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edItorIal

Ludwig Wittgenstein once remarked, “even when all possible scientiic questions 
have been answered, the problems of life remain completely untouched”. 
Animated by such a thought, the Left’s relationship with science has always been 
ambiguous. Whilst ofering the promise of liberation, scientiic progress seems 
ultimately unable to realise that promise. As Adorno argued in the context of the 
Holocaust, the growth of scientiic knowledge is apparently impotent to address 
the normative questions of political life. Increasing humanity’s domination of 
nature, it cannot do anything to overcome the structures of domination that exist 
between people. 

In recent years, mainstream academics have begun to reappraise the Enlightenment 
claim that there is a positive relation between scientiic, moral and political 
progress. In this discussion, voices from the Left have been of the radar. Issue 13 
of the Oxford Left Review humbly attempts to address that imbalance. In choosing 
the theme of science and technology, we hoped to platform views that critically 
assess the status of science whilst analysing the uses and abuses of technology. 

 Will Searby opens the issue by critiquing the implicit biases of scientiic discourse. 
Gulzaar Barn applies a similar critique to science’s relationship with race, suggesting 
that “the recent resurgence of discussion on ‘intelligence’ and genes within science 
and bioethics may serve to perpetuate a hostile and exclusionary environment”. 
In ‘Eugenics and the Left’, Ellasaid Woodhouse also focuses on genetics, giving 
an historical overview of the Left’s fraught relationship with eugenics. In the face 
of these problems, Ben Krishna defends the scientiic method, suggesting that its 
problems are due to application rather than essence.



Oxford Left Review

3

OLR 13 also considers the implications of new technologies. Alexander Breton 
positively reviews David Healy’s Pharmageddon, only wishing that Healy had 
gone further in his attack on Big Pharma. Kate Bradley analyses the politics of 
Wikileaks and its material efects over the last eight years. Olivia Arigho Stiles then 
discusses the historical connections between technology and culture, focussing on 
the signiicance of Dada to 1960s counter-culture. Charlotte Sykes reviews Crises 
of Imagination, Crises of Power, which ofers a damning indictment of capitalism’s 
efect on creativity. Nevertheless, Peter Hill explores our theme in iction by 
ofering a glimpse into a dystopian future society faced with environmental 
disaster. In an interview for OLR 13, environmental consultant and ecological 
futurologist Paul Mobbs considers the immediate dangers of fracking, modern 
consumerism and endless growth. 

he unthemed section is headed by Max Leak’s article, discussing the implications 
of devolution at a local, national and international level. Ever committed to 
retaining a broad world-view, the journal concludes with articles on recent 
institutional events in Pakistan and Peru by Alex McGann and Helena Eatock 
respectively.
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We are unknown to ourselves, we men of science, and for good reason.
– Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals

I

Among the more alarming studies to enter public consciousness in recent 
months was the recent, slightly millenarian report funded by NASA and released 
in March which predicted the ‘irreversible collapse’ of sophisticated industrial 
civilisation. he report, led by applied mathematician Safa Motesharrei of the 
US National Socio-Environmental Synthesis Center, forecasted a collapse that 
had remarkably close distinguishing features with the Marxian phenomenon of 
socialist revolution, caused by the fact that:

…accumulated surplus is not evenly distributed throughout society, but rather 
has been controlled by an elite. he mass of the population, while producing the 
wealth, is only allocated a small portion of it by elites, usually at or just above 
subsistence levels.

WIll searby

An Insatiable Objectiication? he 
Discourse of Scientiic Praxis
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he report, whilst warning of climate disaster and resource crisis, was equally 
insistent that technological innovation would not be suicient to avert this, 
noting:

Technological change can raise the eiciency of resource use, but it also tends to 
raise both per capita resource consumption and the scale of resource extraction, so 
that, absent policy efects, the increases in consumption often compensate for the 
increased eiciency of resource use.1

his appears to be an indication of a radically anti-capitalist scientiic logic, 
identifying environmental protection and human wellbeing as goods inimical 
to the present order of social relations. Such optimism, however, forgets the 
material context within which scientiic discourse is constructed. Embedded 
in capitalist societies, science identiies its potential success with its ability to 
persuade capitalists that their interests are best served by heeding its counsel. he 
recently fashionable trend of ‘environment monetization’ illustrates the point; 
championed by economists such as W. Kip Viscusi, this involves the economic 
articulation of the beneits of environmental conservation in a desperate 
attempt to convince governments and multi-national corporations to relent 
the ever expanding exploitation of the natural world. Frank Ackerman and Lisa 
Heinzerling have written an eloquent refutation of this project in Priceless: On 
Knowing the Price of Everything and the Value of Nothing but it should be obvious 
that such a barefaced cost-beneit analysis represents a dangerous capitulation 
to the insistence of market forces; Nature does not ultimately win in short-term 
economic calculations, it is never the quickest investment. 

In this article I will attempt to explore the constraints of scientiic discourse and the 
hermeneutics of what can broadly be termed ‘the scientiic method’. Critiquing 
the inductive method’s discursive prioritisation of objective description I hope to 
ofer a constructive discourse-analysis of the dominant Enlightenment rationality 
which is, today, almost universal in its appeal, and raise important questions 
concerning its place within a transformative socialist programme.

1  Nafeez Ahmed, ‘Nasa-funded study: industrial civilisation headed for “irreversible 
collapse”?’ (he Guardian, 14th March 2014)
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II

hough it had its philosophical antecedents in numerous classical thinkers, 
modern scientiic discourse was concomitant with the Enlightenment and had 
its greatest proliferation in the wake of the intellectual and political revolutions 
that the latter helped to drive throughout Europe, in the work of Francis Bacon, 
the ‘father of experimental philosophy’, and the theories of the Philosophes who 
idolised him.2 In his ‘In Praise of Human Knowledge’, Bacon wrote: ‘now we 
govern nature in opinions, but we are thrall unto her in necessity: but if we would 
be led by her in invention, we should command her by action’.3 Bacon imagined a 
praxis of materially transformative knowledge, by which men could control nature 
by extending their understanding of the natural world. On 28 June 1751 the 
irst volume of the Encyclopedie, edited by Jean Le Rond D’Alembert and Denis 
Diderot, was published in Paris. Diderot explained: ‘all things must be examined, 
debated, investigated without exception and without regard for anyone’s feelings 
... We must ride roughshod over all these ancient puerilities, overturn the barriers 
that reason never erected’.4 

Only once the French Enlightenment and the French Revolution had ‘overturned 
the barriers that reason never erected’ did Bacon’s vision reach fruition, but the 
ascendancy of Enlightenment as scientiic domination over nature was vast and 
total; by the end of the nineteenth century it was undeniable that scientiic 
praxis had transformed the face of the earth. By the mid nineteenth century the 
materially transformative power of Chemistry was realised as products made using 
synthetic compounds such as dyes poured out of factories. Physics demonstrated 
the material reiication of praxis undisputedly in the harnessing of atomic power 
by the mid twentieth century, and Biology and genetic modiication continue 
to further extend the nexus of scientiic domination in our own time. hough 
it is admittedly rather crude, we can observe in this broad metanarrative the 
application of Bacon’s philosophy – the principle of man’s domination over nature 
through a transformative knowledge.

Alongside this metanarrative of scientiic progress and Enlightenment discourse, 
and inextricably linked to it, runs that of the development of capitalism. Just as 

2  Voltaire, ‘Lettres Philosophiques, XII’, Oeuvres Completes, Vol XXII, p. 118 (Garnier, 
Paris 1879).
3  Quoted in heodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 
(Verso, London 1997).
4  Quoted in Tim Blanning, he Romantic Revolution (Weidenield & Nicolson, Lon-
don 2010).
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Georg Forster declared in 1794 that ‘the world is facing the tyranny of reason’ 
the trade winds of the Atlantic were carrying European capital, both material and 
intellectual, in a march towards the most remote corners of the globe.5 Voltaire 
and Bacon took their place on the bookshelves of the bourgeois administrators of 
the American colonies, and paved the way for the ‘civilisation’ of their inhabitants 
– ‘Indians’ proclaimed the Constituent Congress of Lima in 1822 ‘You are going 
to be noble, educated, and owners of property’.6 Marx and Engels keenly observed 
in he Communist Manifesto that the bourgeoisie ‘compels all nations, on pain 
of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to 
introduce what it calls civilisation into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois 
themselves. In one word, it creates a world after its own image.’7 he machine 
breakers of the early nineteenth century learnt to their cost the power of scientiic 
praxis in the employ of capital; ‘he mechanical presses … [serve] only the 
interest of a few individuals and are contrary to true liberty’ observed a pamphlet 
defending striking workers in Paris, and the Luddites who threatened the advance 
of the bourgeois consumer-industrial complex in the form of frame-breaking in 
the north of England faced the hangman’s noose in 1812.8 

It is worth considering, therefore, the geneaology and methodology by which the 
bourgeiosie converted scientists ‘into its paid wage labourers.’9

III

he American Engineer and Science Administrator Vannevar Bush observed in 
his paper Science – he Endless Frontier (1945) that ‘Advances in science when 
put to practical use mean more jobs, higher wages, shorter hours, more abundant 
crops, more leisure for recreation, for study, for learning how to live without the 
deadening drudgery which has been the burden of the common man for ages 
past’.10 his, again, recognises the power of scientiic praxis in realising Bacon’s 
dream of transformative knowledge; Science transforms the world, releasing 

5  Ibid.
6  Quoted in J. Lynch, he Spanish American Revolutions, 1808-1826 (Norton 1987).
7  Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party (transl. Moore & 
Engels, 1888).
8  Quoted in E.L. Newman; What the crowd wanted in the French Revolution of 1830.
9  Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party (transl. Moore & 
Engels, 1888).
10  Vannevar Bush, ‘Science – he Last Frontier’ (A report prepared for President Roo-
sevelt whilst Bush was Director of the Oice of Scientiic Research and Development (July 
1945)).
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humanity from the dangers of nature by extending a nexus of total control. 
Similarly, however, it substantiates Max Horkheimer’s assertion that the desire 
for scientiic control is founded ‘in primitive objectiication, in the irst man’s 
calculating contemplation of the world as prey’.11 he history of scientiic praxis 
as technological innovation, that is, the material application of scientiic theory, 
has been that of the subjugation of nature through human mastery.
In pursuit of this domination, scientists have sought to understand the world ‘as 
it is’ and thus generate a useful system of control from an empirical (‘objective’) 
understanding of surroundings ‘[S]cientists are required to back up their claims 
not with private feelings but with publicly checkable evidence. heir experiments 
must have rigorous controls to eliminate spurious efects’.12 his is the consistent 
defence of scientiic understanding – it is based on observation, making it a 
higher order of knowledge than that achievable in the humanities or through art; 
scientiic knowledge is a ‘descriptive’ knowledge.

here is, in this assertion, a glimmer of the fundamental internal dialectic of 
scientiic method, which operates on the level of induction. Scientiic praxis is 
involved in the transposition of observed phenomena, which operate on the level 
of subjective experience, to quantitative method, by which extrapolations can be 
made – ‘an atom is smashed not in representation but as a specimen of matter’.13 
It therefore constitutes a process of quantitative objectiication. his dialectic 
is in constant tension; Nikola Tesla noted in 1934 that ‘Today’s scientists have 
substituted mathematics for experiments, and they wander of through equation 
after equation, and eventually build a structure which has no relation to reality.’14 
he paradox is that attempts to explain reality resort to superimposing models 
onto experienced reality, choosing particular details to emphasise and others to 
overlook in the construction of a framing. he notion of a possible resolution of 
this contradiction, however, misses the point that true description is necessarily 
a philosophical chimera. We do not possess a language that allows the accurate 
naming of our surroundings without the false connotations that names invariably 
invoke by the corruption of their cultural signiicance, and any language freed of 
these problematic false connotations would not, in fact, be a language, as it would 
be unable to transcend strict semantic relationships and engage in syntactical play 
imbued with genuine cultural meaning. It would not genuinely impart meaning, 

11  Max Horheimer, Eclipse of Reason (Columbia University Press, New York 1947).
12  Richard Dawkins, ‘Human gullibility beyond belief,— the “paranormal” in the me-
dia’. (he Sunday Times. 25th August 1996).
13  heodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (Verso, Lon-
don 1997).
14  Nikkola Tesla (1934) quoted in Margaret Cheney, Robert Uth, and Jim Glenn, Tesla: 
Master of Lightning, (1999).
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since meaning relies on being within a given paradigm through which the vast 
multitude of our experiences are ordered and comprehended. Language has to do 
something; mathematics is the language of scientiic play, but scientiic praxis is the 
process of translation, and all translation is approximation. Once the rudiments 
of empirical observation are translated and apprehended as quantitative units 
then they can indeed do something, but the very process of translation, of the 
objective articulation of subjective experience, implies a falsiication.

IV

We therefore arrive at an understanding of scientiic praxis as the extension 
of a methodological ‘objectiication’, by which active natural phenomena are 
comprehended as inert ‘objects’ in a quantitative methodology. his is the 
principle of Galileo’s ostensible (though admittedly misattributed) declaration to 
‘measure what is measurable, and make measurable what is not so’. However, at 
the heart of this process is the assumption that it is possible for scientists, under 
any circumstances, to adopt an unbiased perspective, the belief that ‘Scientists 
take themselves to be just as weak and fallible as anybody else, but recognizing 
those very sources of error in themselves and in the groups to which they belong, 
they have devised elaborate systems to tie their own hands, forcibly preventing 
their frailties and prejudices from infecting their results’.15 his belief is the 
cultural arrogance of scientiic discourse; the trust in the inviolable universality 
of formal logic, and the projection of European bourgeois modes of discourse. 
Given modern scientiic discourse began as an Enlightenment ideological project, 
the implicit binary opposition is between scientists on one hand, with their ability 
to comprehend the world objectively, and on the other hand those who lack 
familiarity with their models and their discourse, who are unable to see the world 
as they see it. his is a contrast between the scientist and the savage. 

his cultural arrogance has historically played into nothing less than an outright 
intellectual imperialism; ‘What sort of Science did they teach in the University 
of the Jungle?’ mocked the cabildo of Lima as they divided the communal lands 
of the indigenous Peruvian population between individual investors.16 In its 
methodological objectiication, scientiic praxis serves as a tool for cultural and 
social othering. For the European explorers who set out to ‘discover’ and ‘civilise’ 
the majority-world, the ‘savages’ they encountered were synonymous with the 
wildernesses they inhabited. he savage was surrogate nature, and the othering 

15  Daniel Dennett, Postmodernism and Truth (1998).
16  Quoted in R. Earle, ‘Creole Patriotism and the myth of the Loyal Indian’ (2000).
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thus engendered was crystallised, in its most direct form, in practices such as 
phrenology; ‘his extinction of the lower races’ observed a Professor Waitz of 
the London Anthropological Society ‘is predestined by nature, and it would thus 
appear that we must not merely acknowledge the right of the white American to 
destroy the red man, but perhaps praise him that he has constituted himself the 
instrument of Providence in carrying out and promoting this law of destruction’.17 
Geographical imperialism was the other side of the industrial revolution, the 
Enlightenment necessitated the ‘civilisation’ of the world, and was both driven 
and perpetuated by Western claims to scientiic objectivity in the extension of 
scientiic praxis.

Ultimately prey to the Zeitgeist of its formation, Scientiic praxis necessarily 
replicates the assumptions of each successive age. To give another example, the 
ultimate ideal of scientiic theory is, as Adorno and Horkheimer observed, a 
distinctly patriarchal form of control. Following the French Enlightenment a 
stream of books outlined scientiic conceptions of gender diference; Roussel’s 
‘Système physique et moral de la femme’, and Brachet’s chapter ‘etudes du 
physique et du moral de la femme’ betray the tendency towards gendered othering 
underpinning much of scientiic praxis, discernible again in the fact anatomical 
texts like Gray’s Anatomy blithely and unselfconsciously represent the general case 
of every feature as male, the female body only being presented to demonstrate 
diference. 

Much scholarship has been devoted to the ‘male gender-text’ of scientiic 
methodology. he important thing to note here is that science’s gender bias, like 
its colonial application, is not simply an accident of history but demonstrates 
a latent tendency towards cultural exclusivity. As one scientist observes: ‘the 
responsibility for the creation of new scientiic knowledge — and for most of 
its application — rests on that small body of men and women who understand 
the fundamental laws of nature and are skilled in the techniques of scientiic 
research’.18 Here again we ind the implicit binary opposition running through 
the history of science between scientists and the savage others not possessed of 
scientiic knowledge. his privileged cadre, who possess in science a ‘document 
of civilisation’, is not constituted outside of economic and social determinants. 
‘here is no document of civilisation which is not at the same time a document 
of barbarism’ and science as a text remains ‘a document of barbarism’ despite the 

17  Quoted in T. Bendyshe, ‘On the Extinction of Races’, Journal of the Anthropological 
Society of London, 1864 (pp. xcix-cxiii).
18  Bush, ‘Science – he Last Frontier’.
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rigour of scientiic method.19

his is because the extension of scientiic control over nature is necessarily 
totalitarian, and the objectifying methodology is insatiable – ‘To the Enlightenment, 
that which does not reduce to numbers ... becomes illusion; modern positivism 
writes it of as literature’.20 herefore the extension of human control over nature 
culminates in the mastery of humanity over itself, in the recognition that it is 
itself nature.  he nexus of scientiic control which closed around humanity might 
be thought to have relented with the demise of Darwinian eugenics, but only to 
return in contemporary nueroscience.

V

More fundamentally than its racist and gendered applications, modern science 
has been tied to capitalism. he scientiic objectiication of the world extends 
the borders of the economic system and outlaws subjective experience; where 
individuals are asked to defer to scientiic objective understanding, the realm of 
individual experience is impoverished. As Einstein put it: ‘the genuine scientist 
unveils the universe and people come eagerly, without being pushed, to behold a 
new revelation: the order, the harmony, the magniicence of creation! And as man 
becomes conscious of the stupendous laws that govern the universe in perfect 
harmony, he begins to realize how small he is.’21 By this process science relegates 
individual experience to a secondary order of validity. It should be obvious that 
such a schema is innately hierarchical, as it does not appeal to the individual’s 
immersive experience, but requires their conformity to an authoritative abstract 
experience which bears no personal, intimate relation to the subject. 

Scientiic codiication serves to marginalise subjective experience, since we come to 
understand our interactions with the world simply as manifestations of scientiic 
laws. he interesting political question is how this ideology of scientiic objectivity 
impacts social life.  Adorno and Horkheimer suggest that one social consequence 
of this scientiic drive to abstract away from direct experience is to be found 
in the modern commodity: ‘he most intimate reactions of human beings have 

19  Walter Benjamin, hesis on the Philosophy of History, Part VII: Illuminations (Schock-
en, New York 1968).
20  Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment.
21  Albert Einstein (1943) quoted in William Hermanns, Einstein and the Poet: In Search 
of the Cosmic Man (1983).
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been so thoroughly reiied that the idea of anything speciic to themselves now 
persists only as an utterly abstract notion; personality scarcely signiies anything 
more than shining white teeth and freedom from body odour and emotions. he 
triumph of advertising in the culture industry is that consumers feel compelled to 
buy and use its products even though they see through them.’22

Science serves capital in other ways too. It is no coincidence that early faith in 
free markets stemmed most famously from those leading igures of the ‘Scottish 
Enlightenment’, like Adam Smith and David Hume, who were also enthusiasts 
for science. Science and the capitalist market both posit the existence of a 
governing logic to human life, and both claim that questions of human wellbeing 
can be answered objectively; the increasingly mathematical nature of university 
Economics degrees is a case in point. Scientiic praxis ‘discovers’ the world, in 
its ostensibly objective state, and this is the irst prerequisite for the industrial 
exploitation of the value interred in nature. Science ‘discovers’ the market, and the 
calculation of economic exchange represents the ultimate reiication of scientiic 
praxis under capitalism. Walter Benjamin rightly notes how, ‘the new conception 
of labour amounts to the exploitation of nature, which with naïve complacency 
is contrasted with the exploitation of the proletariat.’23 

his has direct political consequences. In transposing reality to the realm of 
mathematics and economic exchange, by realising it in quantitative terms, 
scientiic praxis allows for a conception of the world where individual experience 
is entirely detached from wider economic trends, and the immediate experience of 
consumption is utterly divorced from the process of production. It is this fallacy 
that allows for the ideology of unbounded consumption, and for neoliberal models 
of unbounded growth. his is how the bourgeoisie, in Marx’s words: ‘has resolved 
personal worth into exchange value, and in place of the numberless indefeasible 
chartered freedoms, has set up that single, unconscionable freedom — Free 
Trade’.24 Advertising constitutes an entire culture in which we are constructed as 
consumers, and normalises a universal idea that the consumer system represents 
a relationship of maternal provision, but only by presenting consumption to 
us as an innocent act, divorced from the realm of production. We are expected 
to view society in two distinct frictionless spheres – that of the purely ‘factual’ 
economic rhetoric of production (and waste), and that of emotion, culture and 
consumption.

At the heart of this is the primary separation between producer and consumer, 
between the victims of economic and social exploitation and their oppressors. 

22  Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment.
23  Benjamin, hesis on the Philosophy of History, Part XI.
24  Marx and Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party.
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Often this separation is achieved simultaneously in the same individual, and it 
is this conceptual framework which deceives the dominated into accepting their 
domination. his framework is reliant on seeing one sphere – production – as 
entirely objective and scientiic, while relegating emotional experience to the 
world of consumption. he economic application of science as ideology is thus 
palpable here, quantifying and objectifying political phenomena. 

VI

If the world is an aggregate of relatively independent regions, then any assumption 
of universal laws is false and a demand for universal norms tyrannical

- Paul Karl Feyerabend, Farewell to Reason (1987)

It would be a valid criticism to observe that this article approaches scientiic 
discourse and the Enlightenment as a monolith, if not for the fact that this is how 
it demands to be approached. Truth, in the Enlightened perception, is singular 
and absolute; ‘scientists in the tradition of Galileo, Kepler and Newton ... devoted 
their lives to proving that the universe is a single entity’.25

his article could therefore be interpreted in some ways as a cursory response 
to Hayek’s ‘Counter Revolution of Science’, and a questioning of the strict 
dichotomy he draws between ‘science’ and ‘scientism’. Of course a discourse 
analysis is not suicient to critique science in its totality, but this is precisely 
because of a fact that negates scientiic objectivity; the fact being that scientiic 
discourse is not monolithic, it is heterogeneous. he nexus of scientiic praxis, 
in the objects of its enquiry, the nature of its results, and the development of its 
methodology, is subject to the same cultural forces and ideologies that govern all 
cultural intercourse. he assertion of an objectivity transcendent of the limitations 
of ideology, of ‘science’ over ‘scientism’, is therefore entirely untenable.

Philosophers of science have acknowledged this – Kuhn regarded paradigm shifts 
as a fundamental aspect of scientiic progression, and rejected Karl Popper’s 
principles of falsiiability as the motor for scientiic change. But it remains 
necessary to acknowledge that scientiic understanding and structure are another 
battleground for ideology and do not necessarily represent the ultimate tool for 
liberation from structures of oppression. It seems oddly appropriate, then, to 
leave the last word here to Albert Einstein, who wrote:

25  Einstein in Hermanns, Einstein and the Poet.
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‘So many people today — and even professional scientists — seem to me like 
someone who has seen thousands of trees but has never seen a forest. A knowledge 
of the historic and philosophical background gives that kind of independence 
from prejudices of his generation from which most scientists are sufering. his 
independence created by philosophical insight is — in my opinion — the mark 
of distinction between a mere artisan or specialist and a real seeker after truth.’26

Will Searby is a 2nd year History student at St. Edmund Hall, Oxford.

26  Albert Einstein, Letter to Robert A. horton, Physics Professor at University of Puer-
to Rico (7 December 1944).
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Gulzaar barn

Academic Racism, and the 
Problems with ‘Race’ as a 
Scientiic Category

Academia, philosophy, and ‘race’

It was recently brought to public attention that of the UK’s 18,510 university 
professors, only  eight-ive  are of black origin (Black African/Black Caribbean/
Black ‘other’).1 Some people may want to explain this sobering igure by saying 
that it is proportionate, or makes sense, when you consider the number of black 
people entering and remaining within higher education. However, rather than 
this explaining the situation, it leaves us with the question as to why this is the 
case. If there are a disproportionately low number of black students entering 
(and remaining in) higher education then this itself needs to be questioned and 
discussions had on the social and economic barriers that may be afecting certain 
sectors of the population. In this article I explore some of these factors, as well 
as suggesting that the recent resurgence of discussion on ‘intelligence’ and genes 
within science and bioethics may serve to perpetuate a hostile and exclusionary 
environment. Such research into intelligence, genes, and race, is falsely premised 
on notions of ‘race’ and ‘intelligence’ as scientiic categories. In so far as there is 
disagreement over the scientiic validity of these concepts, it may be problematic 
to invoke them in such charged discussions, which could also have socially 
damaging efects. 

1  Wendy Berliner, ‘Where are all the black professors?’, he Guardian, 23 July 2013 
[web and print]; and ‘HESA staf record statistics’, 2011/12, <http://blackbritishacademics.
co.uk/statistics> [accessed 1 May 2014]. 
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Academia and disadvantage

he situation for black academics appears to be more acute in academic philosophy. 
here are only ive black philosophers  employed in UK universities, with just 
two of these being employed in actual philosophy departments (UCL), and the 
other three in classics, humanities and theology, philosophy and religious studies 
departments.2 Philosophy is also notorious for its lack of female representation. 
Statistics show the number of women gradually reducing at each stage of 
academia: although 46% of philosophy undergraduates are female this drops to 
31% of philosophy PhD students and is at its lowest with only 24% of full time 
staf being women.3 he intersection of gender and race in academic philosophy 
is a further route worth examining in this regard.

Why are these historically disadvantaged groups faring so badly in academic 
philosophy (and for those of black origin, academia in general)? One reason, 
perhaps, is the existence of implicit biases operating in the hiring processes and 
the unconsciousness of those within Higher Education institutions. Recent 
psychological research shows that  “most people – even those who explicitly 
and sincerely avow egalitarian views – hold ‘implicit biases’ against such groups 
as blacks, women, gay people, and so on, based on unconscious stereotypes 
of these groups.”4  his has efects in how CVs are evaluated, interviewees are 
perceived, and how journal articles are reviewed. Furthermore, the phenomena of 
‘stereotype threat’ leads to victims of stereotypes underperforming because they 
are unconsciously preoccupied by fears of conirming the stereotypes about their 
group – so much so that they show an elevated heart rate.5 Research such as 
that by Steele et al. shows that in such threat-provoking situations, marginalised 
groups perform worse in standardised testing, a inding that should perhaps 
cause us to re-examine our reliance on this method of determining perceived 
intellectual capability. In a report for the British Philosophical Association on 
Women in Philosophy, philosophers Jenny Saul and Helen Beebee note that “if 
philosophy is also stereotyped as male, as seems likely, women philosophers are 
likely to sufer from stereotype threat quite frequently. his will lead women to 

2  Nathaniel Adam Tobias Coleman, ‘Philosophy is dead white – and dead wrong’, he 
Times Higher Education Supplement, 20 March  2014 <http://www.timeshighereducation.
co.uk/comment/opinion/philosophy-is-deadwhite-and-dead-wrong/2012122.article> [ac-
cessed 1 May 2014].
3  Helen Beebee and Jenny Saul, ‘Women in Philosophy in the UK: A report by the 
British Philosophical Association and the Society for Women in Philosophy in the UK’, Joint 
BPA/SWIP Committee for Women in Philosophy, September 2011 <http://www.bpa.ac.uk/up-
loads/2011/02/BPA_Report_Women_In_Philosophy.pdf> [accessed 1 May 2014], p. 8.
4  Ibid., p. 12.
5  Claude M. Steele, ‘A threat in the air: How stereotypes shape intellectual identity and 
performance’, American Psychologist, 52.6 (1997), 613-29. 
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underperform at all career stages, including crucially high-stress moments like job 
interviews.”6 hese indings can be extrapolated to telling us something about the 
black absence in philosophy if we consider that philosophy is also stereotyped as 
white.

A further factor to take into consideration when relecting on the black absence 
in academic philosophy and academia in general is the presence of institutional 
racism. his could, as we have seen, be a result of the implicit biases people are 
unconsciously operating with, and also manifest itself in more explicit actions. he 
recent ‘I, Too, Am Oxford’ campaign showcased the everyday microaggressions 
faced by some ethnic minority students, highlighting a clear racial element to their 
university experience. Although it may be the case that many ethnic minority 
students do not share this hostile experience (as the counter-campaign ‘We Are All 
Oxford’ sought to show), it remains that certain students have faced problematic 
situations that have arisen on the basis of their perceived racial diference, an 
obstacle unique to students of ethnic minority backgrounds.

Such experiences are bound to have adverse efects.  Recent research from 
HEFCE  showed that white university  students  at British universities receive 
signiicantly higher degree grades than their peers from minority ethnic 
backgrounds, despite both groups entering university with the same A Level 
grades.7 It was found that 72% of white students who have grades BBB at A Level 
went on to gain a irst or upper second-class degree, compared with only 56% 
of Asian students and 53% of black students, suggesting that universities in the 
UK are failing to support black and Asian undergraduates during their student 
career.8 A possible explanation for this disparity is the experience of racism while 
at university. A recent NUS study found that one in six black students said they 
had experienced racism at their institution and many linked those experiences 
with a drop in conidence and motivation, reporting that they felt marginalised 
and socially excluded, experiences that are likely to have knock-on efects on their 
studies. It also emerged that a third felt their educational environment left them 
unable to bring their minority perspective to lectures and tutorials, and 7% even 
openly labelled their learning environment as “racist.”9 

6  Beebee and Saul, ‘Women in Philosophy in the UK’, p. 13.
7  Richard Adams, ‘White students get better degrees than minority peers with 
same entry grades’, he Guardian, 28 March 2014 < http://www.theguardian.com/educa-
tion/2014/mar/28/white-students-better-degrees-minorities-same-grades-universities> [ac-
cessed 1 May 2014].
8  Ibid.
9  Aaron Kiely, ‘Why are Britain’s universities still failing black and Asian students?’, 
he Guardian, March 28, 2014 http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/mar/28/
britains-universities-still-failing-black-asian-students> [accessed 1 May 2014].
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Perhaps another factor explaining the lack of black academics is the lack of black 
students at elite universities.  In an increasingly competitive academic job market, 
one’s pedigree in the form of university background is highly important, with 
qualiications from elite universities serving as Pavlovian indicators of academic 
capability.10 It seems that young black British people are far less likely to attend 
the UK’s most selective universities, a factor which could be making it harder to 
get academic jobs. he Independent Commission on Social Mobility pointed 
out that “there are more young men from black backgrounds in prison  in the 
UK than there are UK-domiciled undergraduate black male students attending 
Russell Group institutions.”11 Despite Britons of Caribbean heritage making up 
1.5% of all domestic students attending UK universities in 2012-13, just 0.5% 
of domestic students at Russell Group universities are from black Caribbean 
backgrounds. Analogously, Black African students make up 4.4% of total 
domestic students, but comprise just 2.1% of students attending Russell Group 
universities.12 What are the reasons for this discrepancy? Some potential reasons 
are that black students are far less likely to achieve the requisite A Level grades, 
and are also less likely to be ofered places when they do apply. A recent study 
has shown that “Russell Group applicants from state schools and from Black and 
Asian ethnic backgrounds remained much less likely to receive ofers of admission 
from Russell Group universities in comparison with their equivalently qualiied 
peers from private schools and the White ethnic group.”13 

Philosophy and race

Although philosophy is not alone as a discipline in lacking black academics, I 
would suggest that certain discussions within bioethics are harmful to ideals of 

10  In philosophy, partial hiring data from this year shows that the majority of ten-
ure track hires (88%) are people from Leiter-ranked programs. Leiter-rankings is a ranking 
system of graduate programs at English-speaking institutions based primarily on the quality 
of faculty, by Brian Leiter of the University of Texas at Austin. Hiring data showed that only 
12% of hires are from people of unranked programs, while 37% of all tenure track hires 
come from just 5 schools. See ‘On sample data on this year’s TT hires’ <http://philosopher-
scocoon.typepad.com/blog/2014/04/on-sample-data-on-this-years-tt-hires.html> [accessed 1 
May 2014].
11  Independent Reviewer on Social Mobility and Child Poverty, ‘University Challenge: 
How Higher Education Can Advance Social Mobility’, October 2012 <https://www.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/ile/80188/Higher-Education.pdf> 
[accessed 1 May 2014].
12  Vikki Boliver, ‘Hard evidence: why aren’t there more black British students at elite 
universities?’, he Conversation, 9 April 2014 <http://theconversation.com/hard-evidence-
why-arent-there-more-black-british-students-at-elite-universities-25413> [accessed 1 May 
2014].
13  Vikki Boliver, ‘How fair is access to more prestigious UK Universities?’, British Jour-
nal of Sociology 64.2 (2013), 344-64, p. 344.
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racial equality and may be contributing to a hostile and exclusionary environment. 
Scientiic advances in genetics have been met with a revival in eugenics debates and 
there is a trend in bioethics literature towards examining the ethics of enhancing 
our cognitive and moral capacities through biotechnological means. Dominant 
philosophical bioethics has focused on the ethics of new technologies detached 
from ideas about justice and somewhat to the neglect of philosophy of health and 
the examination of social and environmental indicators of health inequalities. 
In particular, the ethical implications of genetically enhancing our cognitive 
capabilities have been considered, with it being argued that we have a moral duty 
to select embryos on the basis of their displaying so-called “intelligence” genes.14 
Prioritising human life on a particular conception of “intelligence” is dubious 
enough, but when these discussions spill over onto questions regarding biological 
“race” and “intelligence” we should be concerned. Peter Singer, one of the world’s 
most well known moral philosophers, and third in the Gottlieb Duttweiler 
Institute list of the ‘Top 100 Global hought Leaders of 2013’,15 has defended 
the pursuit of research into a ‘link’ between ‘race’ and ‘intelligence.’ In an opinion 
piece for Project Syndicate, he argued that to say we should not investigate this 
link “is equivalent to saying that we should reject open-minded investigation of 
the causes of inequalities in income, education, and health between people of 
diferent racial or ethnic groups.”16 He has also considered group diferences in a 
later book, Practical Ethics, in order to make the claim that even if such diferences 
did exist, they would not justify diferent moral treatment, defending the idea 
that individuals’ abilities have nothing to do with the moral consideration we 
grant them.17 In his piece for Project Syndicate, however, that is likely to have 
reached a wider and non-philosophical audience,18 he was not clear that he was 
discussing racial diferences only for the sake of argument, and instead the context 
suggested that such diferences were potentially very real and should be explored. 
In Practical Ethics, he also discusses sexual diference, stating that:

he fact that there are more males at both extremes of ability in mathematics, 
whereas females tend to cluster more around the average level, does support 
Lawrence Summers’ ill-fated remark about the relative scarcity of suitable female 

14  Julian Savulescu, ‘Procreative beneicence: why we should select the best children’, 
Bioethics 15.5-6 (2001), 413-26.
15  Karin Frick, Peter Gloor and Detlef Gürtle, ‘Global-hough-Leader 2013’, GDI 
Impuls, 4 (2013) <http://www.gdi.ch/media/News/Global_hought_Leader_1_EN.pdf> 
[accessed 1 May 2014]. 
16  Peter Singer, ‘Should We Talk About Race and Intelligence?’, Project Syndicate, 1 
November 2007 <http://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/should-we-talk-about-race-
and-intelligence> [accessed 1 May 2014], para. 11 of 13.
17  See Peter Singer, Practical Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).
18  Project Syndicate’s members include more than 500 newspapers and other 
publications in 154 countries, and their commentaries reach 300 million readers; see 
<https://www.project-syndicate.org/about> [accessed 1 May 2014].
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candidates for Harvard positions in those areas of science and engineering in which 
mathematical ability plays a key role. Only those with exceptional ability become 
professors, and even within that select group, only those among the very best 
have any prospect of becoming a professor at an elite institution like Harvard. It 
isn’t diicult to see that males are likely to be overrepresented among those at the 
extreme upper end of the scale of mathematical giftedness.19

Again, he does not consider the social, cultural and environmental causes of low 
female attainment in maths such as the hundreds of years of oppression that still 
have resonating consequences today despite formal equality. 

he problem with having such brief and unsubstantiated discussions on race and 
intelligence is that they introduce controversial ideas without fully addressing and 
interrogating the categories invoked, leaving too much room for misunderstanding 
and misappropriation. hroughout the book, Singer engages in a discussion on 
racial diferences without anywhere deining ‘race’ or pointing to any scientiic 
basis for this concept. He also says that it would be “inappropriate” for him 
to “attempt to assess the scientiic merits of biological explanations of human 
behaviour in general, or of racial or sexual diferences in particular. [His] concern 
is rather with the implications of these theories for the ideal of equality,”20 and he 
is sure to emphasise that the individual’s moral equality is not afected by such 
indings. However, it is perhaps somewhat irresponsible to discuss potential racial 
and sexual diferences, even hypothetically, without suiciently dissecting their 
validity, when such discussions have the potential to cause harm. 

Despite acknowledging that factual diferences cannot ground equality diferences, 
it is problematic that he goes on to talk at length about “group diferences” in the 
hypothetical, but using real research and data, such as he Bell Curve and the work 
of Arthur Jensen and H. J. Eysenck. Despite arguing for his principle of equal 
consideration and stating “we can admit that humans difer as individuals and 
yet insist that there are no morally signiicant diferences between the races and 
sexes,”21 he goes on to have an explicit discussion on sexual and racial diferences, 
if only to say that such diferences do not have implications in terms of equality. I 
would argue, however, that these kinds of uncritical, essentialising discussions are 
still harmful. he undercurrent to the debate (and it is compounded by his use of 
real data) appears to be that genetic diferences do exist. It is this view that I am 
arguing is harmful, largely on the basis that concepts such as race and intelligence 
are not coherent enough concepts for these kinds of discussions to be had.   

To illustrate, we ind operating within Singer’s analysis and other such discussions 
on genes, ‘intelligence,’ and ‘race’ the following assumptions:

19  Singer, Practical Ethics, p. 32.
20  Ibid., p. 25.
21  Ibid., p. 19.
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1. hat there are certain, speciic genes that correlate with intelligence, and that 
these can be isolated and identiied.

2. hat genetic determinism is true (that intelligence is largely determined by 
genes).

3. hat intelligence is a scientiically testable category to the extent that allows 
for these conclusions about genes and intelligence to be drawn.

4. hat race is a scientiically testable category.

hese are all glaring assumptions that ought to be questioned rather than taken 
as axiomatic premises. To address each in turn:

1. he heritability of IQ is a debated issue. A recent scientiic study showed 
that most reported genetic associations with general intelligence are probably 
false positives.22 he idea that we can isolate a few genes that correlate with 
intelligence and call them the ‘intelligence’ gene is a contested one.

2. here is strong evidence against genetic determinism. It is widely recognised 
that social and environmental factors, such as early nutrition and development, 
child care, and education, inluence and explain IQ variation more than 
genes.23

3. here is no universal deinition of intelligence. It is a transient, context-
dependent and culturally relative category. Standardised testing, and the means 
we have of determining perceived intellectual ability should not be taken as 
the apex of veriication. Iris Marion Young, amongst others, has highlighted 
that “most criteria of evaluation used in our society, including educational 
credentials and standardized testing, have normative and cultural content,” 
and that “impartial, value-neutral, scientiic measures of merit do not exist.”24

4. here is broad scientiic agreement that essentialist and typological 
conceptualisations of race are untenable. It is likely that there is no biological 
basis for race, and that it is more appropriately conceived of as a social 

22  C. F. Chabris, ‘Most reported genetic associations with general intelligence are prob-
ably false positives’, Psychol Sci 23.11 (2012), 1314-23.
23  See Jean Ait Belkhir and Michel Duyme, ‘Intelligence and Race, Gender, Class: he 
Fallacy of Genetic Determinism’, Race, Gender and Class 5.3 (1998), 136-76; Kathleen Sloan, 
‘he Fallacy of Intelligence and Genetic Determinism’, he Centre for Bioethics and Culture 
Network <http://www.cbc-network.org/2013/05/the-fallacy-of-intelligence-and-genetic-de-
terminism> [accessed 1 May 2014]; Mae-Wan Ho, ‘No Genes for Intelligence’, Institute of 
Science in Society, 30 January 2012 <http://www.isis.org.uk/No_Genes_for_Intelligence_in_
the_Human_Genome.php> [accessed 1 May 2014].
24  Iris Marion Young, ‘Airmative Action and he Myth of Merit’, in Justice and the 
Politics of Diference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990).
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construct.25

It is important to note that I am not calling for censorship in research but am 
instead questioning the legitimacy of research into genes, race, and intelligence 
when it relies on so many debated premises. Such research is may easily fall into 
reinforcing the prejudices from which the false premises regarding race and 
intelligence are derived.   Research on race is inherently misguided and such 
misinformation will always have detrimental efects. Perhaps in a situation where 
intelligence and race were perfectly veriiable, coherent concepts such research 
could be conducted. However, they are not. It should also be considered that 
historically: they were created and used to reinforce social inequality and justify 
discriminatory behaviour. Bearing in mind the context of their inception we 
should be very wary of their reappropriation as testable categories, especially 
when there exists widespread intellectual disagreement on their validity.

Furthermore, we should not underestimate nor ignore the efect that this kind of 
thought has on people’s perceptions of others and of themselves. Although Singer 
states that “no matter what the facts on race and intelligence turn out to be, they 
will not justify racial hatred, nor disrespect for people of a diferent race,”26 he may 
be naive to think research into such “facts” will not garner prejudice. We cannot 
understand this kind of research as occurring in a vacuum, with no consequences. 
Such research could be contributing to an adverse climate in academia, feeding 
phenomena such as implicit biases and stereotype threat, exacerbating the 
situation. It is almost no wonder that there is an absence of black academics with 
research like this, premised on dubious suppositions being heralded as legitimate 
‘scientiic inquiry.’ 

It should be considered that such research could have prescient and alienating 
social efects. I’ll end with a quote from Dr Nathaniel Coleman, one of the ive 
black philosophers employed in the UK, who recently wrote in the Times Higher 
Education Supplement on philosophy and race. Commenting on the worrying 
efects that suspect science can have on perception and attainment, he writes:

In 1789, in London’s Diary, the Sons of Africa wrote that “the nation at large 
is awakened to a sense of our suferings, except the Oran Otang philosophers”. 
Without doubt, this reference was to philosophers who had bought into the theory 
of Edward Long, according to whom “the oran-outang and some races of black 

25  See J. C. Long et al., ‘Human DNA Sequences: More Variation and Less Race’, 
American Journal of Physical Anthropology, 139.1 (2009), 2334; Jon Marks, ‘Ten facts about 
human variation’ in M. Muehlenbein (ed.), Human Evolutionary Biology (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2010), 26576; Ian Tattersal and Rob DeSalle, Race? Debunking a 
Scientiic Myth (Texas A&M University Press, 2011); Clarence Gravlee, ‘How race becomes 
biology: embodiment of social inequality’, American Journal of Physical Anthropology, 139 
(2009), 47-57.
26  Singer, ‘Should We Talk About Race and Intelligence?’, para. 13 of 13.
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men are very nearly allied”. Indeed, “[t]hey are, say the most credible writers, a 
people certainly very stupid and very brutal”.
 Fifty years later, even the abolitionist William Wilberforce still described Long 
as “a writer of the highest authority on all West India subjects” and referred to 
Long’s “celebrated history of Jamaica”. More recently, Phillip Atiba Gof, assistant 
professor in social psychology at the University of California, Los Angeles, has 
found “evidence of a bidirectional association between Blacks and apes that can 
operate beneath conscious awareness yet signiicantly inluence perception and 
judgments”. hus, that unspoken and unspeakable suspicion, that sits on the tip 
of your tongue, and that might mean I don’t become a professor of philosophy, is 
the question: “Is Dr Nathaniel Adam Tobias Coleman an oran-utang?” he threat 
of this stereotype, Claude Steele, professor emeritus of psychology at Stanford 
University, tells us, causes stress to those, who, like me, spend an inordinate amount 
of time, energy and resources, to ensure that no one has any reason to think we 
are acting according to type. Yet, when we do dodge the threat of the oran-utang, 
our academic achievements are frustratingly attributed to luck, to luke, to outside 
help. “How long shall they kill our prophets?”, Bob Marley once asked. Stereotype 
threat and attribution bias are killing our prophets.27

Philosophical inquiry and the work that goes on in the academy should not be 
thought of as isolated from the causes of the black absence in academia. Along 
with the social and environmental indicators of educational achievement, it could 
all be part of the same story.

Gulzaar Barn is a D.Phil student in Philosophy at Mansield College, Oxford

27  Nathaniel Adam Tobias Coleman, ‘Philosophy is dead white – and dead wrong’, 
para. 4-5 of 15.
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he Left has a very complex relationship with genetics. It produced Brave New 
World, the barefoot scientist, and all kinds of dreamers and debaters, nature lovers 
and haters. Many of the pioneers of genetic theory in the early twentieth century 
were committed socialists, but despite this no united political block of researchers 
developed. New research, as well as reconsideration of old research, brought new 
approaches and understandings. he ield today is much less polarised. However, 
debate has continued for the very reasons these classical geneticists were divided. 
Simply put, it is the seemingly eternal question of nature versus nurture – 
when developments in genetics suggest that genes are deterministic, can equal 
opportunities be guaranteed to those at all levels of society? he authority of 
nature was a powerful argument both for suggesting biology held the key to 
social improvement and, conversely, for upholding laissez-faire attitudes. Modern 
scientiic concerns play out similar issues from this much older debate. What 
talents are hereditary? Is it right to abort a child with a disability for ‘their own 
beneit’? Is it ignorant or simply naive to claim that nurture and opportunity are 
the two cardinal factors in determining a child’s course in life? A cursory look at 
the history of genetics yields some interesting solutions to these questions.
 
We begin, and will largely remain, in an age when the microscope and the family 
tree were the scales and sword of scientiic justice. DNA was unheard of. Francis 
Crick was just nine years old. he astute will already know that the year under 
discussion is 1925. It was the same year the late Tony Benn was born. In the 
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UK, the geneticist J. B. S. Haldane became the subject of popular interest as a 
result of the publication of his speech, Daedalus, or, Science and the Future.1 It 
was successfully exported to America; it was this American edition that Einstein 
somehow obtained and then lightly annotated.2 Meanwhile, in Chicago, H. J. 
Muller, a Professor of Biology at the University of Texas, enjoying an audience 
who were more receptive than usual to his communist beliefs, re-hashed a speech 
he had delivered in his senior year in 1910. It was published in 1936 as Out of the 
Night: A Biologist’s View of the Future after his visit to the USSR.3 J. B. S. Haldane 
and H. J. Muller would become two of the most well respected scientists of their 
age. Alongside R. A. Fisher and Sewall Wright, Haldane quantiied Mendelian 
genetics and Darwinian evolution, work which underpinned the modern 
evolutionary synthesis. Muller, who seemed to be just a crazy man trying to fry 
lies with radiation, was vindicated when the USA devastated Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, proving in the most terrible way that radiation could cause genetic 
material to be modiied. He was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1946 for his discovery 
of x-ray mutagenesis. Both Muller and Haldane, in essence, spent their careers 
trying to understand how they could apply their studies of the tiny gene to the 
larger human body and to society in general. 

Darwin’s concept of dynamic evolution, concerning the ‘blindness’ of natural 
selection, gripped this generation. he key idea was that humans understood 
what good genetics was, while natural selection was not subjectively selective: it 
simply carried over those traits which were most prevalent. Consider the analogy 
of a child with a paper shredder told to shred documents of fewer than ifty pages 
who therefore put your almost complete thesis through the shredder’s teeth and 
claws! he issue that scientists confronted was that the most numerous genes, 
those that built the coming generations, were not the ‘ittest’. State provision of 
food, greater access to efective medicine and similar beneits of the modern world 
were countering Malthusian checks. here was clear potential, it was argued, for 
a rise of “throwbacks”, “defectives”, and “degenerates”.4 he ideas were labelled 
“[white] race suicide” and worded in terms of the destruction of civilization, 

1  See J. B. S. Haldane, Daedalus, or, Science and the Future: a paper read to the Heretics, 
Cambridge, on February 5th 1923 (London: K. Paul, Trench, Trubner, 1924); transcribed on-
line at <http://vserver1.cscs.lsa.umich.edu/~crshalizi/Daedalus.html> [accessed 1 May 2014].
2  Krishna R. Dronamraju, Haldane’s Daedalus Revisited (Oxford: Oxford Universi-
ty Press, 1995); Rubin, Charles T, ‘Daedalus and Icarus Revisited’, he New Atlantis, 8.1 
(2005), 73-91, p. 74.
3  H. J. Muller, Out of the Night: A Biologist’s View of the Future (London: V. Gollancz, 
1936).
4  H. H. Goddard, he Kallikak Family: A Study of the Hereditary of Feeble-mindedness 
(New York: Macmillan, 1927; repr. Charleston: BiblioBazaar, 2008).
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making the direct link to intellectual, moral, and cultural civilisation as well.5 he 
rediscovery of Mendelian genetics in the early nineteenth century showed there 
were traits which could not be detected as phenotype: recessive genes. Recessive 
genes were diicult to identify in the interwar years. If defects were not expressed 
in the phenotype, then eugenics needed to be much more thorough than simply 
targeting what was visibly “abnormal”. Eugenics was seen as ultimately necessary, 
a science to save society from itself. 

Ideas of ‘good birth’ – eugenics – proliferated in society at the turn of the 
twentieth century. However active participation in eugenics societies and overtly 
eugenic causes was low. he reasons for this continue to be debated but there does 
seem to be consensus by historians that many people held eugenic beliefs, though 
would have rejected the label of eugenicist. An analogous situation is found in 
modern feminism. Many who agree wholeheartedly with feminist objectives are 
still troubled by adopting the label ‘feminist’.  

Both Muller and Haldane had a brilliant and vivid belief in genetic determinism. 
hey believed that sociability, intelligence, altruism, cooperation, and creativity 
could be isolated genetically and bred for. It was an age when other socialist 
thinkers were taking apart the dogma laid down in Francis Galton’s Hereditary 
Genius of 1869.6 Many such as Caleb Saleeby agreed with Galton that talent was 
to some extent heritable, but they also knew that social conditions had to be 
controlled for this to be determined.7 Others, such as Marie Stopes, who have 
often been bequeathed to socialism by history rather than by their own conviction, 
were espousing greater use of contraception. his was to prevent certain women 
from having too many children.8 It was believed these ‘useless mouths’, as popular 
rhetoric would have it, would only drag down rather than contribute to society. 
his was couched very much in class, race and disability prejudice. It was these 
two issues – recognizing talent, particularly sociability, as something that could 
be bred for, and the fact that there were many purportedly non-contributing 
members of society who would always take more than they could ever need – 
which Haldane and Muller, independently, sought to address. A true socialist 
state would emerge from a complete genetic regeneration of humanity. Monopoly 
capitalism and greed had worn down society so much that only a true science of 

5  Lothrop Stoddard, he Revolt Against Civilization: he Menace of the Under Man 
(London: Chapman & Hall, 1922).
6  Francis Galton, Hereditary Genius: An Inquiry into its Laws and Consequences (Lon-
don: Macmillan, 1869; repr. Amherst, NY: Prometheus, 2006). Web. 
7  Caleb Saleeby, Methods of Race Regeneration (London, 1911). Web.
8  Marie Carmichael Stopes, Married Love, 2nd edn (London: 1918; repr. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2008). Regarding the term ‘useless mouths’: she did not coin the term, 
but certainly supported the idea.
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society could raise it to achieve ‘greatness’ that would beneit all members. Both 
Haldane and Muller were committed communists at this point, as was quite 
fashionable with scientists, who saw the Party as the only true progressives and 
whose strong links to the Labour Party did not give it the radical connotations 
it has today. Muller and Haldane, unlike many of their moderate colleagues, 
believed that change could only happen though revolutionary methods. Both had 
rather complex relationships with revolution. Muller saw it as a necessary pre-
requisite. Haldane, much more ambiguous, saw his changes coming as dialectic 
with society, one side of which though was most probably formed by enlightened 
socialist-scientist-politicians. 

Haldane believed that social conventions needed to radically change in tandem 
with a proliferation of contraceptive materials. his would mean that two 
complete strangers, who both had exceptional genetic material would be asked 
by a “gloriied medical board”9 to give genetic material for use in ectogenesis (the 
term he coined for what we now call in vitro fertilisation). Only a few people 
could be allowed to propagate the next generation. Of course, they would not 
physically be doing any propagating. Accordingly, he added another criterion to 
Marxism-Leninism’s understanding of the proletariat. hose who would forward 
the interests of the working classes would not just be the down-trodden workers 
– they had to be healthy, it, down-trodden workers. 

Beyond this vision of sexual liberation juxtaposed with closely controlled 
reproduction, he proposed that all aspects of the natural world would be geared 
towards human need. Society would be powered by thousands of wind-farms, 
and by a nitrogen ixing algae which would allow plants to grow in the roughest 
conditions. Haldane’s overactive imagination and whimsical sense of humour 
informed us that this algae had by accident turned the sea purple. he current 
debates around genetically-modiied crops, especially following Owen Patterson’s 
comment that without them Europe would be a “museum of world farming”, adds 
an interesting cotemporary angle to this.10 Aldous Huxley, a friend of Haldane’s, 
understood why Haldane saw himself as trying to truly liberate all members of 
society but rightly recognised the sinister consequences if these scientist-politicians 
were not to share the same egalitarian views of Haldane. hus Brave New World 
can perhaps be read as a twisted version of Daedalus.11 

9  Haldane, Deadalus.
10  Owen Paterson, ‘Opportunity in Agriculture’, 7 January 2014 <https://www.gov.uk/
government/speeches/opportunity-in-agriculture> [accessed 30 May 2014]. 
11  See Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (London: Chatto & Windus, 1932; repr. Vin-
tage, 2007).
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 Muller, though a strong proponent of genetic determinism, recognised the 
large role that the family played in a child’s healthy development. He was also 
much more cautious than Haldane with regards to whether his ideas on genetics 
would one day be possible. He therefore waited until a macaque had given birth 
via artiicial insemination before presenting his own views on the subject to the 
world. Muller believed that a couple could be in a happy, loving marriage even if 
the baby that the mother was carrying was not related to the male partner in the 
marriage. he question of whether he would have condoned same-sex partners 
would probably have been a resounding yes. Muller was deeply concerned that 
wealth masked genetic load and believed that society, through politicians and 
health professionals, allowed people who were economically privileged, but 
mentally or socially deicient, to breed, and worse, to be put in a position of 
power.12 However at this point, to our modern minds, Muller stops being rational. 

Muller proposed eutelegenesis, the artiicial insemination of sperm of ‘great 
men’ into suitable mothers. His model allows for some natural reproduction but 
only of the most genetically well-endowed. What traits these people had is not 
clearly deined but would presumably have been based on intelligence, altruism, 
cooperation, and creativity. Sperm would be cryogenically preserved for twenty 
years after the death of the man so he could be evaluated for his intellectual or 
societal merit. his would allow society to exponentially grow in various talents, 
generation upon generation. hough he was side-lined for his political beliefs, 
through various connections he gained the ears of some reputable people. he 
now closed Nobel Prize sperm bank is in fact called the Hermann J. Muller 
Repository for Germinal Choice. He also advocated the use of renewable energy 
sources and greening of the desert, for human production of crops. Indeed, 
one commentator has said that his book Out of the Night could have been one 
of the most inluential manifestos of the twenty-irst century. Muller had the 
book translated into Russian with a personalised introduction; it was even read 
by Stalin. he change in Stalin’s views on the sanctity of the family by 1936 is 
exempliied by his banning of abortion that year. However, in general he was a 
keen supporter of genetics research.

Stalin supported Troim Lysenko whose long-term adherence to Lamarckian 
genetics had vast consequences for socialist scientists both inside and outside 
of the USSR. Lamarckian genetics, which argued that traits that are developed 
in an organism’s lifetime can be passed to their ofspring, was sheltered in the 
USSR long after it was largely shown to have been largely false by scientists 
elsewhere. Saying this, the rise in Lamarckian genetics in the past few years 

12  H. J. Muller, ‘he Dominance of Economics over Eugenics’, he Scientiic Monthly, 
37.1 (1933), 40-47.
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has been an interesting development. Controversial research in the emerging 
ield of epigenetics has suggested that large environmental changes that afect 
a person’s body such as famine or food preferences may have a heritable efect 
on DNA due to the changes in the pattern of attached methyl groups. hus 
children could be born with lowered metabolisms or a predisposition to eat 
certain foods. his may or may not lead to a reconsideration of scientiic history, 
particularly of the barefoot scientist, Lysenko. Lysenko believed that wheat could 
be trained to grow in Russia’s cold spring conditions through a process called 
vernalisation, and thus provide food for people living in the regions where the 
ground was frozen solid for most of the year. Muller attacked Lysenko’s theories 
and his whole system of research. In doing so he questioned Stalin and Soviet 
science’s independence from bourgeois capitalist concerns; an independence that 
Lysenko was seen to champion.13 After a stint performing blood transfusions 
in the Spanish Civil War, Haldane was forced to leave the USSR in 1936. His 
Mendelian colleagues in Moscow, such as Nikolai Vavilov, were not so lucky and 
ended their lives in a Gulag camp. Muller’s his connection to the USRR meant 
that no one wanted to support his research into x-ray mutagenesis. He was black-
listed by the West for being a communist sympathiser and blocked by the USSR 
for not conducting research that followed a Lamarckian thoery of genetics. A 
similar conundrum faced many left-wing geneticists. It was not until well into 
the 1960s that Lysenkoism stopped being the Soviet trump card and Khrushchev 
and his successors began funding other genetic projects. In the UK, the focus 
also changed from trying to synthesise character traits and large scale programs to 
particular issues: quantifying intelligence, ighting for abortion, and allowing the 
NHS to prescribe contraception to (married) women. he solving of the chemical 
structure of DNA in 1953 changed the ield and made people re-evaluate their 
views of genetics and eugenics. However, it was the depraved experiments of the 
Nazi regime in Germany, often carried out by former colleagues of Muller and 
Haldane, which put a large blanket over the chip ire of eugenics and utopian 
genetics. he civil rights movement in the USA and increased migration of non-
Europeans to the West brought home the fact that ‘scientiic advance’ was tied to 
normative views of social hierarchy. Divisions arose between science and society, 
engendered by concerns regarding how far scientiic advances should be the 
concern of politicians and the social responsibility of scientists. 

We can see these concerns being re-enacted in issues of NHS reform, in the 
debates on fracking, in campaigns to eliminate Female Genital Mutilation, in 
controversies over giving blood in Northern Ireland, in psychometric testing and 
proiling, in child care provisions. In the realm of human genetic modiication, 

13  Elof Axel Carlson, ‘Speaking out about the social implications of science: the uneven 
legacy of H. J. Muller’, Genetics, 187.1 (2011), 1-7.
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the question about how far nature has been granted a place in understanding 
human capability continues to inluence debate today across the whole spectrum 
of the Left. Muller and Haldane are important to understanding this, not just 
because they allow us to see a broad spectrum of eugenic beliefs and prevent the 
term being used to tar certain groups. hey exemplify the broad range of debate 
that should be encouraged when facing questions of nature and nurture, science 
and politics. Most importantly they ask two things: if certain abilities or traits are 
genetically predisposed, how do we incorporate them into a society that aims not 
to discriminate. Furthermore, studying Haldane and Muller illuminate a vision 
of a world where science and politics are one. It asks the reader to question the 
incursion of public policy into scientiic initiative. he great irony of Muller and 
Haldane is that they both envisioned a future lead by scientist politicians but they 
spent much of their lives ighting against this in the context of Lysenko and the 
USSR. When it comes to the questions above, the solutions proposed lie in the 
realms of education, social work, healthcare, and research. Behind these lies the 
question of whom: who will efectively tackle these issues and, given the power to 
do so, what are their agendas? To what extent should there be such interference as 
epitomised by the views of Muller and Haldane and will interference produce the 
kinds of systems envisaged by the two geneticists? What happens when it is not 
just individuals, communities, or national governments, but world systems, on 
the level that Muller and Haldane imagined, which are suddenly asking questions 
of genetics? 

hese are questions which I think are not often enough seen in terms of the 
conlict between scientiic research and political prerogative. Reading Muller and 
Haldane almost always provokes an emotional response. However, by gaining a 
deeper understanding of how their views diverged and how their socialist and 
scientiic attitudes converged means people can develop their own political view 
of genetics, and explore the insights this most controversial of sciences ofers to 
contemporary political debate.

Ellasaid Woodhouse is a third year reading History at Jesus College with a particular 
focus on left-wing ideology within the history of medicine.
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ben KrIshna

A Powerful Tool in Fallible 
Hands

Does science consider itself to be the sole method of inding out truths about the 
universe? Does science view itself as an unquestionable authority, and so does it 
become totalitarian, imperialistic and anti-feminist in nature? his central idea, 
at the heart of the Will Searby’s piece at the beginning of this journal – that 
science sees itself as the central arbiter of truth – is wrong. Instead, it is useful to 
demarcate rational processes of investigation from a purported ideology of the 
logical method that entails the twin claims to be the only means to the pursuit of 
understanding and to be able to reach a kind of total understanding inaccessible 
by other paths. We may thus explain scientiic enquiry as a simply rational, rather 
than truly logical, endeavour. 

It is of course true that the Enlightenment and the modern scientiic method 
were the progeny of educated bourgeois intellectuals in the eighteenth century 
and that there are many social problems, ranging from socioeconomic inequality 
to the exhaustion of natural resources, which are the fault of capitalism no less 
than science and its modern discourse is connected to the rise of capitalism. hat 
will be uncontroversial here, the issue arises at the level of casting associations; if 
it is the case that science’s contemporary form exists in relation to capitalism and 
that scientiic discourses are not entirely separable from rationalistic discourses 
of market exchange, that is merely a comment on the impossibility of being 
unafected by dominant ideological paradigms. It does not follow that science, 
simply by virtue of its genealogy, is useless.   
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It is perhaps an irony of historical association that scientiic advances, so tied to 
the Enlightenment that fed the growth of capitalistic ideas and social relations, 
have provided more help to those who sufer from the problems of capitalism 
than any other endeavour. Hunger and disease were the two biggest threats to 
workers during the industrial revolution and while the work of trade unions and 
the labour movement did create political changes to make society a fairer place, 
a scientiic understanding of disease and agriculture made solving these problems 
signiicantly easier. he alleviation of starvation in many countries has been the 
product of increased food production, with large surpluses removing the necessity 
for sharply contested political battles over the distribution of food. he scientiic 
focus on increasing eiciency and productivity, then, is not inherently tied to the 
service of capital but can be oriented to serve human needs efectively. Modern 
medicine, especially hygiene and vaccination, has made treating the ill signiicantly 
easier as well as allowing us to avoid some diseases altogether. In 1988, before the 
polio vaccine was distributed throughout the developing world, there were an 
estimated 350,000 cases a year. In 2013 there were only 406 cases and although 
there have been setbacks due to religious extremism with its hostility to science, 
the World Health Organisation estimates that polio is likely to be eradicated by 
the end of this decade. hat impressive scale and speed of change raises a further 
political point; where in the example of alleviating hunger science might be seen 
as an alternative progressive mechanism to class conlict, in ighting disease it 
has a superior, rather than simply alternative claim. It is able to pursue social 
goals in the service of human lourishing more efectively than political agitation 
can manage. It is also noteworthy that science is able to improve life in ways 
not contained within the sphere of the political. No amount of redistribution or 
change in the reigning social order would render possible the curing of otherwise 
incurable diseases, so science might be seen as a useful complement to political 
action. he power of new technology – in this case the vaccine – has the mountain 
of social change an easier mountain to climb, much as it has to be combined with 
an overtly political struggle for control over science itself, in this case a battle for 
free and wide-spread vaccinations to ensure the advances in question meet needs 
rather than being geared purely towards the generation of proit. he key political 
battle, then, inheres within science as a battle to shape its direction. Articulating 
as political a pure rejection of science risks letting down those who could be 
helped by it were it directed towards socialistic goals, as well as making the grave 
analytical error of seeing all the products of capitalism as so innately tinged with 
capitalistic intent as to be unsalvageable – if that logic were correct, it would have 
to apply equally to the modern workers’ movement and to Marxism, for both of 
which the development of capitalism was a key condition of possibility.  

KrishnA|In Defence of Science
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From an ideological perspective, the most worrying charge to come from the 
opponents of science is the claim that scientists think they produce ‘truthful 
description’ and that their ‘facts’ make science socially transcendent and immune to 
social criticism. his is wholly wrong. Science does not generate abstract, absolute 
truths about the universe. he basic impediments to absolute truth include the 
linguistic impossibility of objectively describing the universe, the problem of 
induction and the truism that a correlation can never be shown to be a genuine 
causation. hese are such fundamental problems when trying to discover an 
objective truth that it might be more helpful to see objective truth as an abstract 
concept in itself, that is to say an unachievable abstraction. Science performs 
only one absolute function – by observation and experimentation, a hypothesis 
can be shown to be in disagreement with the observations made of the universe.  
It is this which makes a hypothesis scientiically false. If the observations are in 
agreement with the hypothesis this does not make the hypothesis objectively true. 
No amount of evidence ever can do that. his uncertainty is demonstrated in the 
language found in the scientiic literature. See one scientiic paper as an example, 
chosen almost arbitrarily insofar as most literature in the sciences stresses a similar 
methodological basis: 

“In the current report, by examining the functional responses, signaling 
characteristics, and transcriptional proiles induced by US28 upon binding 
a diversity of ligands, we demonstrate that not only is US28-signaling ligand 
and cell-type dependent but also ligand and cell type-speciic…. Ultimately, 
our indings indicate that US28 binding to RANTES or Fractalkine results 
in diferential G-protein coupling/activation leading to unique functional 
consequences.” (Streblow et. al. PLOS Pathogens 2009)

It is no accident that words indicating certainty, such as “prove”, are not used. 
he scientiic community is very careful about the words used in papers, and 
most prestigious journals reject papers they suspect of proportioning too much 
conidence in their data. 

his lack of conidence is the central tenet of the scientiic method missed by 
critics who wish to conlate all science with an extreme brand of scientism. 
Science does not advance claims to knowledge at all, given that a hypothesis may 
be around for a very long time without the possibility of its being disproven ever 
being ruled out by science. All scientiic estimation about the world exists in a 
state of historical lux, never able to achieve permanence as incontestable truth. 
In place of theological immutability, scientists proportion their conidence in a 
hypothesis to the number of times it has been tested and has made an accurate 
prediction about the phenomena it seeks to explain. his is rational (coming from 
the word ratio) rather than logical, and does not imply objective truth. To explain 
this, consider the following statements:
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1. Japan exists.
2. Giving cholesterol-lowering chemicals (statins) to patients over 50 is a 

good idea.
3. he MMR vaccine causes autism.

If I am being rational, I will proportion my opinions in line with the available 
evidence. I have never visited Japan but I have strong, reliable evidence that Japan 
exists, and so I have no reason to doubt someone who says they have just come 
back from Japan. here is well-documented evidence that patients who take 
statins are less likely to die of cardiovascular diseases such as heart attacks and 
strokes. his data, however, is for patients who already have high cholesterol. he 
beneits of statins for patients with lower cholesterol is less well-documented. 
here is well-documented evidence of the side efects of statins, however, and 
so giving them to patients who do not have high cholesterol may do more harm 
than good. For this reason, a person subscribing to rationalism as the scientiic 
method of approximating towards an understanding of the world might decide 
that there is not enough data to make a verdict on statement two. Finally, there 
have been studies now for 15 years looking for a link between the MMR vaccine 
and autism. hese studies have tracked over 14 million children in 20 countries 
over 20 years and have found no diference in autism rates between children who 
did receive the MMR vaccine and those who did not. For this reason, a scientist 
would have strong conidence that statement three is not true. 

Much scepticism about science might be side-stepped by understanding science 
as a process of approximation based on assessing reasonable degrees of conidence 
rather than a more ambitious attempt to divide claims into ‘true’ and ‘false’ 
categories constructed as absolute. Karl Popper’s concept of falsiication is 
salient here, but the best explanation of how science works comes from homas 
Kuhn’s he Structure of Scientiic Revolutions. When a hypothesis is shown to be 
inconsistent with observations, it is not immediately discarded as entirely false. 
Observations are repeated, possible alternative explanations are sought and – 
even then - a hypothesis is kept on with an academic note that it cannot explain a 
particular phenomenon. A good example of this is the precession of the perihelion 
of Mercury, the rate at which Mercury’s orbit around the Sun slowly rotates, 
which cannot be accurately predicted by Newtonian Mechanics. Faced with 
experimental falsiication of an attempt to it this example into the Newtonian 
paradigm, science held onto Newtonian Mechanics, the best available model at 
the time, recognising the problem of Mercury’s perihelion until a better model 
(Special Relativity) was produced. One of the reasons that Special Relativity was 
held in such high regard when it was irst proposed was that it could explain the 
precession of the perihelion of Mercury so accurately. 
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Scientiic hypotheses are open to challenge from any rival hypothesis capable of 
making testable predictions. Hypotheses that fail to make reliable predictions are 
eventually discarded at the point at which an alternative, more accurate hypothesis 
is discovered. If two such hypotheses both explain observations as well as each 
other, both are kept in view until a new observation can distinguish between 
them. To take just one example, there are currently two hypotheses regarding how 
T cells, a type of white blood cell, release toxic molecules into a virally infected 
cell. here are two small camps of scientists proposing alternative models, while 
the rest wait for more experimental evidence. Finally, if a hypothesis does not 
make any testable predictions, it is not within the realm of scientiic enquiry.

It should therefore be unsurprising that the best criticisms of any given scientiic 
hypothesis come from those who understand the hypothesis, who are familiar 
with how it has been tested and who are aware of the caveats of those tests and 
the inductive strengths and weakness of competing hypotheses. It is therefore no 
surprise that almost all debate in science happens between scientists, and that 
criticisms from non-scientists are so rarely adopted. hese criticisms are (usually) 
simply bad criticisms. Take, for instance, a common criticism often touted against 
the idea that nothing can travel faster than the speed of light. he idea proposes 
a very long spaceship with a DeLorean on board. he spaceship accelerates to 
a theoretically possible speed of 87 miles per hour below the speed of light and 
then the DeLoran accelerates inside the spaceship to 88 miles per hour, thus 
overcoming the speed of light. his critique relies on the assumption that you 
can simply add the speeds of the spaceship and DeLorean together. According 
to the heory of Relativity, speeds cannot simply be added like this but instead 
one must use the velocity addition formula shown below. his formula is derived 
logically from Einstein’s model of space and time. It means that at slow speeds on 
earth two speeds can simply be added to get approximately the observed combined 
speed, however at speeds close to that of light, the combined speed increases but 
never quite reaches the speed of light. 

Understanding the philosophy of science is important because when society 
ignores how good science works, it risks embracing atrocious – and oppressive – 
theories, backed up by poor experimental data, such as phrenology.  Unfortunately, 
science, as a hypothesis-driven practise, lacks ininite time and resources and so 
can never reach Popper’s ideal of testing any imagined hypothesis. As a result, 
the hypotheses that are proposed and tested are chosen by leading scientists, who 
are a product of their societies. In addition, peer review and the self-correcting 
nature of the scientiic community can only be as good as its members. his is 
why science – and society – have in the past supported causes that we now see 
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as immoral. Crucially, this framing sees scientiically endorsed crimes as the fault 
of the social conditions within which science existed, rather than being the fault 
of the scientiic method itself. hat opens up a space for politics, since it implies 
that science is a tool with great potential but that the realisation of that potential 
relies on existing within conditions conducive to its being used to ensure human 
lourishing.

If there is a scientiic superpower, it is the ability of science to revise its own ideas. 
Phrenology was thrown out once it became clear that it was inconsistent with 
controlled observations on the brain. Where the results of inductive investigations 
cannot be controlled according to our political wishes, the question of what 
should be chosen as a subject for scientiic investigation is a political question. 
hat question is answerable diferently within diferently politically constituted 
societies with accordingly diferent priorities for the expansion of knowledge; 
some may seek to ind a genetic root to isolate deviance, others will focus on 
curing diseases and would see any claims about genetic causes of criminality, 
for instance, as irrelevant if those societies and the scientists within them had 
little political interest in identifying, deining and punishing malevolence. Today, 
science often stands at the forefront of progressive thinking – genetics shows how 
closely related diferent races are to one another, homosexual behaviour between 
animals shows the lie to the conservative claim that homosexuality represents a 
deviation from nature and climate science is often taken to implore us to protect 
the environment. his apparent progressive tendency is historical contingent 
and changeable. Both the subjects of investigation and the political conclusions 
drawn from the results of those investigations are determined by factors beyond 
the control of science and its method.

Where science is taken by the left to have clearly informed the pursuit of proit 
and is therefore condemned wholesale, the irony is often that scientists are best 
placed to draw up a critique. Whether modern economics is scientiic remains 
debateable. It is indeed more quantiied and relies more on abstract mathematical 
models than was once the case, mirroring a trait which has given the sciences 
much of their interpretative potency. It cannot, however, experiment in the same 
way as the natural and basic sciences. Interest rates can be lowered, and hesitant 
conclusions can be drawn about possible efects on unemployment, but as this 
event cannot be repeated we lack the central condition which gives scientiic 
‘facts’ (or, reproducable phenonema) their power. Equally, scientists could agree 
that an over-insistent focus on mathematics might blind economists to the 
people’s sufering. It is misleading, however, to suggest a binary between science 
– as cold facts – and emotional consideration. Doctors, after all, pay attention 
to the pain of their patients even when the textbook tells them the drugs they 
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prescribed should have got rid of the agony. A good scientist recognises the caveats 
in their experiments and factors that into their thinking. here is no reason why 
progressive economists cannot do the same. he criticism of economics ought 
to begin with the aims the discipline sets itself rather than the methods it uses 
to achieve those ends, since there is nothing in scientiic objectivity that stands 
opposed to the maximisation of human well-being, but economics has sufered 
from using scientiic methodology in the pursuit of capitalistic rather than 
socialistic goals; increasing GNP, for instance, rather than decreasing inequality. 
he method itself is value-neutral. It is imperative that we avoid conlating a 
method with the history of its application. 

he essay that opens this edition of the Oxford Left Review portrays science as 
the powerful villain, arrogantly deciding absolute truths while supporting the 
atrocities committed by those in power. Science is one of the greatest endeavours 
that humankind has ever undertaken and it has changed society, often for the better. 
Science generates experimental evidence, allowing it to disprove hypotheses while 
building conidence in others. Over time, incorrect hypotheses will be disproven 
and our explanations of the universe will improve. he scientiic community can 
appear insular, monolithic and totalitarian, but it is lively with debate and is open 
to new ideas. We need a strong understanding of the philosophy of science to 
debunk pseudo-scientiic ideas (which often purport absolute knowledge) and we 
require detailed subject knowledge to understand the caveats contained within 
any set of experimental data. he polio vaccine was designed and manufactured 
on the cold, methodological principles of science; the drive to develop it was a 
compassion for humanity. We need both to change the world for the better. 
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he tale of the big bad pharmaceutical industry misselling its drugs has practically 
become passé. his may make you ask: why bother with yet another book on the 
subject? Yet this is a story that has dimensions beyond the issue of patient safety. 
In fact, the nature of the modern pharmaceutical industry is the elephant in the 
room when it comes to debates about the cost of healthcare, both in Europe and 
the US. Big Pharma may well preclude the idea of universal healthcare completely.

Readers interested in this issue may well have read Ben Goldacre’s Bad Pharma. 
Healy and Goldacre, prominent British psychiatrists, have been indefatigable 
in their ight against the abuses of the pharmaceutical industry. It was Healy 
who irst identiied that SSRIs (selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors – irst-line 
antidepressant drugs) like Prozac and Paxil can lead to suicide. More speciically, a 
very small minority of patients taking these drugs will become very agitated, with 
their thoughts and behaviour becoming violent and suicidal. Young people seem 
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to be more likely to have this response. Conveniently for the industry, suicidal 
thoughts and behaviour are not an uncommon feature of depression, leaving 
experts with the question of how one can prove that the drug is causing this efect. 
When the irst high-proile news stories broke, involving patients prescribed 
SSRIs who shot multiple people before killing themselves, Lilly (the company 
that makes Prozac, the irst SSRI) stuck to its line: these people killed themselves 
because they were depressed. According to Lilly, Prozac had nothing to do with 
it, and that anyone withholding antidepressants from the depressed on the basis 
of these reports was actively harming patients by blocking access to efective 
treatment. It was only when Healy gave Prozac to twelve healthy volunteers and 
two of them became agitated that the suspicion was irmly placed on the drugs. 
Healthy people do not simply become agitated without cause. After extensive 
review, American pharmaceuticals regulator the Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA), declared that all antidepressants must carry a black-box warning about 
the risk of agitation and suicidality when given to under-25s.

How did a scandal like this happen? his is the irst question that Healy sets out to 
answer. he root of the current status quo lies in the 1962 Kefauver amendment 
to the US Food, Drugs and Cosmetics act, which made almost all medications 
available by prescription only. Given that pharmaceutical companies are granted 
patents on their molecules, there is an inherently monopolistic character to 
the market for pharmaceuticals. Moreover, as Senator Kefauver put it “he who 
orders does not buy; and he who buys does not order”. Doctors were to be the 
sole arbiter of who received medication, with their experience and knowledge a 
bulwark against the inevitable befuddlement strategies exercised by marketing 
departments through their trademarks and promotional materials. he doctor was 
free to choose the latest aggressively-marketed new molecule or the older, cheap, 
of-patent alternative, but the patient could only comply. A further requirement 
of the 1962 Kefauver Amendment was that all drugs had to demonstrate both 
eicacy and safety in controlled trials before receiving approval from the newly 
established FDA. hese trials were invariably funded by the industry. In this 
way, a situation was created in which the industry was responsible for generating 
the evidence required to put a drug on the market, a conlict of interest which 
completely undermines  the scientiic process.

he 1962 Kefauver Amendment was a piece of legislation aimed at safeguarding 
patients by requiring rigorous proof of eicacy and safety. Unfortunately, this was 
used to the industry’s advantage. he trials submitted to the FDA are randomised, 
double-blind controlled trials (RCTs): a group of patients with a disease are 
recruited and divided randomly into two groups. One gets the new drug, the 
other gets a sugar pill. he severity of their disease is assessed on a rating scale, 
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essentially a questionnaire that rates signs and symptoms and their severity in order 
to come up with an overall disease score. Side efects are recorded in both groups. 
When the new drug consistently causes a bigger drop in disease scores than the 
placebo, it ‘works’.  Herein lies the irst problem: a drop on a disease rating scale is 
not the same as a patient getting better. Side efects have to be considered. Indeed, 
there is very little data on what antidepressants do to quality of life as opposed 
to depression rating scales, and the data that is available is inconclusive. his 
problem goes beyond psychiatry. For example, bisphosphonates can certainly be 
shown to ‘work’ in that they successfully raise bone density, but whether this 
reduces fracture rates in all but the most severe osteoporosis or even beneits the 
patients as a whole is far less clear. 

Whilst a lot of drugs ‘work’ in the narrow, context-free world of rating scales, 
there is plenty of evidence that drug companies obscure the picture on side efects. 
he evidence that doctors and regulators see is in the form of research reports, 
detailing the incidence of various side efects in the study group: headache, 
nausea, high blood pressure and so on. However, other side efects are less clear. 
Many antidepressant trials showed patients sufering from ‘’agitation’’, but only 
when one moves beyond the evidence and into the data (i.e. the accounts of what 
happens to each and every patient) can one ind the truth:  patients coded as 
having “agitation” were suicidal. A severe drug side efect was thus concealed from 
regulators by a  sleight of hand.

he industry’s record of abuses goes further. When faced with a system that relied 
on RCTs for drug approval, drug companies applied Fordian capitalist principles 
to research. Writing up trials was outsourced to “medical communications 
companies” which applied the right mixture of coding, obfuscation and spin 
to play up minor diferences between drug and placebo (or competing drugs), 
and to play down side efects. he papers were then published in major medical 
journals with leading academics listed as authors, even though they did not write 
the articles in question. In this way, pharmaceutical companies can churn out 
research papers that all sing the same company-approved tune. It is no wonder that 
the small number of publicly-funded trials tend to result in much less favourable 
conclusions about particular drugs. (he most up-to-date research on this topic 
comes from a review by Lundh et al (2010)).1

Today, clinicians must base prescription decisions on the best available trial 
evidence and guidelines, not marketing from drug companies. However, the Big 

1  Lundh et al, ‘Industry sponsorship and research outcome’, he Cochrane Library, 
available at http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/14651858.MR000033.pub2/
abstract, last accessed 25th May 2014. 
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Pharma marketing machine operates subtly, not by merely bombarding doctors 
with branded merchandise and visits from slick sales reps. In fact, drug companies 
have hijacked the entire scientiic process, creating a medical-academic-industrial 
complex that drives much of current consensus-forming in clinical medicine. A 
case in point occurred in 1992 when Healy was ofered the post of Professor of 
Psychiatry at the University of Toronto’s brand new Centre for Addiction and 
Mental Health, funded by Lilly. At his inaugural lecture, he told the story of 
how Lilly hid the data on Prozac and suicide. He was unceremoniously sacked. 
An unfair dismissal lawsuit was settled out of court, with Healy receiving an 
undisclosed sum of money and a visiting professorship.

In Pharmageddon, Healy outlines how drug companies hold conference and 
consensus panels on major clinical issues, such as treatments for bipolar disorder, 
or whether pharmaceuticals should be given to children with ADHD (attention-
deicit hyperactivity disorder, commonly treated with mild stimulants such as 
Ritalin). hese conferences heavily inluence the formation of clinical guidelines, 
to which doctors are increasingly bound; the conferences are attended by the 
same respected academics and high-lying clinicians who write the guidelines. 
he outcomes are typically recommendations for newer, more expensive drug 
treatments in greater quantities. 

he huge cost of clinical research is often used by the industry to justify the 
extraordinary costs of on-patent medication. A month’s supply of aripiprazole, 
an antipsychotic whose patent is held by Pizer, costs around £200. Generic 
antipsychotics cost around a twentieth of that sum. With margins like these, it 
should come as no surprise that in 2012, only Big Oil and Big Tobacco were able 
to generate greater net income than Big Pharma. 

To date, one of the most widely promoted arguments for liberal capitalism is the 
huge progress in healthcare brought about by the medical wonders of the three 
decades following the postwar period. Medicine progressed in leaps and bounds, 
driven by the commitment to science of research-intensive pharmaceutical 
companies. Healy discusses the emergence and signiicance of ‘blockbuster’ drugs: 
these are drugs aimed at managing chronic diseases for which there is no real cure, 
or for lowering the risk of morbidity for entire populations. hey are dispensed 
mainly in primary care to millions of patients across the world; their annual sales 
run into the billions of dollars. Prozac, Lipitor (a cholesterol-lowering drug), 
various antihypertensives and bisphosphonates for osteoporosis have all been 
blockbusters. hese drugs’ potential revenue for a single company is so gigantic 
that they are efectively rendered too big to fail: n the case of Prozac, no issue as 
trivial as side efects or lack of eicacy could be allowed to stand in the way of 
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such proits. If Prozac had failed, Lilly and its stock price would have sufered 
signiicantly. Entire companies, dividends and revenue streams are at stake; it 
therefore makes good commercial sense to ensure that the drug hits the market 
and is prescribed to as many patients as possible, sidelining issues of patient safety 
and scientiic integrity. Healy describes a surreal moment when the Royal College 
of Psychiatrists held a consensus meeting, behind closed doors, on the uses of 
SSRIs in children. Many psychiatrists would contest the idea that children can 
become truly depressed in the way adults do; in any case, GlaxoSmithKline’s 
SSRI, Paxil, had demonstrated essentially no eicacy in children, while causing 
a whole range of serious side efects. he Glaxo representative simply stated 
very clearly that approximately one third of British pension funds held shares in 
GlaxoSmithKline, and if the esteemed psychiatrists chose not to sanction Paxil’s 
use in children, there would be real and serious consequences for the nation’s 
retirement savings. 

So, why is ‘Pharmageddon’ happening now and not earlier? Have these companies 
not been proit-seeking for decades? Have they not been misrepresenting their 
medicines’ efectiveness undetected since the 1960s?  hese are all questions 
that Healy deals with convincingly. he irst point is that today’s multinational 
pharmaceutical giants are very diferent to the pharmaceutical companies of 
yesteryear, whose management was drawn directly from the pools of doctors, 
chemists and biochemists that worked in the labs. hey were highly research-
oriented, carrying out a lot of basic science in order to explore multiple avenues 
in human physiology and pathology that could eventually lead to a proitable 
drug. With the advent of managerialism in the 1980s and the lotation of Pharma 
giants on major stock exchanges, the proit motive became far more pronounced. 
Stock analysts would scrutinise each company’s drug ‘pipeline’, and any failures to 
produce marketable treatments would adversely impact the stock price. Executives 
were drawn from business schools rather than chemical or medical backgrounds, 
and consultancies were hired to increase proits. As the commitment to basic 
science was eroded, the reliance on the blockbuster increased, with companies 
becoming increasingly dependent on a narrow range of big-selling lifestyle drugs; 
after all, they were far more proitable than any other category.   

Of course, the second consequence of this marketisation of the pharmaceutical 
industry is that drugs do not make it to the market if they reduce disease; they 
make it to the market if they will make money, and these two goals do not always 
converge, with potentially dramatic consequences. his is of particular relevance 
to the developing world, whose nations do not have the resources to aford the 
drugs made in the West that are indispensable for treating infectious diseases. 
Healy does not discuss the issue of drugs for Africa, preferring instead to focus on 
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the very Western ills of highly developed and expensive healthcare. Yet there are 
many cases in which the pharmaceutical business model developed in wealthier 
countries impacts upon poorer nations: Elornithine, a highly efective treatment 
for African trypanosomiasis, is a case in point. Like malaria, trypanosomiasis is a 
parasitic disease transmitted by the tsetse ly, initially causing a severe fever before 
attacking the central nervous system. Death is inevitable if patients do not receive 
treatment, following a whole range of atrocious symptoms including dementia, 
Parkinsonian tremors, memory loss and personality changes. Elornithine came 
very close to being removed from the market altogether; the only use for it was 
African trypanosomiasis, but due to limited demand, it was not proitable to 
produce it at a price economical to sub-Saharan Africa. A serendipitous discovery 
that it strongly inhibited facial hair growth was all it took to relaunch production 
on a huge scale as a treatment for hirsutism in females. he proits from 
hormonally perturbed European and American women could, in efect, subsidise 
the production of Elornithine  for catastrophic epidemics of a lethal infectious 
disease in Africa.  

Whilst the problem of guaranteeing cheap and efective treatment for African 
trypanosomiasis is solved, there is a public health problem on the horizon, caused 
by the way the pharmaceutical industry addresses unmet clinical need. he main 
issue is antibiotic resistance, recently declared by the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) to be a global emergency with the magnitude of the 1980s AIDS crisis.2 
It is entirely possible that we will soon be facing a post-antibiotic era in which 
doctors are powerless to help patients with  infectious diseases such as tuberculosis 
and gonorrhoea in their antibiotic-resistant forms. Although it is diicult to 
estimate how many deaths are caused by resistant micro-organisms, guidelines 
from the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence claim that 9000 
deaths were caused by MRSA and C.dif in 2007 alone, with 300 000 patients 
acquiring an infection from the hospital during their care, costing the NHS £1bn 
every year.3 Despite this obvious clinical need, the percentage of research funds 
channelled into antibiotic development is astonishingly low, and this relects 
the fact that the market for antibiotics is itself very small, dominated by “pile 
them high, sell them cheap” generic manufacturers. Furthermore, pharmaceutical 
companies would earn very little proit from any new antibiotics they develop, 

2 World Health Organisation, ‘Antimicrobial resistance: global report on surveillance 
2014’,  World Health Organisation, available at http://www.who.int/drugresistance/docu-
ments/surveillancereport/en/, last accessed 14th May 2014. 
3  National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, E, ‘Infection: Prevention and 
control of healthcare-associated infections in primary and community care’, Infection 
Introduction CG139, available at http://publications.nice.org.uk/infection-cg139, last 
accessed 14th May 2014. 
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given that current policy would be to stockpile them and use already available 
antibiotics where possible. Finally, antibiotics tend to be taken for a matter of 
weeks, unlike lifestyle drugs, which can be taken every day for decades. For 
these reasons, several blue-chip pharmaceutical companies, such as Eli Lilly and 
Wyeth, do not have divisions researching antibiotics at all, and an analysis of 
the drug pipeline of the major drug companies worldwide revealed that only 
three antibiotics are currently undergoing advanced clinical trials. For particular 
types of resistant bacteria, there are no agents in development. Interested readers 
may wish to read the joint European Centres for Disease Control – European 
Medicines Agency report on the challenges of developing new antibiotics.4

his grotesque example highlights what is wrong with the industry. It is not, 
as many argue, simply a case of poor management, inadequate regulation, or 
isolated greed among a few top executives. Rather, the entire paradigm of drugs 
as saleable commodities cannot be reconciled with the benevolent scientiic 
humanitarianism that the industry claims to embody. Whilst Healy falls just 
short of this conclusion, he unequivocally succeeds in highlighting the conlict 
at the heart of the industry, the fatal law in the capitalist logic that underlies it; 
when the issue of proit collides with the goal of improving health, proit wins. 

Where do we go from here? For Healy, the answer lies in stronger safeguards 
against industry abuses, such as a website he has founded (Rxlist.org) where doctors 
and patients can post reports of drug-induced side efects in order to build up a 
database rivalling the undisclosed company trials. his is undoubtedly a move that 
will bolster eforts to hold pharmaceutical companies fully accountable for the 
adverse efects of their products, it is no revolution. Similarly, Ben Goldacre’s Bad 
Pharma has resulted in a national registry of clinical trials so that the industry can 
no longer hide evidence, but the real data remains company property. his means 
that the same coding tricks can be used to hide side efects, and ghostwritten, 
carefully spun papers will continue to be the norm. hese solutions, although 
helpful, are half-measures, inadequate in the face of a system in urgent need of 
reform. One method of rectifying the imbalances created by the current market 
system would be to impose a special tax on pharmaceutical company proits, 
with its proceeds being placed into a fund that would direct money to the sectors 
most in need of new research. here are existing public research bodies and 
charities that are well-equipped to do this.  Yet creative accountants working for 
the pharmaceutical companies would inevitably ind ways of avoiding such a tax, 

4  European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, ‘he bacterial challenge: 
time to react’, available at http://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications/_layouts/forms/
Publication_DispForm.aspx?ID=199&List=4f55ad51-4aed-4d32-b960-af70113dbb90.  last 
accessed 14th May 2014.
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even in the unlikely scenario of its adoption across Europe and the United States. 

A more radical solution is to dismember the industry entirely and separate 
drug research and production, in efect turning pharmaceuticals into chemical 
industries and handing the development and trialling to public and charitable 
bodies; university departments, charities and the Medical Research Council 
are all institutions possessing the necessary human resources and facilities to 
undertake this task. he savings this would generate for public healthcare would 
be more than adequate to fund the research previously funded by pharmaceutical 
companies. his option in efect involves institutional change, eliminating the 
proit motive both from the conduct of clinical trials and the distribution of 
research funds. As Pharmageddon so convincingly shows, the proit motive in 
the conduct of clinical trials has had chilling consequences for patient safety; 
the current situation with antibiotic development demonstrates that the proit-
driven model leaves populations across the world vulnerable to a new wave of 
resistant micro-organisms which doctors are unable to ight for lack of suiciently 
proitable drugs. Pharmageddon is a damning and comprehensively researched 
indictment of Big Pharma, but it falls short in its relatively half-hearted attempts 
to grasp the political implications of the current status quo and the way forward 
for policy. Only when managerialism and the pursuit of proit are removed from 
the development of new drugs will we be able to avoid Pharmageddon. 

Alexander Breton is a second-year medical student at Trinity College, Oxford.
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Kate bradley

he Politics of Wikileaks

he Rise of Wikileaks

“Internet messiah or cyber-terrorist? Information freedom ighter or sex criminal?” 
hese lines are taken from the blurb of David Leigh and Luke Harding’s 2013 book 
WikiLeaks: Inside Julian Assange’s War on Secrecy. According to the dichotomy this 
sets up, Julian Assange is either a hero or a villain, and therefore Wikileaks must 
be either heroic or villainous too. he book itself is more nuanced than its blurb 
would suggest, but these few words capture the tendency in popular discourse to 
depict Wikileaks’ followers as either “supporters” or “detractors”, not allowing 
for any ambivalence or doubt towards the Wikileaks project. In reality, Wikileaks 
is an organisation which probably should produce ambivalence and doubt. his 
article will attempt to avoid the clichés of other Wikileaks journalism, focusing 
instead on Wikileaks’ stated aims and principles and its practical results in the 
wider world. 

he organisation known as Wikileaks was founded in 2006 at the web address 
wikileaks.org, and originated as a ‘wiki’, a user-editable website where anonymous 
users can add and edit information. Wikileaks is no longer technically a wiki, but 
it still provides a platform on which encrypted and anonymously-contributed 
data can be released into the public domain without danger to its contributors. 
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After several high-proile releases of information by Wikileaks between 2006 and 
2010, the site began receiving serious media attention. Wikileaks was catapulted 
into the public eye with the release of the video ‘Collateral Murder’, a classiied 
US military video depicting a pilot killing over a dozen people in Iraq, seemingly 
without provocation. he video, still available online at collateralmurder.com, 
was undeniable evidence that the US army had killed civilians, including Reuters 
journalists and children. 

Soon after the ‘Collateral Murder’ video, Wikileaks began to reveal more classiied 
information, including the names and contact details of British National Party 
(BNP) members and over 250,000 conidential documents detailing the private 
discussions of world leaders and corporations. his latter release, dubbed 
‘Cablegate’ by the mainstream media, revealed governmental corruption, dubious 
inancial ties between major institutions, human rights abuses on a massive scale 
and the extent of governmental surveillance missions worldwide. However, it also 
detailed petty and insulting private email conversations in which political leaders 
commented on one another’s appearance or derided their political allies. In Europe 
and the U.S., Cablegate resulted in little more than national embarrassment, but 
Wikileaks has been credited with playing a role in more major upheavals across 
the world.  

he Politics of Wikileaks

In the U.S., news outlets and public igures have popularised the image of 
Wikileaks as a terrorist organisation endangering people’s safety. he Huington 
Post has repeatedly described Wikileaks’ releases as “dangerous”, since they may 
damage the work of U.S. soldiers and intelligence services, and Admiral Mike 
Mullen accused Wikileaks of having “blood on their hands” (though he could 
not prove this assertion). U.S. politician Sarah Palin asked why Julian Assange 
had not been “pursued with the same urgency we pursue Al Qaeda and Taliban 
leaders”. Yet Wikileaks’ statements of intent seem fairly innocuous: like any media 
organisation, they claim to bring “important news and information to the public”, 
and to work in “defence” of freedom of speech and freedom of information. hey 
also claim to “support the rights of all people to create new history”, which is 
slightly more radical. It suggests that our understanding of history is skewed by 
a lack of information, and that people should be allowed to challenge oicial 
narratives and create their own new understanding of history. A statement made 
by Julian Assange in the year Wikileaks was founded sheds more light on this 
concept:
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Since unjust systems, by their nature induce opponents, and in many places barely 
have the upper hand, mass leaking leaves them exquisitely vulnerable to those who 
seek to replace them with more open forms of governance. Only revealed injustice 
can be answered; for man to do anything intelligent he has to know what’s actually 
going on. (Julian Assange, 2006)

Wikileaks stands against “unjust systems” by providing the tools for the public 
to “answer” revealed injustice, though they are unclear about what people will 
have to do to replace those systems. he main premise seems to be that revealing 
injustices will unquestionably provide the spark necessary to force through change 
in society. he Wikileaks website claims that “better scrutiny leads to reduced 
corruption”, but in present liberal democratic systems “scrutiny” by independent 
groups could just as easily lead to greater safeguarding of information by 
governments and powerful organisations. It may also incite more outright anti-
democratic moves from governments, and shifts in propaganda to justify them; 
mass surveillance, for example, is now a mainstay in liberal democracies, yet it has 
not faced any serious opposition by the public, who have generally accepted that 
it is necessary for the maintenance of national security. Of course, the potential 
for transparency to incite anti-transparency measures is no reason not to aspire to 
more accountable systems, but the idea that transparency itself obliges powerful 
systems to change for the better is overly optimistic in states where most people 
already implicitly know the information which whistleblowers risk life and limb 
to reveal. he general response to Wikileaks from the populations of liberal 
democracies has exempliied “ideological cynicism” as theorised by Slavoj Žižek: 
citizens in developed nations are aware of the terrible acts being executed in their 
name by their elected representatives, yet broader ideological structures secure 
their voluntary consent to the maintenance of those systems. In practical terms, 
this means that Wikileaks’ releases have not led to any considerable change in 
the US or Europe. Even the most explosive of the information released during 
Cablegate was deemed inefective by US authorities: in WikiLeaks, Leigh and 
Harding concede that “senior state department oicials (in the U.S.) appeared 
to have concluded by mid-January [2011] that the Wikileaks controversy had 
caused little real and lasting damage to American diplomacy” (p.245). 

Despite Wikileaks’ inefectiveness in challenging western governmental power, 
it has been helpful in illuminating other corrupt organisations in the UK and 
the USA. In 2008, Wikileaks systematically released 109 documents’ worth of 
formerly unknown information on the controversial Church of Scientology, 
including its treatment of Church members and its annual proits. In Julian 
Assange’s Unauthorised Autobiography (2011), ghostwriter Andrew O’Hagan 
summarises the releases, and details the long legal battles which followed the 
revelations. It is impossible to measure the efect these releases may have had on 
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Scientology, but the information contained in the cables demystiies the Church, 
allowing for informed criticism of their doctrines and practices. 

Leigh and Harding, Guardian journalists at the time of Cablegate, say that 
Wikileaks may have had more of an efect in countries where information is 
more tightly controlled and manipulated than it is in Europe or America. On 
the day of the irst Cablegate leaks, they report that journalists from across the 
world contacted them to ask about the cables, genuinely concerned to release 
information which might be in the public interest of their respective nations. 
Assange famously  implied that Wikileaks had a hand in the Arab Spring, and 
it is possible that some of the abuses of power revealed by the cable ‘Corruption 
in Tunisia: What’s Yours is Mine’ sparked early protests during the Tunisian 
revolution, helping the people overthrow their president, Zine El Abidine Ben 
Ali, and (as it has been reported in the British media) transition to democracy. 
In the Unauthorised Autobiography, Assange also takes some credit for the break-
up of Somalia’s Union of Islamic Courts, since it broke up “around the time of” 
the 2006 Wikileaks release detailing secret orders to stir up animosities between 
“Somaliland” and its allies (p.265).

For those who stand against the cause, the information Wikileaks releases is 
always “stolen”, and therefore compromised even when it leads to positive change, 
but even for those who support Wikileaks’ main aims, the concept of leaking 
documents in their full, unredacted form can spark worries about personal safety. 
Speaking in Oxford in May 2014, Luke Harding claimed that Julian Assange 
takes his obsession with transparency too far. According to Harding, Assange is 
“anti-secrecy” rather than “pro-accountability”, and Harding considers this level 
of openness to be untenable. According to Harding and many others, secrecy 
(within bounds) is integral to the maintenance of state security and privacy in 
people’s personal lives. hough there is no proof that any of Wikileaks’ releases 
have directly led to any harm to individuals, Wikileaks have sometimes been 
clumsy with their redaction policies. hey claim:

We do not censor our news, but from time to time we may remove or signiicantly 
delay the publication of some identifying details from original documents to 

protect life and limb of innocent people. (‘What is Wikileaks?’ at wikileaks.org) 

Yet according to Harding, during the Cablegate releases, Assange wished to 
release all of the cables without redacting them to remove names and contact 
details of implicated individuals. In his Autobiography, Assange maintains that 
he is committed to the redaction of potentially dangerous cables, but Wikileaks’ 
earlier release of names and contact details of British National Party (BNP) 
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members suggests that this protection of the “life and limb of innocent people” is 
not an unbreakable principle for Wikileaks, unless their conception of “innocent” 
excludes people of certain political leanings. he BNP may be abhorrent, but 
after a release like this, it becomes a lot harder to defend Wikileaks against the 
accusation that they willingly endanger individuals’ safety and privacy. hese 
dislocations between Wikileaks’ oicial policy and its past actions are often 
claimed to be a direct result of Assange’s dictatorial approach to leadership and 
unwillingness to compromise; it is time to turn to the man who Luke Harding 
claims “is” Wikileaks to consider how his personal politics afect the Wikileaks 
project. 

he Politics of Julian Assange

At the beginning of the Wikileaks saga, one of Julian Assange’s closest friends and 
associates was Daniel Domscheit-Berg, a German computer programmer who 
later went on to write Inside Wikileaks (2011). Inside Wikileaks is an unabashed 
attack on Assange’s dictatorial and demagogic style of leadership. Domscheit-
Berg describes Assange as “aggressive” (p.261), and claims that he is “engaged 
in a constant battle for dominance” (p.73) with everyone and everything, 
from governments through to Domscheit-Berg’s cat. He also claims that, by 
the end of their time working together, Assange had “adopted the language of 
the powermongers he claimed to be combating” (p.200). Assange openly and 
explicitly viliies “weakness”, demanding that his whistleblowers be martyrs; he 
asks that people sacriice their safety by sending Wikileaks information, which, if 
they are caught, may lead to imprisonment and even execution. hough Wikileaks 
uses cutting-edge technology to ensure anonymity for sources, the case of Chelsea 
Manning proves that sources are never completely safe; even where the technology 
is secure, old-fashioned spying and monitoring techniques can lead to the capture 
of Wikileaks’ sources. Assange demands that those who provide leaks are bold, 
computer-savvy and unafraid of consequences, but he rarely acknowledges the 
extent to which Wikileaks relies on the foolhardy bravery of its contributors. As 
crackdowns on whistleblowers and so-called “cyber-terrorists” become more and 
more severe, this demand may prove too much for whistleblowers to handle.

Litanies of Assange’s faults can be found in the recollections of various people who 
were once Assange’s friends and comrades, including Andrew O’Hagan’s piece 
‘Ghosting’. ‘Ghosting’ describes O’Hagan’s increasingly infuriating attempts 
to uncover the truth of Assange’s life during his time ghostwriting Assange’s 
autobiography; Assange was deeply unreliable, and his reports were steeped in 
self-aggrandisement and narcissism. If Assange is a duplicitous, aggressive and 
undemocratic leader, as Daniel Domscheit-Berg and many other people suggest, 
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his character and politics become important issues. According to his ex-friends’ 
accounts, Assange louts his own ideal principles of democratic oversight and 
accountability, and this can lead to hasty releases of unredacted information. 
O’Hagan’s accusation that Assange fantasises his own life’s narrative endangers the 
veracity of other material which passes through his hands, especially considering he 
is usually the sole gatekeeper for the information Wikileaks releases; his obsession 
with image suggests he may manipulate ‘truth’ to his own beneit. hese issues 
would not arise if Wikileaks were a horizontal, democratically-organised group, 
since his personal failings could be rectiied by others in the team. However, since 
it appears to be a pyramid hierarchy in which Assange is always at the pinnacle, 
his own accountability needs to be brought into question.

At this moment, Assange is embroiled in a scandal that has severely tested that 
personal accountability, or lack thereof. On November 18th 2010, a European 
Arrest Warrant was issued for his arrest. Assange was accused of the rape, sexual 
coercion and sexual molestation of two women in Sweden. Assange made 
repeated appeals to the U.K. authorities, but eventually they agreed to deport 
him to Sweden to aid the rape investigation. Assange appealed to his political 
ally Rafael Correa, the president of Ecuador, for asylum, on the grounds that he 
might face an unfair trial and deportation to the U.S. if he was sent to Sweden. 
Correa agreed, and Assange has been cached in the Ecuadorian Embassy in 
London since 2011. At this article’s time of writing, the situation appears to be 
at a stalemate; the U.K. cannot breach the Embassy, but Assange cannot leave 
or he will be arrested. Assange has denied all allegations against him, both in 
his autobiography and in public declarations, but the tide of public opinion has 
turned: his objectionable comments on the issue (for instance, calling Sweden 
“the Saudi Arabia of feminism”) have lost him most of his support from the 
international feminist community.

Relationships with women have been a perennial problem for Assange. For many on 
the left, Assange’s blasé attitudes towards gender look out-dated and unpalatable. 
Assange’s gender politics have always been uncomfortable for feminists, and 
Domscheit-Berg openly calls him “sexist” (p.214) in Inside Wikileaks. On ‘IQ.
org’, his now defunct blog, Assange makes comments such as these:

Most [of them] were young women and I turned, somewhat disgracefully, into a 
sort of Chesterton’s Hardy, the village atheist, brooding and blaspheming over the 
village idiot, while they, for their part, tried to convert me with the rise and fall 
their bosoms [sic]. (‘Canberra’, IQ.org, 24/06/06)
A judge doesn’t need to bring a woman to heel, she is, after all not a threat, but a 
lovely object of desire or irrelevance. (‘he curious world of the querulous’, IQ.org, 
26/09/06)
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[A] ‘cad’ is a man who picks up women, proits from them, and then leaves them 
by the road side…  Such romantic etymology is enough to make a man want to 
don his oilskin and mount his horse with whip and smile at the ready. (‘Etymology 
of ‘cad’’, IQ.org, 11/12/06)

It is never entirely clear which world Assange’s blog posts inhabit; is the second 
quotation intended to be read as a line from iction, focalised through another 
character? Is the pseudo-historical narrative voice in these quotations meant to be 
an ironic rebuttal of the ideas they convey? All things considered, Assange, at the 
very least, fetishises masculinity, which is also evident in his language elsewhere. 
His whole idiolect is gendered, with words like “emasculated” (WikiLeaks, p.60) 
and “timid” representing the bad things in the world, and manliness representing 
the good. Aside from being politically suspect (for instance, can we trust Wikileaks 
to release and analyse information which could bolster feminist worldviews?) and 
alienating women, this attitude also leaves Wikileaks’ ideological integrity open 
to question. In his depiction of ‘truth’ as a masculine virtue, Assange suggests 
that transparency is an issue of individualistic honour rather than democracy 
and human rights. He implies that systems can be improved as long as there are 
honourable men at their helm, which completely ignores how structures shape 
and determine the behaviour of their subjects, and ties into Wikileaks’ wider 
failure to ofer constructive suggestions on how to change the “unjust systems” 
they criticise.  

Openleaks and the future of transparency

Wikileaks may be in trouble. Since the major banks blockaded its funding 
channels and Julian Assange’s legal costs skyrocketed, there is little likelihood of 
Wikileaks surviving as a news source for much longer. However, inspired by the 
model, many other groups have attempted to set up leaking platforms of their 
own. In Inside Wikileaks, Daniel Domscheit-Berg discusses Openleaks, a similar 
project intended to replicate the Wikileaks project but with important diferences: 
instead of leaking to the public in the name of transparency, Openleaks would 
channel leaked information to relevant charities and independent bodies, hoping 
to cause change by providing leads to organisations with some interventional 
power, such as Amnesty International or Human Rights Watch. Domscheit-
Berg  also hoped that Openleaks would be less hierarchical than Wikileaks in 
its internal structure. his would solve many of the problems with Wikileaks, 
though it could give rise to new issues. In order to ensure the maintenance of 
Wikileaks, Assange had to keep his own plans, passwords and inside information 
secret from those close to him in an ironic replication of the faults in the systems 
Wikileaks challenges; organisations conducting illegal or legally dubious activities 
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cannot ensure openness and transparency without leaving themselves open to 
attack (be it criticism or literal cyber-attack). Openleaks could not ofer a remedy 
to these problems, and unfortunately, it failed before it truly got started. Slashdot.
org has suggested that iniltration by the German government may have been a 
reason for its failure. 

here may be other ways to salvage the positive aspects of Wikileaks. In his 
Machine Kills Secrets (2012), Andy Greenberg discusses the future of leaking, 
suggesting that the proliferation of technology such as the camera-phone and cheap 
recording devices may allow for more systematic resistance to unjust authorities. 
Steve Mann called the activity of capturing footage of powerful groups engaged 
in illegal or unethical acts “sousveillance”, which translates into English from 
French as “under-monitoring”. he information collected by crowds could then 
be dispersed to large groups of people, enabling collective action and higher levels 
of police and state accountability. Greenberg also introduces organisations like 
GlobaLeaks, which describes itself as “an open source project aimed at creating 
a worldwide, anonymous, censorship-resistant, distributed whistleblowing 
platform” (see globaleaks.org). GlobaLeaks aims to disperse the risk of handling 
sensitive material across a large number of individuals rather than one vulnerable 
group of intermediaries. GlobaLeaks eliminates the problem of ‘courage’ by 
anonymising everyone involved with the GlobaLeaks project, including those at 
the helm. 

Wikileaks is struggling to live up to its initial promise, but it has created a 
model from which other organisations can learn; hopefully, they will build more 
sustainable, democratic, realistic and consistently principled platforms for leaking. 
Wikileaks has restored whistleblowing to the public eye and inspired a swathe 
of new transparency projects, and that can only be a good thing - as Assange 
suggests, for man (or woman) to do anything intelligent, he (or she) has to know 
what’s actually going on. Yet once important material has been released into the 
public domain, we must overcome our ideological cynicism and ight for concrete 
change where it is needed. To use Julian Assange’s gendered terminology: where 
transparency projects do not incite collective action, they are impotent. 

Kate Bradley is a 2nd year English student at Oriel College, Oxford, and an Associate 
Editor of the OLR.
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olIvIa arIGho stIles

Technology and Avant-Garde 
Protest

Freedom: Dada Dada Dada, a roaring of tense colours, and interlacing of opposites 
and of all contradictions, grotesques, inconsistencies

-Tristan Tzara, Dada Manifesto 1918

It is well noted that new technologies often coincide with upsurges in ‘anti-
political’ as well as anti-authoritarian activity. he use of  BBM in the 2011 
London riots and Twitter in the Arab Spring and Brazil protests, for example, has 
attracted considerable interest from sociologists and commentators examining 
how social media and technologies shape people’s resistances to the world around 
them. Technologies come into use outside of, and in addition to, conventional 
political channels. Not unsurprisingly, then, technology has also shared a symbiotic 
relationship with avant-garde protest. In particular, Dada and the 1960s London 
underground press in which Dada’s inluence can be discerned, ofer a dynamic 
historical example of how technology forms an integral part of the avant-garde 
protest ethic.

Dadaism emerged around 1916 in Zurich, and rapidly spread across Europe 
in the wake of the First World War. Arising against the extreme dislocation, 
mechanisation, and bellicose destruction wrought by the war, Dada ofered a radical 
rejection of artistic and political conventions. It utilised new artistic techniques, 
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visual performance and provocative writing to ofer an anti-rational vision of 
revolutionary social change. he poet and self-appointed Dada spokesperson, 
Tristan Tzara wrote ‘he beginnings of Dada were not the beginnings of art, but 
of disgust1’, while another Dadaist declared ‘Dada is irony, Dada is politics, Dada 
will kick you in the behind’2. Dada thus presented a seemingly incomprehensible 
and incoherent vision of art, culture and society. 

 In many ways Dada enjoyed a paradoxical relationship with technology. Emerging 
out of this ierce rejection of the industrialisation and mechanisation of the 
First World War, Dada sought to ind meaning in a world rendered incoherent 
through the brutal technocracy of mass warfare. Yet simultaneously, Dadaists 
pioneered innovative technologies such as collage, photomontage and new types 
of photography, which had a formative inluence on the way society experienced 
and perceived political ideas. It was in the mid 1980s’ contexts of debates around 
modernism and postmodernism that Andreas Huyssen deplored critical theorists’ 
tendency to ossify the avant-garde ‘into an elite enterprise beyond politics 
and beyond everyday life3’. Richard Sheppard has since argued that although 
Dada never contributed to political theory or practical social reform projects, it 
nonetheless posed serious political questions in an attempt to resolve a perceived 
crisis of modernity. 

he inluence of Dada and the way it interacted with technology is also broadly 
evident in the 1960s counter-culture and the range of magazines and newspapers 
it produced. he social upheaval and cultural revolt of the ‘sixties’, or roughly the 
years around 1963 to 1974 led to a lourishing ‘underground’ press (here used 
synonymously with the word alternative), irstly in America and subsequently 
in Europe. he way in which the underground press sought to understand and 
process these socio-cultural changes should be seen as a continuation of the 
aesthetic tradition of Dadaism, to which the adaptation of new technologies was 
integral. In Britain, the underground press was largely concentrated in London, 
and within that, the Notting Hill environs. An era which witnessed sweeping 
social change, the ‘sixties’ remains one of the most culturally resonant periods 
in recent Western history. he sixties saw an upsurge in prosperity which was 
enjoyed by the masses; where previous working-class generations had endured the 
privations of the Depression of the 1930s, followed by the trauma of the Second 
World War, the adolescents of the sixties were accustomed to prosperity, steady 
employment and the welfare state. Average earnings increased by 110% between 

1  Tristan Tzara, Dada Manifesto 1918: http://www.mariabuszek.com/kcai/DadaSurrea-
lism/DadaSurrReadings/TzaraD1.pdf.
2  William Rubin, Dada, Surrealism, and heir Heritage (New York, 1968).
3  Andreas Huyssen in Richard Sheppard, Modernism - Dada- Postmodernism, (Illinois: 
Northwestern University Press, 2000) pp. 304. 

http://www.mariabuszek.com/kcai/DadaSurrealism/DadaSurrReadings/TzaraD1.pdf
http://www.mariabuszek.com/kcai/DadaSurrealism/DadaSurrReadings/TzaraD1.pdf
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1951 and 19644. At the same time, the spectre of the Bomb and consequent world 
annihilation created a culture of disillusionment with authority and propagated 
a sense of life’s transience and nihilism. he Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament 
(CND) emerged in 1957 as Britain’s irst mass protest movement which fused 
moral and political concerns. Global shifts in social norms and attitudes occurred 
alongside dramatic liberation struggles by women, black, lesbian and gay men 
and women, while a changing public consciousness in the relationship between 
the individual and society was emerging. 

he counter-culture emerged, chaotic and inchoate, out of this context of 
upheaval. Established in 1966, International Times (IT) was the irst periodical 
in London to emerge with an explicit link to the counter-culture, followed by 
Oz in 1967,  he Black Dwarf in 1968, and Friends in 1969 (subsequently 
Frendz). From the outset, this alternative press, as with Dada which preceded it, 
was deined by its symbiotic relationship with technological innovation. Ofset 
litho printing which was much cheaper than traditional typesetting allowed 
designers the freedom to experiment with innovative design, using metallic foils 
and luorescent inks to layer image over text. In the same way as the Dadaists 
used new media such as collages to transcend the artistic conventions of Europe’s 
elite, the rapid print output of the underground press acted to democratise the 
underground’s message and echo its eclecticism. Mary Ann Caws highlights how 
the French Dadaist and subsequent Surrealist, Louis Aragon considered collage a 
‘lower-class rebellion’ against bourgeois sensibilities, and a garish manifestation of 
bad taste5. Collage and photomontage was thus routinely used by Dadaists, and 
bears much resemblance to the visual style cultivated by the underground press, 
especially Oz, as relected in Hannah Höch’s 1919 photomontage ‘Cut with the 
kitchen knife through the last Weimar beer-belly cultural epoch in Germany’ and 
its similarity to the front cover of Frendz in 1971. 

Both the advent of Dada and the alternative press were facilitated by technological 
innovations that were a distinct product of their own respective eras. Dadaist 
Christian Schad’s pioneering photographic experiments were known as 
‘Schadographs’, and involved laying objects on light-sensitive photographic paper, 
creating camera-less photographs. hus much of the eclecticism of Dada was 
expressed in the disorder and spontaneity invoked through this new-found use of 
collage and photomontage. he use of montage is carried through the alternative 
press, although it took the form of ‘verbal montage’. his term is useful in referring 
to the underground press’s practice of publishing eclectic assortment of extracts 
from books and pamphlets derived from external sources. hese would typically 

4  Elizabeth Nelson he British Counter-culture 1966-73: A Study of the Underground 
Press (London, 1988) pp.40.
5  Mary Ann Caws, he Poetry of Dada and Surrealism, (Princeton, 1970) p.38. 
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encompass extracts on R.D Laing to lectures from the Psychedelic Convention in 
1968 for example.

Alongside this, both the underground press and Dada responded to social change 
through explorations of colour and imagery. For Dada, the use of bright colours 
and images was a more metaphysical response to the destruction and the rampant 
industrialisation fuelled by the First World War. ‘Vigour and thirst, emotion in 
response to the formation which is neither to be seen nor to be explained: poetry 
... A will to the word: a being on its feet, an image, a construction unique, fervent, 
of a deep colour, intensity, communion with life’6, reveals how Tzara conceived of 
colour in poetry within Dada. he staccato word ordering exhibited here underpin 
the fragmentation and destruction wrought by the war, attacking structure, order 
and more than anything, meaning itself. 

For the underground press, the arresting swirls of psychedelic colour on its 
pages were part of a reaction to the cultural banality and joylessness of the post-
war Britain urban environment, and constituted an attack on its staleness and 
stagnation. IT famously wanted to lobby for a twenty-four hour Tube service in 
London, in order to encourage non-stop nightlife scene in the city at a time when 
licensing laws were strict. IT’s famed launch party in 1966 at the Roundhouse, in 
Chalk Farm encapsulated this tide of irreverent and free-thinking protest which 
aimed to transform the way in which the notions of fun and leisure were practiced. 

Robert Hewison argues that there exists an essential paradox within the alternative 
press for ‘the logic of the underground was ultimately opposed to the materialism 
which had created the opportunity for it to lourish7’. his links to theories of the 
avant-garde which have stressed the ambiguity between positions of marginality 
and accomodationism. Moreover, Dominic Sandbrook is particularly acerbic in 
characterising the alternative press as a product of an ‘incestuous and self-absorbed 
social scene’8; of self-indulgent middle-class bohemians who appropriated the 
language of revolution with no deep-seated intent to enact it. his may be in 
some way accurate, if only in the narrow social basis of the alternative press, 
(most being middle-class and university educated) but the sincerity of youthful 
underground press in its attempts to grapple with alienation in an age of advanced 
capitalism and a technocratic society is readily discernible in its pages. he theme 
that unites all of the newspapers in the underground press in a direct and logical 
continuation from Dada, is a desire to conceive of change through subversion, 
through the forging of an alternative, oppositional culture which would shape 

6  Tristan Tzara, “Note sur la poesie,” Sept manifestes Dada, in Mary Ann Caws, he 
Poetry of Dada and Surrealism (Princeton, 1970) pp.95. 
7  Robert Hewison Too Much, Art and society in the sixties 1960-1975 (London, 1986). 
foreword.
8  Sandbrook, White Heat, pp.499. 
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a wider political and social reality. As culture became young people’s primary 
method of imaginative resistance to capitalism and the main point of social 
disconnect9, the alternative press constructed a ‘politics of irreverence’, which, 
as with Dada, was culturally conceived and practiced, and rejected distillation 
into pre-existing political channels. In many ways this sprang naturally from the 
prevailing consciousness of subjective social identity, expressed in the slogan ‘the 
personal is the political’. 

Although the view that Dada was nihilistic and meaningless has come to be revised 
in recent years10, Dada never deviated from its aim to shock society and draw 
attention to its most repressive tendencies, ofending society’s sensibilities using 
whatever means and media necessary; much of the poetry produced by Dada 
poets such as Tristan Tzara engaged with innovative lyrical (de)constructions. 
Walter Benjamin airms that ‘Dadaist demonstrations did indeed constitute 
a very violent diversion in that they placed the work of art at the centre of a 
scandal. hat work had above all to meet one requirement: it must provoke public 
irritation.’11 Sheppard ofers a more nuanced vision of Dada when he characterises 
it as ‘jubilantly and ironically Anarchist’, ofering a praxis for the reconciliation of 
its material and its cultural implications: 

At their most characteristic, the politics of Dada are ... concerned with releasing 
the irrational powers in human nature and changing our way of experiencing, 
seeing, and thinking about reality. For Dada it was pointless to socialize property 
and create revolutionary institutions without irst destroying people’s fear of 
their own irrational powers - the root of their urge to acquire property, dominate 
their fellows, and settle within ixed and apparently stable patterns. hus the real 
political force of Dada lies not in any abstract ideas, but in its uncompromising 
experimentalism within a modernity that is felt not only to have come of its 
hinges but to have lost those hinges while its ideologues pretended that everything 
was still in its proper place.12

he parallels between Dadaism and the ideals of the underground press in the 
sixties are thus highly overt, for in envisaging a very diferent way to overturn 
society or at least to shock it into re-evaluation, the chaos and innovation of 
Dada are mirrored in the developments in the sixties alternative press. And as 
with the 1960s counter-culture and the New Left, Dada interacted closely with 
the concurrent political movements convulsing post-First World War Europe. 
In Germany, Dadaists Richard Huelsenbeck and J.T Baargeld along with many 

9  Stuart Hall, in Hewison Too Much, pp.16.
10  heresa Papanikolas Anarchism and the Advent of Paris Dada: Art and Criticism 1914-
1924 (London, 2010) p.10.
11  ibid, pp.31. 
12  Sheppard Modernism - Dada - Postmodernism.
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others became Communists for example and the German Dadaists adopted an 
explicitly Communist programme.13 he underground’s escapist individualism 
broadly channelled the Dada belief in the power of the individual to change their 
own reality. For Dadaists, in the post First World War context, this arose out of 
a profound disillusionment with the collective organs of, and belonging to, the 
nation state - the army, the monarchy, the government, as well as political parties 
and trade unions - which had all failed to prevent and had even endorsed the 
bellicose inter-imperial warfare and destruction. 

In the Dada Manifesto 1918, Tzara writes:

Love thy neighbour” is a hypocrisy. “Know thyself ” is utopian but more acceptable, 
for it embraces wickedness. No pity. After the carnage we still retain the hope of a 
puriied mankind. I speak only of myself since I do not wish to convince, I have 
no right to drag others into my river, I oblige no one to follow me and everybody 
practices his art in his own way...14

Here, Tzara emphasises the primacy of the individual in the pursuit of truth, 
and the futility in attempting to impart this truth onto others and to ‘drag’ 
them unwillingly to self-realisation. Enlightenment, in whatever form, can thus 
only emerge from the self. Tzara’s idea that ‘after all everyone dances to his own 
personal boomboom15’ has many echoes in the ‘Do your own thing’ mantra which 
permeated the alternative press, and the underground in the sixties. 

hus technology opened up new outlets for the subversion of Dada, and the 
alternative press to be self-realised. Both Dada and the alternative press were 
facilitated by speciic technological innovations which enabled both movements to 
develop photomontage, ‘verbal montage’ and collage, both in a practical and in an 
abstract, thematic way. Yet Dadaism’s inluence is most noticeable in the alternative 
press’s pursuit of the ‘politics of irreverence’, or the politics of artistic, avant-garde 
subversion. By subverting the existing modes of disseminating information and 
by presenting an inherent challenge to the established order, the alternative press 
by its existence, represented its own victory. Yet this Dadaistic inluence was not 
consciously realised, although it is critically apparent, and few actual references 
to Dada are evident in the written content of the underground press. A crucial 
bone of contention within historical writing on the underground press is whether 
the press possessed a political signiicance or whether its impact was conined to 
a distinctly cultural sphere. Such a dichotomy permeates the historical discourse 
surrounding the counter-culture in London. Yet the underground press should 

13  Robert Motherwell he Dada Painters and Poets, An Anthology, 2nd edn, (London, 
1981) pp.41.
14  Tzara, Dada Manifesto 1918.
15  ibid.
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be viewed not as a distinct product of neo anarchist or Romantic tendencies, 
(although it was undoubtedly inluenced by both of these) but as a cultural 
construct which aimed to overturn the political parameters where it found them, 
doing so squarely within the intellectual and aesthetic framework of Dadaism. 
Benjamin wrote of Dada’s ambition, that ‘any radically new pioneering generation 
of demands will go too far.’16 Both Dada and the underground press ultimately 
succeeded in reining new ways of imagining social transformation, conceiving 
of revolt in a way that was not simply ‘cultural’ or ‘political’, but represented a 
new form of avant-garde protest within the wider counter-culture.  heir success 
rested to a large degree on the technologies they imaginatively adapted. 

Olivia Arigho Stiles is a 3rd Year History Student at Somerville College, Oxford, and 
an Associate Editor of the OLR.

16  Benjamin, he Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction pp.31.
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Peter hIll

hirty Seconds of Daylight

I stepped into the cubicle. It was a strange feeling and one that I had never got 
used to, though it happened every day now. Again I felt my whole body as if 
sufused, saturated with warmth and – but this I could only imagine, for the 
protective goggles clung tight to my eyes – with light. How would I look, I often 
wondered, from outside – a man standing naked, irradiated in a beam of light – 
surely an angel, a light-being. But a blind angel, I reminded myself, for I dare not 
take the goggles from my eyes and see.

I remembered the doctor who had irst told me of the treatment. ‘hirty seconds,’ 
he said, ‘thirty seconds per day will do it nicely. Can’t risk any more – it’s toxic 
stuf, you know, UV – but thirty seconds will be just ine. Top you up on Vitamin 
D and all that. You never know,’ – he chuckled – ‘you might ind it rather pleasant, 
being soaked in light in that way. Invigorating.’

He looked a little downcast, though, as he packed away his instruments. ‘I 
remember a time,’ he said vaguely, as if talking to himself, ‘when I would spend 
a whole day in the light. Yes! A long, summer day, sixteen hours or more. In the 
mountains, it was. We would set out on the hill, see the sunrise, climb all day 
through the high shining noon, and see the dusk and sunset again before we slept. 
A whole summer’s day.’
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hat had been years ago in Siseley, before I had come out to the desert. Back 
there in the centres and metropoles, of course no such system of natural light 
was needed. he ambient electric light in which we lived was calibrated, like so 
many other aspects of our environment, for optimal health. he doctor had been 
preparing me for the more primitive conditions to be found in outposts like this.

hese latitudes, where the sun was at its iercest, had been all but abandoned 
by civilization after the great climatic shift. And now we were part of the great 
programme of reclamation, establishing the stations of what was to be a far-
reaching network of agricultural and mining stations, across the abandoned 
wastelands and deserts. It was hardly necessary, at this stage, it had to be said – the 
northern and southern temperate zones provided more than enough scope for the 
surviving civilized peoples. But it was the product of a vision, a dream, of an earth 
once more wholly populated and productive – of human civilization prospering 
once again after its great failure, the ecological collapse and subsequent descent 
into chaos and war.

Prospering in reduced circumstances, admittedly. For that freedom we had once 
had, to bare our skin to the sun, was now lost and could hardly be regained. Since 
the great heatwave and the massive increase in ultraviolet light, the unshaded 
world had simply become unsafe. With protective suits to cover the entire body, 
and particularly the eyes, it was possible for some to venture out into the light; 
but it was hardly necessary in any case, now that the compounds had become 
capable of fulilling all our wants. Among the old and old-fashioned there were 
those who, like that doctor, still felt a nostalgia for the sunlit existence of the past. 
But to my generation, born and raised in these shaded realms of comfort and 
abundance, this had come to seem a strange romanticism, a wilful blindness to 
the beneits our new technologies had brought. he only ones who still braved 
the rigours of the natural world were the outlanders, living entirely beyond the 
compounds of civilization – which they occasionally raided. Semi-nomadic, 
subsisting in the most primitive of ways, we had little contact with them, and 
exactly how they survived the heat and the poisonous light was not clear. hey 
generally went heavily robed, and their lifespan must presumably be far less than 
ours. I was no expert on them, but I remembered speaking, over in Dhara, to 
Cyril Lavenham, who was.

‘hey seem to enjoy the sun, actually,’ he had said. ‘Or at least it is a matter 
of pride with them that they can endure it in its full vigour.’ He laughed in a 
dry sort of way. ‘I shudder to think what they would make of our periodized 
sunlight exposure treatment. he idea of rationing out the light of day in thirty-
second instalments, in that calculated fashion – they would think it abhorrent, 
unnatural.’
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   ‘Unnatural?’ I said, a little puzzled. ‘What do you think they mean by that? 
Surely it is natural to make the best use of our resources, to take care of ourselves 
and our health.’
   ‘It is hard to explain,’ said Cyril. ‘I think at the bottom of it there lies a belief 
in fatality. hings are the way they are meant to be, as decreed by God or nature, 
and our eforts to control and measure and prescribe are a kind of presumption.’ 
He smiled a little wryly. ‘hey endure so much out there that hardly any other 
philosophy would do, I imagine.’

I agreed: surely, I began to say, this must be a mere rationalization of their own 
failures to exert such control, to gain our degree of balance and ease – but Cyril 
seemed struck by another idea and interrupted me, continuing:
   ‘hat is, I believe, the real reason for their attacks on our communities, their 
attempts to shut down our power systems and sunshields. You will notice the 
reports hardly ever mention them taking anything of much value, or physically 
assaulting the people. hey are not greedy for our machines or even the goods we 
produce. hey do not hate us. hey wish rather to strip us of technology, to force 
us to see the world, even for a little while, as they see it themselves. I believe they 
really think they are bringing us a gift.’ Again his dry laugh. ‘I sincerely hope they 
never succeed – I think you’ll agree it’s a gift we can well do without. Sunlight, 
nakedness, heat.’

From the treatment chamber I walked back along the corridor to the workstation. 
he soft carpet, the low hum of the power systems, the carefully modulated 
light wrapped around me like a protective layer, after that half-minute of pure 
exposure. On the station there was little enough to do at present – simply a few 
checks, an anomaly in the outside weather patterns to plan for, and the usual 
humdrum chat with the other workers. here was a momentary lutter of interest 
when something showed up on one of the outpost-sensors: human activity, it 
seemed, a party of outlanders passing by a dozen miles away. We were on the 
point of sending a message through to Heliopolis, the central desert-station, and 
putting our defence forces on alert – outlander raids were rare in these parts, but 
you could never be too careful – but they soon disappeared from sensor-range. 
hey were not paying us a visit, it seemed, today. After an hour or so I decided 
to go for a walk into the agricultural compound – for no reason, really – workers 
were not required there at this stage in the process – but simply from a feeling of 
restlessness.

I walked through the rows of growing crops, between feeder tubes and moveable 
light dispensers. hese were turned of, as the crop room was in a light-fallow 
period – a simulation of night. Light was supplied in these outposts, not by the 
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more normal electric system, but by capturing the sunlight of the outside world. 
By an intricate system of mirrors, prisms, battens and lenses we could capture the 
burning light and bend it to our will, providing just the right amount for any 
given crop to grow. Most of our electricity was supplied by the same means, by 
photoelectric cells. We were not able to withstand the light ourselves, I thought, 
but by these devices we had made it our servant.

I relected on this as I walked back from the agricultural unit to my quarters. 
We had not done so badly after all, as I saw it. We now knew at least how to live 
within our natural means. Whatever other mistakes we might make – and I could 
think of many – we would not make that one again, for which we had paid such a 
heavy price: of thinking the earth and its atmosphere would stand whatever strain 
we put upon them. Our way of living was more careful now, better planned, 
the point of optimal health or eiciency calculated with precision. Even these 
harsh climates would submit, with time, to the reclamation of which we were the 
pioneers.

***

hat night I woke in my quarters – or I seemed to wake, but I was unsure whether 
I was in a dream. I was struck at once by an immense darkness, an enveloping 
silence. he dim electronic lights that glowed all night had gone out, and still 
more strikingly, the noise of the great machine in which we lived had died away. 
A wild thought rose in me: had they succeeded in the end? he barbarians, the 
nomads, whose eforts we had heard so much about? What if they had found a 
way at last of penetrating our defences unknown, and switching of our vast life-
support system? I dressed quickly and went through to the Central Atrium, feeling 
my way by memory and touch. Others were gathering here, shadowy igures in 
the deep gloom around me. And I felt rather than saw that all their attention 
was centred on a single point in the canopy above us, where shone through a 
pinprick of light, immensely clear in that dead darkness. As we watched it grew, 
to a patch, to a tear – and something lashed dully in the aperture. It was a bare 
human hand, holding a knife. Another rip appeared and then another until they 
were everywhere, dappling the whole ceiling above us with patches of greyish 
light. hey grew by ragged stages, revealing hands, arms, inally whole swathed 
and shrouded forms, working busily with long blades at our canopy. hey were 
shredding it, destroying our layer of shade, opening our world to the outside and 
the terrible light. Our machines, our defences, our communications, were dead; 
we stood and watched, for there was nothing else we could do.

hey worked on as the light gathered itself out of gloom, until nothing but a few 
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shreds of fabric remained, clinging loosely to the naked spars. he silent robed 
igures melted away, congregated somewhere at the sides of the tattered canopy to 
settle and wait. We waited with them.

he light was gathering. Slowly in the east it grew, out of its initial greyness – a 
red-pink tinge like coral fringed with delicate blueness, giving way to greens, 
yellows, and then a pale orange-blossom rising beyond what we could now see as 
the outline of distant hills. We watched on, in awe, as the vision unfolded itself – 
the barbarians’ gift, the sight they had wanted, above all, that we should see – this 
rising, blinding, killing thing, in its terror and its beauty.

It was the dawn.

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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he radical imagination is not an individual possession but a collective practice.
– Max Haiven

Max Haiven’s recent study, Crises of Imagination, Crises of Power seeks to disrupt 
a hegemonic discourse that roots creativity within the individual and co-opts it 
into the projects of neoliberal capitalism. Haiven’s book tussles with two main 
theses: how imagination, both in terms of political power and creativity, has been 
colonised by capitalism, and how imagination ofers the only possible route out 
of our current economic system. 

Much of Haiven’s discussion of the delineation of information from creativity 
engages with the concept of commons, both creative and physical. he 
formalisation of a single ‘creator’ in line with capitalist and patriarchal 
ideologies from the seventeenth century onwards, along with Romantic ideas 
of individual imagination, have led to our current ideas of creativity. In English, 
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for example, the term ‘creative’ had more commonly referred to God’s creative 
powers: Shakespeare and his contemporaries would have been considered skilled 
craftsmen instead of individual geniuses. Indeed, it was not until the Victorian era 
that Shakespeare was ‘rediscovered’ and his ‘gift’ vaunted as such. However, the 
process of individualising creativity really took light due to the exulted ideals of 
the Romantics. Despite deploring the efects of industrialisation on the natural, 
the ‘noble savage’, the delineation of imagination by poets such as Wordsworth, 
Coleridge and Shelley participated in the fashioning of the imagination into a 
personal, male genius. 

hus ‘imagination’ was transferred from a collective realising of a community’s 
ideas into a personal gift of mental transformation and as such a human parallel 
to Godly creation. Indeed, Shelley saw imagination as a humanist key to morality: 

A man, to be greatly good, must imagine intensely and comprehensively; he must 
put himself in the place of another and many others; the pains and pleasures 
of his species must become his own. he great instrument of moral good is the 
imagination. 

Elsewhere in A Defence of Poetry, Shelley writes that imagination can be thought 
of “as mind acting upon those thoughts [relations borne from one thought to 
another] so as to colour them with its own light, and composing from them, as 
from elements, other thoughts, each containing within itself the principle of its 
own integrity”. It is clear that we have moved far from the sense of the imagination 
as a communal practice to an individual attribute or skill. he language is that of 
solitary intellectual engagement and points towards a delineation of the internal 
and external. he mind’s “own light” suggests a personal genius, which can 
transform the rough, natural world into ‘art’. Indeed, the Romantics also saw the 
imagination as a (individualised) locus of resistance which could resist the onset 
of capitalism and birth a new society. 

In stark contrast to the celebration of the natural and the unsocialised in 
Romanticism, industrialisation worked to remove creativity and the production 
of culture from those without education. Factories removed the artistry from 
the creation of goods; the constructed distinction between high and low culture 
served to remove from the working classes their claims to creativity. Manual labour 
became simply that, a perspective that enforces classist views on creativity and 
intelligence. Whereas culture had once been understood as collective, manifesting 
itself in practices as diverse as song, modes of living, cuisine and so on, by the 
nineteenth-century culture had become a commodity produced by the creative 
elite for the middle and upper classes. As Haiven writes, creativity was understood 
to be the “private property of eccentric men who tended to drink themselves to 
death in Paris.” (p. 194) he rise of mercantilism went hand in hand with this 
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shift in conceptualising creative products, as the new beneiciaries of capitalism 
used cultural commodities as social signiiers of their elevated status. As private 
property rose in societal importance, art became increasingly thought of as capital 
and by the twentieth century the “enclosure of the idea of creativity as the private 
property of individuals was nearly complete” (p. 196).

During the second half of the twentieth century, the ‘counter culture’ rebelled 
against the social structures that denied universal creativity. Although this 
manifested itself in writing and art that highlighted the subjugating nature 
of capitalism, this grassroots creativity also led to fundamental shifts in how 
capitalism functioned. Since Edward Bernays introduced the ideas of his uncle, 
Sigmund Freud, into marketing in the USA in the 1920s, there has been a 
fascination with the use of psychoanalysis to manipulate and predict consumer 
trends. Ian Curtis’s documentary A Century of the Self fascinatingly charts the 
co-option of individualism in psychoanalysis into consumer strategy. Now that 
everyone was a creative individual, it became increasingly important to buy the 
right items to express that individuality and to reject the psychological conformity 
that had been imposed by businesses and politics. hus the ‘Me Generation’ 
became the feather in capitalism’s cap; as one’s distinct personality was distilled in 
cheap commodities designed to signify one’s individuality. Just as the mercantile 
class had required items of culture for purchase in order to demonstrate their 
wealth, the cultural signiiers of individuality ofered new territory for capitalist 
delineation of creativity as the middle man of person and capital. 

his co-option of creativity has led to a readjustment of the Western understand-
ing of the artist: no longer poverty-stricken social rebels, they are now, in the 
words of cultural critic Angela McRobbie, cited by Haiven, triumphant ‘pioneers 
of the new economy’ (p. 201). hose struggling to make ends meet should em-
ploy their creative skills to provide for themselves. Today’s neoliberalism suggests 
that, by way of unemployment and poverty, everyone should be a little more crea-
tive. he ‘creative destruction’ set in motion by market competition constructs 
the narrative that the ‘most creative’ wins, and proit is a just reward of market-
employed creativity. Indeed, the market has little patience for artistic endeavours 
that do not make a proit. 

he idea of market-led creativity is crystallised in the notion of ‘creative-capital-
ism’ as put forward by Bill Gates. he Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation ofers 
funding to projects that make solving global problems such as AIDS, malaria and 
malnutrition appealing to the private sector. Creativity is being used to ‘correct’ 
a structural fault within capitalism. he Gates Foundation ofers micro-inance 
lending schemes to empower those without capital, in order to allow poor people 
in less developed countries to harness their creativity and enter the market. hus 
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competition is fostered in undeveloped countries, perhaps as a twenty-irst centu-
ry development of the Victorian eforts to combat ‘idleness’ in the poor. One can 
see links between this approach and Žižek’s reading of charity in his Violence: Six 
Sideways Relections (2008): 

Charity is the humanitarian mask hiding the face of economic exploitation. In 
a superego blackmail of gigantic proportions, the developed countries ‘help’ the 
undeveloped with aid, credits and so on, and thereby avoid the key issue, namely 
their complicity in and co-responsibility for the miserable situation of the unde-
veloped. (p. 19)

Although working from a diferent angle, Žižek’s comment highlights the com-
modiication of poor people through the approach of ‘creative-capitalism’; they 
essentially become employees of the system that has created their current eco-
nomic deprivation and thus gain a stake in its continuation. John F. Kennedy 
famously declared that “a rising tide lifts all boats”, yet there has been much de-
bate since this statement was made in 1963 as to whether in practice the rising 
tide of inance lifts only the yachts. It is the co-option of creativity as a market 
power that masks this structural problem of neoliberalism; if your boat isn’t lift-
ed by the tide, perhaps you aren’t being creative enough. 

Yet this is not at all to say that creativity has been entirely subsumed by capital-
ism. As has been discussed with reference to the Romantics, the imagination also 
ofers a locus of resistance to dominant economic forces. A Marxist critique of 
Romantic ideals of the imagination grounds the mental process in its material 
and historical reality, as a product of one’s lived experience. Furthermore, al-
though the systems that control us are largely imagined (family, religion, money 
and nationalism), they are rooted in material reality and thus cannot be simply 
‘imagined away’. his conception of the radical imagination as a tool for emanci-
pation should also be seen in contrast to the use of Enlightenment theories of the 
imagination as a tool for capitalism, colonialism and patriarchy. heories of Euro-
pean (male) creativity were used to justify colonialism as they supported notions 
of Western cultural superiority in its capability of imagining social or economic 
structures, and channelling creativity into works such as European literature and 
philosophy. On the other hand, colonised people were considered too creative, 
with a childlike belief in non-Christian gods and other supernatural powers. his 
imperialistic viewpoint had its parallels in patronising patriarchal ideas of wom-
en’s imaginative potential, the overabundance of which manifested itself in ‘hys-
teria’ and other mental conditions that obscured rational reality. Women were 
also seen as “inherently banal and obsessed with the mundane and the petty” (p. 
224) and so incapable of productive or insightful acts of creativity.

his Euro-Enlightenment conception of the imagination began to wane over the 
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twentieth century, with the previously described shift in individualism. he rise 
of communism and communistic thought led to interrogations of the role of the 
radical imagination within society, whether there was any beneit in creativity 
in and of itself or if it should only function as a method of social agitation. De-
bate also centred on whether there could be any real creativity whilst oppressive 
social systems still existed or if capitalism inhibited the imagination completely. 
Herbert Marcuse argued that radical thinking and the radical imagination exist 
in the plurality of conceptions of the world and a refusal to accept the current 
system of organisation. Authors such as Lucien Vanderwaalt, Michael Schmidt, 
and Benedict Anderson have charted the history of anarchist transnationalism 
in Europe, Asia and Latin America, where multiple popular uprisings demanded 
not just control over the economy but a radically reimagined way of life. Equally, 
indigenous modes of living have often provided blueprints for modes of struggle 
against colonial forces. Haiven does not romanticise the imagination as a fabled 
force for good: the radical imagination was key in constructing fascist regimes 
such as those in Germany, Italy and Japan in the 1930s and 40s. As is mentioned 
throughout the text, the groupings for which people are oppressed – race, gender, 
sexual orientation – are also imagined. his is not to dismiss the legitimacy of 
such groups, but to highlight their socially- and linguistically-constructed nature. 

hus in order to attempt any kind of displacement of our current, imagined, 
socio-economic structures, it is imperative to understand how they are concep-
tualised and how our powers of imagination and conception have been co-opted 
by them. Feminist theorists such as Marcel Stoetzler and Nira Yuval-Davis have 
shown how parameters of the imagination are shaped by privilege and one’s ex-
perience of intersectional oppression (a development on Marx’s notion of the 
materiality of the imagination). he imagination is bodily; to conceptualise it as 
a mental possession is to play into patriarchal and imperialistic paradigms that 
still reside in Western thinking. As bodies are marked and circumscribed by other 
bodies around them, so is the imagination, and so those bodies who are more 
intensely oppressed with have a diferent approach to the imagination. Haiven’s 
reading of Stoetzler and Yuval-Davis leads him to identify their approach to the 
radical imagination as “an ever-uninished process of solidarity” (p. 239), a prac-
tice of working around and with our shared or difering lived experiences.

he picture Haiven paints of the imagination in the neoliberal age is indeed 
bleak. he appropriation of creativity as a tool of capitalism, using everyone’s ‘in-
herent’ creativity as an excuse to cut back on social welfare and collective wealth 
and insurance, suggests a terrifyingly individualised world in which the imagi-
nation is valued only a form of generating proit. Furthermore, such is the pow-
er and pervasiveness of capitalism that imagining other socio-economic systems 
becomes increasingly diicult, though increasingly necessary. he unsustainable, 
exploitative nature of capitalism means that the material forces that agitate the 
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radical imagination and generate the friction needed for new ideas of community 
pervade. Added to this, the divergent views of those engaged together in making 
radical alternatives create the fricative circumstances that lead to real world solu-
tions. As Crises of Imagination, Crises of Power informs us, “individual creativity 
essentially and inherently draws on a common cultural and material reservoir” (p. 
214). It is the acknowledgment and engagement with our common cultural her-
itage that allows for radical imagination, and provides a space in which creative 
powers can function outside of capitalism co-option. 

Charlotte Sykes is a 2nd Year English student at Lady Margaret Hall. She is currently 
editor of  Cuntry Living, Oxford’s gender equality zine.
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Paul Mobbs is a man of many labels. He is often referred to as an “environmental 
consultant”, but describes himself as an “ecological futurologist”, and has been described 
by others as an “anti-fracking lobbyist” and an “electrohippy”. He is the author of 
countless books and articles on a range of topics, including technology, extreme energy, 
consumption and the limits of growth. He has recently published a review of the 
UK government’s policy on unconventional fossil fuels and climate change, which is 
available online from his Free Range Activism Website.1In light of recent campaigns in 
Oxfordshire focusing on the ethics and environmental impact of the fossil fuel industry, 
the Oxford Left Review contacted Paul Mobbs for an interview.2

On your website, you describe yourself as an ‘ecological futurologist’. Could you briely 
explain what this is?

I used to be a good old-fashioned environmental consultant working for 
community groups in the 1990s, and then I travelled abroad, and realised that 
the place that really needed help was Britain, and so I came back and started 

1  Paul Mobbs, ‘Extreme Energy and Climate: A critical review of the UK Govern-
ment’s policy on unconventional fossil fuels and climate change’, available at http://www.
fraw.org.uk/mei/archive/extreme_energy_and_climate-critical_review.pdf, last accessed 3rd 
June 2014.
2  Local organisations include the Fossil Free Oxford University campaign (see: http://
campaigns.gofossilfree.org/petitions/fossil-free-oxford, last accessed 3rd June 2014) and the 
Oxon Against Fracking group (see: http://frack-of.org.uk/local-group/oxon-against-frack-
ing/, last accessed 3rd June 2014).

Paul Mobbs

Fracking, Food, and Futurology: 
An Interview with Paul Mobbs
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working on what I’ve been doing for the last decade, which is [looking at] energy, 
climate and consumption. It requires that you look at what we’re doing now and 
what happens if you keep doing it, and there are series of events which will low 
from current energy and economic policy which are fairly inevitable due to the 
nature of physics. ‘Futurology’ implies crystal-ball-gazing, but where I’m coming 
from is far more based in science and economics: I study the conlict between 
the general accepted view of economics and what research is telling us about the 
nature of the inite world we live on.

Is there a problem in generally-accepted economics which prevents it from confronting 
environmental problems efectively? 

here’s a group which sprung out of universities demanding a new economic 
syllabus, and I’m all for that. For 40 or 50 years, we’ve had ecological economics, 
which presents economics as being constrained by the capacity of the environment 
to serve human demands. he cornucopian idea of endless economic growth, 
wealth and consumption is an impossibility because physics prohibits it. he 
laws of eiciency are a diminishing return; eventually there’s no point trying to 
be more eicient, since you’ll consume more in trying to be more eicient than 
you’ll save. Going right back to the 1860s, you’ll ind that people are realising 
that the more advanced technology becomes, the more it consumes. If you look 
at 100 years of economic data, the only time we ever help the environment by 
reducing waste, pollution and carbon emissions is during economic recessions. 
And so the discussion we should be having is: how do we tame the economic 
system to produce environmental outcomes? Not how we retro-it technologies 
onto the back of this system, which is itself so deeply lawed it cannot continue.

You have said that you trained as an engineer, and so have a greater understanding 
of technology than most economists. Based on that understanding, do you think it’s 
possible to have an economic system not predicated on growth, and yet allow for the 
continuation of some of the great technological achievements of our time, like global 
communications, labour-saving devices and modern hospital treatments? How do you 
envisage that?

Yes. I have computers in my attic which are ten years old and they’re still working. 
[It’s about] redundancy, an idea which is imposed by the inancial realities of 
the computer manufacturing and production system: they need to keep selling 
computers. It is quite conceivable to build a computer which would last thirty 
years, but it could not keep growing indeinitely; you  would have to say, “this is 
email”, and build the best, most eicient system. My website is a good example. 
It’s optimised to use the minimal amount of resources, so it doesn’t use databases, 
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it’s all static; for that reason, it’s also much harder to hack. he more we try and 
build in functionality and gismos and gadgets and features, the more insecure you 
make technology, and the more liable it is to fail.

You seem to acknowledge that there’s a relationship between the way technology is 
developed and sold and the economic system which calls for endless growth. his 
viewpoint seems to it with your idea of “degrowth”.3  Why does our current ecological 
situation necessitate degrowth?

We are consuming more than the planet can supply. At the moment, the size 
of the human race is about 40% above what the planet can sustainably supply 
indeinitely. We need degrowth in order to both live within those planetary 
restrictions, but also to reallocate some consumption from those who consume 
the most to those who have the least, hopefully to meet somewhere in the middle. 
And that isn’t the Stone Age - if you look at the restrictions, it would look, in 
consumer terms, like the late 1950s. How you make that work is a diferent issue, 
because people have become accustomed to the dream of consumption. 
I started thinking along these lines when I started travelling abroad to Eastern 
Europe and the Caribbean. I would do a workshop on recycling computers, and 
it would be easier to teach people who had no contact with technology than it 
would be to teach people in Britain, because of what technology has done to 
people in developed countries; it has simpliied them, deskilled their lifestyle, and 
so they have a very poor connection to how their life actually works. he basic 
skills of simple living which exist in developing countries enable them to take 
technology and be far more selective and choice-driven about what they want it 
to do and how to make it work, and therefore they can use and adapt it far more 
easily than those in the developed world could.

What do you mean by ‘simple living’?

All society begins with food. Food is the basis of society; it always has been. If 
you go right back to, let’s say, Ancient Egypt, and the process of making the 
agricultural system work on a loodplain, it requires mathematics and civil 
engineering in order to map out plots of land and govern them, and to run the 
irrigation systems. hat foundation has been the foundation of the world ever 
since. Likewise, in a simpler society, the understanding of how your life operates 
and how to make it function to the optimal eiciency will help people to get past 
what seems to be an impossible bottleneck we have to squeeze through to live a 
less consumerist lifestyle.

3  Deined by the organisation Research & Degrowth as “a downscaling of production 
and consumption that increases human well-being and enhances ecological conditions and 
equity on the planet”. See: http://www.degrowth.org/deinition-2, last accessed 3rd June 
2014. 
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Do you think that it is possible to have both immediate material beneit for the world’s 
poorer people and long-term ecological sustainability? 

Yes. It’s all about reducing consumption. here is so much tied up in inefective 
consumption. [For instance,] what is packaging for? hese days, packaging is 
about brand identity, and has very little to do with the product it contains. If we 
go back to the foundations of modern economics, then Adam Smith, in chapter 
9 of book one of he Wealth of Nations, talks about the economy reaching a point 
where people have what they need, [claiming that] it will then cease to grow. John 
Stuart Mill talks about the economy reaching a stage where people have suiciency 
for their needs. So all the early economists foresaw a time when the economy 
would stop growing because we would have enough. hen, at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, we have this wonderful idea called ‘marketing’, [with which] 
we create insatiable needs: no matter how much you consume under our current 
system, you will never have enough. here was a wonderful book that came out 
in 1971 called he Harried Leisure Class by a Harvard economic sociologist called 
Stafan Linder; he was looking at the last frontier of economics in the 1970s, 
which was monetising people’s spare time - how you make people spend money 
to do nothing. Arguably, from the internet and games consoles through to gyms, 
it’s all about getting people to pay not to work. So when we talk about reducing 
consumption, there is an awful lot of scope for deintensifying our lifestyle, which 
will [help us make] sorts of incredible savings. 

How do you think we can convince people of the need for ecological sustainability and 
degrowth?

here is no convincement required, it is going to happen whether they like it 
or not. It’s interesting; there are some letters from Marx to Engels where they 
were having a go at Malthus and the idea that there are limits to population. 
here’s always been this idea that we can somehow solve the problem, but the 
point about the ecological limits is that they’re insoluble - you cannot consume 
more than the planet will let you consume. If people could recognise this then 
they could consciously decide [what to do next], but there is a complete denial 
of ecological limits. I used to work for major environmental campaign groups, 
but I don’t anymore, because they don’t want to have this discussion. In fact, 
there are two groups of people I have problems with - one is economists, and one 
is environmentalists, because one group doesn’t believe it, and the other group 
tacitly believes it but will not say it. hat’s the real diiculty: if we cannot have 
the discussion, then we’ll never ind a solution.

On your website, you criticise the optimism of those people who believe we could fully 
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replace fossil fuels with renewable energies.4 Considering the dire situation that we’re 
in, is there any point in attempting to start using more renewable energies?

Absolutely. here is no other option. In terms of energy, why are we still paying 
£1.30 for a litre of petrol? he reason is that there’s not enough oil in the world. All 
the ideas of capitalism are based upon access to cheap energy. How is it that in the 
last ive years, [there have been] trillions of [pounds of ] subsidy for the system and 
yet it has had very little efect on commodity prices? You’d think, somehow, there 
would be tremendous activity in the economy, but it’s stagnating. It’s because, if 
you go to research by Reiner Kümmel, when you crunch the numbers, the price 
of energy only accounts for 5% of the economy, but it’s responsible for half of 
all our economic growth, because without cheap energy, you can’t have a system 
that grows. We need energy to do all sorts of things in life, but this idea that there 
are huge quantities of seemingly on-demand energy only arose with fossil fuels. 
North Sea oil production peaked in 1999 and gas production in 2003, and it’s 
on its way out. Why do they want to do fracking? It’s because the conventional 
stuf is running out. Most of the major companies - Esso, Exxon, Total - have no 
business model in 10 or 15 years time, because their resources will have gone. All 
major large-scale energy sources are limited. Even if we could do Carbon Capture 
and Storage and solve the climate problem, it solves nothing, because we will still 
have constraints on our use of energy. 5

You’ve brought up fracking a few times. I was initially put in contact with you by 
the Oxon Against Fracking group, who described you as an “anti-fracking lobbyist”. 
What is happening with regards to hydraulic fracturing in Oxfordshire, and why do 
you oppose it? 

I usually talk about ‘extreme energy’, because ‘fracking’ is not a source of energy, 
it’s a process.6 You can frack shale to get shale gas; you can also frack coal seams 
to get coalbed methane. Both of those technologies are currently being rolled 
out around the country as part of this government’s policies, and in addition, 

4  “Renewable energy (sources) or RES capture their energy from existing lows of ener-
gy, from on-going natural processes, such as sunshine, wind, lowing water, biological pro-
cesses, and geothermal heat lows.” Deinition from Science Daily, available at http://www.
sciencedaily.com/articles/r/renewable_energy.htm, last accessed 3rd June 2014. 
5  “Carbon Capture and Storage (CCS) is a technology that can capture up to 90% of 
the carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions pro duced from the use of fossil fuels in electricity gener-
ation and industrial processes, preventing the carbon dioxide from entering the atmosphere.” 
Deinition from the Carbon Capture and Storage Association, available at http://www.ccsas-
sociation.org/what-is-ccs/, last accessed 3rd June 2014. 
6  More information about the fracking process is available at http://www.dangersof-
fracking.com/, last accessed 3rd June 2014. 
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they’re giving out licenses very quietly for something else called underground coal 
gasiication, or as my son always says, “setting ire to coal underground”. It uses 
a technique very similar to the old gasworks, where they used to put coal into a 
steel vessel and heat it to produce gas - except it isn’t inside a steel vessel. Some 
of the worst contaminated land sites in the country are old gasworks; this is the 
same process but without even the minimal containment they had in those days. 
Wherever they’ve done it for the last 100 years, it’s gone wrong. 
In Oxfordshire, if you take a box from Banbury to Kidlington to Aylesbury back 
to Milton Keynes, that’s where they’d like to ofer a license for gas extraction, 
and that’s because over the last 100 years, they’ve drilled that land 3 times, and 
every time they’ve hit gas. It’s only 200 metres down, so that will be some of the 
shallowest fracking going on in Britain. In similar sites in America, it’s always 
resulted in contamination of the surface water. Will they give a license for that? 
Possibly. I have been told that there have been approaches made to the council 
about what would happen if they put an application in, so somebody’s interested. 
But until the government announce these licenses, we don’t know, and there is no 
public consultation on these licenses at all.

I noticed in your Extreme Energy and Climate Critical Review, you pointed out in 
the conclusions that it seems that the government have been ignoring the negative 
consequences [of fracking]. What do you think accounts for the resistance in government 
to admit fracking’s environmental impacts?

Economics has become a secular religion. It’s no diferent to other types of 
economic theory that are dominated by a belief system. Anything that challenges 
that belief system won’t get heard, because it challenges too many aspects of what 
they’re there to do. Don’t forget, the irst budget in Britain where the policy was 
economic growth was Rab Butler’s budget from 1954. Before that, the budget was 
about balancing the books, and ensuring responsible care of the nation’s inances. 
It was only after 1954 that we had this idea that we would grow and grow and 
everybody would be happier. We’ve had 60 years of politicians promising more 
[growth], and I don’t believe they know how to do anything else. 
If anything, what fracking and the way it’s been dealt with as an issue shows is 
that politicians and the media have lost faith in the public. hey don’t believe the 
public can handle complex or diicult choices and technical information. But I 
spend a lot of my time going round the country talking to community groups and 
halls full of people, and people can handle it. If you take your time and explain 
what’s happening, they can have a very rational, very measured conversation about 
things. hat’s what we’ve lost: we’ve lost the belief of the politicians in the public 
as much as the public in the politicians. In some ways, that’s a reciprocal process.

Another issue is that environmental change is inevitably a global phenomenon, and 
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the perpetuation of national interests over global interests means that governments, as 
long as they don’t feel that the negative changes to the environment are afecting them, 
carry on with bad policies.

But do we actually talk about policy in public anymore? All government debate 
is on how government polices people’s lives, not how they run the state. We don’t 
have a big debate on how to restructure corporation tax, [or ask] whether houses 
are an asset or a service. We’re not having any meaningful debate because all sides 
are in general unanimity that “we don’t touch that”. And that will have to change, 
because if you ignore a problem for long enough, it becomes a crisis. 
When it becomes undeniable that we have a problem, I believe people will 
rationally decide that we need to do something, but we need to prepare as much 
as possible before that. In a way, that’s why for the last 10 years, I’ve spent most 
of my time going round the country working with community groups, helping 
them to do their own little projects, which in small ways [help us to] adapt. It’s 
developing awareness in a way that means when the crisis inally comes - a crisis 
of capitalism, let’s call it that - that [people] at least have options that they can 
understand.

What do you think are the positive steps forward that we can each take?

Work less, cook more. Your biggest personal impact on the entire planet is your 
food supply. We’ve enabled ourselves to work longer hours in order to get more 
money, in order that we can have more of the stuf that is supposed to measure 
us as being successful. A major part of that has been reducing the amount of time 
cooking by buying more processed products. Processed products use far more 
energy and resources than raw products. If you spend less time working and spend 
more time cooking, you might earn less money, but you will spend less money by 
buying less branded foods. You might get into a food co-operative;7 you might 
get into a vegetable box scheme.8 All of a sudden, little local alternatives will 
become apparent as a way you can solve this. If I’m positive, that’s why: because 
in microcosm, I see these things happening around the country. 
Food is the thing. If you have enough food, you can sit in the dark and sing songs; 

7  “he main principle behind all community run food co-ops is that by pooling their 
buying power and ordering food in bulk direct from suppliers, a group of people can buy 
good food at a more afordable price.” More information available at http://www.foodcoops.
org, last accessed 3rd June 2014.
8  “A vegetable box scheme is an operation that delivers fresh fruit and vegetables, usu-
ally locally grown and organic, either directly to the customer or to a local collection point.” 
Deinition from Wikipedia, available at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vegetable_box_scheme, 
last accessed 3rd June 2014. For information on vegetable box schemes available in the Ox-
ford area, see: http://oxnosh.co.uk/shopping/vegbox.php#guide, last accessed 3rd June 2014.
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if you don’t have enough food, you get grumpy and start hitting people. he great 
ecological salvation of humanity will be a sustainable and workable food system, 
and then everything else after that is negotiable. 

his interview was conducted by Kate Bradley, a member of the OLR editorial board.
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he notion of decentralisation is central to current political discourse. From 
Scottish independence and regional inequality to the question of the European 
Union, a surprising number of the United Kingdom’s most-discussed issues are, 
in some way, matters of the division of power along geographical lines. Both of 
the great insurgencies in modern Britain – the Scottish National Party (SNP) and 
Nigel Farage’s UK Independence Party (Ukip) – are entities whose raison d’etre 
is the relocation of political powers. Moreover, established parties are increasingly 
ixated on making promises of ever-greater devolution; even nationwide policies 
such as NHS reform and the free schools programme are constantly branded as 
measures to hand inluence to ‘local people’. It would be easy to assume, in this 
context, that political devolution is the settled and heartfelt desire of the public. 
Farage, in particular, is fond of proclaiming that the ‘ordinary people’ of the 
nation are clamouring for the downfall of Brussels’ evil empire, and that only the 
‘chattering classes’ have contrived (or conspired) to ignore the will of the people. 
Figures across the political spectrum (or at least that severely circumscribed section 
of it which inds expression in Westminster) have internalised the assumption 
that most people would rather see the business of government geographically 
relocated to their own local areas. 

It is interesting, then, that a cursory analysis of polling data gives the lie to this 
notion: there is very little evidence that political devolution enjoys a vice-like 

Max leaK
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grip on the public psyche. he question of the European Union and Ukip is a 
good example of this. Politicians tend to assume that the European question is 
central to Nigel Farage’s political appeal; no Ukip electoral breakthrough is ever 
complete, it seems, without a round of Tory recriminations over the Conservative 
Party’s EU policy. he surprising truth is that most people continue to view the 
EU as a highly peripheral issue in afecting their voting decisions. One large 
Yougov survey on the eve of  Ukip’s recent electoral breakthrough showed that 
the party’s spell of success had coincided with a shift of opinion in favour of EU 
membership, which was supported  by 42% of people and opposed by 37%.1 
Overall, polls in recent months have started showing a consistent margin of 
opinion in favour of membership, even while broader factors such as anger at 
Westminster and concern about immigration have propelled Ukip forward. 

In the case of Scotland, the pattern of feedback is largely the same: though people 
do generally support the SNP’s call for a referendum, and may yet opt to leave 
the UK, polls which ask respondents about their views on speciic issues often 
ind the question of independence languishing near the bottom of voters’ lists 
of priorities. One extensive batch of research carried out last year, for example, 
found that strong support for the SNP coexisted with unfavourable numbers  for 
the pro-independence campaign (which at that time sufered an almost 40-point 
deicit of support), with a majority of voters (61%) complaining that Salmond’s 
government has been guilty of skewed priorities.2 Like Ukip, the SNP utilises 
votes gained through a broader political appeal (like the charge to rescue public 
services from austerity) to push constitutional causes that are largely unimportant 
to its own supporters.

he instance of the SNP also illustrates a further problem in attempting to gauge 
levels of support for devolution. Put simply, many people will support devolution 
when such a course of action is seen as leading to immediate improvements in 
policy outcomes, but are entirely lacking in interest in the abstract, constitutional 
debates around political institutions and reforms. his efect may also provide a 
cyclical boost to interest in devolution in those parts of the country – currently 
Scotland and Northern England – whose political perspectives are out of line with 
the government of the day. In the end, there is little to suggest that British public 
opinion has ever been characterised by a deep, abstract concern for the eicacy 

1 Andrew Osborn, ‘As UK holds local, EU elections poll reveals a paradox’, 
Reuters, available at http://uk.reuters.com/article/2014/05/22/uk-eu-elections-britain-
idUKKBN0E21N320140522, last accessed 26th May 2014.
2 Scott MacNab, ‘Poll: Scots to reject independence, re-elect SNP’, he Scotsman, 
available at http://www.scotsman.com/news/politics/top-stories/poll-scots-to-reject-
independence-re-elect-snp-1-3082139, last accessed 26th May 2014.

http://uk.reuters.com/article/2014/05/22/uk-eu-elections-britain-idUKKBN0E21N320140522
http://uk.reuters.com/article/2014/05/22/uk-eu-elections-britain-idUKKBN0E21N320140522
http://www.scotsman.com/news/politics/top-stories/poll-scots-to-reject-independence-re-elect-snp-1-3082139
http://www.scotsman.com/news/politics/top-stories/poll-scots-to-reject-independence-re-elect-snp-1-3082139
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and fairness of political institutions. he United Kingdom tolerates the First Past 
the Post voting system; it tolerates the existence of hereditary peers in the House 
of Lords; it positively fawns, for the most part, on its unelected head of state. 
If the nation were indeed undergoing a lowering of principled constitutional 
reformism, one would expect to hear much more discussion of these obvious and 
anachronistic laws in our current structure of government.

Why is it, then, that Parliament commits so readily to reforms which, on the 
face of things, appear to debase its own authority? If grass-roots campaigners are 
not pressuring Westminster to deal with the issue, then why is our political elite 
so keen to emphasise its commitment to the cause of devolution? One answer 
could be that many politicians see regional devolution as a chance to reapportion 
blame for problems which are, in fact, structural in nature and global in scale. 
Political establishments, unable to challenge the failing neoliberal dogmas which 
dominate modern politics, seek instead to redirect attention through a visible but 
essentially supericial reshuling of blame and responsibility. Huge numbers of 
people from across the political spectrum appear to feel a sense of disillusionment 
with politics, and many blame the particular institutions which govern them. 
Even Oxford student politics has furnished its own analogue of this phenomenon 
in the recent attempt to sever the University’s links with the National Union of 
Students. On one level, it is heartening to witness activists engaging with bold 
solutions to our plethora of ongoing social, economic and political problems, but 
the suggestion that devolution will facilitate change is ultimately misguided. he 
Left must focus its reformist zeal upon policy, and not dispense its energy altering 
the geography of particular political institutions. 

Too often, the shuling of authority from one body to another is proposed as a 
silver bullet for problems which can only be solved through the repeal of neoliberal 
policy. A good example of this is a recent surge of interest in the granting of 
regional autonomy to the North of England. While it is certainly easy to conclude 
that Northern regions would be better of under local, progressive administration 
than under centralised Tory rule, devolution would likely mean a inal, formal 
cordoning-of of hoarded southern capital; true rejuvenation for depressed regions 
would have to involve a large investment of national revenue through a strong and 
central redistributive state. he same problem is raised by recent calls from igures 
in London, including the Shadow Justice Minister Sadiq Kahn, for the capital 
to be allowed to retain a larger proportion of its own tax revenue. he capital 
clearly contains major areas of depression which would beneit from increased 
expenditure, but with London currently constituting over 20% of the nation’s 
GDP, it is diicult not to view Kahn’s suggestion as a profoundly regressive one 
in terms of nationwide impact. Other London-based politicians – some of whom 
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are known to nurse mayoral ambitions – have made similar warnings: the Labour 
MP David Lammy, for example, has branded the proposed mansion tax a “tax 
on London”.3 his particular form of regional advocacy – the view that wealthy 
communities must be left to enjoy their wealth while poor ones sufer – is one of 
the pitfalls of the devolution debate as it stands.

here are further reasons for the ongoing march of devolution, and many of these 
should be deeply discomforting to the Left. Politicians are adept at ‘devolving’ 
powers in such a way as to facilitate those localities which share the objective of 
central government, whilst keeping a tight rein on those powers which would 
allow a real sectional break with central policy. Michael Gove’s recent educational 
reforms are an excellent example of this. Signiicant classroom autonomy has been 
granted to ‘free schools’ that are run, for the most part, by Tory-friendly, middle-
class groups in Right-leaning areas; meanwhile, state comprehensives are seeing 
their curriculum placed under strict Whitehall-based control. he Education 
Secretary’s agenda was described in 2011 by education expert Professor Stephen 
Ball as “a fragmented centralisation”4, and this near-oxymoronic label would seem 
consistent with developments since then. he discordant mixture of delegations 
and centralisations is explicable insofar as the overall permutation is designed to 
facilitate neoliberal agendas – in this case, the fracturing of the comprehensive 
school system, and possibly its eventual penetration by private-sector interests.

he fragmentation of state authority is, in and of itself, strongly amenable to 
the interests of international capital. Smaller nations and regions are, of course, 
more vulnerable to the advances of powerful and coercive private-sector entities. 
here is a strong awareness of this in our government’s present policy. Healthcare 
reforms, for example, have served to fragment the NHS into many local bodies, 
each of which is then less able to compete commercially with large private 
contractors (the reforms are also an example of the “fragmented centralisation” 
syndrome: despite the fragmentation, Whitehall ministers retain the power to 
unilaterally overrule dissenting local authorities). he same is true of political 
institutions: while a Northern English assembly, for example, would very 
probably include a greater proportion of honest and well-intentioned individuals 
than the Westminster Parliament, it seems unlikely that such a body could ever 
wield suicient inancial or commercial power to challenge the powerful vested 

3 Rowena Mason, ‘Labour mayoral candidates cast doubt on mansion tax’, accessible at 
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/nov/26/labour-mayor-candidates-mansion-tax, 
last accessed 26th May 2014
4 Stephen Ball, ‘Back to the 19th century with Michael Gove’s education bill’, he 
Guardian, accessible at http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/jan/31/michael-gove-education-

bill, last accessed 26th May 2014

http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/nov/26/labour-mayor-candidates-mansion-tax
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/nov/26/labour-mayor-candidates-mansion-tax
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/jan/31/michael-gove-education-bill
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/jan/31/michael-gove-education-bill


84

interests that drive the neoliberal project. Moreover, the difusion of political 
power into smaller geographical units assists the private sector in a more general 
sense, by proliferating competition between states and regions for investment in 
an ampliication of the international ‘race to the bottom’ in wages and protections. 
It is unsurprising that Ukip are unconcerned by this prospect: its platform, which 
includes lat taxes and a shredding of workers’ rights, is brazenly hatcherite. 
Yet it may be more surprising that the nominally social-democratic SNP are 
unconcerned at the prospect of two British nations duelling to attract private 
investment. Indeed, the party’s rhetoric on the right of communities to govern 
themselves has already worn thin at several points in Alex Salmond’s premiership, 
as in his prominent 2008 decision to overrule the residents of Aberdeenshire by 
opening up the area to the American property tycoon Donald Trump.

It is reasonable that many people have been angered by the failure of our political 
institutions to safeguard the welfare of ordinary people, but the fracturing of state 
authority along spatial lines can only reinforce the unbalanced and unsustainable 
economic model which is the ultimate cause of our malaise. Organisations such 
as the European Union and the Westminster Parliament have been thoroughly 
co-opted by vested interests, and that the task of reclaiming them for the Left is 
an arduous one; yet the strategy of reclaiming and reforming these institutions is 
evidently more feasible than resisting international capital from local town halls. 
Capital and its political champions have never been more closely coordinated 
across international boundaries; progressive forces cannot respond by retreating 
into localised isolation. he depth and geographical scale of neoliberal hegemony 
make it all the more pressing that the Left avoid settling for the stalling tactics 
and half-measures ofered by devolution. Power is not in the wrong place; it is in 
the wrong hands.

Max Leak is a second-year student of Spanish and Portuguese at Wadham College, 
Oxford, and a contributor to he Oxford Student and ISIS magazine. 
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Peru: Who Owns Democracy?

During the late 1970s, in an increasingly diverse Latin America, a dramatic trend 
towards democracy began. Elected civilian leaders replaced military dictatorships 
in Ecuador in 1979, Peru in 1980, Bolivia in 1982, Argentina in 1983, and 
Brazil and Uruguay in 1985.1 In Bolivia, Ecuador, and Colombia, citizens have 
been able to use this democracy as a space to press their demands at the level of 
the state. his supposed exercise of citizenship is, however, under constant assault 
from neoliberal state policies which turn citizens into clients or consumers of 
targeted social programs. Neoliberal policies such as privatisation, the elimination 
of tarifs on imports and the lexibilisation of the labour market and the removal 
of capital controls reduce state intervention in the economy to facilitate market 
functions. Such policies result in the transfer of power to international corporate 
actors  at the expense of domestic industrial development . he trappings of this 
form of neoliberalism relect the most merciless form of capitalism; encouraging 
the deterioration of working and living conditions for large sectors of society 
and the declining ability of the state to respond to social demands. his leads to 
disillusionment with democracy, which was an issue prominent in Peru.

A neo-Gramscian critique of democracy provides an accurate optic through which 
we can view Peruvian democratisation. It suggests that democratic promotion is 

1          Cynthia McClintock, ‘he Prospects for Democratic Consolidation in a “Least Like-
ly” Case: Peru’, Comparative Politics, Vol. 21, No. 2 (Jan., 1989).
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a transnational practice designed to secure and stabilise low-intensity democracy, 
or ‘polyarchy’, as the political counterpart to neoliberal globalisation. Some 
governments promoting democracy in modern Latin America have seldom aimed 
for long-term democratic political development, but rather supported regime 
change focusing on the repression of ideological enemies - socialist, popular, 
nationalist - and were wholly committed to neoliberal polyarchy.2 his critique of 
the democratisation process can be transplanted almost wholesale to Peru, where 
leaders of government, in a nominally ‘civilised’ regime, have been unable to 
solve power struggles amongst the military and elites. In conjunction with Peru’s 
multi-faceted and multilingual character, we are justiied in casting doubt upon 
the value of democratisation as it manifested there after 1980.

Peru was considered the “least likely” case for successful democratic consolidation 
in Latin America.3 his was largely due to government instability, poor economic 
performance, the efects of what had essentially been a civil war 1980-2000, and 
the fact that Peru’s political parties were fragmented and poorly institutionalised.4 
Except for Bolivia, Peru is historically the least politically stable Latin American 
state. he country’s longest period of uninterrupted rule (constitutional or de 
facto) before 1980 was the Aristocratic Republic, which lasted for only nineteen 
years (1895-1914). During the twentieth century the common pattern was 
alternation between constitutional and de facto rule every ive to twelve years. 
From independence in the early 1820s to 1995 approximately 60% of Peru’s 
presidents had a military background; these military leaders ruled for about 100 
of these 170 years. Between 1945 and 1992, Peru’s government was civilian 
and constitutional almost 60% of the time, and a military regime 40% of the 
time.5 his indicates a clear incapacity of political and military elites to establish 
legitimate authority in Peru, democratic or otherwise.

Unsurprisingly, popular resentment has always been tangible in Peru. Much of it 
is well entrenched in history stretching back to Peru’s colonial and post-colonial 
heritage. he entrance of Sendero Luminoso into the rural region of Ayacucho 
in 1980, with its aim of mobilising the Peruvian peasantry in a revolutionary 
overthrow of the state, was the last of a history of political movements in the 
Andes. Campesinos in Peru had been silenced at the behest of oligarchical 
community leaders: the gamonales, mestizos, or whites, who dominated the 

2          Neil Burron, ‘Curbing ‘Anti-Systemic’ Tendencies in Peru: democracy promotion 
and the US contribution to producing neoliberal hegemony’, hird World Quarterly, Vol. 32, 
No.9 (Oct., 2011).
3          Cynthia McClintock, ‘he Prospects for Democratic Consolidation’
4 Ibid.,
5          Cynthia McClintock, ‘Peru: Precarious Regimes, Authoritarian and Democratic’ in 
Larry Jay Diamond (ed.) Democracy in developing countries: Latin America, (Lynne Rienner, 
1999).
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indigenous population usually in concert with local military caudillos.6 his 
precipitated the weakening of opportunities for new elites in the sierra, changes 
in migration patterns, the failure of education policies and economic policies 
favouring imported food.7 he decades leading up to 1980 also saw the evolution 
of complex indigenous ‘cholo’ identities, but the continuation of discriminatory 
attitudes sustained regional hierarchies.8 

hus, Peruvian ‘democracy’ marked its irst years with a de facto exclusion of large 
sections of society from policy-making and voting, and therefore public life and 
participation. Political rebellions and the emergence of protest movements were 
inevitable, especially given the fact that the IMF dictated most of Peru’s economic 
decisions, which led to the implementation of highly divisive austerity measures 
felt most intensely by the lower classes. Rural-urban migration also altered the 
character of the country, widening economic disparities. he establishment and 
consolidation of democratic institutions was insuicient without widespread 
socio-economic change.

Sendero Luminoso was an extremist communist reaction to this deepening crisis 
of Peruvian democratic representation. he terrorist tactics employed and the 
brutal counterinsurgency that successive governments employed (contributing 
to the death toll of 69,280 people) also posed severe challenges to democratic 
governance by exacerbating the socioeconomic and ethnic divisions already 
discussed. Interestingly, the decision of Sendero to shun the electoral process and 
develop a popular war – guerra popular – caused a rift in the traditional Left, made 
up of other revolutionary forces and more reformist thinkers in the legal Marxist 
parties. It created unsolvable political tensions proven by the election of Fujimori 
– a political neophyte who ran on an anti-neoliberal campaign – as president 
of Peru in 1990, which occurred as a result of further deterioration of the party 
system during the 1980s as well as the informalisation of the Peruvian economy, 
which left workers lacking labour contracts and regulated wages and conditions, 
and also deprived the state of economic resources, weakening its institutional and 
administrative presence in society.9,10 

6  Philip Mauceri, ‘State, Elites and the Reponse to Insurgency, Some Preliminary 
Comparisons between Colombia and Peru’ in Jo-Marie Burt, Philip Mauceri (eds.), Politics in 
the Andes: Identity, Conlict, Reform (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2004).
7  Rosemary horp and Maritza Paredes, Ethnicity and the persistence of inequality: the 
case of Peru (Palgrave Macmillan, 2010).
8  Ibid., pp. 130.
9  Gregory D. Schmidt, ‘Fujimori’s 1990 Upset Victory in Peru: Electoral Rules, Con-
tingencies, and Adaptive Strategies’, Comparative Politics, Vol. 28, No. 3 (Apr., 1996).
10  Jo-Marie Burt ‘State Making against Democracy: he Case of Fujimori’s Peru’ in 
Jo-Marie Burt, Philip Mauceri (eds.), Politics in the Andes, p.251.
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In 2000, left and centre-left governments came to power across the region, but 
the governments of Alejandro Toledo and Alan García maintained and deepened 
the neoliberal system entrenched by Alberto Fujimori. Peru was an ally of the 
USA, and a bulwark against leftwing ‘populism’.11 he USA tried to strengthen 
democratic institutions in Peru, contributing to new forms of inclusive neoliberal 
governance as they had done in Mexico 1994-2000, by supporting measures such 
as Toledo’s 2002 decentralisation plan. In this way, the USA was able to impose 
neoliberal policies across diferent geographical regions. Even progressive NGOs 
and charitable organisations were driven by the desires of American donors and 
so reinforced the hegemony of businesses and the private sector at the expense of 
grassroots organisations and the public sector. 

Ollanta Humala showed the most promise when in November 2005 he launched 
the Partido Nacionalista Peruana, inspired by famous Peruvian Marxist José 
Carlos Mariátegui. Humala pledged for a re-regulation of the neoliberal economy 
and aligned himself with Evo Morales and Hugo Chavez by promoting a more 
traditional version of democracy that promoted participation via traditional 
tracks such as local councils, municipal governments and direct referendums.12 
Neoliberalism, however, remained resilient in the face of Humala in 2006, and 
he lost the election. he USA had funded his political opposition in the run-up 
to the election as well as ofering his PNP party some concessions in an attempt 
to bring Humala under the neoliberal wing (as occurred in Bolivia when the US 
included the Movimiento al Socialismo into their programmes). 

Humala ran for election again in 2011. During this campaign he altered some of 
his rhetoric and broke promises made in 2005, such as his promise to nationalise 
some industries. He distanced himself from Chávez and embraced more moderate 
‘pink’ political models that won votes from the less repressed middle classes and 
city dwellers. Although he was not a candidate from the traditional elite by any 
stretch, he has adopted an approach similar to Toledo’s neoliberalism ‘with a 
human face’. Humala’s Presidency and his inability to escape the quagmire of 
neoliberal policies indicates that the transition to democracy has been severely 
hindered by the pernicious impact of neoliberalism at a global and national 
level, which successive governments have failed to prevent. Put simply, Peruvian 
democracy will be unable to serve the whole nation unless it functions without a 
neoliberal agenda, especially one that is implemented against the will of a people 
who did not vote for neoliberal politicians. However, it may take some time for 
Peru to develop economically to a point it can depart from neoliberalism stably, 
without agitating elites who could revolt against radical policies.  

11  Neil Burron, ‘Curbing ‘Anti-Systemic’ Tendencies’.
12  Ibid.
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Since Sendero Luminoso, political instability and the potential for more widespread 
and popular social conlict has been apparent. Although the potential impact of 
terrorist organisations died down with the arrest of Abimael Guzmán and most 
of Sendero’s central committee in 1992, left-wing indigenous forces and repressed 
peoples sufering under local oligarchies continue to mobilise against the state, 
pushing for a break with the destructive neoliberal model. he legal Marxist left 
intend to create a single political party merger for the 2016 election, though 
rumours are also circulating that the Peruvian irst lady, Nadine Heredia, may 
continue her husband’s legacy and run, as well as Keiki Fujimori, who leads the 
far-right People’s Power Party and remains a irm favourite in Metropolitan Lima, 
where the impact of neoliberalism is less powerful. he future for Peru is typically 
unpredictable.

Helena Eatock is a third-year History student at St Anne’s College, Oxford.
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Pakistan: An Idea in Crisis

In 1953 the city of Lahore in Pakistan saw the outbreak of serious riots in which 
shops were looted and mosques destroyed.  he target of this violence was the 
Ahmadiyya Muslim community, a small and esoteric sect of Islam founded in the 
nineteenth century.  he puritanical islamist elements in the country had been 
becoming increasingly ixated upon the status of the Ahmadiyya, whose unusual 
wealth and education met with resentment.  he chief demand of the rioters was 
that the Ahmadis be declared non-Muslim (a wish that was to be fulilled). he 
riots, which cost the lives of a number of Ahmadis and the livelihoods of many 
more, concluded with the imposition of martial law.  Shortly thereafter a court of 
enquiry was convened to investigate the event. 

To its credit, the enquiry possessed the astuteness and courage to disentangle from 
the masse of petty local interests and historical feuds a simple question: “who is a 
Muslim?” It was in asking this that the routine judicial enquiry was transformed 
into a leeting moment of Islamic anagnorisis. Seemingly everyone had been 
bewitched into assuming that the answer would be as simple as the question 
and therefore was not worth the asking, even when an entire country was to be 
formed on its basis.  he true horror of the enquiry lay in inding this question, so 
simple, so essential and so universally assumed until then, unanswered.  Having 
consulted the divines, the enquiry concludes:

‘Keeping in view the several deinitions given by the ulama [religious divines], 
need we make any comment except that no two learned divines are agreed on this 
fundamental. If we attempt our own deinition as each learned divine has done 
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and that deinition difers from that given by all others, we unanimously go out of 
the fold of Islam. And if we adopt the deinition given by any one of the ulama, we 
remain Muslims according to the view of that alim [divine] but kairs [unbeliever] 

according to the deinition of every one else.’1

In a lash, the absolute confusion of the Pakistani national ideal was revealed.  
And at exactly the same time it showed the potential for this abstract, dire failure 
to transform into a murderous contagious madness on the street.  he state had 
been created as an explicitly Muslim state, at tremendous cost in lives and the 
loss of a secure indian identity. Yet here was evidence, measurable in corpses, 
that there was not, nor had there ever been, a suicient deinition of the Muslim. 
hus, the whole state was unsound because this was not a natural state but an 
‘ideological state’, as General Zia readily labeled it.  he burden of ideology is 
explanation and Pakistan was then and is now at a loss to explain itself.  It cannot 
explain itself as a Muslim homeland nor as a Muslim state.  he grand apparatus 
of state was built over an abyss.  And out of this dreadful void jump horrors that 
only a hypocrisy on a national scale could beget.  

So we are left with question: how were a hundred million souls sold to an 
insensible concept? he Muslim league, the organization that led the Muslims 
of India to break away, used propaganda that encouraged no rigorous koranic 
doctrine, only a fearful unity against the Hindu persecutor.  he league’s lealets 
urged supporters to ‘unite on Islam – become one’.  he express objective of this 
rhetoric was that Muslims would vote as a single quam – a community 2. hus, 
the spiritual dimension was almost immediately and completely eclipsed by the 
political.  It would remain so until after the founding of Pakistan, the new country 
pregnant with the unborn implications of politically expedient pseudo-theology.  
It was Insanity to form a country for Muslims without any coherent deinition of 
a Muslim, except as a term onto which an enormous and irreconcilable mass of 
contradictory ambitions was projected.   hat was Jinnah’s Muslim: a tragically 
vague, politically expedient identity.  Nowhere is this dreadful madness more 
apparent than in the conclusion that although the ulama had no capacity at 
all to deine the Muslim, they were ‘practically unanimous’ that ‘apostasy … is 
punishable with death.’3  hus, we are left with the grotesque chaos of a complete 
freedom to kill on terms no-one understands. 

1  REPORT OF THE COURT OF INQUIRY CONSTITUTED UNDER PUNJAB 
ACT II OF 1954 TO ENQUIRE INTO THE PUNJAB DISTURBANCES OF 1953, p. 
218
2  Ramachandra Guha, India after Gandhi, (PAN books, 2007) p. 29
3  REPORT OF THE COURT OF INQUIRY CONSTITUTED UNDER PUNJAB 
ACT II OF 1954 TO ENQUIRE INTO THE PUNJAB DISTURBANCES OF 1953 p. 
218.
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Standing abreast of the wreckage of partition as the new country’s irst head 
of state, Muhammad Ali Jinnah must have recognized the contradiction at the 
foundation. He was, as Tariq Ali put it, ‘asking. . . Hindus and Sikhs [to] . . . 
accept what he had refused to countenance: living under a majority composed of 
another religious group’.4  What were his options at this point?  He could have 
taken the view of the ulama at the 1953 enquiry and excluded minorities from 
most facets of public life and governance.  his was not his solution.  Addressing 
the Constituent assembly on 11th August 1947, he said: 

‘We should begin to work in that spirit and in course of time all these angularities 
of the majority and minority communities, the Hindu community and the Muslim 
community, because even as regards Muslims you have Pathans, Punjabis, Shias, 
Sunnis and so on, and among the Hindus you have Brahmins, Vashnavas, Khatris, 
also Bengalis, Madrasis and so on, will vanish. Indeed if you ask me, this has been 
the biggest hindrance in the way of India to attain the freedom and independence 
and but for this we would have been free people long long ago . . . You are free; you 
are free to go to your temples, you are free to go to your mosques or to any other 
place or worship in this State of Pakistan. You may belong to any religion or caste 
or creed that has nothing to do with the business of the State . . . We are starting in 
the days where there is no discrimination, no distinction between one community 
and another, no discrimination between one caste or creed and another. We are 
starting with this fundamental principle that we are all citizens and equal citizens 
of one State.’5

his is an extraordinary statement.  hese words stand in utter contrast to those 
articulated only seven years earlier when Jinnah addressed the Muslim League 
as its President: ‘it is as dream that Hindus and Muslims can evolve a common 
nationality, and this misconception of one Indian nation has gone far beyond the 
limits, and is the cause of most of our troubles and will lead India to destruction, 
if we fail to revise our actions in time.’6  Jinnah’s speech is, frankly, the repudiation 
of the idea of the nation by the father of the nation.  It is this truth, that Jinnah 
disavowed the logic of partition before all its casualties were in the ground, that 
no-one can face. Similarly, Muhammad Iqbal, the national poet and architect of 
the two state solution, admitted that:

‘Nor should the Hindus fear that the creation of autonomous Muslim States will 
mean the introduction of a kind of religious rule in such States. he principle that 
each group is entitled to free development on its own lines is not inspired by any 

4  Tariq Ali, he Duel: Pakistan on the Flight Path of American Power (Pocket Books, 
London, 2008), p. 30.
5  Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Speech to Constituent Assembly, 11th August 1947.
6  Address by Quaid-i-Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah at Lahore Session of Muslim League, 
March, 1940 (Islamabad: Directorate of Films and Publishing, Ministry of Information and 
Broadcasting, Government of Pakistan, Islamabad, 1983), pp. 5-23.
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feeling of narrow communalism’.7 

It is of course questionable to what extent either Jinnah or Iqbal, who we see 
are not committed to the logical conclusions of a Muslim state, really wanted 
the creation of Pakistan at all.  As late as 1939, Jinnah was insisting that Hindus 
and Muslims were “two nations who both must share the governance of their 
common motherland” so that ‘India may take its place amongst the great nations 
of the world’8. Even Iqbal in 1930 still imagined a Pakistan inside a wider Indian 
confederation9.  Muslims feared Hindu-majority rule and the experience of 
democratic government, after the Congress Party’s resounding victory in the 1937 
elections, convinced many that it could not work. Jinnah practically admitted 
that the coming of Pakistan was ‘foisted on him’10 by the congress party of India, 
who had little will to compromise with Jinnah’s Muslim League after their victory 
in the Indian elections of 1937. It was the form not the existence of an undivided 
India that Jinnah took issue.  A central unitary state, with the expectation that such 
a state would privilege the majority Hindus, was Jinnah’s abhorrence.  ‘Pakistan’ 
was a bargaining chip in the dismissal of this coniguration.  However, Congress 
was resolute and events overtook the Muslim League, which found itself in charge 
of an enormous country alien to its leaders who were, at least to begin with, 
‘completely unprepared for the realities of complete separation from India’11, as 
Anatol Lieven put it.  his and the cataclysmic mismanagement of partition that 
followed it, if nothing else, evidences an accidental nation: a cynical ploy turned 
political reality.

Another issue, rarely voiced for fear of chaos, is that Jinnah himself was Muslim 
only in the loosest possible sense.  In a way, the vacuous political Islam that brought 
Pakistan into existence was embodied in Jinnah.  If rhetoric was religiosity, he 
would stand alongside Hasan al- Banna for zeal, but in practice Jinnah ignored 
faith: he liked his whisky and apparently ate ham sandwiches with impunity.12  
Jinnah’s merely supericial piety is symbolic of the crisis of Muslim identity in 
Pakistan.   

7  Sir Muhammad Iqbal’s 1930 Presidential Address to the 25th Session of the All-India 
Muslim League  Allahabad, 29 December 1930, Speeches, Writings, and Statements of Iqbal, 
compiled and edited by Latif Ahmed Sherwani (Lahore: Iqbal Academy, 1977 [1944], 2nd 
ed., revised and enlarged), pp. 3-26.
8  Jamiluddin Ahmad, Speeches and Writings of Mr Jinnah, Sheikh Muhammad 
Ashraf, Lahore, Volume 1, p.117-24 .
9  Anatol Lieven, Pakistan: A Hard Country (Penguin Books, 2012), p. 55.
10  Sunil Khilnani, he Idea of India (Penguin Books, 2012), p. 163.
11  Anatol Lieven, Pakistan: A Hard Country (Penguin Books, 2012), p. 57.
12  for details of Jinnah’s unislamic habits consult the memoir of his former junior, M. 
C. Chagla, Roses in December: An Autobiography (1973, reprint Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya 
Bhavan, 1994), chapter 5.
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Pakistan as a Muslim country is only half a description of the country.  he other 
half is Pakistan as the Muslim Homeland in the subcontinent.  But this notion 
can hardly stand up.  Firstly, as of 2010 more than 177 million Muslims live in 
India.  Second, the great historic sites of subcontinental Islam, such as Hyderabad, 
remain in India as well.  he Muslim league itself ‘had its origins, its heart and by 
far the greatest part of its support in the north of what is now India’13 and none of 
its leaders were ethnically native to the lands that came to compose independent 
Pakistan.  In fact, the Muslim League tacitly admitted the bankruptcy of the idea 
almost from the beginning.  Faced with a lood of refugees that their crumbling 
infrastructure had no power to accommodate, the Muslim League leadership 
in Karachi latly denied that the new state welcomed all Muslims.  Only those 
from east Punjab were allowed.14  Of course, these warnings could not dissuade 
millions from migrating in fear of pogroms, and much of the anarchy of partition 
derives from this immense failure of forward-planning.  

Of course the inal and absolute dissolution of the notion of a Muslim home 
in the subcontinent came with the breakup of the country in 1971.  Bengali 
Nationalism had been on the rise throughout the sixties.  Bengalis composed 
a slight majority put were substantially underrepresented in government at all 
levels.   he problem came to a head with the national elections of 1970.  he 
Pakistan Peoples party, a western Pakistani party headed by Zulikar Ali Bhutto, 
won 81 of 138 seats in west Pakistan.  In east Pakistan however, the Awami 
League, a Bengali nationalist party led by Sheikh Mujib-ur-Rehman, won 160 
of 162 seats.  Mujib, who desired maximum autonomy for the east, demanded 
the right to form the new government.  his was unacceptable to the PPP, the 
army and the Punjabi elite.  Clashes erupted between Bengali protesters and the 
military.  On 25th March 1971, the military embarked on Operation Searchlight, 
a brutal campaign to repress opposition to the west in the east.  he mutiny of 
east Pakistani troops and the subsequent intervention of India resulted in the 
bifurcation of the Pakistan and birth of Bangladesh. 

At that point no semblance of the idea of a united homeland for all the 
subcontinent’s Muslims could ever be held again.  Even with the thick blanket 
of selective ignorance customary in Pakistani intelligence circles, this was seen as 
‘a catastrophe which called into question the two nation theory. . . and therefore 
the very meaning of the country.’15  he very same logic that had inspired the 
animosity to the Ahmadis in 1953 would motivate the unthinkable brutality 

13  Anatol Lieven, Pakistan: A Hard Country (Penguin Books, 2012), p. 62.
14  Tariq Ali, he Duel: Pakistan on the Flight Path of American Power (Pocket Books, 
London, 2008), p. 30.
15  Anatol Lieven, Pakistan: A Hard Country (Penguin Books, 2012), p. 60
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brought down upon the Bengalis in 1971.  Out of the hideous abyss where a 
concrete idea of the Muslim, and therefore of compatriotism, should have been 
sprung a violent madness. he intangibility of the term, and therefore the radical 
instability of the nation, permitted a sudden descent into frenzied cruelty.  Just as 
the Ahmadis were thought to be kufar so were the Bengalis believed to be ‘crypto-
Hindus’, which meant, given that to be Muslim was to belong to the nation, the 
cessation of all their rights to life and property.  his terrible logic possessed 
those who went on to massacre hundreds of thousands16.  he massacres in East 
Pakistan are seldom spoken of in the west.  No part of society has any interest in 
remembering them.17  his, then, is another existential fact, much like Muslim 
identity, about which Pakistan is spectacularly, often wilfully, self-deceiving.   
Pakistan as we know it was born twice, in 1947 and in 1971, and in both cases 
hellish slaughter has been followed by a state of denial. Over 70% of Pakistanis 
today were born after 197118 meaning a majority never knew even the semblance 
of a Muslim home in the subcontinent but the underlying disease remains.  he 
same systemic intolerance that irst marginalised and subsequently butchered the 
Bengalis continues to facilitate, as Sunil Khilnani writes, ‘the daily attrition and 
conlict that has bled the provinces of Sind and Baluchistan.’19 

he perpetrator of these crimes, he Pakistani Military holds, and fully believes itself 
to hold, a preeminent position among the country’s institutions.  Unfortunately, 
the predominance of the military evinces the failure of civil society. It is the 
indispensible institution largely because, almost from the beginning, Pakistan was 
conceived of an endangered country. In terms of its eiciency, discipline, relative 
lack of corruption and meritocracy, the military is clearly distinguished from 
the inefectual civilians arms of state.  And yet the military is, like the country, 
riven by contradiction.  It is dominated by a secular leadership but stafed by an 
increasingly disafected soldiery, worn down by the disrepute of collaboration 
with America. 

In the face of the military might of he United States and India, Pakistan has 
sought to ight to achieve its objectives through the use of proxies. he persistence 
of this strategy is largely based on its perceived success against the soviets in 

16  here is considerable controversy concerning the number of causalities in the war.  
Higher estimates, at times deployed by the Indian and Bangladeshi governments, stretch to 
millions.  A recent study by Oxford University’s Sarmila Bose indicates however that as few as 
50,000 died.  See Sarmila Bose, Dead reckoning: Memories of the 1971 Bangladesh War (Hurst 
C & Co Publishers Ltd, 2011).  
17  Anatol Lieven, Pakistan: A Hard Country (Penguin Books, 2012), p. 61.
18  Tariq Ali, he Duel: Pakistan on the Flight Path of American Power (Pocket Books, 
London, 2008), p. 48.
19  Sunil Khilnani, he Idea of India (Penguin Books, 2012), p. 164.
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Afghanistan.  Pakistan used its intelligence agency, the ISI, to fund, primarily 
with American inance, the afghan resistance to the Russians.  In this they were 
phenomenally successful and the Pakistani military has ever since taken great pride 
in the soviet defeat.  he Pakistani taste for proxies as vehicles of strategy arose 
initially in 1947 with the use of thousands of Pashtun tribesmen were pushed 
into Kashmir to battle Indian forces.  he frustration of the Indian army was seen 
as a great and ingenious victory for Pakistani strategy.  he tactic has been reused, 
less efectively, in 1962 again in Kashmir, in 1971 against separatist Bengalis 
and even in support of the Sikh insurgency in Indian Punjab.  he apotheosis 
of this policy, Pakistan’s relationship with the Taliban, has come to represent the 
ideological contradictions at the heart of the state, as have already been elucidated.  
In brief, the state inds itself in the patently absurd position of supporting the 
afghan Taliban and yet, simultaneously, ighting an existential struggle against 
the Tehrik-i-Taliban (the Pakistani Taliban).  here are diferences to be sure but 
since both are drawn in very large part from the Pashtun minority, the two are 
inextricably bound and derive strength from one another.  he military insistence 
upon using the afghan Taliban as a proxy is consuming Pakistan itself through the 
TTP (Pakistani Taliban).20 

As Ahmed Rashid reports, ‘he Pakistani army has no love for Islamic extremists 
now, but it diferentiates between Afghan Taliban, which it sees as a potential 
ally in a pro- Pakistan Afghanistan if U.S. eforts there fail, and the Pakistani 
Taliban, which is viewed as a threat to the state to be eliminated.’21  It is this 
false distinction, forced on the military because of its continued delusion of 
the value of the Afghan Taliban as proxy, which undermines Pakistani foreign 
policy.  Even the support for the Afghan Taliban, supposing they could be cleanly 
diferentiated from their Pakistani counterparts, is lawed. he Afghan Taleban 
remains coloured by its Pashtun ethnic background and yet, alongside the unclear 
notion of “strategic depth”, one Islamabad’s primary objectives in Afghanistan is 
to thwart Pashtun nationalism.22  he secular military’s doublethink regarding the 
Taliban as simultaneously integral and toxic to the state is a logical extension of 
the central contradiction of Pakistani political thought descending linearly from 
irreligious Jinnah’s manipulation of Muslim zeal to form the country.  

20  there has been some suggestion that the Afghan Taliban’s reliance on Pakistani mili-
tary aid will motivate them to severe ties with their Pakistani counterparts but on the person-
al/tribal level which the more loosely-organised Pakistani Taliban operates, I see no prospect 
of this having any efect.   
21  Ahmed Rashid, “On a Credible U.S. Strategy in Afghanistan,” he Washington Post, 
September 23, 2009.
22  Vikram Jagadish, “Reconsidering American strategy in South Asia: Destroying Ter-
rorist Sanctuaries in Pakistan’s Tribal Areas,” Small Wars & Insurgencies 20 (2009): 37. 
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Where better to ind a cautionary tale than the worst humanitarian disaster of 
recent times?  he collapsing state that is the cold-sweat terror of the Pakistani elite: 
Syria.  Bashar al Assad, desperate to undermine the “Bush doctrine” of dictatorship 
removal, lest it be turned on him, but unable to openly oppose it, sought to 
thwart it secretively.  he strategy he arrived at consisted of ‘externalis[ing] the 
jihadi threat while turning its protagonists into (unwitting) tools of syrian foreign 
policy’23.  In 2003, the Syrian government began to secretly indirectly aid terrorist 
networks across the Iraqi border, for the purpose of undermining US eforts in 
the country.  But the policy was fatally lawed.  With the commencement of 
violence in Syria itself in 2011, the same networks that the Syrian government 
had supported were turned upon it.  As the anarchy of the Syrian civil war became 
the new magnet for militant Islamism, the low of jihadis went into reverse and 
large numbers began to enter Syria from Iraq.  he terrorist logistics that had 
developed at Syria’s borders were not merely sophisticated but self-perpetuating.  
Syrian facilitators worked a network of safehouses and in Damascus, Latakia and 
Deir al-Zour in connection with tribes along the Iraqi border whose smuggling 
business was swiftly adapted to the situation.  Unfortunately, since the smuggling 
business had been devastated irreparably by war, the tribes had become entirely 
dependent inancially upon the illicit transport of ighters across the border.  here 
was thus enormous monetary pressure to maintain and use the network which, 
if Iraq alone could not supply need for, would have to turn back on Syria itself.  
Powered by the self-perpetuating logistics of terror, Al-Qaida in Iraq was easily 
transformed into today’s Islamic State of Iraq and Greater Syria (ISIS).  Similarly, 
a vast expansion in madrassas, arms-smuggling, drugs and other forms of crime 
have rendered groups such as Lashkar-e-Taiba (a Pakistani terror group blamed 
for the 2008 Mumbai attacks), who were originally dependent on ISI (Pakistan 
Intelligence agency) funding, completely self-suicient.24  

here are crucial diferences between Syria and Pakistan, namely a civilian 
democratically-elected government. Nevertheless, his is indeed a warning to 
Pakistan not least because the Pashtun’s economy is as dependent on terror’s 
inance as ever the Iraqi tribes were in the run up to Syria’s civil war.  Just as Syria 
became the principal point of entry for wannabe foreign jihadists entering Iraq25, 
so has Pakistan long been the terror gateway into Afghanistan, and, until recently, 
the focal point of militant combat training. 

23  Peter Naumann, Suspects into Collaborators (London Review of Books, Volume 36 
number 7, 3rd April 2014).
24  Ahmed Rashid, Pakistan on the Brink: he Future of Pakistan, Afghanistan and the 
West (Penguin Books, 2012), p. 47.
25  Peter Naumann, Suspects into Collaborators, London Review of Books, Volume 36 
number 7, 3rd April 2014.



98

Syria is merely one example among many.  his strategy has proved attractive 
at numerous times, to various governments but always disastrously backired.  
When the USA began its mobilization of the entire Islamic world against the 
soviet occupation of Afghanistan, it was extremely expedient for Islamic countries 
to ease internal tensions by redirecting the energies of their most incorruptible 
and ideologically driven citizens. he failure of this strategy is to be found in every 
country complicit in it but perhaps nowhere more so than in the grand architect 
of the entire scheme: the United States itself, which felt with the falling of the twin 
towers the bite of the dog it goaded into frenzy and set upon its soviet opponents 
some two decades earlier.    he wreckage of the world trade centers is the best 
evidence possible that no matter the strength of the handler, be it the Pakistani 
army or the world’s most powerful military, proxies are unacceptable as vehicles 
of foreign policy.  Some will brush of this comparison with assertions that the 
military in Pakistan is far too powerful to allow this kind of disintegration.  Such 
objections should bear in mind that it is largely the strength and coherence of the 
military, transcending sectarian divisions, which has preserved Bashar al Assad.  

he “Janus-faced” use and abuse of the Taliban, as Anatol Lieven memorably 
termed it, evidences the unanswered question of ‘what the military, and indeed 
the country, is for? Memories persist at every social level of the sixth president of 
Pakistan (1978- 1988),  General Zia al Huq’s rhetoric of islamiication and jihad 
against the Soviets in Afghanistan.  At the root of popular support for the Afghan 
Taliban lies in their perceived continuity with the mujahidin.  heir struggle was 
entirely sanctioned by Zia’s administration and by a naïve American enthusiasm 
popularly referred to as Charlie Wilson’s war.  

Just as Jinnah aroused the fear and frenzy of the Muslim masses, fully expecting 
that their emotions would tamely wax and wane in complete accordance with his 
own exigencies so did Zia and his American handlers perceive nothing dangerous 
in implanting the rhetoric of jihad.  his is another catastrophic systemic failure 
of the political class right from the beginning:  the belief that the people’s passions 
could be detonated and then harmlessly dissipated the instant they ceased to be 
useful. In the beginning Jinnah asked of his new citizens that they forget the 
Islamic state they had fought and died for.  Now they, speciically the Pathans, 
are asked to forget the militancy, presently rebounding on Pakistan, that they 
were encouraged to take up only thirty years ago.  his expectation of amnesia 
will be disappointed; memory has given their emotions momentum and it is this 
independence of mind that Pakistan’s leaders have always refused to understand.  

Syria represents one possible destination of Pakistan’s current direction of travel.  
Others have mooted a real, boots-on-the-ground American incursion as the point 
at which Pakistan begins a trajectory of outright collapse.  What is clear is that 
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these apocalyptic scenarios would be, if not unthinkable, far less probable if the 
country was not crisscrossed by cultural, ideological and social faultlines.  To 
solve the terrible error, there seem to be but three options: irst, the adoption of 
a more generous and uncritical notion of the Muslim; secondly, a clear deinition 
of the Muslim made in public, sanctioned by the state, guarded in public life and 
protected from contradiction; and thirdly, the recharacterization of the state as 
secular, with the Muslim and nonmuslim as equal citizens.  he irst two options 
leave the non-Muslim minorities in an extremely precarious situation. What sort 
of an existence can the country many millions of Christians and Hindus hope 
to have when some much of the state’s ideological and moral energies are put to 
the deinition of the Muslim?  his leads us to our inal option: the rejection of 
Pakistan as Muslim state.  his is the natural conclusion of qaidism (the ideology 
of Jinnah) but would entail regret at the birth of the nation and the severe 
curtailment of the power of Islam in political life. Neither of these actions are 
publicly permissible.  Humility is too great a trauma and Islam too comforting 
an analgesic for the casting of of either.  Yet until they are abandoned Pakistan 
will remain a political anorexic sufering from a distorted image of the body 
politic, alicted by attachment to the illusion of the “Muslim”.  he intangibility 
of that term uncovered by the enquiry of 1954 feeds a ceaseless desire to eradicate 
impurities.  his relentless purging, which has already cost the country its eastern 
half, will inevitably result in the deluded subject starving itself unto death unless 
its terrible aliction is lifted from it. his emaciated nation must free itself of its 
mental bonds.  

Even if the “Muslim state” were abandoned, what would take its place?  One 
assumes a traditional, territorially deined country.  However, the state that 
Pakistan has sought to erect is not merely diferent from the traditional nation 
state but explicitly hostile towards it.  Muhammad Ali Jinnah, may have claimed 
that ‘Mussalmans are a nation according to any deinition of a nation, and they 
must have their homelands, their territory, and their state’26 but the country’s irst 
prime minister Liaquat ali Khan said that ‘the principle of territorial nationalism 
is opposed to the Muslim view of nationalism which is based on a philosophy of 
society and outlook on life rather than allegiance to a piece of territory’.27  he 
challenge to the nation state entertained by the opportunists who forged Pakistan 
is the natural position of jihadism.  Academics such as Olivier Roy have argued 
that “Islamists do not care about the state—they even downgraded Afghanistan 
by changing the oicial denomination from an ‘Islamic State’ to an ‘Emirate.’ 

26  Address by Quaid-i-Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah at Lahore Session of Muslim League, 
March, 1940 (Islamabad: Directorate of Films and Publishing, Ministry of Information and 
Broadcasting, Government of Pakistan, Islamabad, 1983), pp. 5-23.
27  Roger D. Long (ed.), ‘Dear Mr Jinnah’: selected correspondence and speeches of 
Liaquat ali Khan, 1937 – 1947(Karachi, Oxford University Press, 2004) p. 237.
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Mollah Omar [did] not care to attend the council of ministers, nor to go to 
the capital … his new brand of supranational neo-fundamentalism is more a 
product of contemporary globalization than of the Islamic past.”28 We ind yet 
another conirmation that the “jihadi” is at home in the intellectual contradictions 
of the Pakistani state. For Muhammad Iqbal ‘the very idea of a homeland was 
idolatrous’.29

he contradiction is best encapsulated in the word Pakistan.  On the one hand 
it is an acronym of the Muslim-majority areas of the subcontinent: P for Punjab, 
A for Afghanistan (or the frontier province), K for Kashmir and S for Sindh; 
on the other hand, pak also means pure.  hese two ideas, territorial integrity 
and purity have come to deine the country and their collision has made for its 
greatest travesties.  Pakistani foreign policy has become vicious and obsessive in 
the defense of its territorial integrity but this ferocity has been tested, frustrated 
and, in 1971, calamitously defeated by pathological distain for the impure or 
unislamic.  

Noted journalist and author Ahmed Rashid once wrote that “the genius of early 
Muslim Arab civilization was its multicultural, multi-religious, and multiethnic 
diversity. he stunning and numerous state failures that abound in the Muslim 
world today are because that original path, that intention and inspiration, has 
been abandoned either in favor of a brute or a narrow interpretation of the 
theology.”30 his essay has sought to portray the depth to which Pakistan has 
failed to meet the promise of the Muslim ideal.  he country was conceived 
on a lawed premise, which its founder repudiated.  It was a result of reckless 
populism, political accident and expediency.   It is this cruel and wasteful taste 
for agitation, which, at times, the US has cheerfully participated in, that created 
the country and has bedeviled it ever since. Even at this moment it motivates a 
lawed strategy of proxy use that also exploited the country’s most fundamental 
question of the role of religion.  It has been more than thirty years since Tariq 
Ali asked “Can Pakistan Survive?” (1983) and the country has muddled through.  
Unless the military collapses, it will almost certainly muddle on indeinitely.  he 
real question becomes: in what way is Pakistan surviving? Survival alone is not 
enough.   

28  Olivier Roy, he Changing Patterns of Radical Islamic Movements, CSNS Policy Paper 
2 (New Delhi: Jawaharlal Nehru University, November 2002), p. 15.
29 Faisal Devji, Muslim Zion, p. 242.
30  Ahmed Rashid, Taliban: Islam, Oil and the New Great Game in Central Asia
(London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2002), p. 212.
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