragments: Feminism and the 
Making of Socialism Merlin Press (1979)
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Discussion of the relationship between class and gender seems to be largely 
lacking in many debates surrounding the new wave of feminism, especially at 
universities like Oxford. Questions about this relationship (class and gender, or 
socialist politics and gender) are no longer as self-evident as they seemed in the 
1970s. How working-class women have experienced the double burden of being 
part of a structurally disadvantaged gender on the one hand, and being a member 
of an exploited class on the other, seems to be consistently underestimated by 
most of the set-piece debates and campaigns. Women’s subjugated social position 
cannot – as has been argued elsewhere by a number of feminists – be seen outside 
the totality of social relations. This can be best understood in the context of 
historical experience. Women have played a crucial part in the collective history of 
Oxford, and their bravery and creativity should be remembered. To revive some 
of those memories and to attempt a cross-fertilisation of historical experience 
– if only to better orient contemporary women’s struggles, each with their own 
unique nature – will greatly help those who are currently interested and active in 
the feminist revival.

Oxford is in many ways a unique city. As well as being a key centre of industry, 
with a developed working-class, Oxford has also acted as an academic centre – 
out of which, at certain historical junctures, political radicalism flourished and 
spilled over into the city proper. This explains the variety of women’s struggles in 
Oxford. 

One of Oxford’s first strikes was led by women. A strike over pay and union 
recognition against the iron-fisted, patriarchal management at the Pressed Steel 
plant was instigated by the largely female workforce in the factory’s ‘press shop’. 
These women struck over continued ‘shorting’ of wages. They declared their work 
as ‘slave conditions’ for ‘pin-money’, since their wages were consistently lower 
than men’s for an identical job. Four women were eventually elected onto the 
strike committee. Pictures of the women strikers’ placards, printed in the Oxford 
Mail in 1934, read: “The girls are game, are you?”, “Strike Call – we’ve done our 
bit – now how about you!”, “Are you with the boss or are you with us?” and “Are 
you satisfied?” Solidarity was not automatically forthcoming from male workers. 

2 This was especially apparent in the 1930s. Given mass unemployment, many 
men took exception to women’s employment as a form of competition. However, 
previously unsympathetic male workers in the plant began to understand, as the 
strike rapidly progressed after the election of a mixed ‘strike-committee’, that 
the divisions in wages between women and men in the factory only benefited 
the employers by holding down the wages of all. Students from the university, 
involved in the Labour Party and Communist Party, produced leaflets supporting 
the strikers and attended the strikers’ demonstrations. The strike ultimately 

2  Oxford Mail, 8th July 1934
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succeeded. The women who instigated the strike were the key actors in bringing 
trade-unionism to Oxford. 

Women found ingenious ways, often without union organization, to secure 
their basic interests within the workplace. Connie Jarman, for example, organised 
the women canteen workers throughout the car-plants in Oxford (including the 
major works at Cowley, East Oxford). During a dispute at the canteen in Cowley 
in 1969, she and her colleagues cooked 5000 dinners, then refused to serve them 
until the catering contractors Gardner Merchant met their demands. The workers 
refused to work until they had eaten, and were almost on the cusp of rioting. 
Eventually the management had no alternative but to cede to their demands over 
pay. Women were often the most militant members of the car-factories. Tom 
Richardson, a shop-steward in the Assembly Plant, noted that in his ‘trim-shop’, 
“the women were always ready to fight, they were always marching up to the 
office demanding this or that. They were much less prepared to compromise than 
the men”.3

It was not just women employed in car-factories that were involved in labour-
activism, but women employed across the city. A strike over union-recognition by 
the predominantly female staff at the Blackwell’s bookshop in 1976 was successful, 
largely due to a wider campaign that involved the local labour-movement and 
student body. The women strikers were offered a ‘Strike HQ’ in Balliol College, 
and were supported financially by friendly pickets of Cowley car-workers. Oxford 
University Student Union (OUSU) called on students to stop using the bookshop. 
Oxford car-workers – experienced in the art of picketing and making concrete 
demands on employers and union officials – gave them a crash course in work-
place action. In the end the pressure on Blackwell’s was maintained, and the 
predominantly female workforce won full-recognition, as well as a new branch of 
the Transport and General Workers’ Union (TGWU).

In 1977, a group of previously un-unionised chambermaids at the Randolph 
Hotel and the Linton Lodge Hotel at the heart of Oxford struck over wages and 
conditions. The chambermaids were expected to work 60 hour weeks for £30 
(women working at the car-factory were earning 10 times that amount), while 
having to clean 16 bedrooms per shift. Women workers at the Gardner Merchant 
canteen, which served the Cowley car-works, were prepared to walk out in 
support of the Randolph workers. Car workers, alongside local trade unionists, 
and the Oxford Student Liaison Committee helped in organising pickets of 300 
people outside the Randolph on St. Giles’. The picket stopped goods coming in 
and out of the hotel, transport drivers of the TGWU refused to cross the picket 
line, while Post Office workers refused to deliver the mail. In theory, the whole 
of Oxford could have been shut down due to the action of the chambermaids. 

3  Television History Workshop: ‘Making cars: a history of car making in Cowley - by the 
people who make the cars’. Greg Lanning (eds.), London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985
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Unfortunately, the Randolph – as the continuing bastion of privilege and feudal 
work practices in Oxford – defeated the strike. The cleaning staff at the hotel are 
politically unorganised to this day.

The struggles of working-class women in Oxford were not, however, simply 
confined to the workplace: they involved defending vital community services. 
One key example was the struggle in 1977 over the future of the South Oxford 
Nursery, which was threatened with closure by the Conservative council. The 24-
hour occupation of the state-run nursery gained popular support across the city. 
Many women involved in the Oxford feminist groups were active in leafleting at 
the car factory in Cowley, and many had developed political relationships with 
car-workers in other campaigns. Born in Oxford in 1970, the WLM movement 
– the starting point of second-wave feminism in Britain – was consistently aware 
that the experience of class mattered for women. The founders of the movement 
made clear that gender oppression existed alongside different oppressions of other 
social groups – all of which emanated from the same system of social relations. 
This historical inheritance was one of the main reasons that, during the campaign 
against John Corrie’s 1979 anti-abortion bill, the TGWU 5/293 branch was one 
of the few major industrial branches in the country to actively fight on the issue. 
The trade-union branch for Cowley made a statement affirming: “The right to 
choose whether or not to have a child means in practice, for working class women, 
the right to free nurseries and adequate maternity benefits, as well as free birth-
control. Well-off women will always be able to find safe abortion facilities – legal 
or illegal…We must fight any attempts to make free legal abortion on the NHS 
less available than it is now”.

One event in April 1974 involved not only striking car-workers, but also a 
demonstration against the strike, by a group of wives of laid-off workers, and 
a counter-counter-demonstration by local feminists from the University and 
town. On April 22nd 1974, Carol Miller, the wife of a Cowley plant assembly 
worker and a part-time cleaner, led 150 women (and their children) – almost all 
wives of workers – to protest against a strike by drivers in the factory (over the 
victimization of their shop-steward). Miller lamented the loss of wages that she 
felt was a direct product of labour-militancy, rather than the endemic low wages 
among British car-workers by comparison with the rest of the world, or cut-backs 
by management during the 1974 oil crisis. It was a demonstration of working-
class women, not as workers on strike, but as wives of workers. “All we want to do 
is keep our husbands in work so they bring in a weekly wage”, she told the Sun.4 

This was one of the first instances of working-class women turning against 
labour-unionism in the 1970s: it was seized upon by the establishment press and 
leading politicians. The Sun ran a story on Tuesday, April 23rd 1974, called ‘Ban 

4  The Sun (Monday April 22 1974, pg 1)
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Sex for Strikers –Wives plan to bring car militants to their knees’.5 The paper 
claimed that Mrs. June Wall, aged 40, of the National Housewives Association, 
had instructed the ‘Cowley Wives’ that: “There is only one way to bear a Bolshie 
man. Take away all that he holds dear – sex, drink, and food, in that order.” 
Mrs. Wall added: “I am glad to see women asserting themselves during a time of 
national difficulty. They have a great power to make sure that men work hard, 
but they don’t seem to realise it.”6 The article continues: “Not all wives agree 
with a sex strike. Lawrence Simmons has not worked for five weeks because of 
disputes. But his wife Janet said the “no sex” call was “rubbish”. She added: “That 
is one thing you can’t refuse your husband no matter what the situation is.” Mrs. 
Dorothy Jaycock, a 30-year-old wife of a Cowley worker said “I am all in favour 
of wives demonstrating. But no wife has the right to make her husband suffer in 
his own home.””

Then, in response to Mrs. Wall’s comments, another article was published in the 
Daily Mirror, with Wall’s husband Brian Wall intervening. 7 The article claimed 
that Brian Wall, owner of a major Carpet company, said at their home in Derby: 
“it would never happen in our house.” He told his wife June: “Your idea would do 
more harm than good. It would break more marriages than strikes.” The article 
went on to say that June withdrew her comments shortly after: “I regret expressing 
a personal opinion. I was only saying what I would do.” The way the media 
portrayed Carol Miller bears resemblance to much of the objectification and 
trivialization of women’s participation in politics by the media, which continues 
to this day. The Oxford Times and the Daily Mail portrayed her as a “petite-
blonde of 32” and “the blonde in the middle”. 8 The Oxford Times reported 
that the campaign was quickly personalised around Carol Miller. Many articles 
noted the strain involved in leading the campaign, while maintaining her job as 
a cleaner and continuing to raise four children. The Daily Mail noted that it was 
her “wifely determination” that made her a centre of media attention. After the 
first march, however, support dwindled daily, from 250 marchers on the first day 
to less than a fifth by the time work resumed at the factory, a couple of weeks 
later.

The decline of the ‘Cowley Wives’ movement in Oxford was not simply due 
to internal loss of momentum or organizational weaknesses, as the Oxford Mail 
alleged. Instead, there was a large campaign led by striking car-workers, the local 
university and city Women’s Liberation group, and, most notably, women workers 

5  The Sun Tuesday April 23rd 1974 pg 3
6  The idea of a lovemaking strike first came from the Greek playwright Aristophanes. 
In his play ‘Lysistrata’ the Greek women decide to stop sleeping with their husbands in order 
to achieve an end to the war – and it worked.
7  Daily Mirror April 24th 1974 – pg 6
8  Friday April 26th 1974
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in the canteens and in the ‘body-plant’s’ ‘trim-shop’. The local University feminist 
group actively leafleted the factory and counter-demonstrated during Carol Miller’s 
much publicised public meeting at the Town Hall. They justified their position 
by claiming that by dividing working-class wives and partners against striking 
men in the plant (as the ‘Cowley Wives’ were doing), the demonstrators would 
only help factory management to reduce wages, worsen working-conditions, 
and weaken trade-union organization for strikers and non-strikers. Influenced 
by socialist-feminism, the various leaflets of the Women’s Liberation group in 
Oxford gave a different analysis of the crisis at the plant, at odds with the crude 
media line of ‘union militants holding the factory to ransom’. The argument was 
that the wives of strikers, due to their structural separation from the workplace, 
gave rise to the seeming conflict of interest. Miller and the ‘Cowley Wives’, they 
argued, only appreciated trade-union efforts through the wage-packet (and its 
reduction, at least in the early 1970s), largely because they were not involved in 
direct production on the factory floor (with the collective solidarities it could 
bring). The ‘Cowley Wives’ also did not have the same experience of alienation 
that men on the factory-line did. An alliance between management, the right-
wing Press and wives at home could therefore be constructed. This mirrors the real 
tendency of women, at least before the 1990s, to vote for the Conservatives over 
Labour. As the whole saga shows, there are inherent divisions within the working-
class, both within the workplace, and outside. These divisions are perennially 
centred on the different experiences of gender within the class. 

The histories described above are only a small part of the plethora of experiences 
of working-class women in Oxford. They do, however, point to a collective 
experience largely forgotten by feminists, especially at the university: the 
experience of gender and class, and specifically, women’s experience of struggle 
in the workplace. The events described might be seen to be purely of parochial 
interest. Nonetheless, Sheila Rowbotham – one of the founding members of the 
Women’s Liberation Movement – is clear that women’s history is not simply an 
‘afterthought’ or a ‘distraction’, as many male historians in the 1960s seemed to 
believe. Rather, women’s history is fundamental to any struggle for liberation: 
it gave Rowbotham – as well as second-wave feminism – a self-transcendental 
identity and a self-critical historical orientation. It is, furthermore, a source of 
inspiration for future struggles. History shows that women have never simply 
been passive acceptors of their situation, but have consistently fought back against 
injustice, whether inside or outside the workplace.

Matthew Myers is currently studying History at Wadham College, Oxford, and is a 
member of the Oxford Left Review’s editorial board.
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Cathy Porter
Alexandra Kollontai. A Biography, 2nd edition 
511pp - £20
ISBN: 9780850366402
Merlin Press, Pontypool, 2013 

Douglas Smith
Former People. The Last Days of the Russian Aristocracy
465 pp - £8.99
ISBN: 9780330520294
Macmillan, London, 2012

“It is understandable and it is forgivable that they hate us, for we in fact hate 
them, we hate them with the same unyielding malice and, what is more, we 
despise them.” Douglas Smith quotes Princess Catherine Sayn-Wittgenstein, 
approving her honesty about the class hatred revealed by the Russian Revolution 
of 1917. Smith’s book on the fate of Russian aristocrats during the revolution and 
the decades that followed it, and Cathy Porter’s revised biography of Alexandra 
Kollontai, are a testament to the continuing intensity of the debate over the legacy 
of that period.

It is no coincidence that these two very different books have appeared at the same 
time. Both draw on memoirs and other personal documents that were inaccessible 
until the beginning of perestroika, the restructuring of the Soviet political and 
economic system. Both make deliberate interventions in contemporary political 
debates. Cathy Porter is more explicit about this, describing her book as an effort 
to “rediscover” Kollontai and her vision of a more just social system, within the 
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context of the current assault on the working class, particularly women. In fact, 
this is a second act of “rediscovery”: it is a revised version of a biography first 
written during the women’s liberation movement of the 1970s. Kollontai’s struggle 
for women’s rights and workers’ democracy, both with and against her Bolshevik 
comrades, and her intensely personal and political writings about sexuality, had 
obvious relevance for that movement. In this new version, Cathy Porter reveals 
the relevance Kollontai has for us thirty years on.

Douglas Smith, who has worked for the US State Department and Radio Free 
Europe, also sees his book as being about “reclaiming Russia’s lost history”. In 
his case, it is the history of Russia’s aristocracy during and after the years of the 
revolution. There is a genuine abundance of new material, both primary and 
secondary on which this book is based. The primary sources reveal the perceptions 
Russia’s pre-revolutionary elite had about themselves and the workers whose 
exploitation enabled their luxurious lifestyles. For example, the case of Princess 
Vera Urusov, whose favourite childhood game was to play an  “aristocrat caught in 
the French Revolution trying to escape the fury of the mob”, reveals an awareness 
of the class antagonisms that pervaded society.

However, the extent to which Smith appears to share Urusov’s perceptions is 
remarkable. He uses the word “mob” throughout the book to describe ordinary 
people. He contrasts the “mob”, for whom “the will to destroy was greater than 
the will to create”, with the aristocracy. He argues that the aristocracy was never 
“a class of idle rich”, despite the fact it had relied upon serf labour until the 1860s 
and then spent the following half-century living on forced compensation from 
the emancipated serfs. He emphasises that the nobility “had supplied Russia’s 
political, military, cultural and artistic leaders”, while arguing that “workers and 
peasants, in whose name the Bolsheviks claimed to rule, were simply not qualified 
to run a vast state.” In other words, he quite explicitly restates the prejudice 
(against which Lenin famously argued on the eve of the October Revolution) that 
“only the rich, or officials chosen from rich families, are capable of administering 
the state, of performing the ordinary, everyday work of administration”. 

It is perhaps to be expected that Douglas Smith’s uncritical adoption of the 
perspective of the aristocracy would make it difficult for him to provide any kind 
of sensible context for understanding the undoubted suffering of the individuals 
concerned. A particularly ugly example of his viewpoint is in the equivalence 
drawn between the treatment of aristocrats after the revolution and of Jews, 
murdered in pogroms incited by members of the Black Hundreds such as Tsar 
Nicholas II himself, before the revolution. Another is the heightened pathos in the 
account of the Red Guard charged with expropriating aristocrats who, faced with 
famine, had almost cut open a teddy bear stuffed with jewels. We might expect 
at least some curiosity about the reasons why certain former aristocrats survived 
unscathed through Stalin’s terror, when so many others did not. Smith may be 
right that this is simply a symptom of the randomness of the violence, but these 
may also tell an interesting story of the accommodations made between sections 
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of the old ruling class and the new bureaucratic ruling class of the Stalinist state-
capitalist regime. If so, this book does not tell that story.

One of the recurring tropes of Smith’s book is the “tragic irony” that many 
nobles had been revolutionaries themselves. Alexandra Kollontai was one example 
of a revolutionary who originally came from an aristocratic family. One of the 
many strengths of Porter’s biography is the sensitive way in which she handles 
Kollontai’s complicated relationship to her class. Kollontai’s rejection of her class 
origins is by no means portrayed as a tragedy, but nor does she treat lightly the 
painful personal decisions that Kollontai had to make regarding her relationship 
with her parents, her first husband and her beloved son Misha. Part of what is so 
inspiring about this book is the way in which it reveals how Kollontai wrestled 
with and reflected on her personal relationships, her sexuality and her political 
commitment. These were often lonely struggles, for reasons of Kollontai’s gender, 
her class and her political views, but through her writings, including her fiction, 
she sought to find ways to communicate these struggles to a wider audience, 
motivated with a sense, long before the slogan was first pronounced, that “the 
personal is political”.

Throughout, this book is animated by a sense of the dilemmas that Kollontai, 
her comrades, and millions of working class women and men confronted in 
the process of the Russian revolution and its ultimate crisis and betrayal. Porter 
does not shy away from revealing her political judgements about many of these 
dilemmas: it is clear, for example, that she sympathises with Alexandra Kollontai 
rather than Rosa Luxemburg over the need, at that time, for separate organisation 
for women, and again with Alexandra Kollontai rather than Lenin or Trotsky, 
over the criticisms made by the Workers’ Opposition of the Communist Party’s 
increasing stifling of workers’ initiative and democracy. She alludes to the 
alarming degeneration of the standards of debate during the controversy over the 
latter in 1921, including name-calling and personal attacks. However, she also 
provides a full sense of the contexts of these debates and the intensity of feeling 
that they provoked in the midst of a civil war that had led to economic and social 
devastation, while the revolutionary wave was faltering internationally.

The great value of this biography of Alexandra Kollontai is its honesty about the 
challenges she and her fellow revolutionaries faced. When Kollontai’s comrade, 
Inessa Armand, called for more communal nurseries at a congress of working 
class women, she was met with shouts of “We won’t give up our children!” This 
forced Kollontai to deal carefully with the conflicts mothers faced, who had to 
between raising their own children and participating fully in society outside the 
domestic sphere. Kollontai’s approach to sexuality is beautifully illustrated by the 
discussion of her short story ‘Three Generations’. A party worker of Kollontai’s 
own generation, who “has been living in a ‘free union’ with a much younger 
comrade, but resists any discussion of relationships that goes beyond the party’s 
programme for women”, is shocked to discover her daughter has been sleeping 
with her own partner, as well as several other men. Kollontai does not make 
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normative claims about either woman’s attitudes to sexuality. Rather, she reflects 
on her own reaction to a new generation’s ideas about sexual liberation. 

Porter’s book ends on a poignant note, describing Kollontai, the only 
oppositionist to survive Stalin’s terror, feeling a sense of bewilderment at Soviet 
society, which had turned out to be so different from the socialist society she 
and her fellow revolutionaries had originally envisaged, and yet still optimistic 
about the prospect of revolutionary change for the better. “The world never 
stagnates, it’s always stirring, new forms of life are always appearing”. William 
Morris famously wrote that “men fight and lose the battle, and the thing that they 
fought for comes about in spite of their defeat, and when it comes turns out not 
to be what they meant, and other men have to fight for what they meant under 
another name.” This second rediscovery of Alexandra Kollontai calls on women, 
and men, to fight on in a similar spirit.

Nick Evans is an activist and DPhil student in History at Wadham College, 
Oxford.
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Colin Barker, Laurence Cox, John Krinsky, and Alf Gunvald Nilsen (eds.)
Marxism and Social Movements
473 pp – $179
ISBN: 9789004211759
Leiden: Brill, 2013

There has been much talk of the return of Marx since the collapse of Lehman 
Brothers in 2008. Yet many radicals continue to argue that “it is easier to imagine 
the end of the world than the end of capitalism”. Both are true. While millions of 
people have watched David Harvey’s Capital lectures on Youtube in the wake of 
the financial meltdown,  the number of days lost to industrial action remains at 
an all-time low across North America and the UK. The Financial Times dissects 
Marx’s ideas in their weekend edition, while today’s radical movements such as 
Climate Camp, Slutwalk, or Occupy treat Marx with suspicion or even contempt. 

These contradictory phenomena make Barker et al.’s Marxism and Social Move-
ments all the more important. The essays in this collection aim to develop the 
tools necessary to understand today’s social movements and explain the marginal-
ity of Marxism within them. More fundamentally, the book sets out to establish 
a Marxist framework for the practice and research of social movement where 
otherwise one has been absent. Commonly accepted theoretical frameworks such 
as ‘Resource Mobilization Theory’ (RMT) or ‘New Social Movements’ (NSM) 
might be indebted to Marxism, yet in their turn away from it largely seem to have 
thrown the baby out with the bathwater. In their quest to rationalise social move-
ments, some RMT and NSM theorists have, for example, turned to unlikely 
bedfellows such as Milton Friedman, or refused to draw connections between 
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the struggles of different social movements. Other prominent social movement 
researchers such as Charles Tilly, Doug McAdam, and Sidney Tarrow, on the other 
hand, stood in a dialogue with Marxism while emanating from outside of it. Ad-
dressing these connections is what makes Barker et al’s book so important, even 
for those who do not label themselves Marxists. 

In roughly 400 pages, the authors outline Marxism’s contribution to our under-
standing of social movements, which mainly consists in its theory of the organisa-
tion of power. According to the authors, research on social movements is bound 
to be limited without an analysis of the powers which they contest. Gramsci’s con-
cept of hegemony, for example, can help social movement researchers and activists 
to understand how ruling classes mobilise and develop strategies against the op-
pressed. The authors also highlight that Marxism can provide an adequate theory 
of popular agency. Both mainstream approaches such as RMT and NSM, as well 
as anti-capitalist ones such as Negri and Hardt’s concept of “the multitude”, are 
able to describe processes within social movements. Yet, the various authors argue 
that neither of them can generate a philosophy of praxis which understands differ-
ent actors within social movements as mediating different class interests. Finally, 
the authors attempt to conceptualise Marxism as a theory of strategic transforma-
tion – in other words, revolution. This does not counterpose reforms to revolu-
tion, but rather regards them as a successive approximation to an ultimate goal. 
In brief, Marxism’s contribution to social movements can be summed up best by 
the following words provided in the introduction: “a theory of and for movements 
[emphasis added]” (15). 

This book best analysed in the light of recent social movements. In most of 
them, Marxism has remained a marginal force: from the anti-globalisation move-
ment at the beginning of the 21st Century to the anti-war movement after 9/11, 
the climate protests around the COP-15 in Copenhagen, the recent student revolt 
in the UK, and Occupy. Instead, they have been dominated by ideas and practices 
mostly associated with anti-authoritarianism or ‘horizontalism’, consisting of con-
sensus decision-making and the rejection of formal leadership and organisation. 
Using the Marxist method, the book takes up contemporary debates over leader-
ship in social movements, organisation, the production of space, and learning 
processes.

Beyond binaries in social movements 

The question of leadership remains a contested issue within social movements. 
Most people coming into social movements associate leadership with Stalinism or 
white men in dark (central) committee rooms. In his contribution to the volume, 
Colin Barker sets out a very different notion of social movement leadership. Draw-
ing on theoretical influences from Vygotsky and Freire to Bakhtin, Barker argues 
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that leadership is based on two-way communication. Within a social movements, 
leadership is based on the ability to convey its aims, articulate its demands and 
communicate with its supporters and activists. In turn, social movements grant 
leaders legitimacy through continuous dialogue. Barker first advanced this ideas of 
“dialogical leadership” in his book Leadership and Social Movements (2001).

This critical realist approach acknowledges the fact that there will be leaders – 
formal or informal – within social movements, implying a distinction between 
those who call themselves ‘leaders’ and those who actually are leaders – whether 
elected or not. In doing this, the book’s analysis is able to transcend the vanguard-
leaderlessness dichotomy which frequently shapes the discussions surrounding 
movements and political activities. The book could have done better in this re-
spect by incorporating the various concepts of leadership which have emerged 
from the last round of struggle – be it the leaderless discourses of Mason, Castells 
and Juris, the Occupy Research’s notion of “leaderfull”, or the concept of distrib-
uted leadership, which sees leadership vested in collectives and informal groups 
rather than individuals. In any case, Chilk Collins’s article as well as Colin Barker’s 
theses help us to understand the complex relationship between protest organisers, 
activists, and the social movements they participate in. The key lesson is: actions 
and events do not rise out of nowhere—they involve some degree of planning, 
co-ordination and coalition building, paying attention to pre-existing social ties, 
mobilising structures and social networks. 

The network-organisation dichotomy is another hotly debated issue both within 
movements and academia. Organisational questions are as old as the workers’ 
movement itself. From Marx’s Manifesto of the Communist Party, Lenin’s What 
Is To Be Done?, to Luxemburg’s The Mass Strike – organisational questions have 
been dealt with in one way or another. Today’s dominant organisational practices 
differ substantially from what Lenin prescribed for Russian Social Democracy in 
1903. Today’s popular writers profess “horizontalism” (Sitrin 2006), “demandless-
ness” (Graeber 2009), and consensus decision-making (Graeber 2013). In these 
schemes, networks are considered to function as extentions of the spontaneous 
logic of social life. Organisations, on the other hand, are seen as imposed struc-
tures which reproduce hierarchies and capitalist social relations.  

Barker, on the contrary, argues that firstly, organisations are distinct from so-
cial movements, and secondly, social movements are always networked. Differ-
ent social forces organise themselves within movements, and will seek to express 
themselves in different ways. What does this mean for the different nodes inside 
the network? Can they ever be equal? Barker writes that [t]he ‘class struggle’ oc-
curs not only between movements and their antagonists, but also within them: 
their ideas, forms of organisation and repertoires of contention are all within their 
opponents’ “strategic sights” (48). In other words, different ideas exist side by 
side and compete against one another within social movements. It is not a ques-
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tion whether we, as individual activists, prefer ‘horizontal’ organisation over and 
above ‘vertical’ organisation, but rather whether we are able to adapt our forms of 
organisation to match those of the movement’s opponents.

Testing the limits 

Chris Hesketh’s essay on the EZLN (Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional) 
and the struggles of the indigenous peoples in Chiapas, Mexico, connects to some 
of the discussions frequently encountered within social movements. In his essay, 
Hesketh draws upon one of the most influential living Marxists, David Harvey, 
to analyse the aforementioned social movement. According to Hesketh, Harvey 
explained “how social movements have sought to contest and remake space in a 
radically different image” (209). Many of Harvey’s ideas have been drawn from 
the French philosopher and urban theorist Henri Lefevbre, for whom – writing 
in the 1960s/1970s – the labour-capital antagonism had been supplanted by a 
new ‘urban’ antagonism. This created the basis for new subjectivities as well new 
possibilities for the resistance to capital. In his attempt to create a “unitary theory 
of space”, Lefevbre therefore updated and expanded Marx’s notion of reproduc-
tion. 

In his analysis of the EZLN, Hesketh argues that space and the antagonisms it 
creates must lie at the heart of a Marxist theory of social movements. Hesketh’s 
Marxist account successfully demonstrates the potential of Marx’s method to 
understand contemporary social movements. With the re-emergence of occupa-
tions from Gezi Park to the Oakland Commune, Lefevbre’s and Harvey’s insights 
enrich our understanding these spatial contestations of capitalism and Hesketh 
shows how a Marxist theory of social movements can use these insights. This is 
particularly prescient given the frequency and relative impact these recent strug-
gles have had inside activist-circles, compared to workers’ factory occupations at 
the point of production.     

The two contributions by Irish social movement researcher Laurence Cox pro-
vide us with further food for thought. Cox and his collaborator, Alf Gunvald 
Nilsen, have previously argued that social movement theories often develop in 
separation from the ‘lay theories’, which activists develop in their day-to-day prac-
tice. For both, Marxism constitutes what Gramsci calls the Philosophy of Praxis. 
In his contribution Thinking the Social Movement, Cox writes that “these move-
ments are not only objects of theory: they are also creators of theory. […] Social 
movement studies, with its scholastic isolation of ‘theorists’, has little place for 
this kind of perspective, and, at best, grants movements the right to propose new 
matter for scholarly consideration” (145). In other words, social movements con-
stitute learning processes for individuals and collectives – regardless of whether 
they attain their objective or a change in policy.
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“Movements: they are not simply the reproduction of un-reflected activity, 
but are creative processes which – in order to mobilise the un-mobilised and 
change the world – have to keep on reaching beyond themselves. They are 
constantly in debate over ‘what should we do?’, contesting given assump-
tions as to how the world is. They continually generate ‘how-to-do-it’ theo-
ry, whether in cultural traditions, informal apprenticeship and ‘mentoring’ 
situations, or formal training programmes and manuals” (145).

Social movements create a unique kind of knowledge, engaging in a process of 
exploration, of reaching and transcending limits imposed by capitalism. Other 
than schools and universities, social movements create democratic spaces of learn-
ing in which actors are co-producers of knowledge. The advent of blogs, twitter, 
photos and videos, due to their low barriers to entry, has had a transformative 
effect on social movements. The sheer volume of information and analysis, col-
lected and composed on the Occupy Wall Street protests, would have been un-
imaginable just ten years ago. This digital dimension of activism and its effect on 
social movements is not, unfortunately, explored in the book.

Since the rise of the alter-globalisation movement, debate has continued within 
academic and activist circles over the extent to which social media and new com-
munication technologies mediate new forms of political action and organisation 
within social movements. Barker successfully displays, in his discussion on lead-
ership and organisation in social movements, a nuanced Marxist contribution to 
this process. The professed ‘digitally-mediated democratisation’ of activist and 
protest culture calls for further examination. Despite a number of Marxist schol-
ars contributing to the research on media practices in social movements, there 
is, unfortunately, little cross-fertilization between them and the authors of the 
collection. 

This critique should not distract from the contribution that Barker et al.’s vol-
ume had made to bringing an analysis of capitalism back into social movement 
studies. Despite its hefty price tag, one can hope that the collection will inspire 
those influenced by Marxism and those actively engaged in recent waves of global 
struggle alike.

Colin Barker’s essay Class Struggle and Social Movements is undoubtedly the 
grandstanding achievement of the book. Barker argues that movements are not 
opposed to class struggle but are its “mediated expression” (47). In doing so he 
has achieved the impossible. He unites vulgar Marxists and mainstream social 
movement researchers in disagreement against him. 

Mark Bergfeld is a postgraduate research student at Queen Mary University of 
London. His writings can be found at www.mdbergfeld.com.
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