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In this major textbook for the
Palgrave Macmillan ser ies
‘Traditions in Social Thought’,
Jonathan Joseph provides an
accessible, comprehensive and
critical review of Marxism from
both the viewpoint of its
substantive contributions to social
theory, and the meta-theoretical
viewpoint of its current status as
social theory. This dual perspective
explains the book’s structure and
argumentation. Thus Joseph begins
by noting the transdisciplinary
nature of Marxism as a social–
theoretical endeavour that spans
philosophy, sociology, economics,
politics, history, cultural studies
and many other fields; then he adds,
correctly, that Marx himself
rejected disciplinary boundaries,
working across any and all of the
contemporary disciplines relevant
to his grand theoretical and
political project to understand all
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of social life in its interconnection—
and to transform it. Joseph then
introduces some basic Marxist
categories that will be revisited in
the light of different theoretical
traditions in successive chapters:
history, economy, ideology, class,
state, and emancipation. These (and
additional) themes are taken up in
chapters on Marx and Engels, the
classical Marxism of the Second
and Third Internationals and the
praxis Marxism of Gramsci,
Lukács, Korsch, and Sartre; on
structuralism (Althusser,
Poulantzas); and on critical theory
(Adorno, Horkheimer, Habermas).
Next is a chapter that critically
evaluates the way Marxism has
been applied in five fields:
feminism; the national question;
class struggle, class formation, and
state formation; the regulation
approach to Fordism and post-
Fordism; and the political economy
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of Thatcher ism. Joseph then
reviews the status of Marxism
through dialogues with the ‘post-
Marxism’ of Laclau and Mouffe,
and with Bhaskar’s critical realism.
The book ends with a chapter on
the continuing viability and vitality
of Marxism as a totalising ,
materialist theory of history. Each
of the chapters is based on solid
scholarship. It is quite clear
throughout that the author is
writing from a Marxist position, has
his own views on the different
theor ists, and is prepared to
critique them; but he always does
so on the basis of judicious, fair but
brief presentations of their analyses
so that readers can reach alternative
conclusions. He also emphasises
the point that there is no pre-
existing Marxist position that can
be recovered in all of its purity in
order to avoid current or future
theoretical or political errors. Thus
Marxism and Social Theory is an
invitation to treat Marxism as a
living tradition in social theory and,
as such, it certainly provides a good,
critical, but positive introduction to
Marxist theory for advanced
undergraduate and postgraduate
courses in social theory.

Let me now comment on specific
aspects of the text without detracting
from this very positive overall
evaluation. First, while Joseph
conveys some sense of the theoretical
and political development of Marx
and Engels, the thematic focus skates
over the question of theoretical
continuity and discontinuity, as well

as over the question of the
relationship between Marx and
Engels. This said, he avoids the
common tendency in US textbooks to
reduce Marx and Engels to the
arguments of the Communist
Manifesto and the 1859 Preface, and
conveys the complexity of their work
and its philosophical and
methodological underpinnings. The
chapter on classical Marxism weaves
a careful and critical path between
historical contextualisation,
theoretical analysis and political
critique, siding above all with Trotsky
against other theoretical and political
tendencies and offering reasons for
this. Austro-Marxism is surprisingly
absent (although Otto Bauer is
mentioned later in relation to
nationalism). This chapter is more
concerned with political practice
than with theory for its own sake, and
lacks the more thematic concerns of
other chapters. The chapter on
‘praxis Marxism’ lumps together a
series of theorists whose approaches,
arguments, and political practice are
very different, and I suspect that this
label is adopted in order to enable
Joseph to deal with an otherwise
disparate group of important Marxist
thinkers. Joseph criticises Roy
Bhaskar’s use of the same category
because it reduces praxis Marxism to
a concern with the (class or
revolutionary) subject, and neglects
knowledge of the object.
Paradoxically, his adoption of this
usage from Bhaskar leads Joseph to
provide a genealogy of Gramsci’s
work and a Hegelian reading of it that
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differs quite markedly from his
(Joseph’s) previous critical-realist
analysis of Gramsci’s theoretical and
political significance (see Joseph,
2002).

The chapter on structuralism
returns to knowledge of the object
with a vengeance, presenting a more
thematically organised account of
Althusser’s work and some brief but
fair comments on Poulantzas’s class-
oriented structural analysis of the
capitalist type of state and its
relational implications. In dealing
with some of the key figures in first-
and second-generation critical
theory, Joseph avoids the easy
temptation to reduce it to a variant
of ‘Western Marxism’ in the manner
of Perry Anderson, and highlights its
concern with culture and
communication. But in taking just
three figures into account, he misses
the significant contributions of
critical theorists to other thematic
concerns such as authoritarianism
and fascism, the transformation of
the state and law, the dynamics of late
capitalism, and the culture industries.
The applications chapter is uneven.
It deals only in a cursory way with
Marxism and feminism and ignores
many recent contributions to
materialist feminism; it is more sure-
footed on nationalism; provides a
surprisingly thin critique of Cohen’s
misguided attempt to provide an
analytical Marxist re-reading of
historical materialism; compensates
for this with good accounts of the
transition argument and the New
Left Review debate on the

peculiarities of the English; re-
discovers a proto-regulationist and
non-Hegelian Gramsci in his
analyses of Americanism and
Fordism; offers a deft account of
regulationist work on Fordism and
post-Fordism; and summarises
clearly the debate on the politics and
ideology of Thatcherism.

In posing the question as to
whether one can move beyond
Marxism, Joseph provides a short but
incisively critical account of Laclau
and Mouffe’s one-sided discourse-
analytical retreat from historical
materialism towards a pluralist
liberalism premised on individual
autonomy, and he deals equally
judiciously, albeit at greater length,
with critical realism and
emancipatory critiques—and the
importance of connecting them. The
concluding chapter identifies family
resemblances within Marxism based
on six features: a materialist theory
of history, the importance of
economic production, the concept of
ideology, the importance of class, the
need for a theory of the state, and a
commitment to political struggle and
emancipation. Here, one might have
expected to find a research agenda
for future Marxist work, but instead
we get a series of comments on
themes that highlight contributions
from some of the theorists reviewed
in earlier chapters. This is a missed
opportunity in such an important
work, but it does open a space in
which readers can develop their own
approaches. Throughout the book,
Joseph provides direct quotations
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from key texts as a basis for more
extended commentaries, thereby
inviting readers to follow up on the
tips on further reading at the end of
each chapter.

Overall, this is an excellent
introduction to a wide range of
theories, and provides an up-to-date
textbook for a topic that has generally

been badly served by conventional
sociological commentaries and by
more partisan Marxist accounts. It
deserves a wide readership.
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Joseph, J. (2002) Hegemony: A Realist
Analysis (Routledge).

Gary Browning and Andrew Kilmister

Critical and Post-Critical Political Economy
Palgrave, 2006, 219 pp.

ISBN: 0-333-96355-5 (hbk) £45

Reviewed by Paul Langley

With Critical and Post-Critical Political
Economy, Browning and Kilmister
have produced a book that seeks to
contribute to the renewal and
rejuvenation of political economy.
For those engaged in this process of
renewal, it is a somewhat slow and
frustrating process. The dominant
tendency continues to be that
scholars simply assert or deny the
relevance of classical political
economy, and work to buttress their
entrenched positions on either side
of that divide. Eschewing this
tendency, Browning and Kilmister
show a genuine openness to post-
structural (or, as they prefer, ‘post-
critical’) theory, which they attempt
to reformulate based on the classical
(or, as they prefer, ‘critical’) political
economy of Hegel and Marx.

As the title of their book suggests,

the distinction between ‘critical’ and
‘post-critical’ political economy is
central for Browning and Kilmister.
For them, the ‘key distinguishing
feature’ of the former is ‘the
recognition, when the economy is
placed within a wider context, of the
need for radical revision of
conventional economic concepts in
the light of their inadequacy in
dealing with the questions generated
by that context’ (p. 2). The awareness,
shared by Hegel and Marx, of ‘the
contradictions which are manifest
within economic thought and
practice’ comes to form the kernel of
critical political economy (p. 3).
Following a useful introduction, the
opening chapters are thus devoted,
respectively, to the dialectical modes
of thinking of Hegel and Marx. What
Browning and Kilmister call ‘post-
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critical political economy’,
meanwhile, ‘connects the economic
with other elements in society, but
in a decisively different way from
critical political economy’ (p. 7). How
these ‘connections’ might be
understood and interrogated by post-
critical political economy is clearly a
debated question. Browning and
Kilmister not only recognise this, but
also focus on a wide range of writers
in order to draw out these debates.
As such, one of the book’s strengths
is its coverage of a diverse grouping
of post-critical political economists:
Michel Foucault, Jean-François
Lyotard, Jean Baudrillard, André
Gorz, Nancy Fraser, and Toni Negri
and Michael Hardt. Chapters
address each in turn. Some of these
writers have been directly hostile to
Marxism, others less so, while the
positions taken by yet others have
oscillated somewhat. Browning and
Kilmister bring them all together
under the label of ‘post-critical
political economy’ as a necessary step
in ‘exploring broader questions
concerning the relationship between
critical political economy and other
approaches to social theory’ (p. 12).

To be clear, Browning and
Kilmister do not seek to achieve the
impossible: a simple and
straightforward reconciliation
between classical political economy
and post-structuralism. Rather, what
matters for them is the reception of
post-structural thought which,
throughout the book, remains framed
by Hegelian–Marxist critical political
economy. As Browning and Kilmister

have it, while the post-critical
political economy they review may
hold out ‘important insights’, ‘the use
of those insights requires in many
cases a radical reworking of the
conceptual structure provided by
post-critical theorists’ (p. 13). Such
reworking is deemed necessary
because post-critical political
economists are held to have made
only a limited contribution to our
understanding of the economic. This
approach of Browning and Kilmister
to debates over the renewal of
political economy comes through
both in the chapters devoted to each
of the post-critical theorists they
select, and in the concluding chapter
in particular.

Consider, by way of example,
Browning and Kilmister’s chapter on
‘Foucault and political economy’.
The chapter offers an assessment of
the ‘validity of Foucault’s rejection of
Hegel and Marx’ (p. 62). Foucault’s
engagement with Marx is boiled
down to three main points of
disagreement: the refutation of
dialectical method in favour of
archaeology, and later genealogy; the
decentring of power relations from
their proclaimed roots in the material
conditions of production; and the
positioning of Marx and Ricardo
within the same episteme in the
formation of the discipline of political
economy in the late-eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries. Browning
and Kilmister then offer an account
of the formation of the discipline of
political economy that quite
persuasively extricates Marx from a
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close association with Ricardo in
conceptual and political terms.
Where Browning and Kilmister are
less successful, however, is in
defending Marx against the
epistemological and analytical
challenges posed by Foucault. For
instance, in the preceding chapter,
Browning and Kilmister identify a
concern with ideology, commodity
fetishism and that which obscures the
material reality of the relations of
production as comprising one of four
main levels of Marx’s critique of
political economy. In the chapter on
Foucault, this issue is not revisited
in any detail. Yet in current debates
over the renewal of political economy,
Foucauldian-inspired work on power
knowledge, representations and
regimes of truth figures prominently
as a challenge to the ongoing use of
the category of ideology by critical
political economists. Not dissimilarly,
Browning and Kilmister note that
Foucault’s approach to the analytics
of power draws attention to absences
within critical political economy,
most notably that of ‘the body, both
as related to sexuality and as related
to techniques of imprisonment,
medicine and psychiatry’ (p. 77).
Their commentary on this holds that
it is of little import for how we might
think about the embodiment of
political economies, however,
suggesting instead that it is only
relevant to ‘structures of thought …
particular institutional changes or
social developments which
accompany economic changes’ (p. 81,
my emphasis). Yet in present debates

over the renewal of political economy,
research inspired by Foucault’s later
work on governmentality is
challenging simple assumptions
about economic identities that tend
to follow from critical political
economy.

The chapters on the other post-
critical political economists selected
by Browning and Kilmister progress
in a similar manner to the chapter on
Foucault: the writer’s main
arguments are effectively
summarised; points of disagreement
with the critical political economy of
Hegel and Marx are skilfully
outlined; and possible avenues for the
assimilation of the writer’s arguments
within a critical political economy
framework are mapped out. Read as
an attempt to contribute to a renewal
of political economy, Browning and
Kilmister’s greatest contribution
comes, however, in their concluding
chapter. At first blush, the concluding
chapter would seem to hold out little
hope for the renewal of political
economy. The authors consistently
return to the notion of ‘the economy’
as a distinct ‘level’ or ‘sphere’ within
society. It is argued that post-critical
political economists pay insufficient
attention to ‘economic realities’ in a
manner that allows the economy ‘to
operate according to its own laws and
norms’ (pp. 198–9). In response,
Browning and Kilmister reiterate two
common sense refrains offered by
Marxist political economists. First,
that in order to capture these realities
and highlight the truth about them,
we need to reassert the centrality of
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a framework that privileges the
categories of production, labour and
class. And, second, that post-
structuralists who have turned away
from the economy can only
contribute to our understanding of
material life if their merely cultural
work is situated within this
framework.

On closer reading, however,
Browning and Kilmister’s critical
discussion of a set of ‘family
resemblances’ that mark post-critical
political economy as a distinctive
strand of social theory contains some
particularly insightful comments on
the place of dialectics in the renewal
of political economy. Given the
manner in which Browning and
Kilmister defined critical political
economy at the outset of the book,
it is perhaps of little surprise to find
that their strengths lie here. Post-
critical political economists have,
according to Browning and
Kilmister, either been too quick to
dismiss the dialectic approach using
what amounts to a caricature of it,
or, as in the cases of Baudrillard and
Hardt and Negri, employed
dialectics without explicitly
recognising that they are doing so.
But post-cr itical political
economists’ cr iticisms of the
dialectical approach are not simply
acknowledged by Browning and
Kilmister; they are also taken
seriously. Rejecting a teleological
and essentialist approach to
dialectics that works from the prior
identification of foundational
contradictions, Browning and

Kilmister instead call for ‘a more
open dialectics in which
contradictions are not necessarily
finally resolved either by the
existence of a perspective which can
encompass all competing viewpoints,
or by a social transformation which
abolishes the mainsprings of conflict’
(p. 198). The resolution of
contradictions is necessarily
temporary, contingent and
provisional, and tensions across
economic, political and cultural
spheres cannot be traced to
determining economic conflicts.
‘Open dialectics’, then, opens up an
important avenue for dialogue
between classical political economy
and post-structuralism. Much of the
current post-structuralist work
labelled ‘cultural economy’ is
concerned with the demarcation of
economies as bounded realms that
seem replete with their more-or-less
discrete rational logics, techniques,
performances and subjects. Here,
culture and politics are significant as
a constitutive ‘inside’ in framing
economies, not as separate realms or
levels that work from the outside on
economies. Yet too often in the
research of cultural economists, the
contingencies, contradictions and
contestations present in the
materialisation of economies are
neglected. As Browning and
Kilmister’s work on dialectics
emphasises, it is precisely a sensitive
and serious engagement between
classical political economy and post-
structuralism that is necessary for the
renewal of political economy.
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For most people, derivatives are
relatively obscure—part of the
esoterica of finance. While they have
been an integral part of finance for
decades, they really came into their
own during the 1980s, and it was not
long before they earned their
notoriety when the British municipal
authority Hammersmith and
Fulham London Borough Council
was found to have tr ied to
compensate for Margaret Thatcher’s
assault on local government finance
by speculating in derivatives. But
when interest rates went the ‘wrong’
way, the council faced ruin and
defaulted (Tickell, 1998). This
heralded a series of high-profile
misadventures, including that of
California’s Orange County in 1994

and culminating in Enron in 2001,
but they did not serve to halt the
growing use of derivatives, despite
the warnings. Even Warren Buffett’s
famous description of derivatives as
‘financial weapons of mass
destruction’ (Hill, 2003) has gone
essentially unheeded. According to
the executive director of financial
stability at the Bank of England, the
global credit derivatives market has
grown from approximately $1tr in
2001 to around $20tr in 2006

(Jenkinson, 2007). From having
derived their value from the price of
an underlying commodity, derivatives
have evolved considerably, and the
types of contracts undertaken have
multiplied. As Dick Bryan and
Michael Rafferty note in their book
Capitalism with Derivatives, this has
proceeded to the extent that the trade
in derivatives, in 2004, had a daily
turnover of $1.9tr according to the
Bank for International Settlements
(p. 6). Putting a precise figure on the
amount or value of derivatives being
traded is difficult, however, owing to
the proliferation of derivative types
and the complexity of deals.

With analytical precision, Bryan
and Rafferty make sense of the
moving target that is the derivatives
phenomenon, while highlighting the
limitations of traditional treatments
of and attitudes towards this area of
finance. Even the definition of
derivatives is not easy given the
‘quantum change since the 1980s’ (p.
7), and ‘the difficulty of pinpointing
the essential characteristics of
derivatives when their functional
forms are rapidly evolving’ (p. 65).

Although they have been
employed in agricultural commodity
markets for many years, the use of
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derivatives as commodifiers of
financial market risk has, in the view
of the authors, unleashed properties
previously latent within but integral
to global capitalism. ‘Globalisation’,
taken to mean the reconfiguration of
state–capital–labour relations that
has been characteristic of the last
thir ty years, has multiplied
corporations’ and investors’ exposure
to risk. Risk is ‘good’ when it offers
the opportunity of higher returns.
The downside, however, can be
catastrophic, given the ‘withdrawal’
of state support as a legitimate policy
option for the vast majority of cases
(excepting banks and hedge funds).
Therefore, the Keynesian task of
‘fixing the future to the present’ (p.
8) was privatised, while exchange
rates floated and interest rates
fluctuated. The response to this
increased volatility was risk
management. The consequence of
that was a market-initiated
decomposition of corporations into
their constituent assets, which are
now subject to constant comparison
with those of other companies. ‘The
central, universal characteristic of
derivatives is their capacity to
“dismantle” or “unbundle” any asset
into constituent attributes and trade
those attributes without trading the
asset itself ’ (p. 52). ‘While no
principal or title to ownership needs
to be exchanged with derivatives,
each derivative contract establishes
price relations between bits of capital’
(p. 9).

The US withdrawal from the
Bretton Woods system of exchange

rates in 1971 precipitated
unprecedented volatility in foreign
exchange markets. It was this
volatility that triggered the growth of
derivatives as commodifiers of
financial risk. However, their growth
has been shown to be independent
of volatility, suggesting an even more
fundamental purpose. Bryan and
Rafferty see derivatives as linking or
‘blending’ different markets via their
universality and versatility, thus
rendering otherwise disparate assets
commensurable. This means that
investors, corporate managers and
bankers can readily compare the
performance of different asset types,
parts of companies or operations with
benchmarks that act to intensify the
pressure on investment performance.
‘Derivatives separate the capital of
firms into financial assets that can be
priced and traded or “repackaged”,
without having to either move them
physically, or even change their
ownership. In so doing they allow
scrutiny of the parts of the firm that
were pooled by the joint stock
process, and so allow a more
intensive scrutiny of its capacity for
profit making’ (p. 97). Put succinctly,
derivatives facilitate ‘the
commensuration of values across
time and space’ (p. 66). The way they
achieve this is subject to constant
evolution, which explains why a
definitive definition is lacking.
Instead, the authors chart this
evolution and show how successive
efforts to capture all the
characteristics of derivatives in one
catch-all description have failed.
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The relatively sudden and
apparently still-growing impact of
derivatives on the global economy
poses a number of challenges of a
theoretical and political nature,
according to the authors. In terms of
theory, derivatives are often still
treated as ‘unreal’ and as marginal
to the process of accumulation. In
addition, contrary to the traditional
view of derivatives as being priced in
accordance with the ‘underlying’
value of an asset, it is derivatives that
now play a key role in determining
the price of assets. More
fundamentally, the authors claim that
derivatives have acquired some of the
attributes of both capital and money.
As for questions of political strategy,
the view of the authors on the
Keynesian desire to reconstruct the
Bretton Woods institutions of fixed
exchange rates and capital controls
is that it is unlikely to succeed in
‘taming’ global finance.

The notion of derivatives as
‘marginal’ can be safely dismissed,
given the sheer size of the derivatives
market. More seriously, the apparent
‘unreality’ of derivatives is of course
partly the result of the shared
inability of corporate and national
accounting systems to account for
them adequately (pp. 60, 185). But it
is also indicative of the widespread
and deep suspicion, spanning the
political spectrum, of financial
activity apparently unrelated to the
‘real’ economy. A recent example of
this unease can be seen in the US

Senate’s effor ts to distinguish
legitimate from ‘excessive’

speculation (Grant, 2007). The
authors painstakingly unpick the
hidden assumptions informing such
views, demonstrating the practical
difficulties of distinguishing
speculation (the taking on of risk)
from hedging (the reduction of
exposure to risk), and the positive-
sum nature of even the most basic
type of derivative contracts.

While they are not a medium of
exchange, derivatives do possess
other characteristics of money and
are therefore, according to the
authors, money. Drawing on Marx’s
discussion of James Mill’s Elements
of Political Economy, they argue that
derivatives meet the criteria for being
a truly successful form of capitalist
money, ‘precisely as Marx conceived
of it in the abstract’ (p. 160).
Derivatives surpass gold in their
flexibility, and therefore overcome
the discontinuities of the global
financial system. They are state-
backed to the extent that the
contracts they represent are
enforceable, and the currencies
specified in the contracts are backed
by their respective states. They
commensurate different
commodities across time and space
and are themselves commodities, and
so integral to capital accumulation.

In turn, this gives them attributes
of capital: ‘they are products of
circulation, not significantly of
labour, and accordingly their value
is defined in exchange and not in
consumption. These meta-
commodities are therefore always
“capital”, for they never “leave” a



Book Reviews 111

circuit of capital so as to be
consumed. In that sense, they are
more intensively capitalist
commodities than simple
commodities, for the latter are merely
produced within capitalist relations,
while meta-commodities are
products of capitalist relations’ (p.
154).

The final chapter outlines some of
the political implications arising from
the preceding analysis. The authors
are cautious, warning against the
extrapolation of too much from a
relatively brief historical period.
Nevertheless, they are quick to
highlight the futility of policies that
would restore the Bretton Woods-era
institutions of capital controls and
Keynesian policies. They argue that
the ‘deregulation’ beginning in the
1970s is better regarded as
‘reregulation’, given the fact that the
regulations that supposedly
restrained global capitalism were in
fact already creaking, if not
practically redundant. Re-regulation
was necessary and even overdue,
given the ways in which the older
regulations were being circumvented
(for example, by the existence of the
eurodollar market). However, it is not
clear how, with respect to structured
finance, this re-regulation is anything
but deregulation. Derivatives
compound the difficulties of ensuring
the orderly flow of capital across
borders by originating outside the
international system of state
regulation. Throwing into question
the veracity of balance-of-payments
data as much as that of corporate

balance sheets, while being a source
of ‘endogenous liquidity’ and so
sidelining central banks as the
guardians of the money supply,
derivatives pose challenges for
capital’s gatekeepers as much as they
do for any progressive politics (see
Liu, 2007).

In trying, first, to understand the
derivatives phenomenon, the authors
close their discussion by drawing
some preliminary conclusions
regarding strategy. With Keynesian
throwbacks rejected as being
practically unworkable, Bryan and
Rafferty paint a dystopian vision of
society as a nexus of derivatives
contracts, in which investors take
positions on anything from the
operations of food transnational
corporations in Japan to my health
seven years from now (given the
privatisation of healthcare and
education):

The technology permits the
relevant data to be collected on an
on-going basis and computed into
contracts. It is, almost certainly, a
potentially profitable further
dimension of the financial services
industry. It would be naïve not to
expect developments in this
direction. And with this growth in
insurance will no doubt come the
secondary markets, where these
contracts are on-sold as the insurers
themselves seek to hedge their
exposure. Traders will be buying
options on the right to purchase
your health insurance contract at
some date and price. (p. 212)
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Capitalism with Derivatives adds its
weight to the growing recognition
that ‘The primary mode of
accumulation has become financial,
enabling investment bankers to
replace government planners and
wrest control from landed property
and industrial capital’ (Hudson,
2004: xii). That investment bankers
are just as accident-prone and flawed
as government planners ever were is
not at issue. Rather, with the
extensions and intensification of
competition that accompanies
market expansion, investor
perspectives are becoming ever
shorter, as evidenced by the
increased volatility of global
capitalism, compounded by the
complexity of the instruments
employed as hedges and leverage.
Analogous to Keynes’s ‘paradox of
thrift’, derivatives are a rational
response to systemic risk by
individual investors whose rationality
merely compounds the systemic risk
(Liu, 2007).

Books on either finance or
Marxian value theory rarely rank as
great works of literature. A fondness
for jargon and abstraction
punctuated with suitably impressive
(that is to say, impenetrable)
mathematics usually ensures a very
small, rarefied readership. A book,
therefore, that combines aspects of
both finance and Marxian value
theory might be expected to reduce
even further the accessibility of its

content; but Bryan and Rafferty
have achieved precisely the opposite,
instead producing a beautifully
written and well-structured analysis
of a phenomenon that has
transformed the world of finance to
the extent that it has significant
implications for both Marxist theory
and political practice.

References

Grant, J. (2007) ‘A matter of speculation
raises the heat for energy derivatives’,
Financial Times, 11 July.

Hill, A. (2003) ‘Buffett warns of
derivatives “time bombs”’, Financial
Times, 4 March.

Hudson, M. (2004) Global Fracture: The
New International Economic Order,
2nd edn. (Pluto Press).

Jenkinson, N. (2007) ‘Promoting
financial system resil ience in
modern global capital markets:
Some issues’, speech given at the
Law and Economics of Systemic
Risk in Finance conference,
University of St. Gallen, 29 June;
available at <http://www.bis.org>
(accessed 9 July).

Liu, H. C. K. (2007) ‘Currency
devaluation depresses wages globally’,
Asia Times Online, 14 June: <http://
atimes.com>; also at <http://
www.henryckliu.com> (accessed 17

July).

Tickell, A. (1998) ‘Creative finance and
the local state: The Hammersmith and
Fulham swaps affair’, Political
Geography, vol. 17, no. 7, pp. 865–881.



Book Reviews 113

Robert G. Finbow

The Limits of Regionalism: NAFTA’s Labour Accord
Ashgate, 2006, xiii+300 pp.

ISBN: 0-7546-3337-2 (hbk) £55

Reviewed by Tony Heron

It is fast approaching the completion
of a decade since the chaotic scenes
of the 1999 WTO ministerial summit
in Seattle, when the clashes between
local and federal authorities and
‘anti-globalisation’ protesters on the
streets were mirrored by analogous
conflict inside the conference centre
between developed and developing
countries regarding the agenda for
the proposed ‘millennium’ trade
round. Amongst a number of
contentious issues, none was more so
than the ‘trade–labour standards
debate’ despite the fact that this had
seemingly been dealt with at the
earlier, 1996 Singapore ministerial,
when the decision was taken to leave
responsibility for the monitoring of
core labour standards with the ILO

rather than with the WTO. This
notwithstanding, the Seattle
ministerial was the scene of an often-
cited speech by President Clinton in
which he drew attention to the
dangers of further economic
liberalisation in the absence of more
robust and enforceable safeguards for
affected workers. In the intervening
period, one can say that the trade–
labour standards debate has come
full circle, especially in as much as
US trade policy is concerned. Within

a year of the Seattle ministerial, the
Republicans had regained the
presidency via the disputed 2000

election, after which the events of 11

September 2001 soon dramatically
altered the context of US trade policy.
With the subsequent launch of the
‘war on terror’ and the supposed
‘securitisation’ of US foreign
economic policy, President Bush
quickly acquired ‘fast track’ trading
authority (which had expired in
1995); but rather than following the
Clintonian approach, the
Republican-dominated Congress
sought to explicitly eschew any
linking of labour rights with the
establishment of free-trade
agreements. Finally, following the
mid-term congressional elections in
2006 and amid the progressive
unravelling of the Bush
administration’s foreign policy
strategy, the Democrats are once
more calling the shots in Washington,
and the US is again seeking to
promote links between liberalisation
and the protection of worker rights—
most recently in the case of the
bilateral trade deals struck with Peru
and Colombia.

It is against the background of
these events that Robert Finbow’s
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book on NAFTA’s labour accord
should be read. In the case of NAFTA,
the issue of labour rights and free-
trade agreements was central to the
1992 presidential election. Bill
Clinton initially stated that he would
reject NAFTA unless it was
accompanied by guarantees that the
lifting of trade and investment
barriers would not lead to the loss of
American jobs. Once in the White
House, however, Clinton was forced
to compromise on his initial position,
but tied the ratification of NAFTA to
the establishment of a trilateral ‘side
agreement’ on the monitoring of
labour standards (a separate side
agreement was established for the
monitoring of environmental
standards). At the time, many saw
this compromise as a quintessentially
Clintonian exercise in political
expediency, and critics dismissed the
labour side agreement as being at
best a ‘toothless tiger’ without any
discernible enforcement mechanism,
and at worst a cynical publicity stunt
designed to shore up the Democratic
political base. Yet as Finbow shows,
despite the generally low expectations
many had of the NAFTA side
agreement, it actually manifested
itself in a fairly elaborate and
innovative set of institutional
arrangements. Through the North
American Agreement on Labour
Cooperation (NAALC), the side
agreement established a National
Administrative Office (NAO), to be
housed in the Department of Labour
of each member state. The purpose
of the NAO was to provide a means by

which citizens could bring forward
complaints regarding the failure of
another NAALC signatory to uphold its
own domestic labour laws. In
addition to this, Finbow suggests, the
NAO offices were also designed to
serve as an institutional arena in
which bilateral and trilateral
consultations between national
governments could take place, as well
as providing a focal point around
which various transnational NGOs and
network advocacy groups could
coalesce.

The bulk of The Limits to
Regionalism is dedicated to
examining the work of the above
institutional framework: of the ten
chapters, no less than five deal
specifically with the case work of the
NAO in the USA, Canada and Mexico
since 1995. The approach adopted is
evaluative rather than analytical.
Nevertheless, Finbow does uncover
some interesting variations in the
three cases, and comes up with
occasionally surprising findings. In
the case of the USA, for example, as
one might expect, we find that the
NAO has been used mainly for putting
pressure on Mexico to uphold its
domestic labour laws (which are,
nominally speaking, fairly
comprehensive), while drawing
attention to instances in which US

firms were deemed to be relocating
in order to take advantage of
Mexico’s lower wages and weak
labour law enforcement. Meanwhile,
in Mexico’s case the NAO has been
used mainly as a means of protecting
the interests of Mexican nationals
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residing in the US. Finally, and
somewhat surprisingly, it is in
Canada that trade unions and labour
rights organisations have made least
use of the NAO process. The reason
for this, Finbow suggests, is in part a
high degree of scepticism on the part
of the Canadian labour movement
towards the NAALC, and in part the
strained relationship between the
central government and the
provinces (which are responsible for
approximately 90 per cent of
Canada’s worker protection law),
which has meant that even as late as
2005, the majority of the provinces
remained outside the NAALC.

Yet the significance of NAFTA’s
labour accords, for Finbow, is not to
be found solely in the current NAO

structure. It is also lies within the
potential for the NAALC to foster
greater transnational links between
the various national labour
organisations and network advocacy
groups across the NAFTA trade area.
This view is shaped by Finbow’s
underlying theoretical commitment
to what he calls ‘neo-
institutionalism’. Unfortunately,
however, he fails to provide an
elaborated account of what this
theoretical framework entails apart
from a brief, two-page review of the
relevant political-science literature at
the beginning of the book. The
absence of a fully developed
theoretical framework prevents
Finbow from advancing any strong
theoretical explanations as to why
and under what circumstances we
might expect the NAALC structure to

cultivate greater transnational links.
Instead, in the chapter on emerging
transnational labour links—which
might otherwise have been the most
interesting part of the book—the
author simply reviews the activities
of the various groups while offering
the following anodyne conclusion:
‘Whether the networks spawned by
cooperation will become engrained
and serve to change practice towards
a regional labour culture of sufficient
strength to balance the liberalising
pressures of global and continental
economic forces remains uncertain’
(p. 218).

The lasting impression one is left
with after reading The Limits of
Regionalism is that the author wishes
to dispel the view popular among the
North American labour movement
that the NAFTA labour accords were
no more than a gimmick designed to
pacify the political base of the
Democratic Party; but in the end,
Finbow has too few grounds on
which to base a persuasive alternative
interpretation. In one sense, the
establishment of the NAFTA labour
accord was an innovative institutional
arrangement, at least insofar as it
enabled citizens of one member state
to file a complaint against another
member state for failure to uphold
its own domestic labour laws. In
another, more important sense,
however, the lack of parity with the
provisions on trade and investment
rules in respect of the use of
legitimate sanctions for treaty
violations ultimately meant that the
labour side agreement was always
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likely to be viewed as NAFTA’s poor
relation.

All in all, despite the lack of
theoretical ambition, The Limits of
Regionalism is a well-researched and

richly detailed account of the NAFTA

labour accord, and is recommended to
all those interested in the trade–labour
standards debate both inside and
outside the North American trade area.

Jonas Pontusson

Inequality and Prosperity: Social Europe vs. Liberal
America
Cornell University Press, 2005, 242 pp.

ISBN: 0-8014-8970-9 (pbk) $19.95

ISBN: 0-8014-4351-0 (hbk) $52.50

Reviewed by Kaan Agartan

Social issues related to the welfare of
society have always attracted
attention, not only from the academic
world but also from policy circles, for
their direct impact on the livelihoods
of individuals. For decades, social
scientists and policy experts have
been crafting typologies based on
various labour market models and
welfare provision systems in different
parts of the world. In this endeavour,
they have especially focused their
attention on the advanced economies
of Europe and the USA. In
longstanding debates on the basic
characteristics of these different
welfare systems, analysts have
reflected not only on the strengths
and weaknesses of each model, but
also on their prospective trajectories.
What, then, does Pontusson’s
Inequality and Prosperity add to the

mature discussion on European and
US welfare systems that has already
produced a massive body of literature
on the issue?

Following an analytical review of
the existing literature that specialises
in ‘varieties of capitalism’, Pontusson
lays out the basic characteristics of
what he terms Nordic and
continental European social market
economies (SMEs) on the one hand,
and liberal market economies (LMEs)
on the other, by distinguishing the
ways in which various welfare
benefits are provided and dispersed.
In order to do so, he prefers an
approach that undertakes a
comparative analysis of several OECD

(Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development)
countries, and organises his
discussion around his own typology
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of market economies. Among the
major areas explored in the book are
labour-market dynamics and income
distribution, employment
performance, macroeconomic
management and wage bargaining,
redistribution and economic growth,
and directions for progressive reform
for the welfare systems of social
market economies.

The most striking theme in the
book is Pontusson’s opposition to the
notion of an inevitable convergence
towards the market–liberal version of
welfare provision. He is strongly of
the opinion that European social
market economies can survive under
the less favourable environment for
employment relations created by the
forces of globalisation, and in the
effort to back this up he provides
convincing evidence that the main
tenets of the market-liberal
discourse—that the institutional
arrangements for more equal
distr ibution of income and
consumption lead to slower growth
and economic efficiency—are
questionable, if not refutable. He
skilfully argues that the major source
of income inequality originates from
the institutional settings that shape
employment and wage relations, and
that the LMEs are more severely
affected than the SMEs due to their
lack of arrangements to offset the
impacts of an intensified global
economy, demographic changes, and
the political pressures accompanied
by them.

While Pontusson challenges the
myth that the institutional

arrangements of the SMEs hamper
economic development, he also
provides counter-arguments,
supported by rich empirical data,
against the supposed trade-off
between inequality and economic
efficiency. Doing so, he refutes the
conventional view that regards
publicly provided welfare services as
inefficient, and draws attention to the
positive implications of the more
egalitarian distributional policies in
the SMEs. The empirically rich and
detailed analysis he presents in the
book illustrates that it is not the
economic growth but rather job
creation that constitutes the major
problem for the SMEs. Accepting the
fact that LMEs produce more job
opportunities for the unemployed,
Pontusson questions the quality of
jobs created by these LMEs as far as
the unstable nature and the number
of hours worked in those jobs are
concerned. In that respect,
Pontusson contends that the
employment growth achieved by
LMEs could not automatically
translate into relative employment
gains for the unskilled workers, and
could not eliminate the problem of
long-term unemployment. His
discussion is also informed by the
evidence he provides to argue that,
in sharp contrast to what market-
liberal views uphold, unskilled
workers do not necessarily become
more vulnerable or less likely to be
employed in the egalitarian economic
systems of European countries. For
instance, as he demonstrates, Nordic
SMEs could combine low levels of
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inequality with high levels of
employment.

Moreover, contrary to
conventional views, egalitarian wages
and the various mechanisms of
employment protection cannot be
considered as the principal sources
of SMEs’ poor employment
performance and economic
efficiency. In that sense, Pontusson
argues that allowing wage inequality
to rise, or dismantling the very
institutions that provide employment
security cannot by themselves
stimulate employment growth.
Pontusson suggests instead that,
alongside training and other means
of employment security, ‘active
labour market policies’ to not only
protect workers from income losses,
but also to help them improve their
ability to find new and better-paying
jobs should be considered more
seriously by the SMEs in their effort
to reduce unemployment. This way,
he maintains, SMEs can make their
labour markets work more efficiently
and help reduce the duration and
rate of unemployment without
necessarily giving up their egalitarian
mechanisms.

In a delicately crafted analysis
towards the end of the book,
Pontusson provides support for the
claim that the public provision of
social welfare redistributes income in
favour of the poor and of low-income
earners, and that in contrast to what
is generally believed, this does not
necessarily dampen economic growth.
Rather, social spending, Pontusson
maintains, may enhance economic

efficiency and growth by facilitating
investment in human capital, by
positively affecting workers’
motivation, and by facilitating social
acceptance of economic change. At
the end of the book, he makes a very
important evaluation regarding social
policy that may serve to infuriate
market liberals: against those who
prefer to use economic parameters in
explaining the ‘success’ of social
policy, Pontusson insists that social
policy should not be evaluated solely
in terms of its effects on efficiency,
growth or employment, but instead
that its redistributive and social
objectives should be taken into
consideration. In that sense, to the
extent that these objectives are met,
some efficiency losses should be
acceptable.

Although Inequality and
Prosperity provides a very useful
empirical and theoretical guide for
those not content with mainstream
analyses of welfare systems that are
informed mainly by market-liberal
views, it has two limitations that
should be emphasised.

First, Pontusson’s treatment of the
EU and its impact on employment
relations in Europe is thin. Although
he makes it clear at the beginning of
the book that he prefers to focus on
Europe and not on the EU, the EU’s
impact on employment relations in
Europe deserves further attention.
Aside from the impact of European
monetary union on national
collective-bargaining mechanisms in
the member states, the EU also
influences labour relations through
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many newly emerging mechanisms
and institutions such as European
works councils, the European Trade
Union Confederation and sectoral
trade union federations across
Europe, European ‘social dialogue’,
and last but certainly not least, the
European Employment Strategy.
Regardless of the extent to which
these new mechanisms will
determine the new environment of
employment in the EU, they are
certain to have an effect on the course
of change in the social-market
economies of Europe as far as their
social and labour-market policies are
concerned. In that sense, they cannot
be disregarded in discussions of
inequality and prosperity.

Second and perhaps more
importantly, the question of power
is missing from Pontusson’s
presentation of different models of
welfare. In other words, he never
engages in a discussion about the
relative ideological power of each
model as it shapes the academic and
policy spheres. This might be
considered to be a natural
consequence of his preference for
focusing only on the OECD countries,
because the hegemonic supremacy of
different ideologies can best be
observed when they are imposed on
less developed countries through
some form of ‘policy
recommendation’ or ‘conditionality
criteria’. The story of the economic
transformation in the central and

eastern European countries, for
instance, tells us a great deal about
the ideological battle between the US
and European versions of capitalism,
and about its manifestations in the
social-policy sphere. This is because
the former communist states were
exposed to different models of
welfare system in a visible oscillation
between the neoliberal market model
championed by the International
Monetary Fund and the World Bank,
and a more socially sensitive version
encouraged by the EU, which were to
be followed after transition. In this
respect, their experiences provide an
invaluable opportunity not only to
observe and compare the
performance of different welfare
systems as they were implemented in
these countries, but also to evaluate
the extent of their dominance at the
discourse and implementation level.
Had Pontusson chosen to include
this ‘hegemony’ dimension in his
analysis, he could have rescaled his
discussion on the ‘politics of welfare’
to a level on which he could have
drawn readers’ attention to the
implications of global-level politics
on welfare regimes.

All in all, Inequality and Prosperity
provides an empirically satisfactory
and analytically coherent account for
all those who are interested in the
comparative study of welfare systems
and labour markets in the advanced
industrial world of Europe and the
USA.
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Craig Phelan (ed.)

The Future of Organised Labour: Global
Perspectives
Peter Lang, 2006, 404 pp.

ISBN: 3-03910-508-6 (hbk) £45

Reviewed by Andreas Bieler

Since the onset of neoliberal
globalisation, labour has come under
more and more pressure worldwide
as a result of the increasingly
transnational organisation of
production and the concomitant
deregulation of national labour
markets, which have allowed capital
to play individual national labour
movements off against each other.
There has been increasing resistance
to neoliberal globalisation, but trade
unions are often neglected in
assessments of this (e.g. Eschle &
Maiguashca, 2005). They are
considered to be yesterday’s
movements, with the new social
movements and NGOs having
supposedly taken over as the main
representatives of civil society
contesting neoliberal restructuring.
This book is, therefore, of high
importance, since it outlines the
problems faced by trade unions in
resisting restructuring, and also in
asserting their vital role in any kind
of anti-neoliberal movement. It
makes a very important contribution
to reflections on future trade union
strategies and alternative
developments. As Craig Phelan
writes in his introduction, ‘the book
provides readers with representative

coverage of labour movements
around the globe, national and
regional movements from every
continent, and the latest scholarly
word on many of the most prominent
issues of concern to all who are
interested in organised labour’s face’
(p. 13). The book’s range is wide,
from conceptual chapters by Dunn
and Munck and an analysis of the
role of gender in trade union politics
by Ledwith, to assessments of
possible instances of international
solidarity in a chapter by Anner on
the International Confederation of
Free Trade Unions’ (ICFTU) campaign
for global labour standards, and
Waterman’s reflections on the ‘global
justice and solidarity movement’.
Individual country chapters include
an analysis of Australia by Lambert
and another of the US labour
movement by Clawson, an
examination of the situation in China
by Chan, and that of Brazil by
Galvão. Comparative chapters by
Jefferys on the British and French
labour movements, by Ost on trade
unions in eastern Europe, and by
Konings on trade unions in Ghana
and Cameroon complete the volume.

As these studies make clear, trade
unions face enormous obstacles in
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their attempts to resist neoliberal
restructuring at the national level, but
also in the formation of international
alliances around transnational
solidarity. Anner’s study of the
ICFTU’s unsuccessful campaign for
the incorporation of a labour
standards clause in the WTO in Seattle
in 1999 illustrates the tensions
between unions in the global North
and those in the South over the
purpose of the campaign, with many
in the South fearing that the northern
trade unions’ push for labour
standards might be at the expense of
development in the South. The
formation of transnational solidarity
is further hampered by the imbalance
of resources between rich unions in
the North and poorer unions in the
South (p. 66). Equally problematic
is the gender divide outlined by
Ledwith, in which male-dominated
unions often focus on ensuring the
position of their members at the
expense of female workers, and also
at the expense of workers from other
ethnic and racial groups. Since
female workers often make up the
largest part of the informal sector (p.
93), the gender division can also be
regarded as an indicator of the gap
between those in secure employment
in the formal sector, and those on the
periphery of the labour market with
temporary and short-term contracts
in the informal economy. This also
illustrates the fact that trade unions
have, at times, been complicit with
employers’ exclusionary practices,
thereby undermining the possibility
for class solidarity across national,

sectoral, ethnic and racial lines. In
post-war Britain, for example, as
Ledwith argues, ‘white trade
unionists resisted the employment of
black workers, or insisted on quota
systems, colluding with employers in
restrictive practices of racist
exclusion in key sectors of
employment sustaining and
reinforcing institutionalised racism’
(p. 102). Ost describes how, in eastern
Europe, unions first supported the
restructuring of inefficient
companies and remained passive in
the face of the related job losses; and
how they have now, more active
again, emerged ‘as small unions of
skilled, elite workers, a kind of
unionism for the new labour
aristocracy’ (p. 327). In Brazil, too,
unions have started to accept
neoliberal restructuring. This
includes the Central Unica dos
Trabalhadores (CUT), which, in
negotiations with employers, has
‘made ever-increasing concessions to
capital, integrating itself in the logic
of the market and taking on capitalist
values demanded by neoliberalism,
such as profitability, productivity,
quality and efficiency’ (p. 347). The
coming to power of President ‘Lula’
da Silva and his party, to which the
CUT is closely related, has made it
even more difficult for those sections
within the CUT that have remained
critical of restructuring. With Lula
continuing along the neoliberal path,
in his support the CUT ‘dampens anti-
government protests, urging the
grassroots to adopt a more tolerant
and patient approach to a
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government that it elected’ (p. 354).
Nevertheless, all is not yet lost.

Various empirical studies described in
the book also provide scope for a more
optimistic outlook. Clawson, for
example, illustrates the way trade
unions in the USA have started to turn
around their decline through a mixture
of innovative campaign strategies and
new organisational forms that include
anti-sweatshop activity, workers’
centres, living-wage campaigns, the
Justice for Janitors group, multi-union
coalitions, graduate-student unions,
cross-border alliances and the
organisation of anti-war movements.
Moreover, as Chan reports, the All
China Federation of Trade Unions
(ACFTU), the official Chinese trade
union, has started to take advantage
of its legal status in order to carry out
union activities. She urges
international trade unions to accept
the ACFTU and support it in its activities
(p. 300). Lambert’s chapter on
Australian unions and their struggle
against factory closures by the Swedish
white-goods giant Electrolux is also
highly relevant here. Importantly, it
includes a picture of the human misery
resulting from neoliberalism—but it
also points to new openings via a
strategy that, on the one hand,
broadens the social space of resistance
at the local level through an alliance
between workers and local fruit
farmers concerned about the impact
of the plant closure on the local
economy; and on the other, an attempt
to form closer links with Electrolux
workers elsewhere in the world in
order to apply pressure on a global

scale. These kinds of initiative towards
a global social-movement unionism
based on extended solidarity at the
local and transnational level, which
currently looks rather remote, may
ultimately be the only possible strategy,
and the only strategy able to counter
capital’s increasingly reckless
restructuring course.

The book also makes important
conceptual contributions. In Chapter
2, Dunn points out that trade unions
should neither believe neoliberal
assertions that the state has become
irrelevant for strategies of resistance,
nor should they fall back into a purely
nationalist strategy along traditional
social-democratic or socialist lines.
He develops an understanding of the
‘relative autonomy of the state’ (p. 56)
and the related understanding of the
relation between the national and the
global through the concepts of
combined and uneven development.
This is then linked to Robert Cox’s
(1981) neo-Gramscian emphasis on
the importance of material,
institutional and ideological change.
This is clearly important, but it would
have been good if the author had
gone beyond merely raising these
issues in order to discuss in more
detail how the notion of combined
and uneven development can be
linked with neo-Gramscian
arguments. Munck’s chapter
introduces the work of Karl Polanyi
to the analysis of labour by drawing
on his notion of a double movement,
in which the initial move towards a
self-regulatory market is countered
by a subsequent political move to



Book Reviews 123

regulate the market and provide
protection for society. In contrast to
Dunn, who takes the social relations
of production as a starting point for
his historical-materialist perspective,
Munck follows a liberal line of
separating the economic from the
political, the market from the state.
One of the dangers implicit in this
move is not only the fact that the
historical specificity of capitalism
cannot thus be understood, but also
that it regards unions as being either
more market-oriented, like the
International Trade Secretariats, or
as part of a new global social-
movement unionism, thereby
overlooking the reality that these two
strategies are not necessarily
mutually exclusive.

That oversight serves to highlight
one of this book’s failings: a missing
conclusion, which could have
summed up the lessons of the book’s
empirical studies as well as engaging
with these different theoretical
accounts and their implications, as
with the chapters by Dunn and
Munck. Such a conclusion might
have been a helpful pointer towards
further work on the possibilities of
alternative strategies for labour in the
twenty-first century. Second, the
book deals mainly with organised
labour. Yet the increasing majority of

workers, especially in the South but
also more and more in the North, is
outside the formal labour market and
thus not organised by trade unions.
Other social movements are
mentioned at times in this book, but
more work will be needed in the
future on the possibilities for
cooperation between trade unions
and these social movements, and also
on bridging the gap between the
formal and informal sectors. Having
said that, these last two comments
should not distract from the merits
of the book, which is an essential read
for all those interested in the
changing landscape of industrial
relations and organised labour’s
possible role in the movement of
movements’ attempts at resisting
neoliberal globalisation.
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Reviewed by Penny Griffin

Hunt and Rygiel’s volume provides
a truly fascinating account of the
gendered practices, processes and
discursive manoeuvres involved in
the ‘war on terror’, and it is as
important a contribution to
international relations (IR) as it is
interesting. As an edited collection,
(En)Gender ing the War on Terror
manages the difficult feat of
combining a variety of analyses and
subject matters into a coherent,
complimentary and relevant whole,
offering the reader a wide-ranging
and careful collection of essays.

What is perhaps most striking
from reading this volume is the
devastatingly global nature and
effects of the Bush administration’s
war on terror, instigated and
perpetuated not only by the Bush
government but by all those
(governments and individuals) who
subscribe to a politics of categorising
and policing human identity
according to the highly problematic
discursive configurations of ‘risk’,
‘security’ and ‘threat’. As all the
contributing authors make plain, the
‘protection’ of rich, white westerners
against terrorism comes at enormous
cost to the rights, living conditions

and identities of the world’s ‘non-
white’. Perhaps, then, what this
provocative volume does best is to
remind IR that it ignores intersections
of race, class and gender in global
politics at its peril. Drawing on the
continuities between contemporary
forms of ‘intervention’ and the
(European-led) colonisation(s) of
previous centuries while also
highlighting newer reconfigurations
of ‘homeland security’ and ‘national’
identity, this volume pieces together
the gendered components of the
stories that constitute the war on
terror in order to appeal not only to
feminist and/or gender-interested
scholars, but to the IR community at
large.

(En)Gendering the War on Terror
ostensibly divides its contributions
into two parts, although in practical
terms it is difficult to discern where
exactly the distinction between the
parts lies. Part 1 is perhaps slightly
more women-focused and Part Two
more conceptual in tone, although
this distinction is not necessarily
consistent throughout the book. Thus
although Rygiel, for example
(Chapter 7, pp. 145–167), offers a
considered discussion of the (post-
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structural) biopolitics of identity
construction, the need to
conceptualise and problematise
identity and its construction (of, for
example, the terrorist, the soldier
and/or the civilian) is certainly
present throughout Part 1—for
example, in Zine’s discussion of
‘gendered Islamophobia’, scripted
onto Muslim women’s bodies ‘as
signifiers of difference’ (p. 35); or in
Hunt’s reflections on the use of the
white female body as a symbol of and
conduit for imperialist morality,
paranoia and superiority (pp. 73–96).

(En)Gendering the War on Terror
is certainly a feminist book, insofar as
feminism is about women. The war
on terror as subject of feminist
scholarship is particularly apt given
the Bush administration’s strategic
(and insincere) cooptation of feminist
rhetoric as justification for its invasion
of Afghanistan (see Hunt, Chapter 3,
pp. 51–72). As Eisenstein comments
(Chapter 9, pp. 191–199), the hyper-
militarism of the war on terror uses
women as the ‘gender decoys’ of
imperial democracy, confusing and
mystifying the realities of power and
luring people ‘into a fantasy of gender
equity rather than depravity’ (p. 192).
And although it is in large part ‘about
women’, (En)Gendering the War on
Terror is also about men and women,
with some effort expended to show
that talking about women necessitates
talking about men (and as Scott
perceptively shows in Chapter 5, this
also necessitates talking about
children, as non-men/women.
Analysis of children also proves an

effective means of troubling the rather
essentialist man/woman binary that
‘talking about women’ tends to
instigate). There is, then, more than
enough in this volume to satisfy
anyone who is broadly interested in
the construction and perpetuation of
particular global narratives, including
not only particular ‘war stories’, but
also questions concerning the global
reproduction of capitalist
consumption and consumerism; the
perpetuation of exclusionary, racist
and sexist regulations of the ‘nation’,
‘national sovereignty’, ‘citizenship’
and ‘immigration’; the emergence of
refashioned matrices of imperialist
exclusion, racism and colonisation;
and the power of certain discourses
to police and maintain partial
understandings of ‘security’, ‘threat’
and ‘risk’. As this volume shows,
consideration of these questions
implies, at some point and at some
level, the absolute necessity of
examining the processes and practices
of identity formation, of which gender
is a crucial component. As Rygiel, for
example, points out (Chapter 7), the
war stories used by the commanders
of the ‘war on terror’ to justify the loss
of thousands of lives are about
securing a privileged, white, western
male identity (p. 146). Such are the
power and effects of these stories that
it becomes impossible to tell who is
most at threat, child, woman or man,
so manifestly racist is the distinction
between us/good, them/bad. It is quite
simply impossible to disconnect, in
the narratives that run through the
war on terror, race from gender from
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imperialism (e.g. Zine: 1–27; Brittain:
51–73; Sharma: 121–143).

My only complaint with this
otherwise excellent collection is over
its surprising lack of questioning
regarding two points: first, the
discursive construction of the man/
woman binary distinction; and
second, the construction and
discursive deployment of ‘violence’
itself. For the latter, although it is
implied (somewhat indirectly) in
analyses of the constant state of risk
and/or threat under which people in
the occupied lands live, the possibility
that violence might be more than a
functional mechanism through
which processes of securitisation
perpetuate themselves—that is, that
it is constitutive of subjectivity in the
sense that it ‘marks and makes
bodies’ (D’Cruze & Rao, cited in
Shepherd, 2007: 240) remains largely
under-discussed. As Shepherd
(2007) notes, violence that is
gendered serves—indeed, actively
seeks—to make necessary and
naturalise the binary order of gender.
In parts, (En)Gendering the War on
Terror seems entirely aware of the
problematic binarity on which
conventional articulations of violence
rest. Rygiel (quoting Eisenstein,
2004), for example, comments (p.
151) on the ‘humiliating’ nature of the
rape and sexual degradation of Arab
men, because they are being seen to
be treated like women, ‘sexually
dominated and degraded’. Their
vulnerability reminds us of the
assumed vulnerability the ‘feminine’
(and therefore women, since men are

not meant to be ‘naturally’ feminine)
carries with it. Similarly, Zine deploys
analysis of the ‘racism, misogyny,
homophobia, national arrogance and
hypermasculinity’ that characterise
US military treatment of Arab
peoples, particularly imprisoned
Arab men (see p. 33). Brittain
(Chapter 4) exposes the work done
by war stories to adapt and mobilise
white femininity for various
ideological purposes. As Brittain
notes, few media reports from Iraq
garnered as much attention as did
those detailing Lynndie England’s
sexually humiliating (but also
titillating for its dominatrix-
orientated) treatment of an Abu
Ghraib prisoner; or, at the other
extreme, the wildly exaggerated, if
not altogether made-up reports of
Jessica Lynch’s ‘brutal’ treatment at
the hands of her Iraqi captors. Yet
none of the authors here attempts to
go further in deconstructing the
powerful heteronormative and
Western binary of male/female and
its (often causally inscribed)
relationship with masculinity/
femininity.

The discursive separation (in the
introductory chapter and throughout
the rest of the book) of gender and
sexuality is perhaps not surprising,
given a certain acceptance of the
‘naturalness’ of the man/woman
binary; but it is, theoretically
speaking, somewhat inconsistent, not
least since (En)Gendering the War on
Terror evidences some discussion of
the heteronormativity of the stories
composing the war on terror (see
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Brittain: 79), wherein white, western
heterosexuality is privileged, and
Arab masculinity stereotyped as
violent, threatening and essentially
deviant (see also Zine: 33).
Undoubtedly careful, in most places,
to make clear the authors’
consideration of the way identities
intersect in and across the figure of
the person (race, class, religion,
nationality), the separation of
sexuality(ies) and gender thus seems
artificial. Certainly, there is room
and, in parts, a clear intellectual
affinity for undertaking more overt
work to broaden gender’s conceptual
reach, and to question more
thoroughly the ‘naturalness’ of the
woman/man binary. This might also
have led some to question the
somewhat troubling assumption that
feminists are or can only be female
(references to feminist ‘sisters’ in
parts of the book suggest that,
although men might, at a push, be
considered pro-feminist, they may
not actually be feminist). Two points
thus remain to be made here. First,
the question remains unanswered as
to whether it is enough, when
claiming to ‘(en)gender’ the war on
terror, to segregate identities such as
sex and gender, which might
otherwise be considered mutually
constitutive (see Butler, 2004;
Griffin, 2007). Second, concerning
the project of creating and sustaining
a feminism (singular) capable of
improving ‘women’s rights’ (see
Chapter 1), this volume seems

somewhat at odds with itself, being
in places a conventionally feminist
tale of women’s oppression under
various systems of (undefined)
patriarchy, while elsewhere it is a
powerful deconstruction of the
multifaceted techniques through
which people are made to fit and/or
are excluded from ‘national’ and
‘sovereign’ narratives of state-
making.

Some doubts notwithstanding,
however, this volume constitutes
essential reading on the war on terror
(or indeed, on anything related to
contemporary patterns of
imperialism, securitisation and
violence), and is a desperately needed
antidote to uninspiring and
uninspired descriptions of US

‘foreign’ policy.
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Reviewed by Alf Gunvald Nilsen

Ours is one of those moments in
world history, argues David McNally
in Another World is Possible, when
the revolts of the downtrodden and
dispossessed stand opposed to the
‘repression, empire and war’
unleashed by the powers-that-be in
response to the nascent challenge
from below. It is in this context,
McNally argues, that popular
movements are seeking to develop a
new political model, and Another
World is Possible seeks to contribute
to this search. It does so via four
chapters that put forth an analysis of
‘the beast we seek to vanquish’ (p.
25)—capitalist globalisation—and
three chapters that survey trajectories
of resistance worldwide and distil a
political programme for anticapitalist
practice.

McNally kicks off his analysis of
capitalist globalisation with a
scathing commentary on ‘the
emperor’s new clothes’. Drawing on
extensive empirical data, he shows
that globalisation has very little to do
with the freeing of trade and
everything to do with the extension
and expansion of the power of
capital: ‘At the end of a twenty-five
year period in which foreign direct

investment has grown massively,
multinational capital now seeks a new
legal regime where the rights of
global property owners—
international investors—take
precedence over all others’ (p. 45).
The extension and expansion of the
power of capital is in turn much more
than merely ‘a set of policies pursued
by those currently at the top’. The
global corporate agenda, McNally
argues, is a contemporary
manifestation of the systemic drive
towards commodification that has
animated capitalism since it emerged,
‘dripping from head to toe, from
every pore, with blood and dirt’ in
the era of primitive accumulation.
Indeed, capitalist globalisation
revolves around a reprise of the basic
dynamic of primitive accumulation:
‘globalisation is extending
commodification farther than most
people ever imagined … drawing on
the original rise of capitalism, we
could say that we are witnessing the
“new enclosures”’ (p. 96).

Like any phase of historical
capitalism, capitalist globalisation is
racialised and gendered. McNally
starts by excavating the roots of
racism through a sweeping discussion
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of European expansion in Latin
America, the capitalist nature of
Anglo-American slavery, the racial
oppression of the Irish, the need to
‘divide and rule’ the multi-ethnic
working classes of the ‘New World’,
and the need for a justification of
slavery and imperialism. He then
shows how the rise of modern racism
was paralleled by the emergence of
new forms of patriarchy in the
colonial era. These racialised and
gendered structures of domination
are reproduced in the era of capitalist
globalisation in myriad ways, ranging
from the super-exploitation of
women in sweatshops and as
domestic servants to the emergence
of migrant workers as a subcategory
of the global proletariat, ‘policed,
documented, harassed and subjected
to galling forms of inequality’ (p.
190). McNally then turns his
attention to war and imperialism in
the age of globalisation, with the
focus on the shift towards US

hegemony in the world capitalist
system following the Second World
War, and the concurrent
implementation of ‘a new form of
imperialism, organised through
multinational corporations and …
overwhelming military power’ (p.
211) rather than through direct
political control over territories. At
the current conjuncture, McNally
argues, US imperialism revolves
around a readiness to deploy military
force in low-intensity conflicts so as
to police and control the discontents
of globalisation; US imperialism today
is geared towards ‘containing the

endless conflict and violence
globalisation produces’ (p. 236).

McNally’s analysis of capitalist
globalisation has a lot to commend
it: it is crammed full of useful
empirical data; it draws vital
historical parallels to previous
periods in the development of
historical capitalism; and it makes a
crucial contribution, in my view, by
focusing on the racialised and
gendered nature of capitalist
globalisation. However, I find the
analysis marred by a lack of dialogue
with other critical analyses of the
political economy of capitalist
globalisation: for instance, in arguing
that globalisation entails a replay of
the enclosures that defined primitive
accumulation, the argument could
have benefited from an engagement
with David Harvey’s (2003, 2005)
recent work on neoliberalism and
‘accumulation by dispossession’, or
Massimo De Angelis’s (2007) work
on ‘the continuous character of
enclosures’. Even more importantly,
McNally’s analysis of US imperialism
elides the spectrum of conflicting
assessments on the status of US

hegemony, and in particular makes
no mention of analyses that suggest
that US hegemony has been
unravelling over the past two-and-
half decades or so—for example,
those of Arrighi (1994, 2005a, 2005b)
and Harvey (2003). Another
weakness in the analysis is a tendency
to oversimplify contradictions and
fault lines in the global political
economy: for instance, McNally’s
analysis of structural adjustment
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hinges on a North–South dichotomy
in which structural adjustment is
forced upon Third World nations and
used by ‘Western capitalism … to
discipline the South’ (p. 231). This
perspective elides the more complex
trajectories of class formation on a
transnational scale, as well as the
agency of Southern elites in the
implementation of the neoliberal
counter-revolution. Finally, certain
features of capitalist globalisation are
insufficiently analysed. McNally
notes, for instance, that the
reproduction of capitalist
globalisation increasingly depends on
policing, imprisonment and other
forms of coercion. From a neo-
Gramscian point of view, such
conditions indicate that hegemony is
wearing thin, and this of course has
important political ramifications that
could have been more elaborately
discussed. This should not be read,
however, as an argument proposing
that Another World is Possible should
have been more ‘scholastic’ in its
analytical approach; but rather as a
criticism based on the conviction that
debates far too often confined to
academic circles contain insights that
should be extricated and put to use
in activist discussion. The analysis of
capitalist globalisation in Another
World is Possible could, in my view,
have done more to serve this
purpose.

Another World is Possible then
shifts its focus to the rebellions that
challenge capitalist globalisation. The
point of departure for McNally’s
analysis is a conception of democracy

as a form of political practice
grounded in the rebellions of the
poor in ancient Greece. Capitalism,
he argues, has dramatically diluted
democracy into a form of governance
that protects and sustains private
property, and globalisation takes this
dilution of democracy to new heights.
In this context, truly radical forms
of resistance seek ‘to build new forms
of popular power’ (p. 277). McNally
illustrates this with one of the many
panoramic sweeps of the empirical
terrain that are characteristic of the
book: struggles over land in India and
Latin America; water and gas wars
in Bolivia; twenty-first-century
socialism in Venezuela; social-
movement unionism in East Asia and
the USA—these are struggles that
share a commonality in bringing anti-
racism and feminism together with
class politics, thus clearing the
ground for a revitalised radical
democracy.

With such vibrant forms of
insurgent praxis abounding, McNally
argues, it is high time ‘to clarify the
meaning of authentic anti-capitalism’
(p. 337). The fulcrum of authentic
anticapitalism, in turn, is the
decommodification of human life
and the building of a socialism from
below that speaks ‘directly to the
forms of self-organisation that many
radical movements against
globalisation are devising today’ (p.
349). This agenda must be
championed through direct action,
mass mobilisation and participatory
democracy. Electoral politics is
expunged from the repertoire of
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anticapitalist politics, but as opposed
to John Holloway’s (2002) notion of
‘anti-power’, McNally argues for the
need to ‘remake and transform
power’ (p. 365) in a genuinely radical
and participatory mould. This does
not equate to an all-out rejection of
reformism, since McNally is quick to
add that most social movements
emerge around reformist demands,
and argues that the task of
anticapitalists is to support such
struggles while seeking to unite them
with revolutionary objectives.
Arguing for a mobilisational strategy
that eschews artificial divisions
between workplaces and
communities, McNally concludes his
analysis by emphasising the need for
long-term strategising—‘It is vital to
think about the struggle against
capitalism as the work of a lifetime’
(p. 391)—and the need to create
networks and spaces that allow
anticapitalists to develop
anticapitalist politics through a
sharing of specific experiences of
determinate struggles.

Again, McNally provides us with
an analysis that has many
commendable features: the
panorama of struggles he presents
certainly fuels the optimism of the
will, and his discussions of strategic
dilemmas and challenges are urgent
and ripe with relevance for activists.
However, I am not convinced that
what McNally presents us with holds
good with its own emphasis on the
need to develop an understanding of
anticapitalism through the
exploration of actual forms of

movement praxis. The reason for this
is that McNally opts for the extensive
rather than the intensive in his
exploration of movement practices:
he provides us with a sweeping survey
of different movements in different
contexts rather than an in-depth case
study. Inspiring though this is, it
elides important details and the devils
that inhere within them. For
example, it is a key argument for
McNally that whereas movements
emerge around essentially reformist
demands, they tend to develop
methods of struggle that negate the
permanence of extant social
structures by mobilising ‘the
collective self-activity of oppressed
people’ (p. 368). In making this
argument, McNally points briefly to
the Save the Narmada movement.
However, a close inspection of the
Narmada movement will reveal a
converse situation in which
essentially anti-systemic demands—
opposition to a form of development
intervention (a dam) that has been
crucial in transferring productive
resources to domestic and
transnational capitalists—have been
pursued through a strategy that, at
its base, was predicated on holding
the state accountable to
constitutional r ights and legal
provisions (Nilsen, forthcoming). It
is the failure of this strategy in the
face of class power that explains the
desperate circumstances in the
Narmada valley, which McNally
elaborates on elsewhere in the book;
but this crucial insight is lost in the
bird’s eye view he adopts in his
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investigation. In other words, the
analysis of resistance would have
gained much, I think, from having
substituted the ‘survey’ for an actual
in-depth investigation of a specific
case of movement practice; for
example, the forms of movement
unionism emerging in east Asia,
which seem particularly close to
McNally’s heart.

In sum, I have no problem in
acknowledging that Another World is
Possible does exactly what it says on
the tin—or, rather, exactly what it
says in Alfredo Saad-Filho’s back-
cover endorsement: it provides ‘an
engaging, brilliantly written and fully
up-to-date survey of everything that
is wrong about the current phase of
capitalist “globalisation”, and why
anti-capitalism is the answer’. Yet I
would still have liked to have seen
more engagement with other
analytical perspectives, a more fine-
grained and developed analysis of the
global political economy and, not
least, a more thoroughly empirically

grounded investigation of
anticapitalist resistance.
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Reviewed by Mario Novelli

Although neoliberal
globalisation—the current version
of global capitalism—is by far the
dominant form of globalisation, it
is not the only one. Parallel to it
and, to a great extent, as a
reaction to it, another
globalisation is emerging. It
consists of transnational networks
of alliances among social
movements, social struggles, and
non-governmental organisations.
From the four corners of the
globe, all these initiatives have
mobilised to fight against the
social exclusion, destruction of
the environment and bio-
diversity, unemployment, human
rights violations, pandemics, and
inter-ethnic hatreds, directly or
indirectly caused by neoliberal
globalisation. (Democratising
Democracy: xvii)

So begins the general introduction to
the five-volume and several-thousand
page-long work, Reinventing Social

Emancipation: Toward New Manifestos,
edited by the Portuguese sociologist
Boaventura de Sousa Santos
(Volumes IV and V have yet to be
published). As both the title and the
quote above suggest, the books seek
to contribute to the ongoing
analytical, theoretical and
epistemological debates surrounding
the possibility of the construction of
alternative forms of globalisation
based on social justice and solidarity,
and in doing so they contribute to
the ambitious task of the reinvention
of social theory. The books are the
product of a three-year research
project that ended in 2001 and
brought together sixty-one
researchers, most of them from four
‘semi-periphery’ countries
(Colombia, India, South Africa and
Brazil) and one ‘periphery’ country
(Mozambique). The project analysed
fifty-three initiatives divided into five
main themes which are covered in the
first three volumes: participatory
democracy (Vol. I); alternative
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production systems (Vol. II); new
labour internationalisms (Vol. II);
emancipatory multiculturalism,
cultural citizenship and justice (Vol.
III); and the defence of biodiversity
and the struggle for the recognition
of rival knowledges (Vol. III).

Before going on to review the
individual volumes, I would like to
briefly introduce the work of
Boaventura de Sousa Santos and then
present a synopsis of Volume I’s
general introduction to this research
project (pp. xvii–xxxiii). For those
who do not know him, Santos is a
social scientist and public intellectual
who traverses the academic/activist
divide, has strong links with a range
of grassroots social movements in the
‘South’, and has been at the heart of
the process of constructing the World
Social Forum. While less well known
in the anglophone world, he is widely
read and cited in Latin American and
Brazilian social science literature and
social movement circles, and his
transdisciplinary work engages with
pressing social and political questions
of legality, social structures,
institutions, utopias, social
movements and social change.
Central to Santos’s worldview is the
idea that the most innovative ideas
and practices are coming from both
outside the ‘North’ and outside
universities, and that it is there that
critical academics should be looking
for new ideas and insights with which
to reinvigorate social theory. In
relation to this, he uses the term
‘listening to the South’ as a metaphor
with which to refer to all those

population groups excluded from the
benefits of neoliberal globalisation,
regardless of their geographical
location. He argues that the conflict
between neoliberal and alternative
globalisations provides the territory
for the reconstruction of social
theory, which for him is nothing less
than the reconstruction of social
emancipation—hence the title of the
research project.

A central tenet of Santos’s
thinking is that ‘there can be no
global social justice without global
cognitive justice’—or in other words,
that progressive theory matters in the
struggle to build an alternative world.
In relation to this, Santos argues that
we are in a ‘paradigmatic transition’
in which we are ‘facing modern
problems to which there are no
modern solutions’—a situation in
which both the hegemonic paradigm
of ‘knowledge as regulation’ (think
social democracy) and its
counterpart ‘knowledge as
emancipation’ (think radical socialist
and communist projects) are both in
decline, so that the task of the critical
social scientist is to begin the process
of reinventing social science through
an engagement with those left out of
the benefits of neoliberal
globalisation.

In relation to this agenda, he
outlines six analytical orientations
that shaped the research. First, that
neoliberal globalisation’s
undermining of a wide range of social
and human rights has contributed to
the production of alternative
globalisations made up of networks
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of transnational social movements
emerging from the bottom up.
Second, that in the coming decades
the tensions between these two forms
of globalisation will set the political
agenda at a wide range of
geographical scales, and that this
conflict will be most intense in those
countries which are at an
intermediate level of development
between the core and periphery of
the world system. Third, that these
tensions are likely to be most intense
in the following areas: participatory
democracy; alternative production
systems; new labour
internationalisms; emancipatory
multiculturalism, cultural citizenship
and justice; and the defence of
biodiversity and the struggle for the
recognition of rival knowledges.
Fourth, that because of the dominant
power of the North, the social
sciences tend to be North-centred
and are thus inadequate to provide a
good analysis of the South. He argues
that intellectual communities in the
semi-periphery are likely to be a
much more fertile ground for such
analyses, which can then enrich the
broader social sciences. Fifth, he
suggests that the social sciences have
become too involved in sterile
discussions over structure and
agency, or the tension between
macro- and micro-analysis, and that
the focus should switch to the
distinction between conformist and
rebellious action and the power
relations therein. Finally, he argues
that scientific knowledge needs to be
brought into contact with non-

scientific knowledges, local
community leaders and intellectuals
within social movements.

Clearly, this is no ordinary
research project, but instead one that
seeks to contribute to the
reconstruction of a new ‘critical’
theory from and of this metaphorical
‘South’, rooted in these alternative
knowledges, histories and
experiences. It is also no coincidence
that the volumes contain a plurality
of voices and a range of political
positions, since Santos’s aim is not
to provide a unitary position but
instead to begin the construction of
a process that draws together hidden
histories, alternative knowledges and
wide-ranging social movement
experiences in order to explore the
potential of developing ‘new
manifestos’ for social emancipation
that might link together the diverse
struggles that are underway. It is a
call for a return to the linking of
theory with practice, and for the
building from the bottom-up of new
theoretical concepts and tools that
might be of use to the popular
resistance processes emerging in the
South. In this sense, the process of
the research project as well as its
product are equally important in that
they seek to strengthen links between
critical theorists, intellectuals and
activists in the South, providing the
possibility of the exchange of
information and experience.

The overarching presence of
Santos’s thinking contrasted with
that of the wide variety of
contributors makes reviewing these
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volumes no easy task. There is no
single perspective, and yet there is a
sense of a Santos-led position that is
present in the introductory chapters
and casts its shadow across many of
the individual chapters. While
recognising that plurality of voices, I
will comment briefly on some of
Santos’s arguments throughout this
review and in the conclusion.

Having provided an overview of
the research project, I will now
provide a brief synopsis of each
volume before offering some
concluding thoughts. Each volume
begins with a substantive
introductory chapter that presents a
critical overview of the major
theme(s) covered and a number of
‘theses’ (co-written by Santos and
one or two other authors), followed
by case studies and a final critical
discussion on the contents of each
volume. The structure allows for the
recycling of reflections on the key
themes, and provides a sense of a
more collective production process
than is normally discernible in edited
collections. This process will no
doubt be further strengthened by
Volume V, which will be an entirely
Santos-authored volume reflecting
on the findings and issues of the
whole project.

Volume I: Democratising
Democracy: Beyond the Liberal
Democratic Canon
In the introduction, ‘Opening up the
canon of democracy’, Santos and
Avritzer trace the twists and turns of
the ‘hegemonic’ debate over

democracy in the twentieth century,
exploring its desirability, its
compatibility with capitalism, its
redistributive potential, its form and
its content. In doing so, they try to
understand the process whereby a
phenomenon that represented ‘a
revolutionary aspiration’ in the
nineteenth century ultimately
became a universally adopted (but
empty of content) reality in the
twentieth century. The chapter also
explores ‘non-hegemonic’ debates,
particularly in relation to
democratisation in Latin America,
the relationship between democratic
transitions and the anti-colonial
movements that led them, and the
aspirations and obstacles to more
participatory forms of democracy.
The authors also explore the tensions
between representative and
participatory democracy,
highlighting the different scales and
sectors within which democratic
processes can take place, and their
articulations and interrelationships.
They conclude with six ‘theses’: first,
that the struggle for democracy today
is the struggle to democratise
democracy. Second, that democratic
diversity must be preserved,
expanded and enriched. Third, that
representative democracy has
become ‘low-intensity’. Fourth, that
the deepening of democracy
necessitates new complementarities
between representative and
participatory democracy. Fifth, that
the strengthening of counter-
hegemonic democracy requires new
articulations between the local and
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the global in order to sustain the
initiatives; and finally, that the
dangers of co-optation are ever
present and that there is therefore a
need for continued vigilance within
initiatives aimed at democratising
democracy.

Part 1, ‘Social movements and
democratic aspirations’, is comprised
of three chapters that explore the
potentialities and obstacles to forms
of participatory democracy in India,
South Africa and Colombia. The first
chapter explores democratic
initiatives by Indian social
movements with roots in the anti-
colonial movement, and which are
loosely inspired by Ghandian
concepts of swaraj (self-governance);
swadeshi (community control over
resources) and gram swaraj (the
village republic). Examples range
from local forms of empowerment
for community management to
provincial and national campaigns
that are emerging to challenge ‘anti-
people projects and policies’, and
local/global campaigns that feed into
broader transnational movements.
Chapter 2 reflects on South Africa’s
post-apartheid transition to
democracy, and the role of trade
unions and social movements in
developing strong traditions of
participatory democracy. It
highlights the way those participatory
traditions have been undermined in
the post-apartheid era due to the ANC

government’s prioritisation of
representative democracy and
neoliberal policies. Chapter 3 shifts
the focus to the potentially

emancipatory role the Constitutional
Court can play in a conflict-ridden
and highly unequal country such as
Colombia. While demonstrating the
law’s potential in emancipatory
processes, the authors caution
against generalisation, highlighting
the precarious situation of the court
in Colombia and the risks that it
faces.

Part 2, ‘Women’s struggles for
democracy’, explores the strategies
and experiences of women’s
organisations in South Africa and
Mozambique. Chapter 4 examines
the role of women activists both in
struggling against apartheid and for
women’s rights during the apartheid
era, and notes the lack of change in
the post-apartheid era and the
ongoing strengthening of a black elite
intent on pushing through neoliberal
policies. The end result is that
opportunities in South Africa
continue to be structured through
colour, class and gender lines, while
the organisations developed to
defend these interests have become
fragmented or co-opted. Chapter 5

explores women’s participation in
Mozambiquan political life. Its
author reveals how the increased
participation of women in political
life has failed to substantially dent the
sexual discrimination prevalent in the
country, and how it may
inadvertently be contributing to its
continuation. Chapter 6 explores
tensions between class and gender
within the trade union movement in
Mozambique, highlighting the
different ways in which ongoing
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discrimination continues, and the
strategies and practices that women
activists have developed in order to
address this.

Part 3, ‘Struggling for democracy
in a scenario of civil war and
fragmented despotisms: The case of
Colombia’ highlights different
aspects of the very difficult
conditions under which potential
emancipatory projects take place.
Chapter 7 explores the pactist
tradition in Colombia through the
case studies of deals made with urban
militias in Medellín, and with
emerald miners in Boyaca. Both
cases highlight the contradictory
impacts of local political pacts aimed
at reducing violence. Chapter 8

explores the story of the cocaleros
(coca farmers) in Putumayo,
Colombia, and their struggles to
defend their livelihood and for a form
of citizenship recognition that
separates them from both drug
dealers and the armed guerillas.
Chapter 9 explores the experience of
the Urabá banana workers’ union
and its success in coming to an
agreement with state and para-state
forces, which, according to the
author, allowed them to assert
themselves as ‘citizens’ rather than as
‘victims’.

Part 4, ‘Participatory democracy
in action’, begins with a chapter
exploring the ‘peace community’ of
San José de Apartadó, which in the
midst of the Colombian civil war has
managed to assert and hold onto a
sense of local autonomy from the
warring factions, and has developed

a range of innovative forms of
community democracy and
management. Despite these
successes, the author notes the
ongoing fragility of the situation, and
the violence wrought on the
community and its leaders and
activists. Chapter 11 presents a
detailed and critical analysis of Porto
Alegre’s experience of participatory
budgeting, highlighting the complex
links between social movements,
community groupings and local and
municipal government. The chapter
that follows also deals with
participatory budgeting, but this time
compares the experiences of Porto
Alegre with those of Belo Horizonte.
The author highlights the way in
which the demands for
administrative efficiency have
successfully matched the need for
participatory processes in the
delivery and management of public
goods. Chapter 13 explores the
experience of participatory
democracy in Kerala, India. The
authors highlight how, under the
leadership of the Communist Party
of India (Marxist), a wide range of
civic and social movements has been
included effectively in the political
process. Finally, the book concludes
with some critical reflections by Emir
Sader on the issues that emerged in
the volume.

Volume II: Another Production is
Possible: Beyond the Capitalist
Canon
The introduction to Volume II,
‘Expanding the economic canon and
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searching for alternatives to
neoliberal globalisation’, is divided
into three sections. The first section
explores the debates around the
possibilities of alternative production
projects, linking them to
transnational political mobilisation
and particularly to labour
internationalism. The second section
focuses on alternative production
systems, and reviews the literature on
cooperatives, alternative
development and ecological
alternatives to development,
highlighting both the links and the
tensions within and between the
literature and the projects. Section
three summarises some key points
from the case studies, and then
concludes with several generalised
theses.

These are, first, that ‘production
alternatives are not only economic’
but link together social, activist,
cultural and political dimensions;
and second, that ‘collaboration and
mutual support networks of
cooperatives, unions, NGOs, state
agencies and social movement
organisations are key to the success
of production alternatives’. Central
to this argument is the idea that
alternative production systems need
to be nurtured and linked,
particularly to social movements, if
they are to avoid co-option or
dissolution. Third, ‘struggles for
alternative production and new
forms of labor solidarity should be
promoted both inside and outside the
state’. This refers, albeit with caution,
to the need to understand the

complexity of particular states and
the potential to assist in alternative
production projects by fighting both
outside and inside the state. Fourth,
that ‘initiatives on alternative
economic organisation and labor
solidarity have to operate
simultaneously at different scales’,
rather then just focusing on the ‘local’
scale. Fifth, that ‘the deepening of
participatory democracy and the
advance of economic democracy are
two sides of the same coin’. This, they
argue, is central if alternative
production movements are to avoid
apathy and the reemergence of
hierarchies. Sixth, there ‘is a strong
connection between new struggles
for alternative production and labor
solidarity and struggles against
patriarchy’. Seventh, the ‘success or
failure of economic alternatives and
transnational labour solidarity should
be judged using gradualist and
inclusive criteria’, and projects
should not be dismissed because they
do not immediately present a radical
break from capitalism. Finally, that
‘production alternatives and new
forms of cross-border labour
mobilisation should seek synergy-
based relationships with alternatives
in other spheres of the economy’ such
as those of commerce, investment,
immigration, taxation etc., in order
to build more coherent alternatives.

The volume is then divided into
four parts. Part 1, ‘Towards an
economy of solidarity’, explores non-
capitalist forms of production.
Chapter 1 explores the reemergence
and preponderance of the solidary
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economy in Brazil in the 1990s, and
raises questions relating to whether
this is symbolic of a new form of
socialism emerging in Brazil, or
merely a survival response to the
exclusionary nature of contemporary
capitalism. Chapter 2 explores
cooperatives working in garbage
collection and recycling in Colombia.
The author highlights the real
material gains made in the process
by poor marginalised workers, but
also emphasises the increasing
encroachment of private interests
into the potentially profitable market.
Chapter 3 explores the emancipatory
potential of cooperatives in India by
comparing two cases in detail, and
highlighting the factors that
contributed to the success of these
initiatives. Chapter 4 explores the
case of the Maputo General Union
of Agro-Pastoral Cooperatives
(Maputo-UGC), a Mozambique-
based peasant women’s organisation,
highlighting the history of the
movement from post-independence
to the present neoliberal
environment, and demonstrating the
movement’s effectiveness in
combining economic and social
processes that contributed to real
changes in women’s lives.

Part 2 addresses the land question.
Chapter 5 explores the effect of the
community property associations
that emerged in post-apartheid
South Africa as part of agrarian
reform processes, and highlights the
potential of new forms of collective
land ownership. Chapters 6, 7 and 8
are all focused on the Landless Rural

Workers’ Movement (MST) in Brazil.
The first highlights the historical
trajectory of the MST and focuses in
particular on its political prominence
during the 1990s. The author argues
that the movement is heavily
authoritarian and non-democratic,
which holds back its potentially
emancipatory nature. Chapter 7

represents a response to the previous
chapter’s critique, and argues that the
MST’s different forms of organisation
and action represent the key to its
success. Chapter 8 analyses a specific
MST action in the municipality of Rio
Bonito, where a new city was
founded, in more detail.

Part 3 ‘New labor
internationalism’, begins with a
review of some of the key issues
facing workers in the new
millennium. Chapter 10 offers an
analysis of the Southern Initiative on
Globalisation and Trade Union
Rights (SIGTUR), a network of rank-
and-file trade unions that reflects
some of the core elements of the new
social movement unionism emerging
in parts of the global South. Chapter
11 explores the history of the
Brazilian labour movement and its
cycles of development. The author
argues that worker activity in the
major multinational corporations
represents a key aspect of the future
of trade unionism. Chapter 12

explores the struggle of Brazilian
workers in the metal industry to gain
a collective national contract.
Chapter 13 recounts the experience
of the fishworkers’ movement in
Kerala, India, highlighting its
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struggle to challenge over-fishing by
corporations and to develop unity
amongst a range of diverse interest
groups. The authors emphasise the
need for such struggles to be
articulated with other social
movements, and to operate on a
range of geographical scales.

Part 4 then offers a review of the
book’s two main areas of focus. In
Chapter 14, Aníbal Quijano provides
an impressive overview of the last 150

years’ attempts to develop alternative
production systems, and raises issues
surrounding the possibilities of a
truly alternative economy. In Chapter
15, Peter Waterman reflects on the
possibilities of overcoming the
hierarchical and orthodox
international trade union movement
and moving towards new forms of
internationalism adequate to the task
of confronting neoliberal
globalisation.

Volume III: Another Knowledge
is Possible: Beyond Northern
Epistemologies
The introduction to the third
volume, which is entitled ‘Opening
up the canon of knowledge and
recognition of difference’, explores
debates on multiculturalism, cultural
citizenship and the relationship
between science and alternative
knowledges. The core argument of
the book—and a central aspect of
Santos’s ongoing work—is the
assertion that there can be no global
social justice without global cognitive
justice, and this requires unpacking
the way Western ‘scientific’

knowledge became hegemonic and
the way, simultaneously, non-
Western knowledges became
undermined, delegitimised and made
invisible. It is not an argument for
dismissing the potential utility of
Western knowledge and Western
epistemologies, but a call for the
recognition that imperialism,
colonialism and neo-colonialism had
an epistemological mission running
alongside the military and financial
missions which is less well
scrutinised, and less resisted. The
authors stress the need to engage in
a critical interrogation of Western
scientific hegemony, and the need for
the rediscovery, through a ‘sociology
of absences’, of hidden indigenous
and localised knowledges. They argue
that imperialist genocide was
accompanied by ‘a form of
epistemicide’. In this spirit, they call
for a process of what they call
‘translation’, whereby different
arguments, knowledges and
perspectives can come into contact
with one another in a process that can
lead to new forms of ‘emancipatory
knowledge’.

The introduction also reviews the
literature on multiculturalism,
highlighting both conservative and
progressive critiques of the concept.
The authors challenge the notion of
relativism and again argue instead for
processes of ‘translation’. Central to
the debate over the development of
more critical forms of
multiculturalism is the balance
between redistribution and
recognition; between struggling for
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the right to be equal, and protecting
the right to be different. The authors
conclude the section by arguing for
the defence of equality whenever
difference generates inferiority, and
vice versa. Furthermore, they argue
that via a process of translation, the
mutual intelligibility of struggles can
lead to alliances on a range of scales,
which can strengthen local claim-
making and work towards the
production of new forms of
transnational sociability. The
introduction concludes with nine
theses:

1) That different human
communities produce alternative
ways of viewing and dividing up the
world that cannot be reduced to
Eurocentric notions of universal
validity;

2) That different forms of
oppression generate different forms
of resistance and distinct notions of
the meanings of justice and dignity.
Their articulation necessitates
processes of intercultural translation
which can contribute to counter-
hegemonic globalisation;

3) That emancipatory politics
plays itself out through tensions
between equality and difference,
between the need for both
redistribution and recognition;

4) That epistemic diversity is
potentially infinite;

5) That knowledges operate as
constellations, and that ‘the relativity
of knowledges is not synonymous
with relativism’;

6) That the epistemological
privilege of modern science cannot

be explained in purely
epistemological terms, and needs to
be understood as a form of
‘particularism’ that has had the
power to define all other knowledges
as ‘local’. Global cognitive justice
necessitates a shift from a
monoculture of knowledge towards
an ecology of knowledges;

7) That the decolonisation of
science is based on the need to
confront the monoculture of
scientific knowledge through the
identification of other knowledges;

8) That ‘the recognition of the
diversity and plurality of knowledges
requires the internal democratisation
of science itself ’; and

9) That the shift from a
monoculture of knowledge to an
ecology of knowledges will facilitate
the replacement of knowledge as
regulation with knowledge as
emancipation.

Volume III is then divided into five
parts. Part 1, ‘Multicultural
citizenship and human rights’, offers
five case studies. Chapter 1 explores
issues related to the tensions between
Western, Hindu and Islamic
interpretations of human rights, and
argues for a process of ‘translation’
whereby new forms of intercultural
rights can be developed and
nurtured. Chapter 2 explores the
complex relations between NGOs and
the state in India, highlighting the
multiplicity of relationships. Chapter
3 reflects on the complex experience
of indigenous resistance in Brazil,
highlighting the central role of
territoriality in the struggle of Brazil’s
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indigenous peoples, and the
importance of the legacy of
colonialism. Chapter 4 explores the
case of Brazil’s indigenous
populations in the Amazon region,
examining in particular the clash
between these groups and the state
over land demarcation. The author
highlights the contested nature of the
way the issue is framed and
understood by indigenous peoples
and by the state and its agents,
respectively. Chapter 5 explores the
case of the U’wa people’s struggle
against Occidental Petroleum’s
encroachment on its ancestral lands
in Colombia. The chapter highlights
the U’wa’s effectiveness in raising the
prominence of the issue both
nationally and internationally by
linking up to global solidarity
networks.

Part 2, ‘The world’s local
knowledges’, explores the
epistemological debates over the
internal plurality of modern science
and the relationships between
scientific knowledge and other forms
of knowledge. Chapter 6 explores the
‘cybernetic turn’ that has
transformed the relationship between
capital and science and technology,
and which threatens to commodify
the entire world. The authors draw
specifically on Brazilian debates over
access to biodiversity and associated
traditional knowledges. Chapter 7

analyses the conflict in India between
state-dominated conceptions of
progress as being represented by
modern science and technology, and
grassroots movements that seek to

defend the epistemological variety of
the country. Chapter 8 explores the
differences between scientific and
traditional peasant knowledges with
regard to dealing with ‘natural
calamities’ such as droughts, flood
and cyclones in Mozambique. The
author highlights the benefits of the
mutual recognition and cooperation
of both types of knowledge in dealing
with these calamities.

Part 3 ‘From biodiversity to rival
knowledges’ further develops the
issue of conflicts between scientific
and traditional knowledges,
particularly in the light of the
biotechnological revolution. Chapter
9 questions the possibility of
traditional knowledges relating to
biological diversity being defended in
the face of transnational
corporations’ use of intellectual
property rights (IPRs), designed and
written to defend their interests.
Chapter 10 argues that patents and
IPRs are threatening to appropriate
biodiversity and indigenous systems
of knowledge that are the basis for
the livelihoods of millions of people
in India. The author also explores the
impact of more than a decade of local
struggles against ‘biopiracy’ by
India’s grassroots social movements,
which seek both control over
knowledge and access to basic needs.
Chapter 11 reviews the experience of
black and indigenous movements in
Colombia’s Pacific region as they
attempt to defend their land from
state-supported multinationals
seeking to appropriate the region’s
rich natural resources. Central to
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these struggles is the defence of
traditional cultures and ways of life,
which is closely linked to their
relationship with the land.

Part 4, ‘The resistance of the
subaltern: The case of medicine’,
begins with a chapter exploring the
marginalisation of traditional
medicine in South Africa. The author
highlights the convergence of
interests between state institutions,
missionaries and medical and
pharmaceutical institutions in the
elimination of competition from
traditional practices. Chapter 13

analyses the relationship between
biomedicine and traditional
medicine in Africa, arguing that
rather than its being a relic of the
past, traditional medicine represents
an alternative modernity that
continues to attract patients from
both urban and rural areas.

Part 5 concludes with two
commentaries. The first reflects on
the topic of human rights. The author
stresses the difficulties and tensions
between universal human rights and
the recognition of cultural and ethnic
differences, and cautions against the
relativism that could provide a haven
for gross human rights violations,
justified in the name of cultural
specificity. Chapter 15 explores the
roots of epistemological tensions
between North and South, focusing
specifically on current conflicts over
biodiversity and IPRs. The author
argues for a global regime of
community rights to counter the
growing imposition of IPRs that reflect
the interests of Northern-based

corporations.
Having provided a synopsis of the

core arguments of its respective
introductions and a brief insight into
individual chapters, I want to turn
now to a broad and critical evaluation
of the overall work. First, as a
reference point for those interested
in theoretically informed case studies
of the multiplicity of struggles taking
place across the countries in
question, these volumes are a must.
Second, despite the huge volume of
content here, the majority of the
chapters are well written and easy to
read, which is a tribute to the writers,
editors and the many translators
involved in the process. Third, and
as might be expected, it provides a
vast amount of theoretical food for
thought, and the general
introduction, the volume
introductions and the critical
commentaries that end each volume
help to frame and group the major
issues. In a similar manner, the
concluding ‘theses’ in each volume’s
introduction also help to marshal the
arguments, and provide a useful
starting point for discussions around
the respective areas. Fourth, and in
line with Santos’s broader
understanding of the role of the
contemporary intellectual, one gets
the sense that the three volumes are
not prescriptive, but that they seek
to become part of the broader
process of the ‘translation’ of
struggles.

However, while there is no ‘one
voice’ across these volumes, the
general introduction and the
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individual volume introductions do
provide us with a sense of an overall
political position, albeit fairly open-
ended, which needs to be
interrogated. First, while Santos
refers to the ‘South’ metaphorically,
meaning those left out of the benefits
of neoliberal globalisation, there is a
sense that it is also a geographical
reference point. This implies two
major weaknesses in the overall
argument: first, it has the tendency
to reify the South as victim of the
‘North’ without adequately
theorising the complex class relations
driving the multifarious capitalist
projects that come under scrutiny in
the volume. This reflects a broader
absence in Santos’s work, which is a
lack of systematic engagement with
the dynamics of contemporary global
capitalism and the complexities of
national class formation and imperial
relationships. Second and as a result,
there is a danger of repeating the
failure of dependency theory and
world systems analysis to adequately
deal with South-based class
dynamics and agency. The assertion
that it is in the ‘semi-periphery’ that
the tensions of global capitalism can
be most felt is also open to critique,
particularly in relation to the vast
differences between ‘semi-periphery’
countries. Overall, there is also a
sense that the chapters are a product
of a particular time, which, if not
entirely gone, has altered
significantly. The project ended in
2001, just as the fallout from 9/11 was
shaking the optimistic foundations of
the World Social Forum process.

With the imperial wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq following in
quick succession, issues around
imperialism, nationalism and armed
resistance have returned to the fore.
Similarly, the issue of religion and
particularly the widening cleavages
between Christianity and Islam
(whether real or constructed) have
transformed many of the debates that
were going on prior to 9/11. On a
slightly different note, the
consolidation of Chavez’s Bolivarian
revolution in Venezuela, and the
growing electoral success of anti-
neoliberal movements in many parts
of the region have also refocused
leftwing debates away from ‘social
movements’ and ‘grassroots
resistance’, and increasingly towards
the taking of state power. In this
sense, the Venezuelan process has
brought the state, as a key terrain of
power, back into perspective, and
challenged much of the ‘end of the
state’ rhetoric that circulated during
the period. It has also highlighted the
power of states such as Venezuela and
Bolivia to renegotiate contracts with
major multinationals and slow the
tide of neoliberalism in the region.
In light of these processes, one can
read the volumes as underestimating
the influence of religion, states, and
military power (particularly the US)
in the questions raised across the
volumes.

Despite these issues, the three
volumes represent a valuable resource
for debate and reflection that can
enrich intellectual and activist
thinking in both ‘North’ and ‘South’
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on the possibilities of challenging
hegemonic neoliberal globalisation,
and they are a must for those of us
seeking fresh insights into new
possibilities and strategies for
struggle. The information contained
in these volumes and in the ‘theses’
presented on particular issues might
provide an interesting foundation for
short courses for trade union and
social movement leaders, and for
activists seeking to broaden their
repertoires for collective action and
their knowledge of the strategies and

tactics of the agents of hegemonic
neoliberal globalisation and their foes.

As to whether the volumes
contribute to the reconstruction of
social theory, that is a bigger and
more debatable question. What is
clear is that there is much to be
learned from the wide range of
struggles examined in these books,
and I look forward to the publication
of Volume V, when Santos’s own
analysis of the overall research
findings can, in turn, be critically
analysed.

Mike Davis

City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles
(new edition)
Verso, 2006, 462 pp.

ISBN: 1-84467-568-8 (pbk) £10.99

Reviewed by Edward Rooksby

First published in 1990, Mike Davis’s
City of Quartz is now firmly
established as something of a modern
classic in the field of urban sociology,
and is widely regarded as being the
defining social history of Los
Angeles. Davis’s account of Los
Angeles frequently conjures up a
sense of ominous foreboding—a dark
vision of a city on the verge of some
apocalyptic explosion. Only a few
months after the publication of City
of Quartz, of course, the city did
indeed explode with the riots that
followed the acquittal of Rodney

King’s LAPD assailants. As Davis
suggests in the preface to the 2006

edition, it was in large part the
outbreak of these r iots which
determined the fate of his book—
propelling its ascent to the status it
now enjoys. The outburst of fury on
the streets of Los Angeles seemed to
vindicate Davis’s analysis, and to
confer on City of Quartz something
approaching prophetic status.

Davis describes City of Quartz as
‘the biography of a conjoncture: one
of those moments, ripe with paradox
and non-linearity, when previously
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separate currents of history suddenly
converge with profoundly
unpredictable results’ (p. vi). It
presents, then, in part, a snapshot of
Los Angeles at a point in its history
in which various long-accumulated
social, political and economic
tensions were starting to intertwine
and come to a head. Despite its
rootedness in this particular
conjuncture, however, it is clear that
the book’s analysis remains, in many
ways, just as relevant today as it was
in the early 1990s. In the 2006

preface, Davis identifies some of the
most significant structural trends and
social changes in the years since
1990, and suggests that Los Angeles
‘remains vulnerable to the same
explosive convergence of street anger,
poverty, environmental crisis, and
capital flight that made the early
1990s its worst crisis period since the
early Depression’ (p. ix). Los Angeles
today, then, is still the dark, unstable
place it was in 1990.

So to the substance of the book.
City of Quartz begins with a view of
Los Angeles ‘from the ruins of its
alternative future’ (p. 3): the long-
abandoned socialist commune of
Llano del Rio. Here, Davis
introduces one of the dominant
themes of his narrative: the idea that
Los Angeles has embodied (at least
partially) a series of different utopian
dreams. It is a place that is
continually reinvented, re-imagined
and repackaged. In Chapter 1, this
idea is further developed. Los
Angeles, Davis suggests, is a city that
is perhaps more than any other

envisioned—mediated and
interpreted through myriad (often
conflicting) mythologies. Davis
deconstructs and dissects many of
these ersatz histories and
interpretative epistemologies, from
the romantic legends constructed by
nineteenth-century real-estate
developers to the dark, ‘anti-myth’
visions of the city created by ‘noir’
film-makers and anti-fascist
European exiles.

In the second chapter, Davis turns
to trace the historical lineages of elite
power in Los Angeles. As Davis
documents, Los Angeles began its
ascent to world city status under the
tutelage of an authoritarian ‘White,
Anglo-Saxon, Protestant’ (WASP)
ruling-class elite. By the 1940s,
however, elite power in Los Angeles
had become increasingly bifurcated
as the Anglo ancien régime (gathered
together in the city’s Downtown
area) faced a growing challenge from
an alliance of non-WASP bourgeois
fractions centred in the Westside
district. A further (and still ongoing)
shift in the power structures of Los
Angeles started to emerge in the late-
twentieth century with the increasing
internationalisation of the city’s
economy.

Chapter 3 focuses on the struggles
of Los Angeles’s white middle-class
homeowners in defence of their
privileges and property values. Davis
traces the genealogy of the
(sometimes militant) ‘slow-growth
movement’ that sprang up in the
1980s among the city’s affluent
homeowners to resist the
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encroachment of high-density
residential development into their
particular suburban enclaves. One of
the major social consequences of this
movement’s political success, Davis
demonstrates, was to reinforce racial
segregation and class inequalities in
the city.

For me, Chapter 4 is the most
impressive. It is in this chapter on the
privatisation of public space and the
‘militarisation’ of architectural design
in Los Angeles that Davis’s narrative
is at its most powerfully indignant.
Soaring inequality and the
persistence and continual
reinforcement of class and racial
segregation, Davis shows, has been
accompanied by a growing trend
towards the embedding of relations
of security, surveillance and
repression into the city’s material
fabric. The gated communities of Los
Angeles’s affluent inhabitants are
patrolled by armed private police
forces and protected by electronic
surveillance systems, while some
‘low-rent’ inner-city
neighbourhoods, Davis informs us,
have found themselves sealed off
behind police barricades as part of
the city’s ‘war on drugs’. Shopping
malls modelled on Bentham’s
panopticon prison design have
sprung up in poor areas, complete
with central observatory towers and
on-site LAPD substations. It is,
however, in Downtown LA, Davis
suggests, that the tendency towards
the merging of ‘urban design,
architecture and the police apparatus
into a single, comprehensive security

effort’ (p. 224) has gone furthest. The
redevelopment of Downtown has
produced, for Davis, a ‘corporate
citadel’ that incorporates oppressive,
fortress-like architectural designs and
is deliberately separated off from the
poor neighbourhoods that surround
it. Public space within this fortified
redoubt of the rich has been entirely
‘sequestered within subterranean
concourses … [and] privatised malls’
(p. 229), where pedestrian circulation
and social interaction can be closely
monitored and from which, indeed,
non-middle-class citizens and other
‘undesirables’ can be excluded.

The next chapter focuses on the
rise of gang culture and crack dealing/
consumption in the ghettos of South
Central Los Angeles, and the
extremely heavy-handed tactics that
the city authorities have employed to
combat it. Davis points to the poverty
and high unemployment rates
prevalent amongst black youth in
order to explain the emergence of
street gangs and the rapid
proliferation of crack. He offers a
compelling account of the role played
by the internationalisation of the
city’s economy in all of this: the
increasing penetration of Asian
imports, Davis shows, led to the
closure of many inner-city factories
on which black neighbourhoods were
reliant for employment. So the
concurrent explosion in the crack
trade was closely related to
developing economic globalisation.
Crack-dealing gangs, Davis points
out, have simply ‘insert[ed]
themselves into a leading circuit of
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international trade’. By linking up
with the Colombian-based Medellín
drugs cartel, these street gangs have
‘discovered a vocation for the ghetto
in L.A.’s new “world city” economy’
(p. 309).

Following the gloom of the
previous chapters, Chapter 6 offers
some grounds for optimism with
regard to the city’s future. Here,
Davis describes the campaigning
work of Father Luis Olivares and his
supporters. Inspired by liberation
theology, Olivares led mass struggles
amongst Latino Catholics to improve
the lives of the city’s poor and to
defend undocumented immigrants.
Though Olivares was eventually out-
manoeuvred and defeated by the
church’s conservative leaders, his
example still provides, for the author,
a beacon of hope. Davis clearly
believes that the potential remains for
the forging of a radical mass
movement of Los Angeles’s Latino
poor, welded together by liberation
theology ideology.

City of Quartz concludes with a
detailed history of Fontana, a
working-class town sixty miles east
of Los Angeles. For Davis, the history
of Fontana neatly epitomises the
history of Southern California.
Fontana started out as an agrarian
utopia of small model farms
marketed to would-be rural escapists
in the early twentieth century. Yet it
was transformed into a major
steelworks town by a New Deal-era
tycoon before reinventing itself once
more in the 1980s, this time as a
booming commuter town and real-

estate developers’ heaven. Fontana,
for Davis, represents ‘both junkyard
and utopia for successive tropes of a
changing California dream’ (p. 376).
Each incarnation of this dream
became obliterated and buried by the
developers’ bulldozers just as
abruptly as it had been conjured up
out of nothing.

The Los Angeles Davis lays bare
over the pages of this book then, is,
as the title perhaps suggests, a cold,
hard and inhuman place beneath its
glittering surfaces. The narrative of
City of Quartz is not entirely devoid
of a sense of hope but the
overwhelming tone is one of
pessimism—one gets the impression
that the poorer residents of the city
have been enveloped and trapped by
some slowly unfolding social
catastrophe. Strangely enough,
however, the book is often quite
exhilarating to read—an effect
generated in great part by Davis’s
vivid, often lyr ical prose and
sweeping, fast-paced narrative
thrust. Davis has a talent for the
production of poetic and haunting
images, and the pages of City of
Quartz are scattered with them. In
places, however, I felt a little
overwhelmed by the relentless
barrage of historical detail Davis
flings at the reader. This was
especially the case in Chapters 3 and
7, both of which, I felt, were rather
hard going at times. Overall, the
book feels fragmented, too. It is not
clear how some of the chapters relate
to each other, and most do not seem
to follow on smoothly from the
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preceding ones. In addition, Davis’s
choice of focus in many chapters
seems a little arbitrary; he offers no
rationale for his selection. One is left
wondering why, exactly, he chose
certain subjects and omitted others.
All of these criticisms, however, are
relatively minor ones. City of Quartz

is a fascinating work of politically
committed urban sociology that
dissects with great style and panache
the history of a city at the heart of
the American dream. I strongly
recommend that those readers of
Capital & Class who have not already
read City of Quartz, do so.

Mike Davis

Planet of Slums
Verso, 2006, 228 pp.

ISBN: 1-84467-022-8 (hbk) £15.99

ISBN: 1-84467-160-7 (pbk) £8.99

Reviewed by Adam David Morton

‘The vast shanty towns of Latin
America (favelas, barrios, ranchos)’,
argues Henri Lefebvre (1990: 373–
4), ‘manifest a social life far more
intense than the bourgeois districts
of the cities. This social life is
transposed onto the level of urban
morphology, but it only survives
inasmuch as it fights in self-defence
and goes on the attack in the course
of class struggle in its modern forms.
Their poverty notwithstanding, these
districts sometimes so effectively
order their space—houses, walls,
public spaces—as to elicit a nervous
admiration.’ It is, perhaps, with a
similar sense of such nervous
admiration that in Planet of Slums,
Mike Davis has turned his attention
to the spatial explosions evident in
the growth of slums that mark late-

twentieth-century capitalism in the
Third World. At the same time, he
also advances an excoriating critique
of the neoliberal inequalities at the
heart of urbanism in the Third World
to reveal the burdens of
underdevelopment and
industrialisation carried by the urban
poor. The result is a compelling and
disturbing read.

The book has its origins in an
article with the same title that Davis
wrote for New Left Review in 2004.
This earlier article sketched the
parameters of the future history of
mega-cities in the Third World,
outlining the conditions of urbanism
faced by an informal proletariat in
cities that will account for all future
world population growth, which is
expected to peak at about 10 billion
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in 2050. Indeed, the majority of the
world’s poor will be living in urban
slums by 2035. By 2025, the
populations of these mega-cities will
likely surpass Mexico City’s current
22 million inhabitants, and include
Jakarta with a projected 24.9 million,
Dhaka (25 million), Karachi (26.5
million), and Mumbai (33 million),
while second-tier cities such as
Tijuana, Curitiba, Temuco, Salvador
and Belém will see the fastest growth
(Davis, 2004: 5, 7, 17). The book
Planet of Slums picks up the agenda
of this analysis by focusing in detail
on the recent report of the United
Nations Human Settlements
Programme (UN-Habitat), entitled
The Challenge of the Slums: Global
Repor t on Human Settlements
(2003), while offering more detail on
various ‘case histories’ of urbanism
in the Third World. As a result, it
contains discussion on issues of slum
ecology, the urban sanitation crisis,
problems of sustainable urbanism,
and the role of the informal working
class in Third World cities, all set
against a backdrop of neoliberalism
and especially of the IMF structural
adjustment programmes (SAPs) that
have literally ‘SAPped’ the prospects
of betterment from the
underprivileged majority through
debt restructuring, devaluation,
privatisation, the removal of food
subsidies, the downsizing of the
public sector, and the withdrawal of
health and education support.

Amidst these factors, some of the
most compelling analysis in Planet of
Slums is in its chapters on the role of

the postcolonial state in shaping
struggles over urban space in the
Third World (‘The treason of the
state’, Chapter 3), and the adoption
of racial zoning and the defence of
privileged spaces that are linked back
to the colonial period (‘Haussmann
in the tropics’, Chapter 5). Davis
refers to the ‘broken promises of state
formation’, describing how the
postcolonial state ‘comprehensively
betrayed its original promises to the
urban poor’ by ‘reneging upon
historic state commitments to relieve
poverty and homelessness’ (pp. 69,
72). As a result, ‘throughout the
Third World, postcolonial elites have
inherited and greedily reproduced
the physical footprints of segregated
colonial cities. Despite rhetorics of
national liberation and social justice,
they have aggressively adapted the
racial zoning of the colonial period
to defend their own class privileges
and spatial exclusivity’ (p. 96).
Setting aside the quibble that it is
perhaps too nostalgic to claim that
such a covenant of class compromises
was in the first place shared across
postcolonial states, even in the era of
state developmentalism, and then
broken, the book’s strength comes
from its ‘case histories’ on urbanism
in the Third World, which evidence a
great breadth of analysis. They cover
the reproduction of colonial
segregation policies by postcolonial
elites in Kenya (Nairobi), the
Dominican Republic (Santo
Domingo), India (Mumbai), sub-
Saharan Africa (Accra, Lusaka,
Harare, Cape Town, Kinshasa),



Capital & Class 94152

Malawi (Lilongwe), Ethiopia (Addis
Ababa), and Angola (Luanda).
Additionally, four themes are traced
out in the book’s descriptive research,
and they are urban segregation (in
Manila, Dakar, Bangalore, Delhi,
Lagos, Nairobi, Kolkata, Luanda and
Shanghai); city beautification (in
Lagos, Manila, Santo Domingo,
Seoul, Beijing, Rangoon and
Mandalay); slum clearances (in
Jakarta, Beijing, Harare, Bulawayo,
Rio de Janeiro, Santiago, Cairo,
Lusaka, the West Bank and Kuala
Lumpur); and gated communities (in
Cairo, Beijing, Hong Kong,
Bangalore, Jakarta, Manila, Lagos,
Johannesburg, Cape Town, São
Paulo, Managua and Buenos Aires).
The book also tackles the questions
of subdivisions within the periphery
and the way urbanism in the Third
World renews old patterns of urban
fragmentation while transcending
traditional segregations, which leads
to the dislocation of elites through
an imitation of California-style
boundedness and isolation. In one of
the world’s most famous slums,
Kibera in Nairobi, we are told that
over 800,000 people are caught up
in the struggle for survival, while in
the nearby leafy suburb of Karen
there are fewer than 360 inhabitants
per square kilometre. The equivalent
space in the aforementioned slum
houses more than 80,000 people. A
further disturbing irony is revealed
in the fact that inhabitants of Kibera
pay up to five times more for a litre
of water than does the average US

citizen (pp. 94–5, 145).

More generally, in relation to the
sanitation crisis in slum-based urban
spaces, Davis points out that such
exigencies have their origins in
colonialism, whereby European
empires generally refused to provide
modern sanitation and water
infrastructures in ‘native’
neighbourhoods, preferring instead
to use racial zoning and cordons
sanitaires to segregate garrisons and
white suburbs from epidemic disease.
As Davis states, ‘postcolonial regimes
from Accra to Hanoi thus inherited
huge sanitation deficits that few
regimes have been prepared to
aggressively remedy’ (p. 139). Today
in Third World cities, the coercive
panopticon role of ‘Haussmann’ is
typically played by special-purpose
development agencies, financed by
the World Bank to clear, build and
defend islands of privilege ‘amidst
unmet needs and general
underdevelopment’ (p. 99). However,
Davis also admits that slums are
‘frequently seen as threats simply
because they are invisible to state
surveillance and, effectively, “off-
Panopticon”’ (p. 111). Such are the
contradictions faced by the urban
poor throughout the Third World.

But the book’s strengths in terms
iof coverage also expose the central
frustration, perhaps weakness, at the
core of its argument. The analysis
shoots too rapidly across the ‘case
histories’, flitting from one example
to the next without distilling the
general and specific conditions of the
comparative dynamics inhering
within a set of clear studies.



Book Reviews 153

Conceivably, a more detailed
historical sociology of the history and
future of slum-based existence and
struggle might have been
contemplated that would have delved
into the detail of concrete comparative
studies on urbanism in the Third
World. One has in mind here the
realisation of a project more detailed
and substantive, akin to Davis’s
stunning Late Victorian Holocausts:
El Niño Famines and the Making of
the Third World (2001), rather than
this shorter and briefer exposition.
While such points are partly
anticipated by Davis in his epilogue
to Planet of Slums (p. 201)—he also
notes that a fuller account of
governance and resistance to global
capitalism in the Third World’s urban
slums will be given by Forrest Hylton
in a forthcoming work—it begs the
question as to why the current study
did not incorporate and offer the
reader such riches in the first place.

In Graham Greene’s classic novel,
Our Man in Havana, Mr James
Wormold rhetorically asks: ‘What
accounted for the squalor of British

possessions? The Spanish, the French
and the Portuguese built cities where
they settled, but the British just
allowed cities to grow’ (Greene, 1958

[1971]: 158). In Mike Davis’s Planet
of Slums, we are offered the basis for
an analysis of the different
pathologies and comparative
dynamics of urbanism in the colonial
and postcolonial contexts. However,
the real detail on such issues will have
to await future study on the extant
continuities, contrasts, connections
and differences between and within
regional cases of class struggle over
urban space in the Third World.
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First published as the author’s
Habilitation (second doctoral degree)
in 2002, this English-language
monograph presents a revised and
updated version of the original
analysis. Koch puts forward a
regulation approach, based in
particular on the Parisian school, to
understand decades-long trends in
the labour markets and social
structures of five advanced capitalist
states: Germany, Sweden, Spain, the
United Kingdom and the
Netherlands. Koch argues that the
shift from Fordism to post-Fordism
has not necessarily led to uniform
outcomes in labour organisation and
socioeconomic regulation. Instead,
we can observe diversity in the
national trajectories of advanced
capitalist states, with varying patterns
of inclusion and exclusion. The book
maps these diverse post-Fordist
capitalist development paths along a
continuum between ‘capital-
oriented’ and ‘negotiated’ growth
strategies. The former type is
characterised by a weak state, lack of
coordination in wage determination
and capital-oriented regulatory
reforms; and the latter by an engaged
state bringing about and supporting
compromises in wages and

socioeconomic regulation. Through
a statistical analysis of labour and
social indicators over time, Koch
demonstrates how the United
Kingdom has pursued a distinctly
capital-oriented strategy, while
Sweden and the Netherlands remain
most tied to a negotiated-growth
strategy.

Koch’s description of the shift
from the Fordist regime of high
growth rates, full employment and
industrialisation in the 1960s to the
post-Fordist period of lower
productivity, higher employment and
deindustrialisation will be familiar to
readers of Capital & Class. What is
more novel about this account is
Koch’s attempt to relate this shift in
regimes of accumulation and modes
of regulation to changes in domestic
labour and social structures across
five states and over time. Koch
advances four hypotheses related to
the composition, decomposition and
finally re-composition of Fordist
social structures, and tests these
through an evaluation of
international labour statistics
supported by qualitative data.
Concerning the composition and
decomposition of Fordist social
structures, the data tells a familiar

Max Koch

Roads to Post-Fordism: Labour Markets and Social Structures in
Europe
Ashgate, 2006, 190 + viiii pp.

ISBN: 0-7546-4308-5  (hbk) £50

Reviewed by Nicole Lindstrom
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story. The concrete historical
manifestations of the Fordist growth
model varied significantly across
countries, leading us to speak of
‘Fordisms’ rather than of one
uniform model. While Sweden,
Germany and the Netherlands came
closest to the ‘genuine’ or ideal type
of Fordism characterised by the USA,
the UK (with its weak state and
fragmented labour markets)
exhibited a ‘flawed’ type of Fordism,
while Spain, emerging from
Francoism in the late-1970s, was
‘delayed’. Yet in the heyday of
Fordism between 1961 and 1973,
high growth and productivity rates
were generally accompanied by full
employment and rising real wages
across all western European states.
As Fordist development strategies
came under pressure from both the
demand and supply sides in the mid-
1970s, all states, in turn, witnessed a
decomposition of labour markets and
social structures, resulting in a
subsequent rise in income inequality
and social stratification.

In analysing the concrete impact
of the decomposition of Fordism on
wages and social structures, Koch
provides a useful addition to the
regulation literature, which has
devoted relatively little attention to
social structures in its debate on the
transition from Fordist to post-
Fordist growth strategies. By framing
his analysis within a regulation
approach, Koch also makes a
contribution to the broad
international literature on social
stratification and inequality, where

regulation theory has made few
inroads. Yet perhaps where Koch
makes his most important theoretical
and analytical contribution is in his
analysis of the re-composition of
labour markets and social structures
under post-Fordism, arguing that the
concrete processes involved in
recomposing these structures are
dependent on the kind of road to
post-Fordism that a country pursues.
In countries in which capital-
oriented growth strategies prevailed,
as in the UK, rising GDP growth was
accompanied by a social structure
characterised by long working hours,
enormous income disparities, rising
self-employment and the growth of
the working poor. Negotiated growth
strategies pursued by states such as
Sweden, in contrast, are
characterised by increased growth
along with rising real wages, relatively
short working hours, stable wage
inequalities and lower poverty levels.
The seemingly sanguine conclusion
a reader can draw from Koch’s
findings is that under the right
conditions, the relatively stable
period of prosperity and full
employment experienced by
countries during the heyday of
Fordism can occur again.

By calling into question the
common presumption that the shift
to post-Fordism necessarily
constrains states’ choices with regard
to labour and social policy, Roads
to Post-Fordism contributes to the
broader body of comparative
political economy literature that
seeks to document and explain the
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different development strategies
advanced capitalist states pursue.
That is, instead of assuming that
national differences dissolve as
nations become integrated into the
global economy, such approaches
consider how diverse national
historical trajectories—which
underlie the social solidarity of the
nation state—shape the choices states
make in the face of common
challenges. Similar to the ‘varieties
of capitalism’ (VoC) approach, Koch
seeks to categorise advanced
capitalist states according to different
types of relationships between
production regimes and social
systems. What the VOC literature coins
‘coordinated market economies’ (or
CMEs) and ‘liberal market economies’
(or LMEs) correspond closely to
Koch’s ‘negotiated’ and ‘capital-
oriented’ ideal types. Where Koch
diverges from the VoC literature is in
his attribution of different state
strategies to particular class
compromises, rather than to firms
and states seeking institutional
arbitrage. In assessing the impact of
these strategies on patterns of social
inclusion and exclusion, the book
also provides a much-needed
addition to the body of neo-
corporatist literature, which tends to
emphasise the role of social pacts and
other institutional factors over and
at the expense of examining their
actual concrete effects on wages and
levels of social protection. Where
Koch concurs with the VoC and neo-
corporatist approaches is in his view
that maintaining a relatively high

degree of economic cohesion and
social protection can enhance a
country’s comparative productivity.

Concerning the long-term
prognosis of his findings, Koch
argues that while the link between the
type of post-Fordist development
strategies and socio-structural
change is empirically assured in the
cases of the UK, Sweden and the
Netherlands, ongoing change in
Germany and Spain leave these cases
open-ended. One might also add
France, Italy or Greece—countries
that VoC scholars have coined ‘mixed
market economies’—to the list of
western European countries with
evolving post-Fordist development
strategies. Koch addresses these
uncertainties by suggesting that while
further research is required, his
findings can ‘serve as an orientation
for countries in earlier development
stages’ (p. 173), and help to
undermine the fatalism typical of
much of globalisation discourse. Yet
the question arises as to whether and
how future decisions over
development strategies will be shaped
by changes in the European and
global political economic space.
Indeed, consistent with the
regulation approach, Koch suggests
that national governments are not
only on the receiving end of regional
or global constraints; but they are also
actively involved in reshaping these
arenas. While Koch focuses on the
national level, leaving this
transnational dimension for future
research, further consideration of
these transnational factors seem
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crucial to an understanding of the
post-Fordist restructuring of labour
markets and social regimes. Given
that each of the states under analysis
here is a European Union member,
with three of the five also members
of the euro zone, the ongoing
transformation of European
monetary and regulatory regimes will
certainly have an impact on the
choices these states make in
development strategies. With the
entry of ten post-socialist states into
the European Union in 2004—states
that face higher unemployment and
lower wages, weak social welfare
regimes and a general scepticism
towards regional regulatory and
redistributive agendasleaders and
workers in western European states
fear that enlargement is spurring an
inter-regional race to the bottom in
terms of wage and regulatory
regimes. The so-called ‘Lisbon
agenda’, conceived to increase the
competitiveness of the EU through
increased liberalisation of services
and the dismantling of regulatory
policies, continues to place pressure
on states to conform to a ‘capital-

oriented’ regulated agenda. The issue
of immigration, too, has come to
dominate national and European
agendas, with particular import to
the national patterns of inclusion and
exclusion that are of concern to this
analysis.

Ongoing conflicts over whether
the European and global political
economy will be driven by the
neoliberal agenda of economic
competitiveness or by social cohesion
are increasingly being played out
within the European, as well as
national spheres. By documenting
the long-term relationship between
changes in capitalist development,
labour markets and social structures
at the national level, Koch makes a
useful empirical contribution to our
understanding of the ongoing
transformations within and between
the advanced capitalist states of
western Europe in the post-Fordist
era. How these western European
states will be shaped by—and
continue to shap—changes in
regional and global regulatory
regimes is a fruitful arena for future
research.
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A Marxist Philosophy of Language
Translated by Gregory Elliott

Brill, 2006, 236 pp.

ISBN: 90-04-14751-9 (hbk) £70

Reviewed by Peter Ives

In 1977, Raymond Williams’s
Marxism and Literature noted that
‘Marxism has contributed very little
to the thinking about language itself ’.
This omission seems not to have
been sufficiently rectified, and is
perhaps even more detrimental for
Marxism today, given the
astronomical increase in the
worldwide use of English. David
Graddol predicts that, within the
next fifteen years, two billion people
will be learning English in addition
to the billion or so who already have
some facility in it. Graddol’s study,
English Next, commissioned by the
British Council, is actually a dire
warning that this very ‘triumph’ of
so-called ‘global English’ could mean
an end to the ‘English as a foreign
language’ industry—a substantial
sector of the UK’s economy (Graddol,
2006).1  This is just one indication
that the politics of language should
concern anyone interested in global
capitalism, even merely considering
its role in labour supply, let alone its
role in the issues of identity, solidarity
and language ‘standardisation’ in the
rise—and much-debated fall of, or
change in—the nation state.

Jean-Jacques Lecercle

understands this well, and sets
himself the ambitious task of
rectifying the situation. He begins by
analysing the shortcomings of what
he labels the ‘dominant philosophy
of language’, which includes
everyone from Saussure, Chomsky
and Habermas to the editors of the
Sun newspaper. These three chapters
are followed by two chapters on
Marxist considerations of language,
in the enigmatic order of Stalin,
Pasolini, Engels, Marx, Lenin,
Voloshinov and Raymond Williams,
and ending with a foray into Deleuze
and Guattari. All of this creates the
background and the elements for the
concluding three chapters, in which
Lecercle elaborates his ‘Marxist’
philosophy. Two chapters, Chapters
6 and 7, are used for setting out and
discussing six theses that constitute
this philosophy of language, and the
conclusion provides a glossary of the
concepts he has raised and a sort of
counter-glossary of the neoliberal
concepts that he finds faulty. In short,
Lecercle presses the case that all the
‘dominant philosophies of language’
have in common a methodological
individualism that reduces language
to a communicative function which
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is an inherent aspect of capitalist
ideology. This needs to be replaced
by a Marxist philosophy that sees
language as a form of praxis, and this
Lecercle takes as his main thesis. He
elaborates on it by arguing that
language is historical, social, material
and political. Each of these adjectives
forms one of four theses, while the
concluding, sixth thesis is that
language is a ‘site of subjectivation
through interpellation’, illustrating
Lecercle’s debt to Althusser and
Deleuze and Guattari.

Readers familiar with Lecercle’s
previous book, The Force of
Language (2004), may be surprised
to find that here we have an almost
identical repetition of his critique of
Chomsky, his six theses and their
explanations. Presumably this is
partly because The Force of
Language was published only in
English and not in French, in the
same year that the French original
of this volume, Une philosophie
Marxiste du langage, was published.
This translation, A Marxist
Philosophy of Language, provides
the English reader with a more
systematic and thorough rendition of
the positions presented in The Force
of Language. It also adds an
insightful critique of Habermas, an
engagement with Marxist thinkers,
and a fuller explanation of what
Lecercle hopes to gain from looking
to the work of Deleuze and Guattari,
although I am not sure that it is
adequate for his purposes, especially
considering another of the goals that
this book sets for itself: an

explanation of the contention that
English is the language of
imperialism. I will discuss this below;
but first, a summary of the book’s
welcome contribution to the general
project of taking language seriously
from a Marxist perspective.

Lecercle’s critiques of Chomsky
and Habermas are both convincing
and predictable, but their originality
comes from the similarities that
Lecercle draws between the two.
Lecercle shows how the former’s
pretence to objectivity, naturalism
and the denial of history has similar
effects to Habermas’s ‘theory of
communicative action’, which is
unable to transcend methodological
individualism and, in effect, his
idealism. Through thorough
discussions of Chomsky and
Habermas, and via various other
points about Saussure, Bourdieu and
the way language is understood more
generally by linguists, philosophers
and others, Lecercle posits six
principles of the ‘dominant
philosophy of language’, which,
borrowing from Althusser, he calls
the ‘spontaneous philosophy of
scientists’. It sees language as
functioning through its internal
processes to the exclusion of
‘external’ factors of history and the
people who actually use language.
Lecercle argues that the dominant
positions see language as transparent,
abstract, ideal, systematic and
synchronous.

In order to construct an
alternative, he turns to various
Marxists to glean the elements of a
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mirror opposite approach. While
Lecercle finds almost all the
necessary elements for this Marxist
philosophy of language in the
Marxist tradition (except for what he
requires from Deleuze and Guattari),
he still maintains that ‘There is no
Marxist philosophy of language’, nor
a tradition of debate on language
issues within Marxism. He explicitly
addresses this ‘paradox’, arguing that
Stalin haunts and shapes the post-
war engagements and silences
concerning Marxism and language
(pp. 78–82); but he is never clear on
why Voloshinov, Gramsci or those
Marxists mentioned only in passing,
such as Ferrucio Rossi-Landi, fail to
provide an adequate philosophy of
language, or at least a framework for
it. Thus he provides a useful
discussion of a little-known essay by
Pasolini, but it primarily casts him
as a thinker who does not fall into
the traps of the ‘dominant philosophy
of language’. Likewise, he makes
some interesting points about various
passages in which Marx addresses
language (p. 91), but he draws from
the ‘founding fathers of Marxism’
merely fragments in which language
happens to be mentioned, instead of
asking how language fits into a more
general framework of historical
materialism.

For an actual ‘outline of a Marxist
philosophy of language’ (p. 118),
Lecercle turns to Deleuze and
Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus. But
Lecercle himself seems apologetic
about having to digress to a
discussion of the conflicted

relationship between Deleuze and
Guattari and Marxism. He is never
clear about why it is necessary to ‘shift
away’ from ‘labour’ to ‘desire’ (almost
apologetically telling us this that latter
term is ‘not uninteresting’ for
Marxists [p. 123]), or to ‘displace’
Marxism with para-Marxism—a term
he prefers to ‘post-Marxism’  (p. 124).
There seems to be a missing criticism
of Marxism here. He only once makes
a clear criticism of Marx, when he
equates the base/superstructure
dichotomy with Chomsky’s deep/
surface structures (p. 135). This
simplistic reduction of Marxism goes
against Lecercle’s own more complex
engagement with Marxism in the rest
of the book, and is especially
inconsistent with his critique of
Stalin’s Marxism. While some of the
discussion of Deleuze and Guattari
might have been promising, it also
leads to some baffling assertions,
including the statement that David
McNally’s notion of ‘labouring
bodies’ is ‘not distinguished from’
Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘body without
organs’ (p. 181).

It is commendable that with these
theoretical discussions, Lecercle tries
to keep actual language politics and
power relationships in mind. He
opens the book by giving the example
of how the Sun newspaper’s
translation of ‘Chirac is a worm’ for
a French edition—‘Chirac est un
ver’—illustrates the pitfalls inherent
in considering language solely as a
vehicle of communication, given the
differing connotations of the word
‘worm’. Throughout the work he
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raises contemporary issues such as
the Iraq war, and tries to provide
concrete examples such as
advertisements seen in the Paris
Métro. In that sense, he consistently
reminds the reader why it is that we
require a Marxist theory of language.
But he seems to drop the ball when,
despite explicitly stating that the
book is centred on explaining how
English is an imperialist language, he
never goes further than connecting
language to larger cultural and social
issues, or than invoking Gramsci to
point out that languages contain
conceptions of the world. He raises
fascinating issues concerning ‘new
Englishes’ and the revival of Corsican
in relation to French. But when
actually confronting such
contradictions, he comes up with
equally fatalistic (non-Marxist) and
passive perspectives of either
pessimism that English has already
won, or an optimism that hopes that,
in the future, English will go the way
of Latin (p. 207). An adequate
Marxist theory of language should be
able to provide some tools and
perspectives with which to engage the
types of questions being raised by
other (non-Marxist) scholars in the
field, such as by Selma Sonntag
(2003), who examines situations in
which English is a weapon used by
the oppressed to create solidarity, and
where it is a tool of domination—or
Robert Phillipson’s classic, if under-
theorised, Linguistic Imperialism.
Even Gramsci, invoked but not really
interrogated or sufficiently utilised by
Lecercle, was in favour of an Italian

national language (imperialism?), but
critical of the abolition of the dialects
and the simple imposition of a
‘standard’ on all of Italy (Ives, 2004:
55–62). But perhaps I am demanding
too much, and other readers of
Capital & Class will be more satisfied
with the many excellent points that
this book has to offer.

Notes

1   Graddol argues that there is already a
shift away from the presumption that
‘native-English speakers’ make the
best teachers, since ‘global English’ is
being used increasingly for
communication between non-native
speakers. Graddol argues that,
alongside other economic and
demographic trends, the English
language teaching industry is
undergoing significant
transformations. The ‘hegemony of
English’ may paradoxically be
disadvantageous to monolingual
English speakers, and there will be a
waning of the economic advantages
of English, according to Graddol.
While his analysis is premised on
facile assumptions and invocations of
Thomas Friedman and other
apologists for global capitalism, it
makes the point that it is to the
detr iment of Marxism to leave
language issues to liberals and post-
structuralists.
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