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Editorial

Where political consciousness is growing, it is the business of the Left to turn it 
into political hope, and political action. The cuts, and resistance to them, are mak-
ing more people realize how politics impacts on their lives. For some time, many 
supposed that the Coalition government would just drive through all its planned 
measures, but there have been signs that, even in the short term, the edge of the 
cuts can be blunted. With the resurgence in trade union radicalism since the No-
vember 30th strike, the dogged defence of the NHS, and the criticism of the gov-
ernment’s Education White Paper, awareness is growing that political action and 
protest have an effect. There is also a clearer sense of the political and ideologi-
cal nature of the austerity programme, rather than it being seen as a manage-
ULDO� TXHVWLRQ� RI� À[LQJ� WKH� HFRQRP\�� (YLGHQFH� RI� WKLV� LV� WKH� JURZLQJ�SXEOLF� RXW-
rage at government abuses: bankers’ bonuses, the A4e scandal, and the iniquitous 
“workfare” scheme which has compelled many people to work for large busi-
nesses without pay. In addition, ongoing actions such as those of UK Uncut, and 
the Occupy protestors dragged from the steps of St Paul’s Cathedral but pledg-
ing to return, have helped focus attention on the political nature of capitalism. 

There is also a growing consciousness that the cuts are falling unequally on society, 
UHÁHFWLQJ�DQG�GHHSHQLQJ�VRFLDO�GLYLVLRQV��7KH�FXWV�PXVW�QRW�EH�LVRODWHG�IURP�WKHVH�
wider structures and divisions of society and pervasive forms of oppression. Nowhere 
is this truer than with regard to the disproportionate effect of austerity on women. 

A crucial dimension of the response to the austerity programme, in thinking and 
in action, has thus been provided by feminism; the connection between the real 
policies of austerity and the wider feminist political struggles is one that demands 
the attention of the Left. The plans for the International Women’s Day march in 
Glasgow illustrate this issue. Many in the anti-cuts and feminist movement have 
argued that the main focus of the march should be opposition to the cuts and their 
disproportionate effect on women: it is a feminist issue, and a live political ques-
tion, and so deserves to be emphasized on this occasion. But others have argued 
that International Women’s Day is above all an event of the women’s movement 
as a whole, and should not become reduced to anti-cuts, perceived as an economic 
issue, in part because it might distract focus from other deep issues of patriarchy, 
like rape or domestic abuse. But more broadly the reduction of everything to eco-
nomics has its dangers – there is a risk that people see the disproportionate impact 
of cuts on women simply as effects of the cuts as such, without seeing the gen-
der inequalities that underlie them. An example is the rise of students in sex work 
following the rise in tuition fees – if this is presented as a cuts issue, rather than 
a gender issue, then this may actually obscure the real depth of gender divisions.



So while activism against the cuts has brought the disproportionate effect of 
cuts into the question (especially Yvette Cooper’s evidence that 72% of the 
cuts will fall on women), it is just as palpable an instance of the much wid-
er, ongoing struggle of feminism itself. If political engagement draws atten-
tion to the wider issues that feminism raises, then so much the better. But poli-
tics, as feminists and others have urged – and as some on the Left would do 
ZHOO� WR� UHPHPEHU� ²� LV� QRW� FRQÀQHG� WR� JRYHUQPHQW�� WKH� VWDWH�� RU� HFRQRPLFV��

This point comes through strongly in many of the arguments made in this issue of the 
OLR. Yang (pp. 8-9), while recognising that “disadvantage and prejudice in all their 
forms are anti-feminist”, emphasises that it is essential to continue feminist activism 
on vital issues such as prostitution, rape and pornography, which cut across class stra-
ta. Dornhuber de Bellesiles (pp. 7-8), however, makes the crucial point that activism on 
issues such as pornography, prostitution and rape also has a vital relation to class and 
race. Campbell (pp. 5-6) points out that feminism has been informed by the intersec-
tions between class, race and gender ever since the Women’s Liberation Movement, 
which “was born out of resistance to racism, war, and male chauvinism, in that order.”

Wall’s “manifesto” (pp. 12-14) urges feminism to oppose all forms of inequality, 
seeking not simply for piecemeal gains for women in a male-dominated and capi-
WDOLVW�V\VWHP��EXW�IRU�D�FRPSUHKHQVLYH�FKDQJH��(YDQV·�DSSUDLVDO�RI�WKH�8WRSLDQ�ÀF-
tion of Kollontai (pp. 15-20) expresses the hope of breaking out of the very system 
in a revolutionary leap, and makes the links between feminism and socialism es-
pecially clear, combining them into an important argument for utopian thinking.

Jenny Turner’s controversial article in the London Review of Books suggested that 
contemporary feminism had become altogether too “genteel” and disengaged from 
real issues. Power (pp. 9-10) responds directly to the accusation, criticising the dis-
missive attitude of Turner, who she sees as uncommitted to feminism’s struggle, 
DQG�VWUHVVLQJ�WKH�ULFKQHVV�DQG�UDGLFDOLVP�RI�WKH�IHPLQLVW�WUDGLWLRQ��7KH�RWKHU�ÀYH�
writers who respond to Turner, along with other contributors to this issue of the 
OLR, demonstrate that there is plenty of feminism out there that has a radical im-
pact on people’s lives, and does not work exclusively within any class stratum.

What is also brought out in a number of contributions is the risk that feminism may be 
reappropriated, especially if it loses its political force. Oliver (pp. 10-11) argues that a 
depoliticized feminism is “open to reappropriation” – for instance by conservatives 
staking a claim to be feminist, as analysed by Bhattacharya (pp. 30-33). Bhattach-
arya similarly suggests that feminists will have to re-emphasize the political aspects 
of their thinking to prevent feminism from being co-opted into reactionary projects. 
The thread is picked up by Williams’ debunking of “neuroeconomics” (pp. 25-29) as 
DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�JLYH�VFLHQWLÀF�FUHGLELOLW\�WR�́ ERXUJHRLV�IHPLQLVPµ��(LVHQVWHLQ��SS�������
criticises the “cynical” use of feminist arguments by neoliberals. Halls (pp. 21-24) 
attacks the use of feminist arguments for reactionary ends by supporters of Israel, 
and points out, once again, that gender issues cannot be seen outside of their context.
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So another emphasis of these articles is that feminist issues cannot be ad-
dressed in isolation. When separated from the fundamental demands for 
equality and justice, feminist arguments can become powerful tools of mys-
WLÀFDWLRQ� LQ� WKH� KDQGV� RI� WKH� 5LJKW� DQG� GHIHQGHUV� RI� WKH� VWDWXV� TXR�� 2XU� FRQ-
tributors demonstrate, though, that feminism possesses the strength and com-
mitment to reject being co-opted into dominant and reactionary ideology. 

As many of the contributors to this issue of the OLR point out, the key is to iden-
tify the oppressor not just as patriarchy but as capitalism and all its corollaries. 
Feminist arguments uncover the ways capitalist hegemony impinges on all as-
pects of life and human relationships, taking forms that seem far removed from 
the exploitation of wage-labour fundamental to anti-capitalist analysis. Gen-
der, like race, is not a category separate from class or from politics. Understand-
ing all forms of oppression and resistance is an indispensable part of any com-
prehensive left-wing critique; feminism must provide one of the pillars of what 
Iris Murdoch once called the “house of theory” which the Left must now build.

As many of the contributors to our round-table argue, “feminism is nothing if it is 
not political” (Oliver, p. 11). The series of articles presented here articulates a femi-
nism that is genuinely political but loses none of its breadth, and also provides a 
valuable contribution to left-wing thinking. This strand of debate needs to continue 
in future issues of the OLR, and everywhere that left-wing thinking takes place. Yes, 
feminism must be political. And at the same time, Left politics must be feminist.

Editors-in-Chief:   Cailean Gallagher and Peter Hill
Associate Editors:  Tom Cutterham
    Matt Myers
    Hannah Scott-Deuchar
    Aveek Bhattacharya
    Pablo Zendejas
    Hannah Wilkinson
    Ben Waltmann

The Oxford Left Review is published termly in March, May and November.
Contributions, responses or queries should be sent to the Editor at oxfordleftreview@gmail.com 

The Editors would like to thank the Student Union of Wadham College for their generous 
contribution towards funding the Oxford Left Review.
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“As MAny PAirs Of shOes As she Likes”: 
A rOund-TAbLe

Introduction

by Tom Cutterham

“Enough ink has been spilled in quarrelling over feminism,” wrote Simone de 
Beauvoir in 1949, “perhaps we should say no more about it.” In the London Review 
of Books, 11th December last year, Jenny Turner attempted to sum up the ongoing 
quarrel in a wide-ranging and provocative review, “As Many Pairs of Shoes as She 
Likes”. Turner was well aware of the irony of de Beauvoir’s opening line, and of 
the somewhat different irony it took on when she quoted it. Whereas de Beauvoir’s 
sarcasm was directed at people who just thought feminists should stop talking, 
Turner’s critique seemed to be aimed at getting them talking about something else.

Starting by watching YouTube clips of last summer’s riots alongside clips of ac-
tivists from UK Feminista and Object, Turner drew a distinction between real 
problems of class, consumption, and cruelty, and a feminism that could be “less 
charitably” characterised as “narcissistic self-absorption” – as young women “hav-
ing a genteel shout and waving their Ban the Bunny placards.” “It’s true that 
women, as a gender, have been systematically disadvantaged through history, 
but they aren’t the only ones: economic exploitation is also systematic and coer-
cive, and so is race. And feminists,” she wrote, “need to engage with all of this.”

Turner’s piece has provoked a variety of responses in these pages. Beatrix Campbell, 
who has exchanged a volley of letters with Turner in the LRB, makes a Turner-esque 
move by pointing us to YouTube for a more accurate history of the movement, founded 
in race, class, and anti-war struggle. Hester Eisenstein, who is sympathetic to Turner’s 
perspective, focuses our attention on “the diversity of feminism today... including 
Black and Third World feminism, lesbian feminism, ecofeminism, and many more.” 

Lilith Dornhuber de Bellesisles points out the ways even activism on rape and 
pornography intersect with socio-economic issues, while Yuan Yang defends 
campaigns that might bring achievements on issues that matter to women. Nina 
Power delivers a characteristically robust critique of Turner’s (non-)reading of 
IHPLQLVW�WH[WV��DQG�ÀQDOO\��-HQQ\�2OLYHU�VDOYDJHV�ZKDW�PD\�EH�PRVW�XVHIXO�LQ�7XUQ-
er’s position: the acknowledgement that feminism is nothing if it is not political.

Tom Cutterham is a D.Phil. candidate in History at St Hugh’s College, Oxford, and is an 
Associate Editor of the Oxford Left Review.



Beatrix Campbell

There is nothing easier than slagging off feminism. Scorn falls so easily from the lips 
that it is really hard for many young women to be something so obvious: a feminist. 
Jenny Turner’s complaint is that feminism did not and does not connect with race 
or class, or anything of any importance, come to that. But her view depends on not 
knowing anything about it. Let’s start at the beginning: Turner thinks the Women’s 
Liberation Movement came out of a book lamenting middle-class languor. It didn’t.  
It was born out of resistance to racism, war, and male chauvinism, in that order.

Go to YouTube and track the amazing “Eyes on the Prize” series on American televi-
sion to be reminded of the drama and danger of those formative campaigns. Watch 
the devastating footage that accompanies Mavis Staples’ title music.  The Women’s 
Liberation Movement was wrought from black and white women’s encounter with 
disrespect and marginalization in radical movements that should have promised 
an emancipating experience. In 1964, women from the Student Non-violent Co-
ordinating Committee wrote a vivid protest in the hope that “all of us gradually 
come to understand that this is no more a man’s world than it is a white world.”

That intersection of race and gender has engaged feminism ever since. Turner is 
indifferent to the tenacity of black feminist groups in Britain – Southall Black Sis-
ters is one of the best ever. If she attended any of the recent feminist conferenc-
es in London or Birmingham, she would be amidst a much more heterogeneous 
gathering of black and white women than the feminist events of the 60s and 70s. 

Turner also buys the familiar charge that feminism has no working-class bearings. 
But how are we to make sense of the 60,000 equal pay claims currently clogging 
the employment tribunals? How do we explain the crest of legal challenges to un-
equal pay and bonuses by cleaners, carers, cooks, nurses and clerks in public serv-
ices? They may be unnoticed by the mass media, but this torrential legal activism 
is by working-class women and their advocates in unions and the legal profession.

Awareness of the intersection between class and gender animated Yvette Cooper’s 
brilliant arithmetic, exposing the gender bias of the government’s cuts. She showed 
that 72 per cent of the cost will fall on women’s shoulders. The feminist Women’s 
Budget Group, a hub of economists and social policy experts, has for years now 
been documenting the gender bias of successive budgets. And it was the presence 
of feminist champions in the relatively inhospitable coteries of New Labour that 
harvested the biggest expansion of publicly-funded child care since World War II.

Since the early 1970s, feminists have organized systems to help women ad-
dress and survive the intimate oppression of rape and domestic violence. Their 
work has transformed the way that violence and rape are interpreted: they are 
now understood to be strategies of dominion, not emotional incontinence or 
an excess of desire. Thanks to feminism, we know that violence and rape don’t 
happen because men are beasts, but that individual violence – like the vio-
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lence mobilized by states – is always strategic, and is always about power.

Skilful networking between feminists and cabinet ministers produced big chang-
es in the law, which have yet to be transformed into enforcement. From equal 
pay to sexual offences, individual men and institutions know they can exploit 
or harm women with impunity. But something powerful stirs in women – the 
Slutwalks and Muff protests are all indicative of something out there in the zeit-
geist. Women know when they are being dissed and they want to do something 
about it. It is commonly said that we’ve got there, we’ve got equality, that femi-
nism is passé. The fact that we are having this conversation shows that it isn’t.

Beatrix Campbell is a journalist and author. Her book The Iron Ladies: Why Do Women 
Vote Tory? won the 1987 Fawcett Prize. In the 2010 General Election, she was the Green 
Party candidate for Hampstead and Kilburn.

Hester Eisenstein

Jenny Turner reports that my book Feminism Seduced induced in her a “click” mo-
ment of realization à la Jane O’Reilly. Reviewing the exploitative conditions of most 
women in the Third World, Turner asks: “How has Western feminism drifted so far 
out of touch?”  Turner applauds my emphasis on class, and points, as I do, to the gap 
between the impoverished situation of most working women, and those lucky few 
who are able to enjoy the fruits of feminist activism through access to higher educa-
WLRQ�DQG�OXFUDWLYH�FDUHHUV���,Q�DGGLWLRQ��VKH�DUJXHV�WKDW�IHPLQLVWV�KDYH�QRW�VXIÀFLHQWO\�
engaged with “class and race, land enclosure and industrialization, colonialism and 
the slave trade….”  But I think it depends which kind of feminists one is talking about.  

Despite the wide range of works Turner considers, I want to suggest that 
she does not do justice to the diversity of feminism today, which compris-
HV� PDQ\� �VRPHWLPHV� FRQÁLFWLQJ�� LQWHOOHFWXDO� DQG� SROLWLFDO� WUDGLWLRQV�� LQFOXG-
ing Black and Third World feminism, lesbian feminism, ecofeminism, and 
many more.  Within these there are many feminist voices concerned with is-
sues of race, class, colonialism, and the exploitative capitalist world system, al-
though I do agree with Turner that we need much more of this kind of critique.

But there is a further point: these debates take place across a spectrum of viewpoints, 
from Marxist and socialist feminism to liberal, or what I call hegemonic, mainstream 
feminism, the latter widely seen as compatible with “Western values.”  Now it is true 
that, over the past few decades, the media and corporate interests have successfully 
shaped and narrowed the concept of feminism in the public arena to mean only bour-
geois individualism and consumerism. The international women’s movement burst 
RQ�WKH�VFHQH�LQ�WKH�PLGVW�RI�ZRUOGZLGH�WXUPRLO��LQÁXHQFHG�E\�WKH�FLYLO�ULJKWV�PRYH-
ment, the war in Vietnam, and the revolutionary events of 1968 around the world.  
But since that time of creative struggle, there have been decades of counterrevolu-
WLRQ��OHG�E\�WKH�ULJKWZLQJ�MXJJHUQDXW�LGHQWLÀHG�ZLWK�0DUJDUHW�7KDWFKHU�LQ�WKH�8.��
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Ronald Reagan in the US, and their allies. In this counterrevolution, Black civil rights, 
feminism, gay and lesbian rights, trade union activism, and so many other progres-
sive causes have been countered and weakened by neoliberal ideology and policies. 

In my book I argue that since the mid-1970s, as part of the process of “globalization” 
or, more accurately, neo-imperialism, corporations, governments, and international 
ÀQDQFLDO�LQVWLWXWLRQV�KDYH�EHHQ�PDNLQJ�F\QLFDO�XVH�RI�WKH�LGHDV�RI�WKH�PDLQVWUHDP�
feminist movement to support damaging and dangerous neoliberal policies in both 
the Global North and the Global South.  Thus, for example, I point to reports by the 
World Bank and the United Nations that tout women and women’s empowerment 
as the key to economic development, while simultaneously upholding the macr-
oeconomic policies that reduce women and children, and their menfolk, to appalling 
levels of poverty, both in the Third World and now increasingly in the rich countries. 

Neoliberalism celebrates individualism, competitiveness, and consumerism, 
DQG� IDPRXVO\� GHQLHV� WKH� VLJQLÀFDQFH� RI� WKH� VRFLDO� RU� WKH� FROOHFWLYH�� 2QH� KDV�
only to watch Meryl Streep’s brilliant embodiment of Margaret Thatcher in The 
Iron Lady to see this mechanism in action. The movie approvingly links the in-
dividual self-development of a young woman into a powerful political leader, 
on the one hand, with the vicious reactionary attack of her government on un-
ions and the welfare state, on the other – an attack currently being renewed in 
the austerity measures being put in place in the UK, Greece, and elsewhere.

Turner is absolutely right to point out that the ideas of feminism have been re-
worked and disarticulated to mirror the values of neoliberalism: individual choice, 
HPSRZHUPHQW��DQG�FDUHHULVP���%XW�LW�LV�XQIDLU�DQG�LQDFFXUDWH�WR�FRQÁDWH�WKH�QHROLE-
HUDO�PHGLD�LQÁHFWHG�YHUVLRQ�RI�ZKDW�IHPLQLVP�PHDQV�ZLWK�WKH�JHQXLQH��JUDVVURRWV�
struggles of so many women’s organizations that resist this ideology, and address a 
wide range of issues, from racism, sexism and homophobia to reproductive rights, 
budget cuts and income inequality. The activism of young women today is obviously 
taking many forms.  But the acceptance of women’s leadership in these struggles is 
in itself a victory for feminists. The media distort and co-opt radical voices as a mat-
ter of course.  But let’s look beyond the hype, and celebrate the fact that, despite the 
desperate period of austerity and violence we are living through, the international 
women’s movement has nonetheless produced a brave new generation of militants. 

Hester Eisenstein is a Professor of Sociology at Queens College and the Graduate Centre, 
City University of New York. Her most recent book is Feminism Seduced: How Global 
Elites Use Women’s Labor and Ideas to Exploit the World (Paradigm, 2010).

Lilith Dornhuber des Bellesisles

So caught up is Jenny Turner with bandying about stereotypes from the 1970s, that 
she misses the reality of feminism today. The feminist turn towards intersectional-
ity began before the term had even been invented, with feminists emphasizing the 
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inextricability of issues of gender from issues of race, class, sexuality, ability, and so 
on. Patriarchal mechanisms of oppression are not all founded on gender, and femi-
nism responded accordingly. Turner hints at this turn in her discussion of Marxist 
feminism: does she not see that she thereby undermines her point that feminism 
LV� RQO\� DERXW�ZRPHQ"�)URP�D� IHPLQLVW� WKHRU\� VWDQGSRLQW�� D� FRQWHPSRUDU\�GHÀ-
nition of feminism is the recognition of intersectional oppression, and promotion 
of socio-political justice for all. Feminism is about the just distribution of power, 
not about the gender-essentialist goddess cult which Turner seems to imagine.

Turner is similarly confused when she focuses on activist, rather than academ-
ic, feminism. Even in activism that centres on what Turner calls the “holy trin-
ity” of porn, prostitution, and rape that she holds up as the primary feminist 
goals, not a single one of these issues can be addressed only as a gender issue. 

Feminist anti-rape activism today encompasses male victims, making the issue 
clearly one of violence, and in cases of rape as a weapon of war, an issue of racism 
DQG�QDWLRQDOLVP��7KH�HPSKDVLV�RQ�VR�FDOOHG�´FRUUHFWLYH�UDSHµ�LV�ÀUVW�DQG�IRUHPRVW�
an issue of sexuality, not gender, and of protecting the sexual freedom of lesbians 
and gay men. Pornography and prostitution both have a strong class aspect, and 
feminist activism on both centers around socio-economic inequality. The most im-
portant anti-porn work focuses on protecting child victims – an issue of age and 
power dynamics, not gender. The most important anti-prostitution work deals with 
KXPDQ�WUDIÀFNLQJ��LQ�ZKLFK�UDFH�DQG�HFRQRPLF�LQHTXDOLW\�DUH�SLYRWDO�GHWHUPLQDQWV��

In short, Turner seems to say that feminism is bad because it is not intersectional. 
But feminism is intersectional. So her hyperbolic, provocative piece is redundant.

Lilith C. Dornhuber de Bellesiles is a Masters candidate in Women’s Studies at Keble Col-
lege, Oxford.

Yuan Yang

Disadvantage and prejudice in all their forms are anti-feminist. However, any group 
RI�SHRSOH�RUJDQLVLQJ�IRU�D�FRPPRQ�JRRG�KDYH�WR�GHÀQH�WKHLU�LGHQWLW\�DV�D�JURXS��ZKDW�
holds them together. Belonging to a Woman’s Campaign or a feminist society during 
your time at University is a process of learning and exploration of issues that have pre-
YLRXVO\�RQO\�WRXFKHG�\RXU�DZDUHQHVV�LQ�D�YDJXH��LOO�GHÀQHG�IRUP��%HORQJLQJ�WR�D�IHP-
inist group is fundamentally a developmental process, in which consciousnesses are 
raised and experiences are articulated. Before we have solidarity we need to have clarity.

Turner’s critique, and my response so far, are tangential to the reality of feminist or-
ganising at Oxford University, where women and the cuts are often discussed in Wom-
en’s Campaign meetings. But I’d like to address the principle of Turner’s critique. If 
women repeatedly and democratically bring issues to the feminist agenda that are re-
lated to the “holy trinity” of porn, prostitution, and rape, this is because they matter to 
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them. They affect them, as they affect all women, of all classes. If a feminist campaign 
SLFNHG�WR�ÀJKW�RQ�WKH�LVVXH�RI�UDSH�DQG�VH[XDO�SUHGDWLRQ��DQG�ZRQ�D�VXEVWDQWLDO�FKDQJH�
RQ�LW��WKDW�ZRXOG�EH�LQÀQLWHO\�SUHIHUDEOH�WR�PH�WKDQ�DWWHPSWLQJ�WR�ZLQ�DOO�EDWWOHV�

Yuan Yang is Vice-President for Women at Oxford University Student Union. She recently 
graduated from Balliol College in Philosophy and Economics, where she was involved in 
Oxford University Women’s Campaign.

Nina Power

Overviews are tricky things: the attempt to survey all-too-often lends one an impe-
ULRXV�DLU��OLNH�&DVSDU�'DYLG�)ULHGULFK·V�ORQHO\�EXW�LQÀQLWHO\�VHOI�DVVXUHG�PDQ�VWDQG-
ing atop a mountain in a posh suit. Jenny Turner’s “As Many Pairs of Shoes as She 
Likes”, like much of the LRB output, assumes something of the lofty eagle-glare 
as she synthesises an array of feminist writing – some academic, some populist, 
VRPH�SROHPLFDO��VRPH�UHÁHFWLYH��VRPH�SUDFWLFDO��,W�LV�D�SUREOHP�RI�FRXUVH�²�D�VWUXF-
WXUDO�RQH�²� WKDW� WKH�/5%�VHHV�ÀW� WR� OXPS�WKHVH�DOO� LQ� WRJHWKHU�KLJJOHG\�SLJJOHG\��
presumably so they can say “looksee! We did feminism in that issue a few months 
EDFN�µ�DQG�QRW�KDYH�WR�ZRUU\�DERXW�LW�DJDLQ�IRU�D�ZKLOH��7XUQHU·V�SLHFH�H[HPSOLÀHV�
another haughty LRB tic: that of taking the arguments of the books just read, pre-
VHQWLQJ�WKHP�DV�\RXU�RZQ��DQG�WKHQ�VQLIÀO\�UHWXUQLQJ�WR�WKH�WH[WV�DW�KDQG�RQO\�WR�
pick them up on a minor point. When I read an LRB review I so often think, “but 
you wouldn’t have known any of this if you hadn’t just read the book you only 
JHW�URXQG�WR�PHQWLRQLQJ�LQ�WKH�ÀQDO�SDUDJUDSK�µ�3HUKDSV�LW·V�D�KRXVH�VW\OH�WKLQJ��,�
don’t know, I don’t get it: the LRB too often comes off like a primer for those des-
perate to seem cultivated at a dinner party: disdain for serious research combined 
with a strong streak of disavowed gossipy biography, as if people who read Heat 
are idiots, but people who speculate about Mary Wollstonecraft’s sex life are classy.

Turner’s piece does the LRB paradoxical prurient-distancing thing in spades, and 
VKH�DSSHDUV�WR�ÀQG�LW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�LPDJLQH�WKDW�RQH�FDQ�EH�DQ�´DFWLYLVWµ��RU�SROLWL-
FDOO\�HQJDJHG��RU�ZKDWHYHU������UHÁHFW�FULWLFDOO\�RQ�WKH�PHWKRG��REMHFW�DQG�SXUSRVH�RI�
one’s activism, and perhaps also write more theoretical pieces... all at the same time. 
Thus, to stick with the personal a second, she assumes that I lost interest in “vintage 
feminism” (whatever that is) the moment I tried to defend my former department at 
Middlesex, as if the two are isolated political projects, where as soon as one “does” 
one, the other disappears from view. But this is what Turner fails to get, and what 
galls the most about her article: it is written by someone with absolutely no stake 
in the game, and it shows. For her, these multiple feminisms are all special-interest 
pleading, not perspectives or political understandings of the whole. A revealing line 
in this regard is where she claims that feminists haven’t engaged with “class and race, 
land enclosure and industrialisation, colonialism and the slave trade”. You want to 
say, “Really? Really? No Angela Davis, no Silvia Federici, No bell hooks, no Teresa 
Amott and Julie Matthaei? And you’ve spotted this gap in the market, have you?” 
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Turner’s breezy, one-sided and partial critiques of various feminist texts are pred-
icated on a series of faulty oppositions: Object lack “humility” and “humour” 
(and goodness, what an original thing to say about feminists that is) because they 
don’t apparently talk about “chicken pieces, iPods,” which are somehow sup-
posed to stand for the girl rioters she positions in opposition to their “genteel” 
sisters. Feminist bloggers are doing something akin to “home-made porn and 
crafting” only because the technology is there and, anyway, feminism in books 
is a bit pointless because working-class women are too busy to read. Turner im-
plies that she sides with those who she thinks have no time or interest in fem-
inism because they are too caught up in “real world” things. But really these 
FKDUDFWHUV� DUH� PXWH� GXPPLHV� 7XUQHU� VKHOWHUV� EHKLQG�� WHUULÀHG� WKDW� WKH� ZRUNV�
before her might actually possess something that can’t be reduced to the per-
sonal pathology, or the historical circumstances, of the women who wrote them.

Nina Power is a Senior Lecturer in Philosophy at Roehampton University. She is the author 
of One-Dimensional Woman (Zero Books, 2009).

Jenny Oliver

The argument central to Turner’s article – that today’s feminism has lost its po-
litical roots – strikes a chord. When critics (rightly) pointed out that public sector 
FXWV�ZRXOG�KLW�ZRPHQ�ÀUVW�DQG�KDUGHVW�� WKHLU�RXWUDJH�DW�WKH�REYLRXV�LQMXVWLFH�RI�
this ideological attack dwarfed the awkward question of how to address the so-
cial structures that keep women in the most vulnerable economic positions. The 
notion underlying the much-lauded new wave of “Tory feminists”, of feminist 
LGHDOV�VRPHKRZ�OHYLWDWLQJ�DQG�ÁRDWLQJ�EHQHÀFHQWO\�DERYH�DQG�DFURVV�EURDGHU�SR-
litical movements, is an initially attractive idea, but one that implies a worrying 
uncoupling from the Marxist origins that shaped so much of the twentieth-centu-
ry movement. As someone who came to feminism via Beauvoir but before I had 
WKRXJKW�PXFK�DERXW�P\�RZQ�SROLWLFV��RU�YRWHG��IRU�WKDW�PDWWHU���,�ÀQG�WKLV�WHQGHQF\�
familiar and unsettling, and I am acutely aware of an odd sense of squeamish-
ness, even among those declaring themselves proud feminists, around the p-word. 

7XUQHU�LGHQWLÀHV�D�QHZ�EUHHG�RI�́ WDPHµ�IHPLQLVW��SURWHVWLQJ�SROLWHO\�DQG�XQGHU�SUHW-
WLÀHG��VWULNLQJO\�PLGGOH�FODVV�ODEHOV��8.�)HPLQLVWD��DQ\RQH"���HLWKHU�LJQRULQJ�WKH�
economic or class politics into which their concerns would logically feed, or actively 
buying into the idea of a “free-market” feminism. Meanwhile, although the hairy-
armpitted bra-burner of the seventies still haunts the collective consciousness (inci-
GHQWDOO\��ZKDW�LV�LW�ZH·UH�PHDQW�WR�ÀQG�VR�WHUULI\LQJ�DERXW�XQGHUDUP�KDLU"���D�YHU\�
contained version of “feminism” has been adopted by the most unlikely of candi-
dates (Sarah Palin, the Bush administration), as Nina Power has pointed out in One 
Dimensional Woman. Thus, while an entire gender has been co-opted by the capital-
ist system for its own ends (selling women the idea of “retail therapy” as some kind 
of empowerment, nay, right – because they’re worth it), Louise Mensch holds herself 
up as a feminist role model while refusing to engage with the politics of the societal 
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issues pushing women into cosmetic surgery: “It’s my life. I can do what I want.”

By accepting the neutralization or depoliticization of feminism, we leave it 
open to reappropriation, and invite the ubiquitous “settlement” that Turn-
er points out is being sold to young women: in a restaging of the econom-
LF� WUDQVDFWLRQ� %HDXYRLU� LGHQWLÀHG� LQ� PDUULDJH� LQ� ������ ´>V@R� ORQJ� DV� VKH�
works hard and doesn’t throw bricks or ask awkward questions, she can 
KDYH� DV� PDQ\� TXDOLÀFDWLRQV� DQG� DERUWLRQV� DQG� SDLUV� RI� VKRHV� DV� VKH� OLNHV�µ

%XW�ZKDW� WR�GR�DERXW� LW"�7XUQHU�GHIWO\�DFNQRZOHGJHV� WKH�´UHÁHFWLQJ�EXEEOHµ�HI-
fect, and the question of how feminism can break out of the predominantly 
middle-class academic world and into the popular sphere without losing its ur-
gency or being lumped in with those hairy, scary libbers, is perhaps the big-
gest one remaining. For feminism, as for so much else, there is still a desper-
ate need for a (re)connection of the political with the personal. Those who 
declare defensively, “I don’t do Politics” must be persuaded that politics is all 
we do, and conversely that “political” issues are simply human ones: “the so-
called women’s question” is still, and will remain, a “whole-people question”.

Jenny Oliver is a D.Phil. candidate in French at St John’s College, Oxford.
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The new Pie MAnifesTO
feMinisM And equALiTy

Katherine Wall

7ZHQW\�ÀUVW�FHQWXU\�IHPLQLVP�LV�DVNLQJ�WKH�ZURQJ�TXHVWLRQV�DQG�WZHQW\�ÀUVW�FHQ-
tury feminists are stuck in a paradigm which perpetuates inequality. Dividing the 
world into haves and the have-nots, oppressors and oppressed, feminists have de-
manded a redivision of goods, labour, and power. We have imagined men as the 
gatekeepers of gender equality, the holders of power to be persuaded or overcome. 
Women have aimed to seize an equal share of that power. But this is a goal set by the 
patriarchy itself. If we win, even if we win, we will still be stuck playing by its rules.

Women have been sold a set of aspirations: get into the board room, into Parlia-
ment, or onto the front pages; earn more money; have more and better sex, with 
less stigma. In other words, embrace everything the market offers men. Of course 
there are as many kinds of feminism as there are feminists, and many feminists are 
ÀJKWLQJ�WKH�JRRG�ÀJKW�DJDLQVW�RSSUHVVLRQ�LQ�DOO�LWV�JXLVHV��%XW�ZKDW�,�ZDQW�WR�DUJXH�
KHUH�LV�WKDW�ZH�DUH�DOO�ÀJKWLQJ�LQ�D�ERUGHUHG�VSDFH��FRQÀQHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�QRUPV�WKDW�
shape our expectations and imaginations of the future. If we are ever to truly cre-
ate equality, we have to go further. We have to demand something altogether new.

Imagine the world as a pie, that’s been cut to give men the bigger por-
tion: more money, more power, more enjoyment. Perhaps some of the men’s 
pie must be given to women, so that the same pie is divided equally. Af-
ter all, getting fair shares of money, power, and enjoyment for women are each 
important battles. But this approach to the old pie is severely limiting.

For one thing, men are unlikely to give up their bigger portion, when a straight 
transfer of power or pie simply gives them less than they had. And there’s an 
even more important consideration: the old pie is rotten, and bitter. It is found-
ed on a capitalist, consumerist worldview, in which what we are aiming to ac-
quire is more stuff and more status. This old pie represents a society whose 
DPELWLRQV� DUH� QDUURZ�� IRUPXODWHG� ZLWKLQ� WKH� FRQÀQHV� RI� D� VWUXFWXUH� ZKLFK� LV�
complicit in the oppression and subjugation of not just women, but everyone.

The current world order socializes us from birth into roles which determine our 
destinies. Women are to be gentle, communicative, caring, kind, emotive, and 
good at housework. Men are to be strong, stoic bread-winners and leaders. If you 
GRQ·W� ÀW� LQWR� WKLV� JHQGHU� ELQDU\�� WKH�ZRUOG� GRHVQ·W� NQRZ�ZKDW� WR� GR�ZLWK� \RX��
Powerful women are subject to a kind of denigration, suspicion, and ridicule that 
is simply never leveled at powerful men. Men, for their part, face the same pres-
VXUH�WR�IXOÀOO�WKHLU�VRFLDO�UROHV��$QG�WKHVH�DUH�MXVW�H[DPSOHV�IURP�ZLWKLQ�WKH�JHQ-
der binary framework, not even to mention all sorts of other labels and groups.
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The socialization of men and women delimits the series of life outcomes available to 
each. But the old pie form of analysis only opens up the outcomes of this framework to 
the other gender: men should be allowed to be parents and should not be mocked for 
showing emotion; women should be able to run the country, and be dominant in the 
bedroom. It doesn’t offer a chance to break out of such role-playing and role-enforcing.

Instead of thinking about how best to divide up the old pie, we should be think-
ing about making a whole new pie. Gender equality should stem from the 
ÁRXULVKLQJ� RI� HDFK� LQGLYLGXDO� ZLWKLQ� WKH� VWUXFWXUHV� RI� WKH� ZKROH� VRFLHW\�� %\�
ÁRXULVKLQJ�� ,� PHDQ� WKH� DELOLW\� WR� GLUHFW� \RXU� OLIH� WRZDUGV� \RXU� RZQ� FRQFHS-
tion of the good, without harming others, and without fear of domination by 
either the law or the normative framework which surrounds you. These op-
tions should not be determined by the sex you were born into. Nor by the place 
you were born in, or your race, class, or any other morally arbitrary factor.

We need to re-conceptualize not only what gender equality means, but also 
the kind of world we want to live in, and the kind of justice we want to 
EXLOG�� 7R� ÀJKW� IRU� UHDO� JHQGHU� HTXDOLW\� GHPDQGV� D� KROLVWLF� DQDO\VLV� RI� VRFL-
ety: local, national, global; to consider the ways of life available to us, how 
we want to govern ourselves and direct our lives, organize our communi-
ties and relate to one another; to re-imagine, in essence, how we want to live.

5HDO�JHQGHU�HTXDOLW\��DQG�UHDO�KXPDQ�ÁRXULVKLQJ��FDQ·W�EH�FUHDWHG�ZLWKLQ�D�FDSLWDOLVW��
neo-liberal, patriarchally governed framework. So we need to reorganise our institu-
tions, reconstruct our ideology, and reform our relationships. From the global economic 
order, to national political institutions, to the way work is constructed and the demands 
of the legal systems in place, patriarchal values are constantly reinforced. Feminists 
KDYH��IRU�JHQHUDWLRQV��VRXJKW�WR�UHPHG\�WKLV��E\�ÀJKWLQJ�IRU�HTXDOLW\�LQ�SURSHUW\�ULJKWV��
in the workplace, and so on. Now we need a new set of aspirations, on a bigger scale.

What would this look like? We can start by imagining a world with more time, more shar-
ing of tasks, more common goods, and more space to consider and practice alternative 
OLIH�RSWLRQV�WKDQ�WKRVH�GHÀQHG�E\�WKH�FDSLWDOLVW�SDWULDUFK\��7KH�PRUH�ZH�EUHDN�GRZQ�WKH�
VWUXFWXUHV�WKDW�FRQÀQH�RXU�YLVLRQ�DV�ZHOO�DV�RXU�DFWLRQ��WKH�PRUH�ZH�ZLOO�VWDUW�WR�VHH�WKRVH�
alternatives. We will start to see new ways of living and new ways of being ourselves.

It is time to connect up the feminist dots and see the whole picture. How body 
image and the beauty myth link to the consumer society, to economic inequal-
ity, and the patriarchal demand of unpaid labour in the form of child-care, 
care for the elderly, and care for the home; to a social structure that makes peo-
ple scared to come forward about physical and sexual abuse, that makes the le-
gal system unresponsive to the point of neglect, and that makes young adults 
think that the causal use of the word ‘rape’ on Facebook is harmless. It is how 
we link up all the ills in society and all the forms of oppression and seek a new 
remedy, a new way forward, that needs to occupy feminist theorists and activists.
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that needs to occupy feminist theorists and activists.

We must also take the lesson learnt from past struggles that the law only goes so far. 
While institutional structures and ideological constructs delimit the space of action, 
it is in the actions of every day that equality and justice need to be created. We know 
that the personal is the political. Interactions determine how we feel and think, 
how we see the world, and how we see ourselves in it. Currently, the language and 
actions of daily life create a pattern of norms and stereotypes which perpetuate in-
equality. Women and men both need to break out. It isn’t a question of taking from 
RQH�WR�JLYH�WR�WKH�RWKHU��EXW�RI�D�PXWXDO�ÀJKW�DJDLQVW�WKH�VWUXFWXUHV�WKDW�RSSUHVV�ERWK�

 We need to reconceive how we relate to each other at a local, nation-
al and global level. To consider what duties of justice, of fairness, of equal-
LW\� DUH� UHTXLUHG� IURP� HDFK� RI� XV� WR� HQVXUH� WKDW� ZH� DOO� ÁRXULVK�� ,W� LV� WKHVH�
questions that feminism should be asking again now, which will lead not 
just to a more gender-equal world, but to a more equal world, full stop.

Katherine Wall graduated with a degree in History and Politics and was OUSU’s Vice 
President for Women in the year 2009-10. She is currently pursuing an MA in Global Gov-
ernance and Ethics at UCL.

(The author wishes to thank Chris Taylor for his contribution to developing the 
central metaphor, in conversations in Oxford, 2008.)
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sOOn! ALexAndrA kOLLOnTAi And The 
‘POLiTiCs Of uTOPiA’
Nick Evans

‘Our festival lies ahead! Life is about struggle, about endless, rebellious searching… not 
about achievements!… ‘1

,W� LV� MXVW�RYHU�D�KXQGUHG�\HDUV�VLQFH�WKH�ÀUVW� ,QWHUQDWLRQDO�:RPHQ·V�'D\��7KH�HYHQW�
originates from a decision made at a socialist women’s conference held in Co-
penhagen in August 1910 to hold a special day of demonstrations and meetings 
to further the struggle for women’s liberation. The Russian revolutionary Ale-
ksandra Kollontai, one of the initiators of the original Women’s Day, explained 
the reasoning to her Russian comrades in the pages of the newspaper Pravda:

What is this ‘Women’s Day’? Who’s it for? Isn’t this just a concession to 
bourgeois feminists and suffragettes? Won’t it damage the unity of the 
working class movement?

Such questions can still be heard in Russia, while abroad already nobody 
ERWKHUV�ZLWK�WKHP��/LIH�LWVHOI�KDV�VXIÀFHG�WR�DQVZHU�WKHP�LQ�VWULNLQJ��HOR-
quent fashion.

‘Women’s day’ is a link in the long, sturdy chain of the women’s move-
ment. Each year, the organised army of working women grows and 
grows. Twenty years ago, working women huddled together in small 
groups within the trade unions, and only appeared as rare bright sparks 
among the ranks of the workers’ party… In England there are now more 
than 292,000 working women in the unions; in Germany there are almost 
200,000 in the trade union movement and 150,000 in the workers’ party; in 
Austria there are 47,000 in the unions and almost 20,000 in the party. Italy, 
Hungary, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Switzerland – everywhere, work-
ing class women are organising. The organised army of socialist women 
now has almost a million members. This is a serious force. And the lead-
ers of this world will have to reckon with it when confronted with matters 
VXFK�DV�WKH�ULVLQJ�FRVW�RI�OLYLQJ��PDWHUQLW\�EHQHÀWV��FKLOG�ODERXU��DQG�WKH�
protection of women’s labour. 2

Just four years later, a series of strikes by Russian women workers, culminat-
ing in a women’s march in St. Petersburg on 23 February 1917 (8 March accord-
ing to the calendar used elsewhere in Europe) would herald the start of the Rus-
sian revolution. In its early period, with Kollontai in charge of the commissariat 
for social welfare, abortion would be legalised, marriage laws torn up, prostitu-
tion legalised, and communal childcare would be provided for workers’ children.

evAns: Kollontai’s Utopia       15



A century on, the number of women in the organised workforce is incomparably larg-
er. On November 30th last year, Britain witnessed what was not only the biggest single 
day of strike action since the 1926 general strike, but also the largest strike by women 
workers in British history. About 70% of the 2.5 million striking public sector workers 
on that day were women: a serious force for the rulers of this world to reckon with.3

 
We seem a far cry, though, from the optimism with which Germaine Greer greeted a 
new translation of Aleksandra Kollontai’s autobiography forty years ago, which she de-
scribed as happening in the context of the emergence of an ‘international revolutionary 
women’s movement’. 4 At the time, interest in Kollontai’s writings was reviving on both 
sides of the Cold War divide: a West German translation of the autobiography appeared 
in 1970, while selected memoirs were published in USSR in 1974.5  In Britain, Cathy Por-
WHU��ZKR�DOVR�ZURWH�D�ELRJUDSK\�LQ�WKLV�SHULRG��ODXQFKHG�D�UHGLVFRYHU\�RI�.ROORQWDL·V�ÀF-
tion.6��7KH�SXEOLVKHG�ÀFWLRQ�FRQVLVWV�RI�D�VLQJOH�VWRU\�HQWLWOHG�¶6RRQ��LQ����\HDUV·�WLPH�·��
published by the Siberian Communist youth organisation in 1922, and two volumes of 
stories from 1923, entitled Love of the Worker Bees and Woman on the Threshold (Psycho-
logical Studies). They were out of print in Russian from the late 1920s until 2008.7  Over 
here, Porter’s translations of the two collections were greeted with enthusiasm for the 
way they revealed ‘the complex implications of a revolutionary society attempting to 
transform abstract ideals into the concrete, down-to-earth facts of everyday life’. 8  How-
ever, the ‘utopian’ prediction of the year 1970, the odd story out,  received less attention.

In 2004, before the current economic crisis began, and the global wave of re-
sistance that it has provoked, Frederic Jameson argued that ‘the waning of the 
utopian idea is a fundamental historical and political symptom’ of our era:

For one thing, that weakening of the sense of history and of the imagina-
tion of historical difference which characterizes postmodernity is, para-
doxically, intertwined with the loss of that place beyond all history (or 
after its end) which we call utopia.9

 
Jameson’s postmodernity is the era of the apotheosis of commodity fetishism, ‘the so-
cial formation in which the process of production has mastery over man’, as Marx put 
it, writ large.10  Jameson in particular refers to the ‘addictive’ power of the commodity 
form, which reaches such heights that it becomes impossible to imagine or even really 
want an end to its domination.11  One consequence, he argues, is that we recoil from the 
RWKHUQHVV�RI�XWRSLDQ�YLVLRQV��7KH�SRLQW�LV�UHODWHG�WR�VRPHWKLQJ�6ODYRM�æLçHN�VDLG�LQ�KLV�
speech to the protest at Occupy Wall Street last October: it’s easier to imagine the end of 
the world than the end of capitalism. He told the protestors they were a rebuff to a ‘sys-
tem which has even oppressed our capacity to dream’.12  This shares something with We-
ber’s famous depiction of capitalism as an ‘iron cage’.13  Weber had a chilly admiration 
IRU�WKH�VKHHU�WHFKQLFDO�EULOOLDQFH�RI�FDSLWDOLVP�ZKLFK�-DPHVRQ�DQG�æLçHN�FOHDUO\�GRQ·W�
share, but are the latter themselves seduced by the (neo-)liberal ‘end of history’ thesis?

Let’s turn to the ‘utopian’ text in question. Kollontai’s short story concerns a group of vet-
erans of the world revolution that had from its fragile Russian beginnings in 1917 gone 
on to bring an end to capitalism across the world. In the imagined present of 1970, the 

16 OLR 6



veterans have the whimsical idea of recreating the Christmas celebrations they remem-
bered from their youth, when there was still a tsar, and God, and capitalism. At the same 
time, they promise to tell the young people of the commune about the great years of the 
revolution. The young people, who live together with their contemporaries, rather than 
in nuclear families, are intrigued, and set to work to organise the event. We are given 
a description of the young people, who are so visibly different from the young people 
who had fought on the barricades of the revolution or who had lived in the time before:

Among all the young people who had gathered for the party there was not 
a single sick, pale, worn-out face. Their inquisitive eyes shone with pas-
VLRQ��DOO�WKH�PRYHPHQWV�RI�WKHLU�HODVWLF�\RXQJ�ERGLHV�ZHUH�EROG��ÁH[LEOH�
and rhythmic.14

 
Life in the commune is described. Each day, women and men alike give a cou-
SOH� RI� KRXUV� RYHU� WR�ZRUN� VSHFLÀFDOO\� IRU� WKH� FRPPXQH��ZKLOH� WKH� UHVW� RI� WKH� WLPH�
people devote themselves to their particular interests: ‘science, technology, art, 
the perfection of crop-growing, teaching’, and so on.15  They do not know hun-
ger, inequality, or war, for the whole world now is a federation of communes.
The young people are eager to hear about the revolutionary years, and the 
ROGHU� RQHV� DUH� NHHQ� WR� UHPLQLVFH�� EXW� LQ� WKH� HYHQW�� QRERG\� LV� TXLWH� VDWLVÀHG�

‘Red Grandma’ wanted the young ones to understand all the greatness of 
WKDW�IRUPHU�VRFLDO�VWUXJJOH��RI�WKDW�ÀQDO��EORRG\�FODVK�RI�WKH�FODVVHV�

But the young men and women listened to the veterans like they them-
selves had once listened to legends, to the ‘Christmas story’…

&DSLWDO��SURÀWV��SULYDWH�SURSHUW\��HYHQ�¶IURQW·�� ¶HPHUJHQF\�PHDVXUHV·��RU�
‘purses’, or ‘defensive units’ – all these have become just ‘historical words’. 
Children learn them in school, when they’re told about the ‘great years of 
the revolution’.16

 
The poignancy of the story derives from the dramatisation of its own intrinsic obsoles-
cence. The imagining of 1970 from the vantage point of 1922 is necessarily limited by the 
material conditions shaping consciousness in 1922, the story tells us. The ubiquitous in-
verted commas in Kollontai’s text express an anxiety before present and future readers in 
GHÀQLQJ�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�HYHQWV�DQG�LQVWLWXWLRQV�ZKLFK�RQO\�WKH�IXWXUH�FDQ�WUXO\�GHWHUPLQH�
 
The theme appears in a secular form in Kollontai’s story ‘Love of Three Generations’, 
set in the present day of the early 1920s.17  The authorial persona works, as Kollontai 
herself had, in the Zhenotdel, a special organisation within the new Soviet state for the 
promotion and defence of women’s interests. She receives an unusual letter from a fel-
low Communist party worker. The writer of the letter, whose daughter is sleeping with 
her own partner and cannot understand why her mother should object, is concerned by 
a clash between the differences between her own sexual politics and those of her daugh-
ter. She cannot decide whether this is a sign that the generation that has grown up over 
the early years of the revolution has already developed a more progressive morality, or 
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whether this a sign of a temporary coarsening of emotional life in the context of the ex-
treme demands of life during years of civil war and social upheaval. She compares her 
FRQÁLFW�ZLWK�KHU�GDXJKWHU�ZLWK�WKDW�VKH�KDG�HDUOLHU�H[SHULHQFHG�ZLWK�KHU�PRWKHU��ZKR�
had also viewed herself as a sexual progressive. The story leaves the question unresolved.

It is in the light of the story’s open vulnerability to the challenge of posterity that 
the elements of Kollontai’s ‘utopia’ that seem least appealing should be read. There 
is plenty not to like. Most striking is the promethean attitude to nature, which is 
seen as something to be conquered. In this imagined future, the end of class strug-
gle which has been achieved with the successful completion of the world revolu-
tion has heralded a new era of struggle for human mastery over nature, exercising 
all the intelligence, learning and will-power of the new communist society. This is 
not to say the future society is nonchalant about ecological destruction: the planners 
of the recreated Christmas celebration have to have long negotiations with the forest 
JXDUGLDQV�EHIRUH�SHUVXDGLQJ�WKHP�WR�VSDUH�D�ÀU�WUHH�IRU�WKH�HYHQW��1RQHWKHOHVV��WKHUH�
is little of the ecological awareness that would be a normal part of progressive poli-
tics by the real 1970. Equally, the women’s liberation movement of 1970 would have 
had little patience for the essentialism implied in a passage such as the following:

Above all, the young people of Commune No. 10 are distinguished by 
WKHLU�KHDOWK�DQG�WKH�VWUHQJWK�RI� WKHLU�\RXQJ��ÁH[LEOH��KDQGVRPH�ERGLHV��
The girls have long luxuriant plats, which they arrange beautifully on 
WKHLU�KHDGV��LW·V�WDNHQ�DV�D�ÀUP�SULQFLSOH�LQ�WKH�FRPPXQH�WKDW�DOO�VKRXOG�
have time not only to relax but also to care for their physical well-being. 
The members of the commune love beauty and naturalness and never do 
anything to damage or spoil nature.

7KH�\RXQJ�PHQ�KDYH�IUHH�ÁRZLQJ��SLFWXUHVTXH�FORWKHV��DQG�\RX�FDQ�VHQVH�
the strength and dexterity in their hands.18

 
The story was consciously made vulnerable to these challenges by its engagement 
with the unknown reality against which it would inevitably one day be set. However, 
it also demanded, through the retrospective moment of the story, with reminisces of 
the old class warriors of Kollontai’s own generation, to be seen in terms of the known 
reality in which its writer and original readers existed. The young generation laugh 
at ‘Red Grandma’ for the disorganisation her contemporaries had shown in having 
failed to overcome starvation; Kollontai’s readers knew only too well what starvation 
meant in the catastrophic aftermath of the civil war, compounded by foreign block-
ades and typhus. The setting of the story domesticates the judgement of history to 
a familiar and familial exchange, softening the laughter; but in so far as we see the 
laughter addressed directly to Kollontai’s starving readers, the cruelty is acute. It is our 
cruelty, too: we reject an ideal of mastery over nature in a situation far removed from 
theirs. So, too, with the sexual essentialism. Images and representations of women’s 
liberation in the early 1920s have often been criticised from the vantage of posterity 
for their tendency to set a representation of masculinity as the ideal towards which 
ZRPHQ·V�HJDOLWDULDQ�UH�GHÀQLWLRQ�VKRXOG�VWULYH��.ROORQWDL·V�LPDJLQDU\�LQ�¶6RRQ�·�GRHV�
not provide the thoroughgoing critique of gender essentialism extending to a full 
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GHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�PDOH�UROHV�WKDW�ZH�ZRXOG�OLNH�WR�ÀQG��EXW�LW�FHUWDLQO\�XQGHUPLQHV�
the criticism levelled at Kollontai by a 21st century American cultural historian that 
KHUV�LV� ¶ÀFWLRQ�WKDW�HTXDWHV�KDSSLQHVV�ZLWK�WKH�GLVDSSHDUDQFH�RI�WKH�IHPDOH�ERG\·�19

 
So what are we to make of this strange dialogue then? The key lies in its dramati-
sation of what Jameson terms the ‘space of the utopian leap’.20  Jameson points out 
that the most radical demand that can be made of the system in which we currently 
live is the demand for universal full employment around the globe, since any econo-
mist can tell you that the system is dependent on reserve armies of labour and the 
perpetual expansion across new frontiers to sustain itself. (This is perhaps why such 
an eminently reasonable demand as that of the Million Climate Jobs Campaign is 
also such a deeply radical one.) Jameson then enters into the following reasoning:

But at this point the utopianism of the demand becomes circular, for it 
is also clear, not only that the establishment of full employment would 
transform the system, but also that the system would have to be already 
transformed, in advance, in order for full employment to be established.21

 
7KH�GHPDQG�LV�PDGH�REVROHVFHQW�E\�WKH�SUHFRQGLWLRQV�RI�LWV�IXOÀOPHQW��,W�LV�KHUH�WKDW�
the ‘end of history’ slippage in Jameson becomes apparent. Such paradoxes are seduc-
tive but misleading, as a contemporary of Kollontai’s, Rosa Luxemburg, revealed in 
her analysis of the mass strike. She challenged the prevailing view of social demo-
crats at the start of the twentieth century, according to which ‘either the proletariat 
DV� D�ZKROH� DUH�QRW�\HW� LQ�SRVVHVVLRQ�RI� WKH�SRZHUIXO�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�DQG�ÀQDQFLDO� UH-
sources required, in which case they cannot carry through the general strike; or they 
DUH�DOUHDG\�VXIÀFLHQWO\�ZHOO�RUJDQLVHG�� LQ�ZKLFK�FDVH� WKH\�GR�QRW�QHHG� WKH�JHQHUDO�
strike.’22  Luxemburg argued from the example of the wave of strikes in Russia in 1905 
that through mass strikes, different aspects of class struggle could detonate each other. 
While the increasingly bureaucratic Social Democratic Party of Germany, of which she 
was a member, and the increasingly bureaucratic Trade Unions each tried to separate 
off their roles as the purely ‘political’ and ‘economic’ representatives of the working 
class movement respectively, Luxemburg argued that the two could not be separated 
in genuine class struggle. The relevance of these arguments to the current relationship 
EHWZHHQ�/DERXU��WKH�78&�DQG�UDQN�DQG�ÀOH�WUDGH�XQLRQLVWV�KDUGO\�QHHGV�VSHOOLQJ�RXW�
 
Luxemburg saw that the limitation of the prevailing theory of the general strike was 
its mechanistic approach: its failure to see that strong working class organisations 
and the formulation of concrete demands are generated through ordinary workers 
HQJDJLQJ� DFWLYHO\� LQ� VWUXJJOH�� 7KH� ¶VSDFH� RI� WKH� XWRSLDQ� OHDS·� LV� ÀOOHG� E\� VWUXJJOH�
ZKLFK�GRHV�QRW�ZDLW� IRU� WKH� IXOÀOPHQW� RI� LWV� RZQ�SUHFRQGLWLRQV��.ROORQWDL·V�XWRSLD�
was rooted in the realities of 1922, and its utopian demands were the eradication of 
class society, of exploitative labour, of women’s oppression and of starvation. It saw 
in the people of its own time the agents who could make and win those demands, 
and who would in doing so create a society whose imagination would expand be-
yond the limitations of the present. The story signalled its own obsolescence in def-
erence to that future society, but demanded recognition too for the nobility of the 
struggles and dreaming of its own times. In many respects, our present does a poor 



job of living up to the standards it set for us. But in so far as it does, it will be in 
a continuation of that commitment to struggle, that belief in the ability of ordinary 
working people to change the world and that rejection of any notion of history’s end.

Nick Evans is studying for an M.St. in Late Antique and Byzantine Studies at Wadham 
College, Oxford.
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nurTurinG PrOfiT
neurOeCOnOMiCs And Gender-disCriMinATiOn in
finAnCe.
Sophie Williams

Introduction

Neuroeconomics, or “the union of ethnology, economics, psychology and neuro-
VFLHQFH�>«@�WKH�VWXG\�RI�XQGHUO\LQJ�GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ�DQG�EHKDYLRXUDO�DOORFDWLRQµ��
DQG�LWV�DSSOLFDWLRQ�WR�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�JHQGHU�UROHV�LQ�ÀQDQFH��LV�WKH�IRFXV�RI�WKLV�HV-
say.1�7KH�HPHUJLQJ�ÀHOG�XWLOLVHV�WKH�QHXURVFLHQFH�RI�FRJQLWLYH�IXQFWLRQ�WR�H[SODLQ�
LQVWLQFWLYH�SDWWHUQV�RI�EHKDYLRXU�LQ�ÀQDQFH��VXFK�DV�GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ��ULVN�WDNLQJ��
and judgement. A number of neuroscience articles published in the last decade 
have looked to explain an apparent correlation between sex and the expression 
of behavioural stereotypes both in the neuroscience laboratory and on the trading 
ÁRRU��2QH�SDSHU�JRHV�VR�IDU�DV�WR�VD\�WKDW�PHQ�´LQ�SRVLWLRQV�RI�SRZHUµ�DUH�SURQH�
WR�ÁXFWXDWLRQV� LQ� WHVWRVWHURQH�DQG�FRUWLVRO�DW� WLPHV�RI� ULVN�LQGXFHG�VWUHVV��ZKLFK�
leaves them prone to loss-making psychological episodes.2 When interviewed in the 
Observer last summer, the author of this particular paper, Michael Lewis, former 
trader and now Head of Department in Psychology at Hunter College, concluded 
human male hormones ( by extension of their requirement for understanding the 
evolutionary role of men in the development of the human species and society) to 
EH�FHQWUDO�WR��XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�´PDOH�SV\FKH�RQ�WKH�WUDGLQJ�ÁRRUµ�DQG�LWV�FXOPL-
QDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�FXUUHQW�ÀQDQFLDO�FULVLV��7KLV�LV�DW�OHDVW�QRYHO��/HZLV·�ÀUVW�FRQFOXVLRQ�
IRU�WKH�FDXVH�RI�WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�FULVLV�ZDV�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�ZRPHQ�RQ�WKH�WUDGLQJ�ÁRRU��
ZKHUH���IXOÀOOLQJ�WKHLU�VWHUHRW\SH�DV�FUHDWRUV�RI�VH[XDO�WHQVLRQ�DQG�VH[XDO�FRPSHWL-
tion, women distracted their male colleagues from seeing the crisis before them.

Neuroeconomics research is beginning to perforate the pop-culture of evolution-
ary psychology, but rather than supporting the “hunter-gatherer” division of 
behaviour and society, as has been popular in books such as Kingsley Browne’s 
Divided Labours: An Evolutionary View of Women at Work, its conclusions argue for 
the dilution of male-typed behaviour in small-scale economics, on grounds of its 
XQSURÀWDELOLW\��7KLV�DQDO\VLV�KDV�EHHQ�UHYHUVHG�EDFN�RQWR�JHQGHU�GLYLVLRQV�LQ�WKH�
ÀQDQFLDO� VHFWRU��EXW� VWLOO� WKH�FRPSDULVRQV�RI�PHQ� WR� WKHLU� IHPDOH�FROOHDJXHV�RQO\�
exist through the negation of women’s performing  such work, a default position 
originating in the acceptance of biological differences and separate evolution-
ary roles as the basis of overt cultural, political and economic divisions in society.

My observation is that male-participant studies are emerging as the “empirical 
evidence” for traditional “bourgeois feminist” arguments:  breaking glass ceil-
ings rather than class ceilings to encourage more women into leadership posi-
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tions. I argue that neuroeconomics is a reformulation of social Darwinism, reduc-
ing sex-linked differences and sex-linked experiences to biological imperatives 
instead of reformulating men’s and women’s experiences in order to challenge 
and change employment structure to one where gender equality could be realised.

The neuroscience of stereotypes

One stereotype we all recognise  is the ‘brain organisation’ hypothesis. Fluctua-
tions in foetal testosterone levels between gestational week eight and twenty-
IRXU� LQÁXHQFH�� LUUHYHUVLEO\�� WKH� EUDLQ·V� GHYHORSPHQW� DQG� IXQFWLRQ�� )HPDOH� IRH-
tuses, with reduced exposure to testosterone, develop a brain “hard-wired for 
empathy” while male foetuses, exposed to increased testosterone levels, develop 
a brain “predominantly hard-wired for understanding and building systems”. 
The Empathising/Systemising dimorphism, as formulated by the University of 
Cambridge’s Professor of Developmental Psychopathology, Simon Baron-Cohen, 
continues beyond gestation into childhood, during which the experience of gen-
der entrenches these biologically determined “hard-drives” into prescriptions 
of cognitive function. Women are strongly prescribed  “communal” behaviour, 
while men are prescribed “agentic”, from (almost) conception to death.3 This ex-
ample is only but a drop in the ocean of biological-determined rubbish dressed 
as an explanation of gender-roles. Without access to a gender-neutral land-
scape, such extrapolations of developmental sex-differences into behavioural-
differences most likely describe only a trivial component of variance in society.

,Q� WKH� ÀHOG� RI� QHXURVFLHQFH��ZH� VKRXOG� EH� DZDUH� RI� WKH� SRWHQWLDO� IRU� FDXVDO� H[-
SODQDWLRQV�RI�EHKDYLRXU�LQ�VRFLDO�JURXSV�WR�EH�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�´IHHGEDFN�HIIHFWV� LQ�
cognition and culture”, which change according to our perceptions of the men-
tal function under investigation. Gender stereotypes can alter both our perception 
of others and our perception of self. For instance, women and men perform very 
similarly in certain empathy tests, but when asked to evaluate their own perform-
ance, both sexes are reminded of their gender bias and rank themselves accord-
ingly.4 This “gender priming” has been suggested as one reason for the under-
realised interest, and underrepresentation, of women in male-typed occupations.

Baron-Cohen, the proponent of foetal dimorphism, claims that to reduce gender 
gaps is a fallacious “form of intervention”. Evolutionary psychology is similarly 
overt in its rejection of self-determinism: since current psychological states are 
rooted in our evolutionary history, our evolutionary history must therefore de-
WHUPLQH� RXU� SV\FKH�� ,W� H[HPSOLÀHV� � WKH� UHGXFWLRQ� RI� VH[�OLQNHG� H[SHULHQFH� � LQWR�
empirical evidence serves to reinforce the status quo. Keller, the current Profes-
sor of History and Philosophy of Science at MIT, observed that the endorsement 
of genetic determinism is too frequently “associated with greater modern sexism, 
that is, the denial that sexism continues to exist, an antagonistic attitude towards 
IHPLQLVW� GHPDQGV�� DQG� UHVHQWPHQW� WRZDUGV� SROLFLHV� VXFK� DV� DIÀUPDWLYH� DFWLRQµ�

7KH� SDUDGLJP� RI� ´VFLHQWLÀFµ� WKHRULHV� RI� JHQGHU� DPRXQWV� WR� ELRORJL-
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cal essentialism without a critical analysis rooted in history, socie-
W\� DQG� FXOWXUH�� 2QO\� D� UHÁH[LYH�� PXOWLGLVFLSOLQDU\� DSSURDFK� FDQ� H[SRVH�
the existence of confounding factors otherwise stated as empirical fact.5

A new perspective

The fundamental assumptions of social Darwinism assert that within socie-
WLHV� H[LVW� ´XQGHUO\LQJ�� DQG� ODUJHO\� LUUHVLVWLEOH� IRUFHV� DFWLQJ� >���@� OLNH�QDWXUDO� IRUF-
es, formulating social laws as natural ones. These social forces are of such a kind 
DV� WR� SURGXFH� HYROXWLRQDU\� SURJUHVV� WKURXJK� WKH� QDWXUDO� FRQÁLFWV� EHWZHHQ� VR-
cial groups” where only the best-adapted and most successful social groups sur-
YLYH�WKHVH�FRQÁLFWV�6 Even the most successful social groups must reproduce,  so 
there can be no inherent gender bias in this formulation of social Darwinism, 
but it creates divisions in society along “natural lines”. The observation that ex-
isting divisions result from the evolutionary “success” in sustaining and pro-
liferating un-historical divisions is the mechanism of evolutionary psychology.

“Human species is not an animal species, it is a historical reality”, writes Simone 
de Beauvoir.7 Traditional gender divisions in society are grounded in a history of 
class structure. In rejecting biological reductionism, and replacing it with conscious 
self-emancipation, we must supply an alternative analysis of the perpetuation of 
oppression within society, namely the instrument of class division. To Homo eco-
nomicus, the structures of society appear as “natural facts”. This species conceives 
its own pursuit for gain as “rational” when in fact its pecuniary understanding 
“constrains” and “fragments” its consciousness. In Marx’s formulation, Homo eco-
nomicus is dissected as false consciousness –it sees  itself as autonomous when in 
fact it is consciousness shaped and distorted by the laws of the market, the split be-
WZHHQ�SXEOLF�OLIH�DQG�SULYDWH�OLIH��DQG�WKH�IHWLVKLVP�RI�PRQH\��́ >2QO\@�ZKHQ�PDQ�KDV�
recognised and organised his ‘own powers’ as social powers, and, consequently, no 
ORQJHU�VHSDUDWHV�VRFLDO�SRZHU�IURP�KLPVHOI�LQ�WKH�VKDSH�RI�SROLWLFDO�SRZHU�>���@�ZLOO�
human emancipation have been accomplished”, writes Marx.8  As feminists we must 
also reject the “natural” assumptions of economic and biological predetermination.

The “No-problem problem” consolidated the ideology of missed opportunity, of 
QRW� VDFULÀFLQJ� HQRXJK� WR� REWDLQ� WKH� KLJKHVW� HPSOR\PHQW�SRVLWLRQV��ZKLOH� QHYHU�
confronting the continuing  expectations of women.9 The acceptance of “have 
it all” attitudes entrenched theories of variation in the human capital mod-
HO� WKDW� MXVWLÀHG� WR� HPSOR\HUV�� DQG�ZRPHQ�� WKDW�ZRPHQ� FRXOG�EH�GLVSURSRUWLRQ-
ately under-represented within the social wage. Women who  raised their heads 
above the parapet were targeted for their perniciousness, and told that “wom-
en’s equality is complete”. It was society’s explicit expectation of women to hold 
contradictory experiences, to opt-in and opt-out while rejecting any obfuscation 
RI� VH[�VSHFLÀF� UROHV� DQG� UHVSRQVLELOLW\� WR� KXPDQ� FDSLWDO� DQG� WR� SHUIRUPDQFH�

Speaking at an event in Sweden, David Cameron rejected the proposal for quotas that 
“dictate” women sitting on company boards, but did allude to the Swedish model 
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of introducing quotas if business continues to underrepresent women at the top. 
“The case is overwhelming that companies are run better if we have men and wom-
HQ�DORQJVLGH�HDFK�RWKHUµ��WKLV�VWDWHPHQW�UHÁHFWV�D�GLVWDQFLQJ�IURP�WKH�´QR�SUREOHP�
problem”, and an embracement of “equal opportunity”. The Tory models of femi-
nism, saved for those at the top of society, do acknowledge societal pressures biased 
against women attaining and retaining leadership positions. The Equality and Hu-
man Rights Commission concluded that for women to challenge “gender-primes” in 
ÀQDQFH��JDLQV�QHHGHG�WR�EH�PDGH�LQ�DFKLHYLQJ�WUDQVSDUHQF\�RI�UHZDUG�DQG�HIIHFWLYH�
engagement with employees who are also parents.10 The conclusions of this report 
are still to be implemented because, without critiquing the capitalist system, tack-
ling societal divisions will never be the main priority. Unless, however, you can re-
IRUPXODWH�WKH�JRDO�DV�VRPHKRZ�DGYDQFLQJ�FDSLWDOLVP��1HXURHFRQRPLFV�ÀWV�WKLV�SXU-
pose, selling women’s, non-male “otherness” to counteract the crash of capitalism.

Women’s experiences, and the stereotypes they endure, are the result and not the 
FDXVH�RI� VWUDWLÀFDWLRQ�DQG�XQGHUUHSUHVHQWDWLRQ� LQ� VXFK�KLJK�SDLG�SRVLWLRQV��7KLV�
FRQFOXVLRQ� LV� UDGLFDOO\�GLIIHUHQW� IURP� WKDW� ÀUVW� RXWOLQHG� LQ� WKLV� HVVD\�� WKH� QHFHV-
VLW\� RI�ZRPDQ·V� ELRORJLFDO� LPSHUDWLYH� LQ�ÀQDQFH�� QRW� EHFDXVH�RI� WKH� LPSRUWDQFH�
of self-determination and emancipation (through the glass ceiling) but rather 
for the prevention of the man’s spiralling biological determinism to destruction.

Biology is not an answer

Women recognise their inequality through their experiences. Tory feminism recog-
nises this too, but strives to be at the top rather than the bottom, and will accom-
modate the system in order to so. A Marxist feminist struggles for total equality, 
knowing that to achieve true sex-equality will require the restructuring of society. 
We cannot assume that a change in women’s economic position is enough to bring 
about her emancipation, even though it is the fundamental cause of her discon-
tent; only when changes in the economic conditions of women bring to fruition 
the moral, social, cultural alternatives required, can the “new woman” be born.

Feminism should look to challenge misconceptions that enforce sex-division and 
the status quo. Since the beginning of the Tory government we have seen attacks 
on women’s rights, completely consistent with Tory feminism and Cameron’s 
statement above. The number of women out of work has reached 1.07 million, a 
twenty three year high. With women holding 67% of positions within the public 
sector, they have been heavily affected by job losses. Women have also been par-
ticularly badly hit by cuts,  in fact by up to £11 billion out of the £16 billion lost 
from the welfare budget, which links directly to women’s employment opportuni-
ties. Half of mothers working full-time say they may have to reduce their hours 
to part-time, or quit all together, because of a reduction in childcare subsidy. This 
is already happening. A £500 maternity grant for low-income families has been 
D[HG��KRXVLQJ�EHQHÀW�KDV�EHHQ�UHGXFHG��UHFRXSLQJ������ELOOLRQ�EXW�PDNLQJ�DOPRVW�
3 million women worse off, and vital services are being withdrawn altogether: 128 
Sure Start children’s centres have closed to date in response to the council budg-
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et reductions. With increasing austerity (budget reductions will increase from 
11% last year to 21% this year), we can only expect more attacks to such services.

When these “necessary” cuts are delivered alongside tax breaks for married cou-
SOHV�� LW� LV�QRW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�ÀQG�WKH�LGHRORJ\�XQGHUSLQQLQJ�WKHP��WKDW�ZRPHQ·V�H[-
pectations should be in the home and not in the work place. Cameron argues for 
JUHDWHU�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ�LQ�ÀQDQFH�RQ�WKH�´HYLGHQFHµ�RI�SURÀWDELOLW\��EXW�
denies working class women work. This is a systematic oppression of women.

This week in Manchester, thirty-nine Sure Start centres and two day centres 
were saved from closure through collective action of parents and staff,  who 
had lobbied the county council and organised a march through the city centre. 
These centres provide support to families within their local community, offer-
ing childcare, parenting lessons, grants for expensive essentials, and also a sup-
port network for vulnerable parents such as young adults and the disabled. The 
activists’ success shows how we can organise to undermine the ideology be-
hind the cuts, and to demonstrate how class-discrimination can be challenged.

As a scientist, a socialist and a feminist, I wanted to highlight how neuroeco-
nomics conceals evolutionary psychology behind neuroscience. It is damaging 
to the recognisable bourgeois models that continue to challenge women’s in-
HTXDOLW\� LQ�ÀQDQFLDO� LQVWLWXWLRQV�� DQG�GDPDJLQJ� LQ� LWV� DSSOLFDWLRQ� DFURVV� VRFLHW\��
It is bad politics, bad economics and bad science and we shouldn’t be fooled.

Sophie Williams is a researcher at the European Bioinformatics Institute and at the Depart-
ment of Clinical Neurosurgery at Cambridge University.
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CAn COnservATives be feMinisTs?
Aveek Bhattacharya

The presence of conservative women in a number of prominent political positions 
has reignited an old debate about the relationship between conservatism and femi-
nism. Last summer, when both Sarah Palin and Michele Bachmann seemed like in-
ÁXHQWLDO�YRLFHV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�5HSXEOLFDQ�SDUW\��1DRPL�:ROI�LQVLVWHG�́ WKHVH�ZRPHQ�DUH�
real feminists – even if they don’t share policy preferences with the ‘sisterhood’”.1 In 
last year’s British general election, the Conservative party doubled its number of fe-
male MPs, with many of the new intake promising to offer a “Tory feminist” voice.

Now the mere existence of conservative women in itself means nothing. Be-
ing a woman and a politician does not automatically make you a feminist. It 
is well established that historically women have tended to be more socially 
conservative.2� %XW� WKLV� HQGRUVHPHQW� LV� LQVXIÀFLHQW� WR� GHPRQVWUDWH� FRQVHUYD-
tism’s feminist credentials. Just as an autocratic party can win votes from a ma-
jority of the electorate without becoming democratic, so women can use the 
rights won for them by feminists to move society in an anti-feminist direction. 
,QGHHG�WKH�OHVVRQ�WKDW�KLJK�SURÀOH�IHPDOH�SROLWLFLDQV�QHHG�QRW�EH�IHPLQLVWV�RXJKW�WR�
KDYH�EHHQ�OHDUQHG�IURP�WKH�PRVW�KLJK�SURÀOH�RI�WKHP�DOO��0DUJDUHW�7KDWFKHU�IDPRXVO\�
declared that “I owe nothing to Women’s Lib”. An interesting contrast, though, is that 
many modern conservative women are happy to self-identify as feminists. Earlier 
WKLV�\HDU�WKH�2EVHUYHU�SURÀOHG�D�JURXS�RI�03V�ZLOOLQJ�WR�EH�ODEHOOHG�́ 7RU\�IHPLQLVWVµ�3 
Sarah Palin has used the symbol of “mama grizzlies” (who apparently juggle careers 
and child rearing) to represent her “emerging, conservative, feminist identity”.4

The idea of “conservative feminism” is usually invoked with a sense of sub-
versive irony. These are two terms, it is universally acknowledged, that do 
not normally go together. On some views this is just a matter of historical acci-
dent. It just happens to be the case that those who have been feminists have 
tended to be on the left. For others, the idea is oxymoronic: any attempt to 
marry the two inevitably ends up watering down feminism or conservatism.

This essay is not an exercise in reconstructing the ideas of these modern con-
servative feminists. The question of whether any politician has succeed-
ed in reconciling the two theories is set aside. Rather, the intention is to ex-
amine the ideological compatibility of the two. Is it, in principle, possible to 
combine conservatism and feminism and maintain a coherent philosophy?

A couple of caveats. The term “conservative”, as used here, refers to the philosophi-
cal and ideological tradition. It does not necessarily refer to any party. Parties are 
not wedded to any normative commitments, and so there is no necessary restric-
tion on what a member of a given party can believe. Nor should conservatism be 
confused with libertarianism, though the two are increasingly inseparable. Liber-
tarianism is a distinct political theory that has come to hijack conservatism in re-
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cent decades.5 To see the difference, consider that consistent libertarianism often 
calls for radical measures, like the dismantling of the welfare state, or the legalisa-
tion of drugs. Such ideas are anathema to conservatism, which, if it believes any-
thing, believes in avoiding dramatic departures from the status quo. The extent to 
which libertarianism is consistent with feminism is a fascinating but distinct ques-
tion, basically hinging on the extent to which feminism requires state intervention.

7KH�GLIÀFXOW\�ZLWK� FRQVHUYDWLVP� LV� WKDW� LW� LV� HDVLHU� WR� VD\�ZKDW� LW� LV� QRW� WKDQ� WR�
provide a positive characterisation. Numerous attempts have been made to set 
out the core beliefs of conservatives – faith in custom, the idea of human im-
perfection, an organic conception of society, a devotion to property as protect-
ing freedom – but no single list is fully convincing.6 As much as anything, this 
is because of the anti-intellectualism of conservatism, eschewing abstract the-
ories and generalisations. Fixed principles are much too rationalistic a way 
of doing politics: conservatives would rather rely on custom and intuition.

One of the few features of conservatism, though, that most can agree on is 
the resistance of excessive and unnecessary change, and defence of the status 
quo. Conservatism, after all, must involve conserving something. This raises 
the thorny question of when conservatives can favour change. Oakeshott of-
fers perhaps the most plausible account of conservatism, when he describes it 
as a set of strategies for managing change: place the burden of proof on the in-
novator; make change as organic (as opposed to being imposed) as possi-
ble; innovation should address defects, and not seek to correct the satisfactory; 
change should be slow, not rapid; and that the timing of new projects is crucial.7

(YHQ�WKLV�PLQLPDO�VNHWFK�RI�FRQVHUYDWLVP�VHHPV�WR�FRQÁLFW�ZLWK�FRQYHQWLRQDO�XQGHU-
standings of feminism. Feminism is usually thought to be about change, about address-
ing injustices and unfair social structures, even if this involves major disruption. Femi-
nism has generally been a philosophy of critique, exposing the myriad ways in which 
women are oppressed and subordinated. Conservatism’s place has always been to re-
sist critique to defend the existing order, and to explain the dangers of radical change. 

Nevertheless, there are a couple of different ways in which feminism and 
conservatism might come together, at least on one understanding of femi-
QLVP�� /HW� XV� WHQWDWLYHO\� GHÀQH� IHPLQLVP� DV� WKH� SURPRWLRQ� RU� GHIHQFH� RI� JHQ-
GHU� HTXDOLW\�� :KLOH� WKLV� GHÀQLWLRQ� LV� OLNHO\� WR� EH� FRQWURYHUVLDO�� LW� VKRXOG� EH�
broad enough to cover most understandings of what feminism is about.

Firstly, some people might think that while feminists of the past were right to 
EH� FULWLFDO� RI� WKHLU� VRFLHWLHV�� DOO� WKH� ÀJKWV� WKDW� QHHG� WR� EH�ZRQ� KDYH� EHHQ�ZRQ��
On this view, gender inequality is a thing of the past, and feminists ought to de-
vote their energies to ensuring that we do not slide back towards it. Conserva-
tive feminists of this ilk would observe that women have reason to protect the sta-
tus quo, and conservatism is the ideology with the best tools to defend it. This 
argument mirrors Samuel Huntington’s suggestion that modern liberals should 
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strategically embrace conservatism: “Today, however, the greatest need is not so 
much the creation of more liberal institutions as the defence of those which al-
ready exist. This defence requires American liberals to lay aside their liberal 
ideology and accept the values of conservatism for the duration of the threat”.8

Alternatively, the alliance between feminism and conservatism could be based 
on shared substantive beliefs, and not just tactical convenience. Conserva-
tism generally involves defence of and deference to customs and traditions. 
Feminists have usually treated existing practices as oppressive and unfair to 
women.  For example, the gendered division of labour, or norms of behav-
iour and appearance, are seen as constraining and biased in favour of men.

However, conservative feminists may see the destruction of these traditions and ex-
pectations as damaging for women and gender equality. They might believe that men 
and women’s roles in society ought to be separate but equal, and that blurring the 
boundaries is bound to cause only confusion and disappointment. Worse, they might 
think that undermining traditional gender roles necessary involves deprecating the 
‘woman’s sphere’. Thus, on this view, the demand to be more than a housewife and 
mother implicitly suggests that there is something wrong with being a housewife and 
mother. This may be based on a caricature of the orthodox feminist position, but it is 
VWLOO�D�FRKHUHQW�VHW�RI�LGHDV��ZRPHQ�DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�ÀQG�IXOÀOPHQW�DQG�HTXDOLW\�LQ�
conventional gender roles, and so they ought to protect and defend these conventions. 

In what sense are these two positions feminist? Recall the two elements of the 
GHÀQLWLRQ� RIIHUHG� DERYH�� IHPLQLVP� LQYROYHV� SURPRWLQJ� DQG� GHIHQGLQJ� JHQ-
der equality Tactically conservative feminism believes that there is noth-
ing left to promote. Rather, it sees the greatest threat to gender equality in 
regression to the past, and so seeks to defend the status quo. Traditionalist con-
servative feminism interprets the promotion of gender equality as involv-
ing adherence to custom, and so aims to protect and enforce these customs. 
 
None of this is intended as an endorsement of conservative feminism. There are 
major problems with the both the idea that there is no more progress to be made 
RQ�JHQGHU� HTXDOLW\�� RU� WKDW�ZRPHQ·V� FRQYHQWLRQDO� UROHV� DUH� WKHLU�PRVW� IXOÀOOLQJ��
All this essay has attempted to do is to show that conservative feminism is a co-
herent position, though it might require some ideological gymnastics. This is an 
advance on most discussions of the topic, which treat it as self-evident either that 
feminism is equally germane to left and right, or that conservative feminism is an 
LPSRVVLELOLW\��7KH�IDFW�WKDW�WKHVH�DVVXPSWLRQV�DUH�ÁDWO\�LQFRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�RQH�DQ-
other shows that they clearly are not self-evident; in fact, neither is fully correct. 

Whether conservative feminism deserves recognition as a class of feminism depends 
on whether we accept the formulation or interpretation of feminism offered above. 
Discussing Sarah Palin’s appropriation of the ‘feminist’ label, Nina Power sees “a 
fundamental crisis in the meaning of the word”.9 If it can be used so broadly and 
in such contradictory ways, she argues, it is practically vacuous. To make progress, 
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“we may simply need to abandon the term, or at the very least, restrict its usage to 
those situations in which we make quite certain we explain what we mean by it”.10

This essay has tried to clarify the dispute, and so illuminate the battleground on 
which feminists can reclaim their ideology from conservatives. They can deny that 
D�FRQFHUQ�IRU�JHQGHU�HTXDOLW\�LV�VXIÀFLHQW�WR�PDUN�RXW�D�WKHRU\�DV�IHPLQLVW��7KH\�FDQ�
emphasise the folly of complacency, and demonstrate that progress on gender equal-
ity is as important as defending achieved gains. They can highlight the poverty of 
a ‘separate but equal’ approach to gender roles. A more forceful argument on these 
points, and people will feel compelled to choose between feminism and conservatism.

Aveek Bhattacharya studies Politics and International Relations at Somerville College, Ox-
ford, and is an Associate Editor of the Oxford Left Review.
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MAOisM, The wOMen’s MOveMenT, And 
The POsiTiOn Of wOMen under Chinese 
sTATe-CAPiTALisM
Benjamin Kindler

This article will examine the changing relationship between the Women’s Move-
ments that emerged in the imperialist countries in the 1960s and 70s and the 
Maoist legacy of the People’s Republic of China. It will then consider the experi-
ences of women under Maoism from a Marxist standpoint, with particular atten-
WLRQ�WR�WKH�XOWLPDWH�FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�OLEHUDWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ�DQG�WKH�LPSHUDWLYH�
to develop the productive forces in circumstances of material scarcity, in order to 
show that Marxism can better account for the condition of women under Mao-
ism than the theories of patriarchy that came out of the Women’s Movement. 

For much of the radical left through the 60s and 70s, the People’s Republic of 
China was an object of intense fascination and admiration. For activists in the 
United States and elsewhere, this positive orientation towards China was rooted 
in the initiation of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution in 1966, as the Cul-
tural Revolution was seen to promise a more democratic and creative form of 
socialism than had been experienced in the Soviet Union and the People’s De-
mocracies of Eastern Europe. From the standpoint of these activists, the Cultural 
Revolution was about workers and students being called on to challenge the bu-
reaucratic apparatus in order to create new forms of political authority that would 
better allow the majority of Chinese society to determine the direction of the so-
cialist modernization process. The voluntarist and moralizing themes that were 
promoted in the propaganda of this period proved attractive for young people 
who saw themselves as rebelling against the alienation and mass consumerism of 
their own Western societies, and who objected to a vision of socialism that pri-
oritized gradual economic development over continuous societal transformations.

An underlying component of the positive orientation held by the left towards the 
People’s Republic for much of the Maoist period was a willingness, be it conscious 
or unconscious, to take up the images and rhetoric of Mao and the Cultural Rev-
olution and to use them to make arguments and claims that had much more to 
do with the conditions in which foreign activists were operating than the concrete 
historical experience of the Cultural Revolution. This was true both of the broad 
radical milieu that held China in high esteem and of the more disciplined cadre 
organizations that eventually emerged out of that milieu and explicitly took up 
Maoism as their theoretical framework. The result was that Mao and the Cultur-
al Revolution were made compatible with a wide range of political orientations, 
depending on national conditions and the priorities of particular groups of ac-
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tivists. An indication of just how malleable the People’s Republic proved to be is 
that, in West Germany, Mao and China came to be used in arguments in newspa-
pers such as konkret articulating the objective of sexual liberation, even though 
the actual experience of Chinese citizens was, for much of the period, one of great 
sexual conservatism, and in spite of the fact that the Maoist cadre organizations 
that ultimately emerged in Germany (the “K-Gruppen”) were also heavily mor-
alistic in their attitudes towards sex. The contrast between the K-Gruppen and 
the more libertarian appropriations of China that took place during the 1960s 
shows that there was scope for different representations and appropriations of 
China within individual countries, amongst different groups of radical activists. 

There is now emerging an interesting literature which looks at the varied usages 
of Maoist China as a manipulable set of symbols in Western societies. A dimen-
sion of this transnational phenomenon that has received comparatively less at-
tention is the role of the People’s Republic in developments in feminist thinking 
from the late 1960s onwards. Yet many associated with feminism and the emerging 
Women’s Movement, used China as a positive example. An illustrative example 
LQ�WKLV�DUHD�LV�WKH�LQÁXHQWLDO�ERRN�Women’s Liberation in China by Claudie Broyelle, 
one of twelve women from the French women’s movement who participated in a 
trip to China in 1971, and who, upon her return, wrote a positive account of the 
situation of Chinese women. The author drew particular attention to the advances 
made in the socialization of housework and the involvement of women in indus-
trial production, and made explicit links between advances in China and the theo-
retical and practical concerns facing feminists in other countries, including France.

France is particularly interesting as an example of the role of China in the fem-
inist imaginary. Whereas in other countries there was a divergence between the 
Women’s Movement and the organized Maoist left, as these two distinct group-
ings appropriated the People’s Republic in different ways and for different rea-
sons, in France these groupings often intersected and supported one another. This 
link was made possible in part because French Maoism, as a national phenomenon, 
was characterized by a tactical and theoretical dynamism that allowed activists to 
engage with forms of oppression outside of the immediate factory space, as op-
posed to the conservatism and authoritarianism of its West German counterpart. 
As such, the August 1970 protest at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, which had 
a nationwide impact, and in some accounts marked the beginning of the French 
:RPHQ·V�0RYHPHQW��ZDV�OHG�E\�DFWLYLVWV�ZKR�ZHUH�DIÀOLDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�0DRLVW�RU-
ganization Vive La Revolution!, which drew inspiration from Henri Lefebvre’s con-
cept of “everyday life” as a basis for the criticism of bourgeois society. Broyelle’s 
book had an impact on political developments amongst the left outside of France 
as well, as a result of being translated into other languages, so that in West Ger-
many, for example, it appeared widely in the alternative kindergartens established 
by the Women’s Movement and the broader milieu around the SDS (Socialist Ger-
man Student Union), because Broyelle portrayed Chinese children as being raised 
in an environment of autonomy that allowed them to exercise their own initiative. 
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From the end of the Cultural Revolution onwards, however, and alongside broader 
shifts in the state of the Women’s Movement, there were changes in the way feminist 
activists viewed the condition of women in Chinese society and the relevance of the 
Chinese experience to their own activism. A  new body of writings and arguments, 
both academic and popular, drew on the theories of patriarchy that emerged within 
the Women’s Movement. A representative example of this more critical trend that 
achieved wide circulation amongst both academic and popular readers was the 1983 
book Patriarchy and Socialist Revolution in China by Judith Stacey, which, like much 
of the emergent scholarship, focused on changes in rural China. The arguments of 
Stacey and other authors have been described as following a thesis of “conservative 
betrayal” according to which the Communist Party of China’s initial commitment 
to women’s liberation, especially in the sphere of marriage reform, was hampered 
E\�KLJK�OHYHO�PDOH�RIÀFLDOV�ZKR�ZHUH�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�SUHVHUYLQJ�VWDELOLW\��DV�ZHOO�DV�
by local cadres in village communities who wanted to maintain support amongst 
the men of their communities by withholding divorce, especially as widespread 
divorce would have resulted in men being forced to relinquish property and status.

Stacey portrays the system that emerged with land reform under the early PRC as 
one of “new democratic patriarchy”, alluding to Mao’s own concept of New De-
mocracy as a transitional stage between the “semi-feudal, semi-colonial” state of 
China under the Nationalist regime and the socialist revolution. The “new demo-
cratic patriarchy” was, for Stacey, a social system that legitimated access to the pub-
lic sphere by women but still protected the collective interests of men in Chinese 
society, as family production was still based on a division of labour according to 
sex and age and men still exercised patriarchal authority through their rights to 
land and control over women. When examining the subsequent changes that oc-
curred under collectivization, Stacey similarly emphasizes the ways that the col-
lective structures preserved the basis of rural patriarchy, such as the fact that pro-
ducers’ cooperatives were based around existing villages, where households were 
densely linked through male linkages, which meant that the CPC relied on and 
reinforced links of male lineage in the way it socialized the rural sector. The argu-
PHQWV�RI�6WDFH\�DQG�RWKHU�VFKRODUV�ZKR�IDOO�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VDPH�SDUDGLJP�UHÁHFW�WKH�
broader turn to theories of patriarchy in the Women’s Movement insofar as the 
thrust of patriarchy as a theory is to see women’s oppression as something funda-
mentally separate from the exploitation of class society, and to see women’s oppres-
VLRQ�DV�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�EHQHÀWV�PHQ�DFURVV�FODVV�GLYLVLRQV��VXFK�WKDW�PHQ�DUH�VHHQ�
to have a collective interest in maintaining mechanisms of patriarchal domination.  

In the work of Stacey and others there is a striking failure to question the notion 
that Maoist China was a socialist society, and a lack of analysis of the fundamental 
nature of Chinese society during this period in terms of its social relations. This is 
symptomatic of much patriarchy theory analysis in that the existence of women’s 
oppression in allegedly socialist societies such as Cuba, China and the Soviet Union 
has lent support to the position that women’s oppression and class society are radi-
cally distinct as structures of oppression and that women’s oppression can continue 
into socialist society. There is, here, a contrast with the Marxist tradition, as from the 
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Russian Revolution onwards there have been intense debates among Marxists over 
such varied questions as the historical origins of capitalist society, the relationship 
between capitalist society and commodity production, the forms of labour appropri-
ation that are necessary for or compatible with capitalist society, and how best to un-
derstand those societies such as China that have utilized the symbology of revolution 
but have also seemed to embody real relations of exploitation and disempowerment.

Among the varied analyses that have emerged, the approach of the International 
Socialist tradition is one that rejects an emphasis on juridical forms, such as a legal 
right to private property and the passing-on of that property as inheritance, and 
instead embodies an analysis of what Marx took to be the fundamental laws of 
motion of capitalist society, in order to determine the relevance of those laws to 
societies like the Soviet Union. Tony Cliff’s original analysis, which has informed 
the whole International Socialist tradition, sought to analyse the Soviet Union as 
a society situated in an imperialist-world system comprised of a large number of 
capitalist nation-states at varying levels of economic development, rather than as 
an isolated social unit that could be analysed apart from its international situa-
tion. By emphasizing the international situation, Cliff was able to acknowledge 
that the Soviet Union did represent a variant of capitalism rather than socialism, 
as the Soviet Union’s being surrounded by hostile states exerted a determining 
presence on the whole Soviet economy, particularly via the mechanism of arma-
ments production. Thus the Soviet economy was, like its market capitalist coun-
terparts, regulated according to the Marxist category of the law of value, because 
the international situation served to determine the exchange relation between 
different commodities, the amount produced of different kinds of commodi-
ties, and the division of total labour time amongst the various industries of So-
viet society. In practice the existence of the law of value in Maoist China, as in 
the Soviet Union, meant that in both societies planners encountered pressure to 
gear the economy towards intense capital accumulation in order to maintain par-
ity with other capitalist societies. This drive towards accumulation came at the ex-
pense of living standards and socialist democracy, especially in China, where the 
1949 revolution had been conducted in the form of a conventional war with its 
roots in the peasantry, rather than an insurrection by the organized working class.

Taking the Maoist economy’s drive towards accumulation under the pressure of the 
international situation as a starting-point, a better understanding of the position of 
women under Maoism becomes possible. This is particularly true with regard to two 
VSHFLÀF�GLPHQVLRQV�RI�ZRPHQ·V�RSSUHVVLRQ��WKH�LQIHULRU�SRVLWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ�LQ�WKH�XU-
ban industrial workforce, and the failure to consolidate challenges to the division of 
labour in the countryside. In the case of the urban industrial workforce, China’s urban 
VHFWRU�XQGHU�0DRLVP�KDV�ORQJ�EHHQ�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�D�W\SH�RI�´ZRUN�XQLW�VRFLDOLVPµ��,Q�
this model, the Chinese urban landscape was characterized by the existence of large 
numbers of independent work units which served both as loci for production and 
also as social and administrative communities in the way they provided key services 
for their employees and in the way employees were required to gain the permission 
of their work units in order to get married, for example. There was little labour mo-
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bility between these units, in contrast to the Soviet experience, where workers had 
a greater opportunity and probability of changing their workplace over the course 
of their lives, such that the work units exercised considerable personnel power.

Within the broad parameters of the work unit system, however, there was con-
siderable room for variation: there were both different groups of workers with-
in particular work units with differing access to services and differing levels of 
protection, and different categories of enterprises with differing abilities to pro-
YLGH�VHUYLFHV� WR� WKHLU�HPSOR\HHV�� ,Q� WKH�ÀUVW�DUHD�� WKHVH�JURXSV� LQFOXGHG� WHPSR-
rary and contract workers, temporary and contract labour having been introduced 
as a key way of supplementing the main body of the workforce since 1949. Liu 
Shaoqi had argued in favour of the expansion of the contract and temporary la-
bour system during the early 1960s, in a context where the Chinese economy was 
still adjusting from the problems experienced during the Great Leap Forward, in 
RUGHU�WR�DOORZ�IRU�WKH�PRUH�ÁH[LEOH�DOORFDWLRQ�RI�ODERXU��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�VHDVRQDO�LQ-
dustries. The temporary and contract workers did not, unlike permanent work-
ers, have lifetime job security, pensions, subsidies, disability coverage, health in-
VXUDQFH� IRU� WKHLU�GHSHQGHQWV�DQG�RWKHU� LPSRUWDQW�EHQHÀWV�ZKLFK�ZHUH�SURYLGHG�
for permanent workers through their work units. These workers were often paid 
by piecework or by the day rather than monthly, and were also given the most 
arduous forms of labour, subject to short-term dismissal, and barred from mem-
bership of organizations like the trade unions, the Youth League, and the CPC.

During the Cultural Revolution, these workers and other groups who had been 
denied access to the advantages of other sections of the urban workforce took 
advantage of the opening to protest against their situation. A meeting between 
the Cultural Revolution Small Group, comprised of radicals such as Jiang Qing, 
and a delegation of these workers, resulted in an emotional reaction from Jiang 
Qing and her decision to publish a notice in the name of the Small Group that 
allowed temporary and contract workers to participate in the Cultural Revolu-
tion without prejudice and protected them from job dismissal and the withhold-
LQJ�RI�ZDJHV��7KH�QRWLFH�DOVR�VSHFLÀHG�WKDW�WKRVH�ZKR�KDG�ORVW� WKHLU� MREV�GXULQJ�
the previous six months should be allowed to return to their work units and re-
ceive back wages. A subsequent decision in 1971 by the Shanghai Labour Bu-
reau abolished the differences between union and non-union members in terms 
of medical and other welfare provisions and also converted temporary workers 
who had entered Shanghai’s factories before 1966 to permanent status. These 
GHFLVLRQV� VLJQLÀHG� D� SDUWLDO� FORVXUH� RI� WKH� GLYLVLRQV� ZLWKLQ� WKH� ZRUNLQJ� FODVV�

What makes the experience of contract and temporary workers relevant to wom-
en’s oppression under Maoism is that women comprised a large part of these seg-
ments of the workforce. A similar situation existed with regard to the enterprises 
that had a lower ownership status than the state-owned enterprises. There was a 
hierarchy of enterprises with state-owned units at the top, below which there were 
collective enterprises, which were themselves divided into large or small collec-
tives, and this produced differentials in privileges even amongst permanent work-



ers across the urban economy, as permanent workers at state-owned enterprises 
could expect “big labour insurance”, which meant that their dependents had half 
of their medical expenses covered, whereas the same was not true in collective en-
terprises, even for permanent workers. Just as they comprised a large part of the 
temporary and contract workers, women were also concentrated in the non-state 
RZQHG� HQWHUSULVHV�� DOVR� UHVXOWLQJ� LQ� ORZHU� DFFHVV� WR� EHQHÀWV� VXFK� DV� KHDOWKFDUH��
What these structures of differential access and protection show is that in an in-
dustrial economy where unemployment had been overcome, women occupied a 
position analogous to the reserve army of labour, as they could be deployed with-
out much protection in order to secure rapid accumulation, in a manner not dis-
similar to rural migrants in contemporary China, who are also overwhelmingly 
women. Even while men might generally have been entitled to more security un-
der Maoism, the deployment of women workers as part of a reserve army of la-
bour did not serve the interests of male Chinese workers: the experience of con-
tract and temporary workers was, from 1986, used to engineer the transformation 
of the entire industrial workforce to a contract-based employment model in place 
of the job security that had hitherto been enjoyed by at least some workers. This 
culminated in the Labour Law of 1995, which stipulated that all workers in non-
private enterprises become contract workers by the end of the following year.

In the countryside, the link between women’s oppression and the drive to accu-
mulation manifested itself in a simultaneous emphasis on incorporating women 
into agricultural work, albeit not on the same terms of men, and a failure to con-
solidate alternatives to household labour that might enable that work to become 
a source of greater autonomy. In ideological terms, this approach was rooted in a 
conception of the role of women that has been described by one author as “Marxist 
maternalism”. The CPC aspired to female participation in production, while stress-
ing physiological differences between men and women and seeking to sustain the 
family as an important institution in a socialist society. The practical implication 
of the CPC’s approach to women and production in the collectivized agrarian set-
ting was that women were made to engage in forms of labour activity that were 
less valued than the work performed by men and simultaneously had to perform 
household labour that was not acknowledged in the commune accounting prac-
tices. As a result, women earned only 25% of the work points awarded by all col-
lectives in 1956 even while they continued to perform crucial tasks in the home.

$JDLQVW�WKLV�EDFNGURS�RI�DQ�LQWHQVLÀHG�GRXEOH�EXUGHQ��WKHUH�ZHUH�FRQWDLQHG�SHUL-
ods of greater radicalism. The most important was the Great Leap Forward, dur-
ing which the establishment of dining halls and childcare facilities provided the 
basis for large-scale female participation in the main part of agricultural work and 
also enabled young and childless women to leave the village and take part in con-
struction and industrial projects. An indication of the changes conducted during 
this period is that women’s daily work-point earnings rose from between four and 
six in 1956, during the pre-Leap period, to seven or eight in 1960, whilst men re-
mained at an average of ten. Stacey has posited that the ultimate withdrawal of 
these gains was the result of pressure from men in village communities, desiring 
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to maintain the balance of patriarchal power, but what is actually more striking 
is that conditions of scarcity and the advantages afforded by the nuclear family 
from the standpoint of accumulation prevented the gains from being consolidated. 
Thus, during the Leap, communal institutions were not developed in every com-
PXQH�DQG�IUHTXHQWO\�HQFRXQWHUHG�SUREOHPV�RI�HIÀFLHQF\�DQG�FRVW�LQ�D�FRQWH[W�RI�
general economic scarcity and disorganization, so that the transport of food and 
fuels to dining halls, for example, was problematic, given the state of transporta-
tion. After the Leap, these institutions were closed down and the gendered divi-
VLRQ�RI�ODERXU�UH�HVWDEOLVKHG��,W�LV�VLJQLÀFDQW�DOVR��WKDW�HYHQ�ZKLOVW�WKHVH�FRPPXQDO�
institutions afforded greater opportunities to younger women, their introduction 
should not be confused with the temporary abolition of the gendered division of 
labour, as the Leap involved agricultural labour being handed over to older women 
whilst men and young women were engaged in industrial projects. The withdrawal 
of the communal institutions did not, as suggested by Stacey, straightforwardly 
maintain or reinforce patriarchal authority, but brought about defeats for men as 
well, not least because the involvement of the young in industry and infrastructure 
had allowed young people to escape from the watchful eye of the village elders 
and enjoy the possibility of forging new kinds of relationships, including sexual 
relationships – an opportunity that was subsequently diminished after the Leap.

In sum then, whereas the main body of critical writing on the experience of women 
under Maoism has been conducted from a standpoint of patriarchy theory, as in the 
writing of Stacey, a Marxist theory of state capitalism as applied to the People’s Re-
public can actually better explain these experiences by emphasizing the constraints 
put on women’s liberation by the drive to accumulate under the pressure of the 
international situation. The failure of Maoism to secure liberation for women and to 
guarantee genuine democracy for China’s workers points towards the need for a re-
application of the revolutionary Marxist tradition to China, drawing on the interna-
tionalist traditions of the early leaders of the CPC and the workers’ struggles that have 
emerged against both Maoist and Nationalist regimes across China’s recent history. 

Benjamin Kindler studies Chinese at Balliol College, Oxford.

A detailed bibliography for this essay will be published on our website.
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The end Of The neOLiberAL PrOjeCT And 
The CAse fOr TwenTy-firsT CenTury sO-
CiALisM 
Matt Myers

‘The old is dying and the new cannot be born.’

The grand project of neoliberalism, which dominated the political landscape of the 
:HVWHUQ�ZRUOG�IRU�WKLUW\�\HDUV��GLHG�ZLWK�WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�FULVLV�LQ�������)URP�LWV�LGHR-
logical genesis in the Milton Friedman’s Chicago School, to its political advocacy by 
global leaders such as Thatcher, Reagan, Pinochet, John Howard and (to an extent) 
Blair, neoliberalism was the ascendant ideology of capitalism for a generation. The 
neoliberal project died in 2008 not due to the work of any one man, party or move-
ment, but simply because it collapsed under the sheer weight of its contradictions. 
Almost every basic assumption of the neoliberal ideology has been exposed as myth 
rather than reality. Markets are inherently unstable; consumers and investors are not 
always rational; grand mathematical models cannot accurately predict market in-
teractions; economic ‘liberty’ is not the sole basis of political liberty; the list goes on.
 
Yet the greatest crime of the neoliberal project is not its condemnation of future 
generations to a society riven by inequality and injustice, but that it has sentenced 
ordinary hard-working people and the most vulnerable in our society to a life-
time of debt, accrued by a systemic crisis not of their making. The bitter irony is 
that an ideology which so abhorred the role of the state was then quite willing to 
XVH�LWV�ÀQDQFLDO�PLJKW�WR�VDYH�WKH�ÁDZHG�HFRQRPLF�V\VWHP�LW�KDG�UHOLJLRXVO\�IRO-
ORZHG��7KLV�LV�WKH�ODVW�GHÀQLWLYH�SURRI�WKDW�LQ�WKH�H\HV�RI�WKH�ULFK�DQG�WKH�SRZHU-
ful, nothing is sacred. Not the welfare state built up by the labour of generations 
of workers. Not the education system which gives all the chance to realise their 
potential. Not even their own ideology. The only thing sacred to the neoliberal doc-
WULQH�ZDV�SURÀW��DQG�WKH�WUDJHG\�LV�WKDW�ZH�DUH�DOO�QRZ�VXIIHULQJ�WKH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�
 
The role now for the Left is not just simply to critique neoliberalism, but to ac-
tually engage with the situation we face and put forward our vision of a society 
after neoliberalism. Our current predicament will not be alleviated by a simple re-
working of the current system, or by better oversight and regulation. The problems 
we face are of a structural kind, embedded in the foundational laws which govern 
capitalism. The Left can only solve them by asking deeper questions about how 
our economy and society functions, and then offering solutions to those same prob-
lems. The greatest weakness of movements like Occupy Wall Street is that, although 
they offer coherent and relevant critiques of what they are against, they offer no 
cohesive solutions to the crisis at hand. The Left in the post-recession world has to 
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explain what it means to be a socialist in the 21st century, while offering a vision 
of what post-capitalist society  should look like, and the process by which we can 
achieve it. This is what this paper proposes: it offers a critique of the whole neo-
liberal project and its results, yet also attempts to re-invigorate the debate over the 
alternatives. If it is successful, then we can turn the struggle against austerity from 
D�SXUHO\�GHIHQVLYH�EDWWOH��LQ�ZKLFK�ZRUNHUV�DQG�VWXGHQWV�DUH�ÀJKWLQJ�WR�KROG�RQ�WR�
pre-existing rights and institutions, into a struggle for a society beyond capitalism.

7R�XQGHUVWDQG�ZK\�WKH�QHROLEHUDO�SURMHFW�KDV�HQGHG��ZH�PXVW�ÀUVW�DSSUHFLDWH�WKH�
QDWXUH�RI� WKH� FXUUHQW� FULVLV� IDFLQJ�ZRUOG� FDSLWDOLVP��7KH�ÀQDQFLDO�PHOWGRZQ�KDV�
been of unprecedented scale, length and severity. The British government alone 
KDV�KDG�WR�SD\�����EQ�LQ�¶GLUHFW�XSIURQW�ÀQDQFLQJ·�VLQFH�WKH�EDLORXW�LQ������ZKLOH�
total government underwriting and loans are calculated to cost around £1.3 tril-
lion.1 In duration and material effects it is comparable to the stock-market crash 
of 1929, with global exposed assets standing at 52 trillion USD in 2008, and to-
tal write-offs at 2.4 trillion USD.2� 7KH� SULYDWH� GHEWV� RI� WKH� PDMRU� ÀQDQFLDO� LQ-
stitutions have in effect been socialized, with the taxpayer the underwriter.

Admittedly, crises as a phenomenon within capitalism are nothing new or extraor-
dinary; yet this time, something has changed. The sheer scale of the problems the 
world economy faces forces us to comprehend that this crisis has been in the mak-
ing for the past 30 years. It is a crisis caused not only by the fundamental contradic-
tions inherent in the laws that govern capitalism, but also by the actions of Thatcher, 
Reagan, Blair and others. It was they who exacerbated those same contradictions in 
their quest for deregulation, outsourcing and privatization, from the 1980s onwards. 
At the heart of the neoliberal project was a belief in the supremacy of the free mar-
ket. Its promise to deliver prosperity led governments all over the world to embark 
on polices of economic liberalization on an unprecedented scale. During the 1980s 
the governments of Thatcher and Reagan were reacting against their own crisis in 
capitalism, not one caused by the banking system, but by the alleged ‘excessive 
power of labour over capital’.3�7KH�LPSDVVH�ZLWK�RUJDQL]HG�ODERXU�DQG�DQ�RVVLÀHG�
economic structure was seen to be holding back the competitiveness of the Western 
QDWLRQV��UHVXOWLQJ�LQ�WKH�GHFUHDVH�LQ�WKH�UDWH�RI�SURÀW�DQG�WKH�HFRQRP\·V�UHODWLYH�SUR-
ductivity since the late 1960s.4 Yet policies of curtailing collective bargaining, priva-
WL]DWLRQ��RXWVRXUFLQJ��ORZHULQJ�RI�FRUSRUDWLRQ�WD[HV��DQG�GHUHJXODWLRQ�RI�ÀQDQFLDO�
services, all created the polar opposite: the excessive power of capital over labour.
 
This paradox forms one of the fundamental contradictions within the capitalist sys-
tem. On the one hand, individual employers (be they the state or private) need 
to minimize costs, with the vast majority of savings in the employment of labour. 
On the other hand, the system needs those same workers to keep spending more 
and more on goods and services produced by a growing economy. This contradic-
tion has always been present, but it was exacerbated by the sheer scale of the shift 
in power from workers to employers in the neoliberal era. Examples of this can 
EH�VKRZQ�LQ�WKH�¶KLUH�DQG�ÀUH·�FXOWXUH�QRZ�SUHYDOHQW�LQ�$QJOR�6D[RQ�HFRQRPLHV��
the tendency towards short-term employment in service industries, the curtailing 



of trade-union rights, and the impact of competition from the ‘cheap labour’ of 
foreign competitors. This relative depression in wages across the western world5 
(striking when compared to productivity gains6), coupled with a rapid rise in busi-
QHVV�SURÀWV�DQG�WKH�DFFXPXODWLRQ�DQG�FRQFHQWUDWLRQ�RI�ZHDOWK��SRZHU�DQG�FDSLWDO�
necessitated a phenomenon to make up the shortfall in aggregate demand: debt.
 
Debt began to play an ever increasing role in the world economy.7 It took the form 
of credit cards or mortgages, encouraged by the deregulation of the mortgage and 
credit industries under Thatcher, Reagan and Clinton.8 Debt, both personal and 
household, allowed the contradiction to be overridden and submerged, allowing 
Western workers to afford new products and the ability to own their own house. As 
ORQJ�DV�WKH�HFRQRP\�IXOÀOOHG�LWV�SURPLVH�RI�JURZWK��GHEWV�FRXOG�EH�SDLG�RII�LQ�WKH�
long term. The reliance on debt by both consumers and governments, along with 
WKH�HYHU�LQFUHDVLQJ�GHUHJXODWLRQ�RI�ÀQDQFLDO�VHUYLFHV��KDG�DQRWKHU�PRUH�SURIRXQG�
HIIHFW��WKH�%ULWLVK�HFRQRP\·V�XQHTXLYRFDO�UHOLDQFH�RQ�WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�VHUYLFHV�LQGXVWU\�9
 
Finance capital, in the form of the ‘City’ in London and ‘Wall Street’ in the US, 
became the motor of the world economy. They provided large tax revenues for 
governments10 and lent liberally to consumers and homeowners. The globalized 
QDWXUH� RI� ÀQDQFLDO� VHUYLFHV��ZLWK� VWRFN�PDUNHWV� RSHUDWLQJ� IURP�/RQGRQ� WR�1HZ�
York to Tokyo to Frankfurt, quickly morphed an American crisis into a global one: 
a globalized debt bubble.  The bubble burst virulently in the US housing crisis in 
2007, with the raising of the Federal Reserve interest rates, and the subsequent col-
lapse of Lehman Brothers, as their clients started to default on their mortgages. 
This material contradiction was masked by the almost religious adherence to the 
PDUNHW��ZKLFK� IRUPHG� WKH� LGHRORJLFDO� IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�QHROLEHUDOLVP��7KH�ÀFWLWLRXV�
assertion of the end of ‘boom and bust’11 precipitated economists, politicians and 
commentators to proclaim the triumph of world capitalism as the highest social 
order, tapping into post Cold-War hysteria and the belief in the ‘end of history’.12 
This belief in the end of ‘boom and bust’ encouraged governments, such as those 
RI�%ODLU� DQG�%URZQ� WR�GHYHORS�JRYHUQPHQW�ÀVFDO�SROLF\�ZLWK� WKH� H[SHFWDWLRQ�RI�
constant growth in the future, discounting the possibility that there would ever 
be a serious downturn; again motivated by a blind trust in markets to deliver.

7KH�RYHU�DFFXPXODWLRQ�DQG�FRQFHQWUDWLRQ�RI�FDSLWDO�LQ�WKH�KDQGV�RI�ÀQDQFLDO�LQVWLWX-
tions and the ‘new global bourgeoisie’, an inevitable consequence of the neoliberal 
SURMHFW��FUHDWHG�WKH�LGHD�WKDW�EDQNV�ZHUH�¶WRR�ELJ�WR�IDLO·��7KLV�VXSUHPDF\�RI�ÀQDQFH�
capital over both industrial capital (the productive side of the economy, i.e. busi-
ness) and labour had left the British economy vulnerable due to its reliance on the 
&LW\��,W�LV�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�WKH�FRQWHPSRUDU\�SUREOHP�RI�OLPLWHG�OHQGLQJ�WR�VPDOO�DQG�PH-
GLXP�VL]H�EXVLQHVVHV�LQ�WKH�FXUUHQW�UHFHVVLRQ��7KH�SRZHU�RI�ÀQDQFH�FDSLWDO�UHDFKHG�
VXFK�OHYHOV�WKDW�LWV�LQÁXHQFH�FDQ�HYHQ�MXVWLI\�WKH�RYHUWKURZ�RI�ZKROH�JRYHUQPHQWV��
as in case of the new market-approved ‘technocrats’ in Greece (Papademos) and It-
DO\��0RQWL���0HDQZKLOH��LQ�%ULWDLQ��WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�VHFWRU�FRQWLQXHV�WR�XVH�VWURQJ�DUP�
tactics in limiting further regulation or taxation, such as the Tobin tax.13 The power 
RI�WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�VHFWRU�ZLWKLQ�WKH�SROLWLFDO�VSKHUH�KDV�GLVFUHGLWHG�DQ\�GHPRFUDWLF�FUH-
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dentials the utopian neoliberal idea of the ‘property-owning democracy’ ever had. 

It may be slightly disingenuous to claim that the neoliberal project has ended when 
our current government continues to defend the Faustian pact with the City and 
impede further regulation and taxation, while simultaneously deregulating and 
privatizing the NHS, Universities and higher education. The neoliberal project may 
not have ended, but the ideology on which it is based is now utterly discredited.
The great upheavals across the world in 2011 should not be seen as separate and 
compartmentalized struggles, but as part of a wider global change in the nature 
of political discourse. The revolutions across the Arab world, the mass protests 
in Greece, the Indignados movement in Spain, the burgeoning student move-
ments in Chile and Britain and the now global Occupy phenomenon all share a 
FRPPRQ�HQHP\��(DFK�PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�VSDZQHG�E\� VSHFLÀF� ORFDO� FRQGLWLRQV��7KH�
revolt against the dictatorship of Mubarak has distinct contributing factors com-
pared to the Chilean student movement, or Occupy Wall Street. The bravery in 
the face of state repression shown by ordinary people in the Arab world is on a 
different scale entirely to those defending higher education or public services 
in Britain. Yet all these movements share one major similarity: they are revolts 
against the existing neoliberal paradigm and political orthodoxy. The material 
crisis post- 2008 has given rise to a political, social and now ideological crisis for 
the whole capitalist system. From the Egyptian and Tunisian revolutions, both 
fuelled by the hatred of IMF-backed dictators like Ben Ali and Mubarak,14 to Oc-
FXS\�:DOO�6WUHHW·V�FRQGHPQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�H[FHVVHV�RI� LQWHUQDWLRQDO�ÀQDQFH��ZKDW�LV�
clear is that 2011 has marked a line in the sand for the existing political narrative. 

What is therefore undeniable is that the world has changed irrevocably since the 
RXWEUHDN�RI�WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�FULVLV�LQ�������3HRSOH�HYHU\ZKHUH�DUH�TXHVWLRQLQJ�QRW�RQO\�
what has happened, but also where this wave of change will take us. This offers an 
almost once in a lifetime opportunity for the Left all over the world: to frame the 
political discourse, offer our understanding of the current crisis, and put forward 
a socialist alternative. This change in direction is not simply one of convenience, 
but one of necessity. With the prospect of even more austerity, more neoliberal-
ism, more inequality and more social injustice, the need for a radical solution from 
the Left has become paramount. The society that austerity is going to create will 
be even harder to change than our current one. People will be more demoralized, 
more alienated from one another, set in harsher competition against one another. 
There can only be one response to this structural crisis; not a few tweaks to the 
system but a wholesale revolution in the way our society is organized and our 
relations to one another. The Left needs to take up the call as a matter of utmost 
urgency. It must halt the momentum of the still ongoing, but discredited, neolib-
eral project, by means of a critique of the present crisis, and then offer not only the 
vision of a socialist alternative, but also the agency by which we can achieve it.

The task of theorists is therefore not simply to critique from afar the tumultu-
ous historical processes raging before us. Our task as the Left, and as socialists, 
is not just to observe the tempestuous realignment of our broken system. We 



must use our theory to prepare us to overthrow it. Theory divorced from prac-
tice resembles useless posturing estranged from realties, while practice with-
out theory lacks direction and coherence. This article is not intended to set out 
in full the socialist response to the crisis. It is an attempt to stimulate a re-eval-
uation of the whole idea of what it means to be ‘Left’ in the 21st century, and to 
H[SODLQ�ZK\�VRFLDOLVWV�KDYH�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\��DQG�WKH�KRQRXU��RI�FRQÀQLQJ�QHROLE-
eralism - and the capitalist system it sought to legitimize - to the history books.

‘The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be 
born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear.’
 
It is the task of the Left in the 21st century to give birth to that new society. The words 
of Antonio Gramsci have never been more prescient.

Matt Myers studies History at Wadham College, Oxford, and is an Associate Editor of the 
Oxford Left Review.
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why The LefT shOuLd feAr “The 
TAxPAyer”
Hannah Wilkinson

Who is “the taxpayer”? The effect of deliberate economic policymaking and of 
what economists term “government failure,” an imperfect response to a perfect 
set of markets, is frequently analyzed with respect to this individual or group, 
especially in the Murdoch press. But like “markets” and “sustainable debt” and 
much more of the language that conservatives and neoliberals alike use to present 
one set of economic arguments as an objective truth, this most obvious of terms 
LV� LQ� IDFW� LOO�GHÀQHG�� DQG� REVFXUHV� D� SOHWKRUD� RI�PHDQLQJV�� YDOXHV� DQG� DVVXPS-
tions about the relationship between individuals and the state, and the organiza-
tion of the economy and society. When the phrase and its uses and connotations 
are broken down, the false inclusivity of the description gives way to an exclu-
sionary elitism and duplicity, while its use represents a visceral ideological ha-
tred of the idea that the state has any authority over the individual. Its accept-
DQFH�E\�/HIW�DQG�5LJKW�DOLNH�H[HPSOLÀHV�D�SHUYDVLYH�DFFHSWDQFH�RI�DUWLÀFLDO�OLPLWV�
on what is and is not possible in the spheres of economics, politics and society.

When the Murdoch press and the Telegraph talk of the taxpayer losing out, their 
rhetoric is a falsely inclusive one. For as soon as the term is used, the young, stu-
dents, and the unemployed are automatically excluded from a legitimate role in 
the discussion, and it is precisely this exclusionary role which gives the term such 
currency among those attacking the state and defending capitalism. This exclu-
sionary role is supported by connotations of moral authority: taxpayers are not 
EHQHÀW� UHFLSLHQWV�� SURWHVWRUV�� RU� SHRSOH� WU\LQJ� WR� DWWDLQ� KDSSLQHVV� WKURXJK� VHOI�
VXIÀFLHQW�OLIHVW\OHV��7KH\�DUH��LQVWHDG��UHVSHFWDEOH�SHRSOH�OLNHO\�WR�YRWH�LQ�WKH�QH[W�
election. Thus bankers (whatever the level of their bonuses) will, we are told, con-
tinue to have a legitimate place the process of societal decision-making, because 
they are fully-paid-up members of the capitalist club, even if they pay as little 
tax as they possibly can. This is the essential difference between a discussion of 
policy from the point of view of “the taxpayer” and of “the 99%”. Many of those 
ZKR�FKRRVH�WR�GHÀQH�WKHPVHOYHV��LQ�WKHLU�UHODWLRQVKLS�WR�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�VR-
FLHW\��DV�´WD[SD\HUVµ��GR�VR�E\�EHLQJ�PHPEHUV�RI�DQG�FRQWULEXWLQJ�ÀQDQFLDOO\� WR�
the Taxpayers’ Alliance, a body which includes many non-domiciled executives 
who, having reduced their personal tax liability, now have their sights set on cor-
SRUDWLRQ� WD[�� 7KLV� UHYHDOV� WKH� K\SRFULV\� RI� WKLV� IRUP� RI� VHOI�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�� ´7KH�
taxpayer” focuses on this aspect of his relationship to the state, rather than on 
his role as consumer of public goods, precisely because the taxpayer is most cer-
tainly a capitalist, and in this way takes on a moral superiority to everyone else.
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The “taxpayer” labels himself as such in protest at the system whose burden he bears. 
Rarely do we read of the good that taxpayers’ money has done in providing free 
education or healthcare. We are much more likely to see public sector expenditure 
labelled as “funded by the taxpayer” to give it an air of illegitimacy and turn it into 
evidence for the neoliberal argument that governments mess things up and should 
retreat from their losing positions in a misguided war with capitalism. Despite the 
neoliberal prescription that governments should do as little as possible, when the 
provision of public services by private companies fails, we are told companies like 
A4e are effectively stealing from ‘the taxpayer, though when private companies are 
SURÀWLQJ�IURP�VHUYLFH�GHOLYHU\�ZKLFK�LV�EHLQJ�SURYLGHG�HIÀFLHQWO\��WKH�SXEOLF�VRXUFH�
RI�SULYDWH�SURÀWV�LV�PXFK�OHVV�IUHTXHQWO\�UHPDUNHG�XSRQ�7KH�WURXEOH�ZLWK�FRYHUDJH�
of A4e is that the focus has been on who was paying the salaries of those who failed to 
do their jobs, rather than on the fact that salaried staff continue to be paid for failure.

This language also implies a vastly different conceptualization of the relationship 
between state and individual than many would like to think exists within 21st cen-
tury democracy. If public spending is only of interest to “taxpayers,” then democ-
UDF\�VHHPV�OLNH�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�\RX�EX\�LQWR�ZKHQ�\RXU�VDODU\�EHFRPHV�VLJQLÀFDQW��
An interview in the Guardian with a member of the Taxpayers’ Alliance is instruc-
tive: “The concern for our members is that vast amounts of public money are be-
ing spent and we don’t get value for that money.” The democratic subject is in 
this way reconceptualised as a shareholder or consumer; the political is reduced to 
HFRQRPLFV��DQG�PRUH� VSHFLÀFDOO\� FDSLWDOLVW� HFRQRPLFV��7KH�KLJKHU�UDWH� WD[�SD\HU�
is like a preferred shareholder in UK plc, and alternative values like fairness and 
human dignity have no place when “I” means capitalist rather than human being. 

Any discussion of policy and possibility is instantly marred when those who could 
EH�DIIHFWHG�DUH�GHÀQHG�PHUHO\�DV�´WD[SD\HUVµ��7KH�1DWLRQDO�+HDOWK�6HUYLFH�KDV�QR�
MXVWLÀFDWLRQ�LQ�WKHVH�WHUPV��RQO\�ZKHQ�ZH�WDON�DERXW�KXPDQ�EHLQJV�ZLWK�ERGLHV�DQG�
minds that don’t always work, and that we don’t always know what to do with. Less 
WULYLDOO\��DOORZLQJ�RXUVHOYHV�WR�EH�GHÀQHG�LQ�WKLV�ZD\�H[HPSOLÀHV�WKH�VRUW�RI�IUHH-
GRP�UHVWULFWLQJ�ODQJXDJH�WKDW�æLçHN�HPSKDVL]HV��´WKH�WD[SD\HUµ�LV�VXUHO\�XS�WKHUH�
with “democracy and human rights” as false terms that stop us being able to truly 
YRLFH�RXU�GLVFRQWHQW��,W�OLPLWV�WKH�WHUPV�RI�WKH�GLVFXVVLRQ�WR�WKH�QDUURZ�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�
possibility which the mainstream Right and Left alike subscribe to, and is therefore 
highly conservative, linked inexorably to the present political and economic ar-
rangements. When the Right brings the debate down to the level of “the taxpayer,” 
any possibility of a world where communalism and sharing have removed the need 
for state redistribution of income is automatically ruled out. Talking about “the tax-
payer” can also unwittingly narrow the perspective of those engaged in progressive 
discussion about how to create a new order. It makes state redistribution within the 
capitalist system seem like the best we can ever achieve, and in doing so needlessly 
FHGHV�JURXQG�WR�WKRVH�DUJXLQJ�WKDW�FDSLWDOLVP�LV�WKH�RQO\�ZD\��7KH�/HIW�QHHGV�WR�ÀJKW�
WKLV�ZD\�RI�GHÀQLQJ�PDQ�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�FXUUHQW�SUHYDLOLQJ�V\VWHP��DQG�GHIHQG�D�
broader view of humanity and a state which is not a membership-only establishment. 
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vALues And The LefT
An inTerview wiTh PrOfessOr COLin CrOuCh

Cailean Gallagher

I knew before I arrived at his home in Oxford that Professor Colin Crouch, while a self-
LGHQWLÀHG�OHIW�ZLQJHU��LV�QR�UHYROXWLRQDU\��+H�PDNHV�QR�FDOO�WR�HQG�FDSLWDOLVP��WKHUH�LV�
not even a short-term prospect of moving beyond corporate neoliberalism. We have, he 
WHOOV�PH��D�VWDWH�HFRQRP\��EXW�ZH�DOVR�KDYH�FRPSHWLQJ�ÀUPV�DQG�GRPLQDQW�FRUSRUDWLRQV��
and this is “our type of capitalism”, the type we’re stuck with for the foreseeable future. 

Much of Crouch’s work has sought to understand capitalism and its effects on society. 
His research on labour markets and trade unions is globally respected – when arrang-
ing our interview he was in Brussels addressing a trade union assembly – and in recent 
years he has written two important books. Post-Democracy (2004) is a polemic on the 
state of our politics, claiming that though the institutions and objective elements of de-
mocracy are in place, society is not working democratically. His latest book, The Strange 
Non-Death of Neo-Liberalism (2011), describes why the current crisis will not bring down 
the basic neoliberal mode, largely because power is organised in such a way that it is 
imperative for dominant interests – especially corporations – to keep the model go-
ing. But the book does make a “negative judgment” on neoliberalism, and suggest the 
sort of changes that could free us from corporation-dominated political economies.

So he believes that capitalism will last for some time, which is probably for the best. 
He writes in his book of ‘post-democracy’, as well as post-nationalism, but never of 
‘post-capitalism’. When I asked him why not, his response was pithy: “State social-
ism called itself post-capitalism”, and that was a “disaster”. His book is underpinned 
by the need for “realism on our part”, he tells me. He said he “can’t see the pos-
sibilities of a form of economic ownership that would actually be superior to capi-
talism in delivering a combination of innovative economic products and maintain-
ing political liberty.” In advanced countries, it has “proved superior to other forms.” 

But rather than fall into passive acceptance, where are we to turn to challenge this ex-
ploitative model of neoliberal capitalism? And what is the role of the Left in this strug-
gle? What I wanted to explore was his prescription: that we need to re-inject morals or 
values into our political economy and public life. This moral basis for change is funda-
mental to his thought, as he explained: “If there is not a basic moral sense in people that 
can have some political power, then we are a totally cynical species, and we might as 
well give up”. He continued: “We have to believe that you can make moral appeals to 
people; and there’s evidence that you can. People might not always share your beliefs, 
but there is evidence of concern for values.” He points to evidence of such a concern, 
even over the last few days – the Coalition’s workfare schemes have been in the news 
(schemes, he said, which “more or less mean the use of slavery”), and they provoked an 
“extraordinary response from people”. Sure, he said, a lot of people remained cynical, 
EXW�HQRXJK�SHRSOH�UHVSRQGHG�ZLWK�GLVJXVW�DQG�PRUDO�RXWUDJH�IRU�ÀUPV�OLNH�7HVFR�WR�
change their mind. And he gives other, broader, examples of moral concern that is lead-
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ing to change: Fairtrade is one; concern for long-term environmental damage is another. 

Elements of the Left remain wary of appeals to the morals of the people, but he 
saw the criticism coming and pre-empted my question with another dose of “real-
ism.” “Marx”, he said, “tried to get out of the problem with historical necessity, by 
talking about laws of history.” But “Marxism when embodied ended up being the 
most cynical society, apart from Nazism”. While we might question sweeping 
claims like this, his position is clear: moral concern is out there, and it is the se-
cret to coping with, or even better, changing, the system in which we are stuck.

The “Dismal Cycle”

We turn to his more theoretical explanation for the importance of morals and our “search 
for values”. He argues that a society cannot keep itself going without morals – in other 
words, that a society needs morals at some stage in the process of developing institu-
tions. Institutions and society, he says, are developed and energised during certain pe-
riods of moral activity. He drew an analogy in terms of Weberian charisma: institutions 
emerge and develop through respect, action, and devotion to values, but we cannot 
sustain this ‘charismatic’ model; it has to be embodied, and it becomes embodied in 
tradition. But then these traditions, and the institutions they sustain, become worn out.
 
+H�GHVFULEHG�D�´GLVPDO�F\FOHµ�ZKHUHE\�PRUDOV�ÀQG�SXEOLF�H[SUHVVLRQ�GXULQJ�FHUWDLQ�
periods of history. The institutions they generate begin to be sustained as traditions, 
WKH\�ORVH�WKHLU�PRUDO�FRQWHQW��DQG�VR�WKHQ�ZH�´QHHG�D�QHZ�F\FOHµ�WR�UHFRQÀJXUH�VRFL-
ety in a way that takes values into account, and is not simply working at the behest 
of powerful corporations. So moral concern can lead to a “new wave of moral en-
ergy”. He believes that this concern can be “mobilised”. And it is here that we per-
haps begin to sense some suggestions for those of us who seek to change the system.

Having established that we can mobilise moral concern, he related this to the cor-
SRUDWH�QHROLEHUDO�HFRQRP\�WKDW�LV�WKH�FHQWUDO�WDUJHW�RI�KLV�FULWLFLVP��,Q�UHODWLRQ�WR�À-
nance, he suggested that with directed moral activity it would be possible to es-
WDEOLVK�UHJXODWRU\�UHJLPHV� WR� LPSRVH�D�GLIIHUHQW�VHW�RI�EHKDYLRXUV�RQ�ÀUPV��WKRXJK�
he did emphasise that the power balance might not allow it to happen). He sug-
gested here that in one sense such regulation would be in the interests of all, in 
the long-term. A long-term perspective would examine and seek to understand 
WKH�ZD\� WKH� ÀQDQFLDO� V\VWHP� RSHUDWHV�� DQG� WDNH� LQWR� DFFRXQW� WKH� QHHG� IRU� ORQJHU�
term projects, skills upgrading, environmentally sustainable policies, and so on.

He expands on this suggestion that morals can substitute for what long-term thinking 
RXJKW�WR�GR��0RUDOV�FDQ�EH�WKRXJKW��´LQ�WHUPV�RI�ÀOOLQJ�LQ�WKH�UROHµ�RI�WKH�ORQJ�WHUP��
as against the short-term. He puts the point more generally: “what we are talking 
of with morality is often a choice between the long-term and the short-term” – and 
it is possible (perhaps only possible) to achieve a long-term view, through morals. 
For this to happen we need something of a moral response or engagement – a “set 
of values that covers the difference between the short and long term”. His examples 
included the original Liberal reforms, and the anti-slavery movement. He also sug-
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gested that the rise of the working class “met with certain moral concerns” – met with 
the expression of a moral feeling in response to evidence of deprivation in society 
– which led to the reforms and the fundamental shifts in politics and the economy. 

Values, Nations, and the Pope

But none of this explains how to achieve the sort of expression of moral val-
ues that his system depends on, and when I raised the question of how to mobi-
lise these values, he acknowledged that it was a crucial one. In gauging the ex-
pression of values, it is a “question of whether it resonates”. I suggested that one 
way to achieve this might be via the idea of the nation, thus connecting his narra-
tive to the debates emerging on identity and nations, especially of Scotland and 
the increasingly probable break-up of Britain. Crouch did concede that “in a way” 
the most successful implantation of values is when they are “embodied in sense 
of national identity”- and gives the example of Sweden. Values need to be carried 
– and if they carried by a whole nation then, he said, they will be very powerful.

But for Crouch a major trouble with nationalism is a problem of globalisation. Our na-
tion states are not going to win out in competition with the new economies – and so our 
YDOXHV�PXVW�QRW�EH�FRQÀQHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�QDWLRQ�VWDWH��$QRWKHU�SUREOHP�IRU�&URXFK�LV�ZKDW�
then happens to minorities. Certainly he argues that national values can go quite a long 
way towards including minorities, and being values in their interests. But, he said, it of-
ten “hits a barrier”, and the tolerance ends. And his third point veers away from the ra-
tional, and expresses a more emotional scepticism about nations in general: “if we start 
going to a national identity” as the source of values, the effects, he said, are just “a bit 
creepy”. The answer for Crouch is to look for a transnational movement, one that needs 
to have a Europe-wide identity, though which values can be developed and expressed.
 
But one question as yet unanswered was this: was he simply calling for an expression 
of values, generic values? His answer seemed a hesitant ‘yes’: “To some extent, if what 
we’re faced with is materialism and capitalism” then there needs to be a “coalition 
of all articulators of value”. We might see why there may be a need for an expression 
of other values, but question whether capitalism and materialism are really void of 
morals and values in the way suggested here. Crouch’s example of such value-expres-
VLRQ�ZDV�VWULNLQJ��+H�GHVFULEHG�KRZ�WKH�SUHYLRXV�3RSH�RFFDVLRQDOO\�KHOG�D�´SRQWLÀ-
cal council for the social sciences” (a habit not taken up by the new one), and at one 
of the councils, after various discussions, John Paul made the proclamation that “de-
regulation of labour markets is a sin”, and that the welfare state is a social obligation.

Such a declaration is based on values – albeit a certain set of values by no means 
universal, focussed on a particular view of human life: against war but also against 
abortion. The result of these values, as well as the institution that makes them, are 
objectionable for many on the Left. But here was an instance, Crouch said, of a po-
litical stance “coming from the side of values”. And his contention is that all sorts of 
values need to group – campaign groups, civic organisations, churches, trades un-
ions and so on – so we have a community of those with values against the cynical. 



Social Interests and the Left

+H�GHVFULEHV�WKH�QHHG�IRU�YDOXHV�WR�FKDOOHQJH�WKH�SULRULWLVDWLRQ�RI�JOREDOLVDWLRQ�DQG�À-
nance. In the face of “no alternative” claims, oppositional values are not and cannot be 
expressed. Moreoever, a diminishing range of social interests are asserting themselves 
– he gives for instance the trend of the weakening of trade unions, and more generally 
the decline of institutions that allow for autonomous expression of the interest of the 
bottom 80%. His contention is that this leaves us with a “narrowing range of values”. 

And it is at this point that the Left is brought in. For Crouch, one role of the Left is to 
try to open up the narrowing range of values in a corporate neoliberal society. So it just 
about expressing values, or is it about expressing alternative values? Is the expression 
of values itself the aim for the Left? Is it simply the moral force itself, and not a moral 
force of a particular kind or with a particular ideology or view of humanity, that will 
bring us to some solution? His answer was that the Left may take up particular values, 
but there are also strong differences, he thinks, between Lefts past and present. The 
Left historically means the “interests of those on the wrong side of a power holding 
line”, pushing the interests of the relatively powerless; and indeed it is the interests of 
the powerless that, in the face of a one-dimensional corporate neoliberalism, need to 
ÀQG�H[SUHVVLRQ��7KLV��KH�QRWHV��´DOPRVW�GHÀQHV�WKH�/HIW�DV�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�FDQ·W�ZLQµ�
 
$QG�LQ�ÀQGLQJ�D�ZD\�IRU�WKH�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�VRFLDO�LQWHUHVWV��KH�ZDV�FOHDU�WKDW�WKH�´/HIW�
have an interest in pluralism” and that what is important is “maintaining pluralism”. He 
compared this to the 1950s, when pluralism seemed right-wing. But a “threat to plural-
LVP�QRZ�FRPHV�IURP�FRUSRUDWH�YDOXHV��DQG�WKH�QHHG�WR�PRGHO�>LQVWLWXWLRQV��SXEOLF�VHUY-
LFHV�HWF@�RQ�WKH�FRUSRUDWH�VHFWRU�µ�)RU�&URXFK�´OLEHUDOLVP�LV�QHYHU�¶UHDO·�XQOHVV�LW�LV�YHU\�
very inclusive”, and we ought to be wary of a form of social democracy that seeks to go 
beyond a liberal ideal. So, I ask him, is his ideal a sort of pluralistic liberalism? “My actual 
ideal”, he replied, “is one in which workers’ interests, poor people’s interests, and wom-
en’s interests are out there being strongly represented alongside bourgeois interests”. 

Practical Values

In the book, Crouch puts forward a more practical approach for the Left: to come to 
terms with the workings of the state, market, corporation, and civil society, using the 
FUHDWLYH�WHQVLRQV�EHWZHHQ�WKHP�WR�FKDOOHQJH�WKH�SRZHU�KROG�RI�FRUSRUDWLRQV�DQG�ÀUPV���
:KHQ�ZH�WDON�DERXW�WKLV��KH�DIÀUPV�WKDW�WR�́ FKDOOHQJH«�FRUSRUDWH�SRZHU�WKURXJK�FLYLO�
society” is an effective aim for the Left. This provides, then, some sort of explanation 
IRU�WKH�SURVSHFW�RI�ÀQDQFLDO�UHJXODWLRQ�RU�FRUSRUDWH�FKDQJH��GHVFULEHG�DERYH�LQ�WHUPV�
of the potential of values. It is not enough for the values to be latent; they need to be 
expressed. Not only that, but they need to constitute an expression of civil society as 
against the corporations, and they need to be the values of various social interests. And, 
the expression and mobilisation of these values is one of the challenges facing the Left.

Which leaves the question, what should the Left do? We need, said Crouch, to move 
on from the organisational structures used in the early 20th century. There are signs 
of different kinds of political expression outside of the old political structures. A 
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“wider range of organisational forms can be involved in left-wing campaigns.” This 
PLJKW�VHHP�OLNH�´SDUWLFXODU�SUREOHP�IRU�WKH�/HIW��ZKLFK�KDV�GHSHQGHG�PRUH�RQ�>ROG�
VW\OH� VWUXFWXUHV� RI@� SROLWLFVµ��ZKHUHDV� WKH� ULJKW� KDV� D� ´VHULHV� RI� SRZHU� EDVHV� LQ� VR-
ciety”, whereas the Left have unions and parties and a separate movement. But in 
truth this separate vehicle “has become a bit of a shadow army”. And the idea that 
society is controlled by the bourgeoisie is also not necessarily true. Traditions of the 
Left exist within the health service, churches, etc, “no longer the captives of ruling 
class interests, far from it.” And consumer movements and customer anger against 
corporations have a role to play. So his admittedly “low view of parties has a more 
optimistic turn” – on the one hand, “we can’t expect parties to carry the full bur-
den”, but “we don’t have to”, because other parts of society will help them to carry it.

Students, he says, are “particularly useful”. Even if universities are not politicised, 
they are among the “very important repositories of values that can be alternatives 
WR� VLPSOH� FRUSRUDWH�PRGHOV� RI� SURÀW�PD[LPLVDWLRQµ�� �7KLV�� KH� VD\V�� LV� GHVSLWH� JRY-
ernments since Thatcher’s “trying to force them more into a corporate mould”, 
and an “increasing dependence on external donors”.) There are also long-term sig-
QLÀFDQFHV� RI� UDGLFDO� VWXGHQW� DFWLYLW\�� ´7KH� SHULRG� RI� \RXU� VRFLDOLVDWLRQ� WHQGV� WR�
stay with you”, and “people tend to retain dominant values”, he said. As evidence, 
he offers himself and his own generation, alluding to his own prominent involve-
ment in the 1968 student revolts at the LSE – the radical atmosphere of the time be-
ing one explanation for why Crouch’s generation “tends to bear left-wing values”.

So perhaps we may hope that in the long term a new radicalised, moralised genera-
tion will result from the recent student activism, bringing values back into society 
in a way that are absent presently. It could be the “new moral wave”, a new era of 
the Left, that will reform economy and society, challenging neoliberalism and even 
capitalism itself. Colin Crouch, veteran of the student revolts and long-time observ-
er of the trials of the struggles against capitalism, chose not to make predictions.

Colin Crouch will deliver a public lecture on Social Democracy as the Highest Form of Lib-
eralism as part of the Future of the Left series, in LSE on 1st March 2012.

Cailean Gallagher is joint editor-in-chief of the Oxford Left Review, and on the editorial 
board of OurKingdom.
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CuLTure: AuThenTiCiTy And freedOM
Peter Hill

In January 2012, a piece by Sara Khorshid (“The problem with Egypt’s Muslim 
Brotherhood is not sharia”) appeared in the Guardian’s “comment is free” section. 
The article’s general drift was to criticize the portrayal, in Western media, of the 
struggles taking place in Egypt as based simply on the secular/Islamist divide – an 
DWWHPSW�WR�JLYH�D�PRUH�QXDQFHG�YLHZ�WKDQ�WKH�PDLQVWUHDP�PHGLD��7KH�ÀQDO�VHQWHQFH�
of the article, however, seems to have really infuriated a number of Guardian read-
ers, for here Khorshid has the temerity to suggest that: “Sharia, as I know it, tells me 
to struggle against corruption and tyranny; and to side with those pursuing justice 
and dignity, be they secularist or Islamist.” A  veritable army of commentators  (not, 
their tone made clear, Egyptians or Muslims, but Westerners) took it upon them-
selves to tell her – a Muslim Egyptian, let us remember – how she could and could 
not use that Arabic word, that Islamic concept, sharia. To them, evidently, it meant 
VRPHWKLQJ�TXLWH�GHÀQLWH�²�D�EDUEDURXV��PHGLHYDO�FRGH�RI�ODZ�WKDW�KDG�QR�SODFH�LQ�
the modern world, the Guardian, or their lives. In some comments, this reaction 
degenerated into a general scorn at the revolutions in Arab countries or at Islam.

This was not, I am pleased to say, the whole story: there were also a number of 
comments defending her right to say such things. But I cannot help feeling that the 
weight of negative reaction, the number of people prepared to write off, not just 
“sharia” or the Muslim Brotherhood, but the Arab revolutions, Egypt, and Islam in 
general, as “backward”, is indicative of a persistent complacency in Western and 
%ULWLVK�FXOWXUH��7KLV�LV�D�PLQGVHW�ZKLFK�DVVXPHV�WKDW�LVVXHV�RI�FXOWXUDO�FRQÁLFW�DUH�
really only a problem for “other people” – like Muslims and Egyptians. There is a 
tone that Westerners too easily assume, which takes it for granted that modernity, 
globalization, and indeed multiculturalism are things which the West essentially 
knows how to deal with, while these “others” do not. The dominant groups in the 
West seem never to have known what it is to be part of a culture trying to resist, 
DGDSW��DQG�JURZ�LQWR�QHZ�IRUPV��XQGHU�WKH�SRZHUIXO�SUHVVXUHV�WKDW�WHQG�WR�ÁDWWHQ�
out its differences, and level it down into anonymity. Only “other people’s” cul-
tures ever seem to have been at odds with the dominant forms of modern civiliza-
tion.  Pointing to the complex and at times really violent struggles of “others” – not 
just abroad but also among “ethnic minorities” in Western countries – leads to a 
IDPLOLDU�NLQG�RI�VHOI�FRQJUDWXODWRU\�VPXJQHVV��7KH�H[DPSOHV�RI�RWKHU�SHRSOH·V�GLIÀ-
FXOWLHV�VHUYH�WR�VKRUH�XS�WKH�VHOI�FRQÀGHQFH�RI�D�:HVWHUQ�FXOWXUH�WKDW�KDV�²�DQG��WKH�
assumption seems to be, has essentially always had – the ability to deal with such 
issues, or indeed the Olympian maturity to ignore them as not worth the trouble.

“Intimacy with two worlds”

As a challenge to this kind of self-satisfaction, I would like to outline some examples 
of a certain kind of dilemma, often linked to a particular kind of personal history: the 
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shock of moving from one cultural world into another. Some of the most powerful 
versions of this experience have perhaps been those of people moving into Western 
countries, from the world beyond the West. Many versions of this experience – the 
“voyage in” to the metropolitan centre, then the “return” to one’s homeland – have 
been described by Edward Said in Culture and Imperialism. As Said maintains, the 
effect of Western thought, or of going to “the West”, was an important and liberat-
LQJ�LQÁXHQFH�RQ�QRQ�:HVWHUQ�LQWHOOHFWXDOV��7KH�SUREOHP�ZDV�WKDW�WKH�IUHHGRP�WKDW�
was offered seemed to involve a radical dislocation, a cutting of the ties to one’s 
own culture. The metropolitan culture seemed to demand one’s total conversion 
or transplantation into a new context. This led to the phenomenon of the “return”, 
when those intellectuals who had gone to the West went back to their homes to 
ÀQG�WKHPVHOYHV�²� LQ� WKH� OLQHV�RI�7��6��(OLRW·V�ZKLFK�&KLQXD�$FKHEH�TXRWHV�²�´QR�
longer at ease here, in the old dispensation, an alien people clutching their gods”.

People in the West are perhaps reasonably familiar, nowadays, with this image 
of non-Westerners struggling to come to terms with the West and with their own 
homes and communities. Perhaps the most widely-known version of the image is 
that of the many migrants from non-Western countries who have taken up resi-
dence in Western countries, where similar experiences – of coming to terms with 
DQRWKHU�FXOWXUH��RI�ÀQGLQJ�RU�GHIHQGLQJ�RQH·V�RZQ�²�FRQWLQXH�WR�EH�OLYHG�WKURXJK��
What Westerners seem less frequently to remember is that this kind of phenom-
enon – having to deal with two very distinct cultures – has never been limited 
to the non-Western world, or those coming from it. A similar pattern is expressed 
by those who came from working-class or regional communities within Western 
countries, to the centres of political and cultural power. One can see the trend run-
ning through writers from relatively poor or marginal backgrounds, such as Tho-
mas Carlyle, George Eliot, Thomas Hardy, and D. H. Lawrence. But it becomes 
especially explicit, and politically conscious, in working-class writers of that great 
period of social change and emancipation, the Second World War and the decades 
that followed it. Dennis Potter, in 7KH�*OLWWHULQJ�&RIÀQ (1960), Raymond Williams, 
in Border Country (1960), John Braine in Room at the Top (1957), all express this sense 
of dislocation, the idea that, despite real gains, something vital has been lost in the 
transition they have been asked to make – into a metropolitan or a middle-class 
culture. Border Country, with the return of the protagonist Matthew Price to his 
village in the Welsh Borders after many years living away in London, mirrors re-
markably faithfully the “journey back” pattern of Achebe’s No Longer at Ease (1960).

This sense of being caught between two worlds, one apparently the abode of authen-
ticity, the other of freedom, is apparent in other contexts. One sees issues of region and 
class, as well as those of domestic and public life, working together in Middlemarch 
(1871-2). Here George Eliot describes not only the dilemmas of those caught up be-
tween a lower-middle-class or rural background, and the wider freedoms of money, 
towns and social success, but also the dilemmas of those caught between the demands 
of immediate, personal relationships, of families and homes, and those of the wider, 
outside world, which offers more freedom but less security and warmth. To all these 
attempts we can see the broad relevance of Dennis Potter’s description, in a review of 
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Border Country, of Raymond Williams’ protagonist Matthew Price, as “attempting to 
reconcile, or hold together, the dilemmas thrown up by intimacy with two worlds.”

Not all attempts to do this were successful – Potter, in his review, remarks that 
he himself was unable yet to reach the “maturity and certainty” he found in Wil-
liams’ novel. One wonders if he found it later: some of his subsequent work – 
such as the great television drama The Singing Detective (1986), currently being re-
shown on BBC4 – does hold out a profound hope of a kind of creative and joyful 
resolution. Yet he never seems able entirely to overcome the pressures, the pain-
IXO�FRQÁLFWV�RI�KLV�VLWXDWLRQ�� WKH�PDUNV�RI�WKH�VKHHU�GLIÀFXOW\�RI�FRPLQJ�WR�WHUPV�
with his cultural environment are always there. And some of the best of the works 
listed above are registers precisely of defeat. One kind is through the sheer pres-
VXUH� RI� FRQÁLFWLQJ�GHPDQGV��$FKHEH·V� KHUR� LQ�No Longer at Ease, unable both to 
live the Western-style life expected of him and assist his family and people, starts 
WDNLQJ� EULEHV� DQG� LV� GLVFRYHUHG�� OHDGLQJ� WR� KLV� ÀQDO� GLVJUDFH� DQG� GHVWUXFWLRQ�

Another, and perhaps especially interesting pattern, is that of moving too complete-
ly into that other world, and losing touch with the world one is from. This expe-
rience – that of the renegade – is described in John Braine’s Room at the Top. “No 
more zombies,” the protagonist Joe Lampton tells himself, when he moves from his 
working-class home into a new town, a new job, the possibility of moving upwards 
DQG�JHWWLQJ�RQ��´7KHUH·V�DOZD\V�URRP�DW�WKH�WRS�µ�KH�LV�WROG��DQG�KH�ÀQGV�WKDW�WKHUH�
LV��+H�HQGV�XS�ZLWK�WKH�DIÁXHQFH��WKH�SRZHU��WKH�VWDWXV�WKDW�KH�ZDQWHG��VXFFHVVIXOO\�
leaves the “zombies” of his working-class background behind. But at the same time 
KH�ÀQGV�KLPVHOI�HPSW\�DQG�EURNHQ�E\�WKH�FRPSURPLVHV�KH�KDV�KDG�WR�PDNH�DQG�WKH�
life – that of his lover, Alice – he has destroyed along the way. We are left with an un-
settling portrait of a man who has, in a sense, gained the world but lost his own soul. 
A similar pattern is seen in Taha Husayn’s Adib (1935; translated by Mona El-Zayyat 
as A Man of Letters, 1994). The unnamed hero is an Egyptian who not only receives 
a European education, in Paris, but remains there far longer than he is supposed to, 
ULJKW�LQWR�WKH�)LUVW�:RUOG�:DU��+LV�ÀQDO�EUHDNGRZQ�LQWR�PDGQHVV�LV��+XVD\Q�VXJ-
gests, somehow the result of going too far, staying too long, severing his ties to his 
home too completely. But there are also the real achievements of vision – the achieved 
clarity of the best work of Eliot, Achebe or Williams, holding out the possibility of 
a solution that can somehow combine the demands of authenticity and of freedom.

Each experience is, of course, distinctive and unique – any real appreciation of any 
one of them would require far more than these hasty sketches I have offered. But 
what I would like to note for now is that, as well as the irreducible distinctiveness 
RI�HDFK�RI�WKHVH�DFFRXQWV��WKHUH�DUH�UHFRJQL]DEOH�DIÀQLWLHV�DQG�UHVHPEODQFHV��7KH�
RSSRVHG�ZRUOGV�ZLWK�ZKLFK�WKH\�DUH�GHDOLQJ�DUH�GLIIHUHQWO\�GHÀQHG��WKH�ERXQGDU\�
is based in some cases on the Western/non-Western divide, in others on class or 
region. But all deal with the experience of belonging, on the one hand, to a group 
ZKRVH�FXOWXUH�LV�QRW�RQO\�ZDUP�DQG�DXWKHQWLF��EXW�OLPLWHG��FRQÀQHG�ZLWKLQ�D�FHU-
tain sphere; and on the other, to a culture that offers wider possibilities but seems 
in some way alien or impersonal. There is present in all of them a contrast, im-
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plicit or explicit, between the authenticity of group identity within what is actu-
ally a restricted, subordinate group and the possibilities that exist in the dominant 
spheres of civilization. Their effort we can describe in the broadest way as that to 
IXOÀO�WKH�GHPDQGV�RI�ERWK�DXWKHQWLFLW\�DQG�RI�IUHHGRP�²�QRW�WR�OHDYH�WKDW�ZDUPWK�
EHKLQG��EXW�WR�ÀQG�SRVVLELOLWLHV�RI�JURZWK�EH\RQG�WKH�OLPLWV�WKDW�RIWHQ�JR�ZLWK�LW�

Above all that?

All of these cases are those of people who have felt, in one way or another, the pres-
VXUHV�RI�WKH�FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�DXWKHQWLFLW\�DQG�IUHHGRP��0DQ\�RI�WKHP�KDYH�IDLOHG�WR�
reconcile them, have fallen back into defeatism or reaction, but none of them have 
been above it. These records of experience can be placed in distinction to what often 
seems to be the dominant discourse of cultural difference, in what is now, as we are 
so often told, a globalized world and a multicultural society. This seems very often 
to suggest that “globalization”, and “modernity” involve precisely being above, or 
leaving behind, those deeply felt links of belonging, those desires for authenticity. 
Cultural difference, through the dominant version of “multiculturalism”, has ef-
fectively been incorporated into an older form of modernization ideology: becom-
ing “multicultural” comes to mean joining the dominant globalized modernity. I 
do not mean that the emphasis on the plurality of cultures is unimportant: in the 
face of such obvious attempts at domination as Cameron’s “muscular liberalism” 
it remains, of course, entirely necessary. But the “dilemmas thrown up by intimacy 
with two worlds”, the tension between the demands of authenticity and belong-
ing on the one hand, and of freedom and creativity on the other, seem increasingly 
rarely to have been felt by those who speak of “multiculturalism”. Freedom seems 
to mean deracination, the leaving behind of authenticity; cultures seem limiting 
factors, dragging one down. We seem, at times, to be entering an age of post-cul-
ture, where tradition is replaced, as James Clifford once put it, by “improvisation”.

This image of cultural evolution has to be resisted, I think, for a number of reasons. 
7KH�ÀUVW�LV��TXLWH�VLPSO\��LWV�HOLWLVP��,W�LV�HDV\�HQRXJK�IRU�SHRSOH�ZKRVH�RZQ�FXOWXUDO�
situation seems unanxious and secure to write off distinctive traditions in favour of 
a kind of promiscuous eclecticism. But for those who do in fact belong to a marginal-
ized and embattled tradition, this seems not so much the transcendence of cultural 
differences as the pressing upon them, precisely, of an alien cultural form, under the 
guise of “multiculturalism”, “modernity”, or the like. Even cultural “improvisation” 
cannot be thought of as taking place in a vacuum: if it is to be meaningful there must 
be underlying norms that regulate it. And I often have an uneasy feeling that the reg-
ulating principle that underlies the dominant forms of “multicultural” eclecticism is 
really the commercial one of consumer choice. The glib talk of “diversity” we are all 
used to suggests the image of a shop-counter, on which different “cultures” are laid 
out for sale, and we can all mix and match as we please. What we end up with is a 
society in which the privileged – those from what is in fact the dominant (bourgeois, 
Western, white) cultural tradition – can select promiscuously from easily manage-
able chunks of other cultural traditions, without ever leaving their comfort zone 
and confronting any of those traditions as a whole. For them, “multiculturalism” 



EHFRPHV�D�OLFHQFH�IRU�LQGLIIHUHQFH�WR�FXOWXUDO�FRQÁLFW�²�LW�LV�RQH�PRUH�SUREOHP�ZKLFK�
our kind of society is supposed to have “solved”. Meanwhile, those from marginal-
ized traditions have no option but to confront the dominant culture as a whole: it 
is not merely neutral for them, not just “there,” but forces itself insistently on them.

A powerful ally of this ideology has been the lack of awareness, among Westerners, 
RI�WKH�FRQÁLFWXDO�KLVWRU\�RI�FXOWXUHV�LQ�:HVWHUQ�FRXQWULHV��7KH�IDFW�WKDW�WKHVH�SUHV-
sures have been felt – and are continuing to be felt – in “their own” culture, seems 
to pass them by. The kind of complacency epitomized in those Guardian comments 
on Khorshid’s article becomes the dominant reaction, and recognition of what other 
peoples and cultures are experiencing becomes almost impossible – they cannot see 
these struggles, defences, adaptations, as in any way analogous to their own. One is 
tempted to draw a parallel with Joe Lampton, the hero of Room at the Top: many of us in 
the West have apparently managed to leave the “zombies” behind, and forget that we 
ever had those tangled and muddy things, roots. The questions and dilemmas raised 
by being a member – even an estranged or exiled member, or a potential or hypo-
WKHWLFDO�RQH�²�RI�D�FXOWXUH�ZKLFK�GHPDQGV�D�GHÀQLWH�OR\DOW\�DQG�FRPPLWPHQW��GR�QRW�
arise. They are rationalized, rather, as the VSHFLÀF�GLIÀFXOWLHV�RI�QRQ�:HVWHUQ�SHRSOHV�
or “minorities” in coming to terms with “the West”, or modernity, or globalization.

What this ignores is the extent to which these are in fact general�GLIÀFXOWLHV��1RW�RQO\�
among non-Westerners but among Western men and women too, the kinds of strug-
gle and dilemma too often thought of as characteristic only of “other” peoples, have 
been lived through, and continue to be lived through. The literary examples above 
DUH� UHJLVWHUV�RI� WKLV�H[SHULHQFH��$QG� WKHUH�DUH� LPSRUWDQW�DIÀQLWLHV�EHWZHHQ� WKHVH�
different types of struggle for freedom and authenticity. That is not to say that they 
are reducible to the same thing, but that important elements are shared across, for 
instance, the Western/non-Western divide. Nor is it merely a question of grouping 
together the experiences of those who have found themselves somehow disadvan-
taged, or discontented with the mainstream civilization of the world: there are more 
than negative resemblances. Among the positive elements they share are the search 
for freedoms that will not be a denial of authenticity and community, the search for 
belonging that will not be a denial of creative liberty. They also share the quality of 
commitment to a situation – the realization that this search takes place within the 
SUHVVXUHV�DQG�FRQÁLFWV�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��ZH�DUH�DOO�embroiled, to use George Eliot’s word.

Yet the variety of the experiences shows that we are not all involved in the same 
ZD\��WKDW�ZH�GR�QRW�IHHO�WKH�VDPH�SUHVVXUHV�DQG�FRQÁLFWV�HTXDOO\��:H�DUH�QRW�DOO�RQ�
the same cultural level, any more than we can simply choose our culture. Rather, 
HDFK�RI�XV�JURZV�ZLWKLQ�D�VSHFLÀF�FRQÀJXUDWLRQ�RI�WUDGLWLRQV�²�HYHQ�LI�WKH\�DUH�ULFK�
and varied ones. But equally, it has never been a question of being restricted to only 
RQH�� RIÀFLDO� YHUVLRQ�RI� D� FXOWXUH�RU� D� WUDGLWLRQ��$V�+DQV�*HRUJ�*DGDPHU� DUJXHV�
(Truth and Method, 1960), any living tradition is necessarily varied – constituted by 
the “multifariousness” of its voices. Similarly, creative growth is always present: 
OLPLWHG�EXW�DOVR�VKDSHG�DQG�HQDEOHG�E\�WKH�FXOWXUDO�FRQÀJXUDWLRQ� LW� LV�D�SDUW�RI��
As Gadamer puts it, a tradition does not simply persist by “inertia”, but “needs to 
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EH�DIÀUPHG��HPEUDFHG��FXOWLYDWHG�µ�7KH�HPSKDVLV�RQ�FXOWLYDWLRQ�UHFDOOV�5D\PRQG�
Williams’ analysis (in Keywords, and Culture and Society) of the metaphor underly-
ing the English term “culture”: the tending of natural growth. The work of George 
Eliot, Chinua Achebe, or Dennis Potter records the attempts of a culture to tend 
growth and to grow – in its own terms, but beyond the limits within which it has 
hitherto existed. They challenge the temptations to be content with a dominant ver-
sion of “freedom” – the easy rejection of all traditions which is in fact a capitulation 
to the traditions of the dominant civilization of the world – or with a limited version 
of “authenticity” – the suspicious insularity of a marginal and defensive culture. 
The at times tortuous complexity, and at the same time the seriousness and creativ-
ity, of their attempts to realize the demands of freedom and of authenticity, keep us 
DZDUH�RI�RXU�RZQ�SODFH�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��LUUHGXFLEO\�FRPPLWWHG�QRW�RQO\�WR�D�VSHFLÀF�
VLWXDWLRQ��EXW�DOVR�WR�WKH�DFW�RI�JHWWLQJ�EH\RQG�LW��%\�WKXV�VHHLQJ�ERWK�WKH�VSHFLÀFLW\�
RI�HDFK�SDUWLFXODU�H[SHULHQFH��DQG�WKH�UHDO�DIÀQLWLHV�EHWZHHQ�GLIIHUHQW�H[SHULHQFHV��
we can perhaps come to an understanding of culture as an endeavour to realize 
both authenticity and freedom. And we can see it as ultimately, despite or even 
through cultural divisions, as a common endeavour, in which all of us have a part.

Peter Hill is studying for an M.St. in Arabic literature at St. John’s College, Oxford, and is 
an Editor-in-Chief of the Oxford Left Review.



One MiLLiOn CLiMATe jObs
Sophie Williams

The One Million Climate Jobs campaign was set up by trade unionists within the Cam-
paign Against Climate Change, and is supported by a number of national trade unions, 
including PCS, CWU, UCU and TSSA. The One Million Climate Jobs report received 
inspiration from the struggle of workers at the Vestas wind turbine factory on the 
Isle of Wight, who occupied their factory when it was slated for closure in mid-2009. 

The report proposes an alternative mechanism for reducing carbon emis-
sions, not through eco-economics but instead through a mechanism 
linked to employment, government spending and economic recovery. 

While the global economy burns around us, it is necessary to link the require-
ment for investment in renewable energy with the social impact of the cur-
rent economic crisis. To achieve anything like the reductions in carbon diox-
ide emissions set over the next twenty years, let alone those required to curb 
catastrophic climate change, governments must take on the responsibility for chang-
ing the balance between carbon intensive industries and green energy alternatives.

One Million Climate Jobs argues for the creation of a government funded climate indus-
WU\��EDVHG�RQ�ÀQDQFLDO�GDWD�JDWKHUHG�LQ�WKH�8.��7KH�PRGHO�IRFXVHV�RQ�WKUHH�NH\�DUHDV�
of the energy industry that directly relate to carbon emissions: electricity, transport and 
heating. By creating a new government-funded sector which employs and trains people 
ZLWK�WKH�VNLOOV�WR�LPSURYH�FDUERQ�HIÀFLHQF\�LQ�WKHVH�DUHDV��DORQJ�WKH�VDPH�OLQHV�DV�WKH�FUH-
ation of the NHS, Britain’s energy consumption and unemployment could be reduced. 
Research outlined in this report estimates that such a project would cost in the region of 
����ELOOLRQ�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�\HDU��ZKLFK�FRXOG�EH�UHFRXSHG�LQ�VXEVHTXHQW�\HDUV�WKURXJK�KLJK-
HU�HPSOR\PHQW��UHGXFWLRQ�LQ�SURMHFWHG�EHQHÀW�FODLPV�DQG�LPSURYHG�JHQHUDO�WD[DWLRQ�

Too often the government is portrayed as a business with a requirement for prof-
itability. Other criteria should take precedence in measuring the success of pol-
icy, such as social responsibility, which would be well demonstrated by such a 
program as the One Million Climate Jobs. Strikingly different from other pub-
lications on climate policy, this report concludes with a call for collective ac-
tion in order to pressure those involved in legislating for a low carbon future.

On the Global Day of Action for the climate on Saturday 3rd December the streets of 
London rang to the sound of chants for “Climate Justice.” A “Walk of Shame” through 
the City joined the march from a Climate teach-in at the Occupy camp at St Paul’s. A One 
Million Climate Jobs Climate Caravan will be stopping in Oxford on the 16th of May, one 
destination of many across the country, from Glasgow to Plymouth. This will be a great 
opportunity to make climate campaigning central to political activity in Oxford, and also 
where we drive support for the One Million Climate Jobs among students and workers.

Sophie Williams is a researcher at the European Bioinformatics Institute and at the Depart-
ment of Clinical Neurosurgery at Cambridge University.
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review: More Bad News FroM Israel

by GreG PhiLO And Mike berry

Miriam Aouragh
Greg Philo and Mike Berry, More Bad News From Israel. ISBN: 9780745329789; 486pp; 
Paperback; £16.99.

Public opinion depends on the public availability of information; if we believe that col-
lective public opposition can – at times – block a government’s position, then this is not a 
minor issue. The overall dilemma with regards to the media is: can mainstream, partic-
ularly non-corporate, media simply be trusted or must audiences always be sceptical?

Communication is an increasingly crucial aspect of politics and news production is 
one of the main sources of knowledge communicated in the public sphere.  One of the 
most debated contemporary cases where public opinion is crucial relates to Palestine. 
Despite some far-fetched interpretations of lobby-politics, it is not true that Israel 
can do as it pleases. In fact, to continue its occupation and crackdown of resistance it 
needs its key allies, predominantly those in the West. Israel’s dependence on the West 
is all the greater with the recent shift in Arab politics (especially in Egypt) as a conse-
quence of the 2011 revolutions, a dependence which has deepened with Israel’s an-
tagonising its crucial regional partner Turkey by its actions during the Gaza Flotilla.

In 2004, Bad News from Israel by Philo and Berry (from the highly respected Glas-
gow University Media Group) deconstructed how British media creates a par-
ticular framework that systematically disadvantages Palestinians. This impor-
tant study of the Second Intifada offers a detailed account of the coverage itself 
as well as its impact on public opinion. Theirs is the only study I am aware of that 
successfully applied a multi-method approach and succeeded – through watch-
ing hours of BBC TV and ITV prime-time bulletins, painstaking textual analysis 
and follow-up interviews both with viewers and the editors involved, they dem-
onstrate how viewers are led to believe that the ‘normal’ world is ‘disrupted’ by 
Palestinian violence to which Israel often is obliged to ‘retaliate’. Their publication 
caused uproar at the BBC; in fact, an independent (though BBC-appointed) panel 
LQYHVWLJDWHG�WKH�DOOHJHG�LPSDUWLDOLW\�DQG�FRQÀUPHG�PXFK�RI�WKH�DXWKRUV·�ÀQGLQJV�

This authoritative study is now followed by the updated edition More Bad News 
from Israel��,Q�LW�ZH�ÀQG�PHWLFXORXVO\�RXWOLQHG�KRZ�DXGLHQFHV�DUH�SUHVHQWHG�ZLWK�
day-to-day events that are not contextualised (failing to convey an understand-
ing that Palestinian responses are essentially about anti-colonial liberation), and 
how ultimately this is the most important reason for misjudgement by news audi-
ences. At best the news tended to swing between this clearly unequal view and 
the view that ‘both sides’ perpetrate violence in the ‘cycle’ of killing of what is 
OD]LO\� WHUPHG�� DQG� KHQFH� DSSHDUV� DV�� ¶WKH� FRQÁLFW·�� 3HUKDSV�PRVW� DVWRQLVKLQJ� LV�



the result derived from audience interviews: many were not even aware of the 
fact of Israeli occupation or assumed that Palestinians were the occupiers. These 
were not typical tabloid readers: the respondents were all in higher education. 
The study does not only display the different manner of representation but also 
what might be the rationale for portraying both sides in such different ways. 

Through its broad approach the book manages to bridge several academic disciplines. 
7KH�ÀUVW�TXDUWHU�RI�WKH�ERRN�RIIHUV�D�ELUG·V�H\H�YLHZ�RI�WKH�SROLWLFDO�KLVWRU\�RI�WKH�3DO-
HVWLQLDQV��H[SODLQLQJ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�PDVV�UHYROW�LQ�������WKH�HWKQLF�FOHDQVLQJ�
of three-quarters of the indigenous Palestinian population in 1948 (al-Nakba or “the 
catastrophe”), the 1967 war during which the remaining parts of Palestine were occu-
pied, up until the outbreak of the Second Intifada in 2000. In these historical sections 
of the book, the authors provide crucial context and detail of the kind that usually 
gets lost in the overwhelmingly intense debates about the media and Palestine-Isra-
el. However, the central section, and the most unique part of the book, is the empiri-
cal data gathered through a meticulous analysis of hours of television material, as 
well as by studying audience reception through interviews. This is an important in-
tervention in contrast to the tidal wave of empirically weak critiques about ‘the me-
GLD·��,W�LV��WR�P\�NQRZOHGJH��WKH�ODUJHVW�VWXG\�HYHU�XQGHUWDNHQ�RQ�WKLV�VSHFLÀF�QH[XV��

The politics of the media are often the core of the activist raison d’être. It is often 
assumed that a biased media in combination with (the threat of) negative labelling 
of critics of Israel (as anti-Semitic) is an important cause for fragile international 
solidarity. But is this still the case? In this update, the impact of news on public 
opinion is studied based in two important cases: the military assault on Gaza in De-
cember 2008 (operation Cast Lead) and the attack in May 2010 on the Gaza Flotilla 
(which was designed to break the Israeli blockade of the Gaza Strip). By scrutiniz-
ing the news outlets, the authors attest that the core issues – the Israeli violation of 
D�ÀYH�PRQWK�FHDVHÀUH��DQG�WKH�VRFLDO�FULVLV�FDXVHG�E\�WKH�EORFNDGH�²�ZHUH�KDUGO\�
PHQWLRQHG� �SS�� ����������$QG�DJDLQ�� WKH� UDPLÀFDWLRQV� DUH�GLYHUVH��7KH�QHJDWLYH�
impact is not only caused by biased news portraits. It is also visible in the uneven 
representation of spokespersons. Israeli spokespersons are structurally given more 
opportunities to frame the events, both in terms of time-allocation and in terms of 
interviewer behaviour (friendly and understanding vs. snappy and impatient) dur-
ing the interview. The authors expose the falsehood of the commonly-held view 
WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�QRW�HQRXJK�DUWLFXODWH�3DOHVWLQLDQV�DYDLODEOH�WR�FRXQWHU�,VUDHOL�RIÀFLDOV�
and that Palestinians basically have a very weak lobby and PR strategy – a view 
which is also assumed by many sympathetic to the Palestinians. In the cases stud-
ied they were available but not called upon or not handled impartially. Perhaps 
this was because “the Israeli ambassador was practically camped at the TV centre” 
as one BBC editor explains in an interview (pp. 352-358). The claim to objectivity 
and autonomy notwithstanding, the dynamic of being subject to Israeli pressure is 
therefore a valid concern. While the context of the situation in Gaza (e.g. the inter-
national blockade causing poverty and desperation) is absent, the Flotilla events 
produced important changes. This was most probably caused by the fact that nine 
unarmed activists from Turkey – until then a key ally of Israel – were killed (p. 391).
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What the authors don’t consider is that a growing section of society follows the news 
via the Internet, and that a strong counter-narrative is constructed by media activists 
exactly in that sphere of knowledge production. This has been shown by video foot-
age disclaiming Israeli statements put online by activists aboard the Mavi Marmara 
of the Flotilla convoy. Thus traditional news outlets can (if willing) have access to 
these sources through the internet. In relation to the book’s own focus the question, 
the question raised by the impact of the internet is: how do editors engage with online 
sources, and are online news audiences better informed than television audiences?

As its popularity reaches a historic low, Israel depends on its reliance on its allies ever 
more and therefore desperately needs to win the hearts and minds of international 
public opinion, especially the citizens of its allies. This desperation explains why 
they will use everything in its power to gain that, as happened during the ‘Flotilla II’ 
events of this year. Solidarity activists embarked from four different European ports 
with people from all corners of the world. Israel applied a more overt campaign of 
sabotaging several ships (such as damaging propeller shafts) but it also increased its 
covert propaganda. One of the most egregious examples was its use of Web 2.0 tools 
like YouTube to spread misinformation with the release of video just as the activists 
were about to sail off. In a passionate video message on YouTube ‘Max Pax’ describes 
how he was prevented from taking part in the Flotilla because he was gay. Other ac-
tivist bloggers soon discovered that the video was an orchestrated hoax to discredit 
WKH�)UHHGRP�)ORWLOOD�FDPSDLJQ�DQG�RULJLQDWHG�IURP�1HWDQ\DKX·V�RIÀFH���6HH�KWWS���
thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/06/27/israeli-video-blog-exposed-as-a-hoax/).

More Bad News from Israel adds another layer mostly left untouched: news media 
not only channels a war of words but through its selective choices and language 
makes possible that very war. In this sense this book certainly belongs on the same 
shelves as the classics Manufacturing Consent (Herman and Chomsky) and Cover-
ing Islam (Edward Said). In contrast to much research it also provides a socially rele-
vant yet empirically proven critique. Given the very contentious nature of the topic, 
this is a brave and welcome contribution for those in academia and activism alike.

Dr. Miriyam Aouragh teaches Cyber Politics of the Middle East at Oxford University’s 
Middle East Centre and is an activist in Oxford Anti-War Action and Palestine Society. 

This review previously appeared in Media Education Journal.
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The ThekLA, brisTOL – 27/01/12
Jenny Oliver

Before the review, a rant. Regardless of whether they are, in fact, any good, women 
playing guitars still – even 50 years since Sister Rosetta Tharpe showed us how it was 
done - seem to elicit a particular kind of fascination among a particular kind of men. 
This time last year, the Guardian published an interview with the astonishing Anna 
Calvi, accompanied by a few promotional studio shots of her posing, perhaps slightly 
self-consciously, with her instrument. For all that the article describes her ‘attacking 
KHU�JXLWDU�ZLWK�WKH�IXOO�ERGLHG�ÁDLU�RI�D�FRQFHUW�SLDQLVW·��DQG�HYLGHQWO\�SDVVLQJ�XS�WKH�
RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�DFWXDOO\�JLYH�KHU�WKH�EHQHÀW�RI�D�OLVWHQ��WKH�ÀUVW�HDJHU�WUROO�WR�WKH�NH\-
board spat: ‘All very nice ducky but if you are going to pose with a Fender Telecaster 
at least make it look like you know which end goes where.’ 1 This delectable slice of 
congealed seventies-style sexism epitomises in particular the persistent assumptions 
that: 1) the guitar is essentially and inescapably a phallus, and accordingly 2) any 
woman with a guitar must necessarily be ‘posing’, aping the typical (for which read: 
male) guitarist in a pitiful attempt to compensate for her debilitating lack of penis. 

Sex still mattered, then, even in a year (2011) so celebrated as golden for women in 
music. 2 But with Laura Marling far outstripping former collaborators Mumford and 
Sons in terms of critical acclaim, and LA psychedelic indie heroines Warpaint making 
their breakthrough – not forgetting the aforementioned Calvi’s breathtaking debut – 
this seemed (whisper it) a promising time for women wielding guitars. The autumn 
EURXJKW�DQ�HSRQ\PRXV�ÀUVW�DOEXP�IURP�SXQN�VXSHUJURXS�:LOG�)ODJ��D�VOLFNO\�SUR-
duced offering that rewarded a second listen, and a third. Still, a growing appreciation 
of their recorded work did nothing to prepare me for the experience of seeing them live.

2SHQLQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�QLJKW�RI�WKHLU�WRXU�ZLWK�WKH�JORULRXVO\�QRLV\�%ODFN�7LOHV��:LOG�)ODJ�
had the audience in the palm of their collective hand from the off: on a cold January 
night, on a boat in Bristol harbour, the temperature soared immediately. Thrumming 
drum rolls and layered guitar feedback gave way to the distinctive unison guitar 
hook, and the instrumental section, with the two lead guitars fencing rather than 
duelling, built to a scream. On Racehorse, Carrie Brownstein’s electric stage pres-
ence – all swagger and high kicks - spilled over into a full-on, guttural roar (‘You bet 
wrong!’) and whipped the crowd into a frenzy. Poppy single Electric Band segued 
into new song Winter Pair; fast, rough, and jangling. Mary Timony’s less confronta-
tional vocal style tended to draw the audience closer in places, helping to build the 
intimacy of a venue that already felt like a sardine tin. Rebecca Cole (keyboards and 
tambourine) adds depth and warmth to many tracks on the album, and provided 
PDQ\�RI�WKH�IDPLOLDU�KRRNV��EXW�FDPH�LQWR�KHU�RZQ�ZLWK�D�)DUÀVD�VROR�WKDW�JDYH�
the lie to her apparent awkwardness on stage. Brownstein’s former Sleater-Kin-
ney bandmate Janet Weiss, on drums, kept the feel pulsing but just baggy enough, 
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EOHQGLQJ�WLJKW�ÀOOV�ZLWK�VSODVK\�F\PEDO�KLWV��7KLV�ZDV�D�EDQG�VWLOO�JHWWLQJ�XVHG�WR�
playing together (‘Does anyone know what note this next song starts on?’), and 
clearly enjoying the adventure. ‘This is our jet lag show’ giggled Brownstein semi-
deliriously at one point, and we could only wonder what they’d come up with next. 

Jenny Oliver is a D.Phil. candidate in French at St John’s College, Oxford.

1. http://www.guardian.co.uk/music/2011/feb/12/anna-calvi-guide-interview
2. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/music/rockandpopmusic/8550973/The-women-dominat-
ing-pop-in-2011.html
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