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Editorial

For as long as our communities have operated in such capacities as to enable hierarchies of social 
relations, our use of language has been in conversation with the dynamics of power which informs 
our lived experience. Indeed, in as much as our forms of enunciation encode within them indelible 
marks of the cultural meanings in which they exist, it seems naive to posit communication 
without power relations. In his study of what he calls ‘Keywords’, Raymond Williams examines 
the ‘problems of meaning’ we unconsciously confront in our everyday use of abstract concepts: 
‘alienation’, ‘culture’, ‘democracy’. Through his study – ‘not a dictionary’, he writes, ‘but a 
vocabulary’ – Williams highlights the silenced assumptions, the communicative elisions in the 
quotidian words which shape our social interactions. One need only look to the rhetoric of ‘work’ 
and ‘fairness’ produced by the two successive Tory-led governments following the 2010 general 
election to understand the power of socially and historically contingent meanings in the complicit 
furthering of neoliberal agendas. 

Jacques Derrida argues that ‘a text is not a text unless it hides from the first comer, from the first 
glance, the law of its composition and the rules of its game’. Language, in the post-structuralist 
model, operates its own ideology of the deferral of meaning. The work of the social progressive, 
then, is clear. Approaching the ‘social text’ of our communities and cultures, we must follow Pierre 
Macherey’s image of the critic, ‘refusing to accept the given work as definitive, and emphasising 
rather its modifications’, pushing the inconsistencies and discontinuities of meaning that may be 
at once the key to understanding our oppressions and creating the prospectus for our eventual 
liberation.

It is with this complex interplay in mind that the Oxford Left Review bases its fifteenth issue on 
the theme of ‘language and power’, hoping to further the progressive interrogation of the meanings 
with which we live. The analysis is interdisciplinary, and it is through the wide variety of approaches 
contained in this issue that a more complete image of our social power structures may be realised.

Ken Hirschkop offers an analysis and review of the historical Left’s relationship with language, 
with a view to imagining the kind of language we want as Leftists, and suggests a re-examination of 
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the ways power structures might influence the language we use. Pursuing a similar concern for the 
status of standard language, Ankhi Mukherjee explores the interrelations of power, literary value 
and correct enunciation in the (post)colonial periphery. Jon Greenaway examines the cultural and 
semantic category of the monster as it plays out in our literature and our lives, drawing from this 
study a concern for the Left’s seeming lack of willingness to engage in a moral or ethical analysis, 
which he ascribes to a rejection of the ‘monstrous’ Other. Alana Ryan explores the capacity of 
language to shape and control access to social citizenship. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s theories 
of the subaltern have remained some of the most important interventions in the study of the 
mediation of access to language and self-signification by power structures. Mirela Ivanova revisits 
Spivak’s ideas, considering their applicability to the growth of Bulgarian literacy in the early medieval 
period. Extending the interrogation of language’s relationship with social status, Henrx Holmes 
provides a restating of Monique Wittig’s conception of the straight mind and applies her theories 
to modern neoliberal queer discourse. Merlin Gable revisits the writings of Welsh cultural theorist 
Raymond Williams, applying his theories of community and cultural production to the modern 
Welsh experience in an effort to establish the necessary directions for a progressive nationalism.

Max Leak examines the economic models of the socialist governments of South America, arguing 
for the necessity of a commitment to environmental protection in any ‘true’ socialism. Further 
building on the discussion of incumbent left-wing powers, Will Horner applies Ernesto Laclau’s 
theories of hegemony to the extraordinary rise of Syriza in Greece from marginal political party to 
the majority coalition partner of the current government. Ioana Cerasella Chis posits the emergence 
of ‘big data’ in the neoliberal economy as a move towards a totalising investigation of our everyday 
lives, noting the anxieties that this engenders. Peter Hill’s review of a history of the involvement 
of Oxford University leftists in the Spanish Civil War traces the history of left-wing movements 
in the city, noting the continuities between historic and contemporary struggles. Finally, Dominic 
Davies’s review of the graphic novel Mike’s Place interrogates the posture of objectivity which the 
novel assumes, finding an implicit pro-Israeli agenda in its rejection of politics and conflict.
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Revolutionaries choose their words carefully. They are, for example, exacting and precise when 
deciding whether or not to describe something as ‘revolutionary’ (or, conversely, as ‘reformist’, 
if that’s how they cut the cake). They know there are significant differences between ‘coalitions’, 
‘alliances’ and ‘united fronts’, and they know a ‘popular front’ is not merely a front that is popular. 
Similarly, the terms they use are not crudely denotative, but typically rich in associations. ‘Petty-
bourgeois’ is the name of a class, for sure, but it carries with it historical and semantic baggage: 
connotations of taste, political inclination, lifestyle and even character. ‘Republican’, though it 
notionally refers back to a classical ideal of government, means a great deal else in the United 
States, in the United Kingdom, and in the north of Ireland. No one who has spent even a single 
afternoon helping craft a communiqué, a manifesto, a slogan, or even an announcement could 
doubt how much the exact shaping of sentences means to the Left. No one who has spent even 
a single hour at a public rally or a branch meeting could doubt that there are styles and kinds of 
rhetoric peculiar to the revolutionary – lexical tics, rhetorical schemes, syntactic patterns, and even 
certain tones of voice. This rhetorical finesse, however, is largely a matter of unspoken habits and 
unwritten guidelines, passed on through training and practice, and only articulated when a new 
kind of politics confronts the inherited styles.

In short, when revolutionaries take a prescriptive interest in language – when they have in mind 
what kind of language they want or need in a certain context – their interest is almost wholly in 
the rhetorical, suasive dimension of language. They want to know how to fashion a language that 
will persuade people to the cause of socialism and will dissuade them from beliefs and habits that 
prop up the capitalist order. Their interest is not prefigurative or utopian, with an eye towards 
the sorts of language that an equitable, just and fulfilling society will need, perhaps because they 
believe that the language we have on hand is neutral or varied enough to accommodate itself 
to radically different social and political arrangements. And this is true even of the various, not 
generally successful attempts to create a ‘Marxist philosophy of language’: they aim to describe 
how conflicting social forces are manifested within a language and to demonstrate that the smooth 
surface of speech is fractured by contradictions and dissonance. Voloshinov’s well-known Marxism 

Ken Hirschkop

What Kind of Language  
Do Revolutionaries Want?
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and the Philosophy of Language is largely devoted to this task, reserving only a few lines at the end 
for a sudden and abrupt complaint about the absence of ‘responsible statement’.1 Michel Pêcheux’s 
Language, Semantics and Ideology, the great Althusserian contribution to this genre, suggests the 
possibility of a language of ‘disidentification’, but this is proposed as a means of escaping ideology 
rather than as a desideratum in its own right.2 Jean-Jacques LeCercle and Denis Riley’s The Force of 
Language proposes a Marxist pragmatics in which language is endlessly and ineluctably agonistic, 
the terrain of struggle but never the Promised Land.3

If you, as you ought to, extend your vision beyond socialist revolutionaries, you can see a 
very different set of linguistic priorities. Feminism, in both the first and second wave, already had 
language in its sights. Virginia Woolf, with a professional interest in the matter, knew straight off that 
the empowerment of women would have linguistic as well as immediately political consequences.4 
In their different ways Dale Spender, Hélène Cixous and Robin Lakoff regarded the assertion of 
women within discourse as a force that would transform what people said and the ways in which 
they spoke with another.5 Wherever nationalism or anti-imperialism was blended with the socialist 
cause, language became an issue: which language to speak, whether an existing idiom could do the 
job, whether or not one language could do the job, and so forth.6 It’s the former colonies of South 
Asia and Africa that first come to mind when we think of these kinds of struggles, but the Soviet 
Union itself provided numerous illustrations, as one of its most pressing cultural tasks was the 
design and implementation of a languages policy for its various national republics. Finally, there 
are the revolutions on which Marx patterned the socialist one: the bourgeois nationalist revolutions 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for which the construction, institutionalization and 
upkeep of a national language was central to the nation-building project.7 But even where language 
is not the topic of great revolutionary declarations or intensive theoretical discussion, the question 
of what kind of language ought to be spoken and written is nevertheless unavoidable and insistent, 
above all in educational institutions, where the teaching of writing and formalized linguistic skills 
is still concentrated. In England, this was articulated first as the question of ‘standard English’ and 
its role in the school curriculum, a question in which the articulation between language and class 
found expression.8 In the United States, unsurprisingly, the issue was expressed as a question about 
race and the role and status of so-called African-American English. Where the order of the day is 
education, the prescriptive attitude is, however democratic one wants to be, ineluctable: teachers 
cannot be, after all, mere observers of the speech and writing habits of their pupils. They need to 
refine and shape the writing and speaking of their students, which entails some pressure on the 
actual diversity of student speech, whether this diversity is borne of class division, multilingualism, 
or simple contingency. 

But how to intervene and with what end in mind? In the first flush of historical Communism 

  1  V. N. Voloshinov, Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, trans. Ladislav Matejka and I. R. Titunik (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1986), p. 159.
  2  Michel Pêcheux, Language, Semantics and Ideology, trans. Harbans Nagpal (London: Macmillan, 1982). 
  3  Jean-Jacques Lecercle and Denise Riley, The Force of Language (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004). 
  4  As discussed in the fourth chapter of A Room of One’s Own (London: Hogarth Press, 1929). 
  5  See Dale Spender, Man-made Language (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1990); Hélène Cixous, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, 
Signs, 1.4 (1976), 875-93; Robin Tolmach Lakoff, Language and Woman’s Place: Text and Commentaries (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004).  A powerful (and to my mind entirely convincing) critique of the idea of a distinctively female language is found in 
Deborah Cameron, Feminism and Linguistic Theory, 2nd edn (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1992). 
  6  See, for example, the different positions taken by the writers Chinua Achebe and Ngugi wa’ Thiongo on the use of English in 
African fiction: Chinua Achebe, ‘English and the African Writer’, Transition, 18 (1965), 27-30; Ngugi wa’ Thiongo, ‘The Language 
of African Literature’, New Left Review, 150 (1985). 
  7  On this process, see Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, revised edn 
(London: Verso, 1991); Pierre Bourdieu, ‘The Production and Reproduction of Legitimate Language’, in Language and Symbolic 
Power (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991); Louis-Jean Calvet, Language Wars and Linguistic Politics (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1998). 
  8  On the debate on standard English see Tony Crowley, Standard English and the Politics of Language, 2nd edn (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2003); Peter Trudgill, ‘Standard English: What It Isn’t’, in Standard English: the Widening Debate, ed. Tony Bex and 
Richard J Watts (London: Routledge, 1999), pp. 117-28. The classic, although now largely disavowed, study of language and class 
division in education is Basil Bernstein, Class, Codes and Control (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1971). 
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these educational questions were crucial questions of political strategy, insofar as establishing a 
literate, well-informed people was a principal object of the revolutionary struggle. When Gramsci, 
the one revolutionary leader who also happened to be trained in formal linguistics, wrote, the 
national language question was, so to speak, up for grabs, because Italians by and large spoke 
in dialect and often lacked basic literacy skills (Italian would not become the majority spoken 
language in the country until 1982). In his final prison notebook Gramsci claims that we ought 
to ‘welcome everything that may serve to create a common national language, the non-existence 
of which creates friction particularly in the popular masses among whom local particularisms and 
phenomena of a narrow and provincial mentality are more tenacious than is believed’.9 In saying 
this Gramsci was really doing no more than following in the footsteps of the bourgeois national 
revolutions (that he had to say it at all was, for him, a sign of the relative failure or incompleteness 
of the Italian version). The debate on what form a nationalized Italian language should take had 
been in full swing since unification, and Gramsci was well acquainted with it. Although he strongly 
favoured the establishment of a national form of Italian and the teaching of this language in the 
school system, he disagreed with the idea that one should establish such a language by what he 
called ‘artificial’ means, that is by the calculated creation of a national language and its diffusion 
through institutional enforcement. He took the side of the linguist G. I. Ascoli, who, in Gramsci’s 
paraphrase, asserted that ‘the Italian language would be formed only in so far as the shared life of 
the nation gave rise to numerous and stable contacts between the various parts of the nation’; in 
effect, the argument that a nationalized linguistic ‘superstructure’ would follow from a nationalized 
‘base’.10 

Ease of communication was not, however, the only benefit a national-popular Italian would 
bring to the cause. A common national language would also strengthen the connections between 
the intellectuals and the people, one of Gramsci’s principal desiderata throughout his political 
career. National languages, as Gramsci was well aware, evolve as literary languages in the broadest 
sense: as the language which is developed, refined and codified in formal, printed works (whether 
these are ‘creative’, political, scientific or whatever). The popular masses – working-class and peasant 
students – needed and deserved to have access to the resources embedded in this language; it was for 
this reason that Gramsci fiercely opposed the 1923 educational reforms of Giovanni Gentile, which 
dispensed with the teaching of ‘normative grammar’, thereby, according to Gramsci excluding the 
‘national-popular mass’ from learning the educated, literary language.11 A national language had the 
aim of vertical, as well as horizontal integration. 

But while one could create the conditions in which a national-popular language might evolve, 
you couldn’t predict the form it would take. You could ‘intervene’ in the ‘process of formation, 
spread and development of a unified national language’, but you shouldn’t do this in the hope that 
you ‘will obtain a specific unified language’ – you had to wait and see what developed.12 Or this, 
at least, is what Gramsci thought when he was writing specifically about the ‘national language’. 
For the cultural sections of the prison notebooks include long discussions of literary and popular 
language under the rubrics of ‘popular literature’ and ‘journalism’, the latter being one of the 
most obsessive topics of the notebooks. When Gramsci thought the issue was ‘style’ rather than 
grammar, he seemed more willing to make concrete demands on the national-popular discourse 
of the future. That is to say, when discussing journalism and literature (both popular and elite), 
Gramsci wants more from a national language than a means of communication.

At least it’s clear what he doesn’t want. At the level of sheer communication, the literary problem 

  9  Antonio Gramsci, ‘How Many Forms of Grammar Can There Be?’ (Q 29 § 2), in Selections from Cultural Writings, ed. David 
Forgacs and Geoffrey Nowell-Smith, trans. William Boelhower (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1985), p. 182. 
10  Gramsci, ‘A Single Language and Esperanto’, in Selections from Cultural Writings, p. 28; originally published in Il Grido del 
Popolo, 16 February 1918. 
11  For Gramsci’s critique of the reform see ‘Grammar and Technique’ (Q 29 § 6), in Selections from Cultural Writings, pp. 185-7. 
12  Gramsci, ‘Sources of Diffusion of Linguistic Innovations in the Tradition and of a National Linguistic Conformism in the 
Broad National Masses’ (Q 29 § 3), in Selections from Cultural Writings, p. 183. 

HirscHkop | Revolutionary Langauge
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is the same as the linguistic one: the intellectuals are removed from the concerns of the people, 
who therefore prefer to read translated literature by French authors – authors with a popular touch 
– to literature by Italian writers. In occasional notes dedicated to what Gramsci calls ‘the operatic 
conception of life’ (melodrammatica in Italian), however, he confesses that the problem is less one 
of absolute separation or estrangement than of a confused and distorted relation between popular 
speech and the elaborate forms of established urban culture. Lacking an organic popular literature 
that can reflect and test their concerns and feelings, the people turn to opera, which they see as a 
‘more select sphere of great feelings and noble passions’.13 From this interpretation of opera there 
flows an ‘operatic taste’ or conception, which leads to a stilted, artificial kind of speech, a ‘theatrical 
rendering coupled with a baroque vocabulary’.14 In later entries Gramsci will blame this ‘bombastic 
solemnity’ on not just opera but the whole sphere of public speaking he identifies with ‘oratory’: 
eulogies at funerals, the declarations of magistrates, popular theatre, and even the subtitles of silent 
films.15 How does one combat this operatic taste? First, by doing what Gramsci is doing – ‘ruthlessly 
criticizing it’.16 Second, by writing and putting into circulation alternative kinds of discourse, 
‘written or translated in non “elevated” language, where the feelings expressed are not rhetorical 
or operatic’.17 In a later entry in the same notebook, Gramsci argues that in order ‘to deflate the 
traditional rhetoric that ruins every form of culture’, we should set as a cultural goal ‘the formation 
of a lively, expressive, and at the same time sober and measured prose’.18 It is a rare but significant 
moment when Gramsci, by his own admission, allows himself a measure of formalism, when he 
stakes a revolutionary’s claim (if not a revolutionary claim) to a particular kind of language. 

By the time Gramsci got round to making these claims – the early 1930s – in the land of 
revolution itself the issue had fallen into the pit of Stalinism.19 In theory, Nikolai Marr and his 
allies had been put at the helm of Soviet linguistics by the 1930s; in practice, earlier attempts to mix 
Russian dialects with the literary standard in education had given way to a wholesale endorsement 
of ‘classic’ literary Russian as a national and to a great extent ‘Soviet’ language.20 The end result, 
as we know, was a level of bombastic solemnity that has had few equals, an operatic taste made in 
the name of the demotic. It was this Soviet bombast that spurred M. M. Bakhtin towards a strange 
kind of political stylistics, in which ‘the novel’ came to stand for the sobriety Gramsci cherished. 
Novelistic language, according to Bakhtin, takes the traditional ‘discourse of pathos’ and distances 
it, estranges it, through stylization and parody. The pathos that remains is therefore ‘the discourse 
of a preacher without a pulpit, the discourse of a cruel judge without judicial or punitive power, 
of a prophet without a mission, of a politician without political authority, the believer without a 
church and so forth’.21 In the absence of an actual revolutionary language, in a situation when the 
claim to being revolutionary was compromised, Bakhtin could only sense revolutionary force in the 
very effort to undermine the solemn and the operatic. 

Arguably, it’s what you get when the opportunity for a new kind of language has been 
squandered, as it was in the late 1920s and early 1930s, when an open and vigorous debate on the 
fate of Russian in the Soviet Union was shut down. If there is a moment that stands for that lost 
opportunity, it might be the 1924 issue of the Russian avant-garde journal LEF, in which the self-

13  Gramsci, ‘The Operatic Conception of Life’ (Q 8 § 46), in Selections from Cultural Writings, p. 378. 
14  Gramsci, ‘Popular Literature: Operatic Taste’ (Q 14 § 19), in Selections from Cultural Writings, pp. 379, 380. 
15  See the above entry on operatic taste and ‘Oratory, Conversation, Culture’ (Q 16 § 21), where Gramsci will claim that all forms 
of oral delivery tend to a kind of rhetorical dazzlement. (Selections from Cultural Writings, pp. 381-5). 
16  Gramsci, ‘Popular Literature: Operatic Taste’, p. 380. 
17  Ibid. 
18  Gramsci, ‘Popular Literature: Content and Form’ (Q 14 § 72), in Selections from Cultural Writings, p. 204. 
19  I’m relying on the dating provided in the Appendix to Gianni Francioni, L’Officina Gramsci: Ipotesi sulla struttura dei “Quaderni 
del carcere” (Naples: Bibliopolis, 1984), pp. 137-56, according to which the discussions of operatic taste date to 1932 or 1933 and 
those on linguistics to 1935. 
20  The debate of the 1920s and its conclusion are described in Michael G. Smith, Language and Power in the Creation of the USSR, 
1917-1953 (Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter, 2012). 
21  M. M. Bakhtin, ‘Slovo v romane’, in Sobranie sochinenii, tom 3 (Moscow: Russkie slovari, 2012), p. 150. Although this essay 
was initially dated to 1934-35, we now know it was written in 1930-36.  
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styled revolutionaries of the word, the Russian Formalists, turned their minds to the analysis of the 
revolutionary rhetoric of Lenin. What Shklovskii, Eikhenbaum, Tynianov, and Iakubinskii found, 
or at least claimed to find, was a prose style that was lively and measured, and which took bombast 
as its object. For Lenin was, according to Eikhenbaum, intuitively sensitive to the language of 
politics: ‘he often turned his attention to the stylistic peculiarities of their speech. Every party for 
him was not only a definite worldview, but also a definite system of speech style’.22 As the linguist 
Lev Iakubinskii noted, Lenin’s rhetoric was both a battle with particular ideologies and a ‘struggle 
against the emotionally overblown, stylistically elevated, pathetic, declamatory layer of speech’.23 Lenin 
struggles with ‘phrases’ and ‘grand words’, according to Eikhenbaum, by deploying a ‘business-
like, sometimes dry scientific language’, enlivened by the introduction of ‘conversational-everyday 
expressions’ and a constant mocking of the grand style of his opponents.24 For Iakubinskii, the 
constant aim of Lenin’s style is a lowering, a debasement of the grand style of rhetoric, accomplished 
by a series of techniques – parenthetical asides, changes in lexicon, ironic framing – that interrupt 
and disturb the ‘smooth flow’ of this speech.

Do these ruminations from revolutions a century ago (or dream of revolutions that never 
arrived) have much to say to us today? After seventy years of ‘historical Communism’, much of 
the Left reacts instinctively against any policy, cultural or immediately political, that implies a 
vanguardist faith in the need for revolutionary direction or guidance. That we should aim to shape 
a language might seem absurd (from a scientific point of view) or authoritarian (from a political 
point of view). Today many of the most interesting discussions of language politics are reactions to 
the ‘globalization’ – and therefore fragmentation – of English and to the linguistic and educational 
consequences of migrations from the global South to Europe and North America.25 For good reason, 
these reactions are often aimed at erasing prejudice against non-standard forms of English or new 
Englishes. The movement for ‘translingual practice’ encourages an acceptance of and negotiation 
with an existing multilingualism rather than a search for a new national or standard form.26 There 
is, however, still something to be said for some of the older linguistic aspirations, as a matter of 
tactics and long-term strategy. Tactically, because Gramsci understood that the ‘popular’, vernacular 
language was never the spontaneous production of everyday life, but was always also penetrated 
by ‘operatic’ forms floating in the linguistic ether. In a world penetrated by electronic media, this 
is even more important to remember: the everyday language is a mixture of forms, some local, but 
many inherited from mass-produced music, video, and the like. Strategically, because the issue is 
not always just a matter of grammar and lexis, but also of tone. Linguistic forms can shape not 
only worldviews – although their capacity to do that is usually vastly overstated – but also feelings, 
the tone in which we express out outrage, our unhappiness, our aspirations to something better. In 
these two respects, the Left would probably do well to reopen the discussion about what kind of 
language we want, which means a discussion about what kind of language we should use. For in 
times of defeat, our enemy is not just the dry rationalism of the free marketers, but the melodrama 
to which we ourselves are prone. 

Ken Hirschkop is Associate Professor of English at the University of Waterloo in Canada. 
He has written on the work of Mikhail Bakhtin and on twentieth-century cultural 

politics; his current project is a study of linguistic turns in the early twentieth century. He 
is a former member of the Labour Party (quitting when Neil Kinnock was elected leader) 

and is a veteran of losing campaigns.

22  Boris Eikhenbaum, ‘Osnovnye stilevye tendentsii v rechi Lenina’ [‘The Fundamental Stylistic Tendencies of Lenin’s Speech’], 
LEF, 5 (1924), 57-70, p. 58. 
23  Iakubinskii’s emphasis. Lev Iakubinskii, ‘O snizhenii vysokogo stilia u Lenina’ [‘On the Lowering of Elevated Style in Lenin’], 
LEF, 5 (1924), 71-9, p. 73.
24  Eikhenbaum, ‘Osnovnye stilevye tendentsii’, p. 63. 
25  See, for example, David Crystal, English as a Global Language, 2nd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
26  Suresh Canagarajah, Transligual Practice: Global Englishes and Cosmopolitan Relations (London: Routledge, 2003). 
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On the knife edge of the undergraduate lecture theatre, with its bad acoustics and forensic lighting 
(which makes the friendliest faces look implacable), it often comes down to a choice between 
keeping the (Indian) accent and pronouncing the (English) word correctly. This is harder than it 
sounds if your educational trajectory has moved, like a parody of violent aspiration, from small-
town India to the East Coast of the US to the University of Oxford (via London). The archive 
of my lecture notes will testify to this considerable, if also pitiable, anxiety. Take the paper copy 
of ‘Sigmund Freud: The Uncanny’, the inaugural lecture of my popular ‘Big Ideas: Introduction 
to Critical Theory’ series. Words are underlined for emphasis, vowel prolongations and syllable 
stresses marked out by a system so eccentric it would be unrepeatable even by its author. Take 
‘objective correlative’, for instance, a favourite phrase which I tend to fluff in action. Not confident 
the phonetic /kəˈrɛlətɪv/ will make sense in the heat of the moment, I have written out cor|relative. 
In a paroxysm of nervousness around ‘objective’, I have even transcribed the ‘ob’ in Bengali, so that 
it unfailingly comes out as ‘ə’, not the ‘ͻ:’ that the Bengali mother tongue makes the ‘ob’s in my 
‘objectives’ particularly vulnerable to. Bengali transcription, interestingly, is deemed failsafe by my 
subconscious self even though I haven’t used the language in formal education since I was sixteen. 
‘Automaton’ is another one: if I can trust myself to have safely overcome pronouncing the word as 
auto-may-ton, as I happily did in Kolkata, the American influence may suddenly surface to drag 
it down by its tail: /ɔːˈtɒmət(ə)n/ could easily other itself in /ɔːˈtɒmətän/. Again, Bengali phonetic 
transcription and graphic arcana have come to the rescue, as they have for optician, detour, and 
uterine.

If language is to be power is it imperative to enunciate ‘correctly’? I wouldn’t be caught dead 
putting on a British or American accent, but seem to want to show impressionable populations that 
I speak with an Indian intonation despite knowing the correct pronunciation of words. I believe 
that while we have, in 2015, come round to accepting that English accents are cute, testimony to 
the uncanny lability of an Empire-forging language that is now slumming it as so many global 
vernaculars, deviation from standard pronunciation is still subliminally received as a civilizational 
lag that marks the migrant’s belated stake on metropolitan cultural goods. Jean Rhys, whose arrival 
as white West Indian to the English class system in 1907 was greeted instantly, and unambiguously, 
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with prejudice and rejection, has Hester in Voyage in the Dark (1934) chastise the Creole Anna for 
her ‘awful sing-song voice […] Exactly like a nigger you talked – and still do’.1 ‘Speak up and I 
will place you at once’, Anna imagines her stepmother saying to her.2 Rhys, born white and upper 
class in Dominica, was effectively black and working class in London. Forced to give up her dream 
of acting because of her unshakable West Indian accent – she was, according to her biographer 
Caroline Angier, rejected by Tree’s School (which would later become the Royal Academy of 
Dramatic Art) – Rhys is said to have spoken in a whisper for years afterward. 

On the other hand, the hyperbolism of out-Englishing the English haunts colonial mimicry. 
Perhaps T. S. Eliot had this in mind when he said of Henry James, but with not just a tinge of 
self-loathing, that ‘It is the final perfection, the consummation of the American to become, not an 
Englishman, but a European – something which no born European, no person of any European 
nationality, can become’.3 Could we read Eliot’s ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ as if Prufrock 
were an expat American, successor to James’s Lambert Strether, his self-doubt and dwindling self-
esteem (even the mermaids conjured up by his imagination snub him) connected to the indignities 
of becoming European? This would explain why his (acquired) British self-deprecation feels like a 
nervous condition: ‘It is impossible to say just what I mean! / But as if a magic lantern threw the 
nerves in patterns on a / screen’.4 If we were indeed to read ‘Prufrock’ as a dialogue between the 
self and its interloping public persona, momentarily examined as ‘a patient etherised on a table’ the 
prioritising of the aural and auditory in the poem would take on added significance. Critics have 
found the poem a veritable echo chamber: ‘muttering retreats’; ‘Streets that follow like a tedious 
argument’; women who come and go ‘Talking of Michelangelo’; ‘voices dying with a dying fall’; ‘I 
have seen the Eternal footman […] snicker’; the mermaids who are an auditory as well as a visual 
illusion, ‘Combing the white hair of the waves blown back’ (my italics); its accidental hero ‘Full of 
high sentence, but a bit obtuse’. And, in the final stanza of the poem:

We have lingered in the chambers of the sea 
By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown 
Till human voices wake us, and we drown. 

Speech communities, instead of saving us from our solipsism, prove to be our unmaking. The 
insistence of human voices, not the otherwordly lingering in sea chambers, makes us drown. 

In a 1951 article, Stephen Stepanchev suggests that the name of J. Alfred Prufrock probably came 
from the Prufrock-Littau Company, furniture dealers located at Fourth and St. Charles Streets 
in St Louis, Eliot’s birthplace. Eliot may have seen the store advertisement, which was printed in 
the 19 December 1912 issue of Reedy’s Mirror, a prominent literary weekly in the first two decades 
of the twentieth-century. ‘The name Prufrock is so rare’, Stepanchev observes, ‘that a thorough 
search of the telephone directories of fifteen other large American cities failed to discover a single 
representative of the family’.5 In St Louis, however, there were three Prufrocks in the 1950 directory. 
Eliot addresses this pesky coincidence in an unpublished letter of 13 March 1915:

I did not have, at the time of writing the poem, and have not yet recovered, any recollection 
of having acquired the name in this way, but I think that it must be assumed that I did, and 
that the memory has been obliterated.6

The obliterated Missouri past, its Southern accents overlaid with the cadences of Boston drawing rooms 
and those of metropolitan Europe, returns and is psychosomatically endured in Prufrock, albeit in the 
negative mode of forgetting. Idiomatic difference, I am claiming, is the key to Prufrock’s mystery.

  1  Jean Rhys, Voyage in the Dark (New York: Norton, 1982), p. 65.
  2  Ibid., p. 35.
  3  T. S. Eliot, ‘In Memory of Henry James’, Egoist, 5 (January 1918), pp. 1-2.
  4  See Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, Collected Poems, 1909-1962 (London: Faber & Faber, 2002).
  5  Stephen Stepanchev, ‘The Origin of J. Alfred Prufrock’, Modern Language Notes, 66.6 (June 1951), 400-401, p. 401.
  6  Cited in Stepanchev, p. 401.
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Edward Kamau Brathwaite brings up Missouri in his warm acknowledgement of T. S. Eliot’s 
influence on the mainstream Caribbean poets who moved from standard English to ‘nation language’. 
The poet-critic Brathwaite’s History of the Voice (1984), originally delivered as a lecture to students at 
Harvard University in 1979, is a potted history of the ‘underground language’ that developed in 
the contact zone of the Caribbean islands between West African languages and colonial English, 
French, Dutch, and Spanish. Brathwaite calls it ‘nation language’, a poetry culture that is based on 
noise, sound, and song: ‘not in a dictionary but in the tradition of the spoken word’.7 This is not 
poetry in the mode of the ‘Egotistical sublime’, or, its opposite, the annihilated voice of the isolated 
poet savant, but an expressivity that arises from a milieu, a cultural continuum where ‘the noise and 
sounds the maker makes are responded to by the audience and are returned to him’.8 Nation language, 
Brathwaite insists, is not dialect, a perversion of English. It is English, African, and Caribbean at the 
same time, comparable in its vitality to ‘a howl, or a shout or a machine-gun or the wind or a wave’.9

According to Brathwaite, T. S. Eliot introduced Caribbean poets to the use of the speaking 
voice, the ‘conversational tone’.10 It was Eliot’s recorded voice, property of the British Council, 
reading ‘Preludes’, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, ‘The Waste Land’ and the ‘Four Quartets’, 
which, Brathwaite states, ‘turned us on’:

In that dry deadpan delivery, the riddims of St Louis (though we didn’t know the source then) 
were stark and clear for those of us who at the same time were listening to the dislocations 
of Bird, Dizzy and Klook. And it is interesting that on the whole, the Establishment couldn’t 
stand Eliot’s voice […].11

At a time when BBC meant ‘Empire and Loyal Models and Our Masters Voice’, Eliot unwittingly 
emancipated it for his Caribbean listeners simply by the way he spoke. Juan Suárez has compared 
the Eliot of ‘The Waste Land’ to a sound recorder, zapping through an extant literary archive kept 
on the air at different frequencies.12 Brathwaite’s reading switches this idea of Eliot as a writing 
technology with that of a desiring-machine, the machine’s flows and breakages connected to a 
social body or social bodies. 

The disjunction between Eliot’s American speech rhythms and regular English speech is crucial 
to understanding his versification. ‘Even in his latest recordings, made when he had long been 
resident in England, the weights and lengths of his vowels and the rhythm of his speech are not 
in the English measure’, observes A. David Moody.13 The versification, which seemed to simply 
follow Eliot’s speech rhythms, transformed the iambic pentameter, ‘stretching and contracting the 
conventional line into another measure altogether, called vers libre for want of a better name’.14 
While Brathwaite does not overtly draw the connection between the Caribbean poets’ and Eliot’s 
manipulation of classic form, it is interesting to note how ‘nation language’ too sets itself up, in 
Brathwaite’s recounting, against the iambic pentameter. It employs dactyls, for instance, to use the 
body a different way, and to direct voice from its end-oriented trajectory in the iambic pentameter 
to dips, digressions, and through what Brathwaite calls ‘an intervallic pattern’.15

The importance of hearing (and being heard) in Caribbean literature was reinforced by the 
BBC Caribbean Voices programme (1943-58), originally formulated by Una Marson, a Jamaican 
freelance scriptwriter, as ‘Calling the West Indies’. Featuring creative writing as well as critical 

  7  Edward Kamau Brathwaite, History of the Voice: Development of Nation Language in Anglophone Caribbean Poetry (London: New 
Beacon Books, 1984), p. 17.
  8  Ibid., p. 19.
  9  Ibid., p. 13.
  10  Ibid., p. 30.
  11  Ibid., p. 31.
  12  Juan A. Suárez, ‘T. S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land”, the Gramaphone, and the Modernist Discourse Network’, New Literary 
History, 32.3 (2001), 747-768.
  13  A. David Moody, Tracing T. S. Eliot’s Spirit: Essay on His Poetry and Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 7.
  14  Ibid.
  15  Brathwaite, p. 18.
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commentary on Caribbean literature, its aim was to connect Caribbean writers from the different 
islands and England. Writing produced in the Caribbean was sent to the metropolitan centre, 
where, glossed and consecrated by the comprador intelligentsia, it would be beamed back, via 
radio broadcast, to the vast and geopolitically diverse Caribbean audience. Lamming witheringly 
compared it to the sugar trade: ‘Cut, sent abroad to be refined, and gets back in the finished form’.16 
It is undeniable, however, that the radio show, its half-hour literary segment recorded in London 
and broadcast in the West Indies every Sunday evening, allowed Caribbean writing in English to 
emerge as a powerful counterforce in post-war British and Anglophone literature. The glittering 
(if very male-dominated) cast of contributors and editors included George Lamming, Sam Selvon, 
V. S. Naipaul, Kamau Brathwaite, John Figueroa, Claude McKay, and others. The editor, Henry 
Swanzy, reminded readers in 1948 that besides providing ‘an outlet for writers who would otherwise 
be mute, a means of inter-communication with like minds’, the BBC was subsidizing West Indian 
writing to the tune of £1500 a year in programme fees alone.17

V. S. Naipaul, who took over from the Irishman Swanzy in 1954 as editor of Caribbean Voices, 
recounts composing the first lines of his first ‘publishable’ book, Miguel Street, on ‘“borrowed”, 
non-rustle BBC paper: it seemed more casual, less likely to attract failure’.18 If he had left Trinidad 
voluntarily to become a writer, the transferential circuit of the broadcasting programme made it 
‘necessary to go back’. It was, Naipaul adds, ‘the beginning of self-knowledge’.19 Naipaul’s own on-
air commentary could be called anti-Modernist in its impatience with the formal experimentation 
and difficult technique that are hallmarks of auto-referential art. He advocates, for the West 
Indian novel, an unaffected yet vigorous language and style, and straightforward (if highly crafted) 
narrative structures. As Caribbean critics were quick to point out, the folk themes and local styles 
of Miguel Street can be found in short stories published between 1929 and 1951 by Naipaul’s fellow 
Caribbean writers: Miguel Street itself is a composite of literary representations of stultifying Port of 
Spain streets. The telepathy of BBC Caribbean Voices helped the new author re-find Trinidad as the 
starting point, the centre, though, as he would write years later in The Enigma of Arrival, it could 
no longer hold him, and even though art must give the lie to the myth of realist representation:  
‘[t]he first sentence was true: the second invention’.20

‘One entered French literature only by losing one’s accent’, says Jacques Derrida of his childhood 
as a Sephardic Jew growing up in colonial Algeria in Monolingualism of the Other: Or, the Prosthesis 
of the Origin, a philosophical essay framed in autobiographical anamnesis.21 For the Franco-
Maghrebian, the imposition of French literature by the colonial master is a ‘brutal severance’ 
fostering an ‘acute partition’: ‘the one that separates French literature – its history, its works, its 
models, its cult of the dead, its modes of transmission and celebration, its “posh districts”, its 
names of authors and editors – from the culture “proper” to “French Algerians”’.22 He hasn’t lost 
his French-Algerian accent, he says, not all of it, though he thinks it is imperceptible. Its intonation 
manifests only in private situations, often under emotional duress. No one can detect it by reading, 
he claims (unless, of course, he himself has declared it): 

I retain, no doubt, an acquired reflex from the necessity of this vigilant transformation. I am 
not proud of it, I make no doctrine of it, but so it is: an accent – any French accent, but above 
all a strong southern accent – seems incompatible to me with the intellectual dignity of public 
speech. (Inadmissible, isn’t it? Well, I admit it).23

  16  See Alison Donnell and Sarah Lawson Welsh (eds), The Routledge Reader in Caribbean Literature (Abingdon: Routledge, 
1996), p. 215; quoting George Lamming, Water With Berries (London: Longman, 1971), p. 9.  
  17  Cited in ibid., pp. 214-15.
  18  V. S. Naipul, Literary Occasions: Essays (Basingstoke: Picador, 2004), p. 65.
  19  Ibid., p. 69.
  20  Ibid., p. 50.
  21  Jacques Derrida, Monolingualism of the Other; or, the Prosthesis of Origin, trans. Patrick Mensah (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1998), p. 45.
  22  Ibid.
  23  Ibid., p. 46.
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The accent is a bodily symptom of the ‘hand-to-hand combat with language’, Derrida suggests.24 
And perhaps it is, as Ranjana Khanna observes, ‘the racialization of sound in terms of accent that 
counters the sovereignty of law’.25 Derrida strains to understand his fixation with the purity of 
the French language despite his life-long questioning of the very motif and axiom of purity, his 
lifelong commitment to differing and deferment, the non-coincidence and non-correspondence 
of language with its putative referents. He wonders why he suffers when someone falls short of 
it, or when he himself is caught red-handed violating the law of the language. But then, Derrida 
explains, the last will of the language, of which he is the self-appointed ‘hero-martyr-pioneer-
outlaw-legislator’, is not in its perfect coincidence with its lexicon, grammar, stylistic or poetical 
decorum, all of which he would be tempted to ‘violate’ and ‘burn’.26 The fidelity of language is 
not to ‘anything that is given, but only to that which is to come’.27 The hegemonic imposition of 
monolingualism, Derrida states, gives a language, a unique idiom, but only by promising to give it. 
If the colonized doesn’t own the colonizer’s language, neither does the colonizer, for every language, 
by virtue of being conversational, relational, and extroverted in its energies, is the language of 
the other, gravitating to a ‘heterological opening’.28 It is to this idea of impure ‘purity’, Derrida 
claims, that he surrenders ‘with the almost always premeditated intention of seeing to it that it 
cannot return’: the book’s subtitle, ‘the Prosthesis of Origin’, speaks to this refutation of origins as 
authentic, or as not-prosthetic.29 It is as if Derrida wants the language to set aside its universalist 
pretensions to become embodied, local, vulnerable, its absolute habitat marked by the difference of 
exile. Whether or not we fall for this Derridean sleight of hand whereby monolingualism becomes 
incalculable and multiple, whether or not we agree, with Derrida’s startling claim, that all culture, 
not simply the culture unilaterally imposed by aggressive imperialism is ‘originarily colonial’ it is 
impossible to overlook the unsublimated and gendered violence in this migrant fantasy whereby, 
‘an incomprehensible guest, a newcomer without assignable origin, would make the said language 
come to him, forcing the language then to speak itself by itself, in another way, in his language’.30

Discussing his Pulitzer-winning 2007 novel, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, Junot Diaz 
traces the book idea to Mexico City, where he had spent the year of his Guggenheim fellowship: 

Anyway, one time after a night of partying I picked up a copy of The Importance of Being 
Earnest, and I said Oscar Wilde’s name in Dominican and it came out ‘Oscar Wao’. A quick 
joke, but the name stayed with me, and the next thing you know, I had this vision of a poor, 
doomed ghetto nerd, the kind of ghetto nerd I would have been had I not been discovered by 
girls the first year out of high school.31

In the novel, Oscar DeLeon Cabral gets his nickname at a Halloween party when his prize Doctor 
Who costume makes him look, Yunior thinks, ‘like that fat homo Oscar Wilde’.32 Melvin mishears 
Wilde as ‘Wao’ and declares ‘Oscar Wao, quién es Oscar Wao’.33 (‘And the tragedy? After a couple 
of weeks dude started answering to it’, adds Yunior, the narrator). This random act of naming, 
and the botched relay of meaning it signifies, proves to be a legitimating appellation for Wao, a 
cosmic misfit, a creature of fatal misrecognitions and missteps. A game fanatic who can’t dance and 
can’t get women, he is a failed Dominican stereotype (but not a genuine article even by default). 
Diaz’s point, of course, is that ‘[N]ot all Dominican men are macho peacocks, and not all sci-fi, 
anime, and Dungeons and Dragons fanatics are white boys’, as the New York Times review puts 
  24  Ibid.
  25  Ranjana Khanna, Algeria Cuts: Women and Representation, 1830-Present (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008), p. 134.
  26  Derrida, p. 47.
  27  Ibid., my italics.
  28  Ibid., p. 69.
  29  Ibid., p. 47.
  30  Ibid., p. 39, 51.
  31  See ‘Author Q&A’ < http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/289021/the-brief-wondrous-life-of-oscar-wao-by-junot-
diaz/> [accessed 11 May 2015], para. 5.
  32  Junot Diaz, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (New York: Faber & Faber, 2008), p. 181.
  33  Ibid.
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it.34 Haunted by history yet utterly powerless to change it, Oscar lives in the world of fantasy and 
science fiction, the ‘more speculative genres’, as he airily calls them, as he plots his own masterpiece.35 
Book-obsessed, thesaurus-dependent, his heart sick with desire for a string of unattainable women, 
Oscar is eventually destroyed by the random corruption and everyday violence of the post-Trujillo 
Dominican Republic (despite his not assuming a proactive stance for or against it). 

But the novel is not really about Oscar: it is a coming-to-America story that makes much of the 
enunciative non-correspondence of ‘Wilde’ and ‘Wao’, an uncanny place in which the nameless 
life can be entertained. Its entrenched literariness draws attention to the ways in which canonical 
and emergent literatures risk apprehending and positing social reality through form, and about 
the new ways in which their fictive powers may be allowed to gloriously fail. The novel, which has 
masses of untranslated, glossed, and semi-glossed Spanish, Spanglish, ‘Negropolitan’ and street 
slang as well as thirty-three lengthy footnotes (‘For those of you who missed your mandatory two 
seconds of Dominican history’), is not simply highlighting pre-existing cultural hierarchies and 
marginalisation (white North America’s limited knowledge of Dominican history, for one): by 
multiplying unknown words and phrases that do not presuppose a consensual readership or even 
lend themselves to a contextual understanding, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao is blatantly 
mimicking the idiom of metropolitan arrival to baffle the Western(ised) reader’s investment in 
the translators and translated characters who make this genre viable for the global marketplace. 
In Monolingualism of the Other, Derrida anticipates heterological openings in monological and 
tautological languages, the footfall of languages ‘without an itinerary and, above all, without any 
superhighway of goodness knows what information’.36 Call me a hopeless dreamer, but English 
literature can hardly reach itself, or self-realise as metalanguage, if it no longer knows where it is 
coming from. 
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  34  A. O. Scott, ‘Dreaming in Spanglish’, The New York Times, 30 September 2007 <http://www.nytimes.com/2007/09/30/books/
review/Scott-t.html> [accessed 11 May 2015], para. 6.
  35  Diaz, p. 43.
  36  Derrida, p. 61. 
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 Monster (der) Latin: monstrum – to warn. To show.

What does it mean to be a monster? In the era of postmodernity, where the notion of normativity 
has been systematically subjected to that Lyotardian scepticism that has permeated many of the 
old certainties, how do we approach the figure of the monstrous Other? Throughout culture and 
across diverse media forms, the monster has proliferated, becoming seemingly ubiquitous across 
film, television, comics, books and even music. As the figure of the monster has spread, the body of 
criticism that accompanies monstrous figures has multiplied alongside it. In his influential ‘Seven 
Theses’ Jeffrey Cohen sets the tone for much of the discussion of monster theory, by initially 
categorising the monster as ‘pure culture’ – a phenomenon to be placed solely within certain 
materialist discourses, and analysed as such.1 Yet within the same section, Cohen also recognises the 
monsters’ complete ontological liminality – analysis must consider the very nature and properties 
of being as part of the complex ‘matrix of relations’ that produce them.2 From the Latin etymology 
of the word, ‘monster’ both warns against and points towards the limits of human nature.  Within 
modern discourse, two separate movements have marked the debate around the disturbing figure 
of the monster. On the one hand, the last few decades have seen an explosion in popularity in the 
study and analysis of the monster or the radical Other. Fields like Gothic studies have skyrocketed 
in popularity and university academics have been churning out books on all kinds of transgression, 
deviancy and gore. Televisual and film media is full of monsters, horror and violence and the 
concept of the ‘normal’ has been systematically dismantled and deconstructed as identity has 
become a central site for the liberation of the repressed from the strictures of normativity. The 
counter movement, on the other hand, is best seen through the perspective of the news media 
– whilst culturally the monster has become integrated and within the academic setting a vital 

  1  Jeffrey Cohen, Monster Theory: Reading Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), p. 4.
  2  Ibid., p. 6. 
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point of analysis, the news media has adopted an increasingly hysterical approach towards an ever-
increasing range of monstrous Others. From the spectre of Islamic terrorism to the monstrous 
figures who perpetrate sickening sexual offences against children it would seem from our news that 
we are at risk of the most horrific violations. In short, whilst the monster fascinates us, and we have 
become increasingly adept at naming, defining and categorising it, we have also become more and 
more afraid. The monster draws us in, whilst at the same time we have never been more vigilant, 
more paranoid or more fearful.

The benefits of this change and transformation should, on the one hand, be celebrated, for 
the real and tangible differences it can lead to in the lives of the marginalised and the much-
needed critical and theoretical energy the monster has added to academic discourse. However, the 
monster’s function as a harbinger of ‘category crisis’ brings with it some unforeseen consequences 
that must be confronted. 3 

Whilst critics and academics have joined culture in its collective fascination with the figure of 
the monstrous Other, there has been a resistance to any kind of broader ontological understanding 
of the monster figure. Given the liminality, the dangerous ambiguity that the figure of the monster 
expresses, the monstrous is often read as the strangely paradoxical embodiment of otherness within 
sameness explored through Freud’s notion of the uncanny. The Freudian uncanny refers to that 
which threatens one’s own sense of at home-ness, not as some external aggressor but from within. 
In Freud’s essay on the uncanny, ‘home’ refers to human consciousness, thus explaining the fear 
of the monster in entirely human centred terms. With this understanding of the uncanny, the 
monster seems to be explicable in strictly materialist, human terms – as that which threatens 
the psychological coherence of the self. This strict materialism is a highly attractive position for 
the postmodern intellectual to take up – as Terry Eagleton persuasively argues, postmodernist 
intellectuals and academics, despite 

Fascination with ghouls and vampires have little to say of evil. Perhaps this is because the post-
modern man or women – cool, provisional, laid-back and decentred – lacks the depth that 
true destructiveness requires. For post-modernism, there is nothing really to be redeemed.4

Inextricably connected to this notion of the Other is the notion of evil – another term that modern 
scholarship within the critical theoretical tradition seems to be somewhat reluctant to talk of, except 
in favourable discussions on the merits of transgression. This is particularly true of the Marxist 
tradition – emerging amid the proliferation of particularity that exemplifies post-modernity, much 
theoretical work today still seems to carry the Lyotardian scepticism towards meta-narratives 
that an ontological understanding of the monster might lend itself to. The postmodern, post-
structuralist critic is perhaps more comfortable with tracing the historical and cultural discourses 
which construct the notion of monstrosity rather than attempting the somewhat more potentially 
problematic philosophical work of describing the actual condition of monstrosity itself. Couple 
this with a Marxism that resists the dangers of absolutism in ethics to the extent of provoking even 
Frederic Jameson into writing of the archaic categories of good and evil,5 and one begins to see 
grounds for a literary and theoretical model with, at best, a reticence about venturing too anything 
that could be seen as making absolutist moral judgements. 

When moral pronouncements are made, they tend towards the deeply ideological. Terry 
Eagleton in his 2008 book On Evil recounts the comment made by the police officer who arrested 
the two boys guilty of murdering James Bulger. ‘As soon as I saw them,’ said the police officer, 
‘I knew they were evil’. Such a labelling is, at least on one level, a clear ideological position. By 
classifying these children as evil there can be no way that anyone can accuse this representative 
of the law of being too lenient. Furthermore, the term functions as an argumentative stopping 

  3  Ibid. 
  4  Terry Eagleton, On Evil (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), p. 15. 
  5  Frederic Jameson, Fables of Aggression: Wyndam Lewis, the Modernist as Fascist (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979), p. 56.
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point - once branded as evil all serious discussion over their acts (and countless acts since) is halted. 
In essence ‘either human actions are explicable in which case they are not evil, or they are evil in 
which case there is nothing more to be said about them’.6  The contention taken up here is that 
neither of these positions is correct and the continued existence of such a false binary is seriously 
damaging the way we talk and theorise around issues of Otherness and evil.  When confronted with 
acts of terrorism, the rhetoric of the monster and the term evil is often deployed in order to close 
off the possibility of examining the political discourses of the moment. Not only does this kind of 
rhetorical strategy placate and reinforce a right wing political discourse more comfortable with the 
notion of absolutist moral judgements but it also plays into a broader failure of the post-1968 left 
to think seriously about matters of ethics.7 

What the monster, and the accompanying rhetoric of evil that surrounds it, brings to the surface 
is the all too often unacknowledged inability of critical theory to take an ethical or moral position 
on the status of the Other. The monster represents an unspoken tension within modern theory 
on the status of otherness and our individual responses to it. The modern phenomenological 
philosopher all too often externalizes alterity to such an extent that any encounter, or contact with 
the self ‘smacks of betrayal or contamination’.8 The idea of ultimate alterity so common to much 
of post-structuralist theory, that unutterable and unreachable Other, presupposes not only a lack 
of interaction between the self and ‘not-self ’ but allows for no differentiation between the monster 
and the angel. We are left with no way to distinguish between the benign and beneficial stranger we 
encounter and the dangerous monster who haunts and threatens us. This is not simply a problem 
in an exegetical or hermeneutic sense, but philosophically this renders the act of differentiation 
between the benign Other and the monster close to impossible. For Derrida the ethical is the 
realm of absolute decision, where choices are simultaneously vital and necessary but also utterly 
impossible.9 The ethical is thus, like friendship or true justice, something that is always yet to come.10 
As Terry Eagleton remarks, ‘one can only hope that he is not on the jury when one’s case comes 
up in court’.11 Allowing for the ultimate transcendence of alterity permits only a hermeneutical 
collapse, and the possibility of imagining, narrating or interpreting the other, monstrous or no, 
becomes simply impossible.

However, as Simon Critchley points out, it is in this encounter that the ethical implications of 
such a view come to the fore:

Does not the trauma occasioned in the subject possessed by evil more adequately describe the 
ethical subject than possession by the good? Is it not in the excessive experience of evil and 
horror…that the ethical subject first assumes its shape…? Why is radical otherness goodness? 
Why is it not rather evil?12

The other as radically Other cannot necessarily be ascribed, as Levinas ascribes it, to the good. The 
assumption of beneficence simply does not solve the issue but rather leaves the subject confronted 
by the other, (monstrous or no) with no means of ethical discrimination. This deconstructionist 
position risks lapsing into a vague moral relativism, which while commendably tolerant, leaves us 
in the same position – unable to truly ascertain the ontological status of the other. If not moral 
relativism, then the alternative danger is one already touched upon by Eagleton – that the categories 
of good and evil simply become essentially meaningless signifiers that serve no real purpose in 
ethical or political theorising. An increasingly common (mis)conception of postmodern theory 

  6  Eagleton, On Evil, p. 2.
  7  See for example the resurgence in right libertarian discourse of defending the values of the Enlightenment in the wake of inci-
dents of Islamic terrorism; a paradigmatic example is Spiked, see <www.spiked-online.com>.
  8  Richard Kearney, Strangers, Gods and Monsters: Interpreting Otherness (London: Routledge, 2003).
  9  Jacques Derrida, ‘Donner la mort’, in L’Éthique du don: Jacques Derrida et la pensée du don, ed. Jean-Michael Rabate & Michael 
Wetzel (Paris: Métailié, 1992).
  10  For more on this see Jacques Derrida, The Politics of Friendship (London: Verso, 2005).
  11  Terry Eagleton, After Theory (London: Penguin, 2004), p. 154.
  12  Simon Critchley, Very Little … Almost Nothing: Death, Philosophy and Literature (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 80.
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is that it holds the categories of good and evil to be irrelevant or untrue and that postmodern 
theory holds no ethical or moral value, and is a threat to the notion of a “normal” way of life. In 
the wake of the rise of an increasingly neo-reactionary internet culture (most visible in things like 
#Gamergate) as well as a political discourse that, in the mainstream at least, seems to be increasingly 
shifting to the right, a degree of ethical or moral analysis becomes an increasingly glaring absence. 
To continue with any kind of ethical position it seems that the deconstructionist approach must 
then be supplemented by other approaches if a theoretical understanding of the Other is to escape 
this trap of naïve toleration without discernment. As the philosopher Richard Kearney suggests a 
‘little hermeneutic stitching and weaving needs to be sustained if we are to keep alive the practise 
of responsible judgement’.13

The common answer from many on the Left might well be to suggest that concern for responsible 
judgement is what draws us to the radical theoretical position of the unknowable Other. Whilst 
again commendable, this makes a rather simple category mistake and confuses morals for moralism. 
The label of evil effectively lets certain groups or individuals off the moral and political hook as the 
left all too often settles for a bland, relativist and individualist morality in contrast to its generally 
more vibrant political theory. Often trapped by the political right into an argument of morality 
of acts, the Left simply refuses to fight and tacitly abandons the political ground on which such 
debates must take place. Terrified of being seen to condone the actions of terrorists or violent 
criminals, the language of the Left retreats from political explanation and tacitly accepts the idea 
of ‘monsters’ and their acts as fundamentally unreasonable. As a result, left political discourse, 
for the most part, has moved more and more towards questions of identity and culture, a move 
which, whilst deeply laudable, renders the traditional strategy of building left solidarity movements 
somewhat more problematic.  

The notion of the monster and their acts as inherently unreasonable is one that, from a certain 
point of view makes a good deal of sense, particularly for those who adopt a more right wing 
political outlook. In essence, the problem of evil acts and those who perpetrate them is an issue as 
long as we hold to the Enlightenment notion of the world as a rational and harmonious whole. 
The bracketing of the monster to the realm of ‘unreason’ (or, to use a more philosophical turn 
of phrase, the noumenal world) is essentially a philosophical defence mechanism that keeps the 
post-Kantian view of the universe intact whilst at the same time allowing for the rallying cry of 
‘defending Enlightenment virtues’ against unreasonable non-humans. The consequences of such 
a philosophical bracketing reveal themselves most clearly in the ideological reactions to acts that 
seem to violate the notion of the ordered post-Kantian universe. Where Enlightenment values are 
seen as being under attack from an unreasonable and monstrous enemy, the response is permitted 
to be decidedly non-rationalist. In the wake of the 9/11 attacks, the philosopher Sam Harris 
was prepared to consider a pre-emptive nuclear strike against Muslim states developing nuclear 
weapons, resulting in the murder of ‘tens of millions of innocent civilians’.14 This comes from a 
rationalist philosopher apparently dedicated to the preservation of Western, liberal Enlightenment 
values; as Terry Eagleton rather dryly wonders, ‘what unpleasant surprises might his more right of 
centre colleagues have in store for the Muslim world?’15 The scale of the challenge for a left political 
and moral discourse would seem to be immense and more than a little unnerving. To remove the 
monster from the realm of unreason raises the distinct and highly troubling possibility that we 
ourselves are not nearly as distinct as we would like to think from those we label as being monstrous. 

The conclusion to this is perhaps unacceptable to many: the true horror of the ‘monster’ does 
not reside in what they do, the acts they perpetrate, but in the uncomfortable reality of their 
closeness to ourselves. We attempt, in our expulsion of the monster to create a safe and sterile 
distance between ourselves and the radical ‘Other’ whilst at the same time isolating ourselves 
  13  Kearney, Strangers, Gods and Monsters, p. 10. 
  14  Sam Harris, The End of Faith: Religion, Terror and the Future of Reason (London: W. W. Norton, 2004), p. 129.
  15  Terry Eagleton, Culture and the Death of God (London: Yale University Press, 2014), p. 202.
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from the necessary political and theoretical work involved in understanding a world that is not so 
harmonious, whole or rational as we might wish. Here then, the challenge becomes much clearer; 
at stake is the potential for a new kind of solidarity politics – one that resists the urge to create 
and police the border of human and monster. Rather, the challenge in a practical sense is to take 
seriously the Aristotelian idea that one cannot isolate individual morality from the political life of 
the collective. How radical do we dare become? What capacity can the left find to build solidarity 
with those our political, economic and social discourses label as not just less than human, but as 
something altogether other than human?
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The complex and conditional nature of social citizenship defies an easy explanation. Despite its 
centrality to debate on the role of government and the workings of the welfare state, the term is 
both highly normative and contextually variant. Unlike civil and political citizenship rights, which 
can be codified and delineated with some degree of clarity, that which constitutes a ‘social right’ 
is far more ambiguous, relying in part on what we understand broad philosophical concepts such 
as justice, fairness, equality and liberty to mean. For the British sociologist and scholar of social 
class, T.H. Marshall, social rights were the final stage in the citizenship trajectory and included 
all rights ranging from ‘the right to a modicum of economic welfare and security to the right 
to share to the full in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilized being according to 
the standards prevailing in the society’, yet the broad scope of this definition allows for multiple 
interpretations as to the precise role of the state in guaranteeing the welfare of those based within 
its borders.1 Similarly, in a globalised world characterised by the free flow of goods, capital, services 
and crucially, people, to speak solely of ‘citizens’ seems archaic and out of touch. Within this 
conflicting framework language becomes crucially important. How words are used, and subjects 
defined, contributes to a cultural environment which delineates between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’, 
a subtle ploy to legitimise the stratification and differentiation of social citizenship. Here language 
operates as an exclusionary tool of government with public discourses often centring on the highly 
arbitrary concept of ‘deservingness’. Yet language also has the power to generate a most positive and 
encompassing understanding of citizenship which can be instrumental to the realisation of social 
rights. Constructing that discourse, however, requires comprehensive engagement with the implicit 
meanings attached to social citizenship and the ideologies which permeate its definitions.

Intrinsic to the notion of social citizenship is the idea that each individual irrespective of their 
class, gender, race or religion is entitled to lead a dignified life;2 however the definition of dignified 
is highly subjective, and is often tied to a particularist understanding of the role of the welfare state. 
If the aim of the welfare state is merely poverty alleviation, then the social rights of citizenship 

1  T.H. Marshall, ‘Citizenship and Social Class’ [1950], in The Welfare State Reader, ed. Christopher Pierson and Francis Castles 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2006), p. 30.
2  See Article 22, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) <http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/> [accessed 24 October 
2014].
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are minimal at best, and any intervention beyond basic social assistance is characterised as ‘an 
exercise of the coercive powers of government and rest on its claiming exclusive rights in certain 
fields’.3 Under this minimalist, liberal framework, social citizenship is defined in narrow terms and 
relates primarily to very basic economic support and provision of services which the market cannot 
efficiently provide. Here the understandings of social citizenship which governments proffer serve 
to reify societal divides, language operates as a mechanism through which the inequalities of the 
welfare state are justified and perpetuated. As Esping-Anderson notes: ‘The welfare state is not just 
a mechanism that intervenes in, and possibly corrects, the structure of inequality; it is, in its own 
right, a system of stratification. It is an active force in the ordering of social relations.4  Building on 
this observation, it is possible to apply Michel Foucault’s concept of bio-power – as recognisable by 
truth discourses, strategies of intervention and modes of subjectification – to aid understanding of 
modern social citizenship.5 Using this theoretical framework one can see the emergence of a poverty 
truth discourse, which involves the problematisation of the poor by government actors in order 
to facilitate the stratification of social citizenship. Social citizenship thus becomes a discriminative 
tool which has the potential to ‘foster or disallow life’ depending on how ‘the right to a modicum 
of economic welfare and security’ is defined by the state’s elite.6  In applying a narrow criteria to 
the delivery of social rights, the state is exercising its power to define what is and isn’t acceptable in 
relation to a socially constructed, and arbitrary, ‘norm’ of what constitutes ‘the good citizen’. The 
promulgation of this ‘norm’ acts a powerful yet insidious narrative which enables government actors 
to shift public sphere attitudes to suit their ideological agenda. Indeed, given the ubiquity of the 
messaging, this restrictive discourse is then absorbed and further disseminated by the body-politic, 
either consciously or inadvertently. Furthermore, the pervasive nature of the poverty truth discourse, 
with its corollaries in ‘deservingness’ and ‘benefit exploitation’, is frequently racialised and this too is 
used to legitimise additional reductions to social citizenship wrought by market orientated reforms.7

Yet this exclusionary use of language, and its narrow understanding of social rights, is not 
universal. Where the prime function of the welfare state is to redress the inherent inequalities of the 
market then the state’s aim when it comes to social rights, by definition, has to be more ambitious 
than pure poverty alleviation. It is within this context, often associated with the social democratic 
Nordic welfare regimes, that social citizenship discourses acquire a meaning and application which 
is substantive enough to merit closer scrutiny. 

To understand how this more expansive idea of social citizenship is constructed, it is helpful to 
consider the social rights of citizenship as tied to ideas of social inclusion and empowerment.8 The 
latter refers to ‘the process of awareness and capacity building, which increases the participation and 
decision making power of citizens and may potentially lead to transformative action which will change 
opportunity structures in an inclusive and equalising direction’.9 This emphasis on ‘capacity building’ 
implies a set of rights which are more facilitative than prescriptive, rights which aim to enable the 
individual to realise their potential rather than just providing an avenue to legal redress if infringed.

If the effectiveness of social rights is contingent on their ability to grant choice and opportunity 
to all members of society then an econ-centric understanding of social citizenship is not sufficient. 
Where the state promulgates a blinkered conception of social rights as the simple redistribution 
of income through the tax credit system or social assistance measures, the potential to realise a 
more expansive conception is considerably circumscribed. While a focus on economic conditions 

3  Friedrich Von-Hayek, ‘The Meaning of the Welfare State’ [1959], in The Welfare State Reader, ed. Christopher Pierson and Fran-
cis Castles (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2006), 90-95, p. 91.
4   Gosta Esping-Anderson, ‘The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism’ [1990], in The Welfare State Reader, 160-174, p. 165.
5  Paul Rabinow and Nikolas Rose, ‘Biopower Today’, BioSocieties, 1 (2006), 195-217. 
6  Michel Foucault ‘Right of Death and Power over Life’ [1976], in The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1984), p. 261.
7  Stephen Castles and Carl-Ulrik Schierup, ‘Migration and Ethnic Minorities’, in The Oxford Handbook of The Welfare State, ed. 
Francis Castles and others (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).
8  Jon Anderson and Biirte Siim, The Politics of Inclusion and Empowerment: Gender, Class and Citizenship (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004).
9  Ibid., p. 2.
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is appropriate to a degree, it is but one factor in ensuring residents can be ‘full members of a 
community’, as Marshall envisioned.10 Unless discourses around rights recognise and address social 
and cultural variations in needs, the ability of social citizenship to facilitate societal participation 
is limited at best. Gender theorist Anne Philips argues with respect to identity politics: ‘exclusion 
operates not just through the more tangible mechanisms of economic and social deprivation, 
but through denying people their specificity and voice’.11 Referencing Nancy Fraser, Philips notes 
that redistribution must be accompanied by recognition, a ‘perspectival dualist’ analysis of justice 
which is highly relevant to generating an inclusive understanding of social citizenship insofar as it 
highlights the intersectionality of many societal problems to participation. 

In order to develop a facilitative framework which is supportive of this expansive understanding 
of social citizenship, public debates must engage with the complexity of marginalisation and the 
multiple axes of exclusion which inhibit certain sectors of society from exercising their rights. 
As the influential political theorist Nancy Fraser argues, societal barriers relating to gender, race 
and class can’t be resolved through state redistribution or recognition solely.12 Therefore, and 
with regard to the latter, if ‘full membership’ is the desired outcome, a simple focus on redressing 
class inequality through redistributive mechanisms neglects the role prejudicial societal attitudes 
play in perpetuating the poverty cycle. As Fraser observes ‘to build broad support for economic 
transformation today requires challenging cultural attitudes that demean poor and working people, 
for example, “culture-of-poverty” ideologies that suggest they simple get what they deserve’.13 If we 
use language to construct social citizenship as relating to just one aspect of the social structure, for 
example the class cleavage, not only do we run the risk of ignoring other crucial axes of exclusion, 
but we also limit the scope and depth of the rights we attach to it. Thus, social citizenship in the 
expansive sense should refer to a broad spectrum of rights relating to economic, social and cultural 
needs which cannot exclusively be satisfied by welfare state provisions, but in addition must also be 
supported by equality legislation and an inclusive cultural attitude. If this holistic vision of social 
citizenship is to be achieved it requires that political rhetoric and societal discourses recognise the 
multiplicity of obstacles to participation.

Although T. H. Marshall theorised that social rights only came into existence after civil and 
political rights were achieved, their centrality to the democratic process cannot be dismissed. One 
of the most striking arguments in favour of defining social citizenship in more encompassing terms 
stems from its ability to equalise relations between different factions within society such that each 
individual is aware of their legal rights to redress and their personal political power. Indeed, our 
ability to exercise the full scope of our citizens’ rights is affected by the economic circumstances in 
which we live, therefore any definition of social citizenship must include reference to its capacity to 
strengthen awareness and even improve our experience of the other rights we receive as members 
of civil society.14 As Yural-Davis observes, ‘citizenship rights are anchored in both the social and the 
political domains. Without “enabling” social conditions, political rights are vacuous’.15

Tangential to this, it is important to recognise that the distribution of wealth within society can 
influence the public’s general conception of citizenship and the legitimacy of the state’s institutions. 
A more comprehensive social citizenship which attempts to reduce economic inequality has the 
capacity to mediate tensions between the political elite and the general public. Research shows that 
in European countries with greater levels of income inequality, citizens – particular those on the 
political left – have a more negative attitude towards the state and less faith in its practices. This 
suggests that ‘reactions to inequality appear to be more a function of fairness than its actual economic 

10  Marshall, p. 34.
11  Anne Philips, ‘Identity Politics: Have We Now Had Enough?’, in The Politics of Inclusion and Empowerment, 36-48, p. 37.
12  Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition?: A Political-Philosophical Exchange (London: Verso, 2003).
13  Ibid., p. 24.
14  See Philips.
15  Nira Yural-Davis, Gender & Nation (London: Sage, 1997), p. 21.
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consequences’.16 Therefore to discuss social citizenship as primarily relating to individual wellbeing 
and participation in society is to ignore its broader consequences for democratic engagement and 
political trust. This suggests that debates around social citizenship must consider the concept in a 
holistic sense - where discourses focus on the individual level effect their potency is reduced. This 
is because social citizenship can play a crucial role in generating social capital at community level 
within a nation.

Given the increased porosity of borders, there is scepticism as to the oft-stated link between social 
rights and solidarity. Indeed in ‘the enabling state’ the emphasis is now on civic responsibilities in 
local communities for engendering a sense of partnership.17 However, this type of approach, which 
is perhaps best exemplified by the British Prime Minister David Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ campaign 
and its community empowerment rhetoric, can at best provide a short-term solidarity and does 
nothing to tackle the underlying inequalities implicit in the state structure. Furthermore, to 
articulate a vision which constructs civic responsibilities as the pathway to solidarity is to propose 
a one dimensional causal chain which is quite contentious. Civic engagement and communal 
participation are conditional upon trust, and trust patterns within a community are strongly 
affected by economic inequality.18 Examining this in the American context, political scientists, 
Uslaner and Brown found that:

Where inequality is higher the poor may feel powerless. They will perceive that their views are 
not represented by the political system and they will opt out of civic engagement. Secondly, 
trust in others rests on a foundation of economic equality. When resources are distributed 
inequitably, people at the top and at the bottom will not see each other as facing a shared face. 
Therefore, they will have less reason to trust people of different backgrounds.19 

The result is that income inequality contributes to a ‘fraying social fabric’ which in turn can lead 
to polarised politics, a finding which would suggest that an effective social citizenship that tackles 
wealth discrepancies and facilitates the participation of marginalised groups is vital for the full 
functioning of civil society.

Social citizenship is therefore vital not only for individual participation in society, but also 
for civic engagement and national cohesion. On the most fundamental level it relates to the day-
to-day lives of citizens and residents, their choices and opportunities – which are increasingly 
threatened by the market orientated reforms of the stripped back welfare state. As political actors 
seek to emphasis responsibilities over rights and deliberately narrow the principles on which social 
citizenship is predicated, the imperative to generate an inclusive discourse becomes even more 
pressing. Yet understandings of social citizenship are as much a product of civilian discourse as 
they are of political rhetoric, and the constraints these understandings impose on the societal 
participation of marginalised individuals are those which have been legitimised, both consciously 
and unconsciously, by the population as a whole. Thus, in order to overcome this stratification 
of society’s members, the core concepts of ‘inclusion’ and ‘empowerment’, ‘recognition’ and 
‘redistribution’ must be emphasised across all social spheres. 
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16  Christopher Anderson and Matthew Singer, ‘The Sensitive Left and the Impervious Right’, Comparative Political Studies, 41 
(2008), 564-599, p. 585.
17  Neil Gilbert, Transformation of the Welfare State: The Silent Surrender of Public Responsibility (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004), pp. 169-172.
18  Eric M. Uslaner and Mitchell Brown, ‘Inequality, Trust, and Civic Engagement’, American Politics Research, 33 (2005) 
868–894.
19  Ibid., p. 869.
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The study of the postcolonial subaltern was completely transformed by the work of Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak. Although her work does not remain unchallenged, it provides a set of 
illuminating conceptual tools for the study of the interaction between hegemonic imperialist power 
and its subaltern subject. This study aims to expand Spivak’s proposal regarding the ability of 
the subaltern to speak. Without seeking to suggest that Spivak’s ideas, grounded in the modern 
postcolonial condition, are directly applicable to the relationship between the early medieval 
Byzantine Empire and its Slav neighbours, I will tentatively attempt to apply them to this early 
medieval context, to illustrate both the wide-ranging utility of the structures Spivak identifies 
and the possibility for some modification in her conclusions. In her seminal 1988 paper ‘Can the 
Subaltern Speak?’, Spivak problematized the Western narrative of the subaltern subject. The history 
of Europe, she insisted, is ‘narrativized by the law, political economy and ideology of the West’.1 It 
has become commonplace for ‘leftist intellectuals’ to reveal ‘lists of self-knowing, politically canny 
subalterns’.2  The study of the agency of this colonial subaltern, found in the peripheral structures 
of the hegemonic empire, has been dominated by those seeking to subvert the Western narrative, 
but simultaneously incapable of escaping it. 

In discussing the subaltern, Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze ‘represent themselves as 
transparent’ via a deconstruction of representation.3 Deleuze’s claim is simple: ‘there is no more 
representation; there’s nothing but action’.4 His concept of representation, however, might 
be product of a fundamental verbal slippage, one which Spivak contends makes their inquiry 

  1  Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, ed. Cary Nelson and 
Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988), p. 271.
  2  Ibid., p.275.
  3  Quoted in ibid. See also Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze, ‘Intellectuals and Power: A Conversation’ <https://libcom.org/
library/intellectuals-power-a-conversation-between-michel-foucault-and-gilles-deleuze> [accessed 20 March, 2015]; also in Michel 
Foucault, Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, trans. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon (Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1977). 
  4  Ibid. 
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intellectually dishonest. What Spivak clarifies is the confusion between ‘representation’ as speaking-
for in a political sense, and ‘re-presentation’ as an essential mode of art and philosophy. Deleuze 
deconstructs the latter, asserting that the representation of reality is an action even if it is formulated 
as an ‘idea’. The former, however, he leaves untouched. Thus, he speaks on behalf of the subaltern 
even when attempting to deconstruct the possibility of doing so.  So, Spivak asks,

How can we touch the consciousness of the people, even as we investigate their politics? 
With what voice-consciousness can the subaltern speak? Their project after all is to rewrite the 
development of the consciousness of the Indian nation.5

That is to say, the Indian subaltern seeks this rewriting, but their consciousness was shaped by the 
hegemonic law, political economy and ideology of the West. Spivak takes her lead from Gramsci’s 
concept of hegemony, and although she applies it exclusively to the colonial Other, it can be 
applied more broadly. Hegemony, as Harvey J. Kaye defines it, is the ‘spontaneous consent given by 
the great masses of the population to the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant 
fundamental group’, which is granted largely due to that group’s historical prestige and dominance, 
and its ‘position and function in the world of production’.6 That is to say, the question of whether 
‘speaking for’ an oppressed subject is possible in the political sense is one which goes beyond 
the bounds of postcolonial studies. It pertains to all hierarchical oppositions, where a prestigious, 
dominant group seeks to control and determine the culture of those in its periphery. 

Speaking ‘on behalf of ’ the oppressed has also long been at the heart of the project of social 
history. Recognising the same fact that the history of Europe has been ‘narrativized by the law, 
political economy and ideology of the West’, social historians like E. P. Thompson sought to 
‘rescue’ the oppressed voices on the Western hegemony’s native soil – ‘the poor stockinger, the 
Luddite cropper, the “obsolete” hand-loom weaver, the “utopian” artisan […] from the enormous 
condescension of posterity’.7 The very same criticism that Spivak directs at literary critics and 
philosophers can be re-directed at Thompson himself: he too, as a ‘leftist intellectual’, presents us 
with a list of ‘politically canny subalterns’ on whose behalf he is speaking (accepting, as above, that 
the subaltern need not necessarily be confined to a colonial Other). Thus the question stands for 
the historian as much as for the literary critic: can the subaltern speak? 

Questions about representation and re-presentation of the oppressed have rightly become 
central to the study postcolonial and colonial power dynamics. Even prior to Spivak’s critique, 
these issues were rooted in enunciation and expression. As Sartre noted in his 1961 preface to Franz 
Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth:

[The colonial era] came to an end; the mouths opened by themselves; the yellow and black 
voices still spoke of our humanism but only to reproach us with our inhumanity.8

For Sartre, the most fundamental concern of postcolonial studies was the ability of the oppressed 
to speak for themselves. What Spivak’s critique if applied to this particular sentence would rightly 
point to, however, is that the voices which ‘still spoke of our humanism’ are voices which are 
produced by Western cultural hegemony. The standard for speech is set by the West, and rather 
than speaking, the subaltern are being spoken for by a Western system of signification. They are only 
speaking and being heard because they are using Western words, inhabiting a Western humanism. 

It is neither the purpose of this study nor is it within the capabilities of its author to expound the 
multiple examples of speech and power in modern postcolonialism. Rather, it is to accept Deleuze’s 

  5  Ibid., p.283.
  6  Harvey J. Kaye, ‘Political Theory and History: Gramsci and the British Marxist Historians’, in The Education of Desire: Marxists 
and the Writing of History (London: Routledge, 1992), p. 13.
  7  E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 3rd edition (London: V. Gollancz, 1980), p. 11.
  8  John-Paul Sartre, ‘Preface’, in Franz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farringdon (New York: Grove Press, 
1963), p. vii.
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claim that ‘theory is like a box of tools’ without accepting the consequence Spivak identifies, namely 
that it has ‘nothing to do with the signifier’.9

 Accepting therefore Spivak’s own model, to question the narrative representation of the 
oppressed Subject, I intend to try to apply some of her conceptual tools to another project altogether. 
This project is still concerned with whether or not those under the direct influence of cultural 
domination, on the periphery of a hegemonic power, can represent themselves. It is still concerned 
with whether, if at all, this Subject, or Other, can speak. The context, however, is entirely different 
– the focus will be the dynamic between the highly literary ninth-century Byzantine Empire and 
its illiterate neighbours, the Bulgars and Slavs. Admittedly, ‘theory’ is about its signifier: the limits 
of the symbol are the limits of the author. Spivak is clear on her own position as an Indian scholar, 
and eager to assert that the case she is presenting ‘cannot be taken as representative of all countries, 
nations, cultures and the like’.10 So too this study must admit its limitations. Rather than insist that 
postcolonial theory can be applied ubiquitously, I seek to suggest that the components of power/
language analysis which Spivak proposes can serve as equally illuminating categories of analysis for 
other hegemonic scenarios. 

The ninth-century Byzantine Empire has been hailed as a bastion of cultural and intellectual 
leadership in Eastern Europe. Dimitri Obolensky’s seminal The Byzantine Commonwealth asserted, 
clearly and convincingly, that the empire created a cultural commonwealth in which its neighbours 
participated.11  Although this participation was given willingly, the empire also had the financial and 
military means to maintain this sphere of influence. Thus, the marginalised people of the Balkans, 
Bulgarian leaders included, were ‘convinced of the innate superiority of all things Byzantine’ and 
when given the opportunity, sought to ‘imitate’ Greek culture.12 This is not at all dissimilar to the 
aforementioned definition of hegemony by Kaye: ‘spontaneous consent given by the great masses of 
the population to the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental group’ 
due to its historical prestige and dominance.13  The formation of states on Byzantium’s peripheries, 
and former territory, was (for Obolensky) defined by the presence and historical dominance of the 
empire. 

In addition to its military and economic hegemony, Byzantium’s dominance came most 
adamantly through culture. This culture was transmitted by the written word. Byzantium stood on 
millennia of Greek-written culture it perpetuated as its own, and exported (if not enforced) onto 
others. The lead seals of Bulgarian rulers asserted their political legitimacy with the Greek alphabet 
and Greek word archon and not the Slavonic word knyaz.14 Such is the model of hegemony as 
Obolensky presents it, and it largely remains accepted by Western historiography on the matter.15 

Written culture was at the heart of Byzantine self-representation. Given the nature of surviving 
historical evidence, it is also the only way in which a society’s self-representation can be interpreted. 
It is only through writing that medieval people (subaltern or not) can speak.  In 886 AD, the 
Bulgarian knyaz Boris welcomed the disciples of Cyril and Methodius and with them a Slavonic 
alphabet which to create a native written culture.16 The mouths of Slav-speaking Bulgarians could 
open ‘by themselves’, to speak through a literary culture in their own vernacular. Prior to this, 
our written sources about the Bulgarian people are all representations, in the political sense. They 

  9  Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze, ‘Intellectuals and Power: A Conversation’ <http://libcom.org/library/intellectuals-pow-
er-a-conversation-between-michel-foucault-and-gilles-deleuze> [accessed 20 March, 2015]; also in Michel Foucault, Language, 
Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, trans. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1977).
  10  Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, p. 280.
  11  Dimitri Obolensky, The Byzantine Commonwealth: Eastern Europe, 500-1453 (London: Cardinal, 1974).
  12  Ibid., p. 144.
  13  See n.6
  14  See Bulgarski Srednovekovni Pechati I Moneti, ed. Iordanka Iurkova (Sofia: Izd-vo “Bulgarski khudozhnik”, 1990), pp. 24-5.
  15  With a few exceptions: for instance, Jonathan Shepard, ‘Byzantine Relations with the Outside World in the Ninth Century: 
an Introduction’, in Byzantium in the Ninth Century: Dead or Alive?, ed. Leslie Brubaker (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998).
  16  George C. Soulis, ‘The Legacy of Cyril and Methodius to the Southern Slavs’, Dumbarton Oak Papers, 19 (1965), 19-43, p. 21.
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arereferences in Greek and Latin chronicles: often crude or stereotypical, at times apocryphal or 
simply incorrect.17

The Bulgarians’ opportunity to use their own language and their own alphabet was quickly 
taken up at the courts of Boris and his son Symeon: this was the so-called ‘Golden Age of Bulgarian 
literature’. Byzantine influence, however, remained prominent. The rulers sponsored a multitude 
of translations of Byzantine theological and liturgical literature, including homilies by John 
Chrysostom and Athanasius of Alexandria, commentaries on Genesis by Basil of Caesarea, alongside 
work by Nilus of Sinai, Anastasius Sinaita, John Climacus, and George Choiroboskos’ treatise on 
poetry.18 In the system of hegemonic cultural dominance, therefore, although the Bulgarian mouths 
now opened by themselves, in that they stopped being spoken on-behalf-of, they still used the 
Byzantine cultural and philosophical structures; for instance, to legitimise Slavonic liturgy, they 
translated Byzantine homilies. For Obolensky, this was imitation; for Spivak it is still an act of 
political representation produced by a set of ‘elite’ literati abiding by the hegemonic structure. 
The Bulgarian translators, as per Foucault and Deleuze, may have intended to be creators of a 
new model culture and opponents of imperial dominance. By the Spivakian model, however, they 
perpetuated the system of domination they sought to subvert. So where does this leave us? Is it that 
the Subaltern cannot speak even if they can write? I would suggest otherwise. That is not to say 
that the intention is to undermine the true power of cultural and political hegemony imposed by 
an imperialistic dominator. Rather, it is to suggest that the deconstruction of the oppressed agent, 
and the reduction of their agency to a series of political and economic forces they cannot control, 
as in Spivak’s model, is internally contradictory.

Spivak’s conclusion is simple, although her argument is by no means simplistic: ‘the subaltern 
cannot speak. […] Representation has not withered away.’ Her argument hinges on the example of 
the Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri, Indian women who opt to commit suicide, a practice only permissible 
in the sustaining scriptures of Hinduism in very particular circumstances. Their suicide, therefore, 
is a ‘subaltern rewriting’ of suicide norms imposed by British meddling with Indian custom.19 The 
key matter however is that she still ‘cannot be heard or read’.20 Although Spivak opens with the 
limitation of the inquiry’s Indian focus, she closes with a statement of general fact. The specificity 
of the Bulgarian instance noted above, however, suggests that those on the receiving end of cultural 
hegemony are not always tacitly consenting, nor are they necessarily always ‘unheard’. The new 
literary culture, offering the opportunity for the Bulgarian oppressed to write (and speak) was 
not merely imitation of the dominating culture. Although a translation of Basil of Caesarea’s 
commentary on Genesis is based on the Greek original, for instance, that does not mean that it 
perpetuates the system of cultural hegemony it emerges from. To focus on this case briefly, the 
translation, carried out by John Exarch (a court theologian and preacher) falls in the tradition of 
Hexameral literature. Basil’s original relied on a nuanced, but nevertheless literal interpretation of 
the Bible:21 the words of Moses revealed divine truth, and had to act as the ‘standard against which 
all things must be judged’.22  In the very act of translation, John is no longer true to the system of 
religious legitimation Byzantium was promoting – the sanctity of the three languages Greek, Latin 

  17  A selection of such contemporary chronicles: in Latin, see Regino of Prum’s Chronicle in History and Politics in Late Car-
olingian and Ottonian Europe: The Chronicle of Regino of Prum and Adalbert of Magdeburg, Simon MacLean (Manchester: Man-
chester University Press, 2009); in Greek, John Skylitzes, A Synopsis of Byzantine History, 811-1057, trans. J. Wortley (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010); Joseph Genesios, On the Reign of Emperors, trans. Anthony Kaldellis (Canberra: Australian 
Association of Byzantine Studies, 1998).
  18  The homilies are Constantine of Preslav, ‘Uchitelnoto Evangelie’ in Turzhestvo na Slovoto. Zlantiyat Vek na Bulgarskata 
Literatura, ed. K. Ivanova, S. Nikolova (Sofia, 1967); on Genesis, John Exarch, Shestodnev, trans. Nikolai Kochev (Sofia: Nauka i 
izkustvo, 1981); for Nilus, Anastasius, Climacus and Choiroboskos, see Izbornik 1076 Goda, trans. Vera Semenovna Golyshenko, I. 
S. Kotkov (Moscow: Nauka, 1965).
  19  Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, pp. 307-8.
  20  Ibid.
  21  Richard Lim, ‘The Politics of Interpretation in Basil of Caesarea’s “Hexaemeron”’, Vigilae Christianae, 44.4 (1990), 351-70, p. 
352.
  22  Ibid., p.352, p.358
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and Hebrew. The translation of the same words means their transition into a new cultural schema; 
the words of Moses are no longer an immovable standard, but a flexible, translatable set of ideas. 
John’s Slavonic text is also full of new additions and untranslated sections.23  The same can be said 
of multiple other translations of the period.

This is to say that cultures dominated by hegemonic imperial powers did not necessarily find 
themselves ‘represented’ in the political fashion in which Foucault and Deleuze accidentally 
represented them. The second matter is the contradictory nature of Spivak’s claims. Surely her 
rejection of the possibility for subaltern self-expression constitutes the very act of representation of 
the subaltern which is fundamental to the power structures that inform their continued inability to 
speak. In denying them the agency of speech, Spivak speaks on their behalf in the very same way 
she accuses Foucault and Deleuze. Thus, although her claims can inspire a useful level of caution, 
they, too, must be measured more carefully for what she considers ‘verbal slippage’. Spivak’s critique 
of the imperialistic project, embedded in dominant narratives of politics, history and ideology 
in the postcolonial West, is not unhelpful in looking at the medieval imperial East. Nor are the 
components of her study – language and representation – inapplicable beyond the context of 
postcolonial relations. Nevertheless, the model Spivak proposes, in seeking to protect the subaltern 
Other from misrepresentation by Western intellectuals, she deems the subaltern Other completely 
and entirely un-representable. Albeit briefly, the Bulgarian case study begins to demonstrate that 
the subaltern need not be unable to speak. Before they can be heard, their agency must be restored 
and sensitivity must be employed when considering their adoption and adaptation of the cultural 
hegemony of the imperial project.

Mirela Ivanova is a third year undergraduate reading history at Wadham College, 
Oxford. She is particularly interested in the history of literacy, its impact on 

religion, and the power-relationships between dominant and peripheral peoples in 
the early medieval period.

  23  Kochev, ‘Epilogue by the Translator’, in Shestodnev, pp. 296-7.
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Dare I speak to oppressed and oppressor in the same voice? Dare I speak to you in a language 
that will take us away from the boundaries of domination, a language that will not fence 
you in, bind you, or hold you. Language is also a place of struggle. The oppressed struggle 
in language to read ourselves—to reunite, to reconcile, to renew. Our words are not without 
meaning. They are an action—a resistance. Language is also a place of struggle. 

– bell hooks, ‘on self-recovery’

Conceptions and categories of sexuality, gender and race all evolved alongside equivalent 
developments in language and are inexorably intertwined with these oppressions. It is uncontroversial 
to state that such categories have no objective basis but are cultural constructions that inevitably 
create hierarchies. Because its development was concomitant with this oppression, language is 
clearly far from neutral, especially from the perspective of the groups on the wrong side of these 
constructions. We must investigate the exact nature of the language around these subjects at the 
same time as examining their place in society – it is impossible to separate the two positionings. 

Judith Butler famously declared, regarding the performativity of gender, that ‘the anticipation 
of an authoritative disclosure of meaning is the means by which that authority is attributed and 
installed: the anticipation conjures the object’.1 There is no ontologically distinct gender-object 
that causally determines what it is to have a particular gender. Instead, the matrix of gender roles 
is caused by our anticipation of gender.  Butler’s ideas were heavily influenced by Monique Wittig, 
who had previously claimed that ‘gender is the enforcement of sex in language, working in the same 
way as the declaration of sex in civil status‘.2 It is a frequent response to arguments such as Butler’s 
and Wittig’s that there are fundamental differences between genders, namely the social expression 
of the difference in the sexes. Not only is this position seriously, if not irrefutably, challenged by 
the mere existence of transgender people, it also ignores the false dichotomy of sex. There can be 

1  Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 10th anniversary edn (London: Routledge, 1999), p. xv.
2  Monique Wittig, ‘The Mark of Gender’, in The Straight Mind And Other Essays (London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1992), p. 79.
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differences in chromosomes, exterior genitalia, interior sex organs, hormone levels and numerous 
other sexual characteristics within a binary ‘sex’ – doctors have found cisgender men with uteruses 
and cisgender women lacking ovaries. Chromosomes also often do not fit neatly into just XX 
and XY for a person; a person might have some cells containing XX and others XY, and different 
configurations such as XXY and XXX have also been found.3

Alongside the conflation of sex and gender in the general consciousness, even the supposed 
objectivity of biology is compromised. In equating the role of the egg as feminine and the role of 
the sperm as masculine, biologists for many years misinterpreted the actions of zygote formation: 
it was believed for years that the sperm swam towards the egg, struggled and penetrated its way 
inside to fertilise the egg. In this scenario, the masculine sperm acts as an active aggressor pursuing 
the feminine and passive egg; more recently a cooperative process has been posited where the egg 
and sperm come together. In fact, much of the chemical breakdown of the exterior of the egg is 
performed by the egg itself, while the mechanical force generated by the sperm is weak, contributing 
very little to the process.4 This insidious gendering is taught as an objective ‘known’ in anatomical 
training, suggesting an impartiality that simply isn’t there. This assumption of objectivity within 
such discourse is very common, and, in its subliminality, is at least equally damaging as outright 
instances of sexist behaviour. In addition, the normalisation and simplification of the sexual 
dichotomy is highly damaging to the everyday wellbeing of intersex and transgender people, who 
have been found to constitute up to two percent of the world population.5 

Of course, it is in the interest of oppressive groups to ignore this sort of information. It 
perpetuates their dominance by maintaining these ‘established truths’. Wittig calls this system of 
ideological control ‘the straight mind’, stating

I can only underline the oppressive character that the straight mind is clothed in its tendency 
to immediately universalize its production of concepts into general laws which claim to hold 
true for all societies, all epochs, all individuals.6

The straight mind presents itself as the global neutral position; however, it is merely how the 
generic cisgender, able-bodied, white, heterosexual, neurotypical man living an unexamined life 
would view the world. Wittig calls upon such established traditions of the difference between the 
sexes in a series of such comparisons. A book about a queer love affair is a book about queerness; a 
book about a cisheterosexual love affair is a book about love.  These sorts of attitudes are insidious  – 
we may see it again in the category of ‘women’s writing’, where men’s writing is just writing. Wittig 
posits gender as a mark, arguing that maleness is not a gender but rather the general point of view 
that characterises the straight mind. With regard to each axis of oppression, those who live outside 
the oppressive class (of, e.g., whiteness, maleness, heterosexuality) are seen as a marked point of 
view: their experiences can never be universal.7  

With this establishment of the primacy of the male comes the parallel development of 
compulsory heterosexuality; the binary opposition of male and female leads to the understanding 
of the interplay of the two as fundamental to societal interactions. Through the insistence of such 
falsities as the binaries of sex and gender, we are taught that conflict across such dichotomies is 
necessary to all aspects of society, where instead reality is much less ordered. The significance that 
is placed upon an action within its cultural setting is entirely contingent and arbitrary. However, 
it is the aim of the straight mind and compulsory heterosexuality to make us think that they are 
necessary absolutes, and then to gain control by establishing a power dynamic from one end of 

3  See Claire Ainsworth, ‘Sex Redefined’, Nature, 518 (February, 2015), 288-291.
4  Emily Martin, ‘The Egg and the Sperm: How Science Has Constructed a Romance Based on Stereotypical Male-Female Roles’, 
Signs, 16 (1991), 485-501, p. 494.
5  Melanie Blackness and others, ‘How Sexually Dimorphic are We?: Review and Synthesis’, American Journal of Human Biology, 12 
(2000), 151-166, p. 154.
6  Monique Wittig, ‘The Straight Mind’, in The Straight Mind And Other Essays, p. 27.
7  Wittig, ‘The Mark of Gender’, p. 80.
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the binary to the other. Wittig claims this interaction with the world through binaries is endemic 
of compulsory heterosexuality, and thus our very usage of terms such as ‘men and women’ or 
‘straight and queer’ are playing into such oppression. It is from this that she calls for the rejection 
of heterosexuality and thus rejecting such culturally imposed binaries, leading to her claim that 
‘lesbians are not women’.8

Wittig does not make explicit the mechanism by which compulsory heterosexuality is the root 
of modern binary thinking; indeed, one can criticise much feminist discourse for its assumptions 
regarding the primacy of gender and sexuality, especially when talking about elements such 
as the philosophy of mind and epistemology. While the theories provided are often useful in 
interpreting the nature of modern oppression, there is no confrontation with the contingency of 
that oppression. Thus we have the assumption of the existence of gender alongside the rejection 
of more essential properties, or perhaps the rejection of factors such as race as unnecessary to 
an understanding of womanhood. This can result in a skewed analytic that furthers oppression 
along other lines. It is a relatively recent phenomenon to really take into account the total 
constructedness of gender.9 It is important to take this not as a rejection of this feminist thought 
in totality, as, moving outside the realms of theory, gender’s large role in our contingent world 
and understanding is plain to see. In this sense, we should examine the use of language within 
oppressive structures in a situation where the substantial assumptions made when discussing 
issues of sexuality can be comfortably assumed. 

Where queer discourse has entered the academy, it is often phrased in dense and impenetrable 
language. Given the ongoing oppression of queer people, intersecting with issues of class and race, 
this often renders the discourse inaccessible to the very people that it concerns. In opposition to 
this, queer people have a history of subverting traditional methods of communication. The relative 
scarcity of queer voices means that they have to forge their own communities. This is itself a 
radical act. Throughout history we can see queer communities organising through subcultures and 
navigating societal underbellies. In the early twentieth century, when discussion and distribution of 
any material referencing homosexual activity was illegal, early activists worked with the avenues that 
were initially in place for distributing pornography to distribute their revolutionary manifestos.10  
Significantly, these networks could only become politicised and could only be politically useful 
once they had already been established on a large scale – fundamentally, the issue that isolated gay 
men could primarily unite under was lust, with radicalisation and a politics of liberation coming 
soon afterwards. 

This history of illicit queerness – barely a history given that there are people alive today who 
remember it – is subsumed by assimilationary tendencies within the neoliberal gay rights movement, 
with prime examples being organisations such as Stonewall and the Human Rights Campaign.  It is 
this attitude – one of allowing the queer to merely survive alongside the straight mind while still under 
its influence – that undermines work done by revolutionary queer activists such as Sylvia Rivera and 
Leslie Feinberg. It aims to remove the anger from liberation, an anger that fuelled the Stonewall riots 
and an anger that undeniably was vital to twentieth-century struggles for queer liberation.

Lisa Duggan, writing about such organisations, including the International Gay Forum, a 
libertarian gay rights organisation affiliated with the Republican Party, notes:

By producing gay equality rhetoric and lobbying for specific policies that work within the 
framework of neoliberal politics generally, The IGF and its affiliated writers hope first to shore 
up the strength of neoliberalism in relation to its critics on the Right and Left, but especially 
in relation to the gay Left.11 

8  She claims this in saying that through queerness’s rejection of heteronormative standards, lesbians remove the mark of gender by 
diverting the male gaze’s categorising effects – see Wittig, ‘The Straight Mind’, p. 32.
9  Butler, p. 3.
10  See Michael Stabile’s (dir.) Seed Money: The Chuck Holmes Story (2015) for a depiction of this.
11  Lisa Duggan, ‘The New Homonormativity: The Sexual Politics of Neoliberalism’, in Materialising Democracy, ed. Dana Nelson 
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These organisations work in a mode that Duggan calls homonormativity, which trades in the 
rhetoric of normalcy, trying to show that the gay narrative is in fact no different from the straight 
one. Part of it comes from an uncritical and unintersectional approach: elevating white, middle-
class, cisgender gay men and denying voices to ‘less desirable’ members of the queer community. 
What is most problematic is that this is still presented as a liberal, socially responsible view, 
allowing those in power to appear progressive in their acquiescence to ‘gay rights’. However, in 
doing so it often preserves functions of mass oppression, including neoimperialist tendencies.12 This 
is the insidiousness of the neoliberal worldview, which ‘is often presented as not a particular set of 
interests but as a kind of non-politics – a way of being reasonable and of promoting universally 
desirable forms of economic expansion and democratic government globally. Who could be against 
greater wealth and more democracy?’.13 

Despite queer women and trans people having always been part of the historical movement for 
equal rights for queer people, the movement is still referred to as ‘gay rights’ and it works towards ‘gay 
marriage’; this again is the straight mind’s application of cisgender maleness as universal. Through 
the use of such normative language in struggles for the much broader community, they are watered 
down and tailored for consumption by and assimilation into the straight mind. This can be seen 
in campaigns such as ‘I’d bottom for Hilary’, supporting Hilary Clinton’s nomination for the 2016 
US presidential election. Not only does this perpetuate the idea that ‘bottoming’ is shameful, a 
misogynistic product of the straight mind by equating receiving anal sex with receiving heterosexual 
sex in a cis body (namely, the straight mind’s understanding of ‘sex’) and thus with being a woman, 
it does so in support of someone who has implemented some of the most indiscriminately violent 
foreign policy in recent years, destroying the homes and killing the families of queer people in the 
Middle East where, as Secretary of State, Clinton sent drone strikes.

However, there are many people that do fight against these normative trends and one of the most 
potent battlegrounds for this is language. Language can be a method for which the oppressed can 
be rejected from the universal point of view, or can let in only the least undesirable. In this context 
Julia Kristeva sets up, alongside the subject and object of traditional linguistics, the idea of the 
abject – that which the subject expels from the body or makes Other.14 However, as Butler argues, 
‘prior to this asymmetrical relation to speech […] is an ideal social contract, one in which every 
first-person speech act presupposes and affirms an absolute reciprocity among speaking subjects’.15 
There is always a radical potential within language tied to the potential of the universal subject; it is 
possible to make queerness universal simply by speaking about it. In speech from queer to queer we 
can attempt to push at the boundaries of the straight mind and reject compulsory heterosexuality. 
Heteronormative and cisnormative language is hard to avoid in most contexts, but the possibility 
always remains, and in that possibility lies liberation.

It is important to see the impositions of the straight mind as acts of violence and as a constant 
reminder of society’s ever-present processes of othering. We can see this throughout everyday 
language in the processes of abjection by the straight subject. The immediate response to this is to 
attempt a reclamation of language. Reclamation comes from the Latin reclamare, meaning to shout 
back,16 and is a way for oppressed groups to fight back against the everyday assault upon them, 
embracing and redirecting the oppressive power of slurs as a weapon of solidarity. The use of the 
word ‘weapon’ here is intentional: many writers, including Wittig, use the language of violence 
when talking about resistance against oppression. This is done in response to the everyday violence 
of the straight mind. Starting with reclaimed language such as ‘queer’, the resistance movement can 

and Russ Castronovo (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002), p. 179.
12  See for example Israel’s use of socially liberal gay rights rhetoric as part of ‘Brand Israel’.
13  Duggan, ‘The New Homonormativity’, p. 177.
14  Butler, p. 181.
15  Ibid., p. 164.
16  ‘reclaim, v.’, OED Online (Oxford University Press, 2015), <http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/159593> [accessed 2 June, 2015].
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rally around this. This is exemplified in the reaction of the queer community to the AIDS crisis, 
especially through the ACT UP direct action group, as seen in their ‘Queer Nation Manifesto’, 
where they aggressively self-define as queer:

Well, yes, ‘gay’ is great. It has its place. But when a lot of lesbians and gay men wake up in the 
morning we feel angry and disgusted, not gay. So we’ve chosen to call ourselves queer. Using 
‘queer’ is a way of reminding us how we are perceived by the rest of the world. It’s a way of 
telling ourselves we don’t have to be witty and charming people who keep our lives discreet 
and marginalized in the straight world. We use queer as gay men loving lesbians and lesbians 
loving being queer. Queer, unlike gay, doesn’t mean male. And when spoken to other gays 
and lesbians it’s a way of suggesting we close ranks, and forget (temporarily) our individual 
differences because we face a more insidious common enemy. Yeah, queer can be a rough 
word but it is also a sly and ironic weapon we can steal from the homophobe’s hands and use 
against him.17

Here we see explicitly what Wittig discusses theoretically – the use of language to politically unite a 
group in the face of subjugation. The manifesto’s focus is wide-ranging, but it concentrates most on 
the HIV crisis and living in a straight world. It uses language of violence and resistance, but above 
all it is celebratory, and it is a celebration that only exists because of the state-sponsored violence 
against them, not in spite of it. Its opening line – ‘How can I convince you, brother; sister that 
your life is in danger’ – is the universalising language between deviants, in assuming that the person 
addressed transgresses the straight mind and in offering advice in how to do so. It is still phrased 
in a language that contains oppressive structures, but it moves to subvert these by destabilising 
the subject. Most crucially, it acts to relegate the straight mind, an entity which gains its semantic 
charge in opposition to its Other, to the place of Other.

More recently, the insurrectionary anarchist group Bash Back continue on this trajectory, 
calling for violence against the straight mind and using its own language, totally rejecting academic 
discourse exemplified in their slogans: ‘Read less, fight more’, ‘Friendship, Vengeance and Contempt 
– these are the only guides worth following’. Their publication I-Don’t-Bash-Back-I-Shoot-First is 
a handbook for replicating their insurrectionary tactics, responding to the institutional violence 
queer people face at the hands of the straight mind with actual violence, usually against known 
abusers or rapists, who face no consequences in modern corrupt systems.18 Such tactics may be seen 
as extremist and rejected by the majority of activists. However, it is clear that the monolithic effect 
of society’s imposition of the straight mind is a much greater act of violence than those of a small 
group resisting it. They work to reject the cultural assumptions of compulsory heterosexuality, 
and especially those attitudes of homonormativity, that emerge from the neoliberal embracing of 
liberation rhetoric. As social liberalism starts to become a more dominant worldview, it is clear that 
we must acknowledge the totalitarianism of the straight mind and compulsory heterosexuality in 
their pervasion of every aspect of modern life. Otherwise, the reign of ‘gay rights’ will continue and 
any true liberation will be stunted, privileging those acceptable faces already positioned to gain the 
most from neoliberalism. Without such critical engagement with our politics, it is clear that true 
progress is unachievable. 
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17  ACT UP, ‘The Queer Nation Manifesto’ (1990) <http://www.historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/queernation.html> [accessed 28 May 2015].
18  Bash Back! ‘I-Don’t-Bash-Back-I-Shoot-First’ (2011) <http://zinelibrary.info/files/i%20don’t%20bash%20back%20i%20
shoot%20first.pdf> [accessed 28 May 2015].
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I speak a different idiom, but I think of these same things.
 – Raymond Williams

The 2015 general election for the Westminster Parliament – regardless of its other enduring effects, 
which we will have the space to dissect and resist over the next five years – may be considered the 
moment the English met Leanne Wood. Their ‘discovery’ of her in the leaders’ debates produced, as 
a recent Guardian article observed, ‘a raft of “Who is Leanne Wood?” features in the newspapers’, 
in notable contrast to the usual ‘distinct lack of prominent coverage’ of Welsh politics in national 
news.1 For those of us who situate ourselves physically or mentally west of Offa’s Dyke, Wood, the 
leader of the Welsh nationalist party Plaid Cymru and Welsh Assembly Member for South Wales 
Central, is of course for the most part a familiar figure, and her translation onto the national stage 
has been one of great interest. A party which might once have been the first to, as Welsh cultural 
critic and novelist Raymond Williams gibed in a speech at one of their conferences, ‘reach for … 
fancy dress’ ‘when [they] hear the word “culture”’,2 Plaid under Wood’s leadership has perhaps 
begun instead to fulfil Williams’s call in another lecture addressed to the party for a

move from a merely retrospective nationalist politics to a truly prospective politics [characterised 
by …] affirmative thinking.3

Wood’s nationalism is rationalised within an understanding of Wales as systematically and 

1  Rhiannon Lucy Cosslett, ‘Leanne Wood of Plaid Cymru’, The Guardian, 10 April 2015 <http://www.theguardian.com/poli-
tics/2015/apr/10/leanne-wood-plaid-cymru-interview> [accessed 11 May 2015], para. 3.
2  Raymond Williams, ‘Welsh Culture’ [September 1975], Culture and Politics: Plaid Cymru’s Challenge to Wales (Plaid Cymru, 
1975); repr. in Resources of Hope: Culture, Democracy, Socialism, ed. Robin Gable (London: Verso, 1989), p. 99. Further references to 
work contained in this volume will give dates for the original lecture as well as publication details if previously published elsewhere 
but appear as reprinted in and with the pagination of this edition.
3  Raymond Williams, ‘The Importance of Community’ [July 1977], in Resources of Hope, p. 118; originally published in Radical 
Wales, 18 (Summer 1988).
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continuously economically and socially disadvantaged by the influence of the English central 
government. It is a tacit acceptance of Welsh culture as something constituted as much by post-
industrial jobless communities and modern cosmopolitan Cardiff, regenerated by EU funding, as 
by the Mabinogion, ‘folk culture’ on S4C or the northern rural populations which have historically 
made claims to a more genuine and continuous Welsh identity on genealogical and linguistic 
grounds. Regarding Cardiff: it has never, indeed, been more appropriate to call oneself, as Williams 
did, a ‘Welsh European’ than when the ‘feature[s], natural or manmade’ that Williams argued 
gave ‘the sense of where we live’ – Cardiff Bay, the Senedd, restoration work of civic buildings 
in every town and the funding of Cadw – are funded by European money. Our cultural forms, 
which ‘express the community’s sense of itself, some value it held in common’,4 are inscribed with 
European money, offering a way around the neo-imperial Westminster influence and the Barnett 
formula –  which always did feel slightly like money for the deserving poor.5

One might contend that Wood represents the arrival of Welsh nationalist politics at a point 
of comfort with its own identity, a tacit acceptance of the hybridity of a Welsh identity which 
may ‘speak of both Welsh and English as foreigners, as “not us”’.6 Williams makes this statement 
in Politics and Letters when speaking of the culture of the ‘border country’ in which he grew up; 
but Wood too is a non-native Welsh speaker and it must be acknowledged that the history of 
South Wales is one of rural-to-urban migration from across Britain and abroad to create a society 
with as much claim to hybridity as contiguity – these statements may not be reserved only for 
those who live in close geographical proximity to the English. Given this shift in Welsh identity, 
and following Wood’s wide exposure in media interviews, it is perhaps time to revisit Raymond 
Williams’s far-reaching and important observations regarding the intersections of identity, culture 
and community in the context of modern Wales. What does increasing Welsh governmental 
autonomy, an ever growing political gap between Wales and England, and the continued lack of 
economic regeneration in South Wales mean for Welsh identity, and what reciprocally can Welsh 
identity mean for these issues?

Raymond Williams’s theories of culture form the basis of his fictional, critical and political 
writing. For Williams, culture is a thing ‘done’ not a thing that ‘is’; it is a set of ‘common meanings’ 
that are ‘the product of a whole people’; and in this respect Williams archly resists attempts to limit 
the definitions of culture, instead casting it as a passive term descriptive of a totality of expressions 
and communicative artefacts regardless of their forms (he comments that ‘it is stupid and arrogant 
to suppose that any of these meanings can in any way be prescribed’).7 In other words, Williams 
attempts to remove a sense of (literary) valuation from conceptions of culture, informed by his 
working-class and rural upbringing and experiencing the routine exclusion of these two peoples 
from more conventional understandings of culture: the ‘English bourgeois culture … in close 
contact with the actual centres of power’.8 This conception of culture as a conglomeration of ‘shared 
meanings’ lies alongside a strong idea of the community in which it is disseminated. The knowable 
communities so integral to Williams’s lived experience and his work form the basis of this system 
of culture. In ‘Culture is Ordinary’ (1958), Williams repeats the title over and over as if a mantra – 
‘Culture is ordinary: through every change let us hold fast to that’ – and it seems that repetition, 
in its simultaneous reciprocal capacity, is established as the system of judging a ‘cultural norm’ 
(for Williams’s model inevitably requires some moment of judgement). Meanings are ‘shared’ and 

4  Raymond Williams, ‘Community and Communications’ [April 1961], in Resources of Hope, p. 22. Originally delivered as a lecture.
5  The formula allocates hypothecated departmental spending based on comparative levels of provision and population (the num-
bers are actually inaccurate here), giving the Welsh Government no autonomy over prioritisation of different areas of its budget. The 
lack of choice, and the presumption that the Westminster Government knows best how to distribute the funds, is of course highly 
patronising to the devolved powers in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.
6  Raymond Williams, Politics and Letters: Interviews with New Left Review (London: New Left Books, 1979), p. 26.
7  Raymond Williams, ‘Culture is Ordinary’, in Resources of Hope, p. 8; originally published in Conviction, ed. Norman Mackenzie 
(London: MacGibbon and Gee, 1958).
8  Ibid., p. 7.
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can thus be a ‘culture’ by reciprocal and equal understanding; we can only ‘mean’ if others mean 
roughly the same thing. The capacity for cognitive dissonance that these processes could have for 
Williams forms the experiential starting point of his critique:

I even made a fool of myself, or was made to think so, when after a lecture in which the usual 
point was made that ‘neighbour’ now does not mean what it did to Shakespeare, I said – 
imagine! – that to me it did. (When my father was dying, this year, one man came in and dug 
his garden; another loaded and delivered a lorry of sleepers for firewood; another came and 
chopped the sleepers into blocks; another – I don’t know who, it was never said – left a sack of 
potatoes at the back door; a woman came in and took away a basket of washing.)9

The radical differences between the meanings with which communities live is laid bare in Williams’s 
contrasting of the lack of understanding of Shakespeare’s expanded meaning of ‘neighbour’ by the 
Cambridge academic elite, who cannot perceive the series of social obligations and moral codes 
which underpin the word for both Williams and Shakespeare, with the (still current) capacity 
of the literary academy to create rarefied meanings for culture. That is, they cause the death of 
that meaning, in some degree, by their abstracted study of it precisely as a dead cultural artefact. 
Williams is suggesting that they are part of ‘the smart, busy, commercial culture’ that the non-
metropolitan person still feels they, in different ways, have ‘to catch up with’, a pressure which can 
easily mean the abandonment of previous cultural meanings.10

One may ask which way around the diagram goes for Williams: does culture constitute community 
or is a community the cornerstone of any identifiable culture? Always grounded in usage (again these 
shared meanings), Williams notes in his Keywords that ‘community’ may be ‘the warmly persuasive 
word to describe an existing set of relationships’ that are grounded in ‘immediacy or locality’; the 
recognised contemporary meaning emerged in the nineteenth century ‘in the context of larger and 
more complex industrial societies’.11 Labelling a ‘community’, then, is in some ways a rhetorical act, 
and certainly a descriptive one, rather than one which defines or actively creates community – it 
happens, as it were, after the event. Clearly it is culture that precedes it; we find therefore the hunt 
for shared meanings to be the starting point of building communicative networks (and these are 
clearly far less limited now than they were in Williams’s time). What Williams contends, however, 
is that whereas most people think of these quotidian forms of communication that characterise 
interactions within a community as ‘the news after the event’ (‘first there is reality and then there is 
communication about reality’), in fact ‘certain communication patterns’ are ‘deeply involved … in 
the shape of our society’.12 The ways in which we communicate – and by communicate here we must 
include the sorts of communicative actions that Williams lists as ‘mutual obligation, and common 
betterment’ – form the ‘message’ as much as the content itself.13 Hywel Dix summarises Williams’s 
theories of cultural materialism, which remained central to his academic positions, as recognising 
an ‘important relationship between what is happening in a society and the content of the cultural 
forms produced by it’.14 People’s lived experiences (the communities ‘before’ their naming as such) 
relate directly and intricately to the ways in which and the things that they communicate. These 
methods are man-made and must be ‘relearned by every new generation’.15 There is a clear temporal 
aspect here. Though Williams attempted always to ground his theories of communications in what 
he called ‘this unprecedented dislocating mobile society’,16 it is undeniable that changing modes 
of communication, particularly the transition from transmission-based mass communication 

9  Ibid., p. 9.
10  Ibid.
11  Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, rev. edn (London: Fontana, 1983), p. 76, 75.
12  ‘Communications and Community’, p. 21.
13  ‘Culture is Ordinary’, p. 8.
14  Hywel Dix, After Raymond Williams: Cultural Materialism and the Break-Up of Britain (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 
2008), p. 1.
15  ‘Communications and Community’, p. 21.
16  Raymond Williams, The English Novel from Dickens to Lawrence (London: Chatto & Windus, 1970), p. 191.
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(television) to the transactional, interactive and discursive forms that characterise the internet 
communications that have arisen since his death have the capacity to radically challenge some of 
Williams’s assumptions. Yet there remains an inarguable significance, and it seems compelling this 
will always remain, in geographically located communities: the need for a smaller sphere of travel 
due to environmental concerns will only enable this further. It is these communities which have the 
power to most radically transform people’s lived experiences.

Leanne Wood describes the same obligations of community as foundational to her politics, in 
her case engendered by living in a mining village:

My political values are drawn from my community, of which I am extremely proud. Born and 
brought up in the Rhondda, where I still live, family and personal experiences have combined 
to nurture my love of Wales, my socialism and my republicanism.17

It is, I think, no great coincidence that the Rhondda Valley remains one of the most staunchly 
Labour-voting areas of Britain – despite what this party might actually mean today for the lives 
of the people there. It encodes a lasting form of cultural identification – perhaps now démodé in 
post-industrial Britain –with ‘a way of life determined by the National Coal Board, the British Steel 
Corporation, the Milk Marketing Board, the Co-op and Marks & Spencer, the BBC, the Labour 
Party, the EEC, NATO’; even though many of the state institutions Williams lists are defunct, 
one gets a feeling, walking through what were once mining towns, of the state-enforced mode 
of community that nationalised industry and union loyalty engendered.18 It is the failure of this 
model of community, one defined from the metropole outwards, that is central to the ever more 
apparent modern-day crisis of the Labour Party. These outside structuring forces leave and the 
Valleys collapse: ‘What socialism offered was the priority of one kind of bonding – trade unionism, 
the class bond – this cancelled all other bonds’.19 This is not to put shame upon their populations, 
but rather to illustrate the effects of state withdrawal from communities without the economic 
base for cultural self-sufficiency (this is why, too, for now Wales must necessarily remain within the 
British unitary state). We realise the need, as Williams observes, for community as a cultural force, 
and we are left asking how this might come about. Wales still retains an above-average public-sector 
employment rate as a percentage of the workforce, despite a consistently less employed population 
than the UK at large.20 Manufacturing, despite the neoliberal structural changes in the economy 
set in motion thirty years ago, the epicentre of which were the Welsh coal mines, accounts for a 
larger percentage of jobs and economic activity than in the rest of the UK.21 These are as much part 
of the cultural fabric of Wales as any linguistic or literary continuity with a British population circa 
the sixth century; to deny this is to deny ‘large parts of our social experience’.22 What Williams 
argued even before the 1984 Miners’ Strike still applies, showing just how much the economic life 
of the Valleys facilitated its social life. ‘You can see this whole model: the uneconomic collieries, the 
out-of-date heavy industry, the marginal farms.’23 The long-term plan for the Valleys, supposedly 
enabled by the electrification and subsequent reduction in travel times of the Valleys Line railway, is 
to establish the area as a commuter belt for Cardiff.24 What this does, of course, is reproduce in the 
terms of neoliberal modes of employment the same dynamics of community and economy which 
has arrested the Valleys today – the controlling metropole and the dependent, almost parasitic, 

17  Plaid Cymru, ‘Plaid Cymru Leader, Leanne Wood’ <https://www.partyof.wales/leader/> [accessed 11 May 2015], para. 1.
18  ‘Welsh Culture’, p. 99.
19  Raymond Williams, ‘Decentralism and the Politics of Place’, in Resources of Hope, p. 241; originally published in Society and 
Space, 2.4 (1984).
20  Statistics for Wales, ‘Key economic statistics – May 2015’ (2015) <http://gov.wales/docs/statistics/2015/150515-key-economic-
may-2015-en.pdf> [accessed 15 May 2015], p. 3.
21  Ibid., p. 7.
22  ‘Welsh Culture’, p. 99.
23  Ibid., p. 101. 
24  See Gareth Abrahams’s report for the Welsh Government on the economic effects of the electrification plans, ‘Will the VLE 
strategy reduce the bariers to employment for the economically inactive living in the poorest parts of the Valleys?’ (2013) <http://
gov.wales/docs/caecd/research/130313-valley-line-electrification-strategy-en.pdf> [accessed 15 May 2015], esp. pp. 6–7.
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periphery. ‘Poor old Wales’ indeed.25 
To an extent, Williams’s novels attempt to work through these problems in the subject positions 

and lives of the working Welsh. Dai Smith argues of Second Generation that ‘it sees change as growth 
that is rooted, pruned and fostered by communities who strive to make choices for their culture 
in their own local and national terms’.26 Plaid Cymru set out in their Greenprint for the Valleys an 
alternative model of ‘local jobs in flourishing and vibrant communities’ through the pooling of 
‘natural, human and communal resources’; they envisage a local economy driven by investment 
in green technology and local self-sufficiency.27 Clearly this alternative model of development is 
preferable. Green technology, particularly solar panels, takes on a symbolic weight for the necessary 
self-sufficiency of a community to endure.

But community is a cultural form. Williams recalls a news reporter’s throwaway description of ‘a 
nation trying to become a people’, but in many ways Wales still lacks an unproblematic relationship 
even with nationhood.28 All too frequently one is informed by well-meaning English friends that 
Wales is not a country; it cannot be – the United Kingdom is a country. We are informed instead 
of our status as a ‘principality’ as if nationhood somehow depends upon nuclear deterrent and 
foreign embassies. In pre-industrial history, Williams suggests, ‘a nation … was unproblematic[:] 
… a group of people who shared a native land’.29 Eric P. Hamp’s proposed etymology for lloegr – by 
which one means England, broadly speaking – is ‘having a nearby border, living near the border’ 
or, even, those over the border.30 Cymru, though, existing in the ‘Welsh’ imagination long past any 
reflection of it in the political control of land, is by no means limited to modern Wales or anything 
close to it. Historically, it was everything except lloegr that was south of the Scottish people’s lands. 
The Welsh word used to describe the modern nation has a far more slippery history; it is that which 
is not England – geographically located – and yet also descriptive of those who are not Saxons: 
Britons. After the Laws in Wales Acts 1535 and 1542, when Wales ceased to exist in a distinct legal 
sense, would it have been meaningless to refer to a Welsh people? Of course not.

This is not to argue for a conception of the Welsh nation along the lines of those who deny it 
to us, but rather to illustrate the malleability of the concept of nation – we need not be bounded 
by the stencil of the British state. This is a true radical nationalism: one ‘which questions the whole 
basis of the unitary British state’.31 Wales has always been defined against England: the eisteddfodau, 
St Fagans, S4C all have their place, but they simultaneously participate in ‘an essential cultural 
continuity’ of difference. We have Welsh television, we preserve ‘traditional Welsh culture’. We risk 
existing in the same ‘enamelled world’ that Williams deplored in Renaissance pastoral poetry.32 It 
is the quite reasonable sign of a cultural mentality that has been threatened by suppression for at 
least seven hundred years and contrives to give a sense of ‘maintenance, stability and continuity 
to the Welsh identity’ and thus ‘Welsh nationhood’.33 But this Wales seems to do nothing for the 
economic deprivation of the urban south, little for the lack of infrastructure in rural areas in the 
north and elsewhere. It is the ‘fancy dress’ accusation that once could have been levelled against 
Plaid Cymru. Williams gestures towards a link between the two ‘truths’, as he calls them, of Welsh 

25  ‘Welsh Culture’, p. 101.
26  Dai Smith, ‘Relating to Wales’, in Raymond Williams: Critical Perspectives, ed. Terry Eagleton (Cambridge: Polity Press with 
Basil Blackwell, 1989), p. 38.
27  Plaid Cymru, A Greenprint for Wales <http://issuu.com/plaid/docs/greenprint_publisher?e=1420648/2613320> [accessed 15 
May 2015], p. 3.
28  ‘The Importance of Community’, p. 111.
29  Ibid., p. 111.
30  Eric P. Hamp, ‘“Lloegr”: The Welsh Name for England’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 4 (Winter, 1982), 83–85, p. 83. 
The validity of this proposed etymology, however, is by no means undisputed.
31  ‘Decentralism and the Politics of Place’, p. 238.
32  Jan Gorak points this out in The Alien Mind of Raymond Williams (Columbia, MI: University of Missouri Press, 1988), p. 116. 
Gorak’s assessment of Williams’s work as characterised more by ‘alienation, rather than national or doctrinal affiliation’ (p. 7). Of 
course, what theories of alienation set up is a value judgement, or at least an index point, between the dominant and marginalised 
cultural position. For reasons that are hopefully obvious, this seems an unproductive approach to Williams’s output.
33  Raymond Williams, ‘Community’, in What I Came To Say (London: Hutchinson Radius, 1989), p. 58; originally published as 
a series of book reviews, amalgamated for this volume.
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identity, calling it ‘a stand of old values against a destructive industrial civilisation’.34 However, 
this pressure, cultural in the ‘Welsh nots’ of Victorian education and economic in the systematic 
extraction of labour and material capital from the mines, can lead, by reaction, to a retreat into the 
easy tropes of Welsh identity. Clearly, for the furtherance of the process of devolution and eventual 
autonomy from the erstwhile colonial power, we cannot accept this as a full enough realisation of 
Welsh identity.

Our Wales is invented; but does that mean we cannot give truth to the lie of the contiguous, 
continuous Welsh nation? Community is transactional, and the modern forms of dissemination 
and communication of this constructed identity – the bilingual street signs, Pobl y Cwm (which 
we all know even if we never watch), mandatory Welsh lessons – serve as a unifying cultural 
experience which is necessarily hybrid.35 Between 19 and 25 per cent of the people of Wales speak 
Welsh; even more are familiar enough with its shapes to participate to some degree in its ubiquity. 
Those who attack the ‘artificial’ continuation of the language, which undoubtedly is dying out 
as a mother tongue, do not understand its modern, hybrid role.36 One small thing the modern 
Welsh language agenda has done is create a web of shared meanings continuous, for the first time 
even, across Wales. The ubiquitous signs of modern life – supermarkets, post offices, the artefacts 
of common culture (culture is ordinary) – are used as a medium for the establishment of another 
set of meanings. These are not really to be read at face value so much as signs of a cultural unity 
of vague understanding, a metonym for our hazy knowledge of our own histories. They show that 
the meanings of everyday life can be rendered in a language that simultaneously pays homage to 
cultural continuity and signs its own artificial nature. It creates what Benedict Anderson might 
have called an imagined community:

a large-scale socially cohesive entity of which its members may feel themselves to be a part even 
though they may not, indeed probably will not, meet, encounter or learn of the existence of 
the majority of other members.37

Anderson describes these communities, particularly the nation, which we must at this point realise 
in its potential as a web of shared meanings, as culture on a sufficient scale to identify itself in 
opposition to its other, ‘a deep, horizontal comradeship’.38 To admit to this hybrid, modern Welsh 
culture is not only useful or interesting but necessary. It is not completely, John Osmond assures 
us, ‘the abandonment of “Welshness” in some singular and unitary form’; such an active lexis for 
the passive process of identification of culture seems inappropriate.39 Instead, it is the starting point 
of the regeneration of geographical communities, but also the shared community of Wales which 
mandates the government to spread wealth and enable communal regeneration through a common 
local and national endeavour. It would, after all, be disastrous to simply transplant the forms of 
domination we have experienced externally and reproduce them once again ourselves. 

Merlin Gable is an undergraduate student reading English Literature at Wadham 
College, Oxford. He lives in Monmouthshire, Wales and is a member of the Oxford Left 

Review’s editorial collective.

34  ‘Community’, p. 59.
35  The genius, perhaps, of the Welsh Government’s Welsh language programme is the encouragement given to private businesses 
to produce bilingual signs and literature, removing the dynamic of state-sanctioned culture of the old models of community in the 
Valleys detailed above.
36  Comfort speaking in Welsh rather than English is higher in older people and the percentage of fluent speakers dropped by one 
percent between 2004–06 and 2013–14. See Statistics for Wales, ‘National Survey for Wales, 2013-14: Welsh Language Use Survey’ 
(2015) <http://gov.wales/docs/statistics/2015/150129-welsh-language-use-survey-en.pdf > [accessed 16 May 2015], pp. 8, 4. Argu-
ably what is happening is the death of the idea of the mother tongue in Wales. Those fluent in Welsh may speak it interchangeably 
with or in the same sentence as English, using each in a purely practical sense.
37  Dix, p. 10. See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983).
38  Anderson, p. 7.
39  John Osmon, The National Question Again: Welsh Political Identity in the 1980s (Llandysul: Gomer Press, 1985), p. 30.
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There is probably no event more sweeping or dramatic in contemporary politics than the ongoing 
plummet in the price of oil. Pundits disagree on whether the drop – which has seen Brent crude 
prices decline from $115 per barrel in June 2014 to around $50 at the time of writing – will be 
reversed in time to save embattled leaders such as Vladimir Putin. But whatever the outlook, it 
seems that any eventual recovery will be too little and too late to save one section of the oil-
exporting world – the so-called ‘petro-socialist’ bloc of Venezuela, Ecuador and their client states 
in Latin America. Since 1998, Venezuela has led and sponsored a new wave of redistributionist, 
anti-US governments in Latin America. Formalized in ALBA – the ‘Bolivarian Alliance of Peoples 
for Our America‘, named after the South American anti-colonial leader Simón de Bolívar – this 
tendency now includes Ecuador, Cuba, Bolivia, and Nicaragua, and enjoys limited support and 
protection from the tepidly Left-leaning governments of Brazil and Argentina. The term ‘petro-
socialism’ may be pejorative, but it is broadly fair: oil constitutes over 95 percent of Venezuelan 
exports;1 the precipitous drop in prices will severely damage the clout of ALBA and may spell the 
end of the administration of Venezuelan President Nicolás Maduro.

There is an urgent need to understand what exactly is at stake in the tumult of the present 
political moment in Latin America. The global Left will need to take a long look at the successes and 
failures of the region’s extraction-based Leftist governments (Bolivia, though not an oil exporter, has 
similarly progressive governance based on the exploitation of mineral resources), and to ruthlessly 
evaluate the performance of these administrations to date. The present essay aims to provide an 
introductory analysis of this kind for the case of Ecuador, a country which remains largely stable at 
the time of writing, and which exemplifies many of the major triumphs and contradictions of the 
extraction-based model of South American socialism.

In Ecuador as in Venezuela, the role of oil in the project of enhanced state intervention is 
pivotal. Oil accounts for around 57 percent of exports, and the corresponding payments equate 
to around 11.5 percent of GDP.2 The state oil company, PetroEcuador, has nothing approaching a 

1  See World Bank, ‘Venezuela Overview’ <http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/venezuela/overview> [accessed 1 June 2015].
2  ‘El petróleo cae y complica la economía de Ecuador este 2015’, El Universo, 4 January 2015 <http://www.eluniverso.com/
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monopoly on the nation’s reserves, with American, Chinese, Venezuelan and Brazilian companies 
all heavily involved, but the present government has significantly increased oil-related revenue by 
levying greater royalties and taxes. Revenues have also grown due to strong headline economic 
growth, which, while in a slight decline, has also been solid: last year, the economy grew 4 percent, 
down from 4.5 percent in 2013 and a rollicking high of 7.8 percent in 2011. President Rafael Correa 
– a US-trained economist before his entry into politics – has used the proceeds to finance an 
ambitious range of social programmes. These include expansions of education and healthcare and 
the establishment of several new welfare programmes, all underpinned by a substantial increase 
in public spending, which in 2013 neared 45 percent of GDP.3 The results have been impressive: 
the World Bank reports that poverty in Ecuador fell from 37 percent in June 2006 (using the 
national poverty line) to 25 percent in June 2014. Firm campaigns against child labour, and a near-
doubling of the education budget, have had their effect: a recent UNESCO study placed Ecuador’s 
education system 6th out of 15 nations studied, up from 13th out of 14 nations in the previous 
study in 2006. Another pillar of the government’s programme is a commitment to lessening the 
nation’s dependence on North American finance. This effort has been partially successful. One of 
Correa’s first actions upon assuming the presidency was the convocation of a national commission 
on the sovereign debt, and in 2008 the nation defaulted on $3.2 billion of debt, declaring these 
indemnities (racked up by corrupt political predecessors) to be ‘illegitimate’.4 Institutions such as 
the World Bank and IMF initially cried foul, but have since been brought back to the table by the 
government’s courting of alternative Chinese finance.

The broader policy prospectus of the President’s Alianza PAIS (AP) party is branded as a ‘citizens’ 
revolution’, and a serious degree of effort has been devoted to reforms which, while sometimes 
controversial, are hardly ideological in nature. In such areas as infrastructure, road safety, consumer 
protection and tax collection, the government is undertaking the long-neglected task of erecting a 
functioning, twenty-first-century state. It has also sharpened measures against domestic violence, 
endorsed LGBT rights, and involved women and disenfranchised ethnic groups in politics – 
no small feat for a government whose core support is among a strongly Catholic, often socially 
conservative working class.

The opposition is weak and divided in domestic elections. At the last elections, in 2013, the 
President gained 57 percent of the vote, while runner-up Guillermo Lasso came in with 22 percent. 
(The story has been slightly different in municipal and provincial elections, and the religiously 
anti-Correa Christian Democrat Jaime Nebot serves as mayor of Guayaquil, the nation’s largest 
city.) If anything, some opposition figures seem positively uninterested in the factors underlying 
their electoral failure: having traditionally secured office through petty violence, patronage and 
corruption, they have been slow to adapt to the need to feign respect for the vast majority of 
the nation’s residents. The opposition is nonetheless important in understanding the historical 
backdrop against which many Ecuadorians have embraced the firm leadership offered by Correa. 
Ecuador approved a democratic constitution in 1978, but this did not deter a regime of corruption 
and cronyism which had broken down by the first years of the 21st century. From 1996 to 2007, 
Ecuador had five presidents and an abortive military coup in 2000; despite enormous protests, 
the US dollar was adopted as an official currency in 2000, defrauding millions through a rigged 
exchange rate of twenty-five thousand sucres to the dollar. Small wonder that Correa, like other 
‘Bolivarian’ leaders, uses the slogan No volverán (‘They will not return’), a conscious echo of 
twentieth-century anti-Fascist slogan No pasarán (‘They will not pass’). 

noticias/2015/01/04/nota/4396261/petroleo-cae-complica-economia-este-2015> [accessed 1 June 2015].
3  Mónica Orozco y César Sosa, ‘El 2015 será un año difícil por la baja en el precio del petróleo’, El Comercio, 15 October 2014 
<http://www.elcomercio.com.ec/actualidad/2015-sera-dificil-ecuador-petroleo.html> [accessed 1 June 2015].
4  Joshua Schneyer and Nicolas Medina Mora Perez, ‘Special Report: How China took control of an OPEC country’s 
oil’, Reuters, 26 November 2013, <http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/11/26/us-china-ecuador-oil-special-report-
idUSBRE9AP0HX20131126> [accessed 1 June 2015].
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It is in this context that many have settled for the stability and narrative of linear material 
progress provided by Correa’s administration. Though foreign observers and some domestic 
critics are fixated on Correa’s occasional use of the ‘socialist’ label, government discourse appeals 
principally to a sense of pro-development patriotism. And, despite some fanciful paeans in the 
nation’s re-written constitution to the ‘rights of nature’ and to the non-materialist philosophy 
known as buen vivir (loosely translatable as ‘good living’ or ‘living well’), there is very little sign 
that the government’s notion of ‘development’ is significantly different to that of most capitalist 
regimes. The superlative importance of the developmentalist plank in the government’s ideological 
platforms finds expression in a deployment of state repression against those who are seen as 
hindrances to economic progress. The President is rightly criticised for his bullying rhetoric and 
occasional legal actions against run-of-the-mill opponents; recent months have seen a particularly 
menacing campaign against hostile voices on social media, with prominent anti-government 
Facebook platform Crudo Ecuador closing down after alleged threats to the administrator and 
his family. But it is less widely publicized that similar rhetoric, and greater amounts of violence, 
are being employed against indigenous rights groups, environmentalists, and other progressive-
minded opponents of extraction and exploitation.

The President has never concealed his antipathy towards those who oppose his government 
on Leftist or environmentalist grounds: in one of his first speeches as President, in December 
2007, he went as far as to assert that ‘infantile Leftists’ and ‘romantic environmentalists’ were the 
‘primary danger to our project.’ Since then, he has developed a disparaging discourse towards these 
movements which would turn the stomach of many a Thatcher-Reagan disciple, prone to calling 
protesters ‘full-belly environmentalists’ – in other words, middle-class champagne socialists; he has 
also described some as ‘terrorists’, and his ministers have branded them as ‘enemies of the state’. The 
fact that many of these ‘enemies’ belong to the same impoverished indigenous communities which 
form the AP electoral base has been no deterrent. But more serious than the president’s rhetoric 
have been the actions of law enforcement agencies. Definitive figures are hard to come by, but as 
of late-2011, human rights commission Comité de Derechos Humanos and ecological group Acción 
Ecológica had records of 158 ongoing criminal actions against activists, ten administrative actions 
and one civil case involving a leader. Many of the groups affected have been peasant collectives and 
trade unions. Equally as important as these actions has been a selective inaction: whilst embracing 
high-profile fights involving US multinationals, including the ongoing legal battle over Chevron’s 
massive contamination of Amazonian lands, the government has done little to stem similar abuses 
perpetrated by more politically acceptable commercial players.

The key difference, then, between the present government and previous ones may not be the 
use of force to grease the wheels of extraction, but rather the commitment to passing some share 
of the wealth produced to the communities affected. Beyond general investments in education and 
welfare, the government is founding new towns – the so-called ‘Millennium Communities‘ –  in 
the tropical East for Amazon inhabitants. The new comunidades are a conspicuous statement of 
modernity, complete (at least theoretically) with utilities such as WiFi and electric cookers. Each 
community must also have a school and health centre, though it is not entirely clear how the more 
remote regions will fare at attracting staff. The comunidades represent an aggressive push to assert 
the moral superiority of the government over critics whom the President accuses of romanticising 
Amazonian poverty as ‘something folkloric’. This model of development is what the influential 
Uruguayan academic Eduardo Gudynas has branded the ‘compensatory state’: a government 
which buys local consent for extraction practices by distributing a portion of the proceeds to 
the communities affected. The inconvenience arises when local communities – including some 
indigenous tribes which are either uncontacted or living in voluntary isolation – prove less interested 
in the offered compensation than they are in preserving an environment and a traditional way of 
life which are fundamentally incompatible with the demands of extraction.
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In Ecuador, patience – if not that of government, then certainly that of some of the other 
parties involved in extraction – is plainly fraying, and may soon snap entirely where indigenous 
communities cannot be convinced. The Shuar ethnic group, the Amazon’s largest indigenous 
tribe, has been particularly menaced by aggression and environmental despoilment. Threatened 
by a rush of oil and mineral projects, and denied any practical right of consultation, the Shuar have 
been criminalised, displaced and violently harassed for opposing extraction. In 2013 Freddy Taish, 
a young Shuar man, was killed in a murky confrontation during a supposed military raid against 
illegal mining. In December of last year, José Tendetza, a prominent Shuar spokesperson against a 
copper-mining project, was assassinated. The Tendetza affair – which is still under investigation – 
points to another highly controversial aspect of Correa’s government – its relationship with China. 
Like many extraction projects, the mining expansion against which Tendetza had protested is a 
joint venture of the Ecuadorian government and the Chinese business Ecuacorriente. China has 
been Ecuador’s primary financial backer since the financial upheaval of 2008, and now possesses 
what might almost be described as a ‘controlling share’ in the country’s economy: extensive loans, 
negotiated in the form of pre-paid oil sales, have committed to China roughly ninety percent 
of the oil to be extracted from Ecuadorian soil in the coming years. Chinese businesses and 
government agencies not only own, to all intents and purposes, a great deal of Ecuador’s oil, but 
also operate its extraction directly. Officially, Chinese personnel are only dispatched to Ecuador 
as managers and technicians; nonetheless, it is reputed that Chinese workers are taking up a 
large number of regular jobs, and that Ecuadorian workers have been mistreated and underpaid. 
Whatever the truth of the matter, it is plain that Beijing is driving an extremely hard bargain. 
Indeed, for a country so devoid of other exports or of domestic manufacturing, this state of affairs 
is seen by some as a threat to national sovereignty; it is even rumoured that Chinese interests have 
been given secret legal rights to seize Ecuadorian state assets in the event that the treaties signed 
are not complied with.

This kind of involvement is not unique to Ecuador. In 2014, Chinese investment in Latin 
America was $15 billion, almost three times the investment offered by the World Bank, with the 
lion’s share of this funding going to Venezuela. The involvement of the world’s leading state-
capitalist power is a deeply concerning development in Bolivarian politics. But the question that 
arises is whether socialism – or even a rudimentary government with priorities corresponding 
to socialist principles – could ever have been built within the present international commercial 
system. The Latin American Left has worked hard to build alliances in recent decades, sharing 
commodities, expertise and diplomatic support in ways that have circumvented market dynamics. 
But it is not at all clear that one corner of the world can unilaterally overthrow a global economic 
system rooted in doctrines of competition and antagonism. Indeed, Ecuador can claim more 
convincingly than most nations to have genuinely attempted a revision of the standard play-book 
of development. The flagship project in this regard was the now-abandoned Yasuní-ITT initiative, 
which aimed to stave off the necessity of drilling for oil in Yasuní National Park. Yasuní is the 
most biologically diverse area of land in the world. Despite constituting only 0.15 percent of the 
Amazon basin, it is home to hundreds of jaguars, and to a gigantic number of species of reptiles, 
birds, amphibians and bats. It also includes the territory of two uncontacted indigenous tribes. 
Tragically, Yasuní also possesses of one fifth of Ecuador’s oil reserves, and is due to become the 
site of major drilling in the coming years. The drilling programme is known as ‘Plan B’; Plan A 
was a fascinating, if dispiriting, attempt to keep the oil in the ground. In 2007, the government 
announced that it would forego developing Yasuní if international partners, governmental or 
otherwise, were prepared to pay to Ecuador a sum of $3.6 billion over a twelve year period. This 
sum represented about half of the estimated contemporary market value of the area’s oil reserves; 
at the time of the programme’s termination, only $336 million had been pledged over a six year 
period. The President announced this news in his usual combative style: ‘The world has failed us’.
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Whatever one thinks of Correa’s decision-making, the episode is an object-lesson in the 
indispensability of the movement for climate justice. Poor nations cannot be expected to neglect 
opportunities for resource extraction unless rich countries are prepared to compensate them for 
lost revenue. The risible response to the Yasuní-ITT initiative – the only Western countries to 
contribute a penny were Belgium and Australia – exemplifies the general consensus of major 
international powers that the neoliberal race to the bottom, in terms of social and environmental 
responsibility, is the only acceptable route to economic development. Deprived of widespread 
international support (and indeed, facing outright hostility and sabotage from most major powers) 
petro-socialist governments have needed, in foreign policy as in domestic economics, to play 
capitalists at their own amoral game. Venezuela and Ecuador are both active members of OPEC; 
the late Hugo Chávez, in particular, was notable for investing huge energy in an anti-US axis which 
included despicable (and hard-Right) regimes such as pre-war Iraq, Iran and Russia. This is not, 
of course, anything which goes beyond the standard practice of even the most sanctimonious of 
capitalist governments. But leaders who aspire to socialism cannot ask to be judged by those low 
standards.

The problems of the model are, broadly speaking, the problems which have always plagued the 
notion of ‘socialism in one country’, or of socialism as anything other than a global movement 
based on international solidarity. The failure so far is not one of Latin Americans, but of their 
potential partners around the world: however we judge the characters and motivations of Bolivarian 
politicians, they have taken their nations as far as can be reasonably expected in the absence of any 
kind of meaningful global response. The building of a global economy based on co-operation, as 
opposed to feral back-biting competition, will need to be a co-ordinated process based strongly on 
international solidarity.

Amid the disillusionment, it would be all too easy to lose sight of something which is fiercely, 
and immediately, important: the Bolivarian system was, and continues to be, an improvement on 
its predecessors. There is a powerful moral difference between a ‘compensatory’ state and a purely 
violent one. There is a difference, for example, between the present Venezuelan government (a 
deeply flawed, unstable state plagued by corruption) and that of the pre-Chávez era (a kleptocratic 
two-party dictatorship notable for butchering around three thousand people on the streets of 
Caracas in 1989). If we should not romanticise a system which has paid for material gain through 
continuing violence against humans and the environment, then neither should our judgement 
be skewed by the equally sentimental impulse of bitterness and disappointment. The single most 
positive and redeeming feature of the Bolivarian governments has been their steps towards the 
long-term empowerment of ordinary citizens. Come what may in Caracas or Quito or La Paz, 
the emboldening of a newly educated and politically involved working class will be difficult to 
reverse. An ancien régime, once removed, can never be re-imbued with its former sense of grandeur 
and impregnability. The Bolivarian governments are, if nothing else, encouraging a generation of 
poorer citizens, against all the lessons of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, to expect a future 
of greater dignity and opportunity.

In the end, the ALBA governments may be more ‘Bolivarian’ than they themselves realise. 
Bolívar, like his North American counterparts, never uprooted the domestic elites which had 
dominated colonial society; he substituted the domination of Spanish Mercantilism for that of 
British and North American capital; he failed even to make good on the promised abolition of 
slavery. But, like other conservative ‘liberators’, he unleashed revolutionary expectations of justice, 
freedom and self-determination which went far beyond his own limited premises. One hopes that 
the half-empty rhetoric of Correa and others might yet do the same.

Max Leak is a third year student reading Spanish and Portuguese at Wadham College, Oxford.
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Syriza’s transformation from a peripheral parliamentary coalition to the majority coalition partner of 
the current government of Greece is nothing short of miraculous. Their success has been dependent 
on the initial emergence in Greece of broad and diverse anti-austerity social movements, as well as 
their ability to subsequently represent and channel these social movements into a popular front. We 
must ask ourselves how we might theoretically understand the relationship between Syriza and the 
movements and the reasons behind Syriza’s success in representing them where others might have 
failed. These questions might be most fruitfully investigated through the writings of Ernesto Laclau 
on populism and hegemony.1 For Laclau, populism is the emergence of a broad chain of political 
and social demands which are represented by one actor that champions and, to an extent, unifies 
these demands. Laclau’s analysis of populism is shaped by his parallel understanding of politics as 
the attempt to traverse the relationship between the universal and the particular.2 The particular(s) 
refers to the various social groups that make up the milieu of a pluralistic society, and the universal 
is the perception that these particulars can constitute more than the mere sum of their parts, such 
as a society, a nation, or culture. 

Political philosophy conceives of different ways of articulating this relationship: for Hobbes, 
the Leviathan overrides the particular by subsuming it via force into the universal. In contrast, 
neo-liberals often assert a purely particular approach to which is Margret Thatcher’s dictum is 
testament: ‘there is no such thing as society. There are individual men and women’. The ways that 
this relationship play out in populist movements are termed hegemony by Laclau, occurring when 
‘a particularity assumes the representation of an (impossible) universality entirely incommensurable 
with it’.3 Yannis Stavrakakis and Giorgos Katsambekis have already attempted to apply Laclau’s 
theory of populism to Syriza and have argued convincingly through an analysis of Syriza’s discourse 
that the party exhibits a populist tendency via its antagonistic rhetoric and appeals to ‘the people.’4 

1  The primary sources for the current publication on Ernesto Laclau’s ideas on these topics are On Populist Reason (London: Verso, 
2005) and ‘Populism: What’s in a Name’ in Populism and the Mirror of Democracy, ed. Francisco Panizza (London: Verso, 2005). 
Unless otherwise noted, all subsequent references are to Laclau’s works.
2  See ‘Populism: What’s in a Name’, pp. 34-35. 
3  ‘Democracy and the Question of Power’, Constellations, 8.1 (2001), 3-14, p. 5.
4  See Yannis Stavrakakis and Giorgos Katsambekis, ‘Left-wing Populism in the European Periphery: the Case of Syriza’, Journal of 
Political Ideologies, 19.2 (2014), 119-142.
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What is required, though, is a clearer understanding of the hegemonic relation between Syriza and 
the social movements. We may proceed in this by outlining Laclau’s theory of populism and applying 
it to what might be identified as the three key events of Syriza’s rise to power: the aganaktismenoi 
(the Greek indignados) protests of 2011, the attempted referendum of George Papandreou and the 
May and June 2012 parliamentary elections.

A Theory of Popular Movements
For Laclau, any popular movement is at the lowest level comprised of ‘demands’. By defining a 
movement by that which it demands – the call to be heard, the call for change – Laclau separates 
the act of popular struggle from a pre-given social agent. As Laclau points out, the term ‘demand’ 
has an ambiguous dual meaning: ‘request’ and ‘claim’.5 It is this ambiguity which enables him to 
distinguish between isolated demands and broad popular movements. We might liken this to the 
distinction between making a request and making an ultimatum, or making a demand of someone 
and issuing a demand to someone. Laclau calls a demand which is isolated a democratic demand, 
it is one that takes the form of a request.6 It cannot be resolved by those that make it but must be 
made to a higher authority with the power to satisfy that demand. The making of this request does 
not place the form of power to which the appeal is being made into question. It also does not reflect 
a broader chain of demands but stands alone – it is not the ‘tip-of-an-iceberg’ of other demands.7 
Because of this, it reflects what Laclau calls the logic of difference. Social agents operating according 
to this logic accept the process of demand satisfaction and the legitimacy of the position of the 
ruler. An assumption is made that there are no social divisions and that issues can be solved without 
antagonistic politics, in an administrative way.8

If a demand is satisfied it ceases to be. However, if it remains unsatisfied it may become a 
popular demand. If multiple demands exist that have not been resolved they can become linked to 
one another by the fact that they share the condition of being unfulfilled. Laclau calls this the logic 
of equivalence. This creates a chain of equivalences between the previously isolated demands.9 In 
this instance, individual demands do reflect the ‘tip-of-an-iceberg’. Each demand is split between 
its own particularity and the universality of the equivalential chain. This marks the creation of 
popular subjectivity, what forms a popular movement.10 Whereas a democratic demand accepts the 
legitimacy of the existing process of demand satisfaction, popular demands raise the question of 
this legitimacy and therefore challenge existing structures. The chain of equivalences is dependent 
on a two-step process of representation. The first stage is the representation of that which the chain 
opposes. Laclau refers to this in many ways, ‘the power’, the ‘enemy’, ‘the Ancien Régime, the 
oligarchy, the Establishment’.11 Here the ‘the regime’ will be used to refer to the existing hegemonic 
power relations which control and govern society. The identity of the regime is not inherent to 
it, but becomes constituted through the emergences of the chain of equivalences. This first act of 
representation splits the social along an internal frontier dividing it between the regime and the 
equivalential chain:

[There] is no emergence of a popular subjectivity without the creation of an internal frontier. 
The equivalences are only such in terms of a lack pervading them all, and this requires the 
identification of the source of social negativity. Equivalential popular discourses divide, in this 
way, the social into two camps: power and the underdog.12

5  On Populist Reason, p. 73.
6  Ibid., p. 74.
7  ‘Populism: What’s in a Name’, p. 36.
8  Ibid.
9  On Populist Reason, p. 74-78.
10  ‘Populism: What’s in a Name’, p. 38.
11  Ibid., p. 39.
12  Ibid., p. 38.
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If the first act of representation is the representation of the regime by the emergence of the chain of 
equivalences; the second comes when the chain looks to represent itself, as, up until now, it has only 
had its negative aspect as a method of representation. Its representation occurs when one particular 
demand, without entirely abandoning its particularity, functions as a universal demand representing 
the chain itself as a totality. This occurs through the use of an empty signifier, which is a ‘signifier 
without a signified’, a signifier without an agreed meaning, whose meaning is ambiguous and hasn’t 
yet been discursively fixed.13 In the case of the construction of the people, one demand assumes 
the role of empty signifier and provides a neutral space for the inscription of other demands. From 
here we have a working concept of a popular movement. We might finally add the description of 
the relation of the universal and the particular, the empty signifier and the chain: hegemony. This is 
‘the type of political relation by which a particularity assumes the representation of an (impossible) 
universality entirely incommensurable with it’.14 On the question of which demand will become 
the empty signifier, Laclau says that it is dependent entirely on the contingency of a given situation 
and is therefore impossible to predict in advance.15

Syriza as an Empty Signifier
In their discourse analysis of Syriza, Stavrakakis and Katsambekis isolate two key criteria from 
Laclau’s approach to populism: the need for a chain of equivalences articulated around the nodal 
point of ‘the people’ and the creation of an internal frontier dividing society ‘into two main blocs: 
the establishment […] versus the underdog’.16 They argue convincingly that Syriza fulfills both these 
criteria and therefore reflects a Laclauian populist force. Firstly they determine that ‘the people’ is 
a signifier that occupies a privileged place in Syriza’s discourse, occurring regularly in the headline 
of the party’s newspaper Avgi, and in the speeches of Syriza’s leader Alexis Tsipras. What is more, 
they note that its presence in the party’s discourse is relatively new. The party initially chose to focus 
its attention on young voters, with references to the signifier ‘the youth’ rather than ‘the people’, 
in an attempt to capture the force of youth mobilizations against university reforms in 2007 and 
the youth riots resulting from the police killing of Alexandros Grigoropoulos in December 2008. 
‘The people’ only becomes active in the parties discourse after the economic, social and political 
crisis initiated by the economic crash and austerity measure imposed as a result which ‘led to large 
sections of voters to disidentify with previous party preferences’ and called for a broader semiotic 
reference which ‘could establish a relation of representation’ covering the large heterogeneous mass 
of demands.17

Stavrakakis and Katsambekis also argue for the presence in Syriza’s discourse of a dichotomy 
between ‘Syriza as an almost neutral multiplier of popular power: the people’s vote for Syriza is a 
vote that strengthens the people itself leading to a mirroring dialectic between the two’18 and the 
‘regime’, identified on two levels. These are the political elites imposing austerity measures that are 
impoverishing the country and are represented by the parties of the government: New Democracy 
(ND), PASOK, DIMAR and LAOS. The second level refers to the international financial 
institutions dictating the terms of the austerity measures and the Greek bailout. To provide a single 
example, Stavrakakis and Katsambekis mention Tsipras’ pun about the ‘“troika exoterikou – troika 
esoterikou” (external troika – internal troika)’ which equates the ruling coalition of ND, PASOK 
and DIMAR with the financial troika – the IMF, EU, and ECB.19

What needs to be added to this analysis, however, is an understanding of how Syriza’s populist 
discourse succeeded in winning this argument. We must thus recognize that the discursive ground 

13  Emancipation(s) (London: Verso, 1996), p. 36.
14  ‘Democracy and the Question of Power’, p. 5.
15  Emancipation(s), p. 41.
16  Stavrakakis and Katsambekis, p. 123. 
17  Ibid., p. 127.
18  Ibid., p. 128.
19  Ibid., p. 131.
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was set by the aganaktismenoi and the events of the Eurozone Crisis prior to Syriza rise. It is these 
events which play a crucial role in Syriza’s emergence as an empty signifier. Laclau suggests that 
three elements are needed for a movement to be considered populist (not the two set by Stavrakakis 
and Katsambekis). The first and second are the chain of equivalences and the internal frontier. The 
third is the presence of an empty signifier that symbolically solidifies the chain of equivalences into 
‘something qualitatively more than the simple summation of the equivalential links’.20 The creation 
of a chain of equivalences does not necessarily causes the emergences of an empty signifier. The first 
act of representation – the signification of an enemy and therefore the emergence of an internal 
frontier – is also not enough for the empty signifier to emerge. The second act of representation is 
the moment at which the empty signifier becomes hegemonic as a result of contingent discursive 
articulations. We could have a loose chain of equivalences, and a clear idea of ‘the enemy’ within 
society, but contingency could mean that the hegemonization of the movement does not occur, 
that there is no demand which comes to represent the absent fullness of society. With this in mind 
we can proceed to identify three moments in Greek politics which have enabled the emergence of 
‘the people’ as a semantic category in Greece.

The May 2011 Aganaktismenoi Occupations 
The first important moment is the aganaktismenoi occupations in May 2011, which began the creation 
of a chain of equivalences. The protests were inspired by the Tahir Square occupations in Cairo 
and by the indignados protest which occupied Puerta del Sol Square in Madrid (aganaktismenoi is 
the Greek rendering of the Spanish indignados). The most prominent occupation was in Syntagma 
Square, Athens – outside the parliament building. However, another large occupation occurred 
in Thessaloniki, Greece’s second city and in sixty other cities in Greece.21 The occupation lasted in 
Athens for at least a month, at which point the protesters were violently evicted by the police.22 Most 
commentators agree that the occupations, much like those that inspired them – Cairo, Madrid – 
and those that came after – New York, London, Istanbul – were significant due to the fact that 
traditional political parties had no part in their organisation and that (perhaps as a result of this) the 
demographics of the occupations were diverse, representing a heterogeneous mix of the population.    

The diverse and heterogeneous nature of the protesters gathering together in occupation was the 
cause of the emergence of the chain of equivalences. It marked a situation of particular democratic 
demands which, out of a mutual opposition to a government they all conceived as the cause of their 
ills, began to develop a feeling of solidarity between themselves, and therefore a logic of equivalence. 
The presentation of all these demands together in one place was the moment in which the logic 
of difference was transgressed and the logic of equivalence came into play. As Costas Douzinas 
points out, the choice of an emotion – ‘indignation’ – rather than a class position, as a signifier was 
significant.23 The condition of solidarity, the ‘negative dimension beyond their positive differential 
nature’, is exactly what was expressed.24 As Laclau argues, an ‘experience of a lack, a gap which has 
emerged in the harmonious continuity of the social’ is necessary for the emergence of equivalence. 
The name aganaktismenoi represents the claim to be united by ‘a situation lived as deficient being’.25

Syriza were present in the occupation, not as an organiser, but as a participant. Paul Mason noted 
that ‘the far-left parliamentary alliance Syriza has people here’and spoke with Rena Dourou at the 
occupation, a Syriza activist, who would later be elected as an MP for the party.26 Manolis Glezos, 
a prominent figure of the Greek Resistance during the Second World War, a Syriza supporter 

20  On Populist Reason, p. 77.
21  Costas Douzinas, Philosophy and Resistance in the Crisis (Cambridge: Polity, 2013), p. 147.
22  Paul Mason, Why It’s Still Kicking Off Everywhere: The New Global Revolutions, (London: Verso, 2012), p. 99.
23  Douzinas, p. 160.
24  ‘Populism: What’s in a Name’, p. 4.
25  On Populist Reason, p. 86.
26  Mason, pp. 88-9.
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and a Syriza MP after the June 2012 election, also gave a speech to the occupation.27 During the 
occupation Syriza was ‘the only party to engage from the beginning with the protestors’ demands 
and meet them out in the streets.’28 Syriza’s involvement in the occupation, as a particular with its 
own demands, means it constituted a part of this emerging chain of equivalences.

Papandreou’s Failed Referendum
After the dispersal of the occupations by July, unrest continued across the country. Student 
occupations occurred throughout August, protests turn violent at the Thessaloniki International 
Trade Fair, and trade unions were almost constantly calling strikes. At the end of October, in 
light of the continuing discontent about the austerity policies being imposed by the troika, the 
Prime Minister George Papandreou, from the ruling social-democratic PASOK party, called for a 
referendum on the austerity measures and bailout agreement. Papandreou said that ‘citizens will be 
called on to say “yes” or “no” to the agreement. It is not for others to decide but the Greek people 
to decide […] We believe in democratic participation. We are not afraid of it’.29 The reaction of 
other EU leaders to the democratically elected leader of Greece’s decision, in true ancient Athenian 
democratic fashion, to hold a plebiscite on the agreement was one of complete outrage. European 
Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso, German Chancellor Angela Merkel,  French 
President Nicolas Sarkozy, IMF leader Christine Lagarde and Eurogroup chair Jean-Claude Junker 
summoned Papandreou to the G20 summit in Cannes and made it clear that Greece could not 
hold a referendum on the austerity measures; to do so would mean instant expulsion from the 
Eurozone. As a result, Papandreou left the meeting and immediately cancelled the referendum, 
just three days after initially announcing it. Barroso spoke with Greek opposition leaders and other 
members of PASOK to discuss the possibility of establishing a national unity government in Greece 
and immediately named his choice of successor to Papandreou in the technocratic economist Lucas 
Papademos.30  Within a week, Papandreou resigned after narrowly winning a vote of confidence and 
was immediately replaced by Papademos as the head of a national unity government.31 

This event was inarguably significant in the creation of ‘the people’. The aganaktisemoi protestors 
had clear grievances, but it is Papandreou’s aborted referendum which most obviously marks the 
creation of the internal frontier. As above, the representation of the ‘regime’ is necessary for the 
successful articulation of demands into a hegemonic and equivalential chain. This is dependent 
upon the ‘plebs’ viewing themselves as the ‘populous’ and the complete exclusion of the ‘regime’ 
from their conception of society. In other words, any identification of the regime with those they 
claim to represent must be completely broken:

we begin to see why the plebs sees itself as the populous, the part as the whole: since the 
fullness of the community is merely the imaginary reverse of a situation lived as deficient 
being, those who are responsible for this cannot be a legitimate part of the community; the chasm 
between them is irretrievable.32 

PASOK had, until the crisis, been the solid bedrock of social-democratic politics in Greece and the 
natural home of working-class voters. PASOK was, essentially, the metapolitefsi (regime change) – 
the term which signifies the end of the military junta in 1974 and the restoration of democracy. 

27  See Roarmag.org, Utopia on the Horizon (2012) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OAnGxynPxL4> [accessed 13 August 
2014].
28  Stavrakakis and Katsambekis, p. 126.
29  Phillip Inman and Helena Smith, ‘Greece throws euro bailout into fresh crisis’, The Guardian, 31 October 2011 <http://www.
theguardian.com/world/2011/oct/31/greece-euro-bailout-fresh-crisis> [accessed 13 August 2014].
30  ‘Barroso urged Samaras and Venizelos to block Papandreou’s referendum, reports FT’, Ekatimerini, 12 May 2014 <http://www.
ekathimerini.com/4dcgi/_w_articles_wsite1_1_12/05/2014_539632> [accessed 13 August 2014].
31  Smith, Helena, ‘How Greece pulled back from the brink of plunging Europe into chaos’, The Guardian, 22 May 2014 <http://
www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/22/greece-europe-elections-crisis-eurozone> [accessed 13 August 2014].
32  On Populist Reason, p. 86; emphasis added.
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But it also ‘signifies not only the moment of transition in 1974, but also the era that this moment 
initiated’.33 PASOK emerged from the restoration of democracy and led the movement of transition. 
Championing the ‘mipronomiouxoi’ (non-privileged), it led a project termed ‘National Popular Unity’ 
and dominated Greek politics through identification of the signifier the ‘people’ with the ‘nation’.34

The discourse of the aganaktisemoi and of Syriza was always one that identified the ‘regime’ as 
being both internal and external. But this discourse only ultimately gained traction amongst the 
Greek people after Papandreou’s proposed referendum. The complete subservience of PASOK to 
European elites in the eyes of the populace blurred the lines between ‘internal-troika’ and ‘external-
troika’; the division was completely eradicated once PASOK could no longer claim to be accountable 
to the Greek people, when events showed it to be instead accountable to the EU, IMF and ECB. 
Any link between PASOK and the Greek people is broken – the chasm is now ‘irretrievable’. In 
Laclau’s terms this is the moment when the ‘plebs’, the chain of equivalences formed during the 
occupations, understood as the underdogs or the excluded, become the ‘populous’. In other words 
they identify themselves as the totality of society, and the regime no longer occupies a legitimate 
part of that society.

The 2012 Parliamentary Elections
The rejection of PASOK by Greek voters became most evident in the May and June elections of 
2012, when the party’s voter base was eradicated, to the benefit of Syriza. This also marked the ‘third 
moment’ in the emergence of the people: the creation of Syriza as the empty signifier of the chain of 
equivalences, its symbolic unification into a rigid counter-hegemonic movement. The technocratic 
government of Lucas Papademos governed Greece from November 2011 until May 2012 when 
elections were first held. In the first round no party won sufficient seats to form a government. 
However, the results made abundantly clear what was happening in Greece: the hegemonization 
of the popular movement under the banner of Syriza. New Democracy gained 18.85 percent of the 
popular vote, Syriza came a close second with 16.78 percent; PASOK obtained an embarrassing 
13.18 percent.35 Whilst not enough for any party to form a government, these elections were a 
forecast for undecided voters and those still voting for the traditional left (PASOK and KKE). 
After coalition talks failed, the second election offered New Democracy a slim victory, with 29.66 
percent to Syriza’s 26.89 percent. PASOK received 12.28 percent. The KKE’s vote halved from 8.48 
percent in May to 4.5 percent in June, suffering voter flight to Syriza.36 The exodus from parties of 
the traditional left towards Syriza is particularly clear in the vote breakdown by prefecture: both 
PASOK and the KKE lost all their prefectures in the month between the two elections, as voters 
realised the hegemony of Syriza. These events mark the moment at which Syriza became the empty 
signifier of the equivalential chain which initially formed around the aganaktismenoi protests. 
Polling after the elections confirmed the rejection of PASOK and Syriza’s newfound hegemonic 
position: PASOK dropped to approximately 7 points in most opinion  polls, polling lower even 
than the KKE, the neo-fascist Golden Dawn and To Potami (a newly formed centrist party).37 In 
the May 2014European Elections, Syriza finally overtook New Democracy, holding an almost 4 
percent lead. PASOK came in fourth on 8 percent.38

33  Giorgos Katsambekis, ‘Populism in Post-Democratic Times: Greek Politics and the Limits of Consensus’, paper presented 
at the 61st Political Studies Association Annual Conference, London, 19-21 April 2011 <www.gpsg.org.uk/wp-content/up-
loads/2014/06/2011-P2-Katsambekis.pdf> [accessed 25 May 2015].
34  Ibid., pp. 7-9.
35  Greek Ministry of the Interior, Parliamentary Elections May 2012 <http://ekloges-prev.singularlogic.eu/v2012a/public/index.
html?lang=en#> [accessed 14 August 2014].
36  Greek Ministry of the Interior, Parliamentary Elections June 2012 < http://ekloges-prev.singularlogic.eu/v2012b/public/index.
html?lang=en#> [accessed 14 August 2014].
37  Palmos Analysis, Poll of Palmos Analysis on behalf of the website tvxs.gr (2014) <http://www.3comma14.gr/pi/view_survey.
php?id=21619> [accessed 14 August 2014].
38  Greek Ministry of the Interior, Euro-elections May 2014 < http://ekloges-prev.singularlogic.eu/may2014/e/public/index.htm-
l?lang=en#>  [accessed 14 August 2014].
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What is necessary for the formation of a popular movement is the unification of the equivalential 
chain, ‘whose equivalence, up to that point, had not gone beyond a feeling of vague solidarity’, 
into a stable system of signification’.39 This occurs through the production of tendentially empty 
signifiers which adopt the representation of the universality of the demands whilst maintaining 
their own particularity and the particularity of the equivalential demands.40 Syriza, which began 
as a particular demand in the equivalential chain formed in Syntagma square, became the empty 
signifier of the social demands presented in that chain. As Laclau argues, it is the contingency of 
power relations that determine which demand becomes the hegemonic one, and this is impossible 
to predict. With hindsight, we can see that Syriza’s position as a far-left parliamentary coalition 
allowed it to assume the representative function required of the empty signifier – a representative 
on the mainstream political stage with the attention of the media. At the same time, being a non-
mainstream party enabled it to maintain a position of outsider in regards to the ‘regime’ – it could 
not be characterised as part of the political elite. By calling for the complete annulment of the 
memorandum signed with the troika, Syriza identified itself as completely on the ‘peoples’ side of 
the internal frontier. Thus

the more extended the chain of equivalences that a particular hegemonic sector comes to 
represent and the more its aims become a name for global emancipation, the looser will be the 
links of that name with its original particular meaning and the more it will approach the status 
of an empty signifier.41

In other words, the more a particular approaches the position of empty signifier, the more it loses its 
own particularity; as this happens it becomes easier for this particular to represent other particulars, 
which of course then expands the chain of equivalences even further. Assuming the status of empty 
signifier of the aganaktismenoi movement (an already broad and heterogeneous movement) in the 
May 2012 elections enabled Syriza to begin to represent more particulars that would otherwise have 
not identified with it. Syriza began to attain the name of universal, rather than local, emancipation. 
This explains the movement of KKE and PASOK supporters towards Syriza. It also enabled Syriza 
to represent all dispossessed groups in Greece who have no necessary connection to radical-left 
politics, such as LGBT groups, migrants, and ethnically non-Greek citizens.

The January 2015 election which brought Syriza into government was an unprecedented 
moment for both Greece and Europe. For Greece it marked not only a break with the dichotomic 
choice of PASOK/New Democracy, but also the fulfilment of a true popular movement against 
austerity and the election of a radical left government in a country still marked by a history of 
anti-communist activities. For Europe it brought to the fore a debate concerning the control of 
European identity. However, the election itself was only possible as the culmination of several 
years of popular mobilisation against austerity: focusing too much attention to it would be to 
obscure the conditions which allowed it to occur. Syriza is just the tip of the iceberg of a chain of 
equivalential demands which extend deep into Greek society and operate on a discursive level far 
below the mere structural level of the party itself.

Will Horner is a writer based in Athens and has recently completed an MA in European 
Politics from University College London.

39  On Populist Reason, p. 74.
40  ‘Democracy and the Question of Power’, p. 11.
41  Ibid.
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This paper proposes an understanding of big data and anxiety within Western countries as 
intimately coproduced and sustained within a technocratic ideological framework. With the rise of 
neoliberalism, which has shaped the political and economic organisation of Western societies, more 
‘efficient’ systems and neopositivist ‘science’ called ‘big data’ have been created. The accumulation 
of information cannot however be equated with the growth of knowledge, as the data captured 
by new technologies is used for private ends: the accumulation of capital and control by a small 
elite. As such, new data can be gathered about subjectivities, bodies and performance, and used to 
further pressure individuals to fit into preconceived frameworks and identities as a result of the top-
down creation of individualised pseudo-problems which can cause anxiety, especially when they are 
not tackled collectively. The paper navigates different approaches to anxiety and big data, critiquing 
the technocratic solutions to social problems offered by big data science. Big data will be discussed 
as a ‘technological’ creation, an infrastructure which defines, represents, conditions, manages, and 
sustains human subjectivity, corporeal affects, and the organisation of society. The ambivalence of 
big data will be illustrated, as it is used both as a solution and tool for producing, but also coping 
with anxiety. All strategies are deeply political, underlined by a feeling of anxiety which ought to be 
articulated politically, to encourage a cooperative search for new ways of overcoming technological 
control and fostering care and collective action. Sociology must remain critical in its engagement 
with big data in order to reveal practices of depoliticisation, quantification, standardisation, 
monitorisation and sanctioning, and the reduction of social reality and experience to algorithms. 

Big data
With the development of the internet and portable technological devices, private lives have become 
increasingly prone to being permeated by excessive and intrusive technologies, the body being 
transformed into a resource and machine which generates data. The speed and nature of data 
collection are accelerated to the extent where technocratic control may become incorporated and 
augmented within everyday life and the body/life itself. Not only has technology become ‘invisible’ 
in daily routine, but it also helps foster so-called progress, productivity and efficiency for capital 
accumulation by the elite, to the point where ‘the body is becoming a core product at the frontier 
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of commodification’.1 This particular kind of data came to be known as ‘big data’, on the basis of 
which big data science and methods have developed.

The first use of the term ‘big data’ in an academic journal was in 2003, and over the course of the 
following five years its use became widespread.2 In a nutshell, big data is ‘a cultural, technological, 
and scholarly phenomenon that rests on the interplay of technology, analysis, and mythology that 
provokes extensive utopian and dystopian rhetoric’.3 Examples of the production of big data are: 
digital CCTV, mobile phones, emails, online banking, clickstream data, sensors embedded into 
objects, travel passes or barcodes, and social media postings.4 Although there is no consensus over 
its historical origins, traces of big data can be located even before the rise of the internet. For 
instance, in the late-nineteenth century, big data was used by International Business Machines 
(IBM), which was founded as a census tabulating company. They collected personal data, and 
later profited from and maintained monopoly over information and technology, providing, for 
example, systems for the identification of Jews to the SS in Nazi Germany.5 In 2014, the Chairman 
of IBM Europe declared that ‘to realise the promise of big data does not require sacrificing personal 
privacy’.6 Considering IBM’s track record with regards to balancing ethics and profit, and the 
history of exploitation that underlies their position as one of the world’s most lucrative companies, 
warrants a heavy degree of scepticism over such displays of benevolence by its management. 

It is necessary to acknowledge how the maintenance and development of big data have become 
possible. Big data is both science and technology: as technology, it is produced through labour and 
private property, being used by its owners for their interests; as science, it employs specific methods, 
rationalities and epistemologies. The material base of big data cannot be separated from the social 
organisation of society –without the individuals who create technological ‘hardware’ and ‘software’ 
through labour; without those who buy and use them (for whatever means and ends), and without 
the elite who monopolise it, big data would not exist in its current form.

Kitchin identifies two approaches to big data methodology: one is empiricism (data speaks for 
itself ) and the other is data-driven science ‘that radically modifies the existing scientific method 
by blending aspects of abduction, induction and deduction’. Whilst he predicts that the latter 
approach will win more terrain within academia, he calls for more reflexive data-driven science. 
However, the claim that big data has developed a new science is a ‘mythological artefact’, as it 
implies that the ‘precepts and methods of scientific research change as the data sets increase in 
size’.7 Indeed, its method is simply ‘N = all’, when N is merely an epistemic collective which 
shares particular features – subjectivities and preferences which, if not understood sociologically, 
may be misrepresented.8 Big data’s apparent solutions are artefacts to ideological pseudo-problems 
(presented as the responsibility of structurally marginalised groups) for ideals of scientific progress 
and economic accumulation.

Data mining and algorithms are marketed as the ultimate source of knowledge, technology 
allegedly offering the possibility to go beyond human cognition, to offer neutral, objective 
knowledge based on patterns and correlations. The reliance on algorithms and positivist methods 

1  Stephen R. Bates, ‘The Emergent Body: Marxism, Critical Realism and the Corporeal in Contemporary Capitalist Society’, 
Global Society, 29.1 (2015), 128-47, p. 146.
2  Tom Boellstorff, ‘Making Big Data, in Theory’, First Monday, 18.10 (2013) <http://dx.doi.org/10.5210/fm.v18i10.4869> 
[accessed 31 October 2014]. 
3  danah boyd and Kate Crawford, ‘Critical Questions for Big Data: Provocations for a Cultural, Technological, and Scholarly 
Phenomenon’, Information, Communication & Society, 15.5 (2012), 662-79, p. 662.
4  Rob Kitchin, ‘Big Data, New Epistemologies and Paradigm Shifts’, Big Data & Society Journal, 1.1 (2014), 1-12, p. 2. 
5  Edwin Black, ‘IBM and the Holocaust: The Strategic Alliance between Nazi Germany and America’s Most Powerful 
Corporation’, The New York Times (October 2000); see <https://www.nytimes.com/books/first/b/black-ibm.html> [accessed 6 
November 2014]. 
6  Harry van Dorenmalen, ‘Big Data is in Danger of Becoming Demonised’, EurActiv, 23 March 2014 <http://www.euractiv.com/
sections/infosociety/big-data-danger-becoming-demonised-300521> [accessed 6 November 2014]. 
7  Kate Crawford, Mary L. Gray, Kate Miltner, ‘Critiquing Big Data: Politics, Ethics, Epistemology’, International Journal of 
Communication, 8 (2014) 1663-72 , p. 1664.
8  Tim Harford, ‘Big Data: Are We Making a Big Mistake?’, Financial Times, 28 March 2014 <http://www.ft.com/cms/
s/2/21a6e7d8-b479-11e3-a09a-00144feabdc0.html> [accessed 24 December 2014]. 
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to dismiss metaphysical claims, and the belief that something other than human interpretation 
can explain how reality really is, form the neopositivist method of big data. As a consequence, 
hermeneutics is replaced with statistics, and ‘truth’ with data itself.9 In short, big data science is 
‘a shallow version of neoempiricism’,10 a ‘chimera’11 which has declared war to theory; an opaque, 
private enterprise which does not, under current conditions, enhance the growth of knowledge, nor 
does it allow for contestation from below for a more dialogic science and knowledge.

The use of big data for social analysis superficially assesses behaviour as it ‘appears’ (through 
the lens of the privileged), without accounting for inequalities and the negotiation of meanings 
across contexts, leading to an intensification of stereotypes. Those with epistemological authority 
use means of disseminating knowledge to frame debates and policies in their own terms, often 
neglecting social problems which do not ‘fit’ the dominant paradigm. For instance, big data cannot, 
by itself, explain and redress institutional racism: ‘data is not color blind, not gender blind and 
marketers use it to have ever more precise categories about you’. The translation of cultural clichés 
into ‘empirically verifiable datasets’ builds biases into the knowledge produced by the subsequent 
findings.12 An illustrative example is the research done by COSMOS (a cross-institutional, academic 
research group) in which subjectivities are inferred when using ‘data-light’ tweets (that is, tweets 
which do not explicitly include references to gender, location, class): 

although such data is not present in an explicit manner, the tools available on the COSMOS 
platform enable it to be inferred with a relatively high level of confidence.13

For sociologists, this affirmation should raise ethical, political, philosophical and sociological 
concerns. Hacking’s term of ‘making up’ people is useful to explain the above statement: ‘who we 
are is not only what we did, do, and will do but also what we have done and may do’.14 ‘Making 
up’ categories based on arbitrarily chosen features of individuals in order to make sense of ‘raw’ 
data and to define the ‘wholeness’ of personhood misrecognises individual and social changes, 
possibilities and capabilities. Needless to say, COSMOS’ tools are not ‘neutral’, unbiased and, for 
that matter, accurate, as social categories are contested, fluid and self-defined. The assumptions 
behind big data science take politics and historical contingencies away from people’s decisions and 
daily struggles, and assess patterns at face-value, reproducing the ideology of neoliberalism, which 
hides its political assumptions and tradition in order to present an individualistic and inward-
looking self who no longer consumes only to satisfy their (supposed) needs, but in pursuit of a 
state of happiness and fulfilment. Neoliberalism can be briefly explained as the ‘disenchantment of 
politics by economics’,15 its success resting on the (neo)positivist knowledge which considers society 
as nothing more than the sum of its parts – what Gillespie calls ‘calculated publics’. The knowledge 
created through the use of new forms of technology by studies such as COSMOS’ is used to define 
and order society and its problems. Quantification and categorisation occur without the subjects 
even being aware. 

Anxiety
Mills sees technologically advanced societies of the twentieth century characterised by public issues 
and private troubles. In The Sociological Imagination, he makes an apt distinction between ‘the personal 

9  Crawford, Gray and Miltner, ‘Critiquing Big Data’, p. 1670.
10  Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013), p. 4.
11  Martin H. Frické, ‘Big Data and Its Epistemology’, Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, 66.4 
(2015).
12  Cecilia Rabess, ‘Can Big Data Be Racist?’, The Bold Italic, 31 March 2014 <http://www.thebolditalic.com/articles/4502-can-
big-data-be-racist> [accessed 15 December 2014]. 
13  William Housley and others, ‘Big and Broad Social Data and the Sociological Imagination: A Collaborative Response’, Big 
Data & Society, 1.2 (2014), 1-15, p. 8. 
14  Ian Hacking, ‘Making Up People’, in The Science Studies Reader, ed. Mario Biagioli (London: Routledge, 1999), p. 165.
15  William Davies, The Limits of Neoliberalism: Authority, Sovereignty and the Logic of Competition (London: SAGE Publications, 
2014), p. 4. 
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troubles of milieu’ and ‘the public issues of social structure’.16 He goes further to say that when one 
is not aware of any values they may hold, and does not feel threatened, one becomes indifferent and 
apathetic. When, on the other hand, one is not aware of any values they may hold, but is aware 
of threats, one experiences uneasiness which can freeze and bring a person to despair, to a state of 
inaction, if the fear is total enough Mills described the time the society he was living in as a time of 
‘private uneasiness and public indifference’.17 This depiction of ‘uneasiness’ as private trouble and 
‘indifference’ as public issue still characterises contemporary Western societies, but more than before, 
private uneasiness has reached higher levels due to audit culture, austerity measures and their attack 
on community ties, and the technological permeation and organisation of society and private lives. 

Under neoliberalism, ‘the problem of anxiety, considered on its own terms, is generally not 
recognised to be in need of any substantive sociological analysis’.18 The very portrayal of anxiety 
as a negative condition asks for solutions to ‘combat’ it. In this paper I discuss the existential 
and phenomenological experiences of anxiety as affect. Affect is always a movement which occurs 
in-between ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ spheres, throughout processes and relations within and between 
individuals, collectives and institutions. It belongs to the ‘bodily sphere’, and it involves ever-
changing human and nonhuman bodies which can disrupt and mobilise action and create patterns.19 
Through the understanding of anxiety as affect, we can discuss the inter-relationality between 
humans and matter. In this case, big data is a matter, a technology which has the capacity to be self-
organised (based on algorithms and technological capacities) and informational.20 Technologies 
and affects ought to be mobilised outside pre-established, top-down frameworks of reference, in 
order to allow for alternative forms of praxis and the creation of new spaces for contestation and 
care outside institutional and technologically-mediated interactions. Seeing big data and anxiety 
as co-constitutive processes in continuous development and change allows for possibilities to devise 
strategic deviations. In other words, regarding anxiety as an experience triggered by external 
pressures and ideologies avoids the pathologisation of the human condition and the relativisation 
of ‘cultural effects’.

Big data as a technology of anxiety
Whilst technology and digitalisation save time and relieve individuals of certain responsibilities and 
chores, they also affect the notion of community. In a neoliberal, individualist environment, subjects 
are made to compete among themselves but also with technological machines as the individual 
is remotely supervised and to technological devices. Hardship, ‘failure’ to perform according to 
set matrices, and anxiety are interpreted as personal limitations which need overcoming, self-
training and management, rather than being recognised as structural issues emanating from such 
developments as the de-skilling of jobs, as well as the preservation of profit by technology owners. 

In the construction of the individual as a machine for capital production, the ‘quantified self ’ 
category emerges, as the person who willingly uses technology to increase their wellbeing and 
(primarily) their productivity. The precursor of the quantified self is ‘the entrepreneur’, whose 
subjectivity is linked to classical economics, its main features being ‘creativity’ and ‘connectivity’.21 
In the words of Krizner, member of the Austrian Economics School, ‘all individual action, when 
unfettered by the state is, by nature, entrepreneurial’.22 The assumed rationality of the entrepreneurial 

16  C. Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959), p. 8. 
17  Ibid., p. 11. 
18  Iain Wilkinson, Anxiety in a ‘Risk’ Society: Health, Risk and Society (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 130. 
19  Carolin Wiedemann, ‘Swarms, Memes and Affects: A New Materialist Approach to the Infrastructure of 4chan’, in 
Neighbourhood Technologies: Media and Mathematics of Dynamic Networks, ed. Tobias Harks and Sebastian Vehlken (Chicago and 
Zurich: Chicago University Press, forthcoming 2015), p. 4.
20  Patricia T. Clough, ‘The Affective Turn: Political Economy, Biomedia and Bodies’, in The Affect Theory Reader, ed. Melissa 
Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth (London: Duke University Press, 2010), p. 210.
21  Simon Lilley and Geoff Lightfoot, ‘The Embodiment of Neoliberalism: Exploring the Roots and Limits of the Calculation of 
Arbitrage in the Entrepreneurial Function’, The Sociological Review, 62.1, 68-89, p. 71. 
22  Ibid., p. 72.
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self is utility maximisation – a consequentialist and behavioural approach based on rational choice 
theory according to which behaviour is predictable and linear. Herbert Simon, contradicting the 
narrowness of this model, holds that the rationality which characterises human psychology is 
‘bounded rationality’: decision-making is based on the amount of information at one’s disposal – 
which may be limited. Decisions can be influenced by unpredictable factors not necessarily related 
to utility maximisation. In other words, we are all ‘satisficers’ – always looking for ‘good enough’ 
solutions and shortcuts.23

Whilst the tools for mapping the entrepreneur’s behaviour used to be tabular datasets, the 
mapping of ‘bounded rationality’ is based on networks and correlations which can be ever-
changing, and thus collectors need to engage in constant monitorisation. Companies can pretend 
to ‘inform’ individuals of a variety of ‘choices’, but in doing so, pseudo-choices, pseudo-problems, 
and abstract categorisations are created. Correlations are then analysed on the basis of behavioural 
and psychological patterns. I contend that the belief in the plausibility of this type of rationality 
underpins big data and marks the distinction between ‘the entrepreneur’ and ‘the quantified self ’.

In 2007, the Quantified Self Movement emerged, which adopts a personalised, technology-
driven approach to the social, political, economic, health, education and other aspects of society, 
its motto being ‘self-knowledge through numbers’. Its adherents claim they feel empowered by 
using technology, self-management and monitoring.24 ‘The quantified self ’ does not have a unified 
definition - it is usually used to describe the happy consumer whose self-identity is based on their 
consumption and lifestyle choices, and the desire to be ‘successful’. However, quantification in 
current Western societies is not a desire which leads to more individual autonomy, but rather  
is an imposed top-down process which affects individuals and groups regardless of their social 
positionality. It is for this reason that I suggest the ‘quantified self ’ to be a term whose definition 
should be broadened to encompass not just the conspicuous consumer, but the full complexity of 
social and political processes. For more clarity, therefore, the self-identifying ‘quantified self ’ will 
be referred to in this paper as the ‘quantified consumer’. 

An example of a self-managing technology used by quantified consumers is ‘Happify’, a mobile 
application marketed as a scientifically-approved tool to be used for one’s ‘natural’ self-interest to 
quantify and enhance their happiness. According to its developers, happiness is a choice, as one can 
be ‘trained to be happy’.25 As aesthetics and the promise of the script-based ‘good life’ benefit from 
an increasing preoccupation in daily lives, we can assume that the ‘Happify’ users are generally 
concerned with self-evaluation to fit a standardised ‘norm’, as a way of ‘passing’ for privileges.26 
However, this readiness to measure one’s happiness through the use and sharing of data converges 
with dominant actors’ economic interests. At one end of the spectrum there is the company 
which profits from selling ‘Happify’, and at the other end there is the employer who profits from 
the emotional labour and discipline of the worker/user. In-between we find the complexity of 
social, political, historical and economic dynamics, systems, affects, laws and practices which are 
reinforced and legitimised, always decreasing the level of control of the quantified consumer’s life. 
In this context, individual autonomy is illusory: one has to adapt to an audit culture and strategise 
their way to ‘happiness’ and success by acting competitively and in isolation from others. This 
inward-looking, ‘self-fixing’ attitude discourages any attempts to challenge organisational practices. 
Here it is ‘rational’ to be selfish, to avoid ‘standing out’. Thus, affective work is constitutive of 
technological control.

Anxiety is not discussed in a society where greed and competition are promoted as ethical, 

23  Herbert A. Simon, Models of Bounded Rationality: Empirically Grounded Economic Reason, 3 vols (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1982-97), iii, pp. 291-8. 
24  ‘The Quantified Self: Counting Every Moment’, The Economist <http://www.economist.com/node/21548493> [accessed 15 
December 2014]. 
25  Melanie Pinola, ‘Happify Trains You to be Happy, Using Games Backed by Science’, LifeHacker, 24 October 2013 <http://
lifehacker.com/happify-trains-you-to-be-happier-using-science-based-g-1451531808> [accessed 25 December 2014].
26  Kitchin, ‘Big Data, New Epistemologies and Paradigm Shifts’, p. 8.
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empowering approaches to living. Contexts and space to discuss one’s feelings cannot be integrated 
in technocratic and neoliberal frameworks, in the same way as subjectivities and affects cannot be 
fully captured by big data. Although ‘the loneliness of leadership’ is lamented on business websites, 
the ideological underpinning of one’s desire to be a ‘leader’ (despite the anxiety risks), and the 
destructive effects of competition are ignored. One firm, [name], suggested that ‘advisors […] 
listen to your ideas, keep them in confidence, and feed back to you what they honestly think’ (my 
emphasis).27 However, these honest discussions would still occur within the entrepreneurial and 
productivist framework which sustains the belief that one’s self-esteem ought to rely on others’ envy.

Although the uni-linear economic rationality of neoliberal societies assumes that all wants have 
equal merit,28 the quantified consumer’s interaction with big data is qualitatively different from 
the experience of the jobseeker’s benefits claimant: the former is depicted as striver, the latter as 
skiver. The punitive aspect of quantification is revealed more overtly in the use of big data as part 
of the management of the performance, body and autonomy of the jobseeker’s benefits claimant 
in Britain. Three instances will be discussed here. Firstly, digital divide is maintained through an 
imbalance of access and skills for using technology. The Universal Credit Scheme (a means-tested 
benefit introduced in 2013 in Britain, replacing previous in- and out-of-work benefits with one 
payment), allocates benefits directly into bank accounts.29 Applications are online-only, and often 
applicants need to use public libraries for internet access, whilst libraries are increasingly being 
privatised.30 Not enough digital skills support is available as advocacy organisations’ funding had 
been cut drastically.31

Secondly, the monitorisation of the jobseeker and benefits claimant is a tool for financial 
sanctioning. In 2013 alone, 871,000 people were sanctioned by the Department for Work and 
Pensions (Gentleman 2014). Since March 2013, jobseekers and benefit claimants have been forced 
to register on the Universal Jobmatch website to find a job; if they spent less than 35 hours per 
week applying for jobs, they could face benefits sanctions.32 The scheme permanently and remotely 
monitors and forces claimants off benefits – £300 million of benefits are withheld in sanctions every 
year.33 Those made vulnerable are used as resources for data and capital extraction, whilst greater 
control by the government over public finances, against individuals, is established. Human labour 
is increasingly being ‘de-skilled’ through its replacement with time and cost-saving technology, the 
ideal twenty-first century worker is flexible, committed to a disciplined work ethic, and grateful 
for their work being waged, despite them being squeezed to comply with worsening conditions. 
Uncertainty, coupled with the ‘benefit scroungers’ discourse and the need for constant proof of 
moral genuineness when asking for support, have demoralising effects. Being the subject of social 
failure was an unbearable experience of anxiety which contributed to the death of a man whose 
benefits were stopped; shortly before his death, he stated that ‘even the sight of a CV would give 
me an anxiety attack’.34

27  Columbia Consultancy, ‘Decision Making: The Loneliness of Leadership’ (2006) <http://www.columbiaconsult.com/pubs/
v46_Feb06.html> [accessed 22 December 2014].
28  Rod Hill and Tony Myatt, The Economics Anti-Textbook: A Critical Thinker’s Guide to Microeconomics (London: Zed Books, 
2010), p. 16.
29  TUC, Will Universal Credit Work? – Report (London: Trades Union Congress, 2013), p. 2. 
30  Alison Flood, ‘Kirklees set to close 24 of its 26 libraries’, The Guardian, 30 July 2014 <http://www.theguardian.com/
books/2014/jul/30/kirklees-close-24-26-libraries-cuts> [accessed 23.12.2014]. 
31  Amelia Gentleman, ‘Charities say millions without internet access will face benefits struggle’, The Guardian, 21 February 2013 
<http://www.theguardian.com/society/2013/feb/21/universal-credit-online-benefit-claimants> [accessed 18 December 2014]. 
32  Citizens Advice Bureau, ‘Universal Credit – What is the Work Search Requirement?’, Citizens Advice Bureau <http://www.
adviceguide.org.uk/england/benefits_e/benefits_welfare_benefits_reform_e/benefits_uc_universal_credit_new/benefits_uc_work_
related_requirements/benefits_uc_what_are_the_work_related_requirements/benefits_uc_what_is_the_work_search_requirement/
uc26_uc_what_is_the_work_search_requirement.htm> [accessed 18 December 2014]. 
33  HC Deb, 18 December 2014, vol 589, c1664; see <http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmhansrd/
cm141218/debtext/141218-0004.htm#141218-0004.htm_spnew3> [accessed 20 December 2014]. 
34  Guardian Readers and James Walsh, ‘“Even the sight of a CV would give me an anxiety attack”: Guardian readers on benefit 
sanctions’, The Guardian, 5 August 2014 <http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/aug/05/even-the-sight-of-a-cv-would-give-
me-an-anxiety-attack-guardian-readers-on-benefit-sanctions> [accessed 13 November 2014].
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Thirdly, one’s own bodily presence is monitored by the Job Centre: applicants are forced to check-
in five days a week to avoid financial sanctions.35 According to a benefits claimant, ‘I have just been 
sanctioned for three weeks for missing an appointment. Although they say missing, I was actually 
there, but five minutes late’.36 Time, in this case, was used as an excuse for restricting somebody’s 
needed financial support, despite the person being actually there. The jobseeker claiming benefits 
constantly affects and is affected by mental, physical, temporal, spatial, bureaucratic, political, 
economic, technological and informational spheres and influences. As an individual’s worth is 
filtered through quantified performance data, a zero-sum situation is created: they use big data as a 
coping tool to avoid sanctions, whilst the same big data is used as a tool for sanctions.

The deeper (smaller) and wider (in larger quantities) data is, the better – so the story goes. 
Subjects are anxious not to reveal too much, nor too little. The fear of surveillance of missing 
opportunities to access the fullest meaning of (potentially) available data animates organisations to 
invest in data mining technologies:

If we take these twinned anxieties — those of the surveillers and the surveilled — and push 
them to their natural extension, we reach an epistemological end point: on one hand, the fear 
that there can never be enough data, and on the other, the fear that one is standing out in the 
data.37

Although companies can detect patterns through monitorisation, it is another thing to explain 
them. In effect, big data scientists try to control outcomes and policies (and populations’ behaviour), 
to later present their findings as true, pretending to have had access to the ‘inner’ subjectivity of 
their subjects. From all the examples above, it is clear that in the production of big data, the affect 
of anxiety plays a constitutive role, just as big data constitutes a factor in the creation of anxiety.

In line with Mills’s description of the workings of technologically developed societies, the 
problems created by big data science become pseudo-public issues. These public problems are 
based on abstract constructions of categories. When one fails to meet expectations and standards, 
the feelings of ‘lack’ and guilt are translated into private trouble, instead of structural failure caused 
by an elite. Private ownership of production, unequal distribution of technology, algorithmic 
manipulation, prejudices, and epistemological authority determine who and what counts in datasets, 
and which type of technology is to be invested in as part of strategies for capital accumulation. 
Within neoliberalism, the individualistic portrayal of the subject, austerity measures and the myth 
of the ‘good life’, affect both the vulnerable and the happy consumer. The subjects are coerced into 
making decisions which can be manipulated much more easily, creating patterns as reactions to 
punitive processes. The promise of big data to ‘predict’ behaviour becomes less a ‘prediction’ when 
populations are under constant monitoring which in recent times encompasses unwaged bodily 
labour, as the collection of personal information is capitalised. 

Ioana Cerasella Chis is an MA student in Social and Political Theory at the University 
of Birmingham and an editor of The New Birmingham Review, a progressive student 

journal which publishes pre-doctorate work.
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Damn These Out of Date Sports

Chris Farman, Valery Rose and Liz Woolley
No Other Way: Oxfordshire and the Spanish Civil War, 1936-39
124 pp – £5.00
ISBN: 9781910448052
Oxford: Oxford IBMC, 2015

Three quarters of a century on, the Left still remembers Spain. The evidence is there, if nowhere 
else, in the list of those who contributed to the production of this little volume of local history: 
from union branches and Constituency Labour Parties to a Labour MEP, the Oxford Green Party, 
and the Oxfordshire branch of the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) – as well as dozens 
of individuals. The Spanish Civil War has become an indispensable part of the collective memory 
of ‘the Left’. October 1917 and the Paris Commune belong to distinct segments of the Left; Spain, 
anti-fascism, and the slogan ¡No pasaran!, belong to the Left as a whole – as is appropriate, for this 
was the great period of left-wing unity, of the Popular Front. A confused and divided heritage, to 
be sure: the role of the orthodox Communists and the USSR in crushing anarchist and POUM 
(Partido Obrero de Unificación Marxista) revolutionaries even while fighting Franco, precisely in 
the name of Popular-Front unity, is now only denied by hard-core Stalinists. But still the tradition 
continues, of that brief period, from Spain to the Resistance, when the Left stood at the head of 
the people.

The largest section of the volume is made up of biographies of the thirty-one Oxfordshire 
Volunteers: from Quaker medical staff to dedicated Communist soldiers, from left-wing aristocrats 
to Cowley motor-workers. This being Oxford, what might be called the radical intelligentsia is 
well-represented: Eric Blair (better known as George Orwell); Ralph Fox and Tom Wintringham, 
the two founders of the Left Review; and Claud Cockburn, Spain correspondent of the Daily 
Worker. The brief biographies are interesting to dip in and out of and some of the characters are 
intriguing enough to leave this reader wanting a little more. In particular, many of them offer 
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evidence for that well-known phenomenon of the thirties: the rapid shift to the left of so many 
young British members of the middle and upper classes. The ‘Postscript’ by Jenny Swanson on ‘The 
Challenges of Identification’ of many of these volunteers is also useful in showing the methods used 
to compile these notices.

But the more coherent and perhaps best section is that with which the volume begins: Chris 
Farman’s ‘Introduction: On the Spanish Battlefront’ and Valery Rose and Liz Woolley’s substantial 
essay on ‘Oxfordshire and the Spanish Civil War’. The effect of this is that the main value of the 
book is less what it tells us about the Civil War and the Oxfordshire volunteers than what it tells us 
about left-wing activity in Oxford in the thirties. This is of special interest to those on the Left in 
Oxford today, and many contemporary resonances can be found. True, no fiery Communist orators 
are now likely to be found speaking weekly on St Giles, like Abe Lazarus in the thirties, or making 
the Fellows of St John’s College ‘tremble over their after-dinner port’. The East Oxford motor works 
is a shadow of its former self, and there are no factory men ‘working late into the night’ to convert 
motorcycle side-cars into stretcher-carriers, like Arthur Exell and his comrades, before driving them 
down to Swansea to be smuggled into Spain under shiploads of potatoes. Nor, the last I heard, are 
leading Communists likely to be invited to speak at the Oxford University Labour Club.

But elsewhere there are continuities. The left-wing civic politics of Oxford, which seems to have 
first got off the ground in this period, with Alexander Lindsay, the Master of Balliol, standing as 
an anti-appeasement candidate against the Tory incumbent, has continued, with the Labour and, 
more recently, Green parties winning seats on the Council. The Academic Assistance Council, set 
up in the thirties to aid scholars expelled from Nazi Germany, still exists, as does the Council for 
Academics at Risk; fairly recently, it has turned its attention to the situation of academics in Syria. 
The Left in the University and Ruskin College struggles on: we might even see in the Oxford Left 
Review as some sort of successor to Oxford Forward!, the progressive magazine of those years.

One of the defining moments of this left-wing Oxford politics came in May 1936, when 
Oswald Mosley came to speak at the Carfax Assembly Rooms. There was a scuffle, a few injuries, 
and a number of arrests (on the anti-fascist side). It was only a few months ago that an anti-fascist 
protestor, arrested for her part in a demonstration against the National Front, was acquitted in 
the Magistrates’ Court. The police, it appears, have not changed the habit of giving anti-fascists a 
harder time in these disputes than fascists. The EDL marched in Oxford on 4 April this year, and 
the banners of ¡No pasaran! were once again raised to oppose them. And Oxfordshire still hosts 
many refugees from wars across the world, like the Basque children who settled in the county after 
the bombing of Guernica in April 1937. But contemporary refugees are less likely to be adopted 
by local families or sponsored by the JCRs of Oxford colleges, as the Basques were, than to be 
incarcerated in Campsfield Detention Centre for asylum-seekers, a few miles north of the city. 
When it comes to refugees, Britain at least has certainly grown less humane since the 1930s.

These are the points that draw attention in Rose and Woolley’s essay. We should also mention the 
large number of photographs, including a comic but chilling one of Oswald Mosley with members 
of the Oxford University Fascist Association, a sleekly murderous-looking bunch of young men. 
But one wishes that the authors had found space to include more original material, above all in 
the actors’ own words. They draw upon unpublished memoirs by the trade unionist Arthur Exell 
and a number of recorded interviews, as well as various pamphlets and ephemera which are not 
generally available. But at 124 pages, the final volume is slim; could they not have found space for 
more of this?

When the voices of the men and women involved in these events do appear, the tones of the 
period come through with much greater precision and, at times, pathos:

Hit in thigh while trying to organise bayonet charge. Damn these out of date sports. Nice 
wound. Two days hard fighting: done well, lost all … Love, Tom.

Hill | Damn These Out of Date Sports
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These lines were scrawled by Tom Wintringham, commander of the British Battalion of the 
International Brigades, to his girlfriend Kitty Bowler, after his Battalion’s first and bloody round 
of fighting on the Jarama in February 1937. He led forty men on his bayonet charge; only six 
came back. Wintringham was the CPGB’s foremost military expert, simultaneously fascinated and 
repelled by war. ‘Damn these out of date sports’: as well as the wry irony, there is frustration that 
the fate of the world might yet depend on something as brutal and haphazard as a bayonet charge. 
A year earlier in the Left Review Wintringham had written in a similar vein: ‘War is also an art. It is 
a minor and harmful art, which in these days could be as well abandoned as the arts of necromancy, 
poisoning, or advertising’. But he then went on, in this article and elsewhere, to offer hard-headed 
analysis of how this art could still ‘alter the fate of nations and of social systems’. And so this bloody 
and sordid business had to be got through, if the world was to see – as Wintringham and many 
others of his time expected it soon would – a new era of human possibility, when war, fascism and 
capitalism alike would fade into memory.

Instead it is that dream which has since faded, while capitalism, war and even fascism are still 
with us – in addition to new threats such as ecological disaster. We will be lucky if our generation 
or later ones can ever fix their eyes on better things to come, with anything like the confidence 
and hope of the 1930s – for all its illusions and its defeats. In the meantime we know, with 
Wintringham the realist, that ‘out of date sports’, like war and class struggle, continue.

Peter Hill

Peter Hill is studying for a D.Phil. in Arabic literature at St John’s College, Oxford and is 
a member of the Oxford Left Review’s editorial collective.

Israeli Liberalism and the Politics of Political Denial

Jack Baxter, Joshua Faudem and Koren Shadmi
Mike’s Place: A True Story of Love, Blues and Terror in Tel Aviv
192pp – £16.00
ISBN: 9781596438576
New York: First Second, 2015

‘There’s a rule at Mike’s Place: never, ever talk politics or religion.’ Thus begins the spiel on the 
back of this slim, new graphic novel, just one of a continually growing number of comic strips to 
emerge from Israel/Palestine since Joe Sacco’s graphic journalism was first serialised back in the e 
arly 1990s. The story of Mike’s Place, the title of which refers to a real-life chain of Israeli bars that 
offer happy hour beers and cocktails and serve tottering burgers and platters of spicy chicken wings, 
is simple. In fact, it is far, far too simple, primarily because the graphic novel sticks, with insulting 
determination, to the ‘rule’ of Mike’s Place: ‘never, ever talk politics or religion’. Of course, to 
deny politics and religion in their entirety anywhere in the world, and in any form of cultural 
production, is nonsense. But to try and deny politics and religion in a graphic novel is to deny the 
genre’s rich legacy. The graphic novel has become a deeply political genre: consider Sacco’s work, 
but also other comic greats, such as Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1980-91), or Alan Moore’s Watchmen 
(1986-7) and V for Vendetta (1988-9), and those other graphic novels that have emerged from the 
Middle East: Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis (2000-3) or Amir and Kahil’s Zahra’s Paradise (2011). In 
fact, the first graphic novel to be authored by a Palestinian has just been published, and if you buy 
one graphic novel this year, choose this, Leila Abdelrazaq’s Baddawi, which offers a nuanced history 
of the Israel-Palestine conflict, over Mike’s Place. For to try and deny politics and religion in Israel 
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and Palestine – Mike’s Place is set primarily in Tel Aviv, but it includes scenes in Jerusalem, the 
West Bank and Gaza – requires a special kind of ideological selectivity and hypocritical liberalism, 
complicit with the Zionist project whilst pretending not to be. 

And yet, despite this opening proclamation that politics and religion will be excluded, the story 
breaks its own rules, if only to a tactically limited extent. The story revolves around 30 April 2003, 
when Mike’s Place in Tel Aviv became, tragically, the target of a suicide bombing. The graphic 
novel stresses the reality of these events by meticulously dating its narrative progression as it retells 
a story first covered by a 2004 documentary film, Blues by the Beach (dir. Joshua Faudem and Jack 
Baxter). Faudem and Baxter are also credited as the authors of Mike’s Place, though the artwork 
is all by Brooklyn-based graphic novelist, Koren Shadmi. The film received wide critical acclaim, 
winning the Avignon New York Film Festival’s ‘Best Documentary’ award and the Hamptons 
International Film Festival’s award for ‘Conflict and Resolution’. The film-makers started out 
with the intention of documenting life in Mike’s Place, interviewing its employees and regulars to 
capture the culture of ‘blues’ (the many live jazz events that take place in the bar) by the ‘beach’ 
(Tel Aviv is located along a beautiful coastline, and Mike’s Place is less than a hundred metres 
from the sea). The graphic novel meta-visually tells the story of the making of this documentary 
which, as it details, its creators consciously intended as an antidote to the numerous ‘political’ 
and ‘religious’ documentaries that were, unsurprisingly, coming out of the region at the time. It is 
worth recalling that 2003 and 2004 were significant years, marking the end of the violent Second 
Intifada, which was a response, in turn, to Israel’s continuing breach of the terms of the Oslo 
Accords; Israel had also begun building its controversial ‘separation barrier’ through East Jerusalem 
only a year earlier. Rather than cover this, however, the documentary sought to paint a picture of a 
secular, hippy bubble located in the Middle East, a celebration of Israel’s refreshingly ‘liberal’ and 
‘tolerant’ society. Then, midway through the making of the documentary, the suicide bombing 
occurred. Suddenly a film that had sought to deny politics and religion was forced to face these 
issues head-on. But rather than raising questions about the wider political context of the region, 
not to mention Israel’s reputation abroad – the suicide bombers were British nationals who entered 
Israel on their UK passports, and Hamas later claimed responsibility for the bombings – it resorted 
to a decontextualised outrage, proclaiming that Mike’s Place was a place of friendship, peace and 
‘love’ (a word that looms conspicuously in the graphic novel’s subtitle). Documentary and graphic 
novel alike thus build a narrative of feigned incomprehension that fits perfectly with their ongoing 
denial of the region’s broader political and historical realities. 

The graphic novel is a meta-textual recounting of the making of the documentary, as well as 
the events that occurred during this time. That this should come in 2015, over a decade after 
the release of the documentary, is peculiar. Admittedly, graphic novels can take years to produce, 
especially those that are collaborative projects, where the authors of the narrative are not drawing the 
pictures themselves. Nevertheless, the novel certainly serves as an intransigent attempt to rekindle 
the documentary’s ideology of Israeli liberalism. Since 2004 Israel has intensified its occupation 
of the West Bank, continued its construction of the ‘separation barrier’ that severs Palestinian 
neighbourhoods in half and cuts off West Bank Palestinians from East Jerusalem, built numerous 
settlements in breach of international law, and launched three devastating wars on Gaza. That 
this intensification of Israeli violence through the intervening years continues to be completely 
ignored by the graphic novel emphasises the narrative’s continuing efforts to deny its political 
context. Indeed, though Mike’s Place makes little effort to experiment with the creative potential of 
the graphic novel form, this anti-political ideology can be read out of its bland layout. The visual 
narrative sticks to the crisp outlines of the comic ‘gutter’ or frame, its lack of formal subversion 
recalling the gridded, clean streets of Tel Aviv which are depicted within it. The only point at 
which the gutterings are transgressed is in the graphic novel’s central ‘splash page’, when the layout 
of the comic frame sequence disappears to be replaced by a two-page spread of an image of the 
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explosion ignited by the suicide bomber. After this momentary interlude it returns dogmatically to 
the conventional form. 

Clearly, and absolutely unequivocally, suicide bombings can never be justified. The one thing 
that Mike’s Place does well is to capture the traumatic ripples that emanate out from the moment 
of the suicide bombing and into the lives of its Israeli protagonists, showing how they are affected 
psychologically as well as physically. The suicide bombers, by contrast, although they are represented 
throughout the narrative, occupy only conspicuously silent, surreptitious panels a page or so in 
length. These short insertions into the narrative intermittently chart the bombers’ journey from 
Britain to Israel, then to Gaza where they pick up their bombs, then back to Tel Aviv. The silent 
images of men donning suicide vests, interspersed with the ongoing cheery conversations about 
jazz and beer at Mike’s Place, depicts the entire terrorist process with a sense of ominous fatalism. 
However, despite rejecting the bombers’ subjectivity in the first half of the text, after the blast the 
authors decide to imagine the remaining hours of the life of one of the bombers, whose vest did not 
go off, but whose body was found twelve hours later floating in the sea (how he got there was never 
factually established). Mike’s Place decides to imagine that this surviving bomber was so horrified by 
the terrorist attack that he had witnessed his partner undertake that he decided not to go through 
with his own bombing, and then, in shame, to commit suicide. The panels depict a lone figure 
walking baptismally into the sea off a Tel Aviv beach. In this tangential narrative, the authors create 
a fiction that conforms to their denial of alternate political subjectivities as well as the radical and 
violent actions of their own government that may well have contributed to the legitimisation, if not 
in fact the instigation, of this horrific suicide bombing in the minds of its perpetrators. 

Perhaps the most frustrating moment in this comic book is its epilogue. It begins thus: ‘We 
made every effort to truthfully chronicle the events around the April 30, 2003, Mike’s Place terror 
attack.’ The authors spent time researching ‘the official Israeli and British investigative accounts’ of 
the terrorists and undertook ‘in-depth interviews with survivors of the suicide bombings’. Did they 
look into Hamas’ explanations for the motivations of the attack, one asks? In fact, did they speak 
to a single Palestinian? Throughout the entire graphic novel there is one – and only one – token 
Palestinian character, who frequents the Jerusalem branch of Mike’s Place and whose only function 
is to legitimise the establishment’s political denial by consenting to drink there. Though Mike’s 
Place’s engagement with the psychology of the suicide bomber is non-existent, it does include 
another peculiar feature. The beginning of each chapter is prefaced with one-line verses from the 
Qur’an, each of which professes peace between enemies and emphasises the unity of different ‘tribes’ 
and religions. The authors’ intention is explained in the epilogue: ‘We wanted to show that if Asif 
and Omar [the names of the two suicide bombers, referred to in what seems troublingly intimate 
terms] had perhaps meditated upon and understood these sacred words things may have worked 
out differently for them and for the victims of the terror act they committed in the name of their 
religion and politics.’ This is liberal orientalism at its most potent: blaming suicide bombers for 
misinterpreting their own holy text whilst peddling an implicit anti-Muslim narrative throughout. 

The two suicide bombers responsible for the 2003 attack on Mike’s Place were acquaintances of 
Mohammad Sidique Khan, a ringleader of the 7/7 bombings that took place in London in 2005, 
and in their epilogue the authors emphasise this connection. This is not a coincidence: throughout 
it is mentioned that ‘everyone speaks English at Mike’s Place’, and there are a number of British (as 
well as French) Jewish characters who have recently emigrated to Israel. By choosing to transform 
the narrative into a graphic novel, a tactical decision that exploits the cultural capital built up by the 
work of artists such as Joe Sacco, there is a sense in which Mike’s Place might be read as an advert 
for frightened Jewish inhabitants of a post-Charlie Hebdo Europe: the overarching message of the 
book is that though Israel may not be immune from terrorist attacks, when they come they will 
all deal with it together like a good united nation should. In the meantime, they will get back to 
enjoying the ‘blues by the beach’ whilst continuing to deny the ongoing atrocities committed by 
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their government, a forgetfulness that ironically enables this lifestyle in the first place. 
Mike’s Place is ‘postracial’, to draw on a term recently coined by philosopher of race David 

Goldberg. That is to say, the racism professed in these pages is carefully and systematically delivered 
alongside an explicit denial of the very racism that it exhibits. ‘We’re not going to talk about 
politics or religion, or the ongoing oppression faced by Palestinians under the Israeli occupation 
and their wars on Gaza, but we are going to represent two out of the three Arabs we bother to 
include as inexplicably determined to destroy our peaceful hippy family here on the beach. We 
can’t understand their violence because all we want is to be friends with them. What’s that? No, we 
can’t talk about the occupation because we don’t talk about religion or politics, not at Mike’s Place.’ 
Whether this rather impressive formulation is self-consciously inscribed into the text by its authors 
or not is a scary, but necessary question. Of course, if the narrative had been carefully constructed 
in order to propagate such an obviously pro-Israeli ideology, this would be insidious enough. But 
it seems likely that the opposite is in fact the case: there is no self-reflexivity here, which merely 
underlines the power of denial that underpins the society that Mike’s Place depicts. At least the 
vehemently open anti-Palestinian racism of Zionist settlers forces a clear counter-position; here, 
politics is denied in the very moment when the narrative makes its most political statements. What 
hope is there for any kind of peace deal between Israel and Palestine if those who claim to be on 
the Israeli Left refuse to engage with the political situation, instead preferring to inhabit an isolated 
bubble that claims to be bound together by familial ‘love’? One might have thought that a suicide 
bombing, in which several innocent people died, might cause this part of society at least to consider 
the role they might play in bringing one of the oldest conflicts in the world to an end. Instead, it 
has developed more complex ideological strategies to continue its denial of Israel’s political reality, 
while simultaneously perpetuating the narratives of victimhood that feed the occupying power’s 
more radical right-wing groups. That it is these Zionist groups who, in turn, justify politically 
Israel’s repeated and apparently unending violations of international law is a deep, dark irony that 
Mike’s Place unfortunately fails to address.  

Dominic Davies

Dominic Davies completed his DPhil in English Literature at the University of Oxford 
in 2015. He is the Facilitator of the Leverhulme-funded Network, ‘Planned Violence: 

Post/colonial Urban Infrastructures and Literature’, and he has worked as an editor and 
blogger for the Palestine-Israel Journal of Politics, Economics and Culture. His current 

research is in graphic representations of postcolonial urban infrastructures.

Davies | The Politics of Political Denial

Front cover: ‘Practical sign language’, Copyright Quinn 
Dombrowski: https://https://www.flickr.com/photos/quin-
nanya/4207894060/. Grayscaled, cropped and airbrushed.

Editor Merlin Gable

Sachin Croker
Peter Hill
Henrx Holmes
Alexandra Pugh
James Sewry
Ross Speer
Ethan Williams

AssociAtE Editors

Back cover: ‘Sign language for the clumsy’, Copyright Quinn 
Dombrowski: https://www.flickr.com/photos/quinnan-

ya/4154356653/. Grayscaled, cropped and airbrushed.

192
JUL/AUG 2015

Marx and 
Latin America

Dialectical negativism: 
Michael Theunissen, 1932–2015

DOSSIER: 
THE ESSAY FILM

Anti-castism and 
misplaced nativism

Border deaths & the 
politics of counting 

  Read radical philosophy
in print, on tablet and iPad

www.radicalphilosophy.com



Front cover: ‘Practical sign language’, Copyright Quinn 
Dombrowski: https://https://www.flickr.com/photos/quin-
nanya/4207894060/. Grayscaled, cropped and airbrushed.

Editor Merlin Gable

Sachin Croker
Peter Hill
Henrx Holmes
Alexandra Pugh
James Sewry
Ross Speer
Ethan Williams

AssociAtE Editors

Back cover: ‘Sign language for the clumsy’, Copyright Quinn 
Dombrowski: https://www.flickr.com/photos/quinnan-

ya/4154356653/. Grayscaled, cropped and airbrushed.

192
JUL/AUG 2015

Marx and 
Latin America

Dialectical negativism: 
Michael Theunissen, 1932–2015

DOSSIER: 
THE ESSAY FILM

Anti-castism and 
misplaced nativism

Border deaths & the 
politics of counting 

  Read radical philosophy
in print, on tablet and iPad

www.radicalphilosophy.com



OxfordLeftReviewth
e 

Issue 15 | June 2015

Ken Hirschkop
Ankhi Mukherjee

Jon Greenaway
Alana Ryan

Mirela Ivanova
Henrx Holmes

Merlin Gable
Max Leak

Will Horner
Ioana Cerasella Chis

Peter Hill
Dominic Davies

Revolutionary Language
The Power of Phonology
Reframing the Monster
Towards a More Inclusive Social Citizenship
Can the Subaltern Write?
The Language of the Straight Mind
Raymond Williams’s Wales
The Failure of Petro-socialism
Why Syriza Won
Big Data and Anxiety
Damn These Out of Date Sports
The Politics of Political Denial

Issue 15 | June 2015
O

xfordL
eftR

eview

the

The Oxford Left Review is a journal of left-wing thought bringing together the writing and 
artwork of students and academics in Oxford and from further afield. Its content spans the 

plural left.  The OLR appears termly, in late November, March and June of each year. 
 

oxfordleftreview@gmail.com
www.oxfordleftreview.com

@olreview

OxfordLeftReviewth
e 


