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EDITORIAL

‘Critical Psychology’ and the ‘anti-capitalist movement’

Melancholic Troglodytes
I give you the Tralfamadorian greeting: hello, farewell, hello, farewell…eternally connected, eternally embracing…

- Billy, Slaughterhouse-Five (1971)

Read it through and laugh not at it. If thou dost I’ll destroy thee and laugh at thy destruction.

- Abiezer Coppe, Selected Writings (1649/1987)

We are proletarian revolutionaries negotiating the space separating mundane brilliance from epoch-making genius. Naturally, the mediocrity of ‘critical psychologists’ offends our sensibilities. On our daily commutes we sometimes come across atavistic manifestations of this discipline. We gaze upon its practitioners with undisguised disdain. Had their farce been intentional it might even qualify as comic: predictable papers chasing each other in a never-ending cycle of banality; seminars signifying nothing more than the degeneration of the chattering classes’ art of rhetoric; and self-serving conferences camouflaging the shortcomings of the intellectually vacuous. 

With the exception of a few ‘pure science’ subjects, such as computing, nano-technology and genetic engineering, academia has entered a process of irreversible decomposition. No method of embalming can hide the hideous mask of death and no amount of fragrance can conceal its stench. The proliferation of ‘think-tanks’ is recognition on the part of the bourgeoisie that it can no longer depend on its petit bourgeois mandarins within orthodox academia to ensure its hegemony. Better to transform them into proletarians producing mental labour than to let them roam lifeless academic shopping malls like so many zombies in search of fresh meat.

Does critical Psychology have anything to offer the anti-capitalist movement? This is precisely the problematic this issue of ARCP is devoted to. Most contributors are doubtful. Some are willing to concede a certain fruitful cross-fertilization between the most radical wing of Critical Psychology and the revolutionary faction within the anti-capitalist movement. 

Readers may (as did the contributors) find some of our editing and stylistic choices bizarre. For instance, before participating in this project, none of the contributors had been asked questions regarding their social class and political affiliation so directly. Some responded robotically! Some refused to reply, point blank. Many responded with reservations. One or two chose sarcasm as a method of delivery. We enjoyed all their answers regardless. Readers could ignore the questionnaires if they wish or read them in conjunction with the associated text. Or alternatively, they could read the questionnaires collectively. For example, no one writer may have come up with the ‘perfect’ definition of social class but a cumulative analysis of the responses may yield a surprisingly fresh perspective on this most thorny of problems. If nothing else this issue may initiate a serious debate about the class struggle, overcoming sedimented attitudes and fundamentalist outlooks. 

Our not-so-hidden agenda also involves a devious attempt to foreground certain brilliant thinkers at the expense of the flotsam currently monopolizing debate within both Critical Psychology and the anti-capitalist movement. The brilliant thinkers include Marx, Pannekoek, Korsch, Vygotsky, Bakhtin, Leopoldina Fortunati, Sylvia Pankhurst and Debord. Our lawyers have counseled us against listing the flotsam for fear of libel action. Since Melancholic Troglodytes already possess enemies in abundance, we shall concede to their wishes!

The class struggle is heating up. Many will try to ignore the implications of capitalism’s death agony. Most will misunderstand the changes awaiting us or grasp them only partially. Revolutionaries have no such luxuries. We must equip ourselves with a dialectically evolving praxis (self-reflecting revolutionary practice), if we are to have a real impact on events. The articles in this issue concentrate on crowd psychology, demonstrations, protests and the relationship between individuality and collectivity. The reviews are independent contributions to critical theory and should be read as such. In bringing together writers from different backgrounds, we have tried to create a space for experimentation and innovation. Should this issue of ARCP find an echo amongst radicals this project may yield positive results. Otherwise, it will have been yet another needlessly brutal act of tree-murder and waste, signifying nothing.

We wish to thank Ian Parker for granting us complete control over the editing of this issue of ARCP and Manchester Metropolitan University for providing us with computer-time and technical assistance. Thanks also to Paul Petard whose wonderful drawings adorn this issue. Finally, the contributors have bent over backwards trying to accommodate our questions. We shall be eternally grateful
. 

NON-REVOLUTIONARY CONTRIBUTIONS 

The following three papers are by Leninists. As a ‘leftist’ ideology (i.e., one representing the left wing of capital), Leninism has never been revolutionary, despite its claims and rhetoric. This judgment applies to all its manifestations over the years, whether orthodox Leninist, Stalinist, Trotskyite, Maoist or Che Guevarist. This does not mean, however, that the texts are devoid of value. Far from it. In some ways, and this is not easy for us to admit to, they are superior to the revolutionary contributions that will follow in the next section. They are self-assured and erudite. Furthermore, they cover an intellectual terrain (inspired by Marx, Vygotsky, Bakhtin, Vološinov and Benjamin) that is very close to our heart. 

[image: image4.wmf]If Melancholic Troglodytes are correct in suggesting that the dichotomy between Leninism and ‘anti-Leninism’ (a short-hand for ‘left-wing’ communism, libertarian Marxism, Situationism, Autonomism, class-conscious Anarchism, etc.) is one in need of supercession, then knee-jerking reaction against Leninist intellectual contributions amounts to political immaturity. It may even represent a certain duplicity since we know of no revolutionary who has not benefited from studying Leninist and Anarchist varieties of ‘leftism’. We may not like their politics, we may not accept them as ‘anti-capitalist class fighters’ and, since we know our history, we may never trust them fully but we will continue to take whatever we find useful in their work, in order to intensify the class struggle. 
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All Power to the Developing!

Fred Newman and Lois Holzman

East Side Institute for Short Term Psychotherapy, New York, NY
Over nearly three decades we have described our work (our politics) in many different ways. Perhaps this is an expression or result of differing elements of our joint subjectivity—a moral and scientific aversion to labels and being labeled, an intellectual delight in the search for a (never-realizable) linguistic precision, a strong disbelief/mistrust of consistency, a political passion for creating something new out of what exists (the old), a desire to speak to and with those for whom our work (our politics) has some relevance or interest (and those whose work we find relevant or interesting), a playful pleasure in and tactical commitment to provocation.1 With all of that, we are of course (hopefully) responding to a changing world.

Our initial formulations, in the late 1970s, drew heavily on the Marxist conceptions of alienation and class struggle. At the same time, our characterization of social therapy (the centerpiece of our psychological work and the subject of this essay) as ‘the practice of method’ (Hood [Holzman] and Newman, 1979) was meant to underscore that it was Marx as revolutionary methodologist more than Marx as brilliant political economist and revolutionary (albeit modernist) that inspired and taught us so much. As we put it then, 

Thus, the Marxian dialectic is not merely another paradigm (an economic interpretation) or indeed even another method to be practiced. It is, rather, a new understanding of understanding. Far from being a new method to practice, Marxism is insistent that human understanding and its highest form, revolutionary activity, is the practice of method. Marxism is profoundly practical, not in the sense of being a practice derived from a theory and/or method, but in the sense of being a theory and/or method which is a practice (Hood [Holzman] and Newman, 1979, p 3). 

From the beginning we also drew upon the conceptions of Lev Vygotsky (whom we relate to as Marx’s follower)—for example, in describing social therapy (the practice of method) as tool-and-result methodology for re-initiating human development. Marx and Vygotsky, it seemed to us, were identifying (in different realms of social life) human beings as revolutionary, practical-critical, activists (or activity-ists). While a constant presence in our many articulations of social therapy, at times revolutionary activity may have seemed as background to another concept we wanted to convey (for example, ‘anti-psychology,’ ‘anti-paradigm,’ ‘cultural-performatory approach,’ ‘performative therapy’) or to another source of inspiration (as in ‘Vygotskian-Wittgensteinian synthesis,’ or ‘postmodern therapy’). In this essay, we move revolutionary activity to the foreground as we attempt, yet another time, to describe our work (our politics). The term that feels right to us in these twenty-first century post-days (post-communist, post-Marxist, post-structuralist, postmodern) is postmodern Marxism. The invitation to contribute to this special issue of Annual Review of Critical Psychology has been the occasion for us to explore and better understand our work from this perspective. To begin, we return to Marx.
Class Struggle and Revolutionary Activity

One can see in all of Marx’s writings two lines of practical-critical thought: 1) class struggle and 2) revolutionary activity. The oft-quoted opening of The Communist Manifesto is a concise illustration of the former: ‘The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles’ (Marx and Engels, 1987, p 12). Marx’s somewhat less familiar third thesis on Feuerbach illustrates the latter: ‘The coincidence of the changing of circumstances and of human activity or self-changing can be conceived and rationally understood only as revolutionary practice’ (Marx, 1974, p 121). In Marx’s worldview, class struggle forefronts the anti-capitalist and deconstructive, while revolutionary activity forefronts the communistic and reconstructive. Together, they could transform ‘all existing conditions’. In some of his writings, for example the following passages from the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, Marx made clear the necessity of synthesizing the two. 

In order to supercede the idea of private property communist ideas are sufficient but genuine communist activity is necessary in order to supercede real private property (Marx, 1967, p 149). 

and

Communism is the positive abolition of private property, of human self-alienation, and thus the real appropriation of human nature through and for man. It is, therefore, the return of man himself as a social, i.e., really human, being, a complete and conscious return which assimilates all the wealth of previous development (Marx, 1967, p 127). 

and

We have seen how, on the assumption that private property has been positively superceded, man produces man, himself and then other men; how the object which is the direct activity of his personality is at the same time his existence for other men and their existence for him. Similarly, the material of labor and man himself as a subject are the starting point as well as the result of this movement (and because there must be this starting point private property is an historical necessity). Therefore, the social character is the universal character of the whole movement; as society itself produces man as man, so it is produced by him. Activity and mind are social in their content as well as in their origin; they are social activity and social mind (Marx, 1967, p 129). 

The transformation of the world and the transformation of ourselves as human beings are one and the same task (since, for Marx, human beings are both producers and product of their world)—the historic task of the methodology of Marxism. And yet, many readings of Marx (by his followers and detractors alike) either ignore revolutionary activity or subsume it under class struggle as Revolution (that is, a quite specific type of revolutionary activity). And while some of the Marxist Revolutions of the twentieth century were, arguably, successful class struggles, they often failed to engage the masses in continuous, day-to-day revolutionary activity, that is, the simultaneous reconstruction of human beings as social activity-ists. Thus, both history and its left analysis have obscured Marx in the direction of over-emphasizing class struggle and neglecting revolutionary activity. With hindsight (but without moral judgement), it looks very much like a tragic mistake. The world historic events of the past two decades—the collapse of communism and the virtually unchallenged dominance of corporate capitalism, in particular—urge upon us, as Marxists, a re-examination of class struggle and revolutionary activity as two sides of the anti-capitalist coin. Unlike in Marx’s time and through much of the twentieth century, the two might well be at odds today. Class struggle, so vastly diminished in contemporary times, we suggest, has become an outmoded modernist tool, while revolutionary activity is the postmodern tool-and-result (simultaneously anti-capitalist and constructive), with which human beings can change the world.

Social therapy is politically and theoretically grounded in a Marxian worldview. What runs through its practice is Marx’s humanism (not to be confused with the non-Marxist humanism that glorifies individualism)—his insistence on the sociality of human beings, as in his characterization of ‘man himself as a social, i.e., really human, being’ and of human activity and human mind as ‘social in their content as well as in their origin; they are social activity and social mind’ (quoted above). Social therapy is an attempt to help people create ways to relate as social, i.e., human; we call it ‘social’ therapy because we take the fundamental unit (ontology) of human life to be social. As we understand it, Marx’s humanism is best expressed in his conception of revolutionary activity. It is this capacity of human beings that social therapy relates to. In the remainder of this paper, we attempt to show how.


The Patient as Revolutionary
Because we believe, with Marx, that 1) a fundamental human characteristic is being capable of carrying out revolutionary activity and 2) that carrying out revolutionary activity is necessary for ongoing individual and species development, we relate to people as revolutionaries. This feature of social therapy was first articulated in 1986 at the Congress of the Interamerican Society of Psychology, held in the Karl Marx Theater in Havana, Cuba: 

We speak of social therapy as revolution for non-revolutionaries. This radical Marxist conception—that the fundamental or essential human characteristic is being capable of carrying out revolutionary activity (what Marx calls practical-critical activity)—that’s the foundation of anything which can be called or should be called a Marxist psychology. Ours is a radical insistence that we not accommodate reactionary society by relating to people—any people—as anything but revolutionaries (Newman, 1991 p 15).

Relating to patients as revolutionaries entails relating to them as world historic in everyday, mundane matters, that is, as social beings engaged in the life/history-making process of always becoming (assimilating ‘all the wealth of previous development’). For what is history/making history if it is not the dialectic what is/what is becoming? It was Vygotsky who gave us a way to actualize Marx’s dialectical understanding of history/making history in the service of helping people relate to themselves (that is, practice, or perform) as revolutionaries. 

First, Vygotsky provided a new and helpful articulation of dialectics as method, in the process bringing Marx’s brilliance to bear on the practical questions of how it is that human beings learn and develop (and how historical conditions have virtually halted these processes). Vygotsky made clear his debt to Marx the methodologist: ‘I don’t want to discover the nature of mind by patching together a lot of quotations. I want to find out how science has to be built, to approach the study of mind having learned the whole of Marx’s method’ (Vygotsky, 1978, p 8). In our view, he succeeded to a remarkable extent and, while we do not want to patch together a lot of quotations either, we cannot resist providing one more instance of Vygotsky’s psychological-scientific understanding (presaging the best of postmodernism): ‘The search for method becomes one of the most important problems of the entire enterprise of understanding the uniquely human forms of psychological activity. In this case, the method is simultaneously prerequisite and product, the tool and the result of the study’ (Vygotsky, 1978, p 65). 

Tool-and-result is, it seems to us, a remarkable conception—in being monistically dialectical, it points the way out of the objective-subjective and theory-practice dichotomies that have plagued Marxism, psychology and Marxist psychology for decades. Speaking politically and psychologically, to the extent that contemporary human beings can become world historic (that is, revolutionary), they must exercise their power as methodologists, that is, not merely users of the tools that are currently available but collective creators of new tool-and-results. 

Social therapy is one such tool-and-result specifically designed to create emotional (which to us is social) growth. It is a deconstruction-reconstruction of the modernist (that is, capitalist) ontology which admits of no history/history making—human beings are understood to be only who we are. And who we are in late capitalist culture are commodified and alienated individuals, the products of a sick society to which we have adapted. (‘Production does not only produce man as a commodity, the human commodity, man in the form of a commodity; in conformity with this situation it produces him as a mentally and physically dehumanized being,’ Marx, 1967, p 111). Transforming this sick society must involve the de-commodification and de-alienation of its human ‘products.’ This is neither negative nor destructive, but rather the positive and constructive process of producing sociality. In social therapy’s process ontology, human beings are both who we are and who we are becoming. And who we are becoming are creators of tools that can ‘abolish the present state of things’ (Marx and Engels, 1974, p 57) by the continuous transformation of mundane specific life practices into new forms of life. Creating these new kinds of tools is the becoming activity of expressing—in how we live our lives—our sociality, our adaptation to history, our ‘species-life,’ as Marx referred to it (‘Individual human life and species-life are not different things … In his species-consciousness man confirms his real social life,’ Marx, 1967, p 130).

The work in social therapy is for people to look at what they are doing so as to come to see themselves as engaging in collective creative activity—the activity of becoming. In our culture of commodified ‘being,’ however, ‘becoming’ tends to be related to as a metaphor, at best. Social therapy is an attempt to help people relate to becoming not as metaphor, but as a practical-critical, revolutionary activity. And yet, given our culture, what people tend to do is to commodify activity itself, turning it into ‘another kind of thing.’ But for us, activity is not any kind of thing. Life (under capitalism) is filled with things, but life itself is not a thing. To the extent that people can come to recognize that life is the activity of living—and not the periodic identification (description) of the components of our lives as certain things—they are helped to deal with the difficulties, the labels, the pains, the unhappiness, the distress, the emotional disorders which are inextricably related to the alienation/commodification of human life. 

Zones of Emotional Development

Vygotsky recognized the dialectic of who we are/who we are becoming as critical to learning and development in early childhood. He noted that the critical factor in human relationships is how we relate to little children as ahead of themselves (as who they are and who they are becoming) and it is by virtue of the employment of this creative methodology in every day life that human learning and development occur. He coined the term zones of proximal development (usually shortened to zpds) to capture the dialectical and sociocultural nature of this everyday phenomenon. To Vygotsky, learning is both the source and the product of development, just as development is both the source and the product of learning. As activity, learning and development are inseparably intertwined and emergent, best understood together as a whole (unity). Their relationship is dialectical, not linear or temporal (one doesn’t come before the other) or causal (one isn’t the cause of the other). 

And as activity, the unity learning and development is a social (joint, interpersonal, collective), not individualistic, construction. We grow as a social unit, not individually. Groupings of people construct ‘zones’—the spaces between who they are and who they are becoming—that allow them to become. From this perspective, the zpd is the ever emergent and continuously changing ‘distance’ between being and becoming. An important feature of zpds is that in constructing them, we do things we don’t yet know how to do; we go beyond ourselves. This capacity of people to do things in advance of themselves, Vygotsky discovered, is the essence of human growth. Children learn and develop, he said, by ‘performing a head taller than they are’ (Vygotsky, 1978, p 102). 

As we see it, the zpd is the rejection of the individuated learning and development model that dominates modernist psychology and modernist Marxism. More than deconstruction, however, it offers a positive alternative reconstruction—it suggests that groupings of people engage in the ensemble, dialectical, performatory activity of developing. In this way, Vygotsky’s zpd transforms stage theory—the idea that individuals (á la Piaget and Freud) and human history (á la traditional readings of Marx) go through a linear, teleological progression. Stages FOR development seems a more apt—and relevantly postmodern—characterization of human development (and revolution) than stages OF development (Holzman, 1997b). 

We coined the term emotional zpds to refer to the ‘therapeutic stages for development’ that are social therapy groups (Newman and Holzman, 1993). These groups are typically comprised of 10-25 people, a mix of women and men of varying ages, ethnicities, sexual orientations, ideologies, professions and ‘problems’. Most groups are ongoing (although we do some time-limited groups) and meet weekly for 90 minutes. Groups are flexible yet stable; some people remain for years, others stay a short time and leave, new members join periodically (social therapists also do ‘individual’ therapy, and family and couples therapy, but group is the primary developmental modality). 

People come into social therapy groups as they come into any therapy or any group— individuated, commodified and alienated. Shaped by an individuated learning-development model, they want help to change and/or feel better as individuals— an impossibility, we believe, following Vygotsky and Marx. In order to grow emotionally (a social, i.e., really human, practice) this individuated model must be practically-critically challenged through the creation of a new socialized helping environment. What social therapists refer to as ‘building the group’ is the deconstructive-reconstructive process in which people come face to face with the limitations of trying to grow as individuals as they participate in the process of collective growing. New emotional growth occurs by virtue of having learned -through creating it- the activity of how to make groups grow. 

Making groups grow (and growing by virtue of this collective activity) is accomplished, as far as we can tell, through the exercise of the human capacity to perform. As childhood shows, we are able to become what we are not (if we were not, there would be no development, no civilization, no history). We are performers. But, as Vygotsky has shown, we cannot perform as individuals. As individuals we can, at best, behave. The commodified character of alienation in modern society is the ultimate inhibitor of performance. We perform only as a group. To change political matters, we must perform as a group even as we vote as (legalistic) individuals. To change psychological matters, we must perform as/in a group even as we consume as individuals (Newman, 2000b). 

In Vygotsky’s zpds of early childhood, children are supported to do what is beyond them, to perform who they are becoming (even as they are who they are). This process of creating the zpd is the joint (ensemble) creation of their becoming language speakers. They learn to speak by playing with language. In social therapy’s emotional zpds, people are supported by the therapist to do what is beyond them (create the group), to perform who they are becoming. Helping people to continuously create new performances of themselves is a way out of the rigidified roles, patterns and identities that cause so much emotional pain (and are called pathologies). In social therapy, people create new ways of speaking and listening to each other; they create meaning by playing with language. 

People come into therapy with pain and problems, the pain and problems of being an alien and non-human object to themselves. They speak the commodified language of emotionality. They present their emotional problems in a way that manifests their commitment to their individuated identity- ‘I have this problem’. Language, concept and ontology have become super-alienated as they both give expression to and fuel our super-alienation. Marx well understood the inhumanity of commodification in the early years of industrial capitalism, and his 19th century language is even more hard-hitting when read in relation to 21st century emotionality: 

Private property has made us so stupid and partial that an object is only ours when we have it, when it exists for us as capital or when it is directly eaten, drunk, worn, inhabited, etc., in short, utilized in some way; although private property itself only conceived these various forms of possession as means of life, and the life for which they serve as means is the life of private property- labor and creation of capital.

Thus all the physical and intellectual senses have been replaced by the simple alienation of all these senses; the sense of having (Marx, 1967, p 132). 

The poverty of this ‘sense of having’ is what therapists need to deal with. Despite the fact that people come to therapy because they want relief from their emotional pain, they typically relate to that pain as a prized possession— for some people, as all they ‘have’. This commodified understanding of human emotionality creates an inner world that is untouchable. It creates ways of relating to others that are contractual and competitive. It creates an acquisitive form of life. It creates an impoverished repertoire of emotional responses to life situations. As therapists, we must find ways to strip away the commodification that over-determines not only how we see and feel, but also how we speak and relate, and what we believe to be possible. 

In social therapy, the stripping away of the commodification of emotionality is not a negative process but, following Wittgenstein (Newman and Holzman, 1996, 1999), a constructive one. Our goal is to help people to grow emotionally/create a new culture. In ordinary, non-Marxist language, it is a process of helping people to be giving in a culture of getting. A principle-and-discovery (tool-and-result) of the social therapeutic approach is that what is most helpful to people emotionally- in this culture that has socialized us to get as much as we can while giving as little as we can- is not getting more, but giving. What we mean by giving is actively sharing our emotional ‘possessions’ (decommodifying them). Understandably, at first people cannot imagine organizing their lives in this new way (‘living as giving’) for fear of being ripped off/taken advantage of or because they believe they have nothing to give (or both). But by participating in the process of creating environments in which emotional giving is practiced, people discover that they can give and that this activity is generative of new, richer emotional options (Newman, 1994). 

To return to Marx’s language, private property has indeed made us ‘stupid’- emotionally stupid. As revolutionaries, social therapists believe that in the absence of creating a new emotional culture- a more social culture of giving- there is not much hope of doing very much about our economic and political stupidity. 

Zones of Meaning Making

Marx was clear as to why transforming human subjectivity was as necessary as transforming economic and political structures: ‘The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e., the class which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force’ (Marx and Engels, 1974, p 64). Our ‘mental production’ is shaped by the dominant culture. The getting culture (private property and the human self-alienation it produces) organizes how we think and speak and how we understand what it is to think and speak. In social therapy we try to help people come to see that what they are saying to each other is mediated by commodified conceptions of language and of meaning, producing us as mentally and physically de-humanized beings and profoundly limiting our capacity to develop. We try to teach people how to create meaning because giving new meaning to what we identify as ‘our problems’ transforms their ontology. Loosened from the inner world, they become touchable, movable, changeable. 

The individuated members of social therapy groups come together week after week. The social therapist works with the group (not the individuated selves that, reductionistically speaking, comprise the group) to organize itself as an emotional zpd. Members of the group raise whatever they want and however they want (how they’re feeling, an emotional problem, a relationship going bad, something that happened to them, etc.). The work of the group is figuring out how to talk about what they want to talk about-How can we talk so that our talking helps build the group? This -not the substance of talk (its aboutness)- is the focus of the group’s activity. The authority of commodified language is challenged as people falteringly attempt to converse in this new way, to create meaning together and, in that process, they come to see that what they are saying to each other has no meaning other than what they create- that in talking we are creating (not merely saying, i.e., describing) what is going on and that we understand each other by virtue of this shared activity.

This work of the group can be seen as a contemporary concretization of what Marx articulated more than 150 years ago: 

The fact that under favourable circumstances some individuals are able to rid themselves of their local narrow-mindedness is not at all because the individuals by their reflection imagine that they have got rid of, or intend to get rid of, this local narrow-mindedness, but because they, in their empirical reality, and owing to empirical needs, have been able to bring about world intercourse (Marx and Engels, 1974, p 106).

It has become clear to us that the human ability to create with language is, for adults as much as for little children, a continuous process of creating who we are becoming. Working with people’s initial individuated, problem-oriented presentations, the social therapist’s task is to lead the group in the activity of discovering a method of relating to talk relationally rather than individualistically, of focusing on the activity of the human interaction. In this process people come to appreciate what -and that- they can create, and simultaneously to realize the limitations of trying to learn, grow and create individually. They learn how to build the group and to realize that growth comes from participating in the process of building the groups in which one functions. This new learning, in Vygotskian fashion, rekindles development- development by virtue of the group growing. With the change in therapeutic focus- from the individuated self who discovers deeper insights into his or her consciousness to the collective engaged in the continuous activity of creating a new social unit (the emotional zpd)-emotions become less a ‘means of the life of private property’ and more the ongoing production of our ‘species-life’. 

‘How Do You Feel?’ ‘I Don’t Care. Let’s Develop!’
By now it should be clear that social therapy is not designed to help individuals with their individual problems. Put bluntly, the message of social therapists to clients is, ‘I don’t care how you are- and neither should you’. ‘How you are’ is not a developmental or revolutionary issue. It is simply a reinforcement of the authoritarian, class-dominated commodification that psychologists call ‘sense of self’. Social therapy engages clients in continuously exploring ‘What is to become of you?’ -not as moral critique or rhetorical existential question but as practical-critical revolutionary practice. It is a demand, á la Vygotsky, to participate in developmental activity. Development- for individuals, for ‘the class’ and for the species- comes not from some abstract ideological commitment to being a better person or to making a better world, but only from a participatory process in which people exercise their collective power to create new environments and new emotional growth. 

As we said at the beginning, the events of the past century have shown that people cannot produce revolution with Revolution alone. The primacy of class struggle over revolutionary activity and the over-reliance on a linear-causal model of revolutionary change has failed. This is why, as revolutionaries, we concern ourselves with the subjective transformations that are required in order to effect revolutionary (developmental) social change and why we have tried to come up with another way of looking at the world that does not invoke a linear-causal model. 

It is people -Marx made plain- who change the world. But what kind of people? Some read Marx as saying, ‘The working class’ or ‘The proletariat’. We read him as saying, ‘People who are developing’. He could not have put it more clearly than in the following passage from The German Ideology: 

We have further shown that private property can be abolished only on condition of an all-round development of individuals, because the existing character of intercourse and productive forces is an all-round one, and only individuals that are developing in an all-round fashion can appropriate them, i.e., can turn them into free manifestations of their lives’ (Marx and Engels, 1974, p 117).

ALL POWER TO THE DEVELOPING! is, then, not a political slogan; it is a postmodern ‘scientific’ fact. Power, the only real positive antidote to authority, is a dialectical product of the revolutionary activity of developing. It is Marxism as revolutionary activity—not as theoretical abstraction or mere deconstructive class struggle—that will, perhaps, soundly eliminate all hitherto existing oppressive conditions. The ultimate Marxist irony, it seems to us, is that class struggle can only be engaged in ‘individualistically’ (from the bomb-throwing anarchist to Stalin). Revolutionary activity cannot. 

Notes

1. The themes of our writings over the years, not surprisingly, reflect one or another of these ‘joint subjective elements’. For example, ‘Diagnosis: The Human Cost of the Rage to Order’ (Gergen and Newman, 1999) highlights our aversion to labels. Our writings on Wittgenstein (in, for example, Unscientific Psychology and The End of Knowing (Newman and Holzman, 1996, 1997) reflect his and our discoveries in pursuing unattainable linguistic precision. ‘Undecidable Emotions’ (Newman, in press) brings the foundations of mathematics to bear on the issue of inconsistency. The best example of our desire to create something new out of the old is, perhaps, The End of Knowing (Newman and Holzman, 1997). Some of our writings address specific collegial audiences, for example, Vygotskians- ‘The Developmental Stage’, ‘Performative Psychology: An Untapped Resource for Educators,’ Lev Vygotsky: Revolutionary Scientist and Unscientific Psychology (Holzman, 1997a, 2000; Newman and Holzman, 1993, 1996), social constructionist and narrative therapists and other postmodernists- Performing Psychology, ‘Does a Story Need a Theory?’ and ‘Beyond Narrative to Performed Conversation’ (Holzman, 1999; Newman, 2000a; Newman and Holzman, 1999) and critical and Marxist psychologists- ‘One Dogma of Dialectical Materialism’, ‘The Performance of Revolution’, ‘The Relevance of Marx to Therapeutics in the 21st Century’ and ‘Against Against-ism’ (Newman, 1999, 2000b; Newman and Holzman, 2000a and b). ‘Against Against-ism’ is also a tactical and playful provocation.
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(NEWMAN & HOLZMAN) Discussion

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: In the questionnaire (p 6) you make a sharp distinction between ‘working class’ and ‘academia’. Is it not possible to be part of academia and still be working class? Alternatively, when you say instead of ‘the proletariat’ you prefer to rely on ‘people who are developing’ (p 15), does this mean that politicians, generals, bankers, industrialists, media moguls and bourgeois religious fundamentalists can become ‘revolutionary’ through your ‘social therapy’?
NEWMAN & HOLZMAN: We find these questions insultingly dumb. If you insist on asking them, then our answers are below … The logic of the first question is absurd. Being in the working class doesn't exclude being an academic any more than it excludes being in the class of people who eat asparagus. Being in both categories doesn't preclude making distinctions. The distinctions we make are based on the activities people are involved in. As for the second question, history seems to show that people can become revolutionary by a great variety of different practices and means. Consider Engels.

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: [Considering Engels and laughing heartily] Thank you for your kindness. The generosity of your spirit overwhelms us. Here is another dumb question. On page 8 you talk about ‘post-communist’ countries. Revolutionaries have since 1917 onwards refused to grace societies such as the former USSR or present-day China and Cuba with the title ‘communist’ or ‘socialist’, preferring instead to view them as capitalist. You don’t seem to have any time for this kind of analysis. Why?

NEWMAN & HOLZMAN: Since 1917 onwards, people have said all kinds of things about the former USSR, China, etc. We ourselves spent years doing this kind of stupid analysis and we're done with it.

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: [Laughing uncontrollably] You make a distinction between the ‘class struggle’ (which is ‘destructive’, ‘virtually non-existent’ and in any case belongs to the ‘modernist’ phase of capitalist development) and ‘revolutionary activity’ (which is ‘constructive’ and ‘post-modernist’). This distinction is not new (well, perhaps it is to orthodox Leninists). Revolutionaries such as libertarian Marxists, class-conscious anarchists, situationists, autonomists and ‘ultra-left’ communists have always talked about the dialectical relationship between everyday/mundane activity and universal struggles or alternatively between defensive and offensive struggles or even between anti-capitalist and communist aspects of the social movement. But they have never given up on ‘Revolution’ and the ‘class struggle’. Your approach seems to be either an act of ‘provocation’ (p 7) or an ode to reformism. Which one is it?

NEWMAN & HOLZMAN: The choices you present are as insulting and ludicrous as asking which one we support—Bush or Gore.

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: Is there anything about post-modernism you don’t like?

NEWMAN & HOLZMAN: The spelling. 

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: [In stitches] Ah, a sharp wit as well as daring radical politics. Well, thank you for sharing your insights with us● 
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Introduction1
One of the enduring questions about critical social science concerns what it can offer of positive value to actual struggles against domination. It is a question which too many attempts to develop critical perspectives have failed to answer satisfactorily. Not infrequently, these attempts have ended by suggesting, more or less explicitly, that the systemic forces, which lead to the reproduction of existing relations of power, are such that struggles against domination are all but futile. In other cases, the very fact of struggle and opposition is all but ignored, or the theory is developed at such a remove from it as to make the work of connecting the two at best problematic.

One is entitled to ask, then, what, if anything, ‘critical psychology’ has to offer that is of positive value to contemporary struggles against domination – not least those contemporary struggles against the neo-liberal project which have been widely discussed under the headings of anti-globalisation and anti-capitalism. My argument in this paper is that it can offer insights of real value in relation to such struggles – but that whether it actually does will depend on the specific kind of approach which is taken. I seek to demonstrate this by contrasting two quite different approaches to analysing the role of linguistic processes in struggles against the neo-liberal project. 

On the one hand, Norman Fairclough proposes that his ‘critical discourse analysis’ can make a vital contribution to such struggles, but the actual evidence of his work is such that one is led to doubt how far it really could. On the other hand, I offer a short account of my own attempt to develop a ‘sociohistorical’ approach to linguistic analysis, based on the work of Vygotsky, Luria and Leont’ev, together with that of Voloshinov and Bakhtin. This approach has been developed on the basis of an engagement with important struggles against the emerging neo-liberal project in the later part of the 20th Century in my own locality - the west of Scotland. Of necessity, the account I offer of this work is brief and assumes some knowledge of the theory and debates in the area.
 The point of the account is to provide some basis for the claim that these studies indicate ways in which a ‘critical psychology’ can offer insights of positive value in relation to actual struggles against domination. On this basis I propose that the application of such an approach in relation to contemporary struggles could both generate similarly useful insights, and lead to the further development of a genuinely ‘critical’ approach.

Critical Linguistics and Critical Discourse Analysis

In the mid-late 1970s a group of writers, led by Roger Fowler and based at the University of East Anglia, developed what was to become known as ‘critical linguistics’ (CL). They sought to study ‘language as ideology’ and to draw on linguistic theory – especially the work of Michael Halliday – to develop a technique of ‘critical interpretation’ that would reveal ideological meanings concealed in everyday uses of language. This was a technique that they hoped would become widely available (Fowler et al, 1979; Hodge and Kress 1979). Although not explicitly ‘psychological’ in orientation, the relevance of this kind of work to ‘critical psychology’ is clear enough – for it sought to engage problems of language and meaning in relation to social consciousness and the reproduction of relations of power. 

From around the mid-1980s what was later to be known as ‘critical discourse analysis’ (CDA) emerged out of the attempts by various writers to build on the contribution of this ‘critical linguistics’. Perhaps foremost amongst these writers, particularly in the UK, has been Norman Fairclough. In a series of books beginning with Language and Power (first published in 1989), Fairclough has sought to further develop a critical approach to language study that will be of practical use in relation to emancipatory struggles (Fairclough, 1989, 1992, 1995, 2000, 2001). In some of his most recent work he has stressed the relevance of this critical language study to ‘the politics of the new global order’, and in particular to the struggle against neo-liberalism. In a new chapter written for the second edition of Language and Power (published in 2001) he is very clear about this. 

Over a decade after the first edition of Language and Power I would want to reiterate that critical analysis of discourse is nothing if it is not a resource for struggle against domination. For me, the whole point and purpose of critical analysis of discourse is to provide those in struggle with a resource for language critique in circumstances where the ‘turn to language’ makes language critique an important part of such struggle. And I think the primary struggle must be against neo-liberalism (Fairclough, 2001, p 216).
Ultimately, he claims, his kind of critical language study ‘can make a considerable contribution on issues which are vitally important for the future of humankind’ (ibid, pp 204-205).

This is a very substantial claim. It is one I would not want to disagree with entirely in principle. But is there a sufficient basis to substantiate such a claim in the work of Fairclough himself? A careful examination of his writings might lead many to doubt it. If he were to be able to substantiate such a claim, one would hope to find some evidence of his critical language study having generated findings about social processes and struggles which might not have already been available, or which might not have as (or even more) easily been generated in other ways. One would hope to find some genuine and novel insights that might be shown to have been, or potentially to be, of significant use to ‘those in struggle’. 

Yet one will not find very much of such desiderata in the accumulated work of Fairclough. Instead one tends to find that linguistic analysis is conducted in order to ‘find’ what is already known. For instance, Fairclough analyses the discourse of Thatcherism, exemplified in a transcript of a 1985 radio interview with Margaret Thatcher herself, to ‘reveal’ more or less what is already assumed by the Marxism Today ‘take’ on that phenomenon which underpins his treatment of the discourse – that ‘Thatcherism’ involved a creative synthesis of pre-existing political discourses (Fairclough, 1989, pp 172-196; cf. Hall and Jacques, 1983). 

Similarly, Fairclough analyses the changing meanings of the word ‘enterprise’ in the speeches of the former Conservative cabinet minister Lord Young in the mid-late 1980s to ‘reveal’ that the Conservative government was intent on engineering an ‘enterprise culture’ – which, of course, that government told us very directly itself (Fairclough, 1992, pp 187-190). More recently, Fairclough analyses the ‘political discourse of the third way’ in order to tell us that ‘those on the centre-left have embraced a political logic whose premise is that the capitalist economy is an unquestionable fact of life which governments can do nothing to change. All governments can do is provide the conditions for ‘their’ companies and populations to succeed in the global economy as given’. Moreover, he helpfully points out that this entails ‘an abandonment of social democracy, which saw capitalism as a dangerous juggernaut in the absence of controls on the market, and saw the task of government as imposing those controls’ (2001, p 213). 

The linguistic analysis, which generates such ‘findings’, is not at all without value, but the results themselves could hardly be seen to provide a justification for the effort involved in developing and applying the method. Nor could they be seen as much of a resource to those who are involved in struggle against domination. For those who are involved in such struggle are among those most likely already to be fully aware of what the method demonstrates, and to the extent that they were not they could almost certainly be made aware through other, less complex, means.

But perhaps the more important point to make here relates to the virtual absence of what we might ordinarily refer to as ‘struggle’ in the work of Fairclough. For, as some commentators have observed, there is an almost exclusive focus on ‘dominant discourse’ in Fairclough’s work, and very little in the way of dominated groups in struggle against those who dominate (e.g. Huspek, 1991; Jones, 2002). For Jones, this ‘gives the CDA [Critical Discourse Analysis] enterprise an abstract, one sided, ahistorical character’:

For all the talk of power and ideology, CDA offers no analysis of the major political struggles in [the 20th] century, of the politics of working class organisations, or of the role of such organisations (and their discourse) in social reproduction (Jones, 2002, pages 18 & 37).
In Language and Power, for instance, the primary example of struggle in discourse is the radio interview involving Margaret Thatcher referred to above. This is analysed for traces of struggle between Thatcher and her various opponents. And when Fairclough later seeks to characterize CDA in a short essay, it is, perhaps significantly, to this example that he returns (Fairclough and Wodak, 1997). This continuing emphasis on dominant discourse and neglect of struggle on the part of subordinate groups is perhaps best exemplified in Fairclough’s work on New Labour. Here the upshot of the analysis, which is presented as an answer to the question ‘Is there an alternative?’, is not even addressed to ‘those in struggle’, but to the New Labour government itself. Specifically, Fairclough recommends to New Labour politicians that they ‘could leave politics and government better than they found it’ if they were to promote real dialogue, properly recognise difference, and be much more honest (Fairclough, 2000, pp 159-160). Fairclough is, of course, astute enough to realise that New Labour will not be keen to take up his recommendations. But, leaving aside the question of how far we needed a critical study of the language of New Labour to generate such recommendations, the really significant issue is about how an approach to linguistic analysis which claims to be critical and emancipatory, and which is seen by Fairclough himself to be ‘nothing if it is not a resource for struggle against domination’ ends up addressing itself, in a characteristically liberal vein, to the dominators rather than to those in struggle against them.3
CDA and the Problem of Context

There are a number of reasons for the gap between Fairclough’s aspirations for CDA, in terms of its contribution to struggles against domination, and the quite limited achievements it has delivered in practice. The most important of these for the purposes of this discussion is that Fairclough’s work exemplifies a long-standing problem of the whole CL-CDA tradition. The significance of this problem was highlighted perhaps most tellingly by Roger Fowler himself. In his essay ‘On Critical Linguistics’, Fowler told us that CL had not come close to dealing adequately with context (Fowler, 1996). Its practitioners had tended strongly to repeat the pattern of the early contributions. 

On the one hand, these formally recognised the inherent relationship between linguistic meanings and real contexts of language use, and insisted that linguistic analysis could only be conducted on the basis of proper contextualisation. On the other hand, they failed to reflect this in their actual analyses. As a result, they tended to conduct their analyses as if meanings could be ‘read off’ from linguistic forms themselves (Fowler and Kress, 1979, p 197; see also Hodge and Kress, 1993, pp xii-xiii). Contexts, and so the connection between meanings and contexts, were just not adequately dealt with. 

Thus Fowler bemoaned the lack of the kind of concrete studies that ‘would allow the critical linguist to specify historical context in detail’. Demonstrations of the method had, on the contrary, been ‘fragmentary, exemplificatory, and … [had taken] too much for granted in the way of … context’. In this situation, he insisted, it was necessary to be very clear ‘about the fact that linguistics is not a discovery procedure’, and that ‘it is necessary … to specify context in some detail, indicating relevant historical, economic and institutional circumstances’. Indeed, he went so far as to say that CL might usefully be seen as ‘a form of history-writing’. ‘The important consideration’, he concluded, ‘is for the critical linguist to take a professionally responsible attitude towards the analysis of context … I think it is time we stopped saying ‘lack of space prevents a full account …’. What are needed are, exactly, full descriptions of context and its implications for beliefs and relationships’ (Fowler, 1996, pp 9-10, my emphasis). 

Fowler’s essay was first published in 1987. That he should have republished it in 1996 with just slight modifications tends to suggest that he thought its main arguments remained relevant to the developing CL-CDA tradition (Fowler, 1996, p 13). And if one charts the development of that tradition, perhaps particularly in the work of Norman Fairclough, then one will find that this was indeed the case. Fairclough does seek to develop an approach to critical language study that is intended to avoid his predecessors’ neglect of context. Yet his continuing failure to apply it in properly contextualised studies leaves him in a position not dissimilar to that of those same predecessors – avowing the fundamental importance of context, but eschewing the work associated with providing ‘full descriptions of context and its implications for beliefs and relationships’. It is a position to which Fowler’s criticisms still seem readily applicable.

This problem of context within the CL-CDA tradition, now almost a quarter of a century old, might seem perhaps too persistent to be explained by chance – or even, to use Fowler’s terms again, by a continuing failure of ‘professional responsibility on the part of its practitioners’. And if we look at the theoretical underpinnings of the tradition then we might find some significant part of the explanation. For doing so, we find that the tradition has been, and continues to be, quite deeply marked by linguistic idealism. In the early work of CL, this came in the form of the influence of Sapir-Whorf, and in the work of Fairclough it continues with the influence of Foucault’s theory of discourse. It seems not unrealistic to conjecture that the continuing problems in the handling of context in the CL-CDA tradition reflects in some significant part this theoretical backdrop, and that this helps to explain its very pronounced tendency towards treating discourse as ‘a privileged and more-or-less self-sufficient modality of social conduct and interaction’ (Engeström, 1999a, p 169). That Fairclough has repeatedly to stress that this is not his ultimate intention is perhaps some indication of the danger of seeking to combine a Marxian social realism with a Foucauldian anti-realist discourse perspective (see Jones, 2002). In this light, treating the social context of language-use in a ‘professionally responsible’ manner would seem to involve stepping beyond CDA.

All of the above should not be taken as a suggestion that there is nothing of value in the CL-CDA tradition. There is much that is of value there – both negative (in terms of its productive mistakes) and positive. What is being suggested here is that the gap between the aspirations articulated by its leading exponents, in terms of its contribution to struggles against domination, and what has actually been delivered in practice, reflects inherent problems in the approach. Trying to bridge that gap will require a different approach.

A ‘Sociohistorical’ Alternative

My suggestion is that a good place to start in developing such an alternative approach is with the ‘sociohistorical’ tradition stemming from the work of Vygotsky and continued by Luria and Leont’ev – often now referred to as Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), or simply as ‘activity theory’. For the intelligent materialism (i.e. non-reductionist, dialectical and with a strong empirical orientation) of this tradition seems much better placed to avoid the problems, which CL-CDA has encountered in relation to context. And this means that when activity theorists stress the importance of language in human development, and stress the intimate connections between meanings and contexts, then we know that there is not some inherent impediment in the framework which is going to stop us from acting, responsibly, on this. Lets take a couple examples to remind us of what they have told us about the connection between meanings and contexts. First Vygotsky:

The enrichment of the word through the sense it acquires in context is a basic law of the dynamics of meaning. The word absorbs intellectual and affective content from the entire context in which it is intertwined (Vygotsky, 1987, p 276).
Behind meanings, in other words, lies ‘the full vitality of life’ (ibid, p 50). Now Leont’ev:

Consciousness … cannot be reduced to the functioning of meanings learned from the outside which, unfolding, direct the external and internal activity of the subject. Meanings and the operations contained within them in themselves, that is, in their abstraction from internal relations of the system of activity and consciousness, are not at all the subject of psychology. They become its subject only if they are taken in those relationships, in the movement of the system of relationships (Leont’ev, 1978, p 87).

Leont’ev stresses the thorough embeddedness of meanings in social contexts particularly when he comes to discuss the movement of meanings which ‘takes place under conditions of the struggle in society for the consciousness of the people’ – that is when he connects to the kinds of issues of power and ideology which are the primary concern of CL-CDA. Discussing the dynamic circulation and movement of meanings in such conditions of struggle, he stresses the need to fashion ‘more adequate’ collective meanings out of ‘subjective personal meanings’. In so doing he makes the following declaration:

Here I want to say that the individual does not simply ‘stand’ before a certain window displaying meanings among which he has but to make a choice, that these meanings - representations, concepts, ideas - do not passively wait for his choice but energetically dig themselves into his connections with people forming the real circle of his contacts. If the individual in given life circumstances is forced to make a choice, then that choice is not between meanings but between colliding social positions that are recognized and expressed through these meanings (Leont’ev, 1978, p 94).

So within this tradition of activity theory, I would suggest, we find a better basis for the development of an approach to linguistic analysis that will take much more seriously the relationship between language and its social context. But how do we take this forward in terms of actually doing such analyses? One suggestion is that it can be done by linking the work of Vygotsky in particular to that of Voloshinov and Bakhtin. I agree with this view, but would maintain that the precise way in which we make the link is important. It is best made as a link from Vygotsky through Leont’ev to Voloshinov and Bakhtin. For, as some writers have acknowledged, the transition direct from Vygotsky to Bakhtin and Voloshinov is not at all straightforward. The linguistic processes in concept development among children and adolescents which we see in Vygotsky’s most famous studies in Thinking and Speech are not quite the same as linguistic processes in the context of conflicts of power of the kind which CDA often wants to illuminate - and certainly not the kinds of processes observable in the conflicts I have sought to study in the west of Scotland. Leont’ev’s analysis in Activity, Consciousness and Personality helps us to work through this transition to ‘the conditions of class society and the struggle for ideology’ (ibid, p 93), and so to connect with the types of concerns that animate the works of Voloshinov and Bakhtin (see also Leont’ev, 1981). Yet, equally, if we leave out Vygotsky, then we might lose too much of that special emphasis on semiotic mediation which he gives us. We need to hold these contributions together if we are to make the most of the available resources.  

A Sociohistorical Approach: Some claims and their basis

But how will this approach fare when we move beyond theoretical potentials to the work of practical application? Will it fly? I hope to have done enough in developing the approach to show that it gets off the ground, and perhaps has potential for significant further development. I have sought to develop it in a practical way, by actually using it to try to understand significant struggles in the west of Scotland. I provide two main case studies. Each is in one way local, but simultaneously also much more than that – having implications at the national level and beyond. Through these studies, which I will describe a little below, I hope to have managed to demonstrate that a ‘sociohistorical’ method of linguistic analysis allows us to do the following:

Firstly, it allows us to identify and trace emerging conflicts and developing struggles in their social contexts, and to pinpoint key moments of realignment and reconstitution. This will come as no surprise to people familiar with the works of Voloshinov and Bakhtin. The following quotes are enough to remind us of their thoughts on this issue:

The word is implicated in literally each and every act or contact between people – in collaboration on the job, in ideological exchanges, in the contacts of ordinary life, in political relationships, and so on. Countless ideological threads running through all areas of social intercourse register effect in the word. It stands to reason then, that the word is the most sensitive index of social changes, and what is more, of changes still in the process of growth, still without definitive shape … The word has the capacity to register all the transitory, delicate, momentary phases of social change (Voloshinov, 1986, p 19).
Utterances and their types, that is, speech genres, are the drive belts from the history of society to the history of language (Bakhtin, 1986, p 65).
In the terms of the more contemporary activity theory associated with Engeström, this kind of linguistic analysis allows us to identify contradictions within ‘activity systems’, and to chart their development (Engeström, 1987, 1999b). It allows us to do this by looking at people within such systems working on them – which involves also speaking about them. But here it is important to stress that generally it is not the analyst who identifies these contradictions for the participants, so much as it is the participants who identify them for the analyst. And as part of this process, a ‘sociohistorical’ approach also allows us, in tracing the movement of meanings within the processes of an activity system, to trace changes in what we can call ‘modes of social consciousness’ among participants in an activity system. 

Secondly, this approach to linguistic analysis also allows us to show something, which CL-CDA has consistently asserted, but has been much less successful in demonstrating. It allows us to demonstrate that linguistic processes are, as the CL-CDA practitioners would contend, active ingredients in processes of social change – not just an index registering change, but also an active part of the broader human process. The problem for CL-CDA is that in order to show this we need to include and show that broader human process concretely, and in its movement. This is not a difficult point to grasp (though it is rather more complicated and time-consuming to recognise in developing an adequate approach). To see that ‘discourse’ is an active ingredient in social change, we need to study some actual, concrete processes of change, and attempt to assess the role of the various factors contributing to that change.

Thirdly, I believe this sociohistorical approach allows us to raise the issue of individuality and individual subjectivity in processes of struggle and social change. Key individuals within social groups really affect these processes and their outcomes. Of course we all know this is common sense (although many who have felt the need to distance themselves from ‘vanguardism’ have managed to forget or ignore it – not least the followers of Marxism Today in Britain during the 1980s). But it is vitally important to theorise this aspect of the struggle against domination, and to build it into the developing models and methods. Individual personalities matter hugely, and we need to understand why and how rather better than we currently do.

Fourthly, I would claim that one of the two studies demonstrates how collaborative research conducted with and for those participating in struggle can make some contribution to the vital processes of learning and reflection, which participants typically go through. Such research can help to focus and collectivize both experience, and reflection on that experience – and in so doing can perhaps help to ensure, in some situations at least, that such learning and reflection is both more rapid and effective than it might otherwise be.

These are not huge claims, but it is not possible to substantiate them adequately in this paper. To make such a claim would fly in the face of the central argument which is being put, which is that if critical linguistic analysis is to be of positive value in relation to actual struggles it must be based on a thorough engagement with such struggles, which situates them fully in their sociohistorical context. Fowler’s suggestion that this should be seen as being close to history writing is very apt. But, of course, it is not possible to do this here – though I have sought to do it elsewhere (Collins, 1999). That being said, in what is left of this paper I will seek to give some flavour at least of the case studies I have mentioned. 
The UCS (Upper Clyde shipbuilders) Work-In

The first is an historical study of an attempt by a Conservative government in Great Britain, working to an early neo-liberal agenda, to ‘butcher’ a consortium of four shipyards on the River Clyde in 1971. These were known as Upper Clyde Shipbuilders. The proposal was that 6,000 of the 8,500 employees would be made redundant, and the remainder would be retained on the basis of worse pay and conditions. The workers took over the yards – not as an ‘occupation’, but as a ‘work-in’, defending ‘the right to work’. The struggle was to last for over a year, and ultimately the yards and the jobs were, albeit temporarily, preserved (see Foster and Woolfson, 1986). 

One of the shop stewards tape-recorded all the meetings of the shop stewards and the mass meetings of the workers. These were transcribed by Charles Woolfson of the University of Glasgow. Woolfson also obtained and transcribed BBC News coverage, and collected various other contemporary sources of coverage and commentary. We have, therefore, stored in the archives of the University of Glasgow, a pretty good record of the linguistic processes. Woolfson has collaborated with John Foster and made use of these materials to write a detailed account of the work-in, set fully in its political-economic context. My study, developed on the basis of these resources, focuses in particular on a period of about 10 days during the work-in, when the government made a concerted effort to bring it to an end. I think the study bears out the first three of the claims I made above about a sociohistorical approach to linguistic analysis. Hopefully, some who read this article will read it and judge for themselves. 

One very interesting thing that comes out of the study is that the special facility that some of the leading shop stewards demonstrated with language during these 10 days – and throughout the struggle as a whole – was almost certainly instrumental in keeping the work-in alive. Had it not been for this special facility, the government may well have been able to kill the work-in at that point. In a broader context this seems even more remarkable. For the failure of the government’s attempt to kill the work-in seems also to have been a key factor in forcing the abandonment by the government of its nascent neo-liberal policy agenda, and its return to policies along more social democratic lines (Foster and Woolfson, 1986). This was, of course, the infamous ‘u-turn’ of the Heath government (see also Collins, 2000). This would mean that without the particular utterances of these shop stewards in particular moments in that context, the course of British political history in the later part of the 20th century might have been very different. We might have had full-blooded neo-liberalism some 10 years before we did. Margaret Thatcher would not be Margaret Thatcher, as we now know her – for she was ‘the lady’ who was ‘not for turning’. This rather well demonstrates what writers in the CL-CDA tradition have never adequately managed to show – that linguistic processes really can have a very significant impact in relation to social change.

But what was the nature of this special facility that these shop stewards had with language? They were able, firstly, to forge a diverse and historically very fragmented group of workers into a quite self-conscious union of diversity. Crucially, they were able to negotiate the various identities based on yard, skill and religious divisions, and emphasize common interests and common purpose. This required special skills on the part of the individuals concerned, but these skills would have been of little practical use had the individuals not themselves been thoroughly rooted in the life of the industrial working class on Clydeside, and the shipyards in particular. 

On this basis, they were able to elaborate a ‘speech genre’ (see Bakhtin, 1986) of solidarity and mutual responsibility. It was an intensely moral genre in which the workers of the UCS stood for the interests of a broad alliance of groups who would all lose out from the government’s pro-big business policies. Having done this, they were able, when the time came, to speak from within this genre and contest the arguments mobilised by the government in their attempt to kill the work-in. They were able, one might say, to tear at the very fabric of the generic form of the government’s utterances, and to reveal the underlying reality of the government’s motives – the imposition of a neo-liberal policy agenda placing the interests of the largest companies ahead of all other sectors of British society. In doing this, they were also able to contest and ultimately to ‘expropriate’ the key moral components of the government’s argument and make them their own.4 On this basis, the government’s attempt to kill the work-in was beaten back, and the shop stewards were able to seize the initiative.

The Ferguslie Park Partnership

My other case study involved an attempt to intervene in a significant struggle in my own locality.
 It is a study of an attempt by Margaret Thatcher’s third term government to use one of the poorest communities in Scotland – Ferguslie Park in Paisley – to pilot and refine a neo-liberal policy agenda that it intended to implement across Scotland as a whole. This was in spite of the fact that at election after election the Scottish people had more and more decisively rejected these policies.
 

The government’s project was called the ‘Ferguslie Park Partnership’ (FPP). The term ‘partnership’ reflects an attempt by the government to offset the problems of democratic legitimacy they faced in Scotland, by creating the appearance of collaborative and consensual working relationships. My study was conducted with and for the local community organisation in Ferguslie Park – the Ferguslie League of Action Groups (FLAG). This organisation was also supposed to be a ‘partner’ in the FPP – so providing some ‘democratic’ credentials for the ‘Partnership’ on the basis of participatory, rather then representative, mechanisms. I try to use linguistic analysis to trace the development of the FPP. From the point of view of FLAG this can be seen as a learning process. I show that a linguistic analysis allows us to trace the internal movement in this process, and to locate the fundamental contradiction animating it. This was a contradiction between the ‘philosophy’ of partnership required to provide legitimation for the project, and the underlying reality of a predetermined agenda of privatisation and marketisation being imposed regardless of what other ‘partners’ (especially FLAG) might think (see esp. Collins, 2002b). I as a researcher did not discover this contradiction. The people in FLAG did through their collective engagement with the FPP.
In terms of the linguistic process, their working out of this contradiction can be seen, and charted, by drawing on the work of Voloshinov and Bakhtin. For the government tried to impose a ‘speech genre’ of ‘partnership’ on all of the ‘partners’ in the FPP – including FLAG (see Bakhtin, 1986). FLAG tried initially to adhere to it, and to be ‘partners’ contributing to the betterment of life for their local community. But over time they found they could not adhere to the genre. It could not express their actual experience – and certainly not their frustrations and resentments about not being allowed to be ‘partners’ in practice. The genre did not serve their voice. They had to re-evaluate. And through this we see a process in which FLAG progressively rejected the speech genre of ‘partnership’, and excavated an older genre of ‘community action’ – which, with all its connotations of protest and conflict, was far removed from the government’s idea of ‘partnership’. This process serves as an index of both the breakdown of the social relations of ‘partnership’ in the FPP, and also the changing ‘mind-sets’, or ‘modes of consciousness’, among the FLAG activists. 

FLAG strived to understand their situation, and, as Voloshinov reminds us, ‘understanding strives to match the speaker’s word with a counter word’ (1986, p 102). But this striving was not just about language. It was a part, and a product of FLAG’s collective engagement with a Thatcherite experiment in their locality. Language was an important moment of the movement of this system of activity and consciousness, but was not, as Leont’ev would remind us, its demiurge.
With reference to the fourth of my claims above, it is important to comment here on the way in which the research conducted with FLAG seemed to catalyse and contribute to the process by which the local FLAG activists progressively extricated themselves from both the social relationships and the speech genre of partnership within which the government had sought to contain them, and began to move towards the quite different mode of ‘community action’. FLAG asked that I document their experience so that they might more effectively project that experience to others involved in the FPP – they wanted others to learn about, and from, their experience. But ultimately it was the FLAG activists themselves who seemed to be the principal learners as they participated in, and reflected on, the research process. As a result they seemed to reach conclusions about the nature of the government’s motives in intervening in their area, and its implications for their own role in the FPP, rather more quickly than they would otherwise have done.

But, unfortunately, this was still not quickly enough. For when FLAG got to the stage of working out what was really going on in their locality, and began trying to address it, their organization was first neutralized, and then liquidated. This was because the FPP had a much broader significance for the policy agenda that the government was trying to develop in Scotland, and FLAG were not to be allowed to take action that could undermine this wider programme. Within a few years of this the whole ‘partnership’ project – indeed the whole life of the community – seemed to implode. It transpired that a local ‘community business’, established through the workings of the FPP, was deeply embroiled in some rather serious criminal activities – including drug selling, money lending, and associated gang violence. This revealed that the government had indeed managed to kindle a spirit of enterprise amidst a ‘culture of dependency’ – though perhaps not the kind they had really intended. The government had seemed to think that it could strip out vital threads from the fabric of a troubled community without this perhaps having further unintended consequences. But it was soon to learn otherwise. It was a disaster for the community, for the FPP and for the town – which were all seriously damaged by the high profile public revelation of these facts.  

Conclusion: ‘Critical Psychology’ and Contemporary Struggles against Neo-Liberalism

Above I have very briefly outlined the studies through which I have sought to develop a sociohistorical approach to language and social consciousness. This is an approach which I am claiming can, in various ways, make some positive contribution to struggles against domination – both through learning from the experience of past and present struggles for future struggles, and through contributing something to present struggles. It is important not to make overblown claims about the value of these contributions. I would not, for instance, go quite so far as to claim, as does Fairclough for his CDA, that this ‘sociohistorical’ approach ‘can make a considerable contribution on issues which are vitally important for the future of humankind’ (Fairclough, 2001, pp 204-205). 

But I would suggest that the results of the two studies outlined above are sufficient to suggest that the work of developing the approach has been worthwhile, and also to suggest that further attempts to develop it through further applications are also likely to be worth the effort. I have also suggested that perhaps the key difference between Fairclough’s approach, and the approach I have been advocating here, is the way in which they deal with the question of context. Fairclough’s problems in substantiating his claims about the value of his CDA to ‘those in struggle’ stem from the underlying problems of the CL-CDA tradition in dealing adequately with context. Insofar as the alternative sociohistorical approach I have here been advocating proves to be of a more positive value in relation to actual struggles, I would suggest this is because both the general approach, and the specific applications of it I have outlined above, are geared towards a much fuller articulation of language and its sociohistorical context.

Where I do very much agree with Fairclough is that struggles against those neo-liberal policies, which increasingly dominate our world, and the institutions which promulgate them, should be the principal focus for our efforts to develop ‘critical language study’ – and both the studies I have outlined, are of that kind. The temptation at this point might be to begin to suggest ways in which this sociohistorical approach could be used to answer questions, which arise in relation to these contemporary struggles against neo-liberalism. However this would immediately run the risk of contradicting the argument I have been putting. For the logic of that case is that such questions can only adequately be addressed, and often perhaps even formulated, on the basis of a serious appraisal of particular struggles set fully in their respective contexts. My suggestion is simply that, in light of the studies outlined above and reported more fully elsewhere, there is sufficient basis to believe that serious engagement with the experience of these struggles, on the basis of a sociohistorical approach, can realistically be expected to yield results which can have a positive value in relation to their continuing conduct.
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(CHIK COLLINS) Discussion

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: We agree with you that a ‘sociocultural’ approach has a great deal more to offer than ‘Critical Discourse Analysis’. For instance, ‘such research can help to focus and collectivize both experience, and reflection on that experience – and in so doing can help to ensure, in some situations at least, that such learning and reflection is both more rapid and effective than it might otherwise be’. Rapid learning seems to us particularly important since the class struggle has speeded up tremendously in recent years and the bosses always have more resources in terms of ‘think-tanks’ and ‘research institutions’ compared to us. What particular qualities permit sociocultural praxis to ensure rapid learning for both the activists involved in the struggle at the local level and others trying to ‘assimilate’ its lessons?

CHIK COLLINS: I would stress that this aspect of the approach was not something I had particularly in my mind when I began my research in Ferguslie Park. Rather, it was ‘a finding’ of the research. I was struck by the way the FLAG activists used the research process not just to get a product that would allow others to learn from their experience, but increasingly as a process through which they themselves would reflect upon their prior experience and learning, and learn in some more profound sense than they had previously done. Neither myself nor the activists had particularly intended for this to happen. But it most certainly did, and is one of the most interesting aspects of the research. Though I haven’t particularly developed this line further, I did want to bring it out, and I’m glad you have picked up on it. 


Yet, as in the rest of article, on this point I’m keen to avoid any overblown claims about the efficacy of sociohistorical research. I don’t think that there is anything about this approach, or any other for that matter, that can particularly ensure rapid learning – I wouldn’t want to suggest anything as formulaic as that. However, if the approach is applied appropriately then I certainly think there is a good possibility that people will learn through that process in a meaningful way, and that such learning will be ‘both more rapid and effective than it might otherwise be’. So what then would make the application an appropriate one? In the article I used the phrase ‘collaborative research conducted with and for those participating in struggle’. I think this is the key. Where research is conducted in this way (‘with and for’ rather than ‘on’), participants will tend to pose the most important research questions and will tend to see themselves as participants in the research rather than as just its ‘subjects’. In this way the learning dimension of struggle, which is always present, gets foregrounded and becomes more concentrated. Problems and contradictions are more likely to become focused, and a meaningful search for solutions will tend to be more likely too. And, of course, all of this requires the kind of engagement with real struggles and real contexts which CDA continues to eschew. The sociohistorical approach, as I have argued, facilitates that kind of engagement. It also, of course, has a lot of useful insights about learning – albeit many of them in a kind of distorted and etiolated form, reflecting something of the history of the development of the approach. But I think that they are crying out for application in the context of sociopolitical struggles. I hope to be able to do something along these lines myself in the near future.


Finally, I would re-emphasize here that ultimately this kind of learning does not guarantee positive outcomes. The Ferguslie study demonstrates that clearly too.

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: In the footnote section you mention how the UCS shop stewards ‘led the workers progressively towards a language of class’ and how this approach is akin to learning within Vygotsky’s ‘zone of proximal development’. We agree about the centrality of Vygotsky’s zpd but we seem to interpret it differently. For us the learning that occurs in and around the zpd is dialectical and different sections of the proletariat bring various competencies or experiences to the process. Your account seems asymmetrical and hierarchical with the class-conscious shop stewards ‘leading’ the ‘apolitical’ workers. In our experience, shop stewards spend most of their time recuperating the class struggle not fermenting it. Even if at the initial stages of the struggle the language of shop stewards seems more ‘political’, this, we would argue is a dry, static and rotten political discourse which ultimately comes to reify the class struggle. Whereas genuine proletarian struggles imbue vocabulary from past struggles with new meanings whilst inventing novel terms to articulate new desires. Isn’t this more radical than waiting for shop stewards to bring consciousness to the masses from the outside?

CHIK COLLINS: The word ‘recuperating’ above seems a little strange to me. Are you sure this is the term you want to use? 

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: Yes, recuperation in its situationist context is precisely what we meant!

CHIK COLLINS: I’m certainly not suggesting that we should be ‘waiting for shop stewards to bring consciousness to the masses from the outside’. But nor am I that interested in getting too far into disputes about whether this or that approach sounds more radical in the absence of serious concrete analyses of particular struggles.  


In general, if you ask me if I would prefer for there to be far more shop stewards around (implying a higher level of unionization), and for far more of them to be class conscious, then I would give you an unequivocal yes. If you ask me if I think their role is then to ‘impose’ some kind of class consciousness on the working class, then of course the answer is no – that wouldn’t be even remotely possible even if it were desirable (which it is not). 


But the question of ‘bringing consciousness to the masses from outside’ only arises in a situation where we do not see class consciousness on a mass scale. How is it to emerge? Here I imagine that you might find rather more ‘radicalism’ in the practice of the UCS stewards than you might imagine. And Foster and Woolfson, in the piece that I am referring to in the footnote that you cite, make this point rather well. Had the shop stewards sought to frame the grievances and aspirations of the UCS workers in an explicit language of class from the outset, then they would undoubtedly have lost, almost immediately, the authority they had developed in the preceding years. Yet, over a period of 2-3 months, they were able to draw on the learning process that the UCS workers had gone through in their battle with the Heath government, and their backers in big business and the media, and to provide a conceptual framework which enabled those workers to theorize that experience in class terms. They did not bring class consciousness to the masses from the outside, rather they helped to provide the symbolic resources that rendered explicit, bolstered and galvanized the class dimensions of their consciousness as they developed from the inside – so to speak. They were able to do this because they were both revolutionary socialists, and also deeply embedded in the cultural life of the working class communities that they sought to serve. 

So, while there is no doubt that there is much in the political discourse of the trade union movement that is ‘dry, static and rotten’, I would maintain that the discourse of the UCS stewards was very much the opposite of that. Moreover, if one looks closely at their discourse, then it will be apparent that they very much did ‘imbue vocabulary from past struggles with new meanings whilst inventing novel terms to articulate new desires’. Not least among these novel terms was the term ‘work-in’ itself. The experience of that work-in continues to hold valuable lessons for those who believe in building socialism form the grass roots level of workplaces and communities.

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: Do you agree that Vygotsky, Voloshinov, Bakhtin, Leontiev and Engeström are all reactionaries if taken individually and that it is only through combining them that one can come up with a truly radical framework for praxis?

CHIK COLLINS: No, I wouldn’t agree with that, and I think it would be tough to sustain it in face of their writings. It is certainly true that the sociohistorical tradition has not engaged with socio-political questions to anything like the extent that one would hope – but there are understandable reasons for that. If there is a question to be asked then I think it is probably most appropriately asked of contemporary activity theory – especially the work done by Engeström and his followers. But even then I have no doubt that Engeström himself would be the first to accept that the application of activity theory beyond the existing domains of education and work should be a priority – and that these limitations reflect the historical development of activity theory in the Soviet Union, and its still relatively recent growth in Europe, the USA and beyond. The tradition certainly has limitations and deficiencies, but I don’t think that any of its truly leading figures could meaningfully be classified as ‘reactionaries’. Nor do I think that label could meaningfully be applied to either Voloshinov or Bakhtin.

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: Chik, I think it is obvious from this brief exchange that our politics are poles apart. However, we have thoroughly enjoyed working with you and we have also learned a great deal from you about sociocultural psychology. Hopefully, we can go on extending the boundaries of sociocultural psychology together. Many thanks for your time●

SLAVOJ ŽIŽEK

A CRITICAL INTRODUCTION

Ian Parker

Slavoj Žižek shows one powerful way of combining psychoanalysis, philosophy and politics. The wrong way. This book provides a critical introduction to and assessment of the work of Žižek, through five main chapters focusing on (1) Yugoslavia as the ground for the development of his work, (2) his use of Hegel as a philosophical grounding, (3) his reading of Lacanian psychoanalysis, (4) the role of Marxism in his writing as political reference point, and (5) his analysis of culture and critical responses to his work. The book outlines the historical and theoretical frameworks that Žižek draws on, and examines the way he borrows from and transforms them in order to weave them into each other. This book is not merely another ‘introduction’ to his writing. It uses the compass points of Lacan, Hegel and Marx to critically map the way he claims to use them himself. Is Žižek worth reading? Yes! But this book tells you what you need to know to read Žižek.

Available Spring 2004 from Pluto Press, 345 Archway Road, London, N6 5AA UK www.plutobooks.com 
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Walking the streets: Psychology and the flâneur
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The idea of the flâneur is surprisingly absent from social and cultural theory and analysis. Surprising, because the flâneur is potentially, really, an image, an emblem co-existing with the shopping-mall stage of capitalism, that is, conspicuous consumption. The flâneur is the would-be consumer, the envious shopper, as opposed to the real shopper. Historically, the flâneur was ‘born’ in the arcades of early 19th century Europe, and more specifically, Paris. The flâneur was a city stroller, a dandy, a man, a loafer, and for Baudelaire, a poet, a bohemian. The flâneur is a man of some means as he can afford to be idle, to loaf, to dress stylishly (fashionably), and yet he drifts between the two main classes of industrial capitalism (the working class and the bourgeoisie), part of neither and thus alienated in his ‘privileged’ separateness.

The flâneur can be defined as, 

… an urban stroller, observer, even idler (as demonstrated against the division of labour). At times, the figure of the flâneur is close to that of the dandy (as a downwardly mobile aristocratic and gentry figure) and the bohemian (Frisby, 1994, 86). 

Adding to this Keith Tester (1994, 1) writes that, ‘Flânerie, the activity of strolling and looking which is carried out by the flâneur, is a recurring motif in the literature, sociology and art of urban, and most especially of the metropolitan, existence’. And yet it is worth reminding ourselves, as Rebecca Solnit (2001, 198) does in her marvellous text, that 

What exactly a flâneur is has never been satisfactorily defined, but among all the versions of the flâneur as everything from a primeval slacker to a silent poet, one thing remains constant: the image of an observant and solitary man strolling about Paris. 

Furthermore, Solnit (2001, 199) remarks that even Walter Benjamin, 

never clearly defined the flâneur, only associated him with certain things: with leisure, with crowds, with alienation or detachment, with observation, with walking, particularly with strolling in the arcades – from which it can be concluded that the flâneur was male, of some means, of a refined sensibility, with little or no domestic life.

And reflecting the contradictory and ambivalent character of the flâneur, Benjamin (1986, 156) noted that ‘The flâneur is still on the threshold, of the city as of the bourgeois class. Neither has yet engulfed him; in neither is he at home. He seeks refuge in the crowd.’ Elaborating on Benjamin’s view of the flâneur, Frisby (1994, 92) writes: ‘For Benjamin, ‘the flâneur is an uprooted person. He is at home neither in his class nor in his birthplace but rather only in the crowd’. Such marginality creates a distance between the figure and that which is observed. Similarly, the ‘watchfulness’ and the capacity to catch ‘things in flight’ in the metropolis is accompanied by a necessary reserve with regard to his intentions’.

Walter Benjamin, the Marxist theorist of the inter-war period, was the person most responsible for developing a social theoretical account of the ‘cultural effects’ of industrial capitalism that incorporated an analysis of the flâneur. So, following Benjamin I want to use the flâneur as a contradictory figure who is part of the emerging capitalist modernity of 19th century and early 20th century, and yet at the same time the flâneur is adrift from the pace and experience of life in the capitalist metropolises. Capturing the emergence of the figure of the flâneur with modernity, Mazlish (1994, 43) argues that ‘In the middle of the nineteenth century in Western Europe the flâneur emerges as a sort of hero, the product of modernity at the same time as heralding its advent. He is spectator of the modern world …’ (emphases added). More emphatically even, Mazlish (1994, 46) asserts that ‘Unquestionably, the flâneur enters history along with capitalism’.

Simultaneously then, I want to do a most un-Marxist thing (!), and that is somewhat disengage the flâneur from his historical context, and then to do a very Marxist thing(!), and that is use the flâneur as an emblem, a metaphor for a radical critique of psychology, and as prefigurative of a more radical research practice. Shields (1994, 62) reminds us that the ‘notion of flânerie is essentially a literary gloss: it is uneasily tied to any sociological reality’; and further, ‘Flânerie was […] always as much mythic as it was actual. It has something of the quality of oral tradition and bizarre urban myth’ (ibid.). 

In this regard Shields (1994, 67) wants to suggest that ‘the flâneur is a mythological ideal-type found more in discourse than in everyday life’. For instance, the idea of the flâneur allows us to think about a person, somebody doing something; it allows us to think or imagine a person walking around and taking in the ‘sights’ of their city, of their world; further, the historical image of the flâneur is of a person (a man) who is part, and also not part of social relations; and the contemporary unfamiliarity of the (idea of the) flâneur – and certainly within Psychology – encourages us to think in a different register about the agency and functionality of what I want to propose regarding doing research in psychology. It is hoped that using the flâneur and flânerie in this metaphorical way will disrupt our usual conceptions of theory and practice in psychology, as well as encourage us to re-think the relationship between ‘disinterested’ observer and socially embedded actor.

It might be contended that the issue of objective researcher ‘versus’ political activist is as old as the origins of secular knowledge itself, and hence in what way is flâneur-ising this doing anything different. As valid as this objection might be, it seems that in the current conjuncture of political conservatism, a re-invigoration of the dialectical link between theory and radical practice is worth pursuing. The suggestion being that the flâneur assists us in thinking anew about this ‘old’ problem, and in a way that has the potential to get quite close to the materiality of the lived-experience of everyday life. And ‘forcing’ Psychology to walk the streets of ordinary people’s lives, to flâneur-ise its research practices, is more radical than it might initially seem, as it puts Psychology among the ‘forgotten’ classes of capitalist societies, and in touch with the alienated subjects of modernity. This content at least is something more akin to a Marxist agenda, and so, hopefully, this ‘old problem’ of theory and practice, of the researcher as intellectual activist for the exploited and oppressed, is unexpectedly ‘renewed’ as a rapprochement between Psychology and Marxism.

Bringing Marxism to bear in Psychology is a very un-traditional thing to do, and in terms of the mainstream of psychology, probably anti-tradition, or as Ian Parker (1999) has put it, Marxism and psychology can be seen as ‘dialectical opposites’. It seems that the tradition of psychology needs quite a lot of roughing-up, and even so the relatively new tradition of critical psychology (It is interesting to note how tame - in such a short space of time - critical psychology has become). So a separate, and yet related question, is, what forces operate within disciplines to undermine, to diminish, to neutralise substantive critiques from gaining ground as alternatives, rather than always positing themselves as (mere) critique? The issue of Marxism in Psychology, or Marxism and Psychology must seem odd even to many people working in the field of critical psychology, given the seeming absence of, and disregard for Marxism in most quarters of academic work.

A few introductory comments about Marxism seem quite in order then. Without overdoing this claim, it could be said that the period of strident anti-Marxism seems to be in decline, and that in fact there are a number of indications of renewed interest and engagement with Marxism, and even Marx’s work (see for instance Bensaid, 2002; Kouvelakis, 2003; and the formation of the journal Historical materialism: Research in critical Marxist theory in 1997). One could advance many reasons for this, or rather these, returns to Marxism at both a political and theoretical level. Nevertheless, Marxism as a tradition does not need to be given special treatment, and so should be appraised according to whether it offers us some useful ways of thinking about the world, and acting upon our worlds and lives so understood.

The dimensions of ‘acting’ and action, or as Marxism says, practice, is what particularly distinguishes Marxism from other social theories. It is also this aspect of Marxism as a theory of political practice that has especially irritated the academy in its espousal of disengaged theory. Many Marxists in universities have also pursued Marxism as a form of abstract analysis, aloof from the practicalities and struggles of everyday life. It seems unfortunate to want to separate theory and practice, given that this is what founds Marxist theory, and given that there is so much wrong with our world. 

So Marxism is at least a theory that invokes practice, that is about changing current realities, or more traditionally put, Marxism is a theory of revolution. This is not to suggest that the working class are doing well in terms of changing the material conditions of capitalist societies to their own advantage. On the contrary, the working class in most capitalist countries is having a particularly tough time. However, just because the capitalist class is winning, and the working class is in serious retreat, does not mean that there are no class struggles going on, or that the working class has ceased to exist. And furthermore, while many of the anti-globalisation struggles, from Seattle to New Delhi, are not going to bring down the international capitalist order, they at least represent the beginnings of new forms of anti-capitalist struggles. 

The possibilities for change at the moment are very bleak, but it is quite a different matter, therefore, to give up on very idea of change, and of revolutionary or radical change. To quote Rick Turner (1972), a Marxist and socialist political theorist from Durban (South Africa) – who was assassinated by agents of the apartheid government in 1978 – Turner always insisted on the necessity of what he called ‘utopian thinking’. In other words, we have to at least think the revolution, or radical change, or that social life could be very different from what it is at the moment. It is also quite evident that to refer to Marxism as the theory of the proletarian revolution (Blackburn, 1977), as though nothing has changed since the sixties, is not only pig-headed orthodoxy, but also a fairly profound misreading of the current conjuncture of political and economic forces and realities. 

To repeat: the capitalists are winning, and yet we need to notice that this is in a context of a world economic crisis, as Robert Brenner (1998) and others, have recently analysed it. If capitalists were so confident about their role and control of the economy and other aspects of social life, they wouldn’t be so militaristically defensive. One only has to witness the current aggressive militarism of the major capitalist powers – USA and Britain – as they act to ensure the continuing victory of the capitalist class, albeit obscured within a discourse of human rights, the removal of brutal dictators, the ‘freeing’ of oppressed peoples, the defence of democracy, and saving the world from the ‘axes of evil’. And hence in this context to talk about revolution, proletarian revolution, is obviously indecent, never mind theoretically and politically idiotic, but it seems essential to still want to change the many things that are wrong with our societies, and dream, hope, and act for quite radical changes. Benjamin (1986, 162) rather eloquently wrote that, 

The realization of dream elements in waking is the textbook example of dialectical thinking. For this reason dialectical thinking is the organ of historical awakening. Each epoch not only dreams the next, but also, in dreaming, strives toward the moment of waking. 

So we might not want to call Marxism a theory of revolution, and certainly not these days a theory of the proletarian revolution, but surely to maintain a semblance of the tradition of Marxism, it has to be defined as a theory of radical social change so that we can at least dream about the future being different.

An important distinction needs to be made between Marxism as ideas, system of thought, and the politics that have been carried out under, or in the name of Marxism. It has been noted that the 

... declining influence of Marxism within European radical and critical theory cannot be accounted for intrinsically ... in terms of the history of ideas, but must be seen in the context of politics and society at large (Homer, 1998, 5). 
This is not to suggest that Marxism bears no political responsibility. For instance, the collapse of the communist states of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union were not needed to tell us that there are some serious problems within Marxist theory. This is not to say that Eastern Europe and the USSR are incidental to a critique of Marxism. They tell us a great deal about the problems of Marxism, which we should heed, otherwise Marxism will become a less than useful theory of social life. The problem of ‘Marxism in power’ points to a tendency of totalisation and determinism in its theory and practice of social life. There is a tension in Marxist theory between its critical and explanatory capacity as a theory, and the bothersome tendency to theoretical totalisation and societal totalitarianism. In other words, the structural form of analysis of Marxist theory does implicate certain causal or determinate relations, say for example between economic relations and the practices of everyday life, and while these are part of complex theoretical interpretations and contestations, they are significantly more disastrous if applied as some kind of incontrovertible scientific dogma for running social life. A necessary vigilance with regard to the tendential problems of Marxist theory will at least begin to curtail the societal and political excesses committed in the name of a liberatory social theory.

While it is possible to admit that there are theoretical, and political problems with the notion of social totality (in Marxism), it is nonsense to suggest, as many critics of Marxism do, that the notion of totality (directly) gives rise to totalitarianism, and soviet-style societies. This type of critique fundamentally misunderstands the relationship between theory and practice, let alone political practice. The will to totality which Laclau (1990), and others, have laid at the feet of Marxism has had a number of negative effects, both theoretical and practical. The one effect of Marxism as a totalising theory of society has been to remove agency and subjectivity from any serious consideration of its critique of capitalism. The slippages inherent in human identities and subjectivity don't lend themselves to the closure implied in a totalising theory in search of determinate objects of analysis. A totalising, scientistic, and structuralist Marxism only had place for human agency as the (passive) effect of social processes and relations. And this form of agency was mostly considered in its collective expression, rather than also incorporating its individual expression. So while Marxism has glossed agency and individuality at the expense of sociality, Psychology has operated in the opposite direction by eschewing the social whole, and a theory of the social.

The concept of the social totality that is most often ignored, repressed, is that of class. For Marxism, class is primarily a concept that refers to the structural dynamic of capitalist societies. In other words, the logic of capitalism is such that it structurally locates two distinct classes in terms of opposing economic identifications. Because capitalist social relations structurally determine the relations between the classes, the interests of the two main classes (the bourgeoisie and the proletariat) are in conflict. Class conflict thus refers to a fundamental problem (contradiction) of capitalism, which according to Marxism can only be properly overcome with the overthrow of the whole system (through class struggle). So much for the class structure of capitalism, and there is much more that could be added concerning the empirical investigation of structural causality (cf. Wright, 1979, 9-29, for a detailed working out of these issues). However, what Marxism has tended to neglect are the less structural determinants of class.

Marx distinguished between the objective (structural) dimension of class membership, and the subjective awareness of this class membership. This subjective dimension he referred to as class consciousness (or the distinction between class-in-itself, and class-for-itself). Class consciousness refers to our awareness of our class membership. It also refers to how we perceive our class location, and the membership of a particular class. While class might be structurally determined and hence limiting, this does not mean that we necessarily perceive our class position accurately or objectively. Class consciousness can, therefore, also refer to our misperception of our class position. Not misperception in the sense that we think we are part of the bourgeoisie when in fact we work as a shop assistant, but misperception in being aware of only part of our class-determined reality. Furthermore, class consciousness needs to be expanded (or operationalised) to include the experiential dimension of class lives. How do people experience their class-determined lives? In the language of phenomenology, how do we understand the lived-experience of a particular class membership? How do we actually live our class lives? Seeing as there is more to social relations and social life than class awareness, how are we able to distinguish class consciousness from other forms of social consciousness? For example, how do gender, ‘race’, and ethnicity intersect with class consciousness? By posing some of these questions, and there are many others, we start to derive questions about the agency of (class) subjects as they go about trying to make sense of their class structured lives.

So what has the flâneur and flânerie got to do with agency, the experiential aspects of class lives, and the psychological dimensions of sociality? At the most obvious level the flâneur is a man who walks the streets, who observes the spectacles of the arcades, and in this sense is part of the public, the crowd, mass culture. As Tester (1994, 6) notes, ‘The flâneur is the man of the public who knows himself to be of the public’. But to return to a previous motif, the flâneur is both part of modern social life and yet is apart from the cut and thrust of life in the capitalist metropolises. Ferguson (1994, 27) captures this ambivalence of the flâneur’s existence in suggesting that the 

resolute absence of social relations creates a paradoxical situation. Flânerie requires the city and its crowds, yet the flâneur remains aloof from both. 

The flâneur is the other of modernity, the marginalised of capitalist life. And in this otherness and marginalisation there is what Touraine (2000) refers to as the ‘weakening of the social field’, an alienation from sociality, and a fragmented sense of self. Paradoxically, for both the flâneur and the researcher who have the means to partly escape their alienation, there is a ‘positive’ dimension to this otherness, marginality, and detachment. There is no intention to romanticise alienation, but in the ‘weakening of the social field’, or put another way, in the ‘freeing’ of the subject from some of the bonds of sociality that are consequent upon being cast adrift by alienating social relations, the possibility for action and different forms of agency present themselves. The idea here is to link alienation and marginality with agency, and to do this by flâneurising the (psychology) researcher!

The simultaneity of the flâneur being part of society, and also being ‘outside’, as resisting and resigned, alerts us to the marginality of the flâneur. And in this marginality is reflected both the alienation inherent in bourgeois society, and the freedom to see, to criticise even, from the ‘outside’, as it were. There is no intention here to present the flâneur as an heroic figure, a romantic ideal, but as someone more tragic than that, as an alienated act-or, do-er, and hence potentially articulate, not pitiable! In fact Benjamin is quite critical of the figure of the flâneur while at the same time being sympathetically fascinated by the mockery of bourgeois life that the dandyism of the flâneur expresses. Frisby (1994, 96) captures Benjamin’s ambivalence towards the flâneur when he notes that Benjamin in an unusually positive vein ‘… suggests that this figure [the flâneur] is capable of grasping concrete historical experience (Erfahrung) and not merely subjective lived-out experience (Erlebnis)…’. 

So it is the ‘view from the margins’ that gives the flâneur’s gaze a certain perspective, a critical advantage, and an incisiveness. The flâneur not only represents the alienation of a particular ‘subjective lived-out experience’ (Erlebnis), but is also positioned to offer an objective view of life in the metropolis. From the recognition of this duality in the ‘privileged alienation’ of the flâneur’s marginalisation comes that famous description of the image of the flâneur as an urban observer who ‘goes botanising on the asphalt’. According to Frisby (1994, 92) this ‘botanising on the asphalt’ involves the flâneur in ‘collecting and recording urban images, social interactions and social typifications’, as ‘someone clearly at home in the metropolis and capable of combining observation, watchfulness and preserving his incognito’. The flâneur as a distant and watchful observer of street life, while at the same time very familiar with, part of, urban street life, casts the flâneur as ‘a detective of street life’ (Shields, 1994, 61). This image of the flâneur as a somewhat detached, strolling, dawdling detective of urban life is rather eloquently captured by Shields (1994, 61) when he writes: 

Discernment of the subtle pleasures of urban life and detection of the truth of the street indicate a form of pedestrian connoisseurship and consumption of the urban environment; its sights, smells, characters and action. In this the flâneur is an ‘urban native’ (emphases added).

Seen in this way the flâneur might help us to think about marginality – the experience of marginality, and the analysis (research) of life on the margins. So what about the margins? Firstly, psychology, until very recently and with very few exceptions, has concentrated on the ‘centre’, on the so-called mainstream, on the bourgeois respectability of the middle classes as ‘representatives’ of the abstract and universal person. Psychology has either ignored marginality, or marginalised the marginal through paying scant research (and theoretical) attention to these experiences of everyday life, and also through failing to understand that the ‘central’ subjects of modernity cannot be understood outside of their dialectical link to the marginal(-ised) subjects of modernity. Lacking a social theory of subject formation Psychology has been prone to the construction of an abstract and idealised subject divorced from the materiality and sociality of everyday life. 

Secondly, we glimpse only a partial subject of modernity, and more specifically capitalist modernity, if our (research) gaze is mostly directed at the universalising form of what a person is, instead of what constitutes the myriad subjects of humanity. In other words, the subjects of capitalist modernity encompass: the autonomous and coherent egos of bourgeois individuals, so decried by Lacan (1977) as both an impossibility and a fiction; the marginalized – for instance, the working class, the unemployed, historically women, black people; and those whose experience of themselves and social life are dislocated and fragmentary – for example, the mad, drug addicts, and the indigent.

There is nothing especially remarkable about the marginal and marginality, besides the politics of Psychology’s avoidance of this increasingly large section of the human population. The current ‘globalisation era’ of capitalism is ironically the most intense centralisation of capitalist economic interests and political power, while seemingly spread all over the world! What is spread all over the world is the increasing misery of people on the margins of capitalist development and exploitation. To understand life on the margins, or ‘life in fragments’ (Bauman, 1995), Psychology, so to speak, needs to start ‘walking the streets’, being seen in the townships, in the barrios, in the inner cities. And like the flâneur, the psychology researcher will not find walking about the capitalist metropolises an easy matter. Unlike the flâneur whose detachment and alienation are spectacular, the (psychology) researcher cannot afford to be a spectacle and must rather negotiate a mode of engagement with the people (subjects, individuals, communities) who have been marginalised and alienated by the social conditions of life under capitalism.

The ‘privileged alienation’ that both the flâneur and the researcher suffer, presents to these subjects of modernity the possibilities for action, for agency. One could put this more strongly by saying that the alienation of the subject (researcher) could be understood as a pre-condition for agency. This is not too dissimilar from the conception of the intellectual or researcher as involving an attitude of disengaged interest or disinterested engagement towards the world that is the subject of their analysis or study. However, the realisation on the part of the (psychology) researcher that s/he cannot walk wherever they might want to, cannot be in certain parts of the city, or the countryside for that matter, means acknowledging their alienation from certain spaces of the social world, means acknowledging their alienation from the experience of large sections of ordinary people’s lives (and especially the lives of the underclasses), and acknowledging that to walk into the lives of ordinary people as researchers we have to negotiate the politics of space and place. A self-consciousness towards what I have called ‘privileged alienation’, might position the researcher in a way that suggests modes of action in terms of doing research in areas that were previously neglected, and often even repressed.

While Touraine’s (2000) politico-philosophical argument for the Subject is not particularly directed at intellectuals or researchers, and is more about social movements and creating the conditions for political subjects to act on changing their lives, his ideas about agency and creating the conditions of possibility for the Subject to act, are especially evocative for flâneurising the psychology researcher. For example, in the introduction to his text Can we live together?, Touraine (2000, 13) says, 

I call the individual’s attempt to become an actor the Subject, which is not to be confused with experience as a whole or with some higher principle that guides individuals and gives them a vocation. The Subject has no content but its own production. It serves no cause, no values and no law other than its need and desire to resist its own dismemberment in a changing world in which there is no order or equilibrium. 

And later in pursuing this idea of ‘dismemberment’ or alienation Touraine (2000, 80) notes that: ‘The Subject is always to some extent alien to the situation in which it finds itself, as it is defined not only by its belonging but also by its resistance and estrangement.’ Now it seems that in the main the psychology researcher has not had to deal with the possibilities of their ‘dismemberment’ or estrangement, and consequently because of their acceptance of a comfortable class position, have certainly not shown much resistance (to capitalist modernity). But things are different, or should be different, for the researcher and intellectual trying to operate within a critical psychology framework. The critical psychologist both belongs, and yet feels separate from (maybe even alienated or estranged from) the tradition of psychology, but presumably wants to become a subject (Subject) in Touraine’s (2000) sense, in so far as acting on (changing) the world of psychological theory and practice, as well as on the world and lives of their research subjects.

The alienation from the mainstream of establishment psychology, or what in effect is bourgeois psychology, felt by critical psychologists has provoked them (us) into action, and into being the agents of a different psychological discourse, and the constructors of new ways of thinking about the world. For the critique/s offered by critical psychologists to be sustained, to be extended, and even to become the mainstream, it seems to me that forms of agency that provoke quite radical questionings of our theories of the social and psychological world have to be engaged in. A prod in this direction might be contained in Touraine’s (2000, 56) notion of the Subject: ‘The Subject is an individual’s quest for the conditions that will allow him to become an actor of his own history’, and furthermore, ‘The Subject is the individual’s desire to be an actor. Subjectivation is the desire for individuation, and individuation can come about only if there is an adequate interface between the world of instrumentality and that of identity’ (Touraine, 2000, 57- emphases in original). 

The political project for Touraine is to create the conditions of possibility for the Subject to become an actor; an actor of their own history. The instrumentality of the Subject here is to be able to act on their world – their social worlds and their psychological worlds. In other words, to be able to change things socially - for social life to be different, less exploitative for instance, and to live less alienated lives – to be happy for instance. Touraine (2000) is under no illusion of the enormity of the tasks facing us as we try to create the conditions for the Subject to act, and it is therefore not surprising that he is much better at analysing the (historical) obstacles facing individuals as they try to become Subjects, than suggesting solutions to the Subject’s current inertia and demoralisation.

On the surface it might seem that the flâneur and the Subject (in Touraine sense) have very little in common, and are arguably counter instances of each other. The alienation and marginality of the flâneur are the conditions for her / his action, and at the same time the conditions for her / his inertia and resignation. And yet, depending on whether we only see the flâneur as a passive effect of 19th century mercantile capitalism, or as the contradictory and ambivalent figure of capitalist modernity who is simultaneously a spectacle, a pedestrian connoisseur, and a detective of urban social life, will influence our view of the flâneur’s potential for agency. In constructing, or insisting on, the flâneur’s agency beyond the mere dawdling through the streets catching the sights, sounds and smells of city life, is the image (metaphor) of the flâneur as a contemporary slacker (because of our class position and privilege as intellectuals), detached observer (again detached or aloof as a consequence of being ‘middle’ class), and yet hopefully, for the purposes of this argument, troubled by the sights of life on the streets.

To be troubled by the nature of life on the streets means one needs to be in the streets, to be walking the streets, and to care about the experiences of ordinary people in the streets. The flâneur is both part of the social world they inhabit and yet apart from much of the suffering of this world; the flâneur is a person who is privileged through their class position or economic good fortune of having a regular income and yet is marginal to the main functioning of the capitalist system. The intellectual and/or researcher is similarly located, and they have jobs which allow them to be part of the social worlds that they don’t have to live, and yet can walk through, observe, record and reflect on these different, alienated, marginalised and fragmented lives. 

The metaphor of flâneurising the researcher means to create the conditions for the possibility for the flâneur researcher, or researcher as flâneurist, to be able to walk the streets. For the agency of researchers of life on the streets to come into being they need to be part of life on the streets, literally, they need to walk the streets. The politics of space and place means that walking the streets is not a straightforward matter. This was also true for the nineteenth century flâneur who was a man, and hence the strolling and idling about the arcades and other urban landscapes was gendered. 

It is especially important for us to ask who can walk, stroll, dawdle, do research, and in which social spaces? It is much more complicated than simply genderising the flâneur researcher, because space is intersected by the social dynamics of class, ‘race’, culture, and histories of belonging and contestation. For example, we might want to think about what needs to happen, what conditions need to be created, or what needs to change for a white male researcher to ‘walk’ into a township shebeen, or for an Indian woman researcher to ‘walk’ with the predominantly young white girls who surf Durban’s beaches? In class terms, psychology, and even critical psychology, has kept away from life on the streets, from life on the margins, and in this sense it is hoped that the metaphor of the flâneur is evocative, provocative even, of inserting psychology into the routine practices of people’s everyday lives and what Simmel referred to as the ‘delicate invisible threads’ of social life (cf. Frisby, 1994).

Flâneurising psychology means two things at least: firstly, it means a somewhat different content or subject matter that is studied – the life of the public, the life of urban modernity, the life of the capitalist metropolises; and secondly, it means engaging the identity and instrumentality of the researcher in a way that implicates and insinuates them in the lives of their research subjects. The detachment of the researcher and intellectual is humanised through the creation of the conditions of possibility that would be necessary to ensure walking the streets as a precondition to making sense of people’s experiences of everyday social and psychological reality. The detachment and estrangement is humanised, and not avoided or removed, as the flâneur researcher walks the streets, rather than lives on the streets. Humanising the alienation of capitalist modernity would require a form of collective agency quite different from the flâneurist mode of researching modern life, of walking the streets.
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GRAHAME HAYES (Discussion)

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: We agree wholeheartedly when you write: ‘The concept of the social totality that is most often ignored, repressed, is that of class’. In relation to the class struggle in South Africa, have there been any explicit (some may say, conscious) examples of proletarian resistance against the bourgeois ‘tripartite alliance’ of ANC, SACP and COSATU in recent years? Our readers would be particularly interested in ‘inter-racial’ instances of resistance against South African capitalism.
GRAHAME HAYES: There have been explicit instances of class struggle, and there will continue to be. How explicitly these are forms of proletarian resistance is debatable, as many of the forms of resistance and struggle have a somewhat multi-class character. The tripartite alliance itself is riven with (class) contradictions, and not easily describable as bourgeois. For example, COSATU has mounted a fairly persistent and sustained struggle against the ANC government’s privatisation policy, as well as against the ANC’s resistance to offering a basic social security grant to all citizens which would clearly benefit the poor, the unemployed, and sections of the working class in the ‘informal’ economy.


The most successful multi-class (and multi-racial) social movement is the TAC (Treatment Action Committee) which campaigns for universal access to treatment for HIV/AIDS, and has a strong working class character to its practices and politics. Other forms of resistance are much more working class and proletarian (and hence because they are township-based will tend to still be predominantly African in ‘colour’), and issue-based, around problems of services and resources – electricity and water cuts; health – especially cholera, TB, and malaria.

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: You also claim that the ‘idea of the flâneur is surprisingly absent from social and cultural theory and analysis’. However, I would argue that a more radical version of Benjamin’s flâneur, the Situationist inspired psychogeographer, has not been absent from revolutionary praxis. The journal Transgressions: A Journal of Urban Exploration (University of Newcastle, UK) is only one example of inventing thinking in this regard. You seem to display a certain reluctance to take on board the lessons of psychogeography or even to attempt a synthesis between psychogeography and flâneurising research in psychology. I think this would be a missed opportunity. Would you care to comment?

GRAHAME HAYES: You are probably correct about a ‘missed opportunity’, but I think less so about an inherent resistance to taking on the lessons of psychogeography. For example, in the 1994 edited collection by Keith Tester on the flâneur, there is not one mention of psychogeography! This might illustrate your point about revolutionary praxis, as well as illustrate my point about the absence of the flâneur and the psychogeographer from social and cultural theory. I suppose my intentions were more cautious and modest than what are suggested by your hoped for synthesis of the flâneur and the psychogeography. Furthermore, I was wanting to suggest something about research, and research of the less glamorous side of capitalist life, and I would argue that for these purposes the idea/metaphor of the flâneur works somewhat better than the more radical notion of the psychogeography. I don’t think that politics is separate from research, and yet I think that in writing about flâneurising (research in) psychology, I was wanting to concentrate on the agency of researcher, and now as a linked but different ‘project’, can and should make some further comments about the implications of all this for revolutionary praxis. This is a much more complex thing to do, and one which needs substantive and concrete forms of analysis, otherwise an overly theoretical perspective can end up being too voluntaristic and prescriptive. So maybe the sway of neo-liberalism has unwittingly dampened even my own self-conscious Marxist revolutionary zeal!

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: In fact we feel we should go further and suggest a synthesis between Benjamin’s flâneur, S.I.’s psychogeography and Bakhtin’s concept of the ‘polyphonic traveller’ (see the review of Language for Those Who Have Nothing by Peter Good in this issue of ARCP). But perhaps this is not the right place to discuss that. Grahame, thanks for taking the time to write for this issue of ARCP. We enjoyed your contribution very much●
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Research Report

The MMU’s Women’s Studies Research Centre (WSRC) has recently been involved in research into service responses to South Asian Women, with a specific focus on attempted suicide and self-harm.   The research was done over a ten-month period from June 2000 to March 2001. It was conducted by Khatidja Chantler (Independent Researcher) in partnership with the WSRC.  Colsom Bashir conducted the community perspective part of the study.  Manchester, Salford and Trafford Health Action Zone funded the research.

We are now proud to promote the findings of the research by publishing the Project Report. The Report covers:

*
A service map of potential sources of help

*
Identifies current level and appropriateness of services being offered to South Asian women who self harm and/or are suicidal

*
Increases understanding of the specificities of the factors contributing to the distress of South Asian women

*
Identifies examples of good practice

*
Identifies gaps in service provision to this service user group

*
Makes recommendations to improve self harm/suicide services to South Asian women

If you wish to purchase a copy of the ATTEMPTED SUICIDE AND SELF-HARM (SOUTH ASIAN WOMEN) Project Report,  ISBN: 0-951550-0-9, please complete the slip below and mail it with your cheque for £15.00, made payable to The Manchester Metropolitan University, to: Janine Acott, Commercial Office, Manchester Metropolitan University, Elizabeth Gaskell Site, Hathersage Road, Manchester M13 OJA. A cheque for £15.00 made payable to The Manchester Metropolitan University must be enclosed. 
LIMINAL CONTRIBUTION

[image: image13.wmf]The following article raises some crucial issues regarding the anti-capitalist movement. The reason we found it difficult to categorize this text is due to the fact that on the one hand, the author seems to comprehend the reactionary role of leftist ideology (vanguardist parties, trade union bureaucracies, etc.) and to try to assess the situation from an autonomist perspective, and on the other hand, she does not employ a class analysis. This flaw detracts from her conclusions but is indicative of how numerous activists in the ‘anti-capitalist movement’ occupy a liminal position. History teaches us that once the class struggle intensifies, some of these liminal individuals and groupings will side with revolutionaries, whilst others will side with reaction. 
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…Beginnings

When I received the invitation to write a paper for this issue of ARCP, I was pleased because the topic seemed very interesting. In fact, I had noticed that during recent years, we have been experiencing in the ‘first world’ a new surge of radical theory. As a result within academia, especially in Northern Europe and USA, there is apparently more space for critical debate. When I began to get in touch with the ‘first side of the first world academe’, this process seemed to me, as a South-European PhD student, very impressive. However, as an activist, I very soon came across many people theorising Social Movements (SM) who were only familiar with the work being done within academia. Thus the initial optimism soon disappeared. 

Some questions then presented themselves: What is the meaning of our radicalism? Who is our critique for? Are we really in a radical age or is it becoming fashionable to be radical? This article provides me with the opportunity to reflect on these themes. Still I have to admit to a certain trepidation since I don’t see myself as a political theorist and writing in a foreign language will limit my ability to express myself clearly1. But I’ll try to write to the best of my ability, eroding academic jargons and talking not from the perspective of an abstract Knowledge but from my experiences (including all the voices who debate issues of relevance with me from time by time).

I hope my reflections2 will be of interest to some of this journal’s readers. This paper aims to look at us. To me, being critical must start from self-criticism. ‘Self-criticism and personal change are not apolitical- refusing to be what the system requires you to be is a profound and powerful form of direct actions’ (Subbuswamy & Patel, 2001, 541-543).

…Situating myself

In truth, responding to the initial questionnaire was very hard for me, since I hate giving rapid judgements and I am acutely aware that a short response cannot escape generalisation. I did fill in the questionnaire at the end because as I understand the idea was for us to permit the reader to know where we are coming from (politically), in order to comprehend and critique our work more easily.

But I feel I need to spend some more time elaborating my answers since some of the terms used in the questionnaire seem ambiguous to me. 

The first big set of doubts arose when I read the expression ‘class struggle’. My political engagement started years ago with the end of the strong working struggle movement in Italy. We found ourselves, in the second part of the 1980s, without the class (consciousness) that, in theory at least, is meant to be related somehow to struggle; the factories around us where closing and consciousness was almost non-existent. Most of the old activists had disappeared; some were in prison, others in exile, most dropped out of public life; almost all the ones still visible became completely institutionalised. So, as young activists, we moved from the class referent to a more complex set of references including the oppressed and marginalised- subjects more similar to us. For this reason I find it odd to talk about the ‘class struggle’ in the here and now even if it may be possible elsewhere. If Social Movements do not entirely consist of middle and upper class ‘activists’ then neither are they a genuine expression of the working classes in the ‘Marxist’ sense of the term3.

The second set of doubts arose when I tried to think about Critical Psychology. What exactly is it? Does a critical psychology exist? Is it not better to talk about Critical Psychologies? Am I a critical psychologist? 

I can’t really give an answer to these questions because it seems to me that many people, influenced by different ideologies and practices, describe themselves as critical psychologists. Before writing this article I looked through the library database and came to the conclusion that the only thing these critical psychologists had in common was that they are not yet part of mainstream psychology. Burman4 writes, ‘Critical psychology is what people do in challenging the oppressive and disingenuous actions done by psychologists or in the name of psychology’. But in reality, being ‘critical’ is becoming fashionable and not all the people calling themselves critical have the ethical or political principles expressed by Erica. 

At the same time, I have the impression that sometimes tools and instruments used by critical psychologists acquire an unwarranted radical status. As Gordo-Lopez suggests, 

Viewpoints that arise from potential subversive situations [...] are incorporated, neutralised and redefined within the discipline as methodological innovations or merely as qualitative investigative techniques (Gordo-Lopez, 2001). 

In other words deconstruction and qualitative methods can be used to justify reactionary practice. Deconstruction and relativism, for example, have been used by some to posit the notion that the Holocaust was an invention and to propagate their historical revisionist point of view. Has a similar process aided the reabsorption5 of critical psychology?

I feel myself closest to the standpoint of ‘anti-psychiatry’ in the sense expressed by Bucalo (1997, 54), 

anti-psychiatry is not a theory but a practice…it is an everyday practice with which we confront other people’s experience and at the same time define our own...regarding interpersonal relations, anti-psychiatry does not limit itself to the negation of internment or the coercion of people’s subjectivities; it is furthermore an acknowledgment of those experiences/abilities within human beings.

In other words being anti-psychiatry should be read as a way of being in relation to the world and the subjectivities within it. This is primarily a personal anti-psychiatry.

Finally, the third set of doubts that the questionnaire evokes in me: What is the anti-capitalist movement? Is it really possible to talk about one anti-capitalist movement? For example, are the Mapuche movement, Tute Bianche or Attac part of the same struggle? Is there a lot of commonality between the anarchist perspective and NGOs’ politics? Do we fight for the same goals? Is there a common struggle?

The definition of Social Movements (SM) is extremely varied and includes many groups with different styles and political positions and the attempt to find a common theory to explain them will result in homogenisation and simplification6. Even when we try to limit analysis to self-professed anti-capitalist movements we are still left with an enormous range of different groups and political options. What is the common ground? Do they work as friends or antagonists? Bearing in mind such heterogeneity, if we want to achieve a cross fertilisation between ‘critical psychology’ and ‘anti-capitalist movements’, we should start by streamlining the definition of ‘anti-capitalist movements’. To complicate matters a further set of questions occur to me: Is there a relationship between academia’s general interest in social movements and the media’s sudden fascination with the ‘anti-globalisation movement’? Are self-defined anti-capitalists really subversive? And, finally, is academe the proper arena for discussing such issues? On this note, let’s start with some concrete reflections on the problematic.
Being within or being for...

What are we talking about? Why are we talking?
When I decided to write a thesis on gender relationships of militants in the radical social movement7 I wanted to work from within (Plows, 1998; Wall, 1999). The aim for me, as an insider was to understand and improve our gender relations and to reduce sexism in all its manifestations8.

I was completely unaware of theories on social movements and I immersed myself in the literature. I found both really interesting texts and awful ones, but there was something that was escaping to me, and I wasn't able to put my finger on it. Then I participated in my first Social Movement congress and then, and only then, did I see the light.( 

In my opinion, the problem was that the majority of participants were SM outsiders and were, in any case, trying to explain SM dynamics to academia, to society in general or to a political party, instead of trying to create a debate within SM.

In a recent contribution, Barker and Cox (2001-02, page 2), analyse the relation between research on SM and being activists. They use the Gramscian distinction between ‘traditional’ (in this case, academic) and ‘organic’ (activist) intellectuals and pose three fundamental questions in order to decide which side the researcher represents. These are: 

1. What kind of knowledge do they produce? 

2. What’s their ‘relevant community’?, and 

3. Who plays the part? 

They believe that ‘traditional intellectuals’ tend to produce a system of knowledge, which is more static and explanatory so that it can be validated by academia. In contrast, ‘organic intellectuals’ develop a more situated and dynamic analysis related to the possibility of action, which then has to be debated and accepted by militants. I find this distinction interesting despite the authors’ romantic vision of activists9, and also despite their more expansive definition of activism (they include trade union stewards and leftist party apparatchiks as activists). Nevertheless, I believe this situation is not specific to Social Movement studies. It emerged from an ethical position within academia (Biglia, 2000).

The problem occurs if we set out to explain and justify the SM point of view instead of using its theoretical tools to subvert mainstream knowledge. We, as activist-academics, have to ensure this by introducing the Radical Social Movement’s (RSM) ideas into academia. Some of us have already attempted to do that with feminism10 researching and producing knowledge in all areas (and not just women’s issues) using an ‘autonomous’ feminist perspective. We need to tread carefully otherwise activist theories become ‘rapidly recolonized’ and may even become ‘a source of new, sexy courses and research subjects whose purpose is to attract students, funding and status’ (Barker and Cox, 2001-02, 9).

When the Radical Social Movement (RSM) was powerful and involved large sectors of society, the interaction between the two kinds of intellectuals was particularly strong. For example, the Italian anti-psychiatric movement of the 1970s, was firmly connected to street protests. It was characterised by an intense interaction between ‘professionals’ and ‘non professionals’. There was no separation between theorists and activists- theories were constructed collectively and shared practices played a big part in the process. In this context we could locate the Calate di Reggio Emilia11, characterised for the interaction between some psi-professionals and other intellectual anti-psychiatry sympathisers with marginalized individuals suffering psychiatric abuse (Antonucci, 1993).
Unfortunately the situation is enormously different nowadays since most large demonstrations are often depoliticised. The spontaneous reaction against oppression (globalisation, war, etc.) are supported and frequently manipulated by the institutional left in a desperate attempt to recover some credibility within right-drifting European governments.12 

Contemporary institutional powers reconvert the potentiality of protests to their own advantage. A clear example was the Barcelona Summit (2002) where the institutional powers declared, from the outset, their desire to be sympathetic to the marchers’ wishes. Thereby urban space was both militarised and at the same time some local space was conceded by the regional authorities for protest meetings. These zones were protected spaces where NGO and union bureaucrats could express their reformist point of view in collaboration with the manipulative wing of the movement. In this farcical game intellectuals acquired a prominent role, giving papers in the University to show to the rest of us that ‘another word is possible’. The ‘threat’ of an imagined ‘riotous violence’ was then used to justify the burdensome military presence that was deployed to ‘protect’ the city and its peoples (for a debate on that see Miguel Amoroso, 2002).

At the same time we find ex-radicals are using the situation to gain recognition as future official negotiators with institutional power. Maybe they are bored of having a marginalized paper and no influence on unfolding events; they use their position to increase their kudos in exchange for future ‘quotas of formal power’ (cotas de poder formal). To this end, most of them deviously call for the ‘democratisation of the protest’ and claim that any form of direct action is violent and will inevitably undermine the subversiveness of Radical Social Movements.

As I will describe below, constitutional powers systematically use the strategy of ‘divide and rule’ to create false dichotomies (e.g., the dichotomy between peaceful and violent protestors). They are aided in their efforts by the media who designate ‘responsible’ individuals as the spokespersons of the movement and dismiss the rest as ‘too radical’. I don't think it is necessary here to analyse the effects of these dynamics on the movement. Although it is important to note that declarations from alleged progressive intellectuals is intended to divide the movement and undermine alternative groupings.

All this raises considerable doubts in me regarding the possible contributions of disciplines such as critical psychology (especially in English speaking countries) that are becoming academically acceptable. Moreover, we have to recognise that many intellectuals and academics jump on the radical bandwagon and try to take advantage of it, especially since there are so few specialists in this field. As an Italian militant involved with academia reports,13 

Spring 1998 [...] explosion of the squatting phenomenon [...] many university barons show a sudden interest in ‘understanding’ squatters and I am called as a possible advisor [...] If I put myself forward as a squatting expert I will surely enhance my career prospects. 

Intellectual contribution to division and reabsorption

In analysing the achievements and failures of Radical Social Movements we have to consider the tools, which the System employs to undermine the subversive power of activities and imagination. In my opinion two of the more successful strategies adopted by the System are reabsorption and splitting; in both, the part played by intellectuals and more specifically, academics, is determinant. Here I wish to examine these processes in more detail.

When struggles gain public support the System puts into practice various strategies to re-colonize some of the more explicit demands. They take the demand, turn it upside down, empty it of meaning and use it as a slogan to shut up ‘popular protest’. 
Even some of the ‘human resources’ of the Movement, that is some of the activists, are reabsorbed into the body politic. This probably occurs for different reasons: some militants enter the movement not because they are completely disenchanted with formal politics but because they are not able to enter it directly; some may genuinely believe they can subvert the System from within; some may not realise until much later that they are being used by shady political parties or groups; others still may feel frustrated by the ‘flawed’ strategies adopted by the Radical Social Movement or may even diverge politically from the new positions.

In any case, since the System has been able to both recycle part of the movement’s demands and directly recruit some of its leaders, it can de-radicalise the militants. This is what I call reabsorption, in which both populist dictatorships and modern phallo-centric democracies specialise in, with academics as the state’s accomplice. Two painful examples can show how the process works.

The first is the inclusion of ‘feminist’ discourse, within societies that arrogantly call themselves ‘first world’, into mainstream socio-political discourse. Politicians are now careful to be politically correct14 and encourage women participation in a world constructed on hetero-patriarchal philosophy. Some feminists lend themselves to such manoeuvres in order to obtain a ‘power quota’. And some may even pretend to be feminists as a matter of policy. Consequently we have positive discriminatory laws by which governments and trans-national organisations enhance their dominating positions and act as Father-figures to their subjects. So we witness in North Europe and the USA15 many gender study departments have completely compromised politics and use women as objects (rarely subjects) of study. This creates a vacuum in the intergenerational transmission belt and at the same time permits the marginalization of rebellious women who refuse to accept the lie of equality.16 Moreover, 

Feminist philosophy has not escaped the pull of the univocal concept of power and the results are clear. It has entered into a dynamics in which the allegedly radical discourse travels on the same false path as traditional misogynist discourse... the self-serving lies of patriarchal discourse are converted into alternative discourse and projected as naturalism (Valcárcel, 1994, 81). 
In this sense activist critics of academia are still relevant; for example, Cecilia17, criticises academic Italian feminists who did not come out against the reformists who wanted to forbid abortion. 

The second painful example comes from the Italian anti-psychiatry movement. Law 18018 which in theory aimed for a more open model of psychic pain, left three enormous legislative holes: First, it retained the TSO19; second, it didn’t close the criminal ‘madhouses’ (Barbieri, 1995); and, finally, it supported the inabilitazione20 (Biglia, 1999). The government passed these laws with the approval of society since they were seen as liberating. The supposed empowerment either didn’t materialise or was pushed through in a reformist manner (Telefono Viola21). In this way the government boycotted all the genuinely alternative approaches. First, subsidies were eliminated and later on draconian laws were employed to shut down individual and collective radical projects. Ironically, the Italian psychiatric laws are still deemed ‘progressive’ by some.

These were two examples from the past but I believe the germ of a very similar process can be seen in various sectors of the ‘anti-globalisation movement’. Academic writings have often favoured reabsorption of critics by recolonising collective knowledge within the borders of ‘scientific space’. 
The second phenomenon, which needs discussing, is the ‘divide-and-rule’ tactics of the state. Within autonomous groupings the development of a collective identity has always been a necessary component of recognising a common struggle and the fight against oppression. We need a group consciousness in order to be subversive, since ‘any group that leads an autonomous existence (...( constitutes a constant danger for the dominant group’ (Apfelbaum, 1999, p 269). Obviously if the identity becomes homogenising it could suffocate the group and the subjectivity within it (Biglia, 2003). As I explained before, various occasions are used to instigate difference amongst groups (the banal discourse on violence is one of them, see Lopez-Adan, 1996). However, I firmly believe that the division between ‘physical’22 and theoretical activists is the most significant factor. This is a division that academics actively encourage.

This is because the intellectuals tend to reproduce exclusive jargons that continue the very technical and social divisions of labor they purport to want to deconstruct. Fearing academic manipulation, groups then tend to either evolve around identities devoid of theoretical elements, or exalt theories. Both alternatives when not destroying the subversive power of the collective imaginary at least limit its scope. An additional problem is that the ‘anti-capitalist movement’ still contains figures who consciously or otherwise wish to resurrect Marxist-Leninism’s desire to ‘educate the people’. Its more intellectual dimension tends to normalise certain positions and by default exclude other struggles as secondary. For example, women have frequently been asked to subordinate their struggles against discrimination to those of the class (Charles, 2000, Diaz, 1983, Sardella, 2001, Schuman, 1998, Vázquez et al., 1996).

All this causes a separation between the alleged intellectuals and those who practice politics from within their own skin. In this context the comments of some Chilean activists that I interviewed in 2001 are of relevance23. These pobladoras24 have been fighting for years firstly against the dictatorship and today against the falsehood of the democracy and the various discriminations (class, ethnic and gender ones) that persist. They may not possess academic knowledge but if you stop and listen to their words an entire world of wisdom unfolds before your eyes. They have recounted several experiences to me when they felt excluded by professional feminist activists: 

They don’t look at you badly, but the discourse they use is not pluralist … it is not a discourse that involves pobladoras women…there are just a few professional women who ‘come down’ to the level of the people, [but you get the impression they feel] if you aren’t a professional you are nobody.

They become more enraged on hearing pious progressive discourse on an abstract poverty, 

... when we are here fucking hungry and are fed an excellent discourse … [you realize how empty it is] and that you are defrauded by It … for that reason organized women don’t trust professionals very much…

In this case feminist professional attitudes caused feelings of exclusion. Similarly, various anti-capitalist groups create discourses and practices that exclude people who are not used to theories. Once again the role played by intellectuals is to erect barriers that maintain the separation between ‘popular’ energies and ‘revolutionary’ discourse.
Critical contradictions and traveling within/out movements

Some may agree with my criticism of mainstream theories but argue that they cannot possibly apply to critical theory since the latter operates within a different schema. I believe, however, that my criticisms do apply to critical theory as well. Below I will try to expand on this. 

The critic frequently engages in normative practice and more specifically academics expect their students to follow their lead in their work. At the beginning it may be necessary to create a group identity to protect the minority group from the incursions of ‘official’ theories (Biglia, 2003), but later on it becomes a way of monopolising the power. One of the reasons for this process maybe the necessity of working in a relaxing way. As Ussher makes clear: 

[…] Today critical psychology means something different to me. It is not fighting for small change, for recognition, for an inroad into the mainstream of psychology. Those endeavours are admirable, and I have nothing but respect for those who wish to pursue that path […]. But I don’t have the energy, or the inclination, any more. I have come to the conclusion that innovative, meaningful research or teaching cannot be carried out, at least without great personal cost, if critical psychologists are having to justify their existences on a daily basis; if they are having to explain, persuade and cajole, rather then engage in dialogue with others of a similar disposition and intellectual bent; if they have to watch their back (p 19).
It is significant that even the Temporary Autonomous Zones (TAZ) which Hakim Bey (1985) wishes to see transformed into Permanent Autonomous Zones (PAZ) are generally characterised by two or three individuals in charge of hefty ideological decisions. So dialogues that Ussher wants to see develop become closed dialogues where it is advantageous to conform to the critical ‘party line’. The biggest problem is that, within supposedly horizontal groups, which are not explicitly authoritarian, it is difficult to recognise leadership and subject it to criticism. This is a strange process in which we are all ‘free to think’ as our unacknowledged leaders, otherwise we are out.

Moreover, such groups tend to become endogamous in order to avoid contamination from other critical sources and frequently end up not co-operating with each other because they all believe they possess the deeper and more radical critique of the status quo.

Theoretically there may not exist a separation between knowledge-theories and activism. We are critical academics so we must be on the same side as activists. We organize horizontally and we don’t want to manipulate the movement. But we celebrate our arrival to a meeting with half an hour of theoretical chat not understood by non-specialists. I want to mention two experiences in this regard, one from my activist space and the other from my academic milieu.

The first experience comes from an assembly of activists I was involved with around ten years ago in Italy. In theory it was a closed group (just for militants with similar politics), organized horizontally as a response to an upcoming protest. The group consisted of about 30 people. Most of us, between 18 and 24 years old, learned about the meeting just a few days in advance. The meeting started with a 90-minute talk by two academic-activists who read from a written paper. After their talk they ask if there was any disagreement with their analysis. I felt as if they were mocking us. Obviously for me, as for most of my friends, it was impossible to understand let alone provide an impromptu critique of a highly complex analysis. Faced with this interrogation all we could do was to try to decide whether we should remain in the group or leave.

Another example comes from a few years ago in Spain, during a meeting between critical teachers and students who wanted to change academia. All the students sat at the back of the room and remained silent throughout. In contrast, the lecturers occupied the front row and monopolised the ‘discussion’. When I complained that if we want to change the authoritarian dynamics of academia we have to make an effort to create a space in which everyone feels free to talk, one of the lecturers retorted, ‘here everybody can talk freely and if student don’t feel free it is their problem’. At this stage one student did say that it was difficult to talk under such conditions, but he was ignored. 

What I am trying to say is that this ‘TAZ’ frequently becomes a closed ghetto that tends to produce a static critique- a critique that can be ‘easily’ reabsorbed by mainstream academic discourse. Our inability or unwillingness to be self-critical tends to normalise our contribution. At the same time not-so-critical academics see the autonomous zones created as an opportunity to acquire power. It seams that having acquired an academic position most criticals start to feel tired of fighting and prefer to maintain their little privileges and end up becoming auto-referential and a bit pathetic.

Having analysed some of the limitations and negatives influences of academic discourse, I want to end by returning to the question posed by the editors of ARCP. It seems to me that in both academia and the ‘anti-globalization’ movement the ‘radicalising’ process mainly consists in emptying the content of criticism. Given this situation, is a cross-fertilisation between critical psychology and the anti-capitalist movement possible? I feel the only positive fertilisation possible is achieved through being a person- I mean the voluntary performing of ourselves and our bodies and not our professional ‘persona’.

That doesn’t mean we cannot bring to the University ethics and practices developed by us as militants. Moreover, we can serve our activism through knowledge gained in academia and the privileges of our status. But we have to be careful not to instrumentalize Radical Social Movement practices and theories for the benefit of academics nor engage with the Radical Social Movement with a superior attitude. 
I believe if we want to be useful to the Radical Social Movement we should not aim to do something for RSM as academics, but instead work within them and act as activists. Perhaps the best thing Critical Psychology, as a ‘theoretical group’, could do is to let the anti-capitalist movement get on with its work without interference. As persons with a psychological background and a critical attitude we can use our knowledge within RSM to subvert academia by taking a radical position in the classroom and research. 

I agree with the criticisms friends made regarding the pessimism of this paper. Perhaps we have to look at the positive experiences being developed outside Academia. Although this article is not the space to enter into a deep analysis of that space, I like to mention it briefly. Research-militants from different disciplines are fighting against the commercialisation of knowledge and are producing shared-knowledge (e.g., the GNU Project, Copy left), organizing autonomous teams of research (e.g., Universidad Nomada, Laser, Facoltá di Fuga, Universidad de las Madres de Plaza de Mayo). And many people use shared-knowledge in their neighbourhoods or work places. Reappropriation of knowledge is a necessary tool for social transformation, nevertheless, I believe it is just as important we maintain a strong self-critical attitude. And finally what we should do as researcher-academics? 

…A bit less talking, a bit more doing!●
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REVOLUTIONARY CONTRIBUTIONS

The following three papers are by individuals we would classify as revolutionary comrades. It is a funny term steeped in subtexts and connotations that may sound strange to ‘sophisticated’ 21st century ears. It is also a term misused by all manners of opportunists over the years. By revolutionaries we refer to those consciously fighting for a class-less world human community, where the aim is to dialectically link specific demands with the general overcoming of capitalist social relations. A comrade is a person whose politics we identify with and whose ‘character’ is worthy of respect. Without romanticizing the term or inflicting it with religious sophistry, comrades are those who make capitalism almost bearable. The Melancholic Troglodytes have very few comrades, hence our melancholy. 

The following papers break with academic convention. They possess a creative imagination and self-critical candor sadly lacking in most bourgeois intellectual endeavors. Enjoy. 
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In this article, I argue that critical psychology cannot be adequate to (the best of) the ‘anti-capitalist movement’. The most that critical psychology can offer is the space for the ‘anti-capitalist’ academic to indulge him- or herself. I illustrate some of these points with examples of my research on empowerment in collective action.

Why Critical Psychology? Why not just Critical ... Everything, or Critical Full-stop?

For many of us working in academic psychology, it is obvious that we need to attack the oppressive assumptions and practices of the mainstream. Mainstream psychology separates knowledge and practice, legitimizes racism, pathologizes dominated social groups, eternalizes bourgeois social relations, and so on. The question is how do we go about this attack. Versions of critical psychology have emerged which suggest the strategic use of our positions as psychologists and the intellectual resources our positions provide us. As such, we appear to have the best of both worlds; we can satisfy some of our own needs as critical people (and be true to our conscience) while at the same time making our living as psychologists – even perhaps getting a decent career out of it.

My argument is that such a position is part of the problem not part of the solution. If we really want to challenge what is fundamentally wrong with psychology, we should look more critically at our own situation rather trying to use our situation to help others who can supposedly benefit from our specialist knowledge. It follows from this, therefore, that critical psychology can offer nothing to the ‘anti-capitalist movement’ – at least not in the way the relationship between the two is usually set up. Rather, if anything, critical psychology leaches off the ‘anti-capitalist movement’ and all radical activity.

Psychology is within and part of academia and can’t be understood without understanding the nature of academia. Critical psychology – the attempt to criticize bourgeois social relations using the resources of psychology – by definition preserves psychology itself. This therefore means premising one’s ‘intervention’ on the existence of academia. The key point is that academia is not neutral; it is not some set of tools that only acquire their meaning through the use to which they’re put; academia already embodies alienated social relations and it operates to alienate its ‘users’.

Some reading this will be slightly puzzled. They may experience their academic jobs as relatively privileged, and regard the university, as a relatively free space to pursue ideas, as one of the few positive achievements of capitalism. I will directly address these points shortly. For now, I want to unpack the argument that academia is alienating.

Academia is alienating essentially because it is the institutionalization of specialized knowledge. Within itself, it fragments this knowledge through the separation of the distinct disciplines and obscure specialisms of the sciences, social sciences and humanities. In relation to the wider world, academia embodies the dehumanizing division of labour between the mental and the manual that characterizes capitalism. It is a realm of knowledge abstracted from practical concerns; as such, it is (along with the media) part of a one-sided ideological realm whose inhabitants are one-sidedly intellectual. It is the counter-part to those practical realms (i.e. most other work) where the inhabitants are largely denied from fully exercising their intellectual faculties.

When I say that academia is alienating, therefore, I mean that it is an institution, which subsumes our (intellectual) activity within alien needs and purposes – i.e. those of capital. In a moment, I will suggest in what capacity academia functions for capital. For now, the argument is that academia cannot stand outside a revolution that abolishes the capital relation but must itself be abolished. Put differently, if our specialized roles are alienated, we need to act out of role rather than try to hang onto them as part of our supposed radicality. This kind of point was ably made in Refuse: 

The ‘opposition’ by counter-specialists to the authoritarian expertise of the authoritarian experts offers yet another false choice to the political consumer. These ‘radical’ specialists (radical lawyers, radical architects, radical philosophers, radical psychologists, radical social workers – everything but radical people) attempt to use their expertise to de-mystify expertise … The academic counter-specialists attempt to attack (purely bourgeois) ideology at the point of production: the university. Unwilling to attack the institution, the academic milieu, the very concept of education as a separate activity from which ideas of separate power arise, they remain trapped in the fragmented categories they attempt to criticize … [But] when [others] participate in the class struggle they don’t do so by ‘radicalizing’ their specific place in the division of labour (e.g. radical dockers, radical mechanics) but by revolting against it (pp 10-11, 23).
 

A characteristic approach of the critical academic is to engage in what can be called the ideological struggle.
 A set of dominant discourses, assumptions or arguments is identified, and research, theory or analysis is marshalled to expose their negative consequences and/or partiality. Such work can be worthwhile in various ways, but also has fundamental and profound limits. Unless it is combined with some broader practical intervention whereby the academic challenges academia itself, it reproduces his or her separation as a specialist in the realm of ideas. At its worst, it privileges this realm of ideas as the central locus of struggle and neglects how social relations give rise to and make particular (liberatory or ideological) discourses possible and meaningful. 

Moreover, if the ideological struggle is taken seriously, it is simply the perfect way of engaging the critical academic in the stuff of academia – of transforming herself and her radical intentions into so much academic fodder. Academia needs people who produce lots of words and ideas. The considerable amount of personal control we have within our jobs (compared, for example, to the cleaners who service our offices) gives us the scope to choose what and how we research and write about; while some might suggest (wrongly, in my view) that this makes it ‘less alienating’,
 it is precisely this scope afforded to us that serves to drag us into the fold, that recuperates our critical impulses. In fact, our most critical impulse is our desire to escape our own alienation, not our wish to use our alienated labour itself (i.e. to reinforce our own alienation) supposedly to support others’ attempts to escape; such a wish is a living contradiction. The committed right-on principled critical psychologist is often the one who works hard and long to produce vast amounts of publishable words and ideas, and who sacrifices her pleasures to this project of words and ideas, who feels the joy of creation within work and the pain of not being able to complete her plans. How very different from Lucky Jim, who dislikes and disowns his academic work, and doesn’t even make the effort to ‘use’ it to create his own projects – beyond that of paying the rent.
 But isn’t Lucky Jim in a sense the practically critical one, in that at least he’s much clearer that he’s alienated? By contrast to Jim Dixon, many of us believe in what we do, identify with the project of academia (if not its particular findings and theories), and lose sight of the way that, in expending our energy in ‘using’ academia, this is precisely how academia uses us. The critical psychologists are, thus, just as much as the uncritical career academics, perfect fodder for this realm of endless words and ideas, a realm which reproduces itself as healthy and alive even through its own critique.

Given all this, what can academic theory in general and critical psychology in particular offer to the ‘anti-capitalist movement?’ 
 A lot, perhaps, if we are referring to those tendencies and ideologues of the ‘movement’ who use research to win the battle through arguments. In fact, ‘anti-capitalism’ is a very good career for some people such as Noreena Hertz and Naomi Klein. 

However, these tendencies – which appear ultimately as a set of alternative proposals for a ‘fairer’ version of capitalist relations – are only one of the forms of the ‘anti-capitalist’ movement. Indeed, some of the best and most uncompromising actions we have seen against the capitalist relation in recent years have taken place under the banner of ‘anti-capitalism’. I am thinking of examples such as the June 18th ‘Carnival Against Capital’ in the City of London in 1999 (J18), the actions around the attempt to close down the World Trade Organization conference in Seattle in the same year, the mass mobilizations against the International Monetary Fund and World Bank in Prague in 2000, and the assault on the fences in Quebec at the Summit of the Americas in 2001. 

It seems intolerably arrogant and presumptuous to suggest that critical psychology can offer something important to those people involved in the most radical aspects of these events. In a crucial sense, many of those involved in J18, for example, already have theory (Indeed for many if not most ‘anti-capitalists’, the theory they express through their actions far surpasses their verbalized explanations of their relationships to capital, which are too often bogged down in a leftist-liberal discourse of ‘big business’, ‘imperialism’, ‘human rights’ etc.). The relation between theory and practice is internal; theory is an aspect of practice, and practice expresses theory. To argue otherwise would be to endorse the ‘injection’ model of the relation between theory and practice (which appears in Lenin’s work, but which owes nothing to Marx). In turn, this means that all critical psychology and the other critical academic disciplines can do is tail-end and attempt to leach off the ‘anti-capitalist movement’. The ‘anti-capitalist movement’ is data, ideas, relevance – all the things that critical psychology needs. Ask not what critical psychology can do for the ‘anti-capitalist movement’, but rather what the ‘anti-capitalist movement’ can do for critical psychology.
It’s just academic

So far then, I have suggested that the university and hence critical psychology cannot be the basis of a practical critique of the social relations of capital. However, I now want to show how the inherent limits of academia are at the same time a modest but positive opportunity for some ‘anti-capitalists’ and others who do not want to do anything of use to capital.

Some critical folk might argue the basic problem with the university, and the key reason why we can’t ‘use’ it ourselves, is that it is essentially a factory for the production of knowledge for use by the state (in state control) and capital more generally. In fact, my own academic specialism, crowd behaviour, would seem to bear this kind of argument out. Theories of crowd behaviour arose as a practical attempt by the ruling class to deal with the problem of working class crowds.
 In the nineteenth century, Tarde and Sighele debated the effect of the crowd on individual psychology in order to resolve the bourgeois problem of criminal responsibility. Le Bon popularized some of their ideas in a book, which also explained how the threat of the crowd to bourgeois order could be harnessed and re-directed by a crowd demagogue using the appropriate form of rhetoric (simple and repetitive). 

There are two problems with treating this kind of example as indicating something general about the relation between university research and the interests of the state. In the first place, while it is certainly true that applied work in the service of the war machine, psychiatry, surveillance, advertising and so on is carried out in universities, much more applied academic work is relatively benign. For example, there is a whole industry of health psychologists attempting to persuade people to eat more fruit and less fat. The critique of this work is not its practical usefulness to the state or capital so much as its possible ideological effects in drawing attention to the symptoms rather than the causes of ill health in capitalist society. 

Second, and most importantly, a huge amount of work in the universities, particularly in the humanities and social sciences, and including most research work in psychology, has no obvious application at all. Any applied relevance that researchers specify when they fill in their research funding forms is contrived or general. Again, it is more adequate to grasp the function of this knowledge as ideological rather than instrumental. To use the example of the study of crowd behaviour again, while interest in the specialism has arisen and declined in waves (e.g., 1920s, 1960s), reflecting bourgeois concerns with the various threats to ‘civilization’, what theorists provided was not so much concrete tools and practical recommendations for the police, army and judiciary but rather a set of ideological resources which could be used to justify and legitimize existing repressive practices. Thus, the crowd was typically cast as irrational – either through collective social influence processes occluding individual identity, or through an individual reversion to basic drives and instincts – and hence inherently dangerous; and hence the full force of the state was necessary to control or eliminate the crowd.

The (critical-negative) view that the basic problem of academia is the state’s use of its products as tools to oppress us is, just like the (critical-positive) view that academic activity can unproblematically be treated as a tool for progressive ends, mistaken in its grasp of the essence of what is bad and good about academia.

Even within the current climate of rationalization, where market principles are increasingly being applied to what we do, academia remains essentially an ideological realm - a realm of ideas not practical applications. This is the case for the same reasons that, while the university is of course a pre-capitalist invention, it has flourished and developed as capitalism itself has developed. The bourgeois world comprises not only a war between capital and proletariat, but also competition and conflict between different bourgeois subjects and capitals. The competing material interests mean problems in producing disinterested knowledge, in uncovering truths, in developing theoretically and/or empirically-based explanations. The role of academia then is precisely to provide such knowledge. By being essentially separate from the conflicts of material interest – by remaining neutral, and committed only to knowledge-production itself – academia operates as an arbiter of knowledge. As such, rather than designing new practices based on particular interests, its main purpose is to provide rationalizations and justifications for existing practices based on ‘universal’ interests. We might even go further and perhaps say that its function is to have no (instrumental) function. Academia is a self-reproducing world of endless words and ideas; the more words and ideas you produce, the more justification you create for more such words and ideas. Arguments must be answered; theories must be tested; suggestions must be developed; and so on.
But an ideological realm – a realm dedicated to scholarship and knowledge for its own sake – has its price. That price is its sheer uselessness, its ‘waste’, its redundancy. To say that something is ‘just academic’ is to say that it doesn’t matter. The term is almost an insult. The quintessentially academic work is not that which provides the new tools for the state and capital’s attempts to dragoon us into bourgeois public order, but that which is utterly trivial and has little relevance to anything practical.

However, from the point of view of those of us who don’t want to produce anything useful for the existing order, this is also an opportunity. Despite the pressures operating to make university-lecturing jobs much like other kinds of work, academia is nevertheless still a relatively open-ended space where people can indulge their peculiar research interests. The privilege of the job is precisely that it gives us the time and the resources (library, word-processors, printers, internet) to explore topics that may be useless and pointless to capital, but still interesting to us. 

The net social effect of this indulgence may be the same as in the case of the critical psychologist who is trying to use her work to change the world – i.e. zero. And here too there is the same danger of becoming so involved in and identifying with the work that one sacrifices one’s free subjectivity to academia instead of attempting to abolish academia for the sake of one’s free subjectivity. But the possible difference is that, since the ‘indulger’ doesn’t believe her work is practically useful or necessary for positive social change, she or he may be more ready than is the critical psychologist to get stuck into the real struggle and meet her own needs in other ways. Which of them is more ready to take a day off from their oh-so-vital work to stand on a picket line or, if that still sounds too self-sacrificial, to stay in bed?

Before illustrating some of these points with my own research, some qualification is necessary. First, it would be wrong to suggest that academia can produce nothing of value to anti-capitalists, and to wholly dismiss its ideas and theories; in this sense, my argument above seems to go too far. Second, and at the same time, the version of ‘academic freedom’ I am arguing for has significant practical limitations. In principle, and particularly in the past, academia is a potential source of the best of bourgeois theory which can be used/ransacked/looted by those interested in using it for distinctly anti-capitalist purposes: an obvious example is Marx’s use of the bourgeois philosopher Hegel. The problem for the working class was, and is still, finding the time, opportunity and resources systematically and consciously to develop theory. Therefore, working class people and others fighting capitalism outside academia have often had to take the best ideas and knowledge from bourgeoisie scholars who have had this time and space. Thus, we should not completely dismiss the products of academia but should regard them as possible sources for developing our own ideas. These days, however, as the Research Assessment Exercise and other forces encourage academics to produce more output of less substance, and academics themselves become bogged down in so much junk,
 there is relatively less for the anti-capitalist to loot. Under current conditions, in which endless vacuous journal articles which have to be read, the freedom to choose and carry out one’s own research project becomes somewhat restricted.

Researching empowerment in collective action

I began my research work on crowd behaviour because it seemed like by far the most interesting topic in psychology – here was a way of talking about things I did and like to read about and yet still do psychology. The theoretical rationale for the work grew from the work on crowds carried out by my supervisor Steve Reicher. In his work on the St Paul’s riots of 1980, he showed that the actions of crowd participants was patterned, and that this pattern reflected the participants’ definitions of themselves as a collective: their ‘local’ identity, their antagonistic relationship with the police and their desire for freedom from institutions such as the DHSS.
 As such, this work can be considered as a contribution to the ideological struggle against dominant models of crowds, which had largely followed Le Bon in depicting collectivity – and specifically working class collectivity – as irrational and mindless. Of course, from a bourgeois perspective, the revolutionary crowd was indeed mad; but the project of Le Bon and others was to provide a scientific gloss for this understanding and hence a rationale for the suppression of the crowd. Steve Reicher’s work countered this by showing how the behaviour of participants in riots was not arbitrary or reflective of base instincts. Rather, rioters’ actions were meaningful and were both enabled and limited by their shared definitions of their social location and hence their understandings of proper practice.
 

Later work has attempted to explain the issue of change in crowd events. While what people in crowds do reflects their social identities, it was also true that their social identities might be transformed through what they did as a crowd. My own PhD work was part of this attempt to examine change. The researched focused on the experience of participants in the campaign of direct action against the building of the M11 link road in Wanstead and Leytonstone, in London (1993-4). This was a direct action campaign, in which the basic tactics included the squatting of houses and trees along the route of the proposed road, and the invasion of construction sites and occupation of digging machinery. As well as producing some great research data, the No M11 campaign was probably the most enjoyable struggle I’ve participated in; the people involved, the actions we did, and the ideas that arose were all a source of inspiration.
 Since the Economic & Social Research Council and the university paid my train fares up from Exeter, the PhD was in fact a great opportunity for me to get involved in something that I probably would not have done otherwise. 

One issue, which stood out in people’s experience, and was of particular interest in terms of the relation between collective action and psychological change, was that of empowerment.
 People often talked (spontaneously) of feeling ‘empowered’ by particular experiences, or by the No M11 campaign as whole. The M11 research, along with some of our previous studies, had some suggestions for how empowerment develops within a crowd event.
 These studies pointed to the way an initial gathering might be characterized by a degree of fragmentation or disunity. This fragmentation is superseded, however, by the unity that emerges from conflict with the police. Police interventions which are experienced as illegitimate and indiscriminate promote in the crowd a sense of common identity based on the shared relationship to the police. This emergent common identity in turn gives rise to expectations of mutual support within the crowd. Participants feel more able to challenge the police because they feel that they will be backed up if they do so. However, what I was particularly interested in was the endurance of such feelings of empowerment beyond the immediate context of the particular crowd event. The obvious importance of this (practically as well as theoretically) is the way such feelings can become part of the motivation to continue or increase involvement in a particular campaign or in collective struggles more generally. 

One particularly inspiring crowd event in the early days of the No M11 campaign suggested to me how to conceptualize empowerment, and how it might feed into future involvement, beyond processes of unity and support. Despite the presence of security guards and police, No M11 participants had rather unexpectedly demolished a high fence surrounding part of George Green, Wanstead, which was being dug up to make way for the road. They were then able to restore some of the soil and occupy the land, forcing contractors to leave. Empowerment and exultation were the predominant themes in subsequent interviews. The (illegitimate) construction work represented the negation of what the participants defined as ‘common land’. The fences around the land excluded both those who had come for a family tree-dressing ceremony, and those hoping for direct action. In this way, the fences served to enhance a sense of unity among participants, many of whom had never been involved in direct action before, and who didn’t regard themselves as ‘protesters’ let alone ‘activists’. The unified crowd then used its power to negate this work of negation and thus ‘reclaim the land’. The flattening of the fences was thereby the means through which participants could enact their constructions of proper practice. 

My suggestion, therefore, was that unity and mutual support enable collective action beyond previous limits, and the results of this action can generate a sense of empowerment that endures after the event. Since the action is one which reflects the collective identity – the collective sense of proper practice - then such empowerment can be conceptualized as a function of the imposition of self or identity. This self-imposition is over against antagonistic outgroups or forces (such as the police). By the same token, then, the imposition by antagonistic groups of their definition of proper practice feels disempowering and deflating for the resisting crowd. Moreover, for action to be empowering, there should be an element of novelty in the new relations between groups; mundane (as well as ritualized) ‘self-impositions’ are not experienced as empowering. Empowerment is bound up with the disruption or overturning of existing relations of dominance. The George Green fences, for example, expressed relations of ‘everyday’ domination: the power of the state and capital in the form of the road contractors. Their demolition by a movement of the ‘dispossessed’ subverted this domination. Feelings of empowerment might not last; but, by the same token, the dominance of structures of power are themselves provisional – even where they appear as given, natural, permanent and ‘thing’-like (reified).

I based this account on Marx’s theory of labour, and hence refer henceforth to the process of self-imposition as one of (collective) objectification.
 If alienated labour is the loss of self,
 then the affirmation of self is the translation of one’s subjectivity - one’s own desires and indeed one’s project - into an objective reality.
 There is an echo here of the humanist account of self-realization.
 A key difference is that, in the present account, the self is not a pre-given individual essence, but socially and historically constructed; the self is just as much a function of the collective as it is of the individual. It feels good to express oneself and realize one’s desires; but it feels even better to express one’s collective selfhood because the collective self is capable of so much more than the individual.

In my recent research I have sought to explore how far experiences that could be understood in terms of collective objectification feature in people’s accounts of their own empowerment. While the concept of objectification seems to make sense of empowerment, people might actually experience empowerment quite differently and might draw upon a whole series of quite different discourses and explanations of empowerment in reflecting upon their experience. What I needed to do, therefore, was some kind of phenomenological study of empowerment.

With others,
 I carried out around 40 interviews with activists in which I asked them to tell me about two or three (or more) collective actions they had been involved with which were empowering, and two or three which were disempowering. We used mostly our personal contacts, but also sought to speak to activists from different traditions and with reference to different types of event. Thus some interviewees I knew from the No M11 campaign, some could be located in the post-Criminal Justice Bill direct action movement, some were hunt saboteurs, some were Trotskyists, some were Stalinists, and so on. Events described included J18, some of the recent Mayday events, the marches that took place against the bombing of Afghanistan, demonstrations against animal breeding factories, and the mass picket of the News International works in Wapping in the 1980s.
We did indeed find a variety of different types of discourse and explanations of empowerment. As expected, references to unity and mutual support were prevalent in the accounts; but so too were references to the perceived potential of the movement of which the particular action was a part (‘being part of something bigger’), the numbers involved, the inability of the police to prevent the action, and the determination of others. However, accounts that could be categorized in terms of objectifying a collective identity did indeed seem to be particularly important – as evidenced in numerous references to ‘achieving something’ (relevant to campaign or action aims), enacting or expressing the collective position, and having an impact on others. In fact, objectification was the most frequently cited type of explanation.

Nine participants described the 1996 street party on the M41 motorway in London, organized by Reclaim the Streets (RTS), which can serve as an example. RTS was a group which grew from the anti-roads protests – particularly the No M11 campaign – and sought to generalize the issues from roads to car culture and capital in general. Before the M41 street party, RTS had organized two previous street parties – at Camden and Islington. In each case, the party worked through a small group keeping the location secret until the last minute, with everyone else meeting at diverse points and converging to close off a street. The M41 party was the most audacious that had yet been organized; the road in question was a motorway; and the group’s successes had led to increased pressure and surveillance from the police, who had been outwitted on the previous occasions. As crowds of people moved towards the party location on the M41, the police at first seemed to be in control; they arrested organizers and seized a sound-system. But soon they were overwhelmed as increasing numbers of people streamed through their cordons. The street party went on until the late evening, and involved music, fancy dress and extensive damage to the tarmac as people dug it up with pneumatic drills to plant trees. The event was the biggest street party yet and a complete success. 

Among our interviewees, common explanations given for feelings of empowerment at this event were in terms of the numbers involved, the unity in the crowd and the sense of mutual support; but explanations categorized in terms of objectification were the most numerous, as in the following example:

Int 2: what was empowering about it was that [ ] not only were we able to talk about it, it was actually being able to put ideas into practice, and take control, [ ] by taking control of that tranche of a road, and it’s an important artery in London, we were also able to say, Look, cities don’t have to be for - aren’t just conduits for motor vehicles, they should be for people (JD2, M41 RTS).

The event seemed to be empowering because it served, in the most dramatic manner, to turn social relations upside down. The motorway, that symbol and mechanism of the world of work and soulless functionality, was transformed into a site of pleasure, where diverse and subversive forms of enjoyment were given space to flourish. Through the party in this ‘inappropriate’ location, participants’ collective dreams of an alternative form of life became a reality.

A lot of planning had gone into the event, and there was always the possibility that such an audacious street party wouldn’t actually take place. Hence, for those involved in the organization of the event, part of the exhilaration of what happened came from the contrast between the near-failure of the action at the beginning, when the police seemed to be in control, and the overcoming of this police control:

Int 3: Me and the guy who whose sound-system it was got arrested, because the police were on the other side of the wall; and I had [a] disempowering experience; my arm [was] up behind my back against the wall

JD: Why was it disempowering?

Int 3: Well because they’ve got my arm up behind - cos I’m nicked cos, like, I’m no longer [ ] in control of my own body, basically; and they’re about to put me in a police station, and I thought - I literally thought that whole exciting experience of the street party was about (to be taken) away... [ ] And then everybody broke through at the other end, and the superintendent or whatever shouted to the cops that had us to let us go, which was absolutely unbelievable and unheard of, and they did. And then we jumped over the wall again before they changed their mind, jumped onto the - or climbed onto the roof of the sound-system truck, and everybody was streaming up the road and the music started and I was jumping up and down (on top of the truck)

JD: So was that the next empowering ( )

Int 3: extremely empowering that was like (great)

JD: In what way?

Int 3: Well because (there’s) the least the – yeah, another thing that is empowering is seeing your enemy who is usually powerful being less- unpowerful; so, like, one minute he’s got absolute power over me, this cop, and then by force of numbers coming, and the fact that there was only a few cops, they were disempowered and that’s always whenever the cops look stupid that’s always ( ) empowering, because [ ] everyday you’re ground down by the fact that the sort of baddies have got all the power, so when the baddies look stupid and haven’t got the power then you you’re specially - if at the same time you’re totally claiming that space and there’s all our mates streaming up the street and the music’s starting and they’ve, like, pulled it pulled it off, I’ve just gone from, like, low to really high; and then I came down [from the truck] after and everyone’s hugging each other and...

JD: So obviously accompanied by lots of strong emo- positive emotions ( )
Int 3: Yes. [laughs] And then – yeah, so disempowering is when you can’t maintain that kind of, you know, if you have to do that kind of thing to feel empowered all the time, it’s exhausting isn’t it,
JD: Yeah
Int 3: And it’s not sustainable basically and...

JD: Why isn’t it sustainable? Is it because the sheer effort involved ( )
Int 3: My god, you know, we stayed up you know, all night just put putting so much energy into [it]
(JD3, M41 RTS)

This long quote illustrates three other points that came out of the analysis. The first is in relation to struggles with the police. Most of the events described by our interviewees were not planned as explicitly or overtly anti-police events - even where many of the participants were anarchists or communists. But having to defeat or outwit the police became not just a means to an end but an end in itself in many of the events. In either defeating the police in physical combat or overcoming the police’s attempts to limit or prevent the action – in challenging the ability of the police to impose their will – participants are again disrupting given (alien) social relations of bourgeois ‘public order’. This is an example of the realization of one’s conceptions of proper practice; but it is also an example of aims shifting and changing within the action itself. 

However, there were also examples of change within collective action that were more fundamental than this. While many of the examples do indeed refer to people feeling empowered through the success of a given aim, in many cases there is also a process of change in the identity itself. Interviewees described events as ‘an education’, as self-changing, as radicalizing, as transformative. This kind of evidence helps us to clarify the notion of objectification using Marxian concepts. In doing so, it also further distinguishes our account from the humanist one. The notion of the superseding of self while at the same realizing it (Aufhebung) is central to both Hegel’s account of the development of knowledge and Marx’s account of the relation of the communist movement to the capitalist conditions that give rise to this movement. While there is a historical continuity between the self that intended to act and the self that comes out of this self-determined action, they may not necessarily and in all respects be the same. Self-determined action may serve to change the social relations from which the self derives its meaning.

The second point illustrated in the quote is the importance of emotion in the accounts of empowering actions. It is clear that many of the events were deeply joyful occasions, and just talking about them brought a smile and a good feeling. Such a link between empowerment and emotion was common in the material. The significance of this theoretically is that emotion, and the link between emotion and identity, is neglected in the social identity tradition within which our research on the crowd is situated. Practically the role of emotion is important too, in that an experience that feels good will encourage us to do more of the same.

However, and this is the third point, the link between reported experience of empowerment – whether explained in terms of self-objectification or any other factors – and subsequent action is not so clear cut. In the case of the M41 street party, only a minority stated that the event actually led them to get involved in more actions. Some of those who had been particularly active around the event actually became less active afterwards – at least for a while. In these cases, activists felt good afterwards, but they also felt burnt out. The data-set as whole includes numerous examples of participants feeling inspired to get involved in future events; some refer to general feelings of motivation and encouragement, while others cite specific examples of participation that wouldn’t have happened had they not taken part in the earlier, empowering, event. But sometimes inspiration is not enough, and other experiences and events may intervene and mediate the extent to which people get involved in the future, be they personal experiences coming out of the last action (exhaustion, anxiety), life-events coincidental to the action, or limits to the movement itself (such as a lack of activities in which to get involved following the empowering experience).

If objectification was important for empowerment, then de-objectification should be important for disempowerment. Thus, while people referred to disunity, a lack of support, isolation and disorganization as contributing to their feelings at disempowering actions, more frequently they cited the failure of the action to realize their hopes and aims, their lack of impact, and the ability of the police to impose themselves and control the situation.

An example is the demonstration organized to coincide with the annual conference of the Labour Party in Brighton, in September 2001. There was an expectation that the Labour Government would soon announce war on Afghanistan, and the demo was seen as an opportunity to put pressure on them. While officially organized as a march by leftists such as the Socialist Workers Party (SWP), others attempted to promote the demonstration as a direct action in which the crowd would disrupt the conference itself. But on the day, the numbers supporting direct action failed to materialize, and those who did want to go beyond a straightforward march were a tiny minority. Moreover, the police mobilized in force and were easily able to exercise control of the streets. The demonstration was nothing more than a march in the rain. While two interviewees (from the SWP) were positive about the event, the rest who cited it described it as an example of disempowerment. They referred to a lack of unity and support, and, overwhelmingly, to factors which could be understood in terms of a failure to objectify – or, put differently, of the continued reproduction of alien power. For example: 

JB: So, did anything specifically occur that made you feel disempowered?

Int1: Yeah, because there… the march was organized by Socialist Worker, an alliance of unions and leftist groups, who are a lot more… hierarchical than… than I’m used to working with… [ ] the police had blocked off all the exits, so that the only people who actually saw the march were people who happened to live there and looked out the window, so that was disempowering, cos we may as well have gone down, you know, like all the back streets here in Brighton and… Also the police were very heavy and had a lot of evidence-gathering camera-men every ten, ten yards or so, they had a really bad attitude… But the people who were in the crowd didn’t seem very robust, and so it seemed like we were just being pushed about and… you know, so it didn’t… By the time we’d marched through all this rain down to the seafront, um… I was quite dispirited and, er, I was thinking, this is a bit of a waste of time, and then when we actually got to the conference centre, I… There was like a samba band on the march, and they were sort of keeping the people’s spirits up, so I thought it would be good, well at least when we get to the conference we’ll stop, the band’ll play, maybe people will like chant or whatever and at least it will create, um, an impact, but as soon as we got down after walking down on this stupid march, we got to the seafront and then it just seemed to disintegrate. 

(JB1, Labour Party Conference demo)

In the above quote, the alien power is not just the police but the SWP, whose idea of politics is experienced as antagonistic (the SWP’s notion of a ‘good demo’ being not so very different than the police’s definition). The inability of the collective to act in the way hoped by the interviewee is in effect the reproduction of the alien world; it is the continued objectification of the antagonistic outgroup’s project (‘public order’ and the rest of bourgeois social relations) and hence the denial of one’s own needs and desires. It feels bad.

An interesting question, both theoretically and practically, is how we cope with these negative experiences. When No M11 participants were violently evicted by police and bailiffs from the occupation of George Green, many felt disheartened and even defeated, but most wanted to carry on. In fact, many stated that they were more determined than ever to carry on; the illegitimate actions of the police were taken as a vindication of the legitimacy of the anti-road campaign. The interviewees in our recent project were all experienced activists, however; most of the events they recounted took part when they had already developed their convictions (and grasped the role of the police). For most of them, moreover, experiences of disempowerment did not put them off future actions. While some stated that they would not in future take part in actions of a particular type, in general the strategy was to place the experience in a wider context. While the neophyte might take a single defeat as indicative of the general inability of the movement to effect change, the experienced activist can refer to a whole history of events, including a large number of happy and successful occasions, both in her own experience and from the accounts of others.

Like all research, this study is parasitical upon my subjectivity in that it drains my mental and physical energy and takes a lot of my time. My desire to complete the analysis and write it up draws me into working harder when perhaps I could be more true to my own needs as someone fighting alienation by spending more time lazing about. Then why do it?

One reason might be that it could be considered a contribution to the ideological struggle. A couple of years ago, the university authorities attempted to discredit a student occupation of the university administration building here at Sussex. One of the ways they did this was through criminalizing it – by emphasizing that it was essentially a criminal act. One way of countering this would be to use my research on empowerment to emphasize how collective acts of resistance such as occupations are psychologically positive experiences for the participants; they make us feel good emotionally and contribute to our psychological and even physical well-being. Since the university authorities have the cheek to use Sussex’s radical past in their current advertising campaign, emphasizing the positive aspects of collective resistance could be taken up as an alternative to the construction of the occupation as simply ‘criminal’. While the university authorities might not find my construction persuasive, others in the university could draw upon it to legitimize the students’ actions. However, this wasn’t the main reason for doing the research. 

The interview study was conducted in a spirit of collaborative enquiry, in that I hoped that it might in some way be useful for the people I interviewed – but this was more a vague hope than anything. In some cases it was clear that the form of the interview allowed people to reflect upon and articulate their thoughts about ‘what encourages us to participate in collective action’ in a way that wouldn’t have happened otherwise. This was great, but it was unforeseen, and didn’t make the project into a piece of action research.

Slightly more common was interviewees asking me why I was asking them things that I as a fellow activist knew the answer to. While the analysis and write-up might present factors in the experience of empowerment in a slightly different form, and perhaps more exhaustively and explicitly, than I and other participants may have thought about before, it is exactly right to say that all I’m doing is repeating back what we know in a sense. That is, as I have argued, the real relation between (critical) psychology and the ‘anti-capitalist movement’. 

So why do it really? It may help with my research record, but the reason for researching this topic (rather than, say, the topic of smiling and self-presentation of men and women for job photographs)
 is because for me it is interesting, enjoyable and even inspiring. How pleasurable it is to hear and read about the joy of resistance (and how tedious by comparison is most of the rest of psychology). And this simple indulgence, as I have argued, is often the best that psychology in particular and academia in general can offer the anti-capitalist psychologist.
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(JOHN DRURY) Discussion

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: Throughout the paper you refer to academia as ‘a realm of knowledge abstracted from practical concerns’. In your view ‘academia remains essentially an ideological realm’, whose primary task is to legitimize capitalism. ‘Its function is to have no (instrumental) function’. I wonder if this is a peculiarly British take on academia. After all, in the USA academia generates both ‘metaphysical’ knowledge (words for the sake of words) and ‘instrumentalist’ knowledge (ideas used by the ruling class for profit making and maintaining their hegemony). For example, all the ‘Think Tanks’ that analyzed and offered military and political solutions for conquering Iraq. If this is true of humanities, it is doubly so regarding pure and applied science subjects. Maybe the media has by and large taken over the ideological functions of academia, leaving the latter as more of an instrumentalist tool for capital. What do you think?
JOHN DRURY: I don’t know enough about US academia to comment in detail, so maybe my account does reflect a UK bias. The question of whether academia in the US is more instrumental than in the UK and whether academia generally is more instrumental now than in the past is an empirical one I don’t have the answer to. However, I would argue that any instrumental functions are themselves premised on the supposed neutrality of academia – i.e., its continued existence as a repository of disinterested knowledge. In other words, the think-tanks and applied scientists rely on a base of ‘useless’ knowledge.

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: You say that rationalization has ‘encouraged academics to produce more output of less substance’, and therefore ‘there is relatively less for the anti-capitalists to loot’. But maybe academics produce so much ‘junk’ today because the bourgeoisie has run out of things to say? Today’s bourgeois thinkers are intellectual pigmies compared to their predecessors. Today’s bourgeois politicians are imbeciles compared to politicians of the caliber of Robespierre, Danton and Washington. This degeneration seems like an irreversible historical trend and not reducible to rationalization. And maybe this degeneration is not limited to the bourgeoisie. Comparing today’s limited revolutionaries to Marx, Korsch, Pannekoek, Kropotkin and Debord is a sobering experience. Next to them, we are pathetic. Don’t you agree?

JOHN DRURY: You may be right. It is interesting that the amount of verbiage being produced has increased in inverse proportion to its substance.

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: Two criticisms of the ‘Social Identity Model’ come to mind. First, we feel analysis should simultaneously look at three levels of experience: the intra-subjective; the inter-subjective; and the extra-subjective. Now, the ‘Social Identity Model’ is very good at the inter-subjective level, for instance, the interaction of police and protestors but seems less well equipped to understand the intra- and extra- levels of subjectivity. Secondly, there is a tendency in this model to separate ‘empowerment’ from ‘consciousness’ and everything that makes up consciousness such as memory, emotions and language. Do you agree with these criticisms? 

JOHN DRURY: I’m not sure what is meant by the ‘intra-‘ and ‘extra-subjective’ levels, but I agree that the Social Identity Model is not a complete account. It is partial, a fragment, but better than competing accounts at what it attempts to do (i.e., explain crowd dynamics). 

I tend to agree with the autonomia current that the concept of ‘consciousness’ is potentially problematic. It has been readily taken up by the Leninists who understand revolutionary change as a matter of injecting revolutionary consciousness into the empty vessels of the working class. In other words, the concept of consciousness is too easily understood as separate from the material. I prefer the term subjectivity. The Social Identity Model equivalent of this is the concept of identity, which is conceptualized as a project of (proper and possible) action in relation to others (and hence an understanding of what counts as proper and possible, who counts as ‘self’, and what the content or essence of that self is). Empowerment is therefore understood as that dimension of identity expressing what one feels capable of doing in relation to others. Hence it is not separable from definitions of who counts as self (the more of us the more powerful we are), legitimate action (it may be possible to do something but we may not think it right) and who we are (what are our aims). While I think it is wrong to say that the model separates out ‘consciousness’ (subjectivity) from memory, emotions and language etc., I accept that the model has as yet largely failed to integrate them, and research on the different dimensions of subjectivity has been somewhat piecemeal. In relation to language, there has been some work showing how particular (linguistic) constructions of self serve to define boundaries of collective identity and to legitimize or delegitimize particular practices as self-relevant (Reicher, S. & Hopkins, N. 2001, Self and Nation. London: Sage). No research has explicitly addressed the relation between the Social Identity Model and memory, although there are some clear implications. Memory can be understood as a property of collective selves. This makes sense of how, in order to understand current relations, those identifying with nations or football teams draw upon events from the past, which they might not have experienced personally. Emotion is something, which has been notable by its absence from the social identity approach, and the current work on empowerment is an attempt to address this, as the article indicates. 

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: Thank you for your time. It has been a pleasure working with you. We look forward to closer collaboration in the future. And Johnny boy, please don’t forget that you have promised to teach us how to dance to acid-house music!●
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Evacuate the leftist bunker

Howard Slater

Robespierre you are disgustingly decent. It would fill me with shame if I’d pranced about the world... with the same self-righteous expression on my face just for the sake of finding others worse than myself’.1 

Most would agree that there are increasing levels of social control that have come to settle around the therapeutic. This mania for physical and mental health is as much locked into increasing the productive performance in light of intensified workloads, as it is an issue of the provision of disciplining services for those occupying the fringes of work. Could it not be that the ‘rise of the therapeutic’ is part of a wider socio-historic process that is under-pinned by the way capitalism is engaged in the ‘production of subjectivity’ and that highlighting the ‘therapy industry’ to some extent leaves the door open to an ‘absolution’ of those who participate in an increasingly melancholic and directionless leftist milieu? 

It is the contention of what follows, based upon and drawing from a reading of Joel Kovel’s Radical Spirit, that the leftist milieus should at least bear some of the burden of the decline in social struggles because, not surprisingly, it seems to be sharing-in some of the obfuscations of the society of which it is a part. Not least among these is the persistence in the milieus of the same dichotomies that act to bolster capitalism, there is the divide between emotion and rationality (itself one of the main adaptational tenets of psychoanalysis) and the divide between the individual and the collective (the founding-stone of liberal politics?). Both of these ‘sides’ interact with one another around, say, notions of self-expression and it is very difficult to talk about one ‘side’ to the exclusion of another. Such a difficulty is itself indicative of their inter-relation. 

Emotion and intellect

A problem of the milieus is that for them ‘emotion’ is automatically equated either with therapy sessions and middle-class self-help groups or is deemed not ‘objective’ enough or is seen as ‘wishy-washy’ or … even worse, seen as spiritual, mystical or aesthetic.2 Investigation in this direction would perhaps see emotion, more politically, as a conflict between the historical and the trans-historical and as a raising, thwarting and hence manipulation of desire. Without ‘emotion’ it seems to me that not very much is possible. Any reaction to social injustice and a growing awareness of the need for social change is not something that people can initially arrive at by rational calculation. It’s not a matter of one day deciding that it makes more sense to aim towards, or, as is the case today, keep alive the notion of revolution. In instances such as these, as with most others, the emotional and the rational are working together, feeding-off each other. Even then it could be offered that emotion is, for many, a greater spur towards communication than the need to sit down and write a treatise on value, but I feel that there is, in the leftist milieus, a ‘subjective imbalance’ that tends towards the objective and the rational. This is in part caused by this milieus’ orientation towards a distant beyond (revolution). Kovel expresses this as the left being ‘pre-occupied with the external object world’ and hence failing ‘to investigate the subjective condition of emancipation and domination’. Though it seems strange to call this a ‘subjective imbalance’ this is in fact what life in the milieus comes across as being like: there is very little personal engagement, there is an aura of self-estrangement that still seems to forgo the practical, compromised and potential of everyday conditions of life, there is understated competition about who is best placed to articulate how to get to the distant beyond of revolution and, following from this, an operation of ideology that is adhered to as if it were almost a religious calling. Life in these milieus has been described to me as being ‘in the company of people who are no company’. One can know very little about a comrade and this pronounced lack of self-expression translates into an aura of fear cloying to the milieus. Do people have something to fear from ‘exposure’? Do they have something to hide? Is it simply that self- expression is seen as bourgeois, as a tendency towards art and literature that are pigeon-holed as capitalistic forms? 

This lack of a self-expression that strays from the theoretical or programmatical in the milieus has serious ramifications. Not only does it eviscerate theory, there is also a pronounced lack of people being ‘straight-up’ with one another that can lead to wrangling, ghettoism and polemical warfare, which are indicative of a lack of clarity about other people’s motives. The latter could even initially be articulated as a confusion of motive informed by broader contexts and current conditions, but such expressions of confusion and uncertainty are not seen as expressions of a tentative strategic thinking and self-criticism but as weaknesses of commitment. Fear of articulating weaknesses mean that the threat of accusation and denouncement, seen as expressions of intransigent militancy, create an almost unconscious aura of paranoia that surrounds the milieus. But, this pronounced lack of articulation, the suppression of vocalized ‘inner-speech’, means, most damagingly, that discussion of subjectivity is off-limits. By choosing to consign such discussion to the category of an already understood ‘bourgeois individuality’ something quite complex occurs. A member of the milieu transcends the current conditions by believing him/herself to be free of being tainted by capitalist society. Being a ‘non-integrated subject’ means that the milieu member fails to adequately engage and hence ‘politicize’ the subjective conditions of domination. A whole welter of investigation into capitalism - its irrationalities, inconsistencies and susceptibilities, its modes of power and class divisions - as well the necessity of self-criticism is thus written-off and, by not extending production to subjectivity, the distant beyond of revolution recedes even further. 

The human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its reality it is the ensemble of social relations.3 

For Freud subjectivity is ultimately about a reduction towards biologically determined instincts that includes the social-pessimism of human beings being controlled by the tensions between a pleasure principle and a reality principle. However, that these tensions lead to a reduction of the social to nature and the subduing of historical dynamism should not cover over Freud’s illumination of the unconscious and his dissection of the personality into the ‘involutions’ of ego, super-ego and id. Whether we agree with such categories or not it is still possible to appreciate that Freud’s investigations threw a spanner into our later adherence to a human essence and point towards a useful engagement with the slipstreams of psychoanalysis as that which deals with the radically ‘repudiated underside of bourgeois existence’. 

A large portion of this underside is the unconscious and a major reason, it seems to me, for this area not being politicized is the left’s prevalence for ‘consciousness’ as expressed in countless formulas not least of which is class-consciousness. So, when Freud states ‘at first we are inclined greatly to reduce the value of the criterion of being conscious since it has shown itself to be so untrustworthy’, the initial leftist objection would be that this not only negates class consciousness but limits possible agency and leaves the way open to being determined by a trust in unconscious forces themselves; being trapped in nature, in the life of individual instincts rather than being effected by the ‘ensemble of social relations’.

A great problem for the left’s rejection of the unconscious, which similarly motivates their rejection of discussion around subjectivity, is that it cannot therefore come to grips with lapses and deviations from the expected level of consciousness without failing into judgmental wrangles with all the impatient exasperation of magistrates and educators. But, for Freud it is such lapses as these that provide the initial, most easily expressible evidence for the existence of the unconscious: 

The majority of conscious processes are conscious only for a short period of time, very soon they become latent, but can easily become conscious again.4
We cannot recall everything that we have perceived or learnt, we are never in full possession of knowledge about ourselves and/or the complex social situations we are constantly embroiled in. Does this mean that everything that is not in our immediate consciousness is lost to us? Without having to identify as a Freudian we can see that the unconscious is a material force that can be as much about latent consciousness, the registering and recollection of perceptions and affects between people and objects, as it is about being in the overdetermined grip of the primitive or the irrational. 

At the very least the concept of the unconscious seems to be a means of registering the after-effects of complex social processes and inter-relationships where thought proceeds in a different way from its more accustomed conscious elaboration and expression can take the form of ‘inner-speech’. However, for Joel Kovel the unconscious is not ‘some set of memories, fantasies etc that a person has ‘within him’... but... something that is evoked in an inter-subjective field’. This may mean that rather than the unconscious being identified as an effect of ‘introspection’ that requires specialists like therapists and psychiatrists to guide us through it, the unconscious is what occurs when memories, thoughts and actions are provoked by other people... by certain objects ... by places... by situations.

We, therefore, do not have to adhere to the Freudian trajectory of a reduction of the unconscious ‘to the life of the instincts, to sexuality’ and neither, similarly, do we have to equate it with ‘bourgeois individuality’. Just as Marx, in describing capitalist society as the ‘sum of relations and conditions’, shows how people can be removed from a position of centrality so Freud’s explorations of the unconscious illustrate further that what we understand as ‘individuality’ can be decentred, ‘the unconscious makes the idea of a person problematic - the admission of a depth dimension to subjectivity undermines the construction of the self-representation which enables the ego to say I am a person of this kind’. 

For Kovel a crucial ramification of this, and a measure of Freud’s unbeknownst contribution, is that a ‘space’ is located ‘within which the human subject constitutes itself but is not yet itself. A locus of radical becoming’. This decentring of a human-essence means that subjectivity does not have to be overdetermined by capitalist social relations desirous of its unquestioning adherence to an ‘individualistic’ self-representation, but rather that subjectivity is processual and, being produced amidst people, it can be produced differently.5 

The lure of collectivity

This insertion into a ‘sum of relations and conditions’ means that the ‘nature’ of development itself changes. If psychoanalysis is seen as the undialectical domain of individuality what, conversely, takes place in the leftist milieus is an undialectical over-valuation of the notion of collectivity. Belonging to such a collectivity, be it a party or class or a firm, can, in the worst case, become a means of flight from the problems surrounding subjectivity. Belonging becomes sufficient exoneration: there is an excuse to fall back upon, a means of avoiding taking seriously the emotional dimension of experience and, not following such experiences through, means that crucial, socially-interlinked dimensions are missed. 

Though this has ramifications for the methods of organisation and practice (nuances, inflections and idioms of resistance can be missed by reliance upon policy-styled edicts or guru pronouncements), the most serious offshoot is that the group can come to function as individualistically as the individuals that both comprise and reputedly transcend it. What I mean by this is that by enshrining a notion of ‘bourgeois individuality’ as being somehow ‘outside’ the group and not an active and broachable dimension ‘inside’ it as well, means that its insipid force is redoubled through repression. Put differently, the operation I am trying to describe is similar to the scenario of ‘queer bashers’ as latent homosexuals where the inability to confront a homosexual or bisexual component to sexuality makes such people wreak violence upon a ‘queer’ who is a projection of a part of themselves they feel aggressive towards. 

Accusations of subjectivism within leftists groups follow a similar, though obviously less psychotic, dimension and can, in part, account for many leftists trepidation on encountering art and literature. Here too rather than seeing what Kovel has dramatically described as ‘the subversive function of its utter truthfulness’, many leftists seem intent on refuting and banishing what can be seen as an articulation of the ‘subjective condition of domination and emancipation’ and hence reinforce the ‘individualism’ of their group. 

Another good case is that of Guy Debord where, becoming the last Situationist, unable to collaborate with anyone, his status and renown are tinged, in his last books, with a faint megalomania indicative of an individualism that increased in inverse proportion to his faith in the working class.6 Debord himself fails foul of the way that the working class, in leftist theory, is articulated as possessing all the attributes of an ‘individual’. This class becomes the exponent of an essence, it has a singular purpose, it acts as ‘one’. Indeed the very term ‘class consciousness’, in light of the refusal to discuss the production of subjectivity, becomes another way of individualizing the collectivity whilst making it more malleable. Similarly, it becomes a way in which people who are not from working class backgrounds can become experts in what it is to be working class, they can ‘learn’ class-consciousness and, in this individualistic way, become proletarianized. 

This brief speculation around the area of class highlights another blind-spot where collectivities, organized around an assured and almost messianic notion of the working-class, forego any discussion of class experience, such as forms of sociality, and thereby elide insights into how class, in general, informs the production of subjectivity. Yet again, this is how subdued forms of individualism come to play themselves out in the leftist sphere and if we term them ‘subdued’ it is only perhaps because a lack of leftist recognition of this area holds us back from saying they are in fact explicit. We need only think of polemical warfare between factions and cliques that boil down to an exchange of letters between individuals or, with further reference to the Situationist Internationalist, think of expulsions and excommunications. The latter could be a prime example of the way that individuals are blamed for the structural failings of the collectivity, that, in order to protect the group an expulsion is often couched in individualistic terms, such and such does not measure up. 

Here, with subjectivity being such a taboo area it often gives rise to the Kafkaesque dimension of a person being potentially accused of a crime that no-one knows how to defend or profess any innocence from. No one knows what the crime is, how to judge it or indeed, whether they themselves could be accused of it. Such atmospheres have the effect of bringing about an increase in inner-speech witnessed, in part, as those awkward silences at meetings where, motives, confidence and self-expression, to quote Voloshinov, begin to fail, 

to lose their verbal countenance, and little by little, really do turn into a foreign body in the psyche. Whole sets of organic manifestations come, in this way, to be excluded from the zone of verbalised behaviour and may become asocial.7 

Though the term ‘organic manifestations’ may be a little misleading I interpret it, in this context, as relating to feelings and thoughts that should be expressed. However, the crucial term of this quotation is ‘asocial’ for this hints at the complexity of what I have been trying to express, that the group can become individualized rather than socialized, it is not an engaged part of society but, like the notion of ‘bourgeois individuality’, it is separate, abstract and operating at a distance from others. This can be reflected amongst some members by grudges, cynicism, purity, competitiveness, cliqueness etc and, maybe even worse, in a kind of arrogant self-containment that borders on grandiosity. 

Just as it may be testament to people’s commitment to revolution that they can put up with such an atmosphere, it is not really conducive to any growth or development because other people sense it as ‘alienated’. In this way, by replicating this idea of individuality and not confronting it through demonstrating that individuality (or subjectivity) is ‘the ensemble of social relations’ the participation, involvement and hence the very structure of leftist groups are badly effected. A revolutionary group comes to function more like a collection of experts rather than as a facilitating dynamic for learning about capitalism as it is experienced at a practical level. In this way, just as ‘bourgeois individuality’ is seen to be ‘outside’ the group, so too can meaning be seen as that which exists prior to a members participation. In this scenario meaning is not generated between people as an ‘inter-orientation’ that includes intuition and emotional responses but is acceded to as a passive understanding of that which has already been completed. This lack of a generative and inclusive component to the creation of meaning reinforces the centrality of individuals within the leftist groups as being the bearers of knowledge. 

The production of subjectivity

Demonstrating that subjectivity is produced by the ensemble of social relations may appear to be a very hard thing to do. It is made difficult by the power of the prevailing ideology that capitalism generates and which operates as a facet of its production of subjectivity. An individual is produced within parameters that disable it from taking stock of its own experiences or obfuscate that experience by too readily offering interpretations that have the consequence of diminishing the power of these experiences and undermining awareness of their own social situatedness. One important yet simple follow-through from this centrality of the social, overlooked in the leftist milieus, is that people are in fact subjected to the same conditions that influence self-representation. People share certain processes that produce subjectivity and, returning to Kovel, we can elaborate another dimension of this production. One of the conceptual tools he uses in this area of examining subjectivity is that of ‘splitting’ and ‘differentiation’. 

What Kovel offers up is that our relation to an ‘external’ object world and our inter-subjective communications are subject to splitting and differentiation. In the parlance of the leftist milieus splitting would relate to exclusion and differentiation to a comrade, but we will see that this is not entirely an accurate analogy. With splitting, Kovel describes a psychological process that intends to ‘separate completely’ and not ‘maintain any connection’ to an object or person. Kovel frames his discussion in terms of the natural/mankind division and, for exploitation and domination of nature (and wo/man) to persist, then the technique of splitting is introduced: ‘the dominator must dissociate from and not recognize himself in the dominated’. Splitting is to some degree a defence mechanism: a manager will dissociate himself from the colleague he is striving to sack, filling the gap with some self-justificatory ‘ideology’ such as ‘working for the greater good of the company’. Here we can see that individualism is in part created by ‘splitting’ and more complicatedly how the ideology of ‘working for the greater good of the company’ in fact covers over the individualistic motives of the manager who is keen to show his worth and value to the company. The notion of ‘collectivity’ is, in this example, invoked as a smoke screen. Uncontested by the leftist milieus it is this sense of ‘individuality’, as an essence ‘inherent in each individual’, that comes to operate in the very places that should be most wary of it, and, returning to our earlier theme, it infects the very notion of ‘emotion’ and self-expression. 

Identifying as ‘revolutionaries’ may mean that members of the left milieus cannot afford to ‘recognize themselves in the dominated’ for fear of disapproval and exclusion. Though revolutionaries do not see themselves as the dominators (though some of them may wish to be) by avoiding their own subjective dimension of ‘being dominated’ their powers of empathy and ability to communicate in a way more spontaneous and fitting to a variety of contexts is supplanted by propagandist efforts and preaching to the converted. An intense self-focus is maybe rightly condemned as a move towards separation, but it is inaccurate and damaging to believe that this is a defining instance of subjectivity. 

This is borne out when Kovel discusses ‘differentiation’ and he talks of it in terms of an ‘interdependence’, a sense of there being a difference between people and objects that is taken from the standpoint of their interrelatedness. Rather than see this as a passport to liberal pluralism, Kovel inserts this into further insights around Marx’s expressed aim of communism to be ‘full human capacity’. An integral component of this capacity is being conscious. Kovel writes, ‘consciousness is the mark of differentiation - one cannot become conscious of a thing if one is identical to that thing’. What we know as ‘individuality’ can then become self-consciousness through a

twofold motion of hyper-differentiation... This double transformation consists of the emergence of a particular gradation within subjectivity, the self, and in the same moment, indeed, as the condition for the emergence of the self, the projection of the self into the world and the alteration of the world to form objects. 

Already we are moving a long way from the left milieu’s understanding of ‘individuality’, which for Kovel contains gradations such as the previously discussed unconscious. Crucially though, what these points demonstrate is that self-consciousness is created through interaction with others where differentiations rather than splitting confirm that the division between ‘interior’ and ‘exterior’, so crucial for capitalism’s promising of atomized and isolated individuals, is in fact nothing short of an ideology that manufactures and disseminates ‘splitting’ and severs social connected- ness. This production sees to it that distances are maintained. These points have crucial ramifications for revolutionary practice when Kovel further asserts that ‘the self does not arise prior to the transformation of the world, but in the transformation of the world’. Subjectivity is produced as part of a wider life-long process of transformation and interaction and as such it is not produced solely in the factory (Marx’s predilection for labour as a determining instance) or in the nether regions of a traumatized childhood (Freud’s predilection for a pre-given ‘natural’ of the instincts) but everywhere and amidst everyone.8 

Kovel expands these points by reference to Freud’s focus on childhood, and, contrasting this to Marx’s adherence to the western tradition that sees ‘consciousness as emergent fully grown from the nature which is its source’, Kovel enters into a difficult discussion around the ‘otogeny of the individual’. This ‘otogeny’, for Kovel, is not a pre-given and applying Marxist categories of thought to the development of consciousness he asserts that a child ‘engages in an infantile labour whose product, or object, is subjectivity itself’. For Kovel this is a praxis of childhood that depends on many and varied social factors and we must add that it is the beginning of a process that is never-ending, for if praxis is understood to be, as Kovel defines it, ‘labour freely and self-determinively done’ it should never reach a state of completion. 

As such a completion may signal the stagnation into ‘bourgeois individuality’ i.e. prevailing socio-historical factors determine that this be the case such as choosing a career or role. In the case of the child, Kovel asserts that the ‘infantile Labour’ is carried out, most noticeably, through interaction with objects and the people around it. The ramifications this has for Kovel are that the objects, be they building blocks or whatever, are, in the process of experimentation, ‘configurations of the Other’. Here, a crucial factor of the emergent subject is the role played by the imaginary realm, itself expressed by Kovel as being underpinned by the tension between ‘what-is’ and ‘what-could-be’. This imaginary realm is therefore informed by notions of desire and of praxis:

The mode of relationship between the emergent subject and its other is desire... Desire provides the matrix along which infantile labour directs itself... and as it is before language... its object cannot therefore be named. At the same time, it is the province of an uncompleted subject, open to fusion with that which it sees beyond itself.
Just as Kovel locates desire as part of the production of subjectivity he also points towards a concomitant social pull, an openness towards the surrounding world, that may or may not be the subject of closure (the rise of the therapeutic with its creation of fear, of an ‘unpoliced’ social realm contributes to such a closure). In many ways this is a further insistence upon a notion of subjectivity as transformable and not as a pre-given entity. It is a means of avoiding the predominant definitions of self-experience as a ‘bourgeois individuality’ that sees itself separate and cut-off. However, the potential for transforming subjectivity is intimately linked to the potentials of transforming the social world and it is here that desire for ‘what-could-be’, the imaginative potential, is welded to a praxis that, for Kovel, is involved in the gratification of desire. The more radical the practice the more it can be adequate to desire.9
Inner speech

Though I have had cause to use the phrase ‘inner speech’ it should now be discussed as a crucial component of this piece for it is by looking more closely at ‘inner speech’ that the prevailing dichotomies of individual/collective can be further exposed as not only a debilitating factor of leftist practice but as the way that this milieu can act as a conductor for capitalist social relations. 

Any insight into inner speech merits being called ‘crucial’ simply because it can be interpreted as the defining instance of ‘individuality’. Being the inner voice that accompanies us all the time it is not surprising that its very presence and insistence seems to bolster the idea of people as separate from others. The inner voice is what marks out the terrain of privacy; it seems to make the ideological process of ‘splitting’ seem a ‘natural’    indisputable condition. 

Furthermore, it is notions of the inner voice that extend even further the vocabulary of ‘individuality’ from terms such as subject, consciousness and self-consciousness towards other, more trans-historical terms, like ‘mind’ and ‘psyche’. Joel Kovel in reference to Ancient Greece discusses these latter two terms when he draws attention to how the inner voice is further produced as a ‘sharply differentiated self-concept’ by means of social distinctions, the rise of the state and the growth of the written word: 

The individual self is closely linked to the emergence of the state, and that the estrangement of that self, both within itself and between itself and others, is a reflection of the alienation inherent in political processes subsumed by the state.10
Though such mediations can have positive effects, the self estrangement Kovel mentions is played out as the estrangement of the individual from society which can reach such a pitch that inner-speech becomes totally dissociated from its source in the wider society. By turning to Lev Vygotsky’s text Thought and Language we can witness, via his critical engagement with Jean Piaget’s psychological theories of child development, a more accurate summation of inner-speech.11 

Though I am incapable of even paraphrasing this debate, one area of contention comes to be around an investigation of ‘inner speech’ in children. At first a distinction is made between inner speech as ‘speech for oneself’ and exterior speech as ‘speech for others’. One of the differences between the two is their differentiation, and recalling Kovel’s use of this term, we see that Vygotsky similarly sees them as connected and not split away from each other. When he says ‘inner speech is not the interior aspect of external speech’ he implies that they have a different function but are both social. 

However, for Vygotsky ‘inner speech’ itself is developmentally linked to what is called ‘egocentric speech’. This latter is what we can encounter when we hear a child talking to itself without addressing anybody in particular. This ‘egocentric speech’ is seen as a crucial phase in the rise of inner speech (and hence for Vygotsky, the rise of thought). Where Piaget, believing the child to be essentially egocentric or autistic, would have it that undergoing a process of socialization causes egocentric speech to disappear and be overcome by inner speech, Vygotsky counters that egocentric speech ‘does not simply atrophy but goes underground’. 

For Vygotsky it remains but its ‘decreasing vocalisation ... denotes a developing abstraction from sound ... the child’s new faculty to think words instead of pronouncing them’. Just as this implies the continuation of egocentric speech into adult life and is developed into Vygotsky’s thesis about the ‘inter-functional relations’ of thought and speech the point that is crucial to the prevalent dichotomy of individual and collective can now be presented. 

Working from Piaget’s view of the child as inadequately socialized Vygotsky contends that if this were the case it would be expected that egocentric speech would increase if the collective were less present. Through a series of experiments Vygotsky concluded that ‘the exclusion of the collective factor, instead of giving full vent to egocentric speech, depressed it’. Because children, who were placed in amongst others who spoke a foreign language, felt that they could not be understood there was a decrease in factors said to be characteristic of egocentric speech. For Vygotsky this was proof of his reversal of Piaget’s thesis as he concluded that egocentric speech ‘cannot live and function in isolation from social speech’. Just as this leads Vygotsky to contend that the ‘primary function of speech is communication, social contact’ and in relation to his overriding thesis about thought and language he contended that, 

the true direction of development of thinking is not from the individual to the socialized, but from the social to the individual. 

Whilst Vygotsky thus provides further fuel for ideas around the social production of ‘individuality’ and revokes further the prevailing sense of this individuality as inherently ‘egotistic’, several other points can arise from this aspect of Vygotsky’s text. Just as he has dissolved the split between the individual and collective and demonstrated the mutual inter- activeness of these facets he also drew attention to the divide between rationality and emotion: 

The relation between intellect and affect, their separation as subjects of study is a major weakness of traditional psychology since it makes thought processes appear as an autonomous flow of ‘thoughts thinking themselves’ segregated from the fullness of life, from the personal needs and interests, the inclinations and impulses of the thinker. 

Language and individuality

By moving our focus to language itself we can, by again consulting Voloshinov, show that language, far from being an expression of some unadulterated individual essence that exists in a vacuum, is just as inflected with the social as inner-speech, 

Language is not a neutral medium that passes freely and easily into the private property of the speaker’s intention. It is populated - overpopulated - with the intensions of others.12
Following on from this we can see that Bakhtin’s foregrounding of dialogue is an indication of meaning being generated between people. When a text is written or a phrase is uttered it is composed in anticipation of a response and in this way it carries other people within it. Voloshinov extends this backwards and forwards in time to suggest that an utterance carries within it the history of other utterances. As well as, through anticipating response, it is directed towards a future. 

What’s more such a dialogue takes place in a context and is informed and amplified by what Voloshinov calls an ‘extra verbal reality’. The dialogue is informed by sensitivity to varying behavioural situations, which reflect a discontinuity of social-relations. Dialogue is different in an office than it is in a pub. So just as situation and audience come to inform our use of language, Voloshinov extends these ramifications towards the production of subjectivity. Just as Kovel offers that the unconscious exists between people, so too does Voloshinov contend that subjectivity is produced on the ‘borderline where inner experience and the social world meet. And they meet in signs - in words’.13 

This borderline is demarcated by Voloshinov as being the zone of language, the place where consciousnesses meet and are produced through mutually interactive dialogue. However, Voloshinov mentions in the above quote that language is not neutral and that a person’s use of language can become ‘overpopulated’ with other intensions. This ‘overpopulation’ could be seen to relate to the way that the social constructedness of individuality is obfuscated by ideological pressures that outweigh the common experiences of dialogue and work to cover over the lessons of social experience: 

The very same thing that makes the ideological sign vital and mutable is also, however, that which makes it a refracting and distorting medium. The ruling class strives to impart a supraclass, eternal character to the ideological sign, to extinguish or drive inward the struggle between social value judgments which occurs inside it, to make the sign uniaccentual.14 

If meaning can be pinned down and lack resonance and movement then, Voloshinov seems to imply, this reification of language leads on to the instilling of an idea of the social as non-dynamic and innately resistant to being transformed. If one of the main mediums of communication can come to be a carrier of ‘ruling class’ meaning, if it can be uniaccentual, then the danger occurs that these meanings are ‘driven inwards’ to define say, self-experience as ‘bourgeois individuality’. The danger with this is that a similar operation occurs within leftist milieus that ascribe uniaccentual meaning to words and categories like ‘individual’ and ‘collective’ and, failing to examine their practical inter-relatedness. We see how the leftist milieus are themselves ‘overpopulated’ or over-inscribed with the dominant meanings that effect their practice and efficacy as an opposition to capitalism.15 

Final remarks

This inability of the leftist milieus to let go of inherited meanings has the effect of hardening their beliefs into ideology and blinding them to the ways that capitalism has changed. The rise of the cultural sector as an increasingly profitable sphere and one in which all the paraphernalia of exploration and command take places means that social struggles can come to be enacted outside of its traditional sites and can proceed to some extent invisibly. That culture can contain ‘the subjective condition of emancipation’ as part of a process of ‘subverting the forms of the imaginary’ is lost on the leftist milieus, who uphold the traditional divisions that capitalism itself is in the process of breaching. 

For them culture and politics remain separated and cultural expression is the domain of ‘bourgeois individuality’. What may have held the leftist milieus back is the absence of any real sense of ‘self-criticism’, which for them has become stigmatized as an introspective behaviour. However, bearing in mind what has preceded, it is surely the function of self- criticism to examine the ways in which capitalism has influenced the production of subjectivity and following on from this it is self-criticism that acts as a foil to ideological certainties and dogmas. 

The leftist milieus, as we have seen, are content with a repetition of the same truths. New members of the milieus undergo subtle forms of education within the confines and following the remit of the milieu and this establishes a crucial ‘division of labour’ over the construction of meaning, which is individualistically transmitted in the manner of a less informal educational establishment. Because these milieus uphold their dogmas in the manner of truths to be learnt the social dynamic within the milieus does not encourage the making of mistakes nor is it conducive to speakers being a little less sure of themselves. 

Failing under the irreversibility of truth there is no space for conjecture and experiment and hence participation, always tentative at first, is muted and silenced, ‘How ambiguous and threatening everything must appear to him when he won’t even risk opening his mouth to put an innocent question’.16 If members of the milieus were a little less certain of themselves and could see beyond their own situation then these authoritarian tendencies (even in the most libertarian of milieus) could be abated. How often is it that we are witness to misunderstandings of communication and expression being blown up into fully-fledged polemical disputes where the differing party’s are unable to state simply that they may have ill-expressed a point? 

What’s more, how many times do we suspect that behind the polemical disputes lies a psychological need to defend a position that has been identified with to such a large extent that the admission of fault or error would be tantamount to denying years worth of activity? How often does the sense of one party being ‘victorious’ over another diminish the importance of the debates content? Self-criticism, being in constant interaction with differing positions and being able to see individuality against a backdrop of the social, cannot invest in its own self-representation to the degree that it would enter into such a competitive form of politicking. If we return to Bakhtin, and bearing in mind his work is mainly concerned with studies of literature, we see that for him a novelist like Dostoevsky is carrying out a process whereby there is an inter-orientation of the authors and another person’s speech. Such interaction creates the conditions where the author is ‘relativised by the existence of other views’ and is thereby able, through characterization, to objectify subjectivity, to present parts of himself as something distinct from himself. 

From literature as well we can learn that ‘self consciousness is arrived at dialogically by an inner polemic with social voices which first structure our inner being’. Self-criticism is to some degree akin to the process of inner-polemic but the persistence of other social voices enables what we consider as our individuality to be experienced outside itself in relation to other individualities. Just as self-criticism allows for a greater experience of being socially situated and induces proclivities to act in consort with others and to co-operate through empathy and with respect, it also more complicatedly gives rise to a self-deprecatory mocking of its own position. Being aware of others to the degree of reflecting their possible input and influence has the ramification of prohibiting the rise of any authoritarian characteristics of giving primacy to the self, ‘the most individual enunciation is a particular case of collective enunciation’.17

(HOWARD SLATER) Discussion

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: Very interesting piece, thank you. Could you expand on your critique of ‘political’ meetings as experienced by the likes of you and us?

HOWARD SLATER: Let me give an example. I attended a political meeting of assorted anarchist groups after Genoa. Besides how alienating they made me feel as a ‘newcomer’, it seemed to me that the infrequency of these meetings leads to attendees reaffirming their positions publicly. But their reaffirmation also seems to be the reinstitution of a certain dogma. A recognizable code for the meeting that follows which, thus designated, leads to nothing more than the reassertion of orthodoxy. 

Note how this is related to an individualism: the public reaffirmation becomes a personal ritual that reinstates the individual as whole, as undivided, unambiguous, non-contradictory. Note also how orthodoxy, its recirculation, is vital to identity, to the maintenance of a sense of self: orthodoxy is non-contradictory, it binds the unbound, it stands-in for the creation of a social relation.

It came as no surprise that several attendees griped about their low numbers in relation to other groups and spoke of how best they could reach people with their ‘politics’ and their ‘ideology’. Is it that such a mode of discourse is still premised upon a separation of ‘politics’ from ‘culture’? Is it one that still separates militant action from theoretical discussion? Is it one that allows individuals to remain unaffected by collectivity, that provides a sense of personal gratification rather than group enunciation? I would say, after this meeting, that it is one that institutes a kind of alienation, an atmosphere of repression that, at bottom, is an individualist atmosphere.

MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: Yes, that’s a fair summing up of the meeting. We agree. Howard, over the years Melancholic Troglodytes have learned a great deal from you. Your writings contain an element of honest self-reflection and seriousness that is sadly missing from much of ‘revolutionary’ literature. We have thoroughly enjoyed working with you on this issue of ARCP. Good luck in the future and belated congratulations to you and Josephine on the birth of your baby son, Franklin● 
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The MMU’s Women’s Studies Research Centre (WSRC) has recently researched service responses to African, African-Caribbean, South Asian, Jewish and Irish women surviving domestic violence.  This Manchester-based project, jointly funded by Manchester Metropolitan University and the European Social Fund, forms the second policy-relevant action research project conducted by the WSRC. We are now proud to promote the findings of the research by publishing the Project Report.

The Report covers:

*
analysis of interviews with service providers and survivors across mainstream and specialist provision

*
frameworks for investigating and interpreting domestic violence responses to minoritised women 

*
the meanings of domestic violence held by service users and providers

*
structural and material barriers to accessing services

*
‘cultural’ issues in access to and provision of services

*
minoritisation and motherhood: women, children and domestic violence

*
transitions to independence

*
supporting women through groupwork

*
‘what works?’ – examples of good practice

*
conclusions and recommendations

If you wish to purchase a copy of the DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND MINORITISATION: SUPPORTING WOMEN TO INDEPENDENCE  ISBN: 0-9541550-1-7, please complete the slip below and mail it with your cheque for £15.00, made payable to The Manchester Metropolitan University, to: Janine Acott, Commercial Office, The Manchester Metropolitan University, Gaskell Campus, Hathersage Road, Manchester M13 OJA. 

A cheque for £15.00 made payable to The Manchester Metropolitan University must be enclosed. 


Annual Review of Critical Psychologytc \l1 "Annual Review of Critical Psychology
Anti-Copyright @© 2003 Discourse Unit 

Vol. 3, pp. 139-148 (ISSN: 1464-0538)
Acentric Psychology

Fabian Tompsett 

Salamander Press (London Ltd.), 84 White Horse Road, 

London E1 0ND, England

[In many ways this text has the function of realising the promise made in the final issue of the London Psychogeographical Newsletter (Tahbrain 399) to realise a ‘passage to a higher level of activity’. In accepting the discipline of psychology, the aims of this text can best be illustrated by the image of the Nile in flood covering the surrounding countryside with fertilising slime in the hope of producing a rich and laughing harvest].

As with the Worm of Ourobouros, wherever we start, we always start in the middle - and then we discover that the middle is merely the meeting place of the beginning and the end - and thus we conclude that we end once again at the middle ready for the cycle to recommence. This asymmetrical relationship lies at the heart of Acentric Psychology whose aim is to function more as an array of oxymoronic aporiae akin to the diffusion of Black Matter in the depths of outerspace interacting with transient photons proclaiming the being of a distant star. This takes us to the heart of the cosmology of Giordano Bruno, and indeed this piece could be considered as a response to Ramon Mendoza’s Acentric Labyrinth. Despite the numerous merits of this book, criticism must by pass these, and focus on some minor discrepancies, and by dealing with these minor flaws push forward the realisation of the general intellect in all its limitations.

The collapse of classical thought from within its intellectual homeland - the physical universe delineated by Newton - has left psychology dangling from the noose of rationalism. Yet it is precisely this successful challenge to classicism, which allows some level of tolerance for the notion of psychology as science. Far from attaining the higher status of the ‘hard’ sciences, scientific psychology itself constitutes part of the debasement of science - a debasement that must be welcomed as the realisation of a more materialist mode of thought. Mendoza poses the question of acentricity, but does little to realise it. Acentricity can best be understood by going back to a section of Bruno’s La Cena de la Ceneri:

There is a single general space, a single vast immensity which one may freely call void: in it are innumerable globes like this in which we live and grow; this space we declare to be infinite, since neither reason, convenience, sense-perception nor nature assign to it a limit.

Although commentators often fixate upon the cosmological implications of this declaration rather than the psychological, inasmuch as Bruno is revealing a new psychology no longer encased by the medieval heavenly spheres, which were all, centered around Jerusalem, itself the centre of the earth. In many ways this is an exegesis on the description of God from the twelfth century pseudo-hermetic compilation Book of the XXIV Philosophers,

the sphere whose centre is everywhere and its circumference nowhere,

later popularised by Nicholas de Cusa (also known as Cusanus) who used it defend his notion of learned ignorance - a conception by which any notion of a geometrical universe which can be mapped out from a point of origin is transcended by a universe whose centre is omnipresent. There is an epistemological consequence from this: that the universe cannot be the object of total and precise knowledge - a truth subsequently mathematically proved by Godel.

When we look at Shakespeare’s passage in Troilus and Cressida,

The heavens themselves, the planets and this centre

Observe degree, priority, and place,

Insisture, course, proportion, season, form,

Office, and custom, in all line of order:

And therefore is the glorious planet Sol

In noble eminence enthroned and sphered

Admidst the other; whose medicinable eye

Corrects the ill aspects of planets evil,

And posts, like the commandment of a King,

Sans check, to good and bad. But when the planets

In evil mixture to disorder wander,
What plagues and portents! What mutiny!

What raging of the sea shaking of the earth!!

Commotion in the winds! frights, changes, horrors

Divert and crack, rend and deracinate

The unity and married calm of states

Quiet from their fixtures.

it becomes easier to understand the complete revulsion caused by Bruno’s acentricism, a revulsion which finally manifested itself in the ritual slaughter of Giordano Bruno himself on the bonfire in Campo dei Fiori in February 1600. (This sense of terror was as much shared by such protestant institution as the public library of Dresden which did not make the texts of Bruno available to the public until 1830). This is the revulsion of those terrified by a world permeated by uncertainty, terrified by a generalized other, those who cannot distinguish any discrete others in the abyss which totalises all that which is not rationalisable, whose thought is offered as a finished process, whose objectification is not be examined, but accepted at least at a theoretical level. The fundamental argument for the existence of God based upon the rationality of the universe projects the rationality, which we use in the process of thinking onto the being of the universe.

This psychological inflation can be seen at work in the monotheistic theology, which Bruno refused to be constrained by. With René Descartes and Isaac Newton, this unicentric universe became the foundation of modern science, side-stepping Bruno’s lucid insight. Their unicentric universe survived until the development of Quantum Mechanics and Godel’s theorem left university professors clutching its tattered remnants.

But Mendoza rendition of acentrism remains on the terrain of eurocentrism and phallocentrism. Above all he does not challenge the projection of the psychology of the White middle class male as being that of a universal norm to which all other psychologies must be subordinate as barely adequate copies. Disappointing, eh? Writing in 1995, he fails to notice such revealing texts as Martin Bernal’s Black Athena (1987) and Molefi kete Asante’s The Afrocentric Idea (also 1987). Bernal discusses the expedition made by John Greaves made to measure the ancient pyramids:

Earlier in the 17th century Burattini, an Italian working for Kircher, and John Greaves, an English scholar with similar preoccupations had spent years trying to obtain accurate measurements of the great Pyramid. (From ancient times it had been believed - quite possibly rightly - that the Pyramid enshrined perfect units of length, area and volume as well as geometric proportions such as π and the golden mean ø). When Greaves returned to England he published his findings fully and was appointed Professor of Astronomy at Oxford; Newton used Greaves’ figures to deduce that the pyramid had been built on the basis of two cubits. One of these was far closer to the one he needed than that of the Greeks, but still did not fit his theory. This was possibly because Greaves and Burattini’s measurements of the pyramid’s base were inaccurate, since they were unable to penetrate the accumulated debris around it. Indeed it was not until 1671, when the Frenchman Picard accurately measured a degree of latitude in Northern France, that Newton was able to prove his general theory of gravity.
Bernal bolsters his point with a direct quote from an early edition of the Principia Mathematica:

The Egyptians were the earliest observers of the heavens and from them probably, this philosophy [heliocentrism] was spread abroad. For from them it was, and from the nations about them, that the Greeks, a people more addicted to the study of philology than of nature, derived their first as well as their soundest notions of philosophy; and in the Vestal ceremonies we can recognise the spirit of the Egyptians, who concealed mysteries that were above the capacity of the common herd under the veil of religious rites and hieroglyphic symbols.
Bernal locates Newton at a crucial turning point. He locates him in opposition to Spinoza’s pantheism:

By the 1680’s a new equally radical intellectual force emerged in England from the Hermetic and Rosicrucian traditions. The new movement argued for a twofold philosophy, for transcendence by the elite of the religious squabbles of the masses. The masses should be given toleration to practise their particular superstition, but political and intellectual power should be in the hands of the enlightened few.

Bernal then suggests this viewpoint is inadequate for such Radical Republicans as John Toland who ‘also read Bruno’. In fact, Bernal understates the point as Bruno published his English translation of Bruno’s Lo Spaccio de la Bestia Triunphanta under the pseudonym William Morehead. Bernal gives a useful description of Newton’s political and religious priorities shown by his scientific theories:

It had a consequent political and theological doctrine which depended on the passivity of matter, with motion coming only from outside. Otherwise theologically, the universe would need no creator or ‘Grand Architect’, let alone a ‘clock-minder’; while politically, England would need no king.

Bernal correctly argues that Toland would have understood the republican implications of the opposition from Newton - historically acted out by Newton’s sidekick, Samuel Clarke. In 1704 and 1705 Clarke used his Boyle lectures to sally against not only Gottfreid Leibniz, but even Toland himself. In all of this Toland plays a curious role. An ardent republican, he nevertheless meets Leibniz while functioning as a negotiator facilitating the Hanoverian succession to the unified crown of Britain. His radical anti-Newtonianism was accompanied by involvement in a smuggling ring, which used Masonic soirées to circulate the mechanical philosophy of Newton. Here an advocate of equality, but then in his Pantheisticon he describes the organisation of a secret society bound together by Masonic rituals and perpetuating precisely the sort of elitism that Newton ascribed to the vestal ceremonies and the spirit of Egypt.

There is not enough space here to fully analyse the contradictions to be found both in the thinking of Newton and Toland. My aim is limited to identifying different political-theological-cosmological viewpoints: firstly a unicentric version which supported a notion of absolute space and was rooted in Anglican theology and Masonic flummery; and secondly, that matter was animated by something innate inherent and essential to matter ‘so that one body may act upon another at a distance through a vacuum without the mediation of anything else by which their action and force may be conveyed from one to another’. Newton founds this concept, which he described so clearly, as an ‘absurdity’. Whether or not he was being disingenuous here is not the point I am making. His official view became the unequivocal orthodoxy of science until the twentieth century - equidistant from both Nicholas de Cusa’s theory of learned ignorance as from Heisenberg’s Principal of Uncertainty.

That the discipline of psychology has placed itself within some neo-positivist framework, which was already creaking midway through the nineteenth century, should be a matter of note rather than concern. What can we care about the status of what is only practiced as a pseudo-science anyway? My call for an acentric psychology is not an appeal for a new welter of academic texts to prop up the specific separation of psychology as a distinct discipline, which would do nothing to challenge the function of the university as the institutional continuance of bourgeois forms of the organisation of knowledge. It is much more the disruption of this self-strangulating discourse with other forms of argument and reasoning which favour a more egalitarian and inter-subjective way of thinking. This can only appear as an aporia, a self-destroying moment of truth which disappears in favour of more concrete forms of debate.

It also seems that Mendoza’s Acentric Labyrinth was written in ignorance of Molefi Kete Asante’s The Afrocentric Idea. Critics of Afrocentrism frequently postulate an essentialism, which is clearly refuted in this basic text stating the Afrocentic idea!

The critic’s chief problem is finding a place to stand - so to speak - in relation to western standards, imposed as interpretative measures on other cultures. I have familiarised myself with leading proponents of the logic of scientific discovery, only to find their reductionist views of the world incapable of adequately dealing with African cultural data. In fact it is questionable whether they are able to examine any data that are dynamical and transformational. Since the time-space domain is not stationary, and has not been considered so since the Newtonian view was shattered by the quantum theory’s evidence of particle-wave behavior, there needs to be an accommodating, flexible frame of reference that permits the dynamic.

Unfortunately Asante’s depiction of materialist philosophy being Aristotelian adds as much confusion as it resolves. His ignorance of Bruno reflects the marginalisation of Bruno’s thought; a marginalisation which confirms the partiality of how ‘philosophy’ has been created as a discourse in European society. Bernal gives an historical account of how the role of African and specifically ancient Egyptian thinking not only provided a basis for the development of European, specifically Greek philosophy and classical European science. He also gives an account of how knowledge of this was occluded for religious and racial reasons. The dynamic of the European ‘enlightenment’ is simultaneously the removal of Egypt and Africa from the visual range of Europe. This explains how the liberal aspects of the ‘enlightenment’ were accompanied by the upsurge of scientific racism and the emergence of the Eurocentric habit of constructing an understanding of Europe as something existing in isolation. These have been carried over into historical materialism with its quasi-mystical understanding of a self-transforming European culture which sheds its feudal nature by an internal dynamic completely isolated from the interactions of Europe with a more technically advanced Muslim empire organised around an expansion of commodity production unknown in Europe.

But it is hard to see how Asante’s book could be other than it is. Its limits are those imposed on it by the pseudo-universalist Eurocentric discourses and the social power they preserve and reproduce. His reduction of the materialist viewpoint to that of Aristotle is as flawed as any other reduction. His assessment of Aristotle’s view of humans as ‘a reductionist, deterministic, operationist positivistic view that motivated the modern behavioristic school to call for real science, free from mentalistic concepts and subjective methods’ is useful, but with an important rider. Aristotle is quite plain that he is only relating public information, whereas there is a secret oral tradition deriving from Plato, which is revealed in some sort of Vestal ceremony. The same dichotomy we find in Newton can be traced back to Aristotle.

But Asante develops his point further in relation to W. Quill’s Subjective Psychology. ‘The Afrocentric writer knows that oppositional dichotomies in real everyday experience do not exist’. He argues that, 

It cannot be assumed that the body causes the mental activities, or that mental activities cause the body to function. Accounting for different perspectives of allowing them to emerge becomes the principal aim of a truly liberating perspective. 

He then focuses on Marvin Harris’s Cultural Materialism: the Struggle for a Science of Culture which privileges art over science, Europe over non-European cultures. Asante argues that Harris narrows down scientific (i.e. rationally acceptable) knowledge to precise logical verification separated from any random mystical type of discovery. In response he says that he desires ‘to see a paradigm of complementarity that integrates discovery with verification where necessary. In this manner, Afrocentricity expands the repertoire of human perspectives on knowledge’. 

Despite Asante’s very clear championing of complementarity (which I feel in light of his references to Quantum theory we should see in terms of Neils Bohr rather than William James), Paul Gilroy takes it upon himself to hammer into both Asante and Patricia Hill Collins by depicting them as essentialists. However, the question of essentialism does not arise from this or that writer, but from the distortion exhibited between, on the one hand academic and vernacular discourse, and an overdetermination of any challenge to eurocentric hegemony, whose power is confirmed by the replication of its form and the constraint of Afrocentrism to a simple questioning of content. In this context it is perhaps disappointing that Derrida’s African origins have been conveniently forgotten - along with all the contradictions their recognition would imply.

Taking the contestation of a racialised Eurocentric self-identification as en exemplum of acentricity, I would like now to move beyond the particularities to be found there. It is important to see that there is a parallel process of creating a smooth place wherein woman-identified women can likewise develop a semi-autonomous discourse, albeit with a quite different dynamic. The two cannot be reduced to each other, even if from the perspective of the dominant White male cultural bias it is convenient to separate them by placing them together with an empty ironing out of differences.

Any attempt to pose a pure acentrism devoid of particularity will suffer from a similar emptiness, which will be exploited by those defending their entrenched interests. Nevertheless, such a step is required by any proposal for an acentric psychology. Such a step will be mistaken for the construction of a new topos, into which self-proclaimed experts will move and attempt to dominate. But this inevitability stems from social relations and organisation of knowledge of existing society that cannot be overthrown by thought alone. And whatever the limitations of the academic world, its self-expansion is sufficiently generalised for such a locality to be colonised and policed whether or not this topos occupies a strategic position in the defence and attack of bourgeois hegemony. However, we insurgents have the advantage here in that we can establish sufficient aporia in the topography of this location that effective surveillance and control will not be possible before sufficient routes transversing the topos have been established.

Acentric psychology will succeed as something to be used and gone through rather than a place to sit, perhaps with a tar-baby seated at the centre of the crossroads to occupy those who would occupy the location. A critique of the existing organisation of knowledge is hollow if it is not accompanied by effective action to bypass such organisation in order to forge fresh organs of socialised knowing. Such a practical approach of course cannot be completely uncontaminated by existing structures, as can be seen in the Open Source movement which has moved out from the area of computing into other social areas. Just as much as Open Source challenges the enclosure of intellectual property, it does so in terms, which extend rather than contest property relations. Its defenders see this as a way of providing provision for collective property without the forced appropriation such as seen with the Bolshevik regime in the former Russian Empire. 

In that sense it takes us back to the Anglo-Saxon conceptions of freedom elucidated by Gerard Winstanley, Granville Sharpe and Thomas Jefferson. Nevertheless, its practical efficacy in providing a legally defendable basis for collaborative public projects distinct from the semi-privatised state (i.e. the state located as a res publica - a public thing - which nevertheless functions as a private interest located in its incorporated identity). The consequent arguments between the reformists and revolutionaries must be regarded as secondary to the dynamic of creating a subversive content which overspills the container.

The same applies to acentric psychology: any attempt to identify this or that practice, as acentric psychology would be self-negating. Nicholas de Cusa is stood on his head as it were, as the centre is nowhere and the circumference is everywhere, a point of departure rather than a myth of home-coming with all the sentimentality that that evokes.

The completion of this text was interrupted by the Anglo-American invasion of Iraq. Of course, it is still too early to draw too many conclusions from that process. But whilst the successful prosecution of the war should be seen as a defeat for the working class internationally, perhaps the defeat is not as deep as it might first seem. There was no Anglo-American victory, just as the invasion of Afghanistan was likewise inconclusive.

I am not competent to speak about more recent political evolutions in South West Asia. However, in Britain the psychological war conducted by the British government against its own citizens was necessary to prosecute the war even though it has undermined not just the sense of legitimacy in the political process, but also has helped evacuate the sense of self, necessary to preserve bourgeois identity. The presentation of the British and Americans as defenders of liberty is officially accompanied by the pursuit of self-interest in an uncontentious way. Indeed the function of the bourgeois identity rests precisely in eliding freedom and self-interest through the medium of the market.

This process expands the possibility of acentric psychology in a way, which the writing of theoretical texts cannot match. It leaves a sense of dread, which cannot simply be processed into the sense of terror, which has been the hallmark of capitalist stabilisation since the French Revolution. It releases social process, which can and will fester unseen until their consequences sprout through the privacy of enclosed communities into a more public domain. It would thus be unproductive to search out such phenomena, and seek to catalogue them and formalise them as examples of acentric psychology, as this would merely facilitate their regulation and degradation by official psychology. Rather I hope to suggest a line of approach that others can use to develop their own practice without being tied to any specific programme. Let its merits be seen by its fruit and the sooner it is occluded by a more generous, more coherent process the better. We do not need to forge new chains with which to constrain ourselves.

In this sense I hope for a scant future for acentric psychology, simply a point of passage through which a range of more specific practices can be accessed. Not the eye of a needle through which others might be compelled to pass. Rather a way to glimpse other ways of being and knowing accessible from a multitude of avenues which from my location in society I can see presaged, visions which I want to offer for those whose position is sufficiently close to render intelligible without creating a scaffolding of universalization upon which our hopes for emancipation can be hanged out until dead●
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Why is theory important to the practice of critical research? Why are debates over the role of discourse in psychology crucial to the way we interpret texts? This book explores crucial questions to do with discourse, subjectivity, postmodernism, psychoanalysis and Marxist theory in psychology. Key critical theoretical resources are described and assessed and a series of polemics is staged that brings together writers who have helped shape critical work in psychology. The book also introduces key issues in critical discursive research in psychology, and outlines the historical context in the discipline for the emergence of qualitative debates. It also sets out methodological steps for critical readings of texts. The book makes available a set of debates at the intersection of theoretical intervention and political critique and it maps the shape of critical discursive research for the twenty-first century.

CONTENTS: Theoretical Discourse, Subjectivity and Critical Psychology; Against Postmodernism: Psychology in Cultural Context; Against Against-ism: Comment on Parker (by Newman and Holzman); Critical Distance: Reply to Newman and Holzman; Against Relativism in Psychology, On Balance; Regulating Criticism: Some Comments on an Argumentative Complex (by Potter, Edwards and Ashmore) The Quintessentially Academic Position; Against Wittgenstein: Materialist Reflections on Language in Psychology; The Practical Turn in Psychology: Marx and Wittgenstein as Social Materialists (by Jost and Hardin); Reference Points for Critical Theoretical Work in Psychology; Discursive Psychology Uncut; Discourse: Definitions and Contradictions; Discourse: Noun, Verb or Social Practice? (by Potter, Wetherell, Gill and Edwards) The Context of Discourse: Let’s Not Throw the Baby Out With the Bathwater (by Abrams and Hogg); Real Things: Discourse, Context and Practice; Reflexive Research and Grounding of Analysis: Psychology and the Psy-Complex; Tracing Therapeutic Discourse in Material Culture; Constructing and Deconstructing Therapeutic Discourse; Critical Reflections.

Available 2002 from Palgrave Macmillan, Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire, RG21 6XS (ISBN: 033397381X hbk) www.palgrave.com 
NON-REVOLUTIONARY REVIEWS

What exactly is a review? It is academia’s nod to generalized commodity production. An academic review usually takes whatever ‘use-value’ a book may possess and turn it into ‘exchange-value’. Now the book is ready to jostle with competing commodities for the attention of (mostly) passive consumers in the book market run by the publishing mafia. The non-revolutionary reviews presented here may be interesting but they fail to transgress the above-mentioned limitations. 
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The arrogance of the working class!

Sara Nafis

Melancholic Troglodytes, (spring 2001)

Psychology and the Class Struggle

London: anti-copyright

57 pp (A4), no. 4
Being a critical psychologist of Iranian background must have persuaded the editors of ARCP of my suitability for reviewing a journal produced by Iranian dissidents. A cursory flick through issue number 4 of Melancholic Troglodytes -an issue containing nine articles dedicated to the relationship between subjectivity and social struggle- was sufficient, however, to make me realize that this will not be a routine assignment. Alienating linguistic devices, willfully obscure imagery, churlishly provocative slogans deployed strategically throughout the text, a septic humour that only occasionally rises above the gutter and the shear audacity of some of the pieces create a heady brew of invention and conceit quite unmatched by anything this reviewer has experienced before. 

In an effort to grasp the kernel of this ‘many-headed Hydra’, I ploughed through past issues of the journal. The intriguingly titled issue number three, Cinema at the Bottom of a Swamp, concentrates on critiquing film theory. Respected leftist icons such as Brecht, Vertov, Godard, Barthes, Engels, and Lenin are summarily dismissed as bourgeois mandarins and elaborate meta-theories are posited in an attempt to supercede both structuralist and post-structuralist modes of film analysis. Melancholic Troglodytes can be accused of many things- diffidence is surely not one them! Issues number one and two are bilingual (English and Farsi) and discuss subjects as diverse as psychogeography, chess, the U.S. based Nation of Islam, Zoroastrianism, Islamic Fascism, the Zanj slaves rebellion and, lest we forget, a very tongue in cheek materialist critique of circumcision! Pornographic images jostle with the vilest insults directed at anyone who fails to live up to the collective’s impossibilist notions of revolutionary purity. Every aspect of the journal reflects a calculated attempt to ‘turn the world upside down’. Even the pen names chosen by the journal’s writers (for instance, Fatimeh, the three-nippled whore of Qom or Abiezer, the ranting geezer) express the liminal ease with which the contributors cross cultural thresholds, donning colourful masks for serious play and raiding reactionary closets for rickety skeletons.

In my view what sets apart this venomous and irreverent iconoclasm from juvenile ‘rebelliousness’ is twofold. First, it is patently obvious that the collective consists of proletarian elements with a premeditated long-term plan (although exactly what this grand plan consists of, I could not tell you!), and second, the breadth of their reading and the intellectual clout with which arguments are presented is quite impressive at times. A brief explanatory paragraph, contextualizing the subject for the novice reader, precedes each of the nine articles, and although page layout does not seem to be the group’s forte, pictures, cartoons and speech bubbles do complement the textual message rather imaginatively.

The first article begins with a bang and a wallop: ‘Timpanaro is a counter-revolutionary’(!), screams the first line of the first article. Timpanaro’s work, as most critical psychologists would concur, is one of the most extensive critiques of psychoanalysis to have originated from a Marxist perspective, and has done much to undermine some of the more reductionist tenets of psychoanalysis. None of this seems to make an impression on the Melancholic Troglodytes who accuse Timpanaro of defending the ‘reactionary doctrine of Engels-Leninism’ (p 4). By analogizing Timpanaro’s approach with mechanical atheists of the 18th century, the article invites us to demarcate forcefully between critique (which is a total subversion of capital and therefore to be encouraged) and criticism (defined as a partial and unsuccessful undermining of capital resulting in the latter’s modernization and, therefore, a device for recuperation). This simplistic dichotomy is neither elaborated nor substantiated. Apparently the group feels no need to underscore the ‘obvious’. It is noteworthy that Timpanaro is critiqued as venomously as psychoanalysis. In fact to quote from the introduction, ‘Melancholic Troglodytes insist that the choice between Freudianism and behaviourism is a false one’. 

Staying with the subject of psychoanalysis, the second article critiques one of its chief theoreticians in recent years- Joel Kovel. More specifically, it is Kovel’s notion of ‘affinity groups’ as a method of resisting ‘nuclear paranoia’ that is placed under the microscope. What I found interesting about this text was the stylistically creative choice of an open letter to Kovel. One can only imagine the great man’s reaction on receiving this ‘friendly dagger’ from an unknown group of Middle Eastern eccentrics. Melancholic Troglodytes accuse Kovel of not having a Marxist understanding of the nuclear industry, which could have been overcome if only Kovel had ‘read [his] Negri, Linebaugh, Foucault and Lukács a bit more carefully’ (p 9). Negri’s speculations regarding the nuclear state are used to explain the executive’s ascendancy at the expense of the judiciary and the legislative in modern times. Lukács’s concept of reification is seen as a precondition for the spread of a genocidal ‘mentality’, with Foucault’s bio-politics as its natural corollary. All this is neatly brought together, although a short article hardly does justice to the argument’s complexities. I particularly find fascinating the text’s suggestion that cults develop in societies such as the USA and the Islamic Republic of Iran due to the way the private-public split has panned out historically. A longish quote may be in order: 

In public [people] are obliged to uphold and constantly exhibit a certain morality, a mixture of religious Puritanism and insecure patriotism. In private, however, all the subterranean forces of capital come out to play, but objectified and emasculated from organic life, leading to a sado-masochistic split between the private and the public spheres. Cults, by providing adherents with a respite from this constant tension create a temporary illusion of equilibrium between the two spheres. 

The only qualm I have with this article is the description of Kovel’s ‘affinity groups’ as a ‘cult’. Melancholic Troglodytes do not seem to appreciate that ‘cult’ has a rather judicially loaded connotation in the USA. To be brief, whilst officially recognized religions enjoy a certain autonomy vis-à-vis the Federal State, cults are usually deemed ‘fair-play’. It is therefore, rather irresponsible of the journal to insist on using this term when a less politically loaded designation would have done just as well. 

The third text is an attempt to historicize Bhavnani and Davies’s account of the lives of women prisoners at San Francisco County jail # 7. The most original aspect of this contribution is the generalization of the concept of infantalisation. Melancholic Troglodytes are of the opinion that infantalisation is a quite conscious stratagem used by the ruling classes to pacify all proletarians and not just female prisoners. Although I find their thesis regarding the ‘expansion of childlike aspects in all spheres of culture’ and the subsequent ‘gradual disappearance of adulthood’ (Dieter Lenzen) rather simplistic, I would admit that this is not altogether an unprofitable avenue of research. A cross-culture perspective, for instance, could shed light on the evolving definitions of childhood and adulthood in the West and then contrast these categories with Eastern societies. I suspect, such a survey would reveal that infantalisation is not as universal a strategy as Melancholic Troglodytes claim. After all, poverty, wars, natural calamities, and politico-social instability in ‘peripheral’ societies are not conducive to a long and untroubled period of childhood. 

The fourth article is a rather bizarre and humorous critique of C. G. Spivak. If my reading of the text is correct, she seems to be simultaneously congratulated and castigated for her dalliance with Autonomist  Marxism. Dalla Costa and Leopoldina Fortunati are offered as alternative ways of synthesizing feminism and Marxism, although my limited knowledge of these arcane theoreticians prevents me from ascertaining the fruitfulness of such an undertaking. I am confident most readers of ARCP are better able to judge these issues than I.

The vindict-o-meter suddenly goes off the scale for the next contribution, which may have something to do with the fact that the target, F. M. Moghaddam, is a rather respected Iranian psychologist. Those familiar with Iranian communities spread around the world will have noticed the almost total lack of solidarity between various factions. ‘Exiled’ Iranians seem just as divided and distrustful of each other as ‘native’ Iranians. In this case, the main point of contention seems to be Moghaddam’s typology of global psychology. Dividing psychology into three worlds, Moghaddam argues, ‘the third world is mainly an importer of psychological knowledge from the first and second worlds’. He argues for independent third world production of psychological knowledge in order to combat this uneven development. Melancholic Troglodytes do not like this approach at all. Instead they view the conflict not between the first, second and third worlds but between ‘an institutionalized psychology and its practical critique’. They concede, however, ‘this contradiction may take different forms in different parts of the world, its building blocks (alienation, fetishism, patriarchy, fragmentation, etc.) varying in significance and intensity, depending on sociocultural peculiarities’ (p 30). In a rhetorical flourish characteristic of their writing style, Melancholic Troglodytes accuse Moghaddam of pleading for an even wicket from which indigenous psychological knowledge can enter the market: ‘Justice for third world psychologists, under the grace of capital! This is Moghaddam’s motto!’ (p 27).

Next, the journal turns its gaze upon the theoretically challenging contributions of Kritische Psychologie. It blames Kritische Psychologie’s lack of radicalism on its origins in ‘Engels-Kautskyist’ social democracy. Given the journal’s uncompromising attitude towards ‘non-revolutionaries’, I was pleasantly surprised Kritische Psychologie was not directly charged with the murder of Liebknecht and Luxemburg and the defeat of the 1919 German revolution! In fact, compared to other texts, the critique of Kritische Psychologie seems almost friendly. The text singles out Kritische Psychologie’s concept of ‘personal action potence’ for particular praise, although they chastise Tolman for concentrating on ‘restrictive’ rather than ‘generalized’ action potence. This they see as further proof of Tolman’s reformist predilections and functionalist tendencies. 

An interesting, though over ambitious, text follows which attempts to update Klaus Riegel’s ‘dialectical psychology’ using the latest research on Vygotsky and Piaget. It draws attention to the benefits of Riegel’s writings for contemporary researchers such as Ratner, Rose, Kvale and Shotter. I could be wrong here but I feel Melancholic Troglodytes are moving toward an updated version of dialectics as presented by Riegel, Tolman, Bakhtin, Vygotsky and Vološinov, in the hope of transcending both modernist and postmodernist accounts of ‘development’. If so, they will need to dot many ‘i’s and cross many ‘t’s before convincing this reviewer of the validity of their thesis. 

The use of statistics in government surveys and some problems with the alternative method of ethnography is the subject of the next article. Sibley’s critique of statistics for misrepresenting the culture of gypsies is itself put under erasure. The text argues that the traditional call for ‘empowerment’ and ‘the giving of a voice’ to minorities, although laudable in theory, is often accompanied by unconscious devices that end up normalizing the oppressed group. Sibley’s defense of gypsies against government statisticians is itself criticized for its Kantian predispositions towards separating ‘knowing’ and ‘willing’: ‘Precisely because [Sibley] is not prepared to contemplate the autonomous subject superseding this false dichotomy, his analysis collapses back onto the pole of knowing and makes a fetish out of it’ (p 46). The last article is a tortuous and abstract re-writing of Marx’s famous theses on Feuerbach from the perspective of critical psychology. I leave its interpretation to critical psychologists of a Marxist persuasion. 

I would like to conclude this review by stating that I thoroughly enjoyed this collection of articles on critical psychology even though I could not agree with substantial parts of it. There is a great deal of originality and imagination here, which in time, could lead to a positive overall contribution in our understanding of subjectivities during social struggle. If this middle class, liberal, Iranian academic may be so bold to give the Melancholic Troglodytes a piece of advice, I would like to suggest that the application of a proper academic discursive style and a certain tolerance towards alternative views may go a long way in allaying their image as a ‘communist fundamentalist’ grouping. This could only lead to a more effective dialogic communication between them and academia● 
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Language and the dispossessed
Jane Asquith

Peter Good, (2001)

Language for Those who Have Nothing: Mikhail Bakhtin and the Landscape of Psychiatry

New York, Boston, Dordrecht, London, Moscow: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers

242 pages

This is an interesting approach to surveying the landscape of psychiatry. Drawing on Bakhtin’s concepts of polyphony, chronotope and the grotesque, Peter Good navigates the corridors of psychiatry. He argues,

…to engage with the voices that play on this landscape requires more than a simple intellectual shift…Polyphony demands a physical change to one’s own bodily standing (p x).

Using techniques including ‘cunning’ and ‘deception’ (p 48) the polyphonic traveller negotiates the boundary between the Care Chronotope and the Patient Chronotope. He compares this method of research to Jazz and performance ‘rather than classical composition which works from a gradual and planned development’ (p 49). The Care Chronotope refers to a ‘variety of practitioners and official spaces’ (p 23) and its distinguishing feature is the ‘sheer speed of its time flow’ (p 25). It projects a faith onto a future time as a way of dealing with the ‘disappointments of the present and the shame of the past’ (p 26). The practitioners travel confidently around this time-space nexus armed with the unitary lexicon of psychiatry, which Good traces to Karl Jaspers’ General Psychopathology (1913). The Care Chronotope is committed to resolving the problem within the boundaries of the individual. What goes on between bodies is generally obfuscated.

Time, in the Patient Chronotope, is different. ‘It is given to sudden accelerations or alarming tangents … But the form of time that most characterises this chronotope … has a slowed-down almost viscous quality to it’ (p 27). Here terror has become so ‘domesticated’ with the space of care (p 79) that it cannot be seen. The polyphonic traveller ‘by fraternizing with a wide range of voices’ (p 103) is more open to unexpected encounters and alternative perspectives. 

Had the book been merely a theoretical account of the psychiatric landscape it would probably fail to make the grade. However, what distinguishes it from mediocrity is the author’s practical approach to investigating psychiatry. Following in the footsteps of past ‘pseudopatients’ such as D. L. Rosenhan, the author tried to gain admission to psychiatric clinics by pretending to be ‘mad’. Good believes this method of research did not exhaust its value; it simply stopped (p 147). Significantly, whilst these pseudopatients managed to fool trained staff, many patients detected sanity in the pseudopatients. Past researchers had found a surprising ‘absence of malicious gossip among’ patients and noted how ‘outside conflicts of class and racial discrimination’ were held ‘in a form of cultural suspension’ (p 171). A ‘discovered fellowship’ is developed which shields the patients from the harmful and alienating effects of psychiatry. He even suggests, ‘that the primary therapeutic benefits of being hospitalized are to gained from dialogues with fellow sufferers’ (p 137). Whilst I was moved by Good’s personal account of the traumatic effects of being hospitalized (despite his ability to walk out at any time, he seemed to have become a conformist automaton), I find the conclusions somewhat disappointing. Bakhtin’s mystical formulation’s regarding ‘God as the ultimate polyphonic author’ and the dialogic relationship between prayer and miracles are a very unnecessary adjunct to the main thesis of the book. Sadly, Good seems to pull his punch at the last moment by merely calling for a reform of psychiatry:

Psychiatry has been and continues to be a space that offers help to the confused and frightened. After all, drugs sometimes do work. There are many prescriptions that assist and enable a body to maintain a social standing. The same can be said for electrical treatment…

An unfortunate ending should not discourage readers interested in issues related to psychiatry from learning a great deal from this contribution● 
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A world view for Ratner

Cultural Psychology and Activity Theory
Susanne Schade


Ratner, Carl (2002)

Cultural Psychology: Theory and Method

New York: Kluwer.
Activity theory has recently seen a revival through its emphasis on social and cultural characteristics of psychological phenomena and their dialectical relations with practical cultural activities. In escaping forms of individualism in mainstream psychology and a ‘dizzy diversity of cultural factors’ (Ratner, p 4), Ratner offers an apparently radical account that should reveal the ‘internal relationships of concrete cultural activities, artefacts, and concepts and psychological phenomena’ (p 105). 

Activity theory should open up opportunities for critiquing psychological phenomena by relating them to social activities, concepts and artefacts in capitalism or ‘sub-societies’ as well as to elucidate and critique the ‘concrete social character of agency, and to suggest improvements’ (p 98). It should also enable and encourage ‘collective movements to humanize social activities as the key to promoting psychological well-being’ (p 98). With reassuring statements such as ‘social change is necessary and possible’ while it ‘involves legal, political, social, economic, and often military campaigns to overcome the enormous resistance of the establishment to qualitative change’, Ratner sets out his agenda of aiming towards a more humane and democratic world (p 90). I would argue that activity theory’s take on cultural psychology, although inspiring in places, fails to provide a radical critique of mainstream cultural psychology, as well as of the organisation of life under capitalism. It, therefore, offers little to those who seek to negate contemporary capitalist social relations.

I will be focusing mainly on key theoretical concepts, including culture, activity and role rather than on his methodology and his re-evaluation of Kohlberg’s model of moral reasoning in the second part of the book. In separating theory from methodology Ratner is committing a common mistake seen in most human sciences, turning thinking into a Kantian instrument. This separation of methodology and theory leads inevitably to a falling apart of subjectivity and objectivity. 

Capitalism fulfils one’s needs

Ratner asks how humans organise society. He concludes that they do it collectively and in this way abstract collectivity becomes a presupposition of meeting human interests and needs in any society. Capitalism, socialism and democracy appear subsequently as different forms of society fulfilling ‘existential needs’ more or less adequately. He arrives at the standpoint that capitalism is a bad realisation of such a common purpose. Ratner rightly characterises capitalist production as being ‘dangerous for workers whereas it is more creative, interesting, and safe for owners/managers’, since the ‘main objective for owners/managers by producing food is maximising their profit’, ‘treating food as a commodity that is, as means to earn money’ and ‘work as being remunerated by monetary wage’ (p 15). Nevertheless, understanding where he is coming from is vital. For Ratner these contradictory interests within capitalism are undermined by a common fundamental purpose.

Rather contradictorily Ratner defines society as that which transcends individual needs and at the same time as meeting the needs and interests of individuals. Fulfilling fundamental needs like food is in capitalism a precondition for my serving someone else. And yet you can ‘see’, through the tools people are forced to employ to produce food that it can hardly be in their interest to destroy nature, damage their own health or carry out monotonous work. Ratner explains how the owner’s main objective is to make profit and the workers do repetitive work but they, as Ratner sees it, do it in order to meet their needs. In this way Ratner’s agenda becomes the struggle to humanise and democratise activities, which are ‘unjustly’ dominated by certain groups such as large companies. This call for less dominance implies that the fact that huge companies treat human beings as a variable in production is due to bad attitude or to the nature of activities. 

Culture transcends one’s will

This twofold, contradictory definition of society recurs throughout his work. Ratner explores specific ways in which societies are organised and attempts to introduce a more complete definition of culture than contemporaries such as Valsiner and Bruner: ‘Culture is a system of enduring behavioural and thinking patterns that are created, adopted, and promulgated by a number of individuals jointly’ (p 9). 

Culture is conceived of as a supra-individual commonality of behaviour and thinking. Culture is not thought of as a commonality of interests, rather as part of the nature of human beings, which connects them beyond their own purpose. Behavioural and thought patterns are not to be confused with interests and purposes, since patterns specifically state a commonality beyond the ‘conscious horizon’ of individuals. This definition asserts that the sharing of these patterns cannot lie in the essence of activities themselves. To illustrate that culture is based on the agreement of several individuals, Ratner reminds us that romantic love was ‘initially developed by a group of people, namely the rising middle class of the 18th century in England’ (p 9). 

Accordingly, culture is not merely what people have agreed on, based on commonalities. Culture is a community of human beings, which already contains various commonalities in the mind. But how are these commonalities created in our heads? A tautological explanation is thus revealed, since individuals already contain commonalities via collective resolution. 

Activity is oppression

Ratner states that ‘humans are not determined by biology’ and neither is culture abstractly opposed to individuals. Individuals ‘devise actions to realise themselves and to satisfy human needs in the first place’ (pp 12-13). ‘Society is defined by the specific ways activities are conducted and existential needs are met’ (p 12). Despite the common characteristic of satisfying human needs, activities can vary across different societies, aiming at various objectives, for example, to provide a social service or to make profit for the owner (p 13). These ‘existential needs’ include raising children and treating disease and even ‘defending against attacks’ (p 12). However, if Ratner thinks of society as organised basically to fulfil human needs, why do people have to defend themselves against attacks? Why should people compromise different objectives such as an interest in profit or providing services? The existence of interest in profit negates the notion that capitalism can be in any way concerned with meeting diverse needs. Why does Ratner always emphasise the collectivity of activities, whose essence is based on joint organisation? What about activities which are most effectively performed individually rather than collectively? 

Ratner relies on Vygotsky’s activity theory, and activity, the key concept is seen as a fundamental human characteristic realising the practical sensual appropriation of the world and as influencing distinctive kinds of psychological phenomena (1997). Ratner moreover claims that ‘activities are social products that transcend individual people’ (p 13). Ratner argues that activities ‘are divided into particular tasks’ that ‘entail status, rewards (including remuneration) opportunities, rights, and responsibilities’. Furthermore, ‘each task is governed by norms that are enforced formally or informally’ (p 14). Activities, thought of as disparate rather than bounded up by purpose, are demands from society, that entail rewards such as ‘prestige, rights, wealth, opportunities’ (Ratner, 1999, 21) and remuneration. Why do activities inherit tasks and confront the individual with societal demands in the form of norms, rights and responsibilities, if the intention/purpose and the essence of activities would determine their organisation. Why would I need rewards or remuneration for activities if it is in my interests to conduct them? 

Drawing on Durkheim, Ratner defines activities as comprising of different objectives and transcending individual people (p 13). They have to make sacrifices while engaging in any kind of social activity due to the social characteristic of activities. ‘The fact that activities are socially constructed’ enhances the fact that they are ‘controlled by powerful elites rather than by the majority of people who engage in them’. ‘The social nature of activities gives them coercive power over the individual’ (p 13). According to Ratner the power individuals have over others is not a question of the system we live in; it lies in the essence of activities themselves. 
Social roles – guides for the mind 

The model continues with exploring the way human beings conform to the demands society imposes. Ratner extends his theory, by drawing on Bourdieu, using the concept of social roles as the ‘link between activity and psychology’, and the possible ‘unit of analysis of activity theory’ (p 16). ‘Activities are divided into roles that entail distinctive rights, responsibilities, norms, opportunities, limitations, rewards, and qualifications’ (p 15). Role is solicited by the concept of human agency as the barometer for the way subjects regard particular historical conditions. The ensemble of roles at any given time and the related consciousness is where creativity emerges. 

Role theories, whether conservative or critical, understand subjects as necessarily taking over external influences. This notion finds expression in terms such as ‘behavioural patterns’ mentioned earlier. The subject in this way takes over the demands of its environment independent of its own evaluation and conviction. The subject requires roles in order to find its place in society since roles comprise ‘specific, distinctive ways of acting and interacting’ (p 16). According to Ratner the subject is thought of as being disorientated, its activity as being separated from its psyche. A further discrepancy is that individuals have created, adopted and promulgated certain patterns of thought and behaviour through practical activity and are at the same time characterised as disorientated. This is a continuation of the flaw that I stated above 

In Ratner’s theory ‘activities stand in an external division of labour to each other’ (p 17). Society is posed as a random collection of different activities, such as medical or economic, educational or consumptive, independent of the purposes that these activities might serve. The particular role one takes in one activity can, according to Cultural Psychology, influence other activities. This can lead to the stronger influence of certain activities, like economic activity, over other activities. The ‘degree of autonomy’ of activities, which are separated through an external division of labour, is defined by social struggle (p 17). The example Ratner has chosen reveals the limitation of such a claim. ‘In capitalist countries, natural science is an activity that commands a great deal of autonomy from other activities. […] The social sciences, in contrast, are thoroughly dominated by social and political ideologies’ (p 17). Apart from the dubious assertion that the autonomy in natural sciences was an outcome of social struggle, Ratner is here associating empirical phenomena with his ideal of autonomy. 

Human agency – what holds the inner world together
The concept of activity, the most fundamental basis of psychological phenomena, is dialectically linked, as Ratner writes, through social roles with cultural factors such as artefacts (including weapons, books, technology), cultural concepts (law, social systems) and cultural activities. Aiming to extend Vygotsky’s activity theoretical approach Ratner emphasises the internal relation of these cultural factors and psychological phenomena that intersect in a ‘quadruple helix’ (p 59). This helix solicited through the driving force of agency, embeds all possible relations between cultural factors (concepts, artefacts and activities) and psychological phenomena, in which activities are most meaningful. 

Unfortunately, space does not permit further analysis of Ratner’s ideas, disappointing those readers who had expected an overview of the book. What I have tried to demonstrate is the way Ratner provides several good justifications for subordination to capitalism. It is, therefore, questionable what his theory has to offer in a struggle against capitalist social relations●
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Dr. Funkenstein first ‘cums’ to know life by fucking death in the gall bladder…

Stewart Home
1. Michel Surya (2002)
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Sidgwick & Jackson Ltd. 

3. Nothing But Christine Keeler (NEL) and 

Scandal! (Xanadu),

4. Anthony Summers 

Honeytrap 

Coronet Books

5. Lynne Tillman (2002)

This Is Not It: Stories by Lynne Tillman

Distributed Art Publishers

6. Mick Farren (2001)

Give The Anarchist A Cigarette 
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Rock Til You Drop.

Verso Books
Since I was speaking only half in jest when I elected to call myself a proletarian post-modernist, it should surprise no one that in my ‘philosophy’ there is a deliberately ‘maddening’ confusion between the terms subjectivity and subjectivism. I am nevertheless keen to emphasise that I’ve rather too self-consciously refrained from conflating my use of the term ‘subjectivity’ and what Georges Bataille invoked with the concept of ‘sovereignty’, since ‘I’ do not wish to constitute myself as a ‘sovereign’ ‘individual’. For me, totality is anti-hierarchical and rather than dividuals being brought into community through the inevitability of death, community is always and already a defining characteristics of what it is to be human. There is too much ‘anti-capitalist’ talk that is just that, rhetorical. The war of words against big business, globalisation and corporations only approaches the aporetics of ‘viral’ anti-capitalism when it is simultaneously an assault on the entire system of commodity production and consumption. Against capitalist accumulation, the proletarian post-modernist pits waste and those black holes of unreason where words no longer signify anything. If capitalism is everywhere, then it can also be attacked anywhere; that is capitalism’s strength, and its weakness, once one appreciates the difference between potlatch and merely laying waste. The book was one of the first perfected commodities, and it played a key role in the development of capitalism. A moralist might deal with the problematics of this by refusing to read. A proletarian post-modernist knows that all of anarchism can be found in the idea that is possible to live differently in this world. Clearly, those moralists who claim they wish to change the world are naive, since the world is always and forever changing; what we must seek is to collectively influence the direction of these changes. Thus when we read, it is not necessarily always against the grain, since there are still many uses for the anti-poetics of literalism.


I’ve just finished scanning Michel Surya’s Georges Bataille: An Intellectual Biography (Verso) translated into English by Krzysztof Fijalkowski and Michael Richardson. Over the years I’ve read Bataille unsystematically, and usually with some irritation. I think Bataille’s critique is very good, most obviously his attacks on surrealism for wanting to preserve literature and poetry through invocations of the marvellous, but I have a lot of problems with the position from which Bataille made that critique and which I view as one of the 57 varieties of individualist anarchism. Still, Bataille’s critique is something that needs to be discussed as part of the debates and protests around the contents of 42 Rue Fontaine, Andre Breton’s atelier, being sold off. 

Like the stuff Surya writes about Bataille masturbating in front of his mother’s corpse, I’ve found media coverage of the Breton sale a cause for much laughter, since I always and already find myself tottering on the verge of catastrophe when it comes to addressing these subjects. I was a little disappointed Surya didn’t include more detail about the brothels Bataille frequented. I felt extended description of the prostitutes concerned and their personal circumstances was called for, and not necessarily under the aegis of the abject. Indeed, there must have been a time when the very idea of an intellectual biography of Bataille would have been scandalous, but now that post-modern discourses which draw so heavily on this masturbator’s work are institutionally dominant, Surya’s timidity is only to be expected. I wasn’t surprised that Surya demonstrated far too much respect for his subject, rather than getting low down and dirty. However, if Surya is too coy about Bataille’s sexual peccadilloes, he is spot on about why everyone’s favourite sacred sociologist is deliberately unliterary (he favours ‘the low’, of course). 

That said, Surya remains keen to defend Bataille from accusations of fascism, and in doing so he tends to conflate Nazism and fascism. This confusion suits Surya since he quotes Bataille making use of the words of Ernst Junger, a National Bolshevik who opposed the Nazis from a political position to their right, viz., Junger found Hitler and his henchmen insufficiently aristocratic. Since Junger was Hitler’s favourite living German author, it was relatively safe for him to adhere to fascist political positions that went against the grain of National Socialist orthodoxy while living under the Third Reich. To restate the obvious, while all Nazis are fascists, not all fascists are Nazis; since Nazism is one among a number of competing and sometimes coexisting fascist doctrines. Unlike Junger, who can also be accurately described as a Prussian anarchist, Bataille wasn’t a fascist; however, the reasons for this are complex - and for Surya to address them competently would have required an examination of the relationship between the emergence of ideological fascism in France immediately prior to the First World War, the anarchism of Proudhon and Bakunin, anarcho-syndicalism, the doctrines of Georges Sorel, French monarchism of the early twentieth century, Russian Nihilism and Bolshevism. Needless to say, Surya has nothing to say about any of this; he simply ignores such matters. 

Before the Bataille biography, I read Christine Keeler’s third autobiography The Truth At Last (Pan) - ghosted this time by Douglas Thompson. I found this version of Keeler's story more to my taste than Nothing But Christine Keeler (NEL) and Scandal! (Xanadu), which read like quick cash-in jobs despite appearing twenty and twenty-six years respectively after the Profumo Affair broke as a news story. 

This headline grabbing scandal led Jack Profumo to resign from his post as British Secretary of State for War in Harold Macmillan’s Conservative Government on 5 June 1963. Basically, in 1961 Profumo had an affair with Christine Keeler, who in the jargon of the time was ‘a good time girl’ with her principal employment having been as a hostess at Murray’s Cabaret Club. After the press got wind of this relationship some two years later, Profumo denied that there was any impropriety in his association with Keeler. A few months down the line he was forced to admit he’d lied, and that ended his political career. The spy stuff in The Truth At Last is pretty much an inversion of the intelligence material in Honeytrap (Coronet) by Anthony Summers and conspiracy buff Stephen Dorril. 

So now we have two rival conspiracy theories that mutually reinforce each other through their singular insistence that there is a ‘truth’ at the bottom of all this that can be accessed: viz, conspiracy theory a) the young and naive Keeler was used by her friend Stephen Ward who was acting in cahoots with British intelligence; and conspiracy theory b) Ward manipulated Keeler to entrap men because he was working for Soviet intelligence. It is surprising that Keeler didn’t make much use of Honeytrap in Scandal! since her second autobiography appeared a couple of years after Summers and Dorril’s book. What I really liked about The Truth At Last was Thompson ventriloquising through Keeler some reasonably detailed descriptions of London clubs of the early sixties - particularly Murray’s, where Keeler worked as a hostess. I’ve been looking for reliable accounts of London hostess clubs in the early to mid-sixties, and can’t find much; a place like Churchill’s gets name checked in many Kray twins related true crime titles, but what I’d like to find is some real detail about that particular club. I have a number of photographs of my own (m)other working as a hostess at Churchill’s; but strangely no pictures of her at various other Soho haunts where ‘the living was easy’; including Murray’s which employed my (m)other before she moved on to Churchill’s in 1964. And, if Keeler wants to do a further autobiography with more revelations, I could imagine the Jack The Stripper slayings being properly integrated into her Profumo narrative, since the prostitute Frances Brown who testified against Stephen Ward at his trial for living off the immoral earnings of Keeler and others, later became the seventh victim of the so called ‘nude murderer’. Indeed, I think I could ghost write a truly post-modern fourth autobiography for Keeler using material of this type... I’d also like to know a lot more about the work Keeler did later on with the drugs charity Release, and put some names to the heavy duty pot dealers who Mick Farren mentions as accompanying Keeler to the UFO Club in his autobiography Give The Anarchist A Cigarette (Pimlico).

As far as books that are completely frank about their theoretical status as fiction go, the only thing I’ve read recently worth mentioning is This Is Not It: Stories by Lynne Tillman (Distributed Art Publishers). Tillman’s opening story ‘Come & Go’, is the best thing to be written in the wake of 9/11 precisely because she doesn’t address the things that concern her and us explicitly. The whole book is beautifully understated and unashamedly intellectual. It is also lavishly produced with exquisite illustrations. Tillman can do the impossible, so reconciling the sensuous with the rational is a relative minor accomplishment as far as she’s concerned. Simultaneously subtle, ironic and side-splittingly funny, to describe Tillman as a
postmodern cross between Henry James and Hegel fails to do her justice. If there is a slippage here, that is quite intentional since the second, third and fourth sentences in this paragraph were actually requested by the Glasgow Herald when they were doing a feature on what books had made an impression on assorted ‘personalities’ in 2002. I often mention Tillman as a writer I greatly admire when questioned about books I like, and usually I find my enthusiasm fails to be translated into ‘Spectacle’. There might be any number of reasons for this, including the fact that while Tillman numbers among the handful of contemporary fiction writers who are really worth reading, most editors haven’t even heard of her, and so they vainly imagine she can’t be as fantastic as I maintain. Which illustrates nicely enough why the way one is integrated into the ‘Spectacle’ should be observed with Duchampian detachment.


These days, if there is a difference between theory and fiction, it is simply this: fiction continues to signify where theory cannot - ‘beyond’ ‘erasure’. Let us then make theory even more rancid (that is to say fictive) by using Bataille to fuck other writers where it hurts (so good) - or more specifically, in the gall blander. Verso, who have not only published Surya’s Bataille biography but also a collection of Bataille’s writings on Surrealism (The Absence Of Myth), are an imprint of New Left Books. Verso then is a publishing house living out the contradictions of the capitalist market place, and their recent publications have ranged from Revolution At The Gates: A Selection of Writings from February to October 1917 V. I. Lenin edited with introduction and afterword by Slavoj Zizek to Impossible Exchange by Jean Baudrillard. 

As is clear from controversies going on in the pages of New Left Review - for example ‘Postmodernism?’ by T. J. Clark in the March/April 2000 issue - in its ongoing negotiation of debates and trends that might be brought together under the rubric of modernity and its aftermath, Verso and its parent company have taken a mildly ‘culturalist’ turn; perhaps ‘a funny turn’ is a better description, since in the process figures such as ‘Che’ and ‘Lenin’ have been transformed from ‘gurus’ to ‘icons’ and while the song remains the same, the instruments have gone even further out of tune. Here post-modernist might also be rendered as pop modernist, since in living out the death of modernity we long ago discovered ‘this’ side of ‘the Spectacle’ can take us to the ‘other’ side of modernity; modernism was always and already a way of living out our own deaths. Thus the Verso slippage from attacks on globalism to diatribes against corporate rock in the form of John Strausbaugh’s Rock Til You Drop.

The problem with Strausbaugh’s ‘argument’ that middle-aged pop stars like the Rolling Stones or David Bowie no longer rock, is the implicit and fallacious notion that these hacks were once worth listening to. Strausbaugh wants rock to be ‘young’ and ‘authentic’, not mere entertainment industry product. Rock and roll is actually a pantomime, and the longer an act goes on ‘doin’ it to death’, the more obvious this becomes. Strausbaugh’s condemnation of nostalgia is moralistic because in places he makes the basic error of treating the sounds he’s addressing as existing separately from their audience; what matters in rock, as in all music, is not the ‘product’ itself but the social and community relationships from which these cultures emerge. Strausbaugh’s anarchism is evident from his choice of subject matter, corporate rock acts ‘ranging’ from the Sex Pistols to the Rolling Stones; a materialist condemnation of rock nostalgia (if such a thing were deemed desirable) would have to address both big name acts and those relative ‘unknowns’ who never made the transition from club dates to stadiums, but who in recent years have made attempts at a comeback. 

From this perspective, the late seventies London punk band Menace are an interesting phenomenon since they’d only released a handful of singles on independent labels before ‘getting back together’ a few years ago. The band plays a mixture of old material and new songs, and the line-up consists of the ‘original’ bass player and ‘original’ drummer, with a new singer and a new guitarist; it was only after ‘reforming’ that Menace managed to release their first album. Strausbaugh’s diatribe, like that of much anarchist rhetoric against globalisation, focuses too much on the corporate and not enough on the commodity; and it is the latter, after all, which is our real enemy. Other distinctions ignored by Strausbaugh also need to be looked at. For example, going back to the sixties, on the one hand you had much of the rock culture being influenced by Timothy Leary and adopting his ‘tune in, turn on, drop out mantra, and on the other hand James Brown was putting out hit singles like Don't Be A Drop Out, which in the USA sold largely to Afro-Americans. In the USA being able to drop out is still a WASP privilege...

It goes without saying that Mick Jagger and David Bowie have always and already been case studies in abjection. By their very ‘plastic’ ‘nature’ celebrities are inevitably less than human, reduced as they are in their media representations to a few clichés; however, the fact that ‘dinosaur’ rock acts are able to fill sports stadiums represents a truly sick triumph of the human imagination - since the role of the performers on stage appears to be to satisfy our collective fascination with corruption and death. The likes of Jagger and Bowie retain their fame only because they actively seek out our mockery. They may even provide the basis of an argument in favour of cultural necrophilia as a way of living out the death throws of capitalism. 

When I saw the reformed Sex Pistols in the mid-nineties at the Shepherd’s Bush Empire, they were terrible in every sense of the word, but particularly if one takes ‘terrible’ to mean wearing a pea green smoking jacket with brown cord trousers. I left that gig part way through the set, my amusement at the sorry spectacle the Sex Pistols presented in the course of four songs was more than sufficient entertainment for one evening; as a ‘journalist’ I’d been provided with a free ticket and to prolong the experience, would have been masochism. Sadly, I’ve never seen Status Quo, but I like their first album Pictureque Matchstickable Messages From The Status Quo far more than anything the Sex Pistols ever released. The fact that The Quo went on to dump their frilly shirts and cod psychedelic rock songs such as Technicolour Dreams and Sunny Cellophane Skies for thirty-five years worth of denim clad twelve bar boogie, serves brilliantly to underline their complete lack of authenticity. Marx suggested in The Eighteenth Brumaire that revolutionaries have traditionally donned masks from the past as the first step in a process that leads to the overthrow of the dominant culture. By dressing up in ‘radical’ glad rags rock ‘revolutionaries’ (and in particular ageing rock ‘revolutionaries’) may pose more of a threat to capitalism than those posers had in their wildest dreams even dared to imagine. Although I’ve yet to meet anyone else who was amused by media coverage of the recent death of ‘king pin’ punk pretender Joe Strummer, surely there are more of you out there. Rock is dead, long live mock rock!
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Changing the world!

F. Palinorc

John Holloway, (June 2002)

Change the World Without Taking Power: The Meaning of Revolution Today
London: Pluto Press. 

240 pages

This work by John Holloway makes a vital contribution to critical thought. Its 11 chapters deal with almost all the important issues confronting humanity in crisis today: the nature of power and the state, commodity fetishism and identity, the failure of ‘orthodox marxism’, what is the proletariat and its bipolar symbiosis with capital, the crisis (which is us) and, finally, revolution, but with a question mark. 

The work serves to clarify and demolish many (though not all) myths of the ‘left of capital’, especially the latter’s devotion to the totalitarian Leninist party and state. The issue of fetishism is also vividly sketched in its tragic centrality. Perhaps drawn unconsciously, there is even a sketch for a mass psychology of reification. Holloway questions almost all the assumptions of what passes off as revolutionary thought, and offers new, fresh ways of interpreting old problems. 

However, his idea that radical negativity starts with ‘the scream’ may be a flawed romantic construct. There’s no reason why individual angst, presented as a repository of mass emotions, is superior to the integrated thinking passion originating in the 18C. The 19C split emotions and reason in a radical and unprecedented way. The influence of romanticism survives today, and it is present in most ideological products. 

Holloway claims, ‘It is impossible to read a newspaper without feeling rage, without feeling pain. You can think of your own examples. Our anger changes every day, as outrage piles upon outrage’ (p 1). That these outrages can also generate a passionate reflection, absorbing rage and reason at the same time, is rejected by the whole tenor of his book. True, Holloway admits that to break away from capital ‘It is not enough to scream’ (p 208). The ‘power-to’, which is implicit in the scream should be present (though how one can tell a genuine ‘power-to’ isn’t clear). Otherwise, the scream is just despair. But this is ‘rarely’ the case, notes Holloway; all screams apparently project some idea of what might exist in its place. At the very least, screaming is ecstatic. In the same vein, ‘Barbarism is not as merely negative as the classic dichotomy between socialism and barbarism suggests’ (p 208-9). This is tantalising, should we posit some sort of unforeseen, positive barbarism linked to emancipation?

Holloway doesn’t seem to realise that nihilism, that rejection of all belief in existence, is also a ‘No’, and one closely linked to necrophilia, in the sense that Erich Fromm uses the term. Instead, he poses a ‘No’ that is ‘... so anti-human that it provokes an equally anti-human response, which, although quite comprehensible, merely reproduces the relations of power which it seeks to destroy. And yet that is the starting point...’ (p 205). This is the romantic link in Holloway, his poetic blurring of malignant destructiveness into the ‘starting point’ of emancipation.

To pose the cry for ‘justice’ and ‘dignity’ as basic motivators of human negativity is also mystifying. These are absurd, utopian cries under a system of total value domination, analogous to the battle cries of ‘democracy’ and ‘liberty’ and the ‘rights of the individual’. If all reification is a forgetting, Holloway forgets the seductive history of these shibboleths of bourgeois thought, the great battle cries of nationalist desangres, which survive today in the Castroist-Guevarist ‘¡Patria o muerte!’ (Fatherland or Death!), and similar necro-mobilising chants. But Marx, quoted by Holloway, mocks the ‘...very Eden of the innate rights of man. There alone rule Freedom, Equality, Property and Bentham’ (p 52). By being uncritical of these fetishised forms of social relations, Holloway conceals their irrational and class-bound content. There is an instance where Marx mentions shame as a basic emotion of revolt. This seems nearer to negativity than ‘dignity’ with its positive aristocratic connotations of ‘worthiness’.  
REASON, the human ability to reflect and choose, an integral dynamic of ‘power-to’, is missing in Holloway’s ‘scream’. In his argument, ‘screaming and doing’ alone provide the basis for emancipation. Even suicide has a ‘No’ that’s a ‘starting point’ (to heaven?). Reason, which may be what Holloway calls ‘the considered rejection of capitalism as a mode of organisation’, seems not to be a major force of negativity, and it may or not come later (p 205). The consequences of this absence aren’t posed. The role of criticism is replaced with the zealous conviction that screams, even barbaric ones, are the starting-point of a rejection of capitalism. Munch, not Beethoven.

The struggle against the world of capital needs not just the scream, or power-to do, but our individual and collective capacity to reflect upon the consequences of our acts. Herman Gorter, Pannekoek’s comrade in the Dutch Left Communist movement, understood that screaming on its own is a primitive and reactive stage. For example, nationalism, which is indeed a hunting scream, can’t be transcended except by a combination of thought and action: 

...The drive for self-preservation allies itself with the social instinct of attachment to and unity with one’s peers – in this case, one’s fellow-countrymen, those who are of the same class and nation. It takes a high degree of awareness for this instinct, these sentiments, to be overcome at a given moment, always, and for the class struggle not to be abandoned for struggle on behalf of the nation.

And so the worker must know that under capitalism nationalism is doing him a great deal of harm, far more than the advantages it confers. He must know what the harm is, and what the advantages. He must have weighed them against each other. And this process of thought, this knowledge, must be of such a kind, must have penetrated his consciousness so completely, that it not only overcomes the instincts of nationalism, but takes their place. This is a task which is extraordinarily difficult and which demands a very long time (1).
Submitting uncritically to ‘screaming’ means competing with the elementary reactions that life under fetishism unleashes in atomised masses and individuals. These ‘screams’, and the emotions behind them, can be channeled successfully by domination and ‘recaptured’ as Holloway himself admits, in his metaphor of the dog-owner and his dog on a long leash (p 190).    

Holloway’s romanticism apart, there’s an enormous wealth of fertile ideas in this book. It should be considered as one of the most important recent contributions to critical thinking, as important as the works by Adorno on identity, Debord’s on the society of the spectacle, Camatte and Perlman’s writings on the ‘flight’ from capital and Leviathan, and Postone’s questioning of ‘the critique of society from the standpoint of labour’.

In the chapter ‘Beyond the State’, Holloway rejects the view that winning state power, or using the state, has anything to do with human emancipation. This collides directly with the frauds of all Leninists (including the present ‘left communists’) who advocate a state for their fanciful ‘period of transition’. Holloway demolishes all the underpinnings of this statist apology for Leviathans. However, he describes the regimes of the Stalinist Soviet Union and China as ‘revolutionary governments’ (p 14), and Cuba (and presumably, North Korea) as a ‘state-socialist country’ (p 217). 

To identify the historical experience of Stalinism, the sanguinary continuator of Leninist Bolshevism, with revolution, is a travesty. The totalitarian consolidation of the Russian state and its clones under the banner of Marxism crippled the latter as a theory of negativity, perhaps forever. It is shameful that Holloway retains this fraud, identifying terroristic state capitalism with socialism. The state and capitalism were never, and could never be, abolished inside Russia, China and all the other state prisons Holloway dignifies as ‘state socialism’. The idea that socialism is possible in a single country is an inhuman negation and mockery of the dream of communism, and although Holloway distances himself from Stalin (p 96), he would support what he labels Cuban ‘state socialism’.    

In chapter 9, ‘The Material Reality of Anti-Power’, he crosses swords with the ‘autonomist’ theorist Toni Negri, who advocates what could be called a militant republic of labour against the empire of capital. In other words, the spatial replacement of constant capital by variable capital. This ‘reversal of the polarity’ between capital and labour is a sinister state capitalist agenda, advocated by the left of capital since the 19C. Much more could be said against the ideology of ‘Autonomous Marxism’ but Holloway goes a long way in exposing this apology for wage labour. 

In the chapter ‘The Material Reality of Anti-Power and the Crisis of Capital’, Holloway reminds us that ‘We the powerless are all-powerful’ (p 176). He explains very convincingly why we, all of us humans, are the crisis of capitalism. This is perhaps the most inspiring and emancipatory part of the book. In another passage of similar compelling poetry, Holloway describes us as a fountain, not a cistern. 

But the book’s enduring merits and its passionate negativity, are constantly marred by contradictory examples and typical leftist (i.e., left wing of capital) iconography, like the idealisation of the struggles of the indigenous populations of Chiapas in Mexico. Lurking within these impoverished and threatened populations is the presence of the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional (EZLN) which means, literally, ‘Zapatist Army of National Liberation’. Holloway eulogises this army and its ‘representative’, the sub-commander Marcos. That this could be another spectacular cult of the personality appears to escape him. More on this later.

Perhaps echoing Lenin’s support for ‘national self-determination’, Holloway asserts:

... The nationalism of the oppressed (anti-imperialist nationalism), although it may aim at radical social transformation [meaning what?] is easily diverted from its broader aims [being?] into simply replacing ‘their’ capitalists with ‘ours’, as the history of anti-colonial movements makes clear. Alternatively, of course, the positive-negative tension may also explode in the opposite direction, into an explicitly anti-identitarian movement, as is currently the case of the Zapatista movement in Mexico (p 64). 

As said above, what this positive-negative ‘tension’ was or is, isn’t made explicit. How can nationalism, a historical adjunct to capitalism, have ‘broader aims’ than the consolidation of a national identity and economy? What sort of ‘radical social transformation’ does Holloway mean? The terroristic enclosure of state capitalism? In what way does nationalism, in any form, screaming or not, opens the way to a universal emancipation? Also, it is difficult to square the ‘anti-identitarian’ claim with the explicit EZLN demand of the constitutional recognition, by the Mexican Federal state, of ‘indigenous rights and culture’. The EZLN, as its name proclaims, is an army of ‘national liberation’. It affirms its loyalty to ‘Mexico’ and thus to a specific national identity. Of course some may say that the EZLN is an ‘anti-army’ army, but a juggling with ying-yang won’t erase the reality of a political apparatus formed to influence or wield power, including state power.

These are major incoherences in Holloway’s book, centred around his implicit acceptance of nationalism in the peripheries of the system. In contrast to this suspension of critical faculties, his critique of the state is most incisive and relevant as he systematically deconstructs the concept of taking state power to emancipate humanity. State power can’t facilitate human freedom. But why then support nationalism? The state and the nation are organically integrated in capitalism; it’s impossible to separate the two. 

This incoherence may be traced to Holloway’s view that this conception of the taking of state power, or ‘wielding state power in the interests of the working class’ (!) was a ‘mistake’ or a misunderstanding’ (p 14). If we ignore the material and social bases for the ideologies of state and nation-building, we can’t understand how these dominant ideologies influenced and permeated (‘recaptured’) movements of seeming opposition to capitalism. But if they’re analysed critically, what appears to be a mistake was a domination need, albeit concealed under emotional signifiers (programmes, slogans, banners), designed, consciously and unconsciously, to mobilise, deceive and lull.  

Holloway exposes an enormous amount of mystifications that plague today’s ‘revolutionary’ movement. Though his methodology helps him to avoid many of these mystifications, cults and lies, he veers nostalgically back to the leftism he so rightly denounces. For example, he lumps together confused revolutionary Marxists with state capitalist despots: ‘...a logic shared by all the major revolutionary leaders of the twentieth century: Rosa Luxemburg, Trotsky, Gramsci, Mao, Che’ (p 18). And ‘...the [revolutionary] theorist, whether Marx, Engels, Lenin or Mao, cannot look at society from outside ...’ (p 137).
How can the Stalinists Mao and Ché Guevara be considered ‘major revolutionary leaders’ or ‘theorists’ of anything concerning human liberation? Mao was a sociopathic mass murderer inspired by Stalinism. He was a complete counter-revolutionary, the main engineer of a burgeoning Chinese imperialism. In addition to participating in the bloody second imperialist world war, as a major Allied warlord, he embarked after 1949 on a reign of terror and state-sponsored famine that left probably more than 40 million Chinese dead. Mao supported the crushing of the Hungarian workers in 1956 by Russian tanks and vigorously participated in many inter-imperialist confrontations, from the Korean to the Vietnam wars. As Nigel Harris has shown, ‘Mao’s Thought’ has nothing in common with Marxist criticism (2). To present this Leviathanic butcher as a revolutionary leader, even as a ‘theorist’ of ‘orthodox Marxism’ is to confuse revolution with counter-revolution, emancipation with bondage.   

It’s impossible to discuss in detail here the full horrors of Chinese state capitalism. The massacre of Tiananmen Square in 1989 is still in vivid and lasting memory, as is the PLA’s atrocities in Tibet. Those campaigns were organised and ordered by the Leviathan inspired and led by Mao. 

From an earlier period, we quote the testimony of Bao Ruo-Wang (Jean Pasqualini), who had the misfortune of spending a few years (1957-1964) in a Chinese ‘Reform Through Labour’ camp. Mao was in full power then. In his memoirs, Prisoner of Mao, Pasqualini describes an incident of camp discipline:

Suddenly whistles started blowing... It was the call for assembly – and there were to be no exceptions, the warders told us. We straggled out into the courtyard and arranged ourselves in our section order. I was in the front row, next to Yeh ... Then I heard the sound of chains behind us.

The first one to come before us was Wang, our one-armed warder, and he was quickly joined by the brigade leader in charge of production, a man named Yen, perhaps a dozen guards and finally an official of sort, dressed in blue Mao uniform and holding a neat, black briefcase. In the middle of them all was the barber, tied up in chains and fetters. A rope around his neck and cinched at the waist kept his head bowed. His hands were tied behind his back. The guards shoved him directly in front of us. He stood there silently, like a trussed penitent, as the steam wisped up around his feet. Yen had a speech.
‘I have something awful to speak about. I’m not happy to do it and it’s nothing to be proud of. But it is my duty and it should be a lesson for you. This rotten egg here was jailed on a morals charge – homosexual relations with a boy. He only [!] received seven years for this offence. Later, when working in a paper mill his behaviour was constantly bad and he stole repeatedly. His sentence was doubled. Now we have established that while here he seduced a young prisoner nineteen years old – a mentally retarded prisoner [his being in prison was mental therapy, of course]. If this happened in society, he would be severely punished. But by doing what he did here, he not only sinned morally [!] but he also dirtied the reputation of the prison [!] and the great policy of Reform Through Labour. Therefore, in consideration of his repeated offences, the representative of the Supreme People’s Court will now read his sentence’.

The man in the blue uniform strode forward and read out the somber document, a recapitulation of the offences that ended with the decision of the People’s Court: death with immediate execution of sentence. Everything happened so suddenly then that I didn’t even have the time to be shocked or frightened. Before the man in blue uniform had even finished pronouncing the last word the barber was dead. The guard standing behind him pulled out a huge pistol and blew his head open. A shower of blood and brains flew out and splattered those of us in the front rows. I looked away from the hideous, twitching figure on the ground and vomited. Yen came to speak again.

‘Let this serve as a warning to you. I have been authorized to tell you that no more leniency will be shown in this camp. From now on, all moral offences will be punished in the same way. Now go back to your cells and discuss this’.

He glanced down at me and the others who had been hit with brains and blood. 

‘You people, go have a wash and then go back to your cells for studies’ (3).
So much for ‘dignity’ under Mao’s ‘state socialism’.

In Mario Vargas Llosa’s Story of Mayta, a novel on Peruvian Trotskyism, the main character, Mayta, a disillusioned 60s Trotskyist, asks his interviewer: ‘They say that Mao had all queers shot in China. Could it be true?’ Mayta utters this without any compassion, gritting his teeth in revulsion at ‘queers’. The question remains unanswered (4). The enormity of the plausible mass murder is hard to grasp, but not inconceivable. Mao’s China, like the Artic Lagers of Stalin, treated humans like objects, like débris. The hunting wars of neo-Maoism against humans, be they in Cambodia under Pol Pot, Péru with Sendero Luminoso or in present Nepal, confirm that leftist-nationalist ‘negativity’ is integral to capitalism’s constant impulse for domination. The only endless scream that matters here is that of millions of victims of something that only a reified logic can label ‘socialism’. Between these crimes of ‘state socialism’ and the ongoing genocides, famines and scapegoating by the Leviathans controlling the world market, there’s no choice for a humanity desperate for emancipation and happiness. The path is outside and against all these false choices.   

In the Péru of the 1960s there developed an unusual, yet logical, marriage of Maoist ideology and Trotskyism around a racket called the ‘Latin American Bureau’. It was run by a Juan Posadas, a Trotskyist fan of Mao who advocated WW3 as a way to defeat world capitalism. The losses that would be endured by ‘the socialist camp’ would be absorbed easily, he claimed, in contrast to the massive destruction of the main centres of the western world. So maybe there’s some truth in the positing of a barbaric ‘No’ through thermonuclear war. A new concept perhaps is needed, like ‘socialist barbarism’? 

Trotsky correctly called Stalinism ‘the syphilis of the working class’. Maoism is simply another national form of the same. Unfortunately, Trotskyism strained itself too much to become another bacillus, by zealously defending the ‘Soviet Fatherland’ and thus the material and social foundations of Russian imperialism. In WW2, Trotskyism supported the Allied capitalists by siding with Stalin’s fictional ‘degenerated workers’ state’. Since WW2, its sad trajectory has been to defend sundry policies of state capitalism, including multiple ‘national liberation movements’. 

Let’s now turn to Comandante T-shirt, Ché Guevara. As a member of the Cuban state, with Castro, Guevara was quite prepared to unleash thermonuclear war in the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962. That was the practical meaning of ‘¡Patria o muerte!’ – that the whole of mankind should perish on the altar of huge and dwarfish Leviathans. Khrushchev realised at the last minute that it wasn’t to his Leviathan’s advantage to go nuclear just because of Cuba’s national dignity. So he dismantled the missiles and turned them back to Russia. But we were pretty close to species termination then. That incident, perhaps more than any other in the past 40 years, confirms the validity of Holloway’s contention that the only way we can imagine revolution today is by dissolving power, not by its conquest or extension as a militarised ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’. There is no way that mankind can free itself of value and power through military means.

As a leading functionary of the Cuban Leviathan, Guevara fostered the Castro cult. In his ‘Socialism and Man in Cuba’ (1965) he praises Castro’s caudillo demagoguery: 

... Fidel is a master. His own special way of fusing himself with the people can be appreciated only by seeing him in action. At the great public mass meetings one can observe something like the dialogue of two tuning forks whose vibrations interact, producing new sounds. Fidel and the mass begin to vibrate together in a dialogue of growing intensity until they reach the climax in an abrupt conclusion crowned by our cry of struggle and victory.

The difficult thing to understand for someone not living through the experience of the revolution is this close dialectical unity between the individual and the mass in which both are interrelated and, at the same time, in which the mass, as an aggregate of individuals, interact with its leaders (5).

This ‘dialectical interaction’ between dominators and dominated is presented by Guevara as something uniquely musical, an ‘organic’ fusion which ‘vibrates’ like two tuning forks. ‘Equality’? Yet the disproportion is obvious, one man ‘represents’ hundreds of thousands, if not millions. The Führerprinzip of Nazism and Fascism, but in ‘socialist’ garb, as if the brutal, terroristic domination would lessen with a slogan. The neighbourhood committees, the secret police trained by the KGB, this is the real interaction between the atomised ‘socialist man’ and the ruling Leviathan, run by a ‘Líder máximo’. The militarised spectacles at the Plaza de la Revolución are nothing but huge totalizing shows, like the Nuremberg rallies under Hitler. 

Reinaldo Arenas, the late Cuban writer describes his experience in a ‘state socialist’ dungeon:

The first day no one came to see me or bring food; since most of the prisoners there were about to be executed, there was no great interest in feeding them. You could not even complain to anyone; it was utter isolation and despair...

There was a prisoner who sang day and night, imitating the voice of Roberto Carlos to perfection. Those sad songs had been like hymns for the Cuban people; in some way they had become everyman’s private screams’ (6).
To concur with Holloway, screams can be of all sorts, and can be heard from all the prisons of the world, if only we care to hear, including those screams coming from ‘state socialist’ death cells. Screams should not be selected according to our political filters, all screams should be heard and disseminated so that resistance and hope is shared and strengthened throughout the world. 

To return to the EZLN. Holloway’s insights are of little use to the struggle and situation in Chiapas if he conceals what he means. What he says about heroes is extraordinarily good, and it befits the cult of the sub-comandante Marcos as much as it helps us reject the loathsome martyr-cult of Ché:

...There is something very contradictory in the notion of a heroic revolution, or indeed of a revolutionary hero. The aim of revolution is the transformation of ordinary, everyday life and it is surely from everyday life that revolution must arise. The idea of a communist revolution is to create a society in which we are not led, in which we all assume responsibility, so our thought and our traditions must move in terms of the non-leaders, not the heroes... Revolution is conceivable only if we start from the assumption that being a revolutionary is a very ordinary, very usual matter, that we are all revolutionaries, albeit in very contradictory, fetishised, repressed ways... (p 211).

It’s difficult to see from afar what’s happening in Chiapas today. In September 2002 the escalating paramilitary and military violence of the Mexican Leviathan caused the deaths of 5 civilians, with 200 wounded. There are probably more than 70,000 troops in the area at present. The strategy seems to be a low intensity operation, aimed at re-militarizing the autonomous zones and occupying key positions and water resources, accompanied by terror campaigns against villages identified as ‘Zapatista’. Large numbers of people are being relocated and their homes wrecked. The EZLN commanders seem to have been silent for the past months. The Leviathan still doesn’t have a free hand with open repression, but it won’t give up in its relentless effort to pacify and further atomise the rebellious population. 

It’s also not easy to see why the EZLN expected the Mexican Leviathan under Fox to grant anything. This is the same murderous and corrupt machine of 1968, and the instigator of countless atrocities and exactions since then. The tragedy that may be unfolding will be a universal setback, if the Leviathan tries to provoke incidents ending in massacres and flights of thousands of civilians, as happened in neighbouring Guatemala in the 1980s (7)●
Palinorc (November 2002)
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7) There are many accounts of the EZLN’s evolution and politics. Few are consistently critical from an emancipatory standpoint. The now somewhat outdated pamphlet by S. Deneuve, M. Geoffroy and C. Reeve, ‘Behind the Balaclavas of the Mexican South East’, is one of the few that critically analyses the ideology of Zapatismo: ‘And then there’s the famous ‘dialogue’ that the EZLN wishes to have with the government. What’s dialogue supposed to mean? How can there be a peaceful ‘dialogue’ between exploiters and exploited on the suppression of exploitation? This implicit recognition of the State as the appropriate institution to realize the bourgeois credo of ‘peace, justice and equality’ says a lot about the non-subversive nature of the EZLN’ (Paris: AB Irato, 1996).
Another critique, ‘A Commune in Chiapas?’ in Aufheben 9, autumn 2000, is informative and well-researched. However, the authors remain too confident that a sort of ‘real movement that seeks to abolish the existing conditions’ is (or was) present in Chiapas under ‘the Zapatista uprising’. 


The term ‘Zapatista’ is already a confused concession to the prevalent populism of Mexican nationalism. In a footnote, the authors claim that ‘The combination of a pluralist programme which defends diversity, traditional and quasi-mystical Mayan Indians [?] and the image of masked-up guerrillas is the reason the UK direct action scene has found the Zapatista struggle so irresistible’. Maybe so did the authors of this ambivalent critique. Yet to resist and swim against the current is vital, not only for theory but true ‘individuality’●
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Empire is a fucking counter-revolutionary roll of toilet paper! [No, no, rewrite. There’s no need for this!] Empire reminds us of David Lynch’s version of Dune (1984) [That’s a much better introduction, almost fluffy!]. The project was a monumental failure when taken as a whole but there is in every scene of Dune at least one element, which stands out as either extraordinary, or perfectly in tune with the spirit of Frank Herbert’s novel. 

And so it is with Empire. The book’s main thesis (that ‘imperialism’ has now given way to ‘empire’) is fundamentally erroneous, since it is no more than an updating of a bourgeois fable initially narrated by the capitalist, Vladimir I. Lenin. Yet almost every page contains a worthwhile insight into the mechanisms of power, which accurately conveys the metamorphosis of class struggle [OK, you’re being a bit too chummy now!]. 

Besides its ‘leftist’ politics, the chief defects of Empire are its rejection of the law of labor-value and the dismissal of Marx’s distinction between formal and real phases of capital’s domination over the proletariat. Regarding the law of labor-value, Saint Toni of Rebibbia expressed his reservations as early as 1971 in Crisis of the Planner State: Communism and Revolutionary Organization and more recently, with ‘Side-kick Bob’, in The Labor of Dionysus: a Critique of State Form (1994). The more erudite wing of Autonomism (both in USA and Italy) has adequately critiqued Saint Toni on this point and there is no need for us to bore the reader through repetition (see George Caffentzis, The End of Work or the Renaissance of Slavery? A Critique of Rifkin and Negri, 1998 or Harry Cleaver, Work, Value and Domination: On the Continuing relevance of the Marxian Labor Theory of Value in the Crisis of the Keynesian Planner State, 1989). 

Negri’s ambiguous rejection of ‘the passage from formal subsumption to the real subsumption of labor’ as ‘unidimensional’ (p 24) is another horrendous mistake, which deserves a firm slap on the wrist. First, as Empire itself makes clear, Marx’s so-called unpublished sixth chapter of Capital I is not incompatible with some of the more recent formulations. For instance, Melancholic Troglodytes have shown how Marx’s distinction between formal and real domination can be linked to Foucault’s punishment and discipline. Alternatively, the need to control the reproduction of labour power can be analysed using Foucault’s concept of bio-politics and all this can be framed within Debord’s three varieties of spectacle. See Melancholic Troglodytes (pp 14-19) as reviewed by that nefarious petit bourgeois Iranian imbecile, Sara Nafis, in this issue of ARCP [Now, now, she can sue you know!].

Second, and much more importantly, it does not seem to have occurred to Saint Toni of Rebibbia that the sixth chapter can itself be elaborated. 
Previously we have postulated one way in which this update can be conceived. Perhaps in the 21st century, capitalism will gradually move towards a juncture where the two usual modes of domination over the proletariat, the formal and real, will be supplemented by two more. These two phases we have termed pre-formal and post-real. The pre-formal mode is a vicious ‘return’ of all those methods of surplus value extraction that were deemed outdated, such as slavery, child labor, prostitution, ‘criminal’ subsistence, illegal refugee labor and prison-work. At a global scale, its overall effect will be largely social/psychological rather than economic. The post-real mode of extraction, by contrast, will be completely original, and will involve the application of the latest computing, cyber and biotechnologies to labour power. Proletarians will come to produce more and more immaterial (Negri) as well as hyper-material commodities alongside the usual material products. In the process, the very essence of labour power will undergo a metamorphosis and, due to its substantial production of surplus value, the ‘post-real’ mode of extraction may come to dominate and determine the interaction within this four-runged (i.e., pre-formal, formal, real, post-real) matrix. We may provisionally name this evolving matrix the surreal phase of domination.

This new postulate has drawn upon, but at the same time superseded previous articulations of capital’s status quo in Marx, Debord’s (1987) concept of the integrated spectacle, Baudrillard’s (1983) hyper-reality, Camatte’s (1975) notion of escaped capital and Antonio Negri’s (1988) critique of the social factory. We believe it is a more convincing description of where we are heading (if capital has its way that is) and, significantly, it yields a closer approximation to the heterogeneous forms of subjectivity currently being forged. 

A brief reckoning with Empire (as opposed to a long-winded review) cannot deal with many more points. Suffice it to say we find many of Empire’s flaws more rewarding than the ‘politically correct’ reflex actions of its (superficial) detractors. For instance, Negri’s concessions towards the Church and his repugnant religious mysticism (partly Zoroastrian and partly Mithraic in origin) are truly stomach turning but at least they highlight a real problem (a real problem that is perhaps felt more acutely in Italy than Britain). Secularism is just as reactionary as theocracy and the two form a symbiotic relationship. Anyone who still doubts this fundamental law is a fucking moron [And you were doing so well. You had established trust by using a civilised academic discourse. Your elaboration of Marx’s sixth chapter had underlined your cultural capital. Why do you have to throw it all away by resorting to gutter language?] Furthermore, Negri’s strategic dalliance with mysticism points out the dismal failure of Atheism (i.e., the ideological form of the negation of the god-head) to subvert religiosity. 

However, having made one or two sound remarks on the subject, Saint Toni of Rebibbia prostrates himself upon the alter of western mysticism in an abject display of resignation. In contrast, Melancholic Troglodytes would have begun by indicating how mistaken the main tenets of ideological Atheism are: its assumption that religion is caused by ignorance and fear and that it always leads to passivity. And that the cure for religious superstition is to be found in a turn toward Science, Humanism and Progress. We would also trace this nonsensical doctrine to the pioneering works of idiots like Engels, Lenin, Bakunin and Emma Goldman [Do you have any idea how many enemies you just made with that last statement? You are masochists! Don’t you want people to have nice things to say about you at your funeral?]. In opposition to all this we would use Marx’s insights. He once said, ‘Atheism is the devious acknowledgment of man. Devious, because it acknowledges man through an intermediary- the intermediary of the secular state’. Therefore, the trick is to supercede both theism and ideological atheism. The proletariat achieves this historical task by positing an organic atheism. An atheism, in other words, which is nurtured through everyday acts of resistance against religion and capital. This organic atheism will take on religion on the proletarian terrain since fighting the beast on the enemy’s terrain has got us nowhere. Instead of ‘separating’ the church from the state (which, in reality, ends up as the subordination of the church to the state), we shall abolish both. Instead of constructing barriers between emotion and intellect, mind and body, we shall allow their cross-fertilizations to direct us towards a ‘reunion’. 

If Empire reminds us of Dune, then Leopoldina Fortunati’s The Arcane of Reproduction is like sitting through a long, frustrating and at times pretentious Tarkovsky version of Solaris. And yet we persevered with the protracted philosophical silences, the slow pans, dodgy special effects and the heavy dialogue because this is a book worthy of our revolutionary attention. 

Fortunati suggests that the positing of reproduction as ‘natural’ allows capital to exploit the (mostly) male factory worker and the (mostly) female houseworker with one wage. This exchange which appears to take place between male workers and female houseworkers, ‘in reality takes place between capital and women, with the male worker as intermediary’ (Fortunati, 1995, 9). Since capital has been able to use the male wage as a means of controlling and disciplining the non-directly waged (the women and children), it stands to reason that ‘under capitalism, men and women cannot be exploited equally; capitalist society is built upon the inequalities of power between and within the class’ (ibid.).

Even in ‘advance’ capitalist societies where the bulk of surplus value is extracted relatively, the female housework produced mostly absolute surplus value. Although housework is productive work, it features low levels of mechanization (p 72), minimal division of labor and co-operation. After all, the last thing capital wants is to bring houseworkers under one roof, because that leads to collective resistance. 

Fortunati also shows ‘non-material’ use values (affection, sexuality, companionship, love, etc) are as important for the reproduction of the individual as ‘grilled steaks and iron shorts’. She traces men’s ‘egotistical’ tendencies back to the individuals’ consumption of non-material use-values: ‘The man is egotistical because he consumes love, and the woman is generous because she produces it’ (op. cit., p 75). When women go on strike, for example by refusing housework, the reproduction of non-material use-values suffers, leads to a moral crisis. 

In the same vein, she argues that since ‘heterosexuality is the concrete outcome of the capitalist organisation of interpersonal relationships’, homosexuality/lesbianism should, therefore, be viewed as the refusal of these capitalist relations. Correspondingly, ‘the fall in birth-rate is in part a direct expression of the female houseworker’s refusal to take on the extra housework that children require’. 

The uncompromisingly dry writing style of Fortunati and her ‘economic’ reductionism will infuriate many and may be the reason why there are no ‘Leopoldina Fortunati Rocks!’ T-shirts on the market, but her contribution is indispensable if ‘feminist critical psychology’ is to pull itself out of the intellectual swamp it has been consigned to. 

Dr. Fernandez’s Capitalism and Class Struggle in the USSR: A Marxist Theory takes a moment, which is indubitably penciled in radical calendars as ‘The day the Earth stood still’- in other words, the ‘Russian Revolution’- and provides a brilliant Marxist account of its dynamics and aftermath. As we pen these words it is difficult to contain our excitement since this is a book head and shoulders above anything else in the field. Although it is understandable why bird-brained bourgeois critics have systematically ignored its findings, there is no excuse for the revolutionary press to follow suit. 

Fernandez successfully critiques all the major theories that have designated the former USSR as some sort of capitalist entity, including Tony Cliff, Wildt, Munis, the Johnson-Forest tendency, Rühle, Bettelheim, Buick & Crump, Castoriadis, Gorter, Bordiga, Chattopadhyay and Sapir. He shows how ‘the Soviet economic bureaucracy was a competitive apparatus in which exploiters fought among themselves for shares in the exercise of alienated power’ (p 125). However, since ‘in the USSR…the mediation of competition was nowhere as fluid (currency-based) as’ western forms of capitalism, the system ‘was founded mainly upon the importance of bureaucratic office and effective pull’ (p 127). This bureaucratic pull, clout or influence, Fernandez believes, corresponds to a form of money (p 137). 

A major strength of Fernandez’s approach is the highlighting of proletarian resistance to Soviet capitalism’s attempt to increase production or introduce new technology. For instance, ‘under Brezhnev the power of workers increased, and helped bring about a rise in wages; but since the 1980s it has served most of all to scare the rulers away from imposing mass unemployment, and has prevented the extraction of relative surplus value from becoming the basis of the economy’ (p 258). They also resisted through ‘worker-led labour mobility’, low-quality production and absenteeism (pp 305-306). 

In the last chapter, Fernandez furnishes us with an Autonomist Marxist theory of class struggle in opposition to Soviet capital. He argues that ‘Soviet capital did indeed successfully enter the period of relative surplus value extraction’ as indicated by considerable growth in production, technological advances in agriculture and reduction in working hours between 1940-1970. However, the system was based on ‘an inefficient form of the real subsumption of labour’ since it only increased productivity without intensifying labour. Workers’ resistance, Fernandez suggests, was the main cause of this inefficiency. Finally, we should point out to any potential reader that some of the most astute observations are made by Fernandez in the ‘notes’ section at the end of each chapter. They repay close scrutiny since what distinguishes this book from either Negri or Fortunati’s contributions is that it is written by a genuine communist as opposed to a Leftist. Its political shrewdness shines through every footnote making it an indispensable tool for understanding contemporary class struggle. 

The common theme of these three texts is the passage from formal to real subsumption of labour. Whereas Negri finds the distinction superfluous for contemporary times, Fortunati and Fernandez discover novel ways of re-animating it. No doubt Negri’s sequel to Empire, which as we understand concentrates on the multitudes will be more interesting to Melancholic Troglodytes, and again no doubt it will still employ a bourgeois framework of analysis with the multitudes cast in the role of the ‘independent variable’ forcing the bourgeoisie to react in order to postpone the revolution. However, it is patently obvious to us that once the dust is settled and the media circus dies down it will be the contributions of Fortunati and Fernandez that will stand the test of time● 
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(NEWMAN & HOLZMAN) Questionnaire 





1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)


FRED NEWMAN: I come from a lower working class background and grew up in the city (Bronx, NY). I became an intellectual and, for a few years in the 1960s, an academic. I abandoned that in favor of becoming a revolutionary organizer.





LOIS HOLZMAN: I come from an upper working class/lower middle class background (my parents were first generation Americans, children of Russian Jewish immigrants). I grew up in New York City and its suburbs. I became an intellectual and then an academic and a revolutionary organizer. I left academia in the mid-1990s and remain a revolutionary organizer. 





2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?) 


FRED NEWMAN: I’m a postmodern Marxist. In my young years, I was an anarchist from a traditional Democratic Party (i.e., Roosevelt New Deal) family. In the 60s I came to be identified by the powers that be as a Marxist. I studied Marx and found much to support—and much to not support—in what he wrote so I worked to reconcile this. What I’ve come to is the postmodernizing of Marxism. 





LOIS HOLZMAN: I was a closet radical distant from political activity (except a few anti-Vietnam War rallies) through my twenties. My politics in those days were manifest in my intellectual work. In the mid-70s I met Fred Newman and began to give expression to my politics in how I lived my life. I became a Marxist and, with Fred, have been developing postmodern Marxism. 





3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle?


FRED NEWMAN and LOIS HOLZMAN: Capitalism is omnipresent, yet vulnerable, and class struggle is virtually non-existent. There is, however, evidence of revolutionary activity worldwide and this activity-theoretic development of Marxism continues to grow. How powerful it will become is impossible to know.  





(CHIK COLLINS) Questionnaire





1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)





CHIK COLLINS: I’m working class – part of that large majority of our society which lacks any independent access to means of subsistence, and which must therefore sell its labour power in order to subsist.








2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?) 





CHIK COLLINS: I’m a socialist who believes that socialists must continue to draw substantially on Marx, and on what is best in the Marxist tradition. I am a member of the Scottish Socialist Party.








3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle?





CHIK COLLINS: A neo-liberal capitalism is clearly strongly ascendant currently, with working class forces weakened and fragmented over the past 25 years, and we have entered a period of now much more active imperialist aggression led by the US. All of this poses huge challenges for socialists, and these can only be addressed through a willingness on the part of socialists to engage fully with the task of rebuilding working class organizations at grass roots level. The latter has to provide the basis for any effective internationalism.





(GRAHAME HAYES) Questionnaire





1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)


GRAHAME HAYES: As an intellectual and academic I am located in the class fraction called ‘middle class’. In a 1980 collection called ‘Between labour and capital’ (Ed. Pat Walker) this intellectual and professional middle class were referred to as ‘the professional middle class’. I suppose this is accurate enough. Although referring to some of Marx and Engels' inconsistencies with regard to what they felt politically about the middle classes, I suppose a more ambiguous, but politically appropriate label would be ‘petit bourgeois’. So, in brief, economically I am located in the middle class, but politically I see myself as on the side of the working-class. � 2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?)


GRAHAME HAYES: My politics is sadly, in an activist sense, rather inert these days. But, as a public intellectual (as Edward Said would call us) I still consider myself a critical Marxist - as a theoretical stance - and as a�socialist - as a political position. So my politics these days, since about 1994, is with the pen, a critical supporter of the democratic government of South Africa. However, since the early 1970s until the early 1990s I was very actively involved in a range of anti-apartheid, trade union, and Mental Health struggles.


3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle? 


It seems one has to search quite hard to find evidence of instances of class struggle - certainly in any sustained way. As Wallerstein would put it, there seem to be a lot of anti-systemic struggles, but few of�these are particularly class struggles. I am thinking of the�anti-globalisation struggles, the electricity crisis committee struggles�in South Africa , and the social movement around universal treatment for HIV/AIDS sufferers called the TAC (Treatment Action Committee). I even think that the trade unions are very docile and don't really challenge capital much, especially in terms of how the tripartite alliance (ANC, SACP, COSATU) neutralises any militant trade union action. I think capitalism is defensively, militaristically triumphant, and this seems a dangerous phase of economic crisis to be in as is evidenced by the capitalist thuggery of the US and Britain at the moment. It seems to me that the capitalist system is economically, morally and socially in the worst state it has been in for a long time, and hence this might explain its highly aggressive, barbaric and immoral actions around the world.





BARBARA BIGLIA (Questionnaire)





1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)





BARBARA BIGLIA: What is social class? I think the meaning of this category varies both culturally and geographically between north and south Europe. In my experience here in Spain (and this also applies to Italy), the class divide is not as vast as Britain. This does not mean that people are not discriminated against for lots of reasons (including economic ones), but not necessarily in the same way as Britain. To be sure there exists very rich and very poor people but the majority of people are part of the ‘middle class’. We are not rigidly defined by class from childhood. Our accent, schooling or university education does not define us for life. I believe that in the south, with the demise of farmers, the introduction of flexibility into the labor market, the increase in competition and the isolation felt by so many in urban centres, class consciousness is almost disappearing. Perhaps new immigrants could potentially constitute a class group but unfortunately, most of the time, they are divided along ethnic lines. Within this panorama, I think of myself as fortunate because I have a lot of resources at my disposal and many close friends but I am also aware that my grant is precarious and I lack an independent source of income. I recognize I am fortunate because I probably enjoy certain objective middle class privileges but, in any case, I still feel (mostly) working class. 








2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?)





BARBARA BIGLIA: I have been involved in social movements and the autonomous feminist movement since 1986. My participation is not always committed due to personal problems, scepticism, boredom and so on. I have decided never to get involved with formal political parties or groups.








(Continued on next page)











3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle?





BARBARA BIGLIA: I am not a political theorist and I feel uncomfortable dishing out a general ‘prescription’ on this issue. So the best I can do is to give an impressionistic account. Firstly, I believe that ethnographic differences are really important. Even if oppression is globalized, it does not hurt people in the same manner. We live within different zones of capitalism, which subjects us to a differentiated system of domination. In some areas there still exists a certain class-consciousness that seems to have died out elsewhere. The presence or absence of social networks underline cultural differences. Today the class struggle represents an interesting and potentially subversive factor in certain areas of the planet. However, in other areas we need to take onboard non-class issues in order to fight oppression imaginatively. Finally, I am pessimistic about the anti-globalization movement, which in my view is rapidly becoming a reformist project with a radical mask.





(JOHN DRURY) Questionnaire





1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)





JOHN DRURY: If class is understood as a social relation rather than a form of stratification, there is a problem with the game of finding the right boxes into which to classify individuals. We need to look at class as a process. In Higher Education right now there is a clear process of proletarianization, as the way we work become rationalized in various ways, including through the long-term decline in salaries, the rise in job insecurity, expanded use of casual work and increased workload. However, I would still obviously say that, for all these tendencies, being a university lecturer remains a professional and hence a middle class job.





2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?)





JOHN DRURY: I would place my ‘political position’ in the tradition(s) of the communist left (Italian, Dutch/German, French), the Situationists and the Italian autonomia movement, although all of these have their problems. Anarchism was an early influence. The work of Marx is the basic reference point today.





3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle?





JOHN DRURY: There have been some signs of a resurgence in recent years. But, at least in the UK, the class struggle still hasn’t fully recovered from the defeats of the 1970s and ’80, particularly that of the miners’ strike. Resistance is inherent, and always appears, but whether it is collective and effective is another matter.








(HOWARD SLATER) Questionnaire





1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)


It is extremely difficult to answer these questions as they are questions I have been asking myself for as long as I can remember. I don’t feel able to encapsulate such an ongoing autotheorisation in writing right now but I’ll have a go: I am working class to the degree that I do not have a ‘career’ and yet am currently ‘working for a living’ and to the degree that members of my family have always done this with the minimum of enthusiasm. Yet, for me, working class goes deeper than being a ‘wage labourer’: it is a sense of constant threat, a precariousness, of being ejected from ‘survival (my dad in tears in the middle of the night when unemployed); it is, to a degree, a sense of responsibility to others – you don’t so much work for the boss as for/with your colleagues (pulling your weight), so it’s about a co-operative instinct; there’s a certain distrust of those in authority being the ones that ‘get in the way’, impinging on the autonomies that can be won; it’s an inability to speak up, a kind of gagging of expressivity, an unsureness, a lack of confidence that is much more suited to groupings based on trust and frankness; following on from this it’s a conviviality, a relaxedness amongst people who, used to working together for an aim they don’t give a fuck about, are not so concerned about ‘getting one over’ or competing with each other etc. Having said this I can’t untroubledly say ‘I am working class’. Having passed through a variety of cross-class social experiences and having experienced varied reading matter there’s something restrictive about the term ‘working class’. It doesn’t seem to adequately take account of emotional perceptions that create a sense of ‘becoming’, of change, of, I suppose, the abolition of social classes. To this end a phrase of Walter Benjamin’s intrigued me. He is reported (by Pierre Klossowski) to have used the term ‘affective classes’.





2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?)





Conventional ‘democratic’ politics of the State-personification type do more than bore me: they make me sick and despondent to have to constantly realise that politics, as it is foisted on us, is about degrees of gloss over the cess of the management of capital. ‘Our’ political representatives, except maybe Victor Grayson in 1905, have always been amoral and moribund -


(Continued on next page)











lackeys. No one voted-in capitalism (I am reminded of a phrase uttered by post-punk band Royal Family And The Poor: ‘politics is fascism’). So, away from the spectacular three-day-eventist politics that seems to seduce the intellectual communities I’m much more taken with and driven by a ‘micro-politics’; one that wants to work with the social-material of relations, that takes cognizance of the ‘schizophrenia’ of having to exist and survive in a system that makes us carry, sometimes insurmountable, contradictions within us. It is at this level, a perhaps less mediated level, the level of affinity and affect, that desire can circulate without embarrassment and the means of expression can be won. Politics, for me, is about seceding from the ‘repressing-representations’ that, causing rigid identification, bind and restrict social experience; it’s about creating interwoven institutions that recreate a ‘public sphere’. I draw a lot of inspiration from the examples of autonomous music production of punk, post-punk, reggae and improvised jazz.





3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle?





With capitalism in its phase of ‘real domination’ i.e. most areas of life being subject to the exchange relation (social factory), I believe that the terms of the class struggle are altered. One ramification is that wage-labour is not localised to a site of production (is there a working class diaspora?), it is no longer ‘mass’, but becomes social production, the production and reproduction of the social. Real domination, to an extent, subsumes class antagonism, and what we knew as the working class subject of revolution, I think, is better described by the cumbersome term ‘social producer subject’ (Negt & Kluge). Our slightest acts, not previously recognised as being valuable, are valorised. For instance, work becomes about language use, emotional investment etc. We produce the social by being alive. For me this is positive in that more and more areas of life are revealed as sites of potential antagonism (i.e. poetic language experiments come to have a radical force). Similarly, under real domination, a different modulation of ‘labour’ comes into force: labour power as energy (bio power). Such a power, an ever present and ubiquitous capacity that everyone has, provides an indication of the immeasurable quality of labour as energy. The emphasis on ‘living labour’, the qualitative dimension that capital is always trying to win but cannot harness to its quantitative paradigms, changes the emphasis from class struggle to the production of the human; an ontological production. This takes place at any time, anywhere.





(Fabian Tompsett) Questionnaire





1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)





Sudra:


In Indo-European Caste Systems and Cosmologies Isaac Bonewits describes a caste system of clergy, warriors and producers. We can locate both the bourgeoisie and the working class within the last of these. However, outside the cast system lie the sudras:





The ‘weird ones’ included social outsiders such as foreigners, aboriginal (pre-Celtic?) people, sorceresses, madmen, criminals, etc., plus various types of supernatural ‘Outsiders,’ such as elves, giants, Formorians, banshees, and so forth. In short, when we talk about the Outsiders, we mean people and spirits associated with aboriginal mysteries, female power, danger, magic, and chaos in general — frightening concepts to a patriarchal culture obsessed with maintaining the cosmic order. There is also a hint (via the aboriginal and female power concepts) that this part of the cosmology is intimately associated with the local Earth Goddesses.





2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?) 





Communist: my positions have evolved through situationist and situlogic reasoning.





3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle?





We Will Win. Despite the colossal assault on Afghanistan and Iraq recently and the fostering of religious war both from an Islamic and Christian perspective, this shows more the weakness of capitalism rather than its strength. We will win, but it won’t be easy.








(SARA NAFIS) Questionnaire 





1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)





SARA NAFIS: I am upper-middle class and, frankly, proud of it. I believe my class has contributed more to science and the arts over the centuries than either the upper class or the working class.





2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?)





SARA NAFIS: I am a liberal. Intellectually I have been influenced by Jean-Jacque Rousseau and Isaiah Berlin. I voted for the British Labour Party last time but I am seriously considering switching my allegiances to the Liberal Democrats during the next election. I find Germaine Greer and Melanie Klein inspirational. 





3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle?





To be absolutely honest I don’t see any class struggle. This is the kind of old discourse that we need to get away from. There are nationalistic/ethnic/gender conflicts but no class struggle to speak of. Capitalism has defeated communism and we should now be striving towards humanizing the present system.





(Jane Asquith) Questionnaire 








1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)


2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?) 


3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle?








I cannot answer these questions. As an 8th generation aristocrat I do not give these matters much thought. Sorry.








(SUSANNE SCHADE) Questionnaire 











1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)


2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?) 


3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle?








What is the reason for these questions and how do they connect with the following review? Two main point need to be mentioned here. First, it is assumed that class position and political standpoints determine the content of arguments. Second, it is assumed that any scientific investigation presupposes a standpoint. The irony is, regardless of how I answer the questions, my review will be qualified throughout by the readers. 





It is a bit like witch-hunts in the middle ages. Damned if I do, damned if I don’t. A confession will be exacted from me before I can express my views on Ratner’s work.





Through this questionnaire class position/relation becomes the centre of attention. If the partisanship of my arguments follows from class then you should be able to arrive at this conclusion from the contents of my review alone. If a political standpoint determines scientific investigation then the questionnaire has to be qualified itself, since it comes from a certain political perspective. 





As I mentioned earlier you will now read my review in the light of these comments. Maybe you believe you have found an epistemological order, which sounds horrendously positivist to you. If so, you may become critical of the review even before reading it. 





(Stewart Home) Questionnaire 








1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)





STEWART HOME: Proletarian. Marx used prostitution as a metaphor for capitalist exploitation. As the illegitimate child of a prostitute, I am proletarian rather than bourgeois.





2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?) 





STEWART HOME: Communist, that is to say someone fighting for the abolition of money, commodities, the economy and classes.





3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle?





STEWART HOME: Capitalism is decadent, and the class struggle is really taking off.
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(F. Palinorc) Questionnaire








1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)





F. PALINORC: I am either a zek of ‘1984’ or a happy citizen of ‘Brave New World’. But, more positively, I can imagine myself living in ‘Nowhere’ or ‘K-Pax’, or in a community upgrade of those described in the ‘1844 Manuscripts’.








2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?)





F. PALINORC: I have nothing to do with politics. One day humanity may transcend this loathsome and necrophilous occupation.








3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle?





F. PALINORC: None. Except that without emancipation, the world of politics and value will terminate our species being. Most of what passes off as ‘class struggle’ today are strategies or permutations of domination, the manure worlds of leftism and anarchism. The ‘class struggle’ today is a spectacle, in the Debordian sense, and that would be hilarious if it weren't based on mountains of corpses and unspeakable global suffering.








“And if changes in the medium of contemporary perception can be comprehended as decay of the aura, it is possible to show its social causes.” (Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction)





(MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES) Questionnaire





1) How would you define your social class? (Explain your terminology)





MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: There is no right or wrong definition of social class - only revolutionary, non-revolutionary and distinctly counter-revolutionary ones. Since class is, amongst other things, a dialectical relationship between a thing and a process, it stands to reason that both qualitative and quantitative methods of research could be employed for its understanding. If used separately, these methods tend to reify class (e.g., Quantitative positivist sociology or qualitative journalistic impressionism both provide us with a mystified definition of class). A major point to be born in mind is the motivation of the person defining social class. For us, class is both a result of capitalism and a tool for understanding the present state of affairs- a tool-and-result. We use a class analysis because we are engaged in class conflict. Our motivation is to put an end to our exploitation and alienation.





Class is best perceived as a concept with three ‘levels’: At the most abstract level, it is a set of social relations. At the intermediary level, class finds an institutional expression - e.g., the UN, IMF and WB for the ruling class; autonomous proletarian organizations for us. And, finally, at the concrete level, class represents the real flesh and bone individuals who make up and reproduce the abstract social relations.





To complicate matters, each of these three levels (abstract, intermediary, concrete) has both an objective and a subjective aspect to it. The objective aspect concerns methods of surplus value extraction, organization of labour, the technical and social divisions of labour, etc. The subjective aspect includes beliefs, ideologies, plans, dreams, desires and phenomenological experiences. These three levels and their objective-subjective dimensions must be followed through the production-circulation-reproduction cycle in order for both the exploitative and power relations involved to be exposed. 





According to this convoluted definition we are proletarians - the class that produces (directly as well as indirectly) the wealth of this world and who will eventually put an end to class society once and for all.


(Followed on next page)














Melancholic Troglodytes		   Issue no. 6, Winter 2002		  








 Uncle Louis, his Fruits and Vegetables:


   A Proletarian Critique of the Nation of Islam








� EMBED MSPhotoEd.3  ���





Melancholic Troglodytes are a group of British, Middle Eastern, North American, Belgium, Hungarian, Italian, German and Japanese revolutionaries who are simply head and shoulders above any other radical grouping at present. You can purchase this issue and back-issues (at £2.00+P&P per issue) from Melancholic Troglodytes, Box no. 44, 136-138 Kingsland High Street, London E8 2NS, United Kingdom, or contact them at � HYPERLINK "mailto:meltrogs1@hotmail.com" ��meltrogs1@hotmail.com� in case of enquiries. There are no subscription forms since we view this abomination as counter-revolutionary. Please send cash, postal orders or blank cheques only.









































Melancholic Troglodytes are a group of British, Middle Eastern, North American, Belgium, Hungarian, Italian, German and Japanese revolutionaries who are simply head and shoulders above any other radical grouping at present. You can purchase this issue and back-issues (at £2.00+P&P per issue) from Melancholic Troglodytes, Box no. 44, 136-138 Kingsland High Street, London E8 2NS, United Kingdom, or contact them at � HYPERLINK "mailto:meltrogs1@hotmail.com" ��meltrogs1@hotmail.com� in case of enquiries. There are no subscription forms since we view this abomination as counter-revolutionary. Please send cash, postal orders or blank cheques only.











2) Exactly how would you describe your politics? (Or alternatively, describe your political development to date?)





MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: Our politics has been shaped by a diverse set of influences. The Mazdakis and some of the Manicheans of Persia, the atheists of ancient Greece, the Zanjis of Africa, the Diggers/Ranters/Luddites of Britain, the ‘left’ communists of Holland, Germany, Italy, the Cathars/Communards/Situationists of France, the Autonomist Marxists of Italy and USA, plus some aspects of the Wobblies, libertarian socialists, Makhnovists and Kronstadt rebels. 





We call ourselves communists despite the mistaken conflation of the term with Bolshevism. In short, we fight to end wage-slavery, money (and all other forms of private property), exchange value, commodity production, classes, hierarchy, sexism, racism, homophobia, ageism and discrimination against the (physically and mentally) disabled. 





3) What is your assessment of the current status of capitalism and the class struggle?





MELANCHOLIC TROGLODYTES: It is conceivable that capitalism is entering a new phase of development characterized by an expansion in methods of surplus value extraction, which will require more flexible and internally disciplined proletarian subjectivities. Fear will be employed to fragmentize the proletariat and morality campaigns (of both religious and secular variety) will be launched continuously to reintegrate us into various false communities, as separate individuals. The dialectics of nation-states and trans-nationalism is in for a choppy ride, as is the symbiotic relationship between civil and political societies. Once these false polarities have played out their performance, the real antagonism between an increasingly heterogeneous proletariat and an increasingly homogenous bourgeoisie will come to dominate events. Only this time round, the heterogeneity of the proletariat will be a source of strength and creativity, since it will be expressed within ‘autonomous zones of proximal development’ (i.e., dialectical learning zones), whilst the homogeneity of the bourgeoisie will come to reflect the bosses’ intellectual, economic and political impasse. Death to capitalism! 





P   I   N   S					Psychology in society


   P  I  N  S						Box 17285, Congella 4013


       P I N S						South Africa








� It is only proper to point out that although we enjoyed friendly relations with all the contributors during the editing of this issue, there was one exception. Dr. Fred Newman took great exception to the questions we asked for the discussion section. A needlessly insulting series of rude emails were exchanged in quick succession between Dr. Newman and us. In retrospect it all seems puerile and unnecessary. However, instead of covering up the incident (which might have been the instincts of an academic journal), we decided to be upfront about it. Since we still value the intellectual contributions of Fred Newman and Lois Holzman, we shall endeavour to learn from them whenever we can. Their books and articles are always thought provoking and interesting. However, this collaboration represents the last time we shall involve ourselves in a joint activity with the Newmanites. 


1 This paper is based on a presentation given at the Fifth Congress of the International Society for Cultural Research and Activity Theory, held at the Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam, in June 2002 (Collins, 2002a). I would like to thank those who participated in the session. I am indebted in particular to Peter Jones of Sheffield Hallam University for inviting me to participate in the session, and for very helpful discussions in the lead up to it, and since.





2 A much fuller account is given elsewhere, and I hope that some readers might find the outline presented here interesting enough to consult it (Collins, 1999).


3 I am grateful to Peter Jones who first raised this point in private correspondence.


4 Foster and Woolfson (1999) offer a broader perspective on how the shop stewards led the workers progressively towards a language of class. Their analysis seems to me to demonstrate the applicability of Vygotsky’s notion of the ‘zone of proximal development’ to sociopolitical struggles – though they themselves do not theorize the process explicitly in these terms. 


� I would like to think that this intervention bears some resemblances to Engeström’s idea of ‘radical localism’ (Engeström, 1999b). 


� The Conservatives’ analysis of this trend in election results was thoroughly materialist in nature. They concluded that Scotland suffered from a ‘dependency culture’ and that this needed to be replaced with an ‘enterprise culture’. Yet they believed that this was not a simple matter of cultural action. It would require a major shift in the balance between the public and private sectors in Scotland. A change in culture, that is, would result from a realignment of the social relations of production.


1 I would like to thank the editors for correcting my English.


2 I will be concentrating on the situation in Western Europe and my reflections should not be generalized to other societies.


3 A section of the Italian political literature (related to the Autonomist tradition) defines the new categories of immaterial worker as intellectual workers because, even if they are working in the tertiary sector of the economy, they are subjected to flexibility measures and therefore they no longer have job guarantees. Moreover, their position in the labour market makes them exploited subjects. Although, this group, due to its particular characteristics (for instance its middle-upper class supervisory status, lack of class consciousness and solidarity, its perennial competitiveness and individualism, etc) cannot be considered the same as the factory working class of the 1960s and 70s.


4 Interviewed by Ian Law and Bill Lox (1998).


5 Later on in the article I will explain what I mean by reabsorption.


6 The two widely utilised theories in this regard are the American Resource Mobilisation Theory (RTM), which emphasizes the cost-benefit model of SM participation, and the European New Social Movement (NSM) theory, which concentrates more on group identities.


7 I basically work with groups that are affiliated to anarchist or autonomist perspectives. They could probably be grouped under the label Direct Action Movement.


8 In a way I just want to systematize and improve the work begun by autonomous feminists years ago. As an example of such research see the article archived at, � HYPERLINK "http://www.tmcrew.org/sessismo/index.html" ��http://www.tmcrew.org/sessismo/index.html�.


9 They say activists are looking for intangible rather then material success. I think that, unfortunately, amongst activists we can find all kinds of attitudes.


10 Lots of different ethical and political positions define themselves as feminist and these distinctions are frequently so strong as to make it difficult to talk about feminism. In this context, I am referring to autonomous or radical (but not separatist) feminism.


11 This was part of the anti-psychiatric movement. The action was significant because people living in the mountains of Reggio Emilia subjected psychiatric hospitals to inspection. They decided they want to control the conditions in which their relatives are being kept. For more details see (Colacicchi, 1993).


12 A clear example is the instrumentalization of the anti-war movement, at least here in Spain. Left parties and unions that supported the entrance of Spain into NATO and the Gulf war are today declaring themselves pacifist in order to gain vote and co-opt the subversive potential of the movement.


13 From a private e-mail dated 12 October 2000 reproduced with the permission of the author.


14 ‘Conceptual change not directly reflected in a transformation of practices and behaviours’ (Fernandéz, 2000, p 65).


15 In South Europe it is difficult make a similar analysis because there are so few Women Studies departments.


16 We are encouraged to believe that equal opportunities exist in the ‘civilised world’; we can abort unwanted pregnancies, we can work in the public domain. However, the government’s dominating attitude towards us remains intact which is typical of the hetero-patriarchal capitalist system we are living under.


17 Cecilia Cortesi (2002) e-mail to a list of younger feminist researcher (30-something) �HYPERLINK "http://www.women.it/mailman/listinfo/30smthing"��http://www.women.it/mailman/listinfo/30smthing�. Reproduced with the permission of the author.


18 The law text should be found in � HYPERLINK http://www.ecn.org/telviola/L180.HTM ��http://www.ecn.org/telviola/L180.HTM�


19 Trattamento Sanitario Obbligatorio (Obligatory Sanitary Therapy). A judge can decide that you have to be treated against your wishes, you can be kept in hospital and they can force you to take all the medication they believe you need.


20 Literally, ‘disqualification’. It is a judicial term meaning that disqualified people lose all legal privileges; they can’t decide on their own fate, they can’t spend their own money nor can they vote in elections. A legal guardian is designated to take all such decisions.


21 � HYPERLINK "http://www.ecn.org/telviola" ��www.ecn.org/telviola�


22 Physical activists are those who perform the tasks that the movement requires, those who clean the toilets, cook, work behind the bar, put their body into actions etc…Theoretical activists are those who generally plan the activities, write flyers, make contacts with other groups, talk as representatives. Women of any age, young males and people from ethical minorities or lower class background are frequently reduced to the role of physical activist.


23 This interview is part of my PhD on the reproduction of gender discrimination within the Radical Social Movement. More information on the thesis on � HYPERLINK "http://www.ub.es/donesMS" ��http://www.ub.es/donesMS�


24 Pobladoras is a South American term used in relation to women (pobladores is for men) that live in poor neighbours.


� BM Combustion (1978). You can tell the quote is an old one from the language; for many academics, the prefix ‘radical’ has now been replaced by ‘critical’, reflecting the general retreat of the class struggle which for the intelligentsia takes the form of a (still further) retreat into the realm of ideas and arguments. (Footnote to footnote: These notes have been pasted in from an article in Aufheben #11 (2003) to save the author the work of typing them out.)


� See, for example, Drury (2002), Fairclough (1993) and Willig & Drury (in press).


� It is problematic to talk about ‘more’ or ‘less’ alienation, since alienation is a qualitative not a quantitative category. The capitalist and the worker are both alienated, as Marx (1975/1844) explained, but in different ways. Unlike the worker, the capitalist – and the academic - feels at home in his alienation.


� The character in Kingsley Amis’s (1953) eponymous tale, which includes the following insightful passages: 


	‘It wasn’t the double-exposure effect of the last half-minute’s talk that had dumbfounded him, [ ] it was the prospect of reciting the title of the article he’s written. It was a perfect title, in that it crystallized the article’s niggling mindlessness, its funereal parade of yawn-enforcing facts, the pseudo-light it threw upon non-problems. Dixon had read, or begun to read, dozens like it, but his own seemed worse than most in its air of being convinced of its own usefulness and significance. “In considering this strangely neglected topic,” it began. This what neglected topic? This strangely what topic? This strangely neglected what?’ (pp. 14-15).


‘“No, I mean why you’re a medievalist... You don’t seem to have any special interest in it, do you?’


Dixon tried to laugh. “No, I don’t, do I? No, the reason why I’m a medievalist, as you call it, is that the medieval papers were a soft option in the Leicester course, so I specialized in them. Then when I applied for the job here, I naturally made a big point of that, because it looked better to seem interested in something specific. It’s why I got the job instead of that clever boy from Oxford who mucked himself up at the interview by chewing the fat about modern theories of interpretation. But I never guessed I’d be landed with all the medieval stuff and nothing but medieval stuff... Haven’t you noticed how we all specialize in what we hate most?”’ (pp. 33-34).


� Isn’t this paper a case in point?


� There is a good question over whether the recent ‘anti-capitalist’ mobilizations can really be thought of as a movement. The issue is discussed in ‘Anti-capitalism as ideology... and as movement?’ in Aufheben #10 (2002).


� For an account of the relationship between crowd action and bourgeois ‘crowd science’ in the nineteenth century, see, for example, Reicher & Potter (1985), Van Ginneken (1985).


� Note to Editor: Do you think we could expand this section to one of those ‘Why I study...’ articles in The Psychologist? [Sorry comrade, we do not read The Psychologist. A matter of principle with us! Editors]


� The Marxian philosopher Mézsáros tells the following story about Lukács and Mannheim. Mannheim had been Lukács’s student but had then gone on to render the ideas in Lukács’s History and Class Consciousness into an objectivized, bourgeois ‘sociology of knowledge’. They met subsequently, and Lukacs said ‘I don’t mind you stealing my work, but couldn’t you at least find your own Marx quotes?’, to which Mannheim replied ‘I know, but I don’t have time to read Marx because I have to spend so much time reading all my colleagues’ rubbish.’


� Reicher (1984, 1987).


� This kind of social-psychological research can be understood as paralleling that historiographical tradition exemplified by the work of E. P. Thompson. See, for example, ‘The moral economy of the English crowd in the eighteenth century’ in Thompson (1991).


� See ‘Auto-struggles: The developing war against the road monster’ (Aufheben #3, 1994), and ‘The politics of anti-road struggle and the struggles of anti-road politics’ (in McKay, 1998). Both articles are available at www.geocities.com/aufheben2


� It will be rightly pointed out that the very term ‘empowerment’ is ideological in the sense that, while historically it arose from social movements, it is used now mainly by management, local government and development ideologues to get people to identify with alien projects. The category is theoretically empty: in itself of course it says nothing about who is empowered to do what, and thus it is easily taken up by the management ideologues and others. However, it is nevertheless still a useful concept to many activists; many of my interviewees used the term, and almost none of them asked for an explanation when I introduced the term myself.


� See Drury & Reicher (1999), Reicher (1996) and Stott & Drury (2000).


� On objectification, see Arthur (1986) chapter 1.


� Marx, 1975/1844, pp. 326-7.


�‘It is only when the objective reality universally becomes for man in society the reality of man's essential powers, becomes human reality, and thus the reality of his own essential powers, that all objects become for him the objectification of himself, objects that confirm and realize his individuality, his objects, i.e. he himself becomes the object.’ (Marx, 1975/1844, pp. 352-3; emphasis in original).


� See Rogers (1959) and Maslow (1970).


� Chris Cocking, Joseph Beale, Charlotte Hanson and Faye Rapley.


� This was the title of one article in a high-impact social psychology journal.


1 Georg Büchner, Danton’s Death, A Methuen Paperback, 1982


2 Perhaps Vaneigem’s Movement of the Free Spirit (Zone Books, 1994) takes a sidelong glance at the mystical aspects of an emotional expression of social injustice. As for the aesthetic... isn’t there the writing of the first phase of the Situationists, which must include Asger Jorn’s Open Creation and Its Enemies (Unpopular Books, 1994). In another not entirely disconnected direction there is Walter Benjamin’s work on various writers collected in Illuminations (Schocken Books, 1969).


3 Karl Marx, Sixth Theses on Feuerbach in Early Writings (Pelican 1975). Though this quote is illustrative of the theme of this piece it is something of a paradox. If subjectivity is ‘the ensemble of social relations’ then how can it be an essence?


4 Sigmund Freud, Dissection of the Personality in New Introductory Lectures p l02 (Pelican 1983).


5 Joel Kovel. Radical Spirit, pp 9l-93 (Free Association Books, 1988). I am grateful to Melancholic Troglodytes for introducing me to Joel Kovel’s work.


6 You don’t have to go to Alcoholics Anonymous meetings to suggest that a factor in alcoholism can be an addiction to expressing socially suppressed ‘inner speech’ in a non-judgmental environment.


7 V. N. Voloshinov. Freudianism - A Critical Sketch in The Bakhtin Reader ed. Pam Morris (Arnold 1997).


8 Joel Kovel, ibid, p 294.


9 Joel Kovel, ibid, p 319.


10 Joel Kovel, ibid, p 213. It is useful to state that Kovel builds upon this element of estrangement as a factor of conflict, seeing it as an element that propels social and self-transformation: ‘A less internally conflicted, that is more harmoniously balanced, self would remain articulated with the society from which it arises’, op cit, p 212.


11 What follows is built up from notes/quotes from Lev Vygotsky’s Thought and Language (MIT Press, 1962) and references to Fred Newman and Lois Holzman’s Lev Vygotsky: Revolutionary Scientist (Routledge, 1993).


12 Voloshinov/Bakhtin, The Bakhtin Reader, ibid, p 77.


13 Pam Morris, Introduction in The Bakhtin Reader, ibid, p 12.


14 Voloshinov/Bakhtin, ibid, p 55.


15 The leftist milieus hold onto a notion of the working class that has become historically static, they refuse to see that a main condition of work today is a flexibility of contract, a form of generic working and a collapsing of the division between intellectual and manual labour. A decline in social struggles mirrors the decline of the workplace as the rooted-site where a working class identity, with its ‘shared assumptions’, was enabled to come into being. This decline in workplace struggles and the redefinition of the ‘factory’ may also be indicative of the ‘disaggregation’ of the working class, its being broken into components and work units of a much smaller scale. It could be said that the dichotomy between individual and collective is being played out in just such a zone where working class people are experiencing themselves as ‘working-class individuals’ severed from a wider class belonging. When this is coupled to the ways in which the content of work is changing - ‘the transformation of working class labour into a labour of control, of handling information, into a decision-making capacity’ - we see that what is being demanded from employees is an ‘investment of subjectivity’, the willingness to enter into a ‘vocational’ relationship to work. A crucial component of working class experience today is just this conflict around the production of subjectivity: ‘If production today is directly the production of social relations, then the raw material of immaterial labour is subjectivity and the ideological environment in which this subjectivity lives and reproduces’. See Maurizio Lazzarato, Immaterial Labour in Radical Though in Italy (University of Minnesota, 1996).


16 Franz Kafka, The Castle, p173 (Penguin 1972).


17 Deleuze & Guattari, Kafka: Towards a Minor Literature, p 84 (University of Minnesota 1986).
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