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One of the principal themes of The Routledge Handbook of Social and Cultural Theory concerns 
the  ever- i ncreasing fascination the world over for all things new. In our  twenty- fi rst cen-
tury world of light living and liquid lifestyles, personal makeovers, corporate rebrandings 
and organisational reinventions, the culture of n ext-  ness ( Elliott and Urry 2010) has moved 
 centre- s tage. Instantaneity, speed and newness are essential ingredients to the production 
and performance of the ‘ good life’, to life lived in the fast lane of accelerating modernity. 
The Routledge Handbook of Social and Cultural Theory was published in 2014, the year in which 
the Ebola epidemic threatened a global health crisis, ISIS undertook the brutal takeover of 
entire towns in Syria and Iraq, and European Space Agency robots made a fi rst- e ver comet 
landing. Jump forward some years to this new, expanded edition of The Routledge Handbook 
of Social and Cultural Theory. The world of academic publishing, despite what some critics 
might think, is far from immune to the pressures and perils of accelerating modernity and the 
culture of the  ever- n ew. Perhaps not surprisingly, therefore, it was thought  important – b  y 
the publisher, editors, contributors and ( truth be told)  myself –   to produce a ‘ new’, second 
edition of this handbook. But there are good reasons, beyond the culture of the new, for this. 
For one thing, much has happened throughout the world during this last decade. From the 
veritable explosion of enforced migration throughout Europe in 2015 to the impeachment 
of President Donald Trump in the United States in 2019, the world has shifted, and shifted 
considerably, during this time. Topics such as power, ideology and race remain vital, but the 
last decade has brought subjects like mobilities, migrations, technology and posthumanism 
out of the margins and increasingly to the fore in social and cultural theory. One aim of this 
new edition of the handbook is to develop a critical assessment of the gains and losses of these 
shifts in social and cultural theory. Another aim is the candid assessment of how these new 
trends must urgently be engaged with, as well as their integration into more established and 
traditional concerns of social and cultural theory.

Preparing the new edition of this volume for publication occurred during a major global 
crisis. 2020 unleashed a global pandemic and global public health crisis of staggering pro-
portions: C ovid-  19. If C ovid-  19 has been a global pandemic that has threatened the very 
structure of global public health and world order, this has been nowhere more obvious that 
in the domains of society and culture. In an astonishingly short space of time during 2020, 
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 Covid-  19 brought the world’s factories to a standstill and severely disrupted global supply 
chains. Some were quick to predict the collapse of globalisation. Other critics, rightly in my 
view, argued that globalisation was not only about moving manufactured goods around the 
world, but moving ideas, information and data too. Amid the many complex dimensions and 
consequences of  Covid- 1 9, the world also witnessed a surge of digital information which tur-
bocharged virtual networks and the flow of new technologies in everything from healthcare 
to business. Again, as various social and cultural theorists noted, such h i- t ech interconnectiv-
ity fortunately proved immune to quarantine. There were, for example, unparalleled inter-
national research cooperation efforts in the fight against coronavirus, and these global efforts 
very substantially involved artificial intelligence and related new technologies. Consider, 
for example, the  COVID-  19 High Performance Computing Consortium, a US partnership 
involving government, industry and academia to provide access to the world’s most power-
ful supercomputers in support of coronavirus research. The Consortium has involved Goo-
gle, IBM, Amazon, Microsoft and NASA sharing some 30 supercomputer systems with the 
world’s scientific community. Research scientists have run millions of simulations on these 
supercomputers, training machine learning systems to identify factors that might make a 
targeted molecule a good candidate in the race against time to defeat the deadly coronavirus.

Social and cultural theorists have been at the forefront in the social sciences and human-
ities in responding to the threats, risks, dangers as well as new opportunities and options 
arising from the C ovid-  19 global pandemic. The Covid-19 Catastrophe, by Robert Horton, 
critically assessed the actions that governments around the world  undertook –   or, as was often 
the case, failed to t ake –  a s the virus spread from its origins in Wuhan to the entire world. 
The Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek, in Pandemic!:  COVID- 1 9 Shakes the World, devel-
oped a scintillating critique of the cultural paradoxes of the crisis and also ventured some 
future forecasting on the l ong- t erm social consequences of the pandemic. MIT organised a 
major seminar on Culture Clashes in the Age of C ovid-  19. In Japan, an online panel of spe-
cialists debated the role of international collaboration and culture in the time of coronavirus. 
Across Europe, museums, culture organisations and galleries ran initiatives to engage audi-
ences and facilitate access to resources and activities, even as  Covid-  19 prevented people from 
leaving their homes. In all of this, society and culture was to the fore. In all of this, social 
and cultural theorists raised the vital question: what happens to human agency in a world of 
structured social differences when agents are, in effect, precluded from engagement directly 
in the public sphere, and are instead thrown back onto the private realm? This q uestion – t  he 
relation between agency and s tructure –  p layed out in a radical new way during the C ovid-  19 
pandemic, but it is a q uestion – a  s we will see throughout this h andbook –   that has long his-
torical roots in social and cultural theory.

     

Human agency, social structure and cultural forms

The question of the relation between society and culture is paramount in the writings of 
most social and cultural theorists. The complex, contradictory balance of this relationship, 
however, has been interpreted, analysed and critiqued for the most part by privileging either 
society over culture, or culture over society. To work on the question of the relation between 
society and  culture –  i ts interconnections, referrals, disconnections and  displacements – h  as 
thus involved studying, highlighting and accentuating one term at the expense of the other. 
What matters in much social theory are the philosophical dimensions and conceptual conse-
quences of defining the ‘ social’ – r  anging variously across ‘ social practices’ and ‘ social forces’ 
to ‘ social structures’ and ‘ social systems’. Among students of society, an interest in culture 
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appears all too quickly sidelined to the margins of analysis. Conversely, an understanding of 
society in much cultural analysis is often downgraded in favour of a fascination with, say, 
ideology, hegemony or discursive formations. So there is usually something missing, some-
thing lacking, from these analytical approaches in social and cultural theory. It is as if there 
is a troubling remainder when a cultural analyst speaks of ideological indeterminacy, and 
something equally absent when social theorists dismantle everyday life in terms of categories 
such as globalisation and cosmopolitanism.

Much contemporary social theory has arguably shifted the focus of analysis from society 
to culture to society  again –   often enough, it is true, under the fashionable banner of ‘ the 
social’. ‘ Society’ is a term that is fundamental to public political discourse; yet it is not one 
with any definitional consensus in the social sciences ( see Elliott and Turner 2012). In general 
terms, society has often been used to denote value consensus, and as such has served as a kind 
of sorting device for grasping connections and differentials of social norms between different 
social groups. It has elsewhere been used to signify generalised social association. Certainly, 
because society has been cast as largely a universal affair in much traditional social analysis 
( from  structural- f unctionalism to modernisation theory), it was not until a significant period 
of social upheaval and cultural discord in the late 1960s and early 1970s that the Western 
notion of the social as ordered and structured fell on hard times. This dismantling of the 
concept of society was, in turn, intensified by various theoretical  currents –  i ncluding fem-
inism, multiculturalism and  postcolonialism –   as well as massive social transformations such 
as the advent of globalisation and new information technologies. Perhaps not unsurprisingly, 
the discourse of society received a radical deconstruction and reconstruction from within the 
disciplinary confines of sociology itself. For instance, structuration theory, as advanced by 
Anthony Giddens in the United Kingdom and Pierre Bourdieu in France, unearthed how 
the structured features of social action are, by the performance of action itself, constitutive of 
structured social contexts. Others argued that the idea of structured society is simply dismis-
sive of the infinite social differences that shape global realities.

If social theory throughout the 1980s was turning in on itself, largely preoccupied as it was 
with issues of interpretation, justification and critique, the same cannot be said of cultural 
theory. There was a general celebratory sense during the final decades of the twentieth cen-
tury that cultural theory had reached beyond its distinctively British beginnings, anchored as 
it had been in the  path- b reaking works of Matthew Arnold, F. R. Leavis, Richard Hoggart, 
E. P. Thompson and Raymond Williams, and was now in the business of going global. The 
whole sensibility of cultural theory during this time was one of transformation and possibil-
ity, as both the theoretics and analytics of culture spread throughout the curricula of colleges 
and universities from San Francisco to Sydney. The topic of culture moved  centre-  stage 
across various disciplines and fields in the social sciences and humanities. Culture was in-
creasingly the place to try out competing theories of the world and try on various approaches 
to grasping everyday life, as the process of interpretative ‘ reading’ was applied to cultural 
texts, events and  objects – a  ll the way from the reading of women’s magazines to the study 
of subcultures. Not that this meant that the term ‘ culture’ was any easier to understand than 
the term ‘ society’. Indeed, the doyen of cultural theory Raymond Williams developed the 
argument that culture was one of the most complex words in the English language.

By the 1990s the underscoring of a general transformation of culture in cultural theory 
was not only about a transformed relationship to the social sciences and humanities, however. 
The enhancement of disciplinary knowledge and enrichment of interdisciplinary fields of 
research was certainly still significant, but many practitioners of cultural theory were seeking 
an engagement with the wider world reaching well beyond the academic goal of disinterested 
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inquiry. The new cultural theories had ambitions that lay deep in politics and the public 
sphere. This involved, in effect, a translation of cultural theory, one which connected texts 
to social transformations, interpretative readings to political interests and libidinal desire to 
democratic deliberation. Such is the pitch of the major writings of cultural theorists as di-
verse as Stuart Hall, Fredric Jameson, Michel de Certeau, Terry Eagleton, John Fiske, Dick 
 Hebdige, Laura Mulvey and Lawrence Grossberg.

One aim of The Routledge Handbook of Social and Cultural Theory is to introduce readers to 
contemporary debates around society and culture. Another aim is to ponder and discrimi-
nate the different meanings of these terms. Why ‘ society’ has been elevated over ‘ culture’ in 
social theory and why ‘ culture’ often comes at the cost of a rudimentary grasp of ‘ society’ in 
cultural theory are fundamental questions explored throughout the volume.

The horizons of social theory: self, society and solidarity

If it is true that classical social theory had in a sense been founded upon the emergence of 
industrial society, and been associated with questions of the transition from feudalism to 
early market capitalism, then contemporary social theory has been largely concerned with 
transitions to  post- i ndustrialism, multinational capitalism and advanced modernity. Con-
temporary social theory, for the most part, has seen itself inaugurate a shift in analytical 
attention in the social sciences and humanities from institutions to ideology, from class 
to colonialism and from economics to ego identity. What perhaps has been most striking 
is the sheer diversity, indeed the exceptional range, of social theory and its astonishingly 
abundant traditions of thought. From the 1920s and 1930s onwards, social theory was pre-
occupied with, among other things, political unrest, power and psychodynamics. By the 
1950s and 1960s, however, social theory was also coming to denote semiotics, signifiers 
and sexuality. The foundational  social-  theoretical ideas of Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, 
Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud were still of immense significance, but they now needed 
to be supplemented, or ‘ reread’, in the light of new intellectual and political interventions 
from Germany and France. The terrain of cultural theory was to undergo another of its 
periodic transformations some decades later, for example during the late 1980s and early 
1990s, when postmodernism and debates about postmodernity became all the rage. Today, 
by contrast, the intellectual and political landscape has changed again, with a whole range 
of new vital issues ranging from globalisation to governance. Even so, what remains evident 
is that few areas of academic enquiry remain as interdisciplinary, diverse and politically 
engaged as cultural theory.

But this is rushing ahead. We need to return to social theory, and consider the transi-
tion from traditional to contemporary social thought. The early architects of contemporary 
social theory, working as it happened in Germany, set out by seeing their work as not con-
fined to the province of any one intellectual discipline. Social theory, according to the early 
critical theorists, needed to include the insights of sociology, philosophy, political science, 
economics, psychology, in fact the whole stock of formal intellectual disciplines. The term 
‘ critical theory’ refers to a series of core ideas worked out by the Institute for Social Research 
in Frankfurt ( the ‘ Frankfurt School’) in the 1920s and 1930s.  Pre-  eminent among the first 
generation of Frankfurt critical theorists were Max Horkheimer ( philosopher, sociologist 
and leader of the institute), Theodor Adorno ( sociologist, philosopher and musicologist) and 
Herbert Marcuse ( philosopher and political theorist). While there were many other sig-
nificant scholars associated with the Frankfurt School, including the literary critic Walter 
Benjamin and psychoanalyst Erich Fromm, it is in the writings of Horkheimer, Adorno and 
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Marcuse that the c ultural- t heoretical project of linking philosophy and the human sciences, 
of interweaving theoretical critique with empirical research, most strongly emerges.1 Among 
the core issues central to the first generation of critical theorists were the following. What 
are the core cultural and political dimensions influencing the trajectory of  twentieth- c entury 
history? What psychological and political factors underpinned the rise of fascism and Nazism? 
Why are tendencies towards bureaucracy, rationalisation and authoritarianism increasingly 
prevalent throughout developed societies? And how might theoretical critique keep alive 
hope for alternative political possibilities, or social utopias? All of these issues remain im-
portant in contemporary critical theory, especially in the work of its key exponent, Jürgen 
Habermas. Others who have contributed to the contemporary recasting of critical theory 
include Axel Honneth, Albrecht Wellmer and Claus Offe. The tradition of critical theory is 
examined in this handbook by Jordan McKenzie in  Chapter 2; these ideas from Germany, 
so influential throughout social theory and its various applications, are further analysed by 
many other contributors to the handbook. There is, for example, an especially insightful 
consideration of Habermas’s account of ideology provided by John Cash in  Chapter 7. In 
order to adequately grasp the core continuities and differences between the first and second 
generation of critical theorists, however, I want now to examine briefly the critique of power 
structures developed in this Frankfurt tradition of social thought.

Dialectic of Enlightenment, a book written by Horkheimer and Adorno in the 1940s and 
a foundational text of the critical theory canon, retraces the s ocial- h istorical character of 
reason, from its first appearance in Genesis via the Enlightenment through to its institution-
alisation in the capitalist world economy. With the mass destruction and human tragedy of 
the Second World War firmly in mind, Horkheimer and Adorno sought to develop a critical 
perspective on the application of reason to social life and politics. To do this, they coupled 
Max Weber’s analysis of bureaucracy with Marx’s critique of political economy. At the level 
both of theory and of politics, Horkheimer and Adorno contend that the Enlightenment, in 
the form of  means-  end or instrumental rationality, turns from a project of freedom into a 
new source of enslavement.

For Horkheimer and Adorno, the overall trend of development in Western society is that 
of an expanding rationalisation, an instrumental ordering of life in which there is a loss of 
moral meaning at the levels of society, culture and personality. In the analyses of the first 
generation of critical theorists, this loss of meaning is captured by the term ‘ totally admin-
istered society’, a term that Adorno gave further analytical clarity to when he spoke of a 
 socio- p sychological process of fragmentation, or ‘ logics of disintegration’. Linking Freudian 
psychoanalysis with Marxism, Horkheimer and Adorno propose a s elf- c ancelling dynamic 
in which all identities and rationalities are constituted through a violent coercion of inner 
and outer nature. The broad argument is that, in the early phases of modernisation, individ-
uals repressed unconscious desires through the imposition of certain Oedipal prohibitions, 
resulting in a level of s elf-  control that underpinned and reproduced asymmetrical relations 
of capitalist power. But this is not so in the administered world of  post- l iberal industrial so-
cieties. In  post- l iberal societies, changes in interpersonal structures mean that the family is 
no longer the principal agency of social repression. Instead, human subjects are increasingly 
brought under the sway of impersonal cultural symbols and technological forms, as regis-
tered in the rise of the culture industries ( popular music, television and the like). The shift 
from liberal to p ost- l iberal societies involves a wholesale destruction of the psychological 
dimension of experience: there is, according to Adorno, a socialisation of the unconscious in 
the administered world that comes at the expense of the mediating agency of the ego itself. 
The J anus- f ace of this process reveals itself as the repression of inner nature as the price of 



Anthony Elliott

8

dominating external nature. ‘ Man’s domination over himself, which grounds his selfhood’, 
write Horkheimer and Adorno,

is almost always the destruction of the subject in whose service it is undertaken; for the 
substance which is dominated, suppressed and dissolved through s elf- p reservation is none 
other than that very life as a function of which the achievements of  self- p reservation are 
defined; it is, in fact, what is to be preserved.

(1970: 54) 

The idea of the s elf-  destructive character of r eason –   that is, of a rationality that turns back 
on itself and creates a new realm of universal  domination –   is central to the tradition of 
Frankfurt critical theory, and also receives support, in various guises, from p ost- s tructuralist 
and postmodernist currents of social thought. It is also a core preoccupation of Habermas. 
Like Horkheimer and Adorno, Habermas is concerned to explore the interrelations between 
the conditions of social rationalisation and the ways in which administrative structures and 
economic markets come to dominate the lives of human subjects. However, unlike the first 
generation of critical theorists, Habermas seeks to move beyond the conceptual limitations 
of a  subject-  centred conception of rationality by deploying the notion of ‘ communicative 
action’.2 According to Habermas, the first generation of critical theorists developed a fatalistic 
vision of reason as s elf- m utilating since it was assumed that instrumental rationality is writ 
large in all spheres of social action. By contrast, a conception of communicative r ationality –  
 which emphasises the interactions between human  subjects  –   prepares the way for a more 
differentiated  social-  theoretical analysis of human action and social systems, or so Habermas 
proposes.

In his major statement from the 1980s, The Theory of Communicative Action ( 1984), Haber-
mas returned to the functionalist systems theory of Talcott Parsons and Niklas Luhmann. He 
considered the ways in which functionalism permits an analysis of social rationalisation, and 
considers the limitations of such a purely objectivistic approach to social systems. The theory 
of communicative action, as elaborated by Habermas, draws from systems theory in order to 
analyse the financial and bureaucratic imperatives impinging upon the economy and state, 
and how these systems become increasingly  self-  reproducing through the impact of the ob-
jective steering media of money and power. According to Habermas, the analysis of systemic 
mechanisms that underpin the institutional complexes of modern culture is not the only 
methodological basis for social theory, for the reproduction of social life also involves per-
sonal identity, social integration and cultural tradition, and it is for this reason that Habermas 
introduces the notion of lifeworld. For Habermas the lifeworld refers to both the public and 
the private spheres, to those domains in which meaning and value reside, of deeply layered 
communicative interactions between subjects such as the family, education, art and religion.

Habermas thus argues for a dualist theory of society in which he interweaves the concepts 
of system and lifeworld, without reducing one to the other. Habermas claims however that 
one can trace a progressive uncoupling of system and lifeworld with the shift from traditional to 
modern forms of social organisation. This differentiation or uncoupling is a structural ne-
cessity of advanced modern societies: the operation of systemic mechanisms, such as state 
apparatuses and the market economy, uncoupled from interpersonal relations ( that is, op-
erating behind the back of individual agents) is a crucial feature of modernity. But there 
are also disturbing or pathological features arising from modern social development, and 
for Habermas these principally stem from the expansion of economic and political steer-
ing mechanisms into the interpersonal bases of the lifeworld: the destructive impact of 
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capitalist reification upon interpersonal communication, the weakening of the public sphere 
through media homogenisation, the increasing reliance of individuals upon expert knowl-
edge ( scientific, technological, psychotherapeutic) for  self- u nderstanding and the fostering 
of communal bonds. All of these forces threaten autonomous sociability, says Habermas, as 
the communicative and consensual foundations of the lifeworld come under the increasing 
pressure and insidious influence of rationalisation. Indeed, systems integration in modernity 
has become rationalised to such an extent that Habermas speaks of an ‘ inner colonization of 
the l ife-  world’. Such a colonisation can be resisted only through communicative reason. The 
critical involvement and political participation of individuals within the public s phere – i  n, 
for example, ecological, peace and feminist social  movements – a  re regarded by Habermas as 
an attempt to check and correct the current imbalances between lifeworld and system forces. 
New social movements, says Habermas, are primarily defensive in character, since they seek 
to defend the relentless colonisation of the lifeworld against the systems.

Habermas’s attempt to rethink the interdependence of  socio-  political grids and intersubjec-
tive communications has been crucial to the development of contemporary critical theory. 
According to Axel Honneth ( 1991), however, Habermas’s critical theory of society fails to 
give adequate recognition to the complex dynamics of social conflict which are, in fact, vital 
to any reconquest of the lifeworld through communicative action. Against Habermas’s ten-
dency to see systems integration processing the moral orientations of individuals, Honneth 
wants to recover a notion of praxis for rethinking domains of intersubjective communication. 
In particular, the concepts of struggle, conflict and recognition are of core significance to 
understanding the restructurings of system and lifeworld in the contemporary era. Thus, 
Honneth adopts a number of psychoanalytic motifs and techniques in order to interpret 
anew intersubjective pathologies that result in instrumentally o ne-  sided relational patterns 
of  self-  development. Honneth’s adoption of psychoanalytic theory is, in some respects, a 
return to the project of linking Freud and Marx that was pursued by the first generation of 
critical theorists, especially Marcuse and Adorno. ( Habermas has drawn from Freud, but in a 
methodological rather than a substantive manner. For critical discussions of Habermas’s en-
gagement with Freud and psychoanalysis see Whitebook 1995; Elliott 1999.) Honneth draws 
primarily from the o bject-  relational school of psychoanalysis, an approach that is especially 
well suited to the intersubjective focus of contemporary critical theory.

Whatever a sociological sceptic might think of the analytical purchase of the notion of 
intersubjectivity, and however varied its meanings might be, it is impossible to deny that the 
question of the relation between self and society lies at the core of social theory. Indeed, the 
complex connections between self and society, or subjectivity and societal structure, remain 
a prominent reference point in most versions of social theory. In general terms, it would be 
true to say that those schools of thought that have paid special attention to theorising indi-
vidual subjectivity and human action have contributed to a deeper understanding of how 
action and interaction are structured by broader social, cultural and political forces. This is 
most obviously true of those forms of contemporary social analysis that have drawn from 
psychoanalytical theory, in the various attempts to delineate the unconscious motivation of 
human action as well as the symbolic forms of interpersonal and cultural relations. Notwith-
standing the importance of these dimensions of human experience for the social sciences 
and social theory, however, such frameworks encounter difficulty in providing conceptions 
of social structure or institutional explanation. Institutions certainly appear in the writings 
of major theorists of human subjectivity, such as Jacques Lacan, Julia Kristeva and Cornelius 
Castoriadis, and in ways that problematise the connections between self and society. But as 
understood from the standpoint of more orthodox sociological traditions, institutions are 
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analysed by these authors mostly in terms of their symbolic or semiological meanings, and 
not in terms of power relations or social transformations.

The seemingly inescapable conclusion is that social theory must start again, through a 
different optic, for retracing the relation between self and society. Certainly other branches of 
social theory, such as structuralism and systems approaches, sought to do just that, principally 
by taking institutional structure as the core ingredient of social explanation. Here there is 
an explicit attempt to elucidate, in objective terms, the structures and representations upon 
which social interaction depends but which it cannot explicitly grasp or formulate. In such 
objectivistic approaches to  social- s cientific inquiry, there is a methodological break with the 
immediate experience of individual agents and a focus instead on pattern variables of the 
structural features of modern industrial societies. But if such attempts to understand institu-
tional structures as arising from more than repetitious patterns of human action have merit, 
they also have limitations of their own. The central limitation of objectivist social theories is 
that by according priority to structure over action a deterministic flavour is accorded to the 
social world and the practical activities of the individuals who make up the world. Many ar-
gue that this is especially obvious in the classical social theory of Emile Durkheim, in which 
society often appears as a force external to the agent, exercising constraint over individual 
action.3 Yet the tendency to grant priority to the object ( structure) over the subject ( agent) is 
sustained in various guises in contemporary social thought, principally in the work of struc-
turalist and systems-theory analysts.   

In one sense, the shift to structuralism underscored not only the power of structures 
in the lives of people but the force of power itself, especially of unequal power relations. 
Significantly, power appears in an altogether new light when viewed through the optics of 
structuralism and p ost-  structuralism. Michel Foucault is widely considered the major theo-
rist connected with structuralism on the social organisation of power ( though structuralism 
was a term Foucault himself rarely used), particularly in terms of the role of structures in 
the discipline and surveillance of human agency. Broadly speaking, Foucault signalled his 
debt to structuralism with his contention that discipline ‘ makes’ individuals. The exercise of 
power, writes Foucault, has increasingly shifted from spectacular, violent and open forms of 
punishment in societies of the ancient world to more hidden, disciplinary and monotonous 
types of coercive monitoring in modern societies. The prison, the army, the school, the 
mental asylum: these and other institutions deploy subtle methods of domination based on 
the continual monitoring, observing, recording, training and disciplining of human subjects. 
Foucault’s analysis of the rise of the disciplinary society, and in particular the ways in which 
contemporary methods of surveillance and domination differ from traditional forms of so-
cial control, has been tremendously influential in social theory. However, his thesis that the 
systematic imposition of domination in discourse and surveillance provides a comprehensive 
model for analysing power relations in modern societies has also been found wanting. Some 
analysts have argued that Foucault accords the theme of surveillance too much weight; others 
argue that his model of power is too  one- s ided, focused only on how power is installed in 
institutions and not on those actually subjected to domination.4 It should be pointed out that 
Foucault does underline that social practices and structures are always contested; ongoing 
resistance to power, he says, is everywhere. But it is not clear from this  post- s tructuralist 
programme that Foucault is able to theorise an uncoercive relation to society adequately, or 
how power and domination interweave.

Foucault, it might be argued, treats the practical relationship of inner and outer nature, 
of self and society, as an objectivistic fact of structures. To the extent that this is so, his work 
preserves a series of oppositions and antinomies that have plagued social theory such as the 
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individual versus society, action versus structure and subject versus object. In recent decades, 
a variety of social theorists have sought to overcome these divisions. Perhaps the most orig-
inal formulations of this transformation in contemporary social theory are to be found in 
the writings of Pierre Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens.5 Essential to these attempts is the 
relating of self and society without prioritising one term at the expense of the other. The 
conceptualisation of such a relation, it is argued, requires attention not to how structure fixes 
action or how repetitive actions constitute structures, but rather to how action is structured 
and reproduced in contexts of daily life.

At any rate it is one thing to grasp how the relation between self and society might 
interweave from a conceptual angle, and another to engage with what this means for con-
temporary women and men in their everyday engagements with each other. If women and 
men need connection and mutuality, they also need independence and f reedom –   and these 
very needs raise crucial questions concerning gender relations, patriarchy and feminism. 
Feminism, perhaps more than any other political and theoretical current within contempo-
rary Western societies, has profoundly problematised approaches to questions of self, iden-
tity, power, economy, culture, knowledge and justice. Inspired by the  re-  emergence of the 
women’s movement in the late 1960s, feminist social theorists have developed powerful and 
productive accounts that locate both women and men within  socio-  structural relations of 
gender, as well as accounts of the social and political dimensions of women’s troubles and the 
analysis of male domination ( or patriarchy). While feminists stress that the social world is a 
gendered world, such has been the rapid proliferation and diversification of feminist theo-
rising that there is by no means a consensus about the source and dynamics of how gender 
systems are produced, reproduced and transformed. Indeed, the very diversity of women’s 
personal and political positions in society and representations in culture has been increas-
ingly explored in contemporary feminist theory, from issues of c hild-  rearing arrangements, 
through the meanings and values of sexual difference, to the denial or suppression of racial 
and ethnic gendered identities.

In this way, feminism has emerged as an interdisciplinary site of lively controversy in con-
temporary social theory. Current varieties of feminist and  post-  feminist social thought are 
wide-ranging, and include liberal, radical, post-structuralist, postmodernist, post-Marxist, 
psychoanalytic and Foucauldian forms, with each carrying quite distinct implications for 
understandings of theory, society and culture ( for critical discussions of varieties of feminist 
social theory see Segal 1999; hooks 2000; Tong 2009; Donovan 2012). Against the backdrop 
of this theoretical complexity, the following questions emerge as central in current feminist 
social thought. How are gender systems of domination and oppression constituted and repro-
duced across time and space? How does gender relate to sexuality and sexual practice? How 
does gender interconnect with other forms of social relations such as class and race? How are 
relations of difference and otherness established between men and women, and how might 
these relate to the construction of sexualities, masculinities and femininities? What are the 
important determinants of the widespread s ocio-  political denigration of women and the 
feminine? How can previously repressed, unarticulated or denied aspects of femininity be 
reclaimed for creative social relationships?

         

Much traditional feminist talk assumed that an appeal to women in general was a suf-
ficient foundational basis upon which to construct a radical theory of sexual politics. The 
distinction between sex and gender was crucial in this respect, and provided the conceptual 
underpinnings upon which many in the women’s movement argued for new articulations of 
gender identities and sexual politics. Feminists such as Kate Millett ( 1971) and Ann Oakley 
( 1972) challenged popular understandings of biology as fixed and immutable, and instead 
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concentrated on the construction of biological differences in conjunction with the social en-
vironment. If the cultural meanings and representations attached to biological differences of 
sex are changeable, then it is also p ossible –  a nd indeed  urgent –  t o promote the reconstruc-
tion of the system of gender power that characterises modern societies. Taken as a whole, 
however, this unification of women under the sign of a universal male dominance became 
increasingly implausible. Terry Lovell writes:

What was most attractive in radical feminist  thought –   its insistence that gender domi-
nation existed in its own right and was not reducible to any other form of d omination –  
 was also a source of difficulty at the level of theory and analysis as well as of politics. 
In radical feminist writings ‘ patriarchy’ becomes n ear-  universal and so pervasive that 
important historical and cultural differences in the social construction of gender are lost 
from sight.

(1996: 315)  

In time, it was feminists of colour, sex radicals and lesbian feminists who brought issues of 
their own gender specificities and differences to the fore, while other  self-  styled critical and 
postmodern feminists attempted to rethink certain normative issues arising from the recon-
struction of gender for social theory.

The circuits of cultural theory: codes, close reading and cultural studies

If social theory has been concerned with the analysis of subjectivity, social relations, urban 
living, political transformation, technological change and the like, this is equally true of 
cultural theory. The difference between the two traditions of thought, however, hinges cen-
trally on the importance accorded to the analysis and critique of c ulture –  s pecifically, the 
forms of analysis developed in cultural theory for grasping what Richard Hoggart in The Uses 
of Literacy ( 1957) termed an individual’s ‘ whole way of life’. From its focus on high culture 
under Leavisism, in which there is an equation of culture with morality and manners, to the 
life forms of the everyday and especially w orking- c lass culture, inaugurated by the concep-
tual departures of among others Hoggart and Raymond Williams, cultural theory has been 
oriented to the central tension between creation and constraint in the living of modern lives. 
This meant in effect that culture was at once a master idea and an environmental reality that 
floated both around us and inside us, producing a vision of the self that was culturalist to its 
very core. Culture, so the argument went, bound identity and society  together –   sometimes 
harmoniously, sometimes discordantly. And yet if culture penetrated into the tissue of sub-
jectivity, this was only so because there were the raw materials of emotions, affects and de-
sires on which the discourse of culture could go to work. Culture required, in other words, 
a heavy component of s elf- m aking at the level of both societal reproduction and political 
transformation ( Eagleton 2003; Easthope and McGowan 2004; Barry 2009; Storey 2012).

To invoke the image of culture as that of  self-  culture is to shift from the early innova-
tions of cultural theorists such as Hoggart and Williams to the  Marxist- i nspired merging 
of semiotic and psychoanalytic currents by cultural thinkers as diverse as Louis Althusser, 
Stuart Hall, Fredric Jameson and Slavoj Žižek. The second section of this handbook opens 
with chapters largely seeking to map these shifts in cultural theory, with Nick Stevenson ad-
dressing the landscape of cultural theory in the United Kingdom and Europe, and Sam Han 
exploring the concept of culture as developed in cultural studies and cultural theory in North 
America. One common theme that emerges from this recasting of cultural theory concerns 
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the critical analysis of human subjectivity, especially in respect of the Freudian notion of a 
fundamental division within ourselves as human subjects. Indeed, it was through a blending 
of Freudian psychoanalysis, structural linguistics and p ost-  structuralist Marxism that some of 
the most vital work in cultural theory emerged on both sides of the Atlantic, giving rise to 
the notion of the ‘ decentred subject’.

The relationship people establish to their own lived experience, as well as their unique 
ways of interacting with and perceiving others, is captured under the rubric of ‘ personal 
identity’. In a profound irony, however, identity is never identical to itself; there is always 
more to psychic experience than can be emotionally processed at any one time and place at 
the level of human consciousness. The ‘ decentring’ of identity is one way in which cultural 
theorists have sought to grasp this point. ‘ Decentred subjectivity’ is a term worth exploring. 
It implies a profound mistrust in the reliability of consciousness as a basis for knowledge. 
Consciousness of self is a symptom of broader structural forces, sometimes described as lan-
guage or the unconscious or social relations, and from this vantage point the Cartesian cogito 
(‘ I think, therefore I am’) is rendered suspect. We can find a prefiguring of the ‘ decentred 
subject’, a term that takes off in much radical social theory after the impact of structuralist 
and  post-  structuralist linguistics, in the writings of Freud, Nietzsche and Heidegger. Each 
can be seen as questioning, in a profound manner, the philosophical privilege accorded to 
consciousness. According to these ‘ grand masters of suspicion’, subjectivity is not transparent: 
the ‘ subject’ is rather its own internal relations, constituted through the unconscious ( Freud), 
the will to power ( Nietzsche) or Being ( Heidegger).

Significantly, the subject became most comprehensively stripped of traditional notions of 
both agency and rationality as a result of the  force- fi eld of desire itself, in a radical formula-
tion of subjectivity proposed by Freud and psychoanalysis. Freud, in particular, radicalises the 
way in which we have come to think about  self-  identity, for, in suggesting that dreams are 
the ‘ royal road to the unconscious’, Freud shows the ego not to be the master of its own home. 
The presence of unconscious desire was detected at work almost everywhere by  Freud –   for 
example, in slips of the tongue, bungled actions, failures of memory, misinterpretations and 
misreadings. For Freud, unconscious desire has a predominantly sexual or libidinal content, 
and it is precisely for this reason that the ego blocks off knowledge defensively, shifting the 
energy that subsists in repressed desire to the moral prohibitions and restrictions of the super-
ego. Ego, id and superego are the key agencies in Freud’s model of the human mind, a model 
designed to help practitioners assist the mentally ill or disturbed. But psychoanalysis is much 
more than just a therapeutic practice. It is also a radical theory about the fundamental emo-
tional creativity of human beings, focusing as it does on the passions and prohibitions that 
provide civilisation with its basic structure. From this angle alone, Freud’s work is instructive 
for rethinking the emotional dimensions of social life, dimensions that have been reductively 
and deterministically understood by traditional thought.

Indeed, this is one reason why Freudian psychoanalysis came to exert a profound influence 
over contemporary social theory, and this influence is reviewed in some detail in the first 
section of this handbook. But Freud and psychoanalysis have also been central to the devel-
opment of cultural theory. Culture, in the eyes of various leading theorists, contains and cali-
brates our deeper desires only by diverting these very energies into wider collective concerns. 
In this sense, culture energises itself from the raw powers of desire, sublimating Eros or libido 
into the relentless work of civilisation building. Yet culture is not simply built on a repression 
of desire alone, since the former is itself also shaped to its roots by other impulses for undoing, 
dismantling and destruction. The flipside of Eros, builder of civilisations, is T hanatos – a   
primordial drive for destruction and death which, strictly speaking, exists beyond Freud’s 
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pleasure principle. In various elaborations of cultural theory, Thanatos emerges as a ferocious 
inner compulsion that infiltrates the very contours of culture itself. In this connection, psy-
chological and cultural repression are deeply interconnected, with Thanatos cast as a kind 
of excess of cultural ordering or regulation which provokes the very resentment and rage 
that culture is designed to contain. In the second section of the handbook, various authors 
examine the influence of psychoanalytic ideas on cultural, literary and philosophical sources.

If Freudian theory has come to be associated with the dethroning of the sovereign subject, 
this is equally true of structuralist linguistics. The key text here is Ferdinand de Saussure’s 
Course in General Linguistics ( 1974 [1916]), a work that profoundly shaped the development of 
French structuralism and post-structuralism.6 In developing a critique of meaning, Saussure 
paid special attention to what is social, as opposed to what is individual, in the production 
of language. According to Saussure, there is no intrinsic connection between a word and an 
object, like the term ‘ dog’ and the flesh and blood animal that lies in the back garden. Instead, 
meaning is constituted through the unity of a  sound-  image ( or signifier) and a concept ( or 
signified). For Saussure, the relation between signifier and signified is radically arbitrary. This 
notion of the arbitrary character of the sign does not mean, absurdly, that individual speak-
ers can make whatever utterances they like in  day-    to-  day conversation and interaction. On 
the contrary, individual speakers are strongly bound by the conventional usage of linguistic 
terms in order to be understood. Rather, the principle of relative arbitrariness refers to the 
internal composition of language as a structure. Language, he suggests, is composed of a set 
of binary oppositions of signifiers: ‘ day’ is only constituted as a sign in terms of its difference 
from ‘ night’, ‘ black’ from ‘ white’ and the like. Although in Saussure a certain indebtedness to 
psychology is still evident, the main focus is upon the analysis of language (langue) as a system 
of collective representations, rather than the actual substance of individual speech (parole). 
That is to say, Saussure was concerned not so much with the actual things about which peo-
ple spoke, but rather with how a signifier comes to be isolated from other signifiers in the 
preservation of difference. ‘ In language’, as Saussure said, ‘ there are only differences without 
positive terms. Whether we take the signified or the signifier, language has neither ideas nor 
sounds that existed before the linguistic system, but only conceptual and phonic differences 
that have issued from the system’ ( 1974: 120). In this framework, therefore, language is con-
sidered a system of values structured in terms of their internal and oppositional relations, and 
speech is the individual or subjective realisation of language.

   

 
 

In extending the methods of analysis worked out by Saussure, cultural theorists influenced 
by structuralist linguistics seek to discern the complex, contradictory connections between 
language and the production of culture. This concern with signifying practices has come to 
be referred to as theory’s ‘ linguistic turn’, and anthropologist Claude L évi-  Strauss’s The Ele-
mentary Structures of Kinship ( 1969) is widely considered one of the first main experiments in 
sociological semiotics. Linguists and social scientists, L évi-  Strauss contends, ‘ do not merely 
apply the same methods, but are studying the same thing’ ( 1969: 493) – a s  tatement that 
underwrites the structure of language as of central importance to the explication of cul-
ture. The interest in and enthusiasm for linguistics here can be characterised as a theoretical 
weapon for ( 1) the critique of a system of signs at any given point in time as an approach to the 
explication of meaning, and ( 2) the critical appraisal of objective structures, which makes the 
speech of the human subject possible in the first place. As noted elsewhere in this handbook, 
the French semiologist Roland Barthes traced out the main characteristics of Saussurian 
linguistics, and applied this theory to the study of cultural life and social practices. Barthes’s 
work is a good example of structuralist cultural theory, as it brings Saussurian concepts to 
bear upon the explication of social phenomena such as fashion, food and furniture. Cultural 
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life for Barthes is a complex ‘ system of signs’, a relation of relations.7 Within this complex 
system can be found the decentred and dispersed human subject, navigating its way through 
a labyrinth of images, sounds and texts. The human subject, from such a semiological angle, 
is a product of this continuous play among signs, of signs rationalised or naturalised, of lan-
guage as a code. Barthes’s principal contribution to cultural theory lies in the development of 
a semiological approach to understanding what modern culture reveals about itself through 
the signs it produces.

It is in the marriage of structuralist linguistics and psychoanalytical concepts, however, 
that we find the most radical and comprehensive decentring of the human subject. I have 
already mentioned the signal importance of Freud’s work; yet the work of the French psycho-
analyst Jacques Lacan is exemplary for grasping the recasting of subjectivity in the wake of 
structural linguistics and psychoanalysis. Lacan, in a provocative ‘ return to Freud’, attempts 
to rework the main concepts of psychoanalysis in line with core Saussurian concepts such 
as system, difference and the arbitrary relation between signifier and signified. Lacan’s writ-
ings are notoriously difficult and elusive. Notwithstanding this, Lacan’s Freud has exercised 
considerable influence in contemporary social theory, from the structuralist Marxism of 
Louis Althusser to the deconstructive feminism of Luce Irigaray.8 One of the most important 
features of Lacan’s psychoanalysis is the idea that the unconscious, just like language, is an 
endless process of difference, lack and absence. For Lacan, as for Saussure, the ‘ I’ is a linguistic 
shifter that marks difference and division in the social field; there is always in speech a split 
between the self that utters ‘ I’ and the word ‘ I’ that is spoken. The human subject both is 
structured by and denies this splitting, shifting from one signifier to another in a potentially 
endless play of desires. Language and the unconscious thus thrive on difference: signs fill in 
for the absence of actual objects at the level of the mind and in social exchange. This is central 
to Lacan’s theory that social relations, or what he calls the symbolic, depend on the repression 
of desire. ‘ Civilization is built upon a renunciation of drives’, wrote Freud ( 1961:  51– 5 2), and 
Lacan’s account of the u nconscious–  language relation is an impressive attempt to theorise this 
insight in terms of the intersubjective workings of desire and recognition.

The repression of desire is at one with the very constitution of the self, and according to 
Lacan this is a process that leaves the human subject forever scarred or internally divided. 
In his much celebrated essay ‘ The mirror stage as formative of the function of the I’, Lacan 
emphasised the narcissistic positioning of the child on an imaginary level of perception. At some 
point between 6 and 18 months, the child identifies with itself by seeing its image reflected 
in a mirror. The mirror stage, Lacan argued, finds an imaginary identity through a narcis-
sistic relationship to images and doubles. The child reacts with a sense of jubilation in seeing 
itself whole and complete in the mirror; yet this s elf- r ecognition is in fact a misrecognition 
since the child is still dependent upon other people for its own physical needs. The process 
of  self-  identification, because it occurs via a mirror that is outside and other, is actually one 
of alienation. In a word, the mirror lies. The very process of achieving s elf-  identification, 
which is necessary to becoming a positioned subject in the social world, renders the child at 
odds with itself.

What are the gains of this decentring of the subject in structuralist and p ost- s tructuralist 
thought? To begin with, instead of taking consciousness as given, the psychoanalytic  post- 
 structuralism of Lacan represents a radical demystification of human subjectivity. Structure 
predates experience, the mirror frames imaginary perception: the individual subject is a 
product of the ‘ discourse of the Other’, that is, signification. Lacan’s argument that the subject 
finds an imaginary identity through an image granted by another represents a major advance 
on approaches that uncritically assume that the ego or the ‘ I’ is at the centre of psychological 
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functioning. In stressing that the ‘ I’ is an alienating fiction, a misrecognition that masks the 
split and fractured nature of unconscious desire, cultural theorists influenced by Lacan locate 
a sense of otherness at the heart of the s elf – a t  heme that runs deep in contemporary thought. 
The radical edge of such an approach is that it runs counter to much received wisdom, spe-
cifically the assumption that experience is unproblematic and that meaning is transparent. 
By highlighting that all s elf- k nowledge is fractured and  fragile –  w ith the individual subject 
caught between the imaginary traps of narcissistic mirroring and the symbolic dislocations of 
 language –   structuralist and  post- s tructuralist social theory underwrite the view that subject 
and society are discontinuous with each other. The social world may never seem the same 
again after one reads Lacan, if only for the reason that Lacan’s writings capture something of 
the strangeness that pervades the mundane and familiar in daily life.

A novel and critical engagement with Lacan’s Freud is developed in an interesting way 
in the writings of Julia Kristeva. Kristeva, a leading intellectual and practising psychoana-
lyst in France, develops what might best be termed a p ost- L acanian account of processes of 
signification. Kristeva’s critique of the subject is at once Lacanian ( most notably in terms of 
her argument for the imaginary framing and symbolic decentring of the subject) and p ost- 
L acanian ( through her connection of psychic process to being and action). She explicitly 
reintroduces the Freudian notion of drives into the linguistic abstractions of Lacanian theory, 
termed the ‘ semiotic’, in order to account for the subject’s psychic investment in the mirror 
stage as preparatory to the constitution of the ‘ I’. It is obvious to Kristeva that the signify-
ing relations between subject and society are not eternally fixed and given. And in order to 
counter the Lacanian tendency to view the constitution of the subject as a subjectless pro-
cess, she focuses on the structuration of the passions as central to experiences of autonomy 
and alienation, subjectivity and subjection. There is, in other words, a hiatus between what 
Kristeva asserts of the semiotic, heterogeneous nature of psychic experience and a structur-
alist notion of system in which language speaks the subject.

As regards the recasting of personal identity in the wake of systematic structural transfor-
mations, there is arguably no greater shift underway in our time than that of globalisation. 
The advent of the global electronic economy is a game changer, certainly for the analysis and 
critique of personal and professional life but also for a whole array of general categories de-
veloped in and through social and cultural theory. In this connection, it has been argued by 
many that the t wenty- fi rst century has ushered into existence a ‘ new era’. Globalisation, new 
communication technologies and the arrival of Web 3.0, the t echno- i ndustrialisation of war, 
the privatisation of public resources, the advent of a seemingly unstoppable universal con-
sumerism: these are just some of the profound institutional transformations that have taken 
place at the level of both personal life and planetary systems. Such institutional transforma-
tions directly underpin arguments within the social sciences that we stand at the beginning 
of a radical political transition, a transition that leads us to bid farewell to an era dominated 
by industrial capitalism. Gone is the oppressive, repetitive grind of industrial labour. Instead, 
industrialisation is replaced by the age of the computational microchip. The floating images 
and virtual codes of the mass media come to be seen as that point where technology invades 
the inner world of the individual subject, the opening of a new world beyond that of mo-
dernity itself.

A baffling variety of terms have arisen in the attempt to describe novel forms of life 
beyond modernity, including the ‘ information society’, ‘ consumer society’, ‘ p ost-  industrial 
society’, ‘  post-  capitalist society’, ‘ postmodernism’ and ‘ postmodernity’. Some of the debates 
about a possible historical transition beyond modernity have concentrated upon institutional 
dynamics, particularly those that see a shift from industrial production to the production of 
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information as the basis for a new form of political power. Some of the debates, by contrast, 
have concentrated on more cultural and aesthetic issues, especially in the realms of art, archi-
tecture and mass culture. These controversies have as a common thread, however, the global 
expansion of cultural, economic and political systems of the developed societies. In this con-
nection, the diagnosis of a postmodern social  condition – b  y far the most debated idea arising 
from these c ontroversies –   is often enough represented as involving the end of modernity and 
the dissolution of the Enlightenment.

Four contemporary cultural theorists in particular have come to be identified with the 
controversial argument that the concept of postmodernity is best deployed as a description 
of contemporary experience. J ean-  François Lyotard, Jean Baudrillard, Fredric Jameson and 
Zygmunt Bauman have, notwithstanding differences in argument, become the symbolic 
bearers of the case for a radical postmodernism.9 Radical postmodernism is a form of cultural 
critique that considers modernity dissolved, and which generates new critical terminologies 
to comprehend the globalised, mediated nature of today’s social, cultural and political world. 
Modernist expectations and sentiments, according to these theorists, are increasingly under-
mined in the contemporary era. It is less clear, however, if there is any coherence or meaning 
to the systems of thought that have replaced modernism and modernity. From this angle, the 
modernist drive to order, control and regulate society has been at the cost of repressing ‘ other 
worlds’ and ‘ other voices’ such as women, blacks, gays and colonised people.

Other cultural theorists have questioned the value of such a  broad-  ranging historical pe-
riodisation and global diagnosis, contending that it is not really possible to make sense of the 
debate over modernity, postmodernity and the  geo-  political transformations of globalisation 
in this manner. Rather than viewing the modernity/ postmodernity debate and the glo-
balisation thesis in terms of endings, some cultural theorists have suggested that globalised 
modernity is becoming radicalised or intensely reflexive or being pushed to its limits. These 
arguments might be grouped under the banner of pragmatic postmodernism or global liquidisation, 
and theorists associated with this approach include Zygmunt Bauman and Seyla Benhabib. 
Here the political consequences of advanced globalisation are understood as entering into an 
embarrassing contradiction with its programmatic promises of freedom and justice, such that 
the condition of postmodernity is understood as an ability to reflect back upon certain core 
assumptions, practices and illusions of the modern age.

Much of the focus of recent cultural theory in terms of grasping the illusions of modernity 
has been on race. Recent debates on race, multiculturalism and difference have fuelled dis-
cussions of cultural identities and values excluded or marginalised in the academic culture of 
the West. Issues of imperialism and decolonisation, which have been substantially addressed 
through debates about the  nation-  state, nationalism and the Third World, have served to 
highlight the exclusions and omissions of cultural identities and political formations from 
many of the core institutions of liberal, representative democracies. These debates have, 
in turn, underlined the Eurocentric bias of many Western cultural theories, and extended 
appreciation of the interweaving of race, ethnicity and cultural differences as sites for the 
production and politics of identity.

The participants in these debates are in considerable degree all struggling with a number 
of core questions and issues, many of which bear the strong imprint of current developments 
in cultural theory. What are the connections between modernity and its racialised history of 
identity exclusions? How have racial exclusions and racist dominations become naturalised 
or normalised in the Eurocentred vision of Western traditional thought? How might racist 
states of mind best be understood? What are the psychic roots of racist practices? How might 
cultural theory best develop a n on-  reductionist and a nti-  essential analysis of racist ideology 
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and racialised discourse? What are the chances of multicultural diversity, and what are the 
threats of new racisms, in the postmodern,  post-  communist and postcolonial era of transna-
tionalism? How might the current multiplicity of  anti-  racisms be linked to critical theory 
and to cultural theory as a whole?

For many cultural theorists of differentiated social identities and the politics of race, nei-
ther the extension of mass consumer markets to previously excluded groups, nor the assim-
ilation and integration of minority histories into dominant or mainstream  socio-  political 
contexts, seems an attractive model of  anti-  racist development. For such critical  anti-  racists, 
there is a danger in organising selves, communities and nations around a politics of identity, 
most obviously in terms of undermining commitments to diversity in the public, political 
domain. If too ‘ inclusivist’ or conformist a view is taken of what it means to hold a given 
identity, perspective or disposition, then we are never far from an unleashing of destructive, 
paranoid fantasy which underpins racist ideologies and the delegitimation of the political 
rights of  others – o  r so it is argued.

The Routledge Handbook of Social and Cultural Theory

This handbook sets out to provide a reasonably comprehensive account of contemporary 
cultural life along the twin axes of social theory and cultural theory. The first section of the 
book examines the ways that social theory has intersected with an array of recent debates 
on social reproduction and cultural transformations. Jordan McKenzie traces the lineage of 
the critical theory of the Frankfurt School, from the first generation of critical theorists to 
the work of Habermas and the more recent conceptual departures of Albrecht Wellmer and 
Axel Honneth. Sam Han lays out the path of theoretical development to structuralism and 
 post-  structuralism, giving insight into the latent conventions and hidden codes that structure 
social behaviour and cultural life. Anthony Elliott revisits the agency and structure debate in 
social theory, paying particular attention to the conceptual approach of structuration. Ann 
Branaman explores feminist and  post-  feminist critiques of the intricate links between sexu-
ality, gender and power relations. Keith Tester examines the integration of social theory with 
everyday cultural experience in the work of Zygmunt Bauman. John Cash reviews the many 
different definitions of ideology, and explores the relevance of the concept for contemporary 
social and cultural thought. Elliott examines intersections between psychoanalysis and social 
theory, paying particular attention to the affective dimensions of cultural change. Patrick 
Brown looks at sociologies of risk, particularly the way that risk assessment has infiltrated 
modern institutions and everyday cultural life. Thomas Birtchnell gives us insight into the 
labyrinth of n etworks – f  rom network computing to social networking. Finally, Eric Hsu 
looks at the rise of the ‘ great globalization debate’ in recent social theory.

The second section of the book shifts focus to cultural theory, and examines how p ath- 
 breaking cultural analysts such as Hall, Jameson and Žižek have brought interdisciplinarity 
to the fore in the critique of culture, communication and capitalism. Here cultural theory is 
revealed as constituted through a deep and lasting engagement with countercultures and so-
cial movements,  anti-  war protests and national liberation fronts, civil rights demonstrations 
and the age of feminism. As a result, the analysis and critique of culture come to denote a 
mixture of discourse, texts, materiality, ethnography, politics, economics, sociology, social 
policy,  post- s tructuralism, postcolonial theory, postmodernism and much else. The concept 
of culture, from this angle, is thus developed not only as a critique of  middle- c lass society and 
capitalist power but also as an articulation of wider political transformations bound up with 
forces such as media, popular culture, the cult of celebrity, subcultures and so on. Charles 
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Lemert takes stock of these shifts in his opening contribution to this section of the book, 
looking in particular at differences between cultural and social things.

A lot of cultural theory is preoccupied with the question of defining culture. Much of 
the most radical cultural theory certainly keeps definitions of culture in mind, but crucially 
also looks for new  connections –   new ways of understanding the r elationship –   between 
culture and social power. Nick  Stevenson –  i n examining the legacy of British cultural the-
ory from Williams, Thompson and Hoggart to Hall, McRobbie and  Gilroy –  fi nds this tra-
dition of thought of continuing importance for engaging with questions of power, culture 
and society. Sam Han reviews American cultural theory and cultural studies and looks at 
many of its leading thinkers, from Lawrence Grossberg to John Fiske, as well as the fraught 
relationship of American cultural studies with American society. Max Kirsch explores how 
many new cultural ideas have developed through an extraordinary creative dialogue with 
queer theory. Louis Everuss investigates the twinning of mobilities and migrations in a 
world transformed by the digital revolution. Anthony Moran interrogates the engagement 
of cultural theory with race, ethnicity, nation and colonialism, highlighting throughout the 
interrelation of racial exploitation and cultural forms of domination. Simon Susen focuses 
on ‘ the place of space’ in social and cultural theory. In the final chapter, Elliott turns to 
address the import of posthumanism for social and cultural theory, addressing key devel-
opments in biotechnology, nanotechnology as well as associated developments in artificial 
intelligence and robotics.

Notes

 1 There are several fine overviews of the work of the first generation of Frankfurt critical theorists 
available. In particular, see Jay ( 1973) and Held ( 1980).

 2 For useful introductory analyses of Habermas’s social theory see Outhwaite ( 1994), White ( 1978) 
and McCarthy ( 1978). See also the essays in Thompson and Held ( 1982).

 3 See, for example, Durkheim ( 1952). For an analysis of Durkheim’s tendency to equate structure 
with constraint see Giddens ( 1971).

4 For detailed discussions of Foucault’s work in relation to issues of surveillance and domination see 
Hoy ( 1986), Poster ( 1990) and Lyon ( 1994). Useful discussions of Foucault’s theory of power are to 
be found in Dews ( 1987) and McNay ( 1992).

 5 For useful introductory overviews and critical appraisals of the writings of Pierre Bourdieu and 
Anthony Giddens see Thompson ( 1984: chs 2, 4) and Lemert ( 1991: ch. 7).

6 Saussure was Professor of General Linguistics at the University of Geneva, and his Course in General 
Linguistics was reconstructed from the notes of his students. See Saussure (1 974). There are many 
criticisms made of Saussure’s theories, including the important objection that the explication of 
meaning is isolated from the social environments of language use as well as the psychological 
processing of signification, representation and affect. For useful discussions of Saussure see Clarke 
( 1981) and Giddens ( 1979: ch. 1).

7 Roland Barthes’s work can be divided between his early writings, which fuse semiotics and struc-
turalism, and his later statements, which might be characterised as literary  post-s  tructuralism. A 
useful anthology is Sontag ( 1983). See also Calvet ( 1995).

 8 For critical discussions of Lacan’s work in relation to social theory see Dews ( 1987) and Elliott 
( 1999: ch. 4).

 9 The analytical distinction that I propose between radical postmodernism and reflexive postmod-
ernism is intended as a general one. Differences in historical periodisation, particularly in terms of 
whether the modern/p ostmodern is viewed in terms of repetition or rupture, are of core signif-
icance to grasping the ambiguity and controversy that marks this debate. Notwithstanding these 
reservations, I have suggested these terms as a means to problematise some of the analytical and po-
litical assumptions of modernist and postmodernist social theory. For a related schema, see Charles 
Lemert (1 997: ch. 2), who breaks the debate into ‘r adical modernism’, ‘s trategic postmodernism’ 
and ‘ radical postmodernism’.
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The term ‘ critical theory’ is enduringly connected to the Frankfurt Institute for Social 
Research and the theorists associated with it [including but not limited to, Max Horkheimer 
(1895–1973), Theodor Adorno (1903–1969), Herbert Marcuse (1898–1979), Jürgen Habermas 
(  1929–  )]. Critical theory, first proposed by Horkheimer in 1931, is a project in revisionist 
Marxism committed to the emancipation of individuals from various forms of hegemonic 
power in  post-  Enlightenment society. While the term ‘ critical theory’ may imply that the 
Frankfurt School rallied around a singular theory, its members operated from a diverse range 
of theoretical backgrounds, research interests and political stances. Their conflicting views 
regarding the application of Greek philosophy, hermeneutics, phenomenology, positivism 
and pragmatism make it difficult to generalise the aims and intensions of the Frankfurt 
School or to speak of the School in cohesive ways. As such, there is no single ‘ critical theory’; 
the most uniting aspect of the field can be said to be what it opposes rather than what it stands 
for. Its aim is to redirect traditional a gency–  structure debates by investigating the actions, 
beliefs and motivations of individuals that are subject to hidden and insidious influences. 
The uniting element of critical theory has less to do with a question or a subject than with a 
methodology of critique that demands the examination of social life, with the intention of 
resolving inconsistencies and distortions of knowledge.

             

Historical and intellectual development

The Frankfurt School was founded in 1923 under the direction of Carl Grünberg as a means 
to study Marxism and contemporary capitalism. However, when Max Horkheimer took over 
as the head of the institute in 1930, he directed the group in a new multidisciplinary direc-
tion. Despite Horkheimer’s substantial theoretical achievements, to many working within 
the institute, he is remembered for his ability to coordinate a vast array of perspectives into 
something original, daring and highly influential. In Horkheimer’s inaugural lecture in 1931, 
he proposed a new model for research in the social sciences under the title ‘ critical theory’. 
Horkheimer sought to bring together a range of divergent fields of social research to create a 
kind of ultimate study of society. The institute’s Journal for Social Research ( Zeitschrift für Sozial-
forschung), which ran from 1932 to 1939, is evidence of this new direction. This new method 
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brought together traditional sociological theorists with the philosophy of Hegel and Kant, 
the psychoanalysis of Freud, the psychology of Fromm, the analysis of music, art and culture 
through Adorno, and numerous other specialties such as politics, history and literature.

The origins of critical theory are rooted in Marx’s body of work, with particular atten-
tion given to the aspects of Marxism often neglected by traditional Marxists. The Institute’s 
own journal, Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, maintained a strong Marxist perspective during 
the 1930s, with Capital being a particularly important influence for Horkheimer and Adorno 
( Held 1980: 43). The theme of alienation was embedded in the critical theory of this era; 
yet Horkheimer and Adorno would eventually become sceptical of Marx’s teleological un-
derstanding of revolution as a response to capitalism. Marx’s traditional model of class revolt 
appeared increasingly dated as it failed to adequately predict the rise of the m iddle-  classes or 
the cultural dominance of consumerism. Class exploitation in the middle of the twentieth 
century had taken on a more covert and indirect form that made aspects of Marx’s approach 
appear redundant. The Frankfurt School theorists thus sought to  re- e valuate the role of 
revolution on the path to greater equality and increased living standards. What was retained 
from Marx, however, were the values of freedom, egalitarianism and the need for political 
and democratic accountability from authorities. Allegedly, the only remaining copies of the 
Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, which indicate the deeply Marxist nature of their early work, 
were locked away by Horkheimer in the school’s basement. It seems that this was an act not 
to dismiss Marx, but rather to leave him in the past, while the focus of the Frankfurt School 
was on the future.

Horkheimer’s approach to critical theory has been somewhat overshadowed by the more 
culturally and aesthetically focused model later proposed by Adorno. During the 1940s 
Adorno began to surpass Horkheimer as the public face of the Frankfurt School, and the 
common understanding of critical theory changed into what has become the most rec-
ognisable version in the present day. Post Second World War, Adorno’s brand of critical 
theory was notably more sceptical of popular culture and its ability to distract the public 
from restrictions of autonomy. This unique and radical aspect of critical theory would 
later be developed in detail by Marcuse: namely, that modernity is capable of convincing 
individuals to forfeit aspects of their autonomy voluntarily ( 1964). According to Marcuse, 
this involves subscribing to the ideologies of authorities, and willingly conforming to the 
values of others. Though this may seem like an extreme view, the unprecedented confor-
mity of values within Nazi Germany and the horrifying consequences that would follow 
are telling.

Adorno was eager to distinguish critical theory from traditional social theory through the 
recognition of hidden power structures in modernity. That is to say that prior to the project 
of critical theory there was an assumption that the relationship of understanding between the 
individual and society was clear and informed. Both Weber and Durkheim are examples of 
social theorists who overlooked the potential for distortion in the individual’s understanding 
of society (  Jarvis 1998: 45). Although Weber warned against the dangers of rationalisation 
in human societies, for the critical theorists his analysis undervalued the role of interpreta-
tion for individuals. And while Durkheim argued that his model of functionalism was an 
explanation for the interaction of social systems (  Jarvis 1998: 46), neither of these thinkers 
sufficiently acknowledged the possibility that cultural circumstances could distort the indi-
vidual’s understanding of society. This scepticism is central to Adorno’s critical theory as any 
analysis of the social world, as well as interaction with society on an everyday level, is subject 
to the distortion of ideas and therefore action. Therefore, vigilant criticism is necessary for 
any form of meaningful analysis.
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Any introduction to the Frankfurt School must acknowledge the significance of the Sec-
ond World War in order to comprehend the fear, anxiety and anger contained within its 
works. From its inception, the Frankfurt School consisted predominantly of Jewish scholars, 
and so the influence of Hitler’s rise to power and the atrocities that would follow during 
the Second World War resulted in an unmistakable scepticism about modernity among the 
school. The school was displaced multiple times in order to avoid persecution by the Nazi 
government, moving to Geneva in 1933, then to New York in 1935 and eventually to Cali-
fornia in 1941. The school did not officially return to Germany until 1953, although a num-
ber of key members, including Herbert Marcuse and Leo Lowenthal, chose to remain in the 
United States.1 While the most influential members of the school were fortunate enough to 
escape from Nazi Germany, there is no doubt that the atrocities witnessed by members of the 
school and the people close to them deeply influenced the unique approach of critical theory.

As the Second World War progressed Adorno’s cultural theory came to be the dominant 
model for the Frankfurt School. While in exile in the United States Adorno became in-
creasingly concerned with the manner in which the public’s perception of society could be 
distorted through popular culture and misinformation. The radical evolution of consumer 
culture in the United States was a shock to Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse who were en-
countering this culture for the first time. Adorno focused on the power of hegemonic control 
through the distraction of individuals from significant abuses of civil rights and democratic 
principles. It was clear that while the United States had not succumbed to fascism, there were 
alarming similarities to Nazi Germany in the use of power, knowledge, media and class. The 
cynicism in works like Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment ( 1947) was un-
doubtedly influenced by the atrocities of the Holocaust, and so there is a need to understand 
the conditions that informed these perspectives, and this should not be overlooked when 
discussing the work of the Frankfurt School.

Major claims of the field and its key contributors

The following section will primarily focus on the work of Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse 
and Habermas, although contributions from other theorists will also be included in or-
der to provide an accurate description of the variety of specialities within the group. The 
discussion will begin with members of the ‘ first generation’ of critical theorists including 
Horkheimer on reason and subjectivity, followed by Adorno on aesthetics and the culture 
industry. The overview will then move towards Marcuse and the integration of Freudian 
theory into Marxism with his work on surplus repression and o ne-  dimensional man. Finally, 
the work of Habermas, as the major figure in the ‘ second generation’ of critical theory, will 
be considered. The key figures of the third generation will be discussed in a later section of 
this chapter.

Horkheimer: reason and enlightenment

In 1947 Max Horkheimer published two texts that would come to define his substantial 
contribution to critical theory. Eclipse of Reason and Dialectic of Enlightenment ( which was c o- 
 authored with Adorno) were the result of several years of work, and together Horkheimer 
and Adorno formed a foundation for critical theory. These texts signify the second phase in 
Horkheimer’s writings, with the first being associated with his work in the 1930s and early 
1940s as head of the Frankfurt Institute. An example of the early phase in Horkheimer’s 
work can be seen in an article published in 1941 titled ‘ The End of Reason’, a deeply cynical 
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analysis of reason’s ability to possess emancipatory potential, particularly within the context 
of the events occurring in Nazi Germany at the time.2 Yet in the era of Adorno’s conception 
of critical theory as a new materialist philosophy, rather than an abridged version of the social 
sciences, Eclipse of Reason claims that the individual has become detached from the process of 
reasoning and therefore experiences a separation from society and from the self ( Horkheimer 
1947; Lohmann 1993: 388). And so, in contrast to Horkheimer’s previous position on the 
matter, Eclipse of Reason describes reason as a solution to the s elf-  imposed limitations present 
in post-Enlightenment society.     

Horkheimer begins Eclipse of Reason with the claim that for the layperson the question 
of reason is almost too obvious to warrant an explanation ( 1947: 3). This is because reason 
is most commonly used to relate means to ends in order to achieve the desired goal of the 
individual. In this sense, reason is a process of how and not why, as the effectiveness of one’s 
reason is judged by its ability to deliver an intended outcome. This approach to reason can be 
identified in capitalism and came to be a key motivation for the Frankfurt School’s ongoing 
critique of ‘ instrumental rationality’ or m eans- e nds rationality. Instrumental rationality is 
effective in calculating the best possible option within a structured and reliable framework 
of possibilities. For example, when making consumer choices, instrumental logic is very 
helpful in identifying the best possible product for the price. However, this kind of reason-
ing becomes problematic in circumstances that are significantly less  structured –  i t is very 
difficult to ‘ rationally’ justify the more humanistic elements of life such as love, art, music and 
morality. There is no calculation or formula that can validate the beauty of a piece of music 
or the deeply rooted moral code of an individual. Horkheimer shows that human decisions 
are too often reduced to instrumental rationality, which forces creative and emotional  human 
beings into rigid structures of thought. Weber would describe this as the ‘ iron cage’ of ratio-
nality, and Habermas later discussed this in terms of the clash of ‘ lifeworld and system’. For 
Horkheimer, the need for a better use of reason is essential in order to overcome the hege-
monic power of social authorities, and therefore to maximise autonomy.

Modern reason therefore shifted from something used to navigate the world autono-
mously to something that individuals are pressured to subscribe to and adopt at all costs. This 
shift transformation of reason occurred alongside the breakdown of objective truth in mo-
dernity. For Horkheimer, the use of instrumental reason was more effective in an age where 
the ambitions of individuals were linear and justified by social values that were accepted as 
objectively true such as religious principles. But as  post-  Enlightenment society lost faith in 
formal objectivity, everyday goals required justification rather than simply a means by which 
to accomplish them. He writes,

The idea that an aim can be reasonable for its own  sake –   on the basis of virtues that 
insight reveals it to have in  itself –   without reference to some kind of subjective gain or 
advantage, is utterly alien to subjective reason.

(1947: 3)  

It is for this reason that Horkheimer was highly sceptical of the Enlightenment project, as 
the superstitions that were to be replaced by reason and the pursuit of knowledge had in fact 
been replaced by an ideology of consumer culture and capitalism. In order to access the rev-
olutionary potential of reason, subjects need to consider the merit of ends rather than simply 
the efficiency and practicality of means.

This position was developed significantly in Dialectic of Enlightenment ( 1947), a text that 
for many has defined the Frankfurt School’s contribution to critical theory. This was an 
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enormously ambitious project that put forward a critical view of society by arguing that mo-
dernity was built upon a falsehood. The Enlightenment, for Horkheimer and Adorno, did 
not signify a radical shift in the process of modernisation, whereby reason and the pursuit 
of knowledge for its own sake were valued over and above that of superstition and tradition; 
rather, the nature of society in the middle of the twentieth century revealed that the Enlight-
enment was a myth. In this sense, they argued that the approach to rationality credited with 
overcoming the limitations of p re- E nlightenment society was responsible for new and di-
verse methods of social control that managed to exist with the support and encouragement 
of individuals ( Bernstein 2001: 99). The size and scope of this project are indicative of its 
greatest flaw, as Horkheimer and Adorno admit in the preface of the new edition ( 1994) that 
aspects of the book are incompatible with second and third generations’ claims about the 
historical context of truth ( 1994: ix). Yet there are aspects of this text that still have much to 
offer.

Dialectic of Enlightenment developed a model for understanding society though an a ll- 
e ncompassing critique of history and society. The central notion of this critique examined 
the inconsistencies between the values of p ost-  Enlightenment society as a liberating force and 
the reality of modernity’s regulating and domineering presence in the lives of individuals. 
This regulation of social life occurs through the corruption of information or, more accu-
rately, in the way in which information is used to influence human behaviour. As a result, the 
rationalised approach to reason defines progress through a civilisation’s ability to control and 
manipulate nature. Described as ‘ technocratic dream’ ( Horkheimer 1947: 105), its success oc-
curs through the ability to systematically regulate the world, thus nullifying the validity and 
accuracy of knowledge by favouring its potential for profit over its capacity for truth. This 
would not be such a significant problem if this knowledge were not taken for objective truth; 
and so, with knowledge comes influence, and therefore power. Horkheimer and Adorno 
note that, ‘ The enlightened spirit replaced fire and the wheel by the stigma it attached to all 
irrationality, which led to perdition’ ( 1947: 24). The Enlightenment was not the end of myth, 
but a transition into a different kind of myth, whereby ideology could be presented as truth 
and the influence of various kinds of authorities becomes more coercive and more discreet.

The location of truth in this argument is considered to be its most central flaw; however, 
there have been a number of contributions to critical theory that alleviate this inconsistency 
( Bauman 1991; Habermas 1984a). Dialectic of Enlightenment criticised the reliability of truth 
that grew out of tradition, history and culture. Instead it called for a reflective and enduringly 
critical approach to knowledge through the unwavering dedication to transparent analysis, 
and an ongoing awareness of bias and influence. What has been made clear through a variety 
of critiques, both sympathetic and merciless, is that this is simply not possible, or at least not 
as realistic as Horkheimer and Adorno might have originally thought. The construction of a 
purified and independent use of knowledge would require a social element that is capable of 
understanding, and therefore resolving, the distortions of knowledge.3

Adorno: aesthetics and the culture industry

The result of this impasse directed Adorno towards a new phase of critical theory that 
would focus more directly on the distortions of knowledge in popular culture and, in 
doing so, move away from the philosophical roots of his earlier work. Adorno become 
the key figure of Frankfurt School critical theory as he continued to develop a radical and 
challenging social critique with texts such as The Authoritarian Personality (1950), Minima 
Moralia (1951), Negative Dialectics ( 1966) and a number of essays that would eventually form 
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The Culture Industry ( 1991). The end of the Second World War did not result in the end of 
propaganda or of the powerful role of mass deception, but rather saw the spread of highly 
coercive and homogenising media throughout the world. Just as the Nazi government had 
used film and music to encourage conformity, Adorno believed that popular culture was 
spreading the ideology of free market capitalism and dramatic social inequality throughout 
the West.

Before discussing Adorno’s critique of popular culture, it is important to understand the 
foundations of his thought as a critical theorist. In response to Horkheimer’s use of reason as 
a liberating tool, Adorno contended that reason and reality were irreconcilable. Therefore, 
he considered the inconsistencies and logical flaws of a society to be irresolvable, even with 
the philosophical use of reason. His claim is not that reason is useless, but rather that in order 
to make positive changes to society, one must understand that reason and reality will never 
perfectly align. Adorno hints at this understanding of reason throughout his work, but it 
became formalised in 1966 with the publication of Negative Dialectics ( Adorno 1966;  Buck- 
 Morss 1977: 63). Adorno resituates critical theory into a position of analysis and critique 
rather than one that develops solutions that could resolve social problems. As a result, Adorno 
understood Horkheimer’s work as somewhat moralistic because he proposed new ways of 
living that would overcome forms of injustice. Meanwhile, Adorno focused his concerns 
on the nature of philosophy and the plausibility of comprehending social problems. Yet, JM 
Bernstein insists that Adorno’s publications contain an ethical undercurrent that can be used 
to frame his otherwise grim notion presented in Negative Dialectics. Perhaps it would be more 
useful to think of Adorno’s claims as a position that regards the task of philosophers to be 
a form of vigilant critique rather than of ethical advice, thus leaving the job of navigating 
moral decisions to individuals. Moral judgements are inevitably conflicting and imperfect 
for Adorno, particularly within a capitalist system that is built on exploitation. His approach 
shifts the role of philosophers from articulating the way in which individuals should live their 
lives to one of creating a set of conditions that would address the social distortions that make 
moral choices problematic.

For Adorno, popular culture teaches conformity and obedience by providing predictable 
and formulaic media that aims to provoke a specific response from its audience. If we con-
sider music as an example, the common structure of a pop song can be seen to follow a strict 
set of rules regarding time signatures, scales and arrangements. In Adorno’s  well-  known cri-
tique of Jazz ( 1936), he takes aim at music that is designed for dancing and includes an accom-
panying set of moves that are to be performed in unison when the song plays. While Adorno 
aims his critique at ‘ Jazz’, his analysis primarily focuses on ‘ big band’ and ‘ rag time’ which 
were enormously popular at the time. Adorno was trained in classical music composition and 
he was not fond of Jazz in any sense, but his critique can be understood more broadly in the 
context of contemporary popular music. Though this might seem harmless, Adorno argued 
that the incredible popularity of these formulaic songs was indicative of the dangerous brand 
of conformist rationality that critical theorists are warning against. Through the repetition of 
these ‘ rules’, listeners become comfortable with the recognisable and familiar nature of a song 
and begin to dislike songs that do not fit the mould. Rather than interpreting a piece of music 
as an artwork and responding with ideas and emotions that relate to its content, Adorno felt 
that popular music tells the listener how to feel and what to think while distancing them 
from their lived experiences. The result is that music, art and fi lm –  w hich should be a haven 
for creativity and o riginality – b  ecome industries of strict regulation and order. He argued 
that this regulation of culture does not only affect the objects of production; popular culture 
provides a normative structure for the way in which individuals are supposed to perceive a 
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piece of music or a work of art. This inevitably affects the way individuals respond to other 
kinds of information about the world such as that relating to news and politics.

However, this unrelenting critique of popular or mass culture has attracted notable crit-
icism due to its perceived elitist attitude. Essentially, Adorno is making a bold and scathing 
criticism of the culture of common individuals in favour of what are ostensibly bourgeois 
tastes. He defends the modernist art seen by many as abstract and absurd, while criticising 
music, film and art that may be simple and repetitive, but feels genuinely meaningful to the 
general public. He also underestimates the ability of artists to work with the reductionist 
genre of popular culture to create works that are genuinely original and challenging to the 
status quo. Adorno must be questioned at this point: is it not possible that individuals can si-
multaneously know that a song or television show is predictable and structured, and still find 
aspects of it enjoyable? This touches on a much larger criticism about the role of autonomy 
and creativity among individuals and the potential oversimplification of cultural hegemony; 
this will be discussed in more detail later in the chapter. For now, it is important to note 
that Adorno sees popular culture as an example of how effective capitalist coercion really 
is. For Adorno, the normative standards imposed by mass culture are so deeply rooted that 
individuals engage with cultural symbols simply ‘ to buy and use its products even though 
they see through them’ ( Horkheimer and Adorno 1994: 167). The only way for individuals to 
maintain any form of legitimate autonomy in modernity is, he argues, through the perpetual 
critique of knowledge and the ongoing suspicion of various kinds of authorities.

Marcuse:  one-  dimensional man and the unconscious

Herbert Marcuse developed his integration of Marxist and Freudian concepts predominantly 
through his texts One Dimensional Man ( 1964) and Eros and Civilisation ( 1955). He put forward 
the view that modern culture has the ability to direct and to limit an individual’s behaviour, 
but modern society also applies a reductive element to the otherwise complex nature of indi-
viduals. That is to say, he argued that it is far too simplistic to claim that critical theorists view 
the individual as easily manipulated or naïve, as the nature of modern society reduces indi-
viduals to a handful of consumer preferences and easily identifiable cultural signifiers. This 
perspective stands in contrast to the idea that individuals are no more than ‘ cultural dopes’, 
vulnerable to manipulation, rather than enormously complex beings constantly resisting the 
social pressure to become streamlined and categorised.

Perhaps Marcuse’s greatest contribution to the field of critical theory is his integration of 
Freudian psychoanalysis into the principles of the Frankfurt School. He was certainly not 
the first to do this; Horkheimer and Adorno were beginning to integrate Freud with Marx 
as early as 1927, and their close contemporary Erich Fromm wrote substantially on Freud 
throughout the 1930s and 1940s (  Jay 1973: 88). However, Marcuse’s use of Freud was unique 
compared to thinkers like Fromm because he rejected of revisionist readings of Freud’s work. 
Although both Horkheimer and Adorno had supported Fromm’s revisionist interpretation of 
Freud in the 1930s, by the m id-  1940s Adorno had called for a return to the original principles 
of psychoanalysis, and Marcuse’s Eros and Civilisation ( 1955) became a defining text in this 
revival. While this chapter is not the place for an i n-  depth discussion of Freudian psychoanal-
ysis, it should be noted that critical theory, and Marxism in general, has much to gain from 
incorporating a deep understanding of the inner workings of the self. The incorporation of 
concepts such as repression and the unconscious into more traditional Marxist interpretations 
of society form a foundation for critical theory to build upon. If critical theory is to take 
seriously the notion that individuals are often blind to the social conditions that affect their 
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knowledge, beliefs and behaviour, then some explanation of the way in which this occurs 
within the individual is  necessary – a  lthough always considered within a social context.

The critical theory espoused by Marcuse is a response to a radically different stage in 
modern history from that of his predecessors. While the critical theories of Horkheimer 
and Adorno were shaped by the rise of Nazism and the atrocities of the Holocaust, Mar-
cuse produced his most influential works during a time of unprecedented prosperity. When 
Horkheimer and Adorno returned to Germany to  re- e stablish the institute in 1953, Marcuse 
remained in the United States, where he became enormously popular during the student 
protesters of 1968. Much of this popularity was a result of One-Dimensional Man ( 1964), a text 
that reaffirmed the importance of critical theory in the civil rights era of the 1960s.

    

 One-Dimensional Man proposed that new forms of repression had developed through con-
sumer culture, ones that reinforced an ideology of obedience and an acceptance of the status 
quo. This form of repression is made unique by the extent to which participation is not only 
voluntary but also somewhat pleasurable. Through the turning of wants into needs the con-
sumer preferences of the individual become central aspects of identity construction such that 
an individual’s attempts at autonomy or liberation develop into little more than consumer 
aspirations. Marcuse states,

   

No matter how much such needs may have become the individual’s own, reproduced 
and fortified by the conditions of his existence; no matter how much he identifies him-
self with them and finds himself in their satisfaction, they continue to be what they were 
from the b eginning –   products of a society whose dominant interest demands repression.

(1964: 5)  

Marcuse differentiates individual needs as being either true or false: false needs are artificial 
in that they are prescribed by social influences, while true needs reflect the motivations of an 
individual who has seen through the ideology of consumer culture. There is no doubt, how-
ever, that the task of distinguishing between true and false needs is neither simple nor always 
possible. The ability for modern culture to persuade the individual and distort knowledge is, 
Marcuse points out, exemplified by the extent to which the satisfaction of false needs can be 
incredibly fulfilling.

This radical vision of liberation through a revolution of the self rather than a Marxist 
revolution of overpowering the state was arguably the most notable idea to come out of the 
critical theory of the Frankfurt School. However, Marcuse was destined to struggle to con-
vince a nation of A mericans –   living in a time of incredible economic p rosperity – t  hat their 
autonomy was in fact severely limited, and that aspects of the construction of their identity 
were actually contributing to restrictions of their freedom. There is no doubt that Marcuse 
was aware of this problem ( 1969), and it is arguably still a problem for critical theory today.

Habermas: reason, truth and discourse

The contributions of fi rst-  generation Frankfurt School critical theory have been somewhat 
ambiguous regarding how one might see through the distortions of knowledge and power 
in modern society. While Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse offered theoretical approaches 
to critique society, it was Jürgen Habermas who first offered a systematic and practical ap-
plication of critical theory. Habermas collated almost 20 years of work in what became 
his magnum opus, The Theory of Communicative Action (1984b), a mammoth two-volume 
book totalling over 1,200 pages. There are a number of excellent publications available for 
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a detailed analysis of the text ( Honneth and Joas 1991; McCarthy 1990; Outhwaite 2009; 
Thompson 1981), and so this section will only provide a brief overview to contextualise 
Habermas’s relationship with the first generation of critical theorists. Habermas is generally 
considered to be the leading member of the second generation of critical theorists and, while 
he draws significantly from Horkheimer, there are some fundamental differences between 
his work and that of his predecessors. This shift is often referred to as the linguistic turn in 
critical theory, where the ongoing debate over truth as a subjective or objective phenomenon 
is deemed to be replaced by the idea that truth occurs within the practice of communication.

This may seem to be a radical claim, but for Habermas there is a need to rethink the idea 
of truth beyond purely subjective or objective paradigms. Instead, it can be understood as 
something that is uncovered and continually reassessed through discourse and exchange. 
Another way to think through this unique approach is to consider that the only means by 
which individuals are able to interpret and engage with truth is through communication. 
Therefore, Habermas proposes a model for what he calls discourse ethics; this is the idea that 
 truths – a  bout justice for e xample – c  an be realised through a process of discussion and debate 
whereby individuals defend their differing perspectives with a strict dedication to reason and 
transparency. Without using excuses for exiting a debate such as ‘ Let’s just agree to disagree’ 
or ‘ This is what I think, it is how I was raised’, individuals are capable of eventually reaching 
some form of consensus, and for Habermas this is as close to truth as we can get. This concept 
requires a redefinition of truth, to some degree, as a perspective that has successfully been 
defended against critiques, rather than a perspective that is immune to critiques. Something 
is true, therefore, only until it can be replaced by a superior explanation. The solution to 
resolving the significant and systematic distortions of information in modernity is therefore 
civic participation in discourse, whether it be political, moral or scientific. For Habermas, 
critique is an integral feature not only of liberation, but of knowledge itself.

The second volume of The Theory of Communicative Action provides a detailed analysis of 
what Habermas calls the clash between the lifeworld and the system. According to this view, 
the process of rational discourse contributes to the creation and maintenance of an inter-
subjective realm of meanings and values. Intersubjectivity can be thought of as Habermas’s 
explanation of c ulture –   it is essentially the metaphysical glue that holds society together. The 
experience of living amid and engaging with intersubjective meaning is a thoroughly human 
process for Habermas, but he argues that the increasingly rationalised, regulated and homo-
genised nature of modernity results in a clash akin to trying to fit a square peg into a round 
hole. This approach to understanding the relationship between the individual and society is 
reminiscent of Weber’s critique of rationalisation, whereby the approaches of efficiency and 
of productivity are considered to be ideals, not solely for the development of capitalism, but 
also for social practices.

This thinking involves a crucial distinction in critical theory between reason and ratio-
nality. In this sense, r eason – f  or the most p art – r  efers to the application of logic to mental 
functioning, used by the individual to resolve false or inconsistent ideas. The dedication to 
reason is attached to a belief in knowledge for the sake of knowledge as an attempt to over-
come bias and dangerous ideologies. It is therefore essential to liberation in all forms. Ratio-
nality, on the other hand, refers to the oppressive social systems that regulate, monitor and 
homogenise human behaviour. This can also be seen in Weber’s iron cage of rationality, or in 
Horkheimer and Adorno’s critique of instrumental rationality. The point is not that rational 
thinking is inherently bad, but that the application of reductive, rationalised processes to the 
complexities of human life, such as purpose and virtue, is detrimental to the autonomy of in-
dividuals. Therefore, critical theory suggests, reason has the potential to resolve the problems 
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of rationalism. Habermas therefore claims that ‘ rationality has less to do with the possession 
of knowledge than with how speaking and acting subjects acquire and use knowledge’ (1984a: 8; 
emphasis in the original).

 

Principal contributions to the topic

Autonomy

Since the declaration of Enlightenment principles in the French motto liberté, égalité, fraternité, 
critics of the Enlightenment have highlighted the irreconcilability of these values. Frankfurt 
School theorists are certainly no exception to this, as critical theory holds a unique position 
with regard to this contradiction. The influence of Marx in critical theory has led to a clear 
theme of egalitarianism in the works of its major contributors. Yet, this form of equality is 
the result of the individual’s access to meaningful autonomy rather than an attempt to resolve 
inequality through social regulation by authorities. At the risk of generalising the varied per-
spectives within critical theory, there is an implicit ideal among critical theorists that values 
equal access to autonomy for all individuals as a means to bridge the contradiction between 
liberty and equality. The relationship between critical theory and the work of Marx can help 
to understand this approach better.

The unifying threads of social thought among critical theorists have less to do with spe-
cific theories or ideas and more to do with a methodology of critique as a means to strip away 
aspects of social life that prevent individuals from seeing through oppressive ideology This 
particular perspective draws more from Marx’s approach to autonomy than from his more 
 macro- e conomic works (  Buck-  Morss 1977: ix), and it is because of this distinction that criti-
cal theory has made great contributions in modernising Marxism. The single greatest exam-
ple of this is found in the role of revolution in the creation of a more just and equal society. 
For Marx, a revolution capable of overthrowing the capitalist state was not only an essential 
part of meaningful social change but also an inevitable result of economic inequality. It goes 
without saying that much has changed since Marx’s time and, under Horkheimer, the Frank-
furt School wisely cut ties with orthodox Marxism in favour of a redeveloped model of social 
change. Ostensibly, the Frankfurt School abandoned the traditional Marxist notion that the 
revolution would come out of the working class. Instead, the revolution would be less about 
strikes and riots, and more about an intellectual shift capable of overcoming the entrenched 
capitalist ideology of the twentieth century. For critical theorists, the seed of the revolution 
would be found in education, discourse and philosophy.

Marcuse’s An Essay on Liberation ( 1969) puts forward an ambitious and powerful call for 
an understanding of autonomy capable of defying the problems of  post- w ar consumer cap-
italism. From this perspective, Marcuse is critical of the way in which autonomy becomes 
reduced to individualism. Rather, autonomy must be thought of as independence of thought, 
allowing for critique that is lively but also valued by society. Marcuse therefore defines au-
tonomy as a binding mechanism in society rather than a form of  anti-  social separation. He 
explains: ‘ The form of freedom is not merely s elf-  determination and s elf-  realization, but 
rather the determination and realization of goals which enhance, protect, and unite life on 
earth’ ( 1969: 46).

Yet, this leads to a central theme among  first-  generation critical  theorists –  a   deep- s eated 
scepticism that regards ideology as something that can overpower an individual’s better 
judgement. Although Habermas was also concerned about the potential for ideology to sys-
tematically distort knowledge ( this was a key factor in his infamous debate with Gadamer), 
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Habermas is unique among critical theorists in that he offers a means not only to see through 
ideology but also to find a way to replace it with something else. This substitute is not an-
other ideology but a process of legitimation that allows for reflexive and malleable systems of 
meaning to be developed at a grassroots level and then adopted at all levels of society.

Conflict

This line of thought raises an interesting point regarding the role of conflict in moder-
nity. While Marx diagnosed the role of internal class conflict as a way to prevent a revolt 
from the working class, critical theorists concluded that conflict is not only unavoidable 
but also necessary in order to create positive social change. To some degree, the problem 
with the growing  middle-  class affluence that Marcuse identified in the United States 
in the  post-  war era was the way that it made individuals too comfortable. Conflict is a 
natural response to inequality and therefore is a necessary stage in motivating a demand 
for change. A society without conflict is a society without critique, and this is a fright-
ening prospect for Frankfurt School theorists. For example, in Habermas’s model of 
rational discourse, conflict is an essential part of determining the accuracy and relevance 
of claims.

The shift away from the Frankfurt School’s Marxist roots in the 1940s was indicative of 
a substantial shift in the role of conflict in critical theory. It was essentially a transition from 
thinking of conflict as existing within class structures, or between the ‘ haves’ and the ‘ have 
nots’, to an interest in the conflict between the individual and nature (  Jay 1973: 256). This is 
a conflict within modes of s elf-  understanding that exist beyond the scope of capitalism and 
class structures, and it signifies something quite significant in the institute’s development. 
Rather than accepting the orthodox Marxist approach of understanding society through an 
analysis of class structure and capitalism, this phase of critical theory considers capitalism as 
just one aspect of a larger theory of society.

Knowledge

Theories of knowledge and truth play an interesting role in the development of criti-
cal theory, as knowledge is typically defined in neither subjective nor objective terms. 
Knowledge is a phenomenon that occurs within a specific time and space and is therefore 
subject to various ideological and historical influences ( Held 1980: 176). Rather than a 
threat to existing knowledge, the role of critique is understood to make reliable knowl-
edge possible. Furthermore, knowledge that results from critique leads to entirely new 
modes of thought. Habermas takes this idea a step further and argues that critique itself is 
a thoroughly unique form of knowledge. He suggests that there are three kinds of knowl-
edge: knowledge as belief, where evidence is predominantly based upon faith; knowledge 
through the scientific method ( and he includes philosophical discourse within this); and fi-
nally, knowledge as critique ( Habermas 1963). This final version is unique because, unlike 
the two ideas prior, the element of truth in a critique can only be discovered if acted upon. 
A scientific claim is true so long as sufficient empirical evidence is discovered, regardless 
of whether people believe the idea to be true or relevant. Critique must be acted upon in 
order to become true and therefore is a radically different kind of knowledge from other 
forms of social analysis.

Critical theorists have used a range of vastly different methods for understanding 
knowledge, from somewhat positivist studies to interpretive and philosophical forms of 
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hermeneutics. In Horkheimer’s original conception of critical theory, empirical social 
research was to play a part in developing a rich understanding of society. Adorno’s re-
jection of empiricism virtually demolished this vision during the 1940s; yet his study 
in The Authoritarian Personality ( 1950) was arguably an empirical study. This may seem 
hypocritical, but it reflects the flexibility of critical theory as a field that employs the best 
means for research available at the time, and with specific regard to the question at hand. 
 First-  generation critical theorists like Adorno were fundamentally opposed to positivism 
as ‘ there are no ultimate foundations for knowledge or values’ ( Held 1980: 253), though 
Habermas’s position described here challenges this assertion. The scepticism surrounding 
the potential for scientific knowledge to overcome the biases of perception and interpre-
tation often makes the idea of empirical social research untenable from the perspective of 
critical theory.

Main criticisms

The radical and controversial nature of Frankfurt School critical theory has attracted consid-
erable criticism over the years. This section will identify three of the most important angles 
of critique, as well as consider the potential defences for such critiques.

Cultural dopes and the role of creativity

There are two central aspects of this critique: the first relates to the high value critical the-
ory places on reason as means to devalue the importance of emotional states and creativity; 
and the second to its  under-  appreciation of the individual’s ability to see through the lim-
itations of their autonomy. The first point identifies a potential contradiction in the work 
of Horkheimer, as he calls for the application of reason to the problems created by ratio-
nalisation while also claiming that the individual is more than a purely rational agent. The 
contradiction is in the idea that an individual, as a complex culmination of emotional states, 
knowledge and cultural influence, considers reason to be so desirable. This, however, is an 
oversimplification of Horkheimer’s application of reason. Reason is not the greatest aspect of 
humanity, nor is it something that the individual should aspire to in every aspect of life, but 
rather it is a way of seeing through complicated problems and it is capable of determining 
resolutions. One does not have to look further than the dust cover blurb for Eclipse of Reason 
which states that

If by enlightenment and intellectual progress we mean the freeing of man from supersti-
tious belief in evil forces, in demons and fairies, in blind  fate –   in short, the emancipation 
from f ear – t  hen denunciation of what is currently called reason, is the greatest service 
reason can render.

(1947) 

It is in fact the destruction of this kind of  one-  dimensional reason that Horkheimer called 
 for –  i deally, reason would not be necessary as a means to escape from forms of social repres-
sion, but to think of the world in such a way would be naïve and foolish.

The second critique relates to the ability for individuals to reflexively engage with con-
tradictory ideas in creative and meaningful ways. This is central to the critique of Adorno’s 
conception of the culture industry pointing to the potential for oversimplification in under-
standing the role of the individual in critical theory.
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Elitism in Adorno’s culture of industry thesis

The premise of Adorno’s critique of popular culture remains relevant in the contempo-
rary media landscape. This includes the idea that the music commonly associated with 
mass culture has been deeply commodified by what he calls the culture industry. Where 
his argument becomes controversial is in the distinction between what he considers to be 
music that is genuine, meaningful and sincere and music that provides a mere aesthetic of 
authenticity while acting as a vessel for the interests of cultural or economic authorities. 
The controversy here involves the individual’s apparent inability to make this distinction 
and the tactics of cultural authorities who are able to make a particular piece of music 
popular. There is of course a greater application of this idea beyond music; yet it serves 
as an interesting example of how preferences that are deemed to be one’s own can be 
directed and distorted by industry. Adorno uses the example of radio to demonstrate this 
point by arguing that the songs selected for play by a radio station only appear to reflect 
the preferences of its listeners, when in fact it is the radio station that creates trends and 
therefore creates demand for the product ( Adorno 1945). Popular music is capable of 
encouraging conformity and homogenisation as it entertains the listener without chal-
lenging them or encouraging them to think about its content critically. There is no doubt 
that the use of music and film as propaganda during the Second World War was highly 
influential in the development of this argument; yet Adorno’s concern was by no means 
limited to that era.

Adorno’s solution to the homogenisation and commodification of art into entertainment 
was to reject popular music in favour of what he deemed more sophisticated and challenging 
genres. This blanket rejection of popular culture in favour of very specific examples of clas-
sical music and modern art has resulted in a range of criticism centred on Adorno’s apparent 
elitism. Adorno underestimates the ability of an individual to enjoy something without being 
coerced by it or, at the very least, the ability to enjoy a song while knowing that it is aiming 
to be ideologically manipulative. If critical theory exaggerates the idea that an individual 
may be persuaded without their knowledge, or that knowledge can be systematically dis-
torted, the individual is somehow helpless on all fronts.

The intractability of Habermas’s discourse ethics

The radical notion that the potential for truth lies in the act of speech has been the subject of 
considerable criticism since Habermas published The Theory of Communicative Action in 1981, 
although this was not the first time that Habermas had been criticised for the impracticality 
of his ideas. His earlier work on the public sphere ( 1962) attracted a number of feminist cri-
tiques for neglecting the importance of gender in an analysis of democracy. This remains a 
somewhat unresolved weakness in Habermas’s communicative action thesis with regard to 
gender and power, and this is of particular significance in the present day. As Nancy Fraser 
highlighted in her article ‘ What’s Critical about Critical Theory?’ ( 1985), Habermas does 
not address the extent to which gender imbalances are woven in the fabric of society and the 
inevitable impact this has on public/ private distinctions, legitimacy in speech acts and access 
to discourse. Fraser eventually concludes that this oversight is not insurmountable, but these 
networks of power must be better understood if Habermas’s model is to be defended. While 
it is fair to say that Habermas’s division of the public and private spheres is largely based on a 
gendered division of labour, his example of  eighteenth- c entury English coffee houses as hubs 
of democratic participation does show an unprecedented level of equality in terms of class. 
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This particular example of public discourse from The Structural Transformation of the Public 
Sphere ( 1962) was far from perfect, but it did indicate a radical step towards a less  class- b ased 
model for democratic participation.

The various criticisms of communicative action, however, are relevant to the contem-
porary status of critical theory. Because of the range of critiques available, this section will 
focus on two distinct approaches: first a critique of the functionality and consistency of the 
theory by Anthony Giddens, and then a feminist and humanist critique from Seyla Benhabib.

Giddens ( 1987: 243) draws attention to the inconsistencies between Habermas’s earlier 
work in Knowledge and Human Interests ( 1968), where knowledge is seen to be the result of 
specific interests, and his later work on communicative action, where knowledge is the 
result of action. In this transition, the crux of Habermas’s argument is at risk of being lost 
in a seemingly endless array of terminology that is burdened by the task of tying up the 
loose ends of the theory. There is also a problem regarding the role of rationality in com-
municative action that is indicative of a larger contradiction within Habermas’s work. A 
simplified view of the communicative action thesis could suggest that Habermas is trying 
to resolve the limitations of rationality by implementing an elaborate system of rationality 
in the form of discourse. Giddens is doubtful that Habermas’s particular use of rationality 
is capable of surviving the inevitable problems that an emphasis on rational thinking can 
cause. Discourse ethics may in fact result in the opposite of its intention, in that it may fur-
ther reinforce the process of rationalisation in modernity. This notion echoes the critiques 
of Horkheimer, and the response can be much the same. The ceaseless dedication to reason 
as a liberating force from the bounds of rationality is an essential aspect of communicative 
action, as the ability to use reason to navigate a way around myth is a key function of crit-
ical theory.

Benhabib ( 1992) forms a critique of Habermas’s discourse ethics with the intention of 
reviving the theory rather than dismantling it. The key to her unique position involves 
a relinquishment of the rationalistic principles of communication action, while trying to 
retain the potential for universalism as a social project of discourse. The key to doing this 
is the acknowledgement of community, gender and postmodernism in the development 
of discourse ethics. For Benhabib, the individual is oversimplified in Habermas’s model. 
The social aspects of an individual that influence their values, morals and emotions can-
not be stripped away in favour of some kind of pure rationality, but rather they must 
be adopted into the theory in order to involve the individual adequately in democratic 
processes.

Benhabib puts forward a version of discourse ethics that considers the individual to 
be not just a collection of ideas, but a culmination of perspectives that are sourced from 
a variety of experiences. The process of rational thinking cannot be separated from the 
emotional stances of the individual, and so she presents a model for ‘ enlarged thinking’ 
that intends to incorporate a more realistic understanding of the individual into rational 
discourse ( 1992: 9). Benhabib makes a crucially important distinction in the process of 
rational discourse between an individual deciding on a moral position and then defending 
it through discourse, and an individual p re- e mpting the need for consensus and allowing 
that to influence their decision. This shifts the somewhat troublesome need for absolute 
consensus in Habermas’s theory towards something more practical. Yet this is a step fur-
ther into the realm of critical idealism over the critical realism of many of Habermas’s 
detractors. Such a perspective also acknowledges the significance of context in the devel-
opment of a particular view without unduly considering this process to be predominantly 
individualised.
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Why the area is still important and the future of critical theory

The third generation of critical theorists offers a range of approaches regarding the potential 
for critical theory today. Although there is a tendency among contemporary critical theorists 
to move away from the rationalistic grand theory of Habermas, the reasons behind a contin-
ued interest in the principles of fi rst-  a nd s econd-  generation critical theory are varied. The 
subject matter in contemporary critical theory remains diverse, which supports the need to 
treat it as a methodology of critique rather than a specific subject matter. Just as there were 
significant stylistic differences between Horkheimer and Adorno within the first generation, 
the current generation has arguably returned to debates over the importance of reason and 
truth. This section will consider Axel Honneth as an example of a proponent of critical the-
ory that returns to Hegel as a basis for understanding social justice, and the recent work of 
Nikolas Kompridis as a revival of Adorno’s brand of cultural critique. It will also consider the 
work of Albrecht Wellmer on the construction of truth and Joel Whitebook on psychoanal-
ysis in critical theory today.

Arguably, the most recognised contributor to this third generation has been Axel Hon-
neth, the current director of the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt. Honneth seeks 
to reinvigorate the role of reason in the project of critical theory without reducing the com-
plexity of social life and human behaviour to rationalised dissections of communication. He 
draws from Horkheimer and Hegel to develop a more positive understanding of critique, 
such that the quality of life for modern individuals can be improved through a critical anal-
ysis of society. The key to Honneth’s approach is the need for recognition as a means to tie 
together the critical analysis of social life with a normative understanding of autonomy. In 
this approach Honneth proposes three key notions that could improve the relationship be-
tween the individual and society under the terminology of love, rights and solidarity. He 
combines aspects of Hegel and GH Mead in order to resolve matters of disconnection for 
the individual, both from themselves and from society, while recognising the inevitable role 
of conflict in social life. In fact, conflict becomes a means for the development of normative 
social structures. Therefore, the use of reason in modes of critique can lead to applications 
of s elf-  understanding, and this requires a meaningful analysis and justification of our per-
sonal relationships, our access to rights and the recognition that individuals gain from others 
( Honneth and Joas 1995: 92). This perspective is further developed in Disrespect ( 2007), and 
then in Freedom’s Right ( 2014) where Honneth expands upon the concept of justice rooted in 
the social reality. The denial of autonomy, the distortion of knowledge and the manipulation 
of reason are understood as matters of justice that can be revealed through critical social anal-
ysis, and as contributors to a sense of disrespect that alienates individuals from meaningful 
social processes.

This approach has not been immune to criticism, with the most notable critique occur-
ring in Honneth’s debate with Nancy Fraser. Fraser disputes the legitimacy of a normative 
political theory developed through critique in that she does not believe that critique will 
automatically solve social problems. To propose alternative models for how society ‘ ought’ 
to be could be seen as contrary to the nature of critical theory, in which the task at hand was 
traditionally a process of evaluation. Yet Fraser does consider the matter of recognition to be 
a question of justice, and so she manages to sidestep the problem of constructing good life 
claims by focusing on equal access to the notion of recognition described by Honneth ( Fraser 
2001: 26). It is worth noting, however, that although Habermas was opposed to the idea that 
critical theory was capable of contributing to an understanding of the good life, this approach 
is generally accepted among the third generation. That is to say that the application of reason 
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and critique can, according to modern critical theory, lead to a more utopian approach to 
social change.

In response to this regeneration of reason there has been a call for a return to the critique of 
culture and aesthetics that is most commonly associated with Adorno. Nikolas Kompridis has 
put forward such an argument in Critique and Disclosure ( 2006), which criticises Habermas for 
his rationalism and champions a revival of Heidegger’s notion of world disclosure as a means to 
understand the individual’s relationship with society. According to Kompridis, the notion of 
disclosure in critical theory as a means of understanding, knowing and describing the world is 
not some kind of linguistic other to reason, but rather an integral part of reason itself. There is 
an element of romanticism commonly associated with some of the early Frankfurt School texts 
mentioned in Kompridis’s work, and he casts doubt over the reduction of human behaviour 
to rational principles. In reference to the loss of romance in the pursuit of reason, he writes,

We are more inclined to associate the ‘ romanticism’ that fuels such projects with irratio-
nalism and the metaphysical yearning for absolutes than with the idea of human eman-
cipation and flourishing. In effect, what we have witnessed during the course of the last 
century is the drain of utopian energies from the idea of reason.

(2006: 92) 

Kompridis has attracted some criticism within the third generation of critical theorists for 
this call to reconsider the value placed on reason among human subjects. María Pía Lara 
( 2008: 269) argues that although Kompridis manages to show some of the flaws in Haber-
mas’s framework, he falls well short of being able to provide a theory that is capable of taking 
its place. Amy Allen ( 2011: 1025) proposes that the influence of relationships of power poses a 
significant challenge to Kompridis’s model of disclosure, as interaction with the social world 
is not free form but constantly encouraged or restricted by systems of power. There is not 
sufficient space here for an  in-  depth analysis of these critiques ( see also Rush 2011; School-
man 2011; and for the detailed response to these criticisms Kompridis 2011). Yet it is crucially 
important to note that critical theory today is as internally critical as it is outwardly critical, 
and that this dedication to ceaseless interrogation is as much a part of modern critical theory 
as it was for Horkheimer and Adorno.

A further contribution that seeks to develop the arguments of Horkheimer, Adorno and 
Habermas can be found in the work of Albrecht Wellmer. Wellmer’s major contributions to 
critical theory ( Critical Theory of Society 1971) as well as his more recent works that address 
the disputes over the nature of truth in modernity place him as a key figure among con-
temporary critical theorists. In ‘ Truth, contingency and modernity’ ( 1993), Wellmer seeks 
to implant his own theory of truth and validity claims in contrast to the more metaphysical 
positions of Habermas, and the arguably relativistic and pragmatic position of Richard 
Rorty ( Wellmer 1993: 110). For example, Habermas argues that his model for discourse 
ethics has the potential to develop truth claims that are beyond the constraints of cultural 
norms, while Rorty disputes the extent to which this is possible and puts forward a more  
pragmatic approach to understanding truth. The nature of this discord is related to the role of 
idealised forms of discourse, and whether the possibility of ideal processes of communication 
is either plausible or implausible. For Wellmer, however, the distinction between truth and  
what he calls ‘ rational acceptability’ can be understood as being either weak or strong  
and, if the former is adopted as a means to understand the connection between ideal truths 
and the world as it is experienced by individuals, then there is the potential for a resolution 
of debates around the plausibility of objective knowledge ( 1993: 111). Wellmer explains:
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The view that I am propounding here is that the validity of moral norms only stretches 
as far as the validity of the moral judgements that can  be – n  ot grounded,  but – e  xpressed 
through these norms. The norms themselves carry, so to speak, a situational index which 
binds them to the situations in which they have their origins.

( 1991: 204)

This notion could be thought of as a form of Habermasian discourse ethics, sans the pro-
gramme of universalism that makes Habermas’s work so difficult to defend. Furthermore, 
Lara ( 1998: 51) identifies that the major criticism of Habermas in Wellmer’s work considers 
the ‘r estrictive’ nature of his model for communicative rationality, whereby the expressive 
nature of discourse is not fully recognised as a form of rational thought. The key here is 
finding stable ground between the extremes of objectivism and relativism, both of which are 
highly problematic notions in the field of critical theory.

In addition to the current threads in critical theory that can be traced back to either 
Horkheimer or Adorno, Joel Whitebook’s work on Marcuse and Freud can also serve as 
an example of t hird-  generation critical theory. For Whitebook, the relevance of critical 
t heory – b  oth today and in the  future – d  epends on the reintegration of psychoanalysis as a 
central tenet of each generation of theorists. Perhaps the most significant aspect of White-
book’s approach is related to the notion of repression within the use of reason. If we are to 
take seriously the claim that society is ‘b roken’ and that the task of critical theory is one of 
diagnosis, there is the rather serious matter of how individuals who belong to the current 
broken system are to derive solutions that possess the potential for liberation. According 
to Whitebook, this problem can be understood through Freud’s theory of repression, in 
which a form of s elf-  censorship can prevent the individual from seeing new solutions to old 
problems. In Perversion and Utopia (1 995), Whitebook draws upon Marcuse to suggest that 
it is potentially through our perversions ( understood as circumstances where an individ-
ual fails to repress something) that new solutions can be found for the problems of critical 
theory.

Conclusion

Critical theory today is as lively as it is relevant, and the ongoing discovery of new debates is 
as interesting as the variety of new applications, ranging from the study of history, education 
and literature to the study of politics and law. In times of mass civil unrest, unprecedented 
media bias, and global economic and political inequality, critical theory is ideally placed to 
consider the potential flaws in the construction of society and to support meaningful demo-
cratic participation. The defining element of critical theory may indeed be the potential for 
distortions of knowledge to be made transparent, and this is perhaps more relevant today than 
ever before. The extent to which modern life is mediated by fluid constructions of meaning 
is unprecedented, and the pace with which change occurs among these constructions can be 
both liberating and constraining for the modern individual. The task for critical theory is 
therefore never ending, and the future of the field is as crucial as its past.

Notes

1 It is worth noting at this point that the name ‘ Frankfurt School’ was not adopted until Horkheimer 
and Adorno returned to Germany in the 1950s and  re-  established the school (  Jay 1973: xv).

2 This article has also been translated as ‘ The death of reason’.
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3 The role of tradition and ideology in the discovery and application of knowledge has since become 
the subject of a rich and complex debate, most notably between Habermas and Gadamer. See 
Ricoeur ( 1990), Habermas ( 1990) and Gadamer ( 1990).
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Introduction

The relationship between structuralism and  post-  structuralism has been widely misunder-
stood due to the way in which the ideas associated with both isms came into academic dis-
course. Part, if not the entirety, of the problem was the very fact that these two clusters of 
ideas ( I hesitate to say intellectual movements) – t  he former a product of the 1950s and the 
latter of the 1 960s–  1  970s – w  ere lumped into what would in the 1980s and 1990s be known as 
‘ postmodernism’. As structuralism and p ost-  structuralism were, rightly or wrongly, known 
as the intellectual sources of postmodernism, hopes of a proper understanding in the  English- 
s peaking world would be all but jettisoned. Depending on one’s intellectual allegiances and 
sympathies, postmodernism would be seen as either totally revolutionary or intellectual de-
tritus, and with it structuralism and  post- s tructuralism.

Total disdain and complete admiration are two sides of the same a nti-  intellectual coin. It 
is no way to give a proper and fair, or even critical, assessment of ideas. But there is at least 
one identifiable feature of structuralism and p ost- s tructuralism that has become a rallying 
point for many of its detractors. It is, as Charles Lemert writes, their ‘ specific commitment to 
the idea that language is necessarily the central consideration in all attempts to know, act, and 
live’ ( 1997: 104), this linguistic emphasis being mostly drawn from the work of Ferdinand 
de Saussure. In turn, there was a unique consequence to this substantive and methodological 
focus on language: a certain inscrutable style of writing and argumentation. For instance, 
from the semiologist and psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva:

In this way, only the subject, for whom the thetic is not a repression of the semiotic chora 
but instead a position either taken on or undergone, can call into question the thetic 
so that a new disposition may be articulated. Castration must have been a problem, a 
trauma, a drama, so that the semiotic can return through the symbolic position it brings 
about.

(2002: 45) 

Needless to say, reading this is tough going.

3

Structuralism and 
post-structuralism1

Sam Han
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The overall effect of the passage is to subject the reader so an insistence triply qualified, 
presented in the guise of an argument. It is not an argument that one can ‘ follow’ along 
a direct line of clear and distinct logical understanding. It is not a statement open to 
logical or empirical verification, but an invitation to enter a different, postmodern ( that 
is, in 1966, poststructural) language within which one finds that everything is language. 
The argument which is not an argument is found only in a series of juxtaposed, differ-
ent e lements – c  onditional ‘ perhaps’ proclamation, structuralism and poststructuralism/ 
continuity of structuralism, argument/ insistence.

(Lemert 1997: 105–6)    

This description, by Lemert, is interestingly not of Kristeva’s but a passage from Derrida. 
Yet, it still works, as the point regarding the mode and style of argumentation in p ost- 
 structuralism holds. There is not only a focus on language but a rigorous, and creative, use of 
language. This is reflective of what Lemert identifies as structuralism’s wishing to ‘ destroy 
the ideal of pure, meaningful communication between subjects as a corollary to the disrup-
tion of the metaphysical distinction between subjects and objects’ ( Lemert 1997: 106). There-
fore, language becomes a proxy to metaphysics. When language, so long considered to be the 
transparent ‘ tool’ of human beings, is questioned, it ‘ invades the universal problematic’, with 
the lesson being: there is no ‘ transcendent’, ‘ grand, organizing principle’, not limited to lan-
guage but also including ‘ God, natural law, truth, beauty, subjectivity, Man, etc’ ( ibid.). Thus 
we can see the reason behind the grating feeling that structuralisms caused for many years 
among so many. It was a bold challenge to Western thought’s privileging of the individual 
subject and its ability to know itself.

In this chapter, key ideas and thinkers of structuralism and p ost-  structuralism are dis-
cussed, analysed and overviewed. Beginning with the development and claims of structural-
ism, I discuss the work of Ferdinand de Saussure, Claude L évi-  Strauss and Roland Barthes, 
with an emphasis on how Saussure’s structural linguistics influenced the structural anthro-
pology of  Lévi-  Strauss and the semiology of Barthes. I then move on to p ost-  structuralism, 
detailing the critique of L évi-  Strauss levelled by Jacques Derrida in order to make clear the 
differences, however slight, between the two structuralisms. I principally stress the theme of 
subjectivity, using the work of Jacques Lacan but also the ‘ authorship’ discussions which took 
place between Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault. Carrying this theme of subjectivity, I 
then move on to critiques of structuralist and p ost-  structuralist thinking, focusing on lines 
of thought that highlight the perceived a nti-  humanism of these perspectives. In this regard, I 
offer up the work of Manfred Frank and Anthony Giddens, two of the most judicious critics 
of structuralisms. The chapter then goes on to summarise some of the future directions of 
structuralist and  post-  structuralist theory in order to demonstrate its lasting prescience in 
various disciplines. But instead of outlining contemporary studies that draw from structur-
alism or  post-  structuralism, I look at some of the ways in which they have fuelled thinking 
in a variety of disciplines. I touch on the work of sociologist Scott Lash, media theorist Mark 
Poster and historian Hayden White as examples.

The historical and intellectual development of structuralism

Structuralism emerged in a very peculiar time in the postwar intellectual life of France. 
Sartre, for so long the utter embodiment of what it meant to be an intellectual, was accumu-
lating challengers to his throne, including the liberal sociologist Raymond Aron and his o ne- 
 time friend Albert Camus, who had distanced himself from Sartre after the latter’s allegiance 
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to the Communist Party even after the brutalities carried out under Stalin. But Aron and 
Camus were mainstays in the French intellectual scene. They were frequent interlocutors for 
Sartre in the pages of various periodicals, newspapers and public forums.

With the figure of Sartre also comes the weight of his philosophy. Existentialism and 
Marxism, the two wells from which Sartre drew most frequently, were the main traditions 
of thought. Structuralism’s emergence, as well as that of Claude  Lévi-  Strauss, its main artic-
ulator, was, in effect, a direct challenge not only to existentialism but also to the intellectual 
status quo of the time.

Structuralism differed from existentialism in important ways. Existentialism drew from 
phenomenology and inherited the latter’s main analytic  tool – c  onsciousness. Structuralism, 
on the other hand, was inspired directly by the linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure, effec-
tively jettisoning the individual as the starting point of analysis for something  Lévi-  Strauss 
believed to be ‘ above’ ( or ‘ below’) the  individual –  s tructure, as exemplified by language. 
( It could even be said that structuralism and p ost-  structuralism are explicitly philosophies of 
language that extend far beyond the eponymous philosophical subfield, which in the analytic 
tradition goes back to Wittgenstein. They are intellectual moves that can be called what 
Richard Rorty ( 1992), in another context, called ‘ the linguistic turn’.)

Saussure’s key insights in Course in General Linguistics ( 2011), collected and published 
posthumously by his students, consisted of two radical separations: ( 1) between la langue 
( language itself ) and parole ( speech) and ( 2) between words (‘ the signifier’) and the things to 
which they referred (‘ signified’). The first separation was between parole and langue. Parole, for 
him, consists of the individual production of meaningful statements: in other words, the way 
language is put into practice as what are called ‘ speech acts’. La langue, however, is the system 
of language i tself – i  ts grammar, syntax and other r ules – t  hat individuals, when speaking 
or writing, draw upon passively ( if one wishes to think of it that way), not engaging in the 
rule-making process themselves. Parole, therefore, can be thought of as heterogeneous, sub-
ject to individual interpretation, as is made clear by the varieties of patois and slang that are 
produced in nearly all languages. Langue, on the other hand, is homogeneous, systematic and 
rigid: in other words, structured and thus more open to study in a scientific manner.

   

In addition, against the understanding of language as derivative of an innate relationship 
between word and object, Saussure suggested that the relationship between the signifier and 
signified was arbitrary. To put a twist on his famous example, the word ‘ tree’, made up of 
the letters ‘ t’, ‘ r’ and ‘ e’, has no relationship to the object in the world. However, for those 
of us who are E nglish-  speaking, ‘ tree’ nonetheless will create an image in our minds of that 
brown, usually vertical object with green leaves hanging from its limbs called branches. 
Hence, the relation between ‘ tree’ ( signifier) and a tree as existing in the world ( signified) is 
constituted, reinforced and maintained socially. That is to say, this relation must be confirmed 
over and again in use with others. When they come together they form a sign. Language, 
the system of signs, is then rooted in a system of differences held tenuously together under 
the sign. Therefore it comes as no surprise that Saussure called his version of linguistics 
‘ semiology’ – t  he study of signs as they are used socially.

Saussure’s ideas became popular in the postwar intellectual life of Paris, especially among 
literary scholars, who saw semiology as the basis of a new way of thinking about literature be-
yond the individual work itself, as part of a great web of texts. Among them was literary critic 
Roland Barthes, who was one of the first to adopt Saussure’s ideas in the analysis of culture 
and literature. In two books, Elements of Semiology ( 1977) and his more widely read Mytholo-
gies ( 1972), which is appreciated largely as a prefiguring of cultural studies in the Anglophone 
world, Barthes attempted a popularisation of Saussure’s ideas. Mythologies in particular set out 



43

Structuralism and  post-  structuralism

to accomplish this. Consisting mostly of short vignettes that would be considered cultural 
criticism, the book culminates with ‘ Myth today’, a more theoretically inclined chapter that 
argues for myth as a ‘ semiological system’.

By this, Barthes means that ‘ myth is a system of communication’. Hence, myth is not ‘ an 
object, a concept or an idea; it is a mode of signification, a form’ ( Barthes 1972: 109). The 
‘ materials of myth’, he notes, are already ‘ conveyed by discourse’. He writes: ‘ Myth is not 
defined by the object of its message, but by the way in which it utters this message: there are 
formal limits to myth, there are no “ substantial” ones’ ( 1972: 109). Alternatively, he describes 
myth as ‘ a newly acquired penury’ which ‘ signification [fills]’ ( 1972: 118). To explain this 
rather technical argument, Barthes, as he so well does, gives us a rather brilliant example:

Take a bunch of roses: I use it to signify my passion. Do we have here, then, only a sig-
nifier and a signified, the roses and my passion? Not even that: to put it accurately, there 
are here only ‘ passionified’ roses. But on the plane of analysis, we do have three terms; 
for these roses weighted with passion perfectly and correctly allow themselves to be 
decomposed into roses and passion: the former and the latter existed before uniting and 
forming this third object, which is the sign.

(1972: 113) 

In other words, the roses are already imbued with passion. The chain of signification is 
something that needs no voluntary effort on behalf of the giver and receiver of the roses 
because the work of myth is done through what Barthes calls ‘ a signifying consciousness’. 
It is this that allows for the ‘ very principle of myth’ – t  he transformation of ‘ history into 
 nature’ –  t o operate successfully. Myth is a semiological system precisely because it is con-
sumed ‘ innocently’ as an inductive, causal process: ‘ the signifier and signified have’, in the 
eyes of the myth consumer, ‘ a natural relationship’ ( Barthes 1972: 131).

While Barthes used Saussurian structural linguistics to analyse everyday mythologies such 
as the romanticism of roses, in anthropology L évi-  Strauss became the torchbearer of struc-
turalism, beginning with his Elementary Structures of Kinship and reaching a boiling point 
with the publication of The Savage Mind. L évi- S trauss’s structural anthropology incorporated 
aspects of Saussure’s semiology to analyse collective phenomena such as what was then called 
‘ primitive religion’, in particular the study of myth (  Lévi-  Strauss 1995). Myths, according to 
 Lévi- S trauss, can be thought of as language. They are both made up of structural elements. 
While language contains morphemes, phonemes and sememes, myths contain what he dubs 
‘ mythemes’. These units form relations with each other, to form binaries.

Myths are not cosmological explanations of universal, existential questions such as the 
nature of the universe, life, death and the afterlife, but something else. They exhibit, he ar-
gues, a structure much like that of language, since myths must be uttered and spoken. Like 
Saussure before him, L évi- S trauss suggests two levels of myth: ( 1) as they are uttered and 
spoken and ( 2) as they are structured. In studying the structured, more rigid aspect of myth, 
its langue if you will, he argues that myths contain a similar structure across cultures, though 
varying in content, even modern ones. In a widely read essay titled ‘ The structural study of 
myth’, L évi-  Strauss analyses the myth of Oedipus, which of course holds a prominent place 
in Western culture, not only as it was written by one of the most revered ancient drama-
tists, Sophocles, but also because it plays such a prominent role in Freudian psychoanalysis. 
Knowingly, L évi- S trauss argues that the structural units of myth present in the Oedipal myth 
exist in myths of North American Indians, illustrating the presence of the family drama of 
Oedipus, more specifically the theme of parental attachment, in Zuni and Pueblo mythology. 
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Thus, he argues that the structure of myths is universal, a markedly different position from 
those of anthropologists who had treated  so-  called primitive societies’ systems of cultural 
symbols as chaotic and unorganised.

We can summarise structuralism as not simply a ‘ turn to language’ but as the reorienting 
of social analysis towards ‘ difference’. The key difference is of course between ‘ signifier’ and 
‘ signified’, the separation of word and object. It is with this key insight into the instability, or 
the mythological nature, of language, and signification more broadly, that structuralism set 
itself up for its own structuralist dressing down by  post-  structuralists.

Major claims and developments of structuralism  
and post-structuralism    

 Post-  structuralism was as much a radical break from structuralism as it was a logical out-
growth of it. It is, if anything, a critique of structuralism from within. Many commentators 
have called p ost-  structuralism a ‘ structuralism of structuralism’ ( Frank 1989; White 1985). 
Hence, Derrida’s landmark ‘ Structure, sign and play’, which he delivered in Baltimore at 
Johns Hopkins University, is at once a pointed critique of Claude  Lévi- S trauss’s structural 
anthropology and an appreciation. L évi- S trauss, in 1966, was still at the height of his intellec-
tual powers. By then, not only had he occupied the chair once held by anthropologist Marcel 
Mauss at the Collège de France, one of the most distinguished academic posts any French 
intellectual could attain, but his book Savage Mind had been published and achieved critical 
success. At the time,  Lévi-  Strauss was the doyen of Parisian intellectual life, due in part to his 
devastating critique of Sartre, which, in effect, put the last nail in the coffin of existentialism’s 
dominance by structuralism. Hence, to offer a critical reading of L évi- S trauss, as Derrida did, 
was to attack the leading intellectual in France.

Derrida’s essay critiqued the ‘ structurality’ of structuralism, using the very linguistic theory 
of Saussure from which  Lévi- S trauss drew. The basis of Derrida’s critique of  Lévi-  Strauss is 
his concept of the ‘ centre’, one of the most o ft- u sed phrases of his writings. In spite of the aura 
surrounding the word ‘ deconstruction’, which was, at first, Derrida’s invocation of Heidegger’s 
destruktion, and would later became a part of the popular lexicon, as some commentators have 
already suggested, Derrida’s philosophy could be better described as ‘  de-  centring’. ‘ Centre’ is 
how Derrida explains the aspect of ‘ structure’ that holds, in his estimation, the metaphysical 
tendencies of totality, presence and origin. ‘ The function of this center’, he writes, ‘ was not 
only to orient, balance, and organize the structure. . . but above all to make sure that the or-
ganizing principle of the structure would limit what we might call the freeplay of the structure’ 
( 1978: 352). This centre that exists in all forms of thought in the Western tradition, not just 
in structuralism, he goes on to argue, is disturbed by the introduction of linguistic analysis. 
Building on Saussure’s insistence of the arbitrariness of the sign, Derrida writes:

This moment was that in which language invaded the universal problematic; that in 
which, in the absence of a center or origin, everything became d iscourse –  p rovided we 
can agree on this w ord –   that is to say, when everything became a system where the cen-
tral signified, the original or transcendental signified, is never absolutely present outside 
a system of differences.

(1978: 358) 

In both statements, Derrida is taking Saussure’s earlier pronouncement of the arbitrariness 
of sign and radicalising it to the point where he argues that reality itself must be scrutinised 
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as part of language. By arguing that language allows viewing ‘ everything’ as ‘ discourse’, he 
is prefiguring a later statement that he became quite famous for: ‘ There is no o utside- t ext’ 
( Derrida 1997: 158). ( As we shall see below, it is this statement above others that caused most 
trouble for sceptics of Derrida and p ost-  structuralism.)

Consequently, it is no surprise that his critique of  Lévi-  Strauss begins from what he views 
to be the ‘ centre’ of the structure of  myths –   its supposed ‘ origin’. But as Derrida points out, 
even L évi-  Strauss acknowledges that myths do not have an absolute origin. They are passed 
down from generation to generation; there is no way to know who it was that started it. 
Hence, myths, for Derrida, are rather ‘ acentric’ structures. In addition, Derrida also points 
out the rather totalising nature of  Lévi-  Strauss’s structuralist reading of myth. For  Lévi- 
 Strauss, mythical structures are ahistorical and universal. Though varying in content, the 
structure remains the same across cultures and linguistic groups, not to mention historical 
periods. For Derrida, this is a misreading of Saussurian linguistics, for, in effect, as the ten-
uous and rather arbitrary relation of the signifier and signified hints at, language ‘ excludes 
totalization’, as it is a system of infinite potential connections. Derrida calls this element of 
language ‘ free play’.

If totalization no longer has any meaning, it is not because the infinity of a field cannot 
be covered by a finite glance or a finite discourse, but because the nature of the fi eld –  
 that is, language and a finite l anguage –   excludes totalization. This field is in fact that of 
freeplay, that is to say, a field of infinite substitutions in the closure of a finite ensemble.

(1978: 288) 

‘ Free play’ is in opposition to what Derrida refers to throughout his corpus as the ‘ philosophy 
of presence’, which he considers to be a metaphysical remnant of Platonism. Presence, for 
Derrida, was an ideal in Western philosophy that was at the root of the concept of being. 
To ‘ be’ was to be ‘ here’. But Derrida views this to be disingenuous, as no entity can ever be 
fully ‘ present’, especially in a system of representative differences such as that of la langue. The 
signifier, the word ‘ cow’ for instance, does not conjure an actual beast when used by a speaker 
or when written on a page. There exists in every instance of signification, for Derrida, a con-
tingent agreement of meaning that allows for communication built on a foundation of sand. 
The accomplishment of meaning is never a fait accompli but one that is reached tentatively, 
if looked at from the perspective of the numerous ( or infinite) possibilities of the signifier.

Freeplay is the disruption of presence. The presence of an element is always a signifying 
and substitutive reference inscribed in a system of differences and the movement of a 
chain. Freeplay is always an interplay of absence and presence, but if it is to be radically 
conceived, freeplay must be conceived of before the alternative of presence and absence; 
being must be conceived of as presence or absence beginning with the possibility of 
freeplay and not the other way around.

( Derrida 1978: 294)

In this way, Derrida juxtaposes his reading of Saussure to  Lévi-  Strauss’s, thus concluding 
that there are two approaches to  structure –   one based on the sign, the other based on free 
play. The former emphasises ‘ the sign’ as the centre, the privileged element of language. The 
latter, which he associates with his own approach, focuses less on the accomplishment of the 
positive identification of the signifier and signified in the sign, but wades in the tenuousness 
and arbitrariness of the system itself. Thus, Derrida’s subsequent writings are full of double 
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entendre, which was one of the major reasons why so many American scholars had such 
difficulty with his work.

The contributions of structuralisms

In this brief engagement with the differences between  Lévi-  Strauss and Derrida, I have at-
tempted to draw out the principle themes of  post-  s  tructuralism – c  entre, origin and totality. 
These three, though they are particular to Derrida’s lexicon, do indeed point us towards 
some of the larger concepts utilised by p ost-  structuralist thinkers. In particular, I wish to 
home in on  post- s tructuralist understandings of subjectivity.

As mentioned earlier, structuralism and p ost- s tructuralism came in the wake of Sartre’s 
existentialism. This is the case not only in terms of intellectual history but also substantively. 
To be clearer, I mean that structuralism and  post-  structuralism carry forth a critique of the 
model of subjectivity that is at the heart of Sartrean existentialism. To begin to unpack this 
claim, it must be noted that Sartre’s orientation  vis-    à-  vis subjectivity is influenced heavily 
by phenomenology, especially the Husserlian kind. While many critics and commentators 
of Sartre have highlighted the importance of Heidegger for his  thinking –   indeed this claim 
is  accurate –   Heidegger was in some ways a means for Sartre to get to a certain conclusion 
about the concept of ‘ intentionality’. In other words, Heidegger provided Sartre with a way 
of thinking through and beyond Descartes’s dualism.

The Cartesian split is, of course, between subject and object, which differentiates not 
only the observer and the observed but also mind from matter. This is the famed dichotomy 
between res cogitans and res extensa. A result of this radical dualism is the analytic and meth-
odological privileging of the subject. The subject, as in grammar, is the initiator of action. 
The object, to continue with the grammatical image, is the receiver of action. Hence, in 
Descartes, the subject maintains an advantaged position.

In Husserlian phenomenology, this translates into the ‘ epoche’, or the bracket. According 
to Husserl, the proper way of practising phenomenology was to ‘ bracket’ out the question 
of the existence of the natural world and the objects therein. Instead, the phenomenologist 
should turn his attention towards the structure of consciousness, that is, the experience of 
the world. Whether it ‘ exists’ or not is of no consequence. He is to bracket the question of 
whether an object that we perceive exists outside of our conscious experience. He must re-
main focused on the subjective experience of the object, not the object itself. As a result, the 
subject is crowned as king of philosophical reflection. But the king must not be a mad king. 
The subject must retain stability. It must, in short, be identifiable. This in part means that 
the s ubject–  object dichotomy must be held rigidly. If not, then the entire enterprise would 
crumble. This logic extends into social theory, especially its dominant conceptualisation of 
‘ the individual’, which is most often the subject of consciousness.

One can find in the work of psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan arguments explicitly oriented 
towards the status of the subject, or in this case the Freudian ‘ ego’ or, more properly, ‘ the I’, 
made along similar thematic lines as Derrida.

In his ‘ Mirror stage’ essay of 1949, Lacan offers a unique and radical theory of the infant 
development of the ego, arguing that the infant does not fully realise her body to be a uni-
tary totality until she is able to see herself in a reflection of a mirror, or some other kind of 
reflective surface. It is only after this stage, he argues, that the child understands herself to 
be a total unit, an effect of identification with her imago, and thus attains the proper coordi-
nation of her limbs. ‘ It suffices’, he writes, ‘ to understand the mirror stage in this context as 
an identification, in the full sense analysis gives to the term: namely, the transformation that 
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takes place in the subject when he assumes [assume] an image’ ( 2006: 76). Prior to this stage, 
the infant experiences her body as fragmented, as different pi eces –  a n arm here, an arm 
there. But when she views what he calls her ‘ specular image’ she begins to identify with it 
in all of its totality.

The specular image, which Lacan refers to as the imago, is an ideal I, a representation of the 
ego, not the ego itself. In fact, one of the major critiques that Lacan launches is of the ‘ I’s 
mental permanence’, so as to say that the ‘ I’ does not exist prior to this encounter with its 
imago. This then assumes not only the social nature of the formation of the ego, but also that 
the I’s primordial nature is necessarily fragmentary.

[T]he mirror stage is a drama whose internal pressure pushes precipitously from insuffi-
ciency to  anticipation –   and, for the subject caught up in the lure of spatial identification,
turns out fantasies that proceed from a fragmented image of the body to what I will call
an ‘ orthopedic’ form of its totality – t  o the finally donned armor of an alienating identity
that will mark his entire mental development with its rigid structure.

( Lacan 2006: 78, emphasis added)

Further, Lacan insists that the fragmentary primordial nature of the ego actualises symp-
tomatically in the appearance of disconnected limbs and exoscopical organs in dreams 
later in life. Indeed, what he is proposing is no less than a full reconsideration of the 
way in which identity is viewed, beginning with the Platonic equation of the psyche 
with the soul through Descartes’s ‘ cogito’, as beginning with the self, the I, the inter-
nal. But as he says, if he were to build strictly from subjective data to build his theory 
of the ego, then he would be ‘ lapsing into the unthinkable, that of an absolute subject’ of 
the Platonic/ Aristotelian tradition ( Lacan 2006: 79). The moment of the encounter with 
the mirror, for the infant,

decisively tips the whole of human knowledge into being mediated by the other’s desire, 
constitutes its objects in an abstract equivalence due to competition from other people, 
and turns the I into an apparatus to which every instinctual pressure constitutes a danger, 
even if it corresponds to a natural maturation process. The very normalization of this 
maturation is henceforth dependent in man on cultural intervention.

( 2006: 79, emphasis added)

Lacan’s dual emphasis on fragmentation and recuperation of alienation resonates with Derri-
da’s, albeit chronologically later, scepticism towards notions of the centre, origin and totality. 
By suggesting that the infant experiences her own body as initially fragmented, Lacan is en-
gaging in a decentring project himself. Whereas Derrida’s decentring involved moving away 
from the characterisation of the relation of the signifier and signified under ‘ the regime of 
the sign’, as he called it, Lacan’s, however, is based on the definition of identity as unitary and 
total, which, judging from the term’s current popular usage, remains. Therefore, Lacan con-
cludes, the formation of the ego or the ‘ I’ is a result of a ‘ misunderstanding’ (méconnaissance). 
When humans form their ‘ sense of self ’ or identity, he suggests, they do so, in fact, in rela-
tion to an image and as a ‘ function of misrecognition’ ( 2006: 80). At the heart of identity is, 
therefore, a void, a lack.

 

The ‘ empty subject’ of Lacan is carried through in other  post- s tructuralist thinkers. This 
is especially evident in the discussions on ‘ the author’ that took place among those  post- 
 structuralists who had backgrounds in literary criticism, including again Barthes, but also 
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Michel Foucault, though he was more of a historian. But history, along with literature, is 
an area in which authorship plays a crucial part in, among other things, interpretation and 
legitimacy. In two essays, ‘ The death of the author’ ( Barthes 1978) and ‘ What is an author?’ 
( Foucault 1980), the authors seemingly engage in a debate of sorts on what authorship means 
in the wake of structural linguistics. But upon closer inspection, the points debated are just as 
much about the status of identity and subjectivity in the wake of structuralism’s discovery of 
the constitutive nature of language. It just so happens that Barthes and Foucault make their 
arguments with particular attention to literature.

One of the shared emphases is the historicisation of the figure of the author in modernity. 
This functional demystification serves to throw a wrench into the dynamics of certainty, which 
tracing a set of words or a text back to an individual strives to maintain. As Barthes notes:

[T]he author is a modern figure, produced no doubt by our society insofar as, at the
end of the Middle Ages, with English empiricism, French rationalism, and the personal
faith of the Reformation, it discovered the prestige of the individual, or, to put it more
nobly, of the ‘ human person.’

(1978: 142–43)     

The connections between the figure of the author and the idea of the ‘ human person’ are 
echoed by Foucault, who coined the term the ‘ figure of man’, which he, inspired by Nietzsche, 
suggests emerged with modernity. Thus, the importance of the author in the culture has 
very little to do with actual authors but with what Foucault dubs ‘ the author function’. The 
author, as Foucault argues, emerges as a metaphor for the  property-  bearing individual, the 
hegemonic subject of the capitalist modes of production. As he writes:

It is as if the author, beginning with the moment at which he was placed in the system of 
property that characterizes our society, compensated for the status that he thus acquired 
by rediscovering the old bipolar field of discourse, systematically practicing transgres-
sion and thereby restoring danger to a writing which was now guaranteed the benefits 
of ownership.

(1980: 108–9)     

Thus authorship is not merely the assignation of written text to a human individual, but a way 
of representing the subject positions that emerge in a particular s ocio-  historical condition.

For Barthes and Foucault, there is evidence of the ‘ death’ or decline of authorship. Accord-
ing to Barthes, linguistics has furnished an analytic instrument that demonstrates

that utterance in its entirety is a void process, which functions perfectly without re-
quiring to be filled by the person of the interlocutors: linguistically, the author is never 
anything more than the man who writes, just as I is no more than the man who says I: 
language knows a ‘ subject,’ not a ‘ person,’ and this subject, void outside of the very ut-
terance which defines it, suffices to make language ‘ work,’ that is, to exhaust it.

(1978: 145) 

Thus, a text does not ‘ release a single “ theological” meaning ( the “ message” of the  Author- 
 God)’; rather, it is ‘ a tissue of citations, resulting from the thousand sources of culture’ 
( Barthes 1978: 146). Foucault argues a similar point when he asks:
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What is a work? What is this curious unity which we designate as a work? Of what 
elements is it composed? Is it not what an author has written? Difficulties appear im-
mediately. If an individual were not an author, could we say that what he wrote, said, 
left behind in his papers, or what has been collected of his remarks, could be called a 
‘work’?

(1980: 103)
 

  

Barthes and Foucault raise two important points. For one, they both raise the issue of the 
explanatory power of the author in the interpretation of a text, or, more broadly, the ‘ work’. 
The text, within the idea of the modern author, is decipherable and enclosed. The work of 
the critic, in turn, is merely to discover ‘ the Author ( or his hypostases: society, history, the 
psyche, freedom) beneath the work: once the Author is discovered, the text is “ explained:” 
the critic has conquered’ ( Barthes 1978: 147). Against this  author- c entric text, Barthes argues 
for what he calls ‘ readerly texts’. Barthes again:

[T]he unity of a text is not in its origin, it is in its destination; but this destination can
no longer be personal: the reader is a man without history, without biography, without
psychology; he is only that someone who holds gathered into a single field all the paths
of which the text is constituted. This is why it is absurd to hear the new writing con-
demned in the name of a humanism which hypocritically appoints itself the champion
of the reader’s rights.

(1978: 148) 

Foucault echoes this also, describing the ‘ author function’ in terms of power, specifically le-
gitimacy. The author, specifically the name of the author, he argues, is metonymic of an entire 
discourse. The author’s name provides legitimacy, or, better yet, authority.

The author’s name serves to characterize a certain mode of being of discourse: the fact 
that the discourse has an author’s name, that one can say ‘ this was written by s o-  a  nd-  so’ 
or ‘  so-    and-  so is the author,’ shows that this discourse is not ordinary everyday speech 
that merely comes and goes, not something that is immediately consumable. On the 
contrary, it is a speech that must be received in a certain mode and that, in a given cul-
ture, must receive a certain status.

( Foucault 1980: 107)

By moving from ‘ work to text’, Barthes effectively decentres the author function. The work 
of decentring is, in many ways, as Barthes describes, ‘  counter-  theological’. It is a refusal to 
‘ arrest meaning’ and so a refusal of a transcendental abstraction such as God, reason, science 
or the law ( Barthes 1978: 147).

In this, there are clear overlaps with the famed ‘ incredulity to metanarratives’ that  Jean- 
 Francois Lyotard pronounced in The Postmodern Condition (1984). Indeed, it must be men-
tioned that  post- s tructuralism is often equated to, or even collapsed with, postmodernism. 
There are very sensible reasons for this.  Post- s tructuralism, as just seen earlier, is largely a 
critique of structuralism using some of its own terms. This does very much imply certain 
assessments of some modern categories and ideas. But  post-  structuralism, that is, the writers 
and thinkers associated with it, does not overtly orient itself around ‘ debunking’ the intellec-
tual and political foundations of modernity.
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Main criticisms of structuralism and  post-  structuralism

The debunking of metanarratives is part and parcel of the larger project of moving away from 
metaphysics, and its foundational intellectual categories. While Derrida has argued this most 
forcefully, due in part to his debt to Heidegger, who had already attempted a critique of meta-
physics ( Heidegger 2000), a case can be made to include Foucault, Barthes, Lacan and others as 
well. Of the many foundational categories of metaphysics, much of which has been inherited from 
the Greeks, albeit translated through the Enlightenment, the one that has received most attention 
from structuralists and p ost-  structuralists intending to ‘ demystify’ it has been subjectivity, as can 
be seen in the discussion of Lacan, and especially the discussions of authorship. Subjectivity, thus, 
is also the major issue that critics of structuralism and  post- s tructuralism have in the crosshairs.

Manfred Frank’s What Is Neostructuralism? ( 1989), one of the most widely cited assessments 
of  post-  structuralism, while containing many criticisms of what he calls ‘ neostructuralism’, 
hits Derrida, Foucault and Lacan hardest on this very issue. Generally, Frank’s project is not 
only to explicate  post-  structuralism, which he does rather judiciously, but also to accuse it 
of ‘ antirationalism’, a charge that has come from other theorists. One who comes to mind 
the quickest is Jürgen Habermas ( 1990). For Frank, and perhaps unlike Habermas, the tack 
he takes has to do with the unnecessary nature of the division between rationalism and its 
others. In fact, he suggests that the gap between rationalism and antirationalism is rather 
small and ultimately commensurable. Most interestingly, Frank puts forward the example of 
Friedrich Schleiermacher as one who was able to negotiate between the two.

Yet in spite of the conciliatory talk, Frank does have a fundamental beef with  post- 
 structuralist thinking, especially the position it stakes out regarding subjectivity. For him, 
the  post-  structuralists all too happily welcome the death of the subject. As Frank notes, ‘[b]ut 
it is one thing to explain the death of subjectivity as a result of the course of the world, and 
another thing altogether to greet it with applause, as Foucault does’.

The factual is not already the true; a ‘ happy positivism’ that dissolves this difference 
mimics, consciously or not, the dominating power. It is true that the individual disap-
pears more and more in the ‘ code’ ( of the state, of bureaucracy, of the social machine, 
of all varieties of discourse), which has become autonomous. And it is also correct that 
a dead subject emits no more cries of pain. However, that interpretation that would like 
to extract a s cientific-  historical perspective from the silence of the subject, and which 
culminates in the gay affirmation of a subjectless and reified machine ( à la Deleuze and 
Guattari), appears to me to be cynical.

(Frank 1989: 9–10)      

Even the reified statement ‘ Language speaks itself ’. . . has to employ reflexive pronouns 
that then hypostatize what was earlier considered a characteristic of the speaking subject 

Moreover, Frank accuses this kind of position, which he attributes most frequently to 
 Foucault, of not only ‘ nonmorality’ ( that is, a Nietzschean ‘ beyond good and evil’ position) 
but even ‘ amorality’. Thus, for Frank, the task is to take seriously the ‘ diagnostic power of 
the talk about the death of the subject’ without ‘ meanwhile lapsing into the opposite extreme 
of applauding the death of the subject on a moral level’ ( 1989: 10). For instance, a tack that 
Frank takes is to argue that structuralism and neostructuralism, while talking a big talk, do 
not follow through in their subjectivity rhetoric. They rely ‘ explicitly or implicitly on the 
category of the individual’.
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as a characteristic of language or of the system itself. The subject that is crossed out in 
the position of the individual recurs in the position of a subject of the universal: this is a 
classic case of the ‘ return of the repressed.’

( Frank 1989: 10)

While Frank argues methodologically ( and historically), sociologist Anthony Giddens takes a 
different approach. For Giddens, the structuralist and p ost-  structuralist assaults on individu-
alised, E nlightenment- d erived notions of subjectivity, which we can call ‘  self- c onsciousness’, 
are theoretically unproductive. This is especially true since this perspective tends to side 
too easily with what Pierre Bourdieu ( 1977) calls ‘ objectivism’. By this Giddens means that 
‘ structure’, for instance, too easily undermines the agency of the individual actor. In his 
‘ structuration theory’, Giddens suggests that

Human social activities, like some  self- r eproducing items in nature, are recursive. That 
is to say, they are not brought into being by social actors but continually recreated by 
them via the very means whereby they express themselves as actors. In and through their 
activities agents reproduce the conditions that make these activities possible.

(1986: 2)  

This ‘ recursivity’, which Giddens also calls ‘ reflexivity’, goes against the ‘ objectivist’ ten-
dency of structuralism as well as the ‘ death of the subject’ position of p ost-  structuralism, both 
of which are reductive. On the one hand, structuralism rather simply equates human social 
activities to a singular set of mechanisms. On the other hand,  post- s tructuralism does away 
with any explanation. Both, in the mind of Giddens, are misguided.

We should guard against two forms of reductionism. . . One is a reductive conception of 
institutions which, in seeking to show the foundation of institutions in the unconscious, 
fails to leave sufficient play for the operation of autonomous social forces. The second is 
a reductive theory of consciousness which, wanting to show how much of social life is 
governed by dark currents outside the scope of actors’ awareness [structuralism], cannot 
adequately grasp the level of control which agents are characteristically able to sustain 
reflexively over their conduct.

(1986: 5)  

Structuration theory, and its conceptualisation of ‘ reflexivity’, therefore allows for an under-
standing of human social action that includes both ‘ structure’ and ‘ agency’, to use two rather 
hackneyed though extant sociological terms. Agents, or individual actors, participate in the 
constitution of structures.

More importantly, for the present concerns, reflexivity occasions a new way of thinking 
about the subject beyond ‘ s elf-  consciousness’. For Giddens, there is no doubt that all of social 
life is ‘ monitored’ by the self. This monitored character, however, does not mean that terms 
such as ‘ purpose’ or ‘ intention’, ‘ reason’, ‘ motive’ and so on can so easily be accepted without 
any sort of critical modification. The usage of these terms has been, as Giddens rightly points 
out, ‘ associated with a hermeneutical voluntarism, and because they extricate human action 
from the contextuality of t ime- s pace’ ( 1986: 3).

To remove, or decontextualise, human action would be to  de- e mphasise what Giddens 
calls ‘ practical consciousness’, which ‘ consists of all things which actors know tacitly about 
how to “ go on” in the contexts of social life without being able to give them direct discursive 
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expression’ ( 1986: xxiii). Practical consciousness plays a particularly important role in struc-
turation theory, especially in the way it formulates the human subject. In acknowledging 
and embracing the subject’s inability to articulate the rules and contexts that we may call 
‘ structure’, Giddens, largely influenced by psychoanalysis and Bourdieu, does not appeal to 
the human individual’s ability to understand, via language or anything else, that which is 
‘ structuring’ his or her actions. This is a position that comes close to that of structuralism in 
that it positions human action within a matrix of possibilities that are happening beyond the 
control of the individual subject. But there is a crucial difference. For Giddens, structures are 
not merely ‘ rules’ or ‘ resources’, as structuralism and p ost-  structuralism would have it in their 
elision of structure as language. Is not language, he asks, ‘ embedded in the concrete activities 
of d ay-    to-  day life’ ( 1986: xvi)? And thus, Giddens leads us to his definition of structure:

Structure thus refers, in social analysis, to the structuring properties allowing the bind-
ing of  time-  space in social systems, the properties which make it possible for discernibly 
similar social practices to exist across varying spans of time and space and which lend 
them ‘ systemic’ form. To say that structure is a ‘ virtual order’ of transformative relations 
means that social systems, as reproduced social practices, do not have ‘ structures’ but 
rather exhibit ‘ structural properties’ and that structure exists, as  time-  space presence, 
only in its instantiations in such practices and as memory traces orienting the conduct of 
knowledgeable human agents.

(1986: 17)  

What distinguishes structuration from structuralisms of various kinds is not only his empha-
sis on practices and memory, not language, but also the insistence that the human agents are 
knowledgeable and are in on the social processes that construct the environments in which 
they live. This ‘ knowledgeability’ requires a stable entity called the subject. This stable sub-
jectivity is what Giddens calls ‘ ontological security’. Ontological security is a sense of order 
in one’s life. It expresses

an autonomy of bodily control with predictable routines. The psychological origins of ontolog-
ical security are to be found in basic a nxiety-  controlling mechanisms. . . hierarchically 
ordered as components of personality. The generation of feelings of trust in others, as the 
deepest lying element of the basic security system, depends substantially upon predict-
able and caring routines established by parental figures.

(1986: 50)  

Routinisation is key here, especially as it relates to reflexivity, as it is the ‘ continual “ reproving” 
of the familiar in circumstances of substantial ontological security’ ( Giddens 1986: 104). 
Hence, Giddens offers up ‘ a sense of place’ as being of ‘ major importance in the sustaining 
of ontological security’. This is so, he argues, because of the ‘ psychological tie between the 
biography of the individual and the locales that are the settings of  time-  space paths through 
which the individual moves’ ( 1986: 367). He goes on: ‘ Feelings of identification with larger 
 locales –  r egions, nations, etc. –   seem distinguishable from those bred and reinforced by the 
localized contexts of d ay-  t  o-  day life. The latter are probably much more important in respect 
of the reproduction of  large- s cale institutional continuities’ ( ibid.).

The importance that Giddens places on ‘ identification’ looms rather large for his position 
vis-à-vis structuralism and post-structuralism. Identification is usually dealing with singu-
larities: individual subjects identifying with individual places, notwithstanding differences 
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in scope and scale in the examples Giddens provides ( regions, nations, etc.). But p ost- 
 structuralism, for the most part, views subjectivity to be a product of misidentification, as noted 
earlier with Lacan. For Giddens, this would harm ontological security. Giddens’s reflexive 
subject is, at the end, a stable one.

Lasting importance and future developments of 
structuralism and post-structuralism     

Today, principles of structuralism and p ost- s tructuralism have made their way into a va-
riety of disciplines. They can be found in the continually widespread scepticism towards 
foundationalism and  anti- e ssentialism across history, sociology, media studies and theology. 
This section will review some of the ways in which this has occurred along the lines of two 
recurring themes.

We can begin by returning to Giddens’s ‘ ontological security’. In an article that assesses 
the ‘ reflexive modernization’ thesis, most notably associated with the work of German so-
cial theorist Ulrich Beck and Giddens, sociologist Scott Lash offers a critique of the subject 
theory at the root of Giddens’s ‘ ontological security’. Lying beneath Giddens’s notion of 
‘ ontological security’, Lash argues, is a commitment to ‘ order’, that is, ‘ how we can cope 
with. . . psychic and social hazards, and maintain reasonable levels of order and stability in 
our personalities and in society’ ( Beck, Giddens and Lash 1994: 117). Thus for Giddens the 
default setting, or normative mode, of the subject in the contemporary world is what he dubs 
‘ rational individualism’. But, as Lash suggests, there are l arge-  scale social transformations that 
have occurred that pose a challenge to such a view of subjectivity, particularly to one such as 
‘ rational individualism’ embedded in a strong  subject– o bject dichotomy. This is especially so 
as the means of social formation have been recast by the rise of new technologies and media 
systems (Beck et al. 1994: 148). 

The social analyst of new media technologies who has most productively theorised these 
changes in the context of p ost-  structuralism has been the late Mark Poster. In The Mode of 
Information, Poster diagnoses a ‘ generalized destabilization of the subject’ wherein ‘ the sub-
ject is no longer located in a point in absolute time/ space, enjoying a physical, fixed vantage 
point from which rationally to calculate its options’ ( 1990: 15). This has come to be thanks to 
‘ changes in communication patterns’, which, in turn, ‘ involve changes in the subject’ ( 1990: 
11). What has occurred with the rise of new media technologies is the intensification of the 
‘ crisis of representation’, in which

words lose their connection with things and come to stand in the place of things, in 
short, when language represents itself. The complex linguistic worlds of the media, the 
computer and the databases it can access, the surveillance capabilities of the state and the 
corporation, and finally, the discourses of science, are each realms in which the represen-
tational function of language has been placed in question by different communicational 
patterns each of which shift to the forefront the s elf-  referential aspect of language.

(1990: 13)  

With words separated from things ( Poster’s way of designating the arbitrary signifier of Sau-
ssure), there is inevitably a destabilising effect on ‘ the rational individual or centered subject 
whose imagined autonomy is associated with the capacity to link sign and referent, word and 
thing, in short a representational function of language’ ( Poster 1990: 14). Moreover, in this 
context, it ‘ becomes pointless’, as Poster states, ‘ for the subject to distinguish a “ real” existing 
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“ behind” the flow of signifiers, and as a consequence social life in part becomes a practice of 
positioning subjects to receive and interpret messages’. Thus the mode of information puts into 
question how subjectivity looks, what form it takes or, as Poster says, its ‘ very shape’ ( 1990: 15).

Beyond new media studies, structuralist and  post-  structuralist approaches can be found in 
the discipline of history, no better embodied than in the work of Hayden White. The founding 
editor of History and Theory, a journal that did a lot in order to bring structuralist and p ost- 
 structuralist perspectives to the attention of historians, White, in The Tropics of Discourse (1985),
considered a classic in the discipline, provides the most distilled argument for the importance 
of these perspectives for historiography. In it, White makes a strong case for viewing ‘ historical 
texts as literary artifacts’ and, in doing so, articulates something called metahistory, an approach 
to history that asks about the way in which historical evidence and explanations are constructed 
( 1985: 81). It not only asks about how historians do what they do but also aims to ‘ demystify’ 
it. If so inclined, we could even call it an ‘  anti-  metaphysical’, or decentred, approach to history. 
If that is the case, then it is necessary to see what aspects of mainstream historiography White 
critiques, in order to see the influence of  post-  structuralism on his thinking.

   

For White, the practice of history gains its explanatory power largely by ‘ making sto-
ries out of mere chronicles’, a systematic operation of commanding authority and authorship 
through ‘ emplotment’. Emplotment is the encoding of ‘ facts contained in the chronicle as 
components of specific kinds of plot structures’ ( 1985: 83). These techniques are, however, not 
so foreign, as they are reflective of the way in which scientific explanation works, as White 
notes. It is simply to ‘ familiarize the unfamiliar’ by making ‘ sense of a set of events which 
appears strange, enigmatic, or mysterious in its immediate manifestations to encode the set 
of terms of culturally provided categories, such as metaphysical concepts, religious beliefs, or 
story forms’ ( ibid.). In historiography, ‘ data’ are indeed foreign or strange ‘ simply by virtue of 
their distance from us in time and their origin in a way of life different from our own’ ( White 
1985: 86). ( This sentiment could also be extended to bear on other disciplines.) Quite simply, 
historians translate fact into fictions but do not like to think so. As White puts it:

The evasion of the implications of the fictive nature of historical narrative is in part a 
consequence of the utility of the concept of ‘ history’ for the definition of other types of 
discourse. ‘ History’ can be set over against ‘ science’ by virtue of its want of conceptual 
rigor and failure to produce the kinds of universal laws that the sciences characteristi-
cally seek to produce. Similarly, ‘ history’ can be set over against ‘ literature’ by virtue of 
its interest in the ‘ actual’ rather than the ‘ possible,’ which is supposedly the object of rep-
resentation of ‘ literary’ works. Thus, within a long and distinguished critical tradition 
that has sought to determine what is real and what is ‘ imagined’ in the novel, history has 
served as a kind of archetype of the ‘ realistic’ pole of representation.

(1985: 89)  

Otherwise stated, there is an investment in denying ( or repressing) the fictive character of 
history because it operates so strongly in an epistemological capacity for other discourses, 
especially literature. Undoubtedly, the arguments made here are reflective of the previous 
discussion of Barthes and Foucault. For White, as with Foucault and Barthes, there is no at-
tachment to the notion of the incrementality of knowledge, which science chiefly holds dear. 
‘ Our knowledge of the past may increase incrementally’, he writes, ‘ but our understanding 
of it does not’ ( 1985: 89).

History, and historiography, is but a fiction. Yet, we must be careful not to misread the 
‘ but’ here. For White, to call something ‘ fiction’ is in no way disparaging. Rather it is to 
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come to grips with the reality of history; therefore to think of history as the imposition of a 
formal coherency on the world ‘ in no way detracts from it’. If it were to, then it would mean 
‘l iterature did not teach us anything about reality, but was a product of an imagination which 
was not of this world but some other, inhuman one’ ( White 1985: 99).

At the very least, we can see the influence of this type of approach to scholarship in the 
emergence of methodologies and theoretical stances that unabashedly blur the line between 
fiction and the social sciences/ humanities. Stephen Pfohl, for instance, in Death at the Parasite 
Café ( 1992), writes a collage using various methods which he calls ‘ social science fiction’.

What is notable in Pfohl is the deployment of the first person. Pfohl, a sociologist, de-
scribes the kind of ethnography he writes as ‘ surreal’. ‘ It invites its readers’, he writes, ‘ not so 
much to agree with the analysis set forth by its author, but to enter actively into the process 
of  re-  searching of one’s own HIStorical and biographically given position’ ( 1990: 428). This 
explains the highly stylised and unusual nature of his writing, especially in comparison with 
most other social science.

This is the Parasite Café, a dark if brilliantly enlightened space of postmodernity where 
a transnational host of corporate informational operatives feed upon the digitally coded 
flesh of others. Here, bodies are being transferentially invaded and then extended out-
ward into the consumptive networkings of media itself. . . This is the story of the post-
modern. What are the social, historical, economic roots of a society of such immense 
material abstraction? How might the disembodied lure and seductive violence of such a 
society be subverted, diverted, or transformed? For me these are urgent questions. Why 
only this morning I found myself eating before the screen, or after, when suddenly my 
eyes/I ’s were transferred across the televisionary space of this our ungiving HIStorical 
present. . . 20 seconds into the future. This is a story of the violent rituals of an ultra-
modernizing first world culture. This is not a pleasing story to tell.

( 1990: 424) 

Though there remain restrictions on form as well as institutional factors, such as the increas-
ingly precarious nature of tenure in North America and Europe, which results in the disci-
plining of academic writing in both substance and form, there is nevertheless a sign that a 
shift is under way in the way that academic writing reads and also is distributed. For instance, 
recent years have seen an uptick in journals and scholarly associations with websites as well 
as  micro-s  ites, which straddle the line between ‘f ormal’ academic writing and ‘l ess formal’ 
blogging. This not only allows for a quicker turnaround time for academics to engage with 
events on the ground, but it also reorients, and perhaps even reconstitutes, what theorising 
is. It is undoubtedly the case that to make a direct link between structuralism and  post- 
s tructuralism and shifts in the technological conventions of intellectualism is speculative; 
I would nevertheless argue that these developments could not have occurred without the 
structuralisms’ rise. As academic discourse shifts along with new media, it will undoubtedly 
be the case that this trend will continue. While structuralism and  post- s tructuralism may 
have injected their ideas and approaches into the work of researchers of many stripes, their 
most lasting impact may be of their  no-    holds-  barred attitude towards overarching principles 
of any kind, not excluding those of the academy.

Note

1 This chapter contains elements of my chapter in Han ( 2011).
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Historical and intellectual development

The question of the relation between the individual and society, or individual subject and 
social structure, has been a core preoccupation of social theory. Broadly speaking, this ques-
tion has been dealt with in most versions of social theory either by emphasizing the creative 
powers of the individual self or by stressing the determining role of social structures in our 
lives. That is to say, a dualism is evident in the very way in which the large bulk of social 
theorists have addressed the question of the relation between self and society. Conceptual 
approaches that pay particular attention to theorizing human agency and social actors have 
contributed a great deal to understanding how individual action and daily interaction are 
structured by broader social, political and cultural sources. Social theories influenced by 
symbolic interactionism, hermeneutics and psychoanalysis, for example, all allegedly fall into 
such ‘ subjectivist’ categories. Yet while underscoring the importance of individual agency 
and personal life to social critique, such frameworks encounter serious problems in provid-
ing conceptions of institutional transformation or social structure. By contrast, conceptual 
approaches that stress the determining influence of social structures in our lives powerfully 
highlight the force of institutions in the production and reproduction of society. In such 
‘ objectivistic’ approaches within social theory, from functionalism to systems theory, there 
is a methodological break with the immediate experience of individual agents and a focus 
instead on the changing structural conditions of modern industrial societies. But, again, 
there are serious limitations here. One key limitation of ‘ objectivist’ social theories is that, by 
according priority to structure over action, a deterministic flavour is accorded to the social 
world and the practical activities of the individuals who make up that world. Many social sci-
entists argue that such determinism is especially evident in certain versions of classical social 
thought, for example in the writings of Durkheim and Marx, in which society often appears 
as a force external to the agent, exercising constraint over individual action.

In more recent versions of social theory, there have been new attempts to move beyond 
either ‘ action approaches’ or ‘ structural analysis’. Considering anew the issue of how the 
actions of individual agents are related to the structural features of the society from which 
they spring, social theorists have sought to consider in more detailed ways how action and 
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structure actually presuppose one another. As we will see throughout this chapter, this means 
that social scientists must seek to provide an account of the conditions and consequences of 
action as directly embroiled with structure.

In this chapter, I will concentrate on two major attempts in contemporary social theory 
to account for how reproduced practices have their own distinct structural properties. This 
approach in social theory is sometimes labelled structuration, and in what follows I shall re-
view the seminal contributions of Anthony Giddens and Pierre Bourdieu.

Key contributors and criticisms

The social theory of Anthony Giddens

Anthony Giddens first came to international prominence in social theory with the publica-
tion of his first book, Capitalism and Modern Social Theory, which appeared in 1971. The book 
remains to this day one of the most referenced sociological textbooks on Marx, Weber and 
Durkheim. In examining the origins of classical sociology in Capitalism and Modern Social 
Theory, Giddens set out the rudiments of a project concerned to reinterpret the theoretical 
foundations of the social  sciences –   a project he steadfastly developed from his  Durkheimian- 
titled New Rules of Sociological Method ( 1976) to Politics, Sociology and Social Theory ( 1995). In 
doing so, Giddens sought to develop some interesting sounding  answers – i  ndeed, quite novel 
 answers –  t o questions that have long plagued social theorists seeking to grasp the complex, 
contradictory interactions of individual agency on the one hand and social structure on the 
other hand. An indication of the novelty of Giddens’s approach to the  self– s ociety problem 
can be easily gleaned by looking at his magisterial book The Constitution of Society (1984).
Regarded as one of the most important books since the grand sociological theorizing of 
Talcott Parsons, The Constitution of Society presented a whole new vocabulary for grasping the 
age of modernization: ‘ structuration’, ‘ reflexivity’, ‘ t ime- s pace distantiation’, ‘ double herme-
neutic’ and ‘ ontological security’, just to name a few terms Giddens introduced. Subsequent 
to The Constitution of Society, Giddens produced an astonishing range of books. His analysis of 
warfare, its new technologies and globalization, as developed in The Nation-State and Violence 
( 1985), has been highly influential in political science and international relations. The Con-
sequences of Modernity ( 1990) was Giddens’s response to postmodernism, in which he argued 
that the West and the developed industrial societies were entering conditions of ‘ reflexive 
modernization’. And in Modernity and Self-Identity ( 1991) and The Transformation of Intimacy 
( 1992) he addressed issues of the self, identity, intimacy and sexuality in the context of social 
transformations sweeping the globe.

  

   

   

     

My aim in what follows is to provide a brief overview of Giddens’s writings in social 
theory. Given the broad sweep of his interests as well as his exceptional productivity, I have 
decided to concentrate on two specific aspects of Giddens’s work, namely ( a) structuration 
theory and ( b) modernity and modernization as filtered through the lens of Giddens’s theory 
of structuration. After examining Giddens’s more substantive contributions to social theory, 
I shall turn to consider some of the issues raised by his critics.

Giddens’s theory of structuration

In a series of books, principally New Rules of Sociological Method (1976), Central Problems in 
Social Theory ( 1979) and The Constitution of Society ( 1984), Giddens sets out a highly original 
conceptualization of the relation between action and structure, agent and system, individual 
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and society. Broadly speaking, Giddens argues that it is not possible to resolve the question of 
how the action of individual agents is related to the structural features of society by merely 
supplementing or augmenting one emphasis through reference to the other. In an attempt 
to move beyond such dualism, Giddens borrowed the term ‘ structuration’ from French. 
The starting point of his analysis is not society as fixed and given, but rather the active flow 
of social life. In contrast to approaches that downgrade agency, Giddens argues that people 
are knowledgeable about the social structures they produce and reproduce in their conduct. 
Society, he argues, can be understood as a complex of recurrent practices that form institu-
tions. For Giddens, the central task of social theory is to grasp how action is structured in 
everyday contexts of social practices, while simultaneously recognizing that the structural 
elements of action are reproduced by the performance of action. Giddens thus proposes that 
the dualism of agency and structure should instead be understood as complementary terms 
of a duality, the ‘ duality of structure’. ‘ By the duality of structure’, writes Giddens, ‘ I mean 
that social structures are both constituted by human agency, and yet at the same time are the 
very medium of this constitution’ ( 1976: 21).

Perhaps the most useful way to gain a purchase on the radical aspects of Giddens’s so-
cial theory is by contrasting his conception of structure with the mainstream sociological 
literature. Sociologists have tended to conceptualize structure in terms of institutional con-
straint, often in a  quasi- h ydraulical or mechanical fashion, such that structure is likened to 
the biological workings of the body or the girders of a building. Giddens strongly rejects 
functionalist, biological and empiricist analyses of structure. Following the ‘ linguistic turn’ 
in  twentieth-  century social theory, Giddens critically draws upon structuralist and p ost- 
 structuralist theory, specifically the relationship posited between language and speech in lin-
guistics. He does this, not because society is structured like a language ( as structuralists have 
argued), but because he believes that language can be taken as exemplifying core aspects of 
social life. Language, according to Giddens, has a virtual existence; it ‘ exists’ outside of time 
and space, and is only present in its instantiations as speech or writing. By contrast, speech 
presupposes a subject and exists in  time–  space intersections. In Giddens’s reading of struc-
tural linguistics, the subject draws from the rules of language in order to produce a phrase 
or sentence, and in so doing contributes to the reproduction of that language as a whole. 
Giddens draws extensively from such a conception of the structures of language in order to 
account for structures of action. His theorem is that agents draw from structures in order to 
perform and carry out social interactions, and in so doing contribute to the reproduction of 
institutions and structures. This analysis leads to a very specific conception of structure and 
social systems. ‘ Structure’, writes Giddens, ‘ has no existence independent of the knowledge 
that agents have about what they do in their d ay-    to-  day activity’ ( 1984: 26).

Giddens’s theoretical approach emphasizes that structures should be conceptualized as 
‘ rules and resources’: the application of rules that comprise structure may be regarded as 
generating differential access to social, economic, cultural and political resources. In The 
Constitution of Society Giddens argues that the sense of ‘ rule’ most relevant to understanding 
social life is that which pertains to mathematical f ormulae –  f or instance, if the sequence is 2, 
4, 6, 8, the formula is x = n + 2. Understanding a formula, says Giddens, enables an agent to 
carry on in social life in a routine manner, to apply the rule in a range of different contexts. 
The same is true of bureaucratic rules, traffic rules, rules of football, rules of grammar, rules 
of social etiquette: to know a rule does not necessarily mean that one is able to explicitly for-
mulate the principle, but it does mean that one can use the rule ‘ to go on’ in social life. ‘ The 
rules and resources of social action’, writes Giddens, ‘ are at the same time the means of sys-
tems reproduction’ ( 1984: 19). Systems reproduction, as Giddens conceives it, is complex and 
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contradictory, involving structures, systems and institutions. Social systems, for Giddens, are 
not equivalent to structures. Social systems are regularized patterns of interaction; such sys-
tems are, in turn, structured by rules and resources. Institutions are understood by Giddens 
as involving different modalities in and through which structuration occurs. Political insti-
tutions, for example, involve the generation of commands over people in relation to issues of 
authorization, signification and legitimation; economic institutions, by contrast, involve the 
allocation of resources through processes of signification and legitimation.

Routines and rules are different, to be sure. But for Giddens they both enable or guide 
the practical conduct of social life. Social rules and routines, significantly, are learned and 
nurtured by individuals in a largely  semi-  conscious way. People know how to apply countless 
rules to the conduct of social l ife – i  ndividuals know ‘ how to go on’, as Giddens s ays –   even 
though they may not be able to explicitly formulate those rules. Parents taking children to 
school, for instance, involves those women and men in all sorts of conversational exchanges 
with other parents. For the most part, these exchanges are of a routine  nature –   mostly in-
volving talk about one’s respective children, organizing p lay-  dates and such like. Following 
the school run, parents then often drive to the city, to their place of employment, and simi-
larly conduct routine conversations about a range of professional and personal matters. What 
is curious, when viewing this routine through the lens of Giddens’s structuration theory, 
is that things work well enough when people apply the ‘ rules’ of social interaction to these 
practical situations. Parents talk to other parents at school about matters to do with their 
children; colleagues talk to other staff at work about corporate and professional matters. But 
try imagining what might happen if people got regularly mixed up in this routine, and ap-
plied the wrong rules. Talking at length about professional, corporate matters in the school 
grounds is unlikely to impress other parents. Fortunately, though, social rules are usually 
applied to the appropriate social situation. Rules, remember, form part of the practical con-
sciousness of  individuals –  a nd that for Giddens involves knowing ‘ how to go on’, how to 
apply the right rules to particular social contexts.

To understand this recursive quality of social life it is also necessary to consider Giddens’s 
discussion of human agency and individual subjectivity. Action, according to Giddens, must 
be analytically distinguished from the ‘ acts’ of an individual. Whereas acts are discrete seg-
ments of individual doing, action refers to the continuous flow of people’s social practices. 
On a general plane, Giddens advances a ‘ stratification model’ of the human subject compris-
ing three levels of knowledge or motivation: discursive consciousness, practical consciousness and 
the unconscious. He explains this stratification model of agency in The Constitution of Society 
as follows:

Human agents or  actors –   I use these terms  interchangeably –   have, as an inherent aspect 
of what they do, the capacity to understand what they do while they do it. The reflexive 
capacities of the human actor are characteristically involved in a continuous manner 
with the flow of  day-    to-  day conduct in the contexts of social activity. But reflexivity 
operates only partly on a discursive level. What agents know about what they do, and 
why they do i t –   their knowledgeability as  agents –   is largely carried in practical con-
sciousness. Practical consciousness consists of all the things which actors know tacitly 
about how to ‘ go on’ in the contexts of social life without being able to give them direct 
discursive expression. The significance of practical consciousness is a leading theme of 
the book, and it has to be distinguished from both consciousness ( discursive conscious-
ness) and the unconscious.

(1984: xxii–xxiii)     
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Discursive consciousness thus refers to what agents are able to say, both to themselves and to 
others, about their own action; as Giddens repeatedly emphasizes, agents are knowledgeable 
about what they are doing, and this awareness often has a highly discursive component. 
Practical consciousness also refers to what actors know about their own actions, beliefs and mo-
tivations, but it is practical in the sense that it cannot be expressed discursively; what cannot 
be put into words, Giddens says following Wittgenstein, is what has to be done. Human 
beings know about their activities and the world in a sense that cannot be readily articulated; 
such practical stocks of knowledge are central, according to Giddens, to the project of social 
scientific research. Finally, the unconscious, says Giddens, is also a crucial feature of human 
motivation, and is differentiated from discursive and practical consciousness by the barrier 
of repression.

While Giddens accords the unconscious a residual role in the reproduction of social life 
( as something that ‘ erupts’ at moments of stress or crisis), he nonetheless makes considerable 
use of psychoanalytical theory in order to theorize the routine patterning of social relations. 
Drawing from Freud, Lacan and Erikson, Giddens argues that the emotional presence and 
absence of the primary caretaker ( most usually, the mother) provides the foundation for a 
sense of what he terms ‘ ontological security’, as well as trust in the t aken-    for-  granted, rou-
tine nature of social life. Indeed the routine is accorded a central place in Giddens’s social 
theory for ( a) grasping the production and maintenance of ontological security and ( b) com-
prehending the modes of socialization by which actors learn the implicit rules of how to go 
on in social life. To do this, Giddens draws from a vast array of sociological m icro-  theorists, 
including Goffman and Garfinkel. His debt to ethnomethodology and phenomenology is 
reflected in much of the language of structuration theory, as is evident from his references 
to ‘ skilled performances’, ‘ copresence’, ‘ seriality’, ‘ contextuality’, ‘ knowledgeability’ and 
‘mutual knowledge’.  

In the last few paragraphs I have noted how Giddens approaches issues of human action, 
agency and subjectivity. It is important to link these more subjective aspects of his social 
theory back to issues of social practices and structures in order to grasp his emphasis upon du-
ality in structuration theory. Agents, according to Giddens, draw on the rules and resources 
of structures, and in so doing contribute to the systemic reproduction of institutions, systems 
and structures. In studying social life, says Giddens, it is important to recognize the role of 
‘ methodological bracketing’. Giddens argues that the social sciences simultaneously pursue 
institutional analysis, in which the structural features of society are analysed, and the analysis 
of strategic conduct, in which the manner in which actors carry on social interaction is studied. 
These different levels of analysis are central to social scientific research, and both are crucial 
to structuration theory. Connected to this, Giddens argues that the subjects of study of the 
social sciences are  concept-  using agents, individuals whose concepts enter into the manner 
in which their actions are constituted. He calls this intersection of the social world as consti-
tuted by lay actors, on the one hand, and the metalanguages created by social scientists, on 
the other hand, the ‘ double hermeneutic’.

Modernity reappraised: structuration in action

The theory of structuration, as developed by Giddens, has been viewed by some social 
scientists as a largely dry, abstract affair. For some, the very term ‘ structuration’ was in 
fact  off-  putting. Indeed, Giddens’s seemingly endless deployment of n eologisms –  o r some 
 supposed –  s eemed to be more about grand systems building than confronting the  fast- 
 changing nature of society in conditions of advanced modernization. Perhaps in response 
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to some such criticisms of the theory of structuration, and certainly in response to the mas-
sive social changes unleashed throughout the late 1980s and 1990s as a result of advanced 
modernity, Giddens turned to address a range of  topics –   including modernity, globaliza-
tion, identity, sexuality and i ntimacy –   in his late writings. In all of these writings, the 
theory of s tructuration –   whilst rarely discussed in any  detail –   is drawn upon by Giddens 
to rethink the state of the world today. Giddens’s late writings can thus be viewed, from 
one angle at least, as the application of structuration theory to some of the big social issues 
of our times.

In The Consequences of Modernity ( 1990) and Modernity and Self-Identity ( 1991), Giddens de-
velops a comprehensive analysis of the complex relation between self and society in the late 
modern age. Rejecting Marx’s equation of modernity with capitalism, and wary of Weber’s 
portrait of the iron cage of bureaucracy, Giddens instead presents an image of modernity as a 
juggernaut. As with structuration theory, Giddens’s approach to modernity involves consid-
erable terminological innovation: ‘ embedding and disembedding mechanisms’, ‘ symbolic to-
kens’, ‘ expert systems’, ‘ the dialectic of trust and risk’ and, crucially, ‘ reflexivity’. Reflexivity, 
according to Giddens, should be conceived as a continuous flow of individual and collective 
‘  self-  monitoring’. ‘ The reflexivity of modern social life’, writes Giddens, ‘ consists in the fact 
that social practices are constantly examined and reformed in the light of incoming infor-
mation about those very practices, thus constitutively altering their character’ ( 1990:  38). 
Elsewhere Giddens writes:

     

To live in the ‘ world’ produced by high modernity has the feeling of riding a juggernaut. 
It is not just that more or less continuous and profound processes of change occur; rather, 
change does not consistently conform either to human expectation or to human control.

(1991: 28)  

The experiential character of contemporary daily life is well grasped by two of Giddens’s 
key concepts: trust and risk as interwoven with abstract systems. For Giddens, the relation be-
tween individual subjectivity and social contexts of action is a highly mobile one; and it is 
something that we make sense of and utilize through ‘ abstract systems’. Abstract systems are 
institutional domains of technical and social knowledge: they include systems of expertise of 
all kinds, from local forms of knowledge to science, technology and mass communications. 
Giddens is underscoring much more than simply the impact of expertise on people’s lives, 
 far-  reaching though that is. Rather, Giddens extends the notion of expertise to cover ‘ trust 
relations’: the personal and collective investment of active trust in social life. The psycholog-
ical investment of trust contributes to the power of specialized, expert k nowledge –  i ndeed it 
lies at the bedrock of our Age of  Experts –   and also plays a key role in the forging of a sense 
of security in day-to-day social life.       

Trust and security are thus both a condition and an outcome of social reflexivity. Giddens 
sees the reflexive appropriation of expert knowledge as fundamental in a globalizing, cultur-
ally cosmopolitan society. While a key aim may be the regularization of stability and order 
in our identities and in society, reflexive modernity is radically experimental however, and is 
constantly producing new types of incalculable risk and insecurity. This means that, whether 
we like it or not, we must recognize the ambivalence of a social universe of expanded reflex-
ivity: there are no clear paths of individual or social development in the late modern age. On 
the contrary, human attempts at control of the social world are undertaken against a reflexive 
backdrop of a variety of other ways of doing things. Giddens offers the following overview, 
for example, in relation to global warming:



63

Structuration theories

Many experts consider that global warming is occurring and they may be right. The 
hypothesis is disputed by some, however, and it has even been suggested that the real 
trend, if there is one at all, is in the opposite direction, towards the cooling of the global 
climate. Probably the most that can be said with some surety is that we cannot be certain 
that global warming is not occurring. Yet such a conditional conclusion will yield not a 
precise calculation of risks but rather an array of ‘ scenarios’ –   whose plausibility will be 
influenced, among other things, by how many people become convinced of the thesis 
of global warming and take action on that basis. In the social world, where institutional 
reflexivity has become a central constituent, the complexity of ‘ scenarios’ is even more 
marked.

( 1994: 59)

The complexity of ‘ scenarios’ is thus central to our engagement with the wider social world. 
Reflexivity, according to Giddens, influences the way in which these scenarios are con-
structed, perceived, coped with and reacted to.

In The Transformation of Intimacy ( 1992), Giddens connects the notion of reflexivity to 
sexuality, gender and intimate relationships. With modernization and the decline of tra-
dition, says Giddens, the sexual life of the human subject becomes a ‘ project’ that has to 
be managed and defined against the backdrop of new opportunities and  risks –   including, 
for example, artificial insemination, experiments in ectogenesis ( the creation of human 
life without pregnancy), AIDS, sexual harassment and the like. Linking gender to new 
technologies, Giddens argues we live in an era of ‘ plastic sexuality’. ‘ Plastic sexuality’, 
writes Giddens, ‘ is decentred sexuality, freed from the needs of reproduction. . . and from 
the rule of the phallus, from the overweening importance of male sexual experience’ 
( 1992: 2). Sexuality thus becomes  open-  ended, elaborated not through  pre-  given roles, 
but through reflexively forged relationships. The self today, as the rise of therapy testifies, 
is faced with profound dilemmas in respect of sexuality. ‘ Who am I?’, ‘ What do I desire?’, 
‘ What satisfactions do I want from sexual relations?’ –   these are core issues for the self, 
according to Giddens. This does not mean that sexual experience occurs without institu-
tional constraint, however. Giddens contends that the development of modern institutions 
produces a ‘ sequestration of experience’ –   sexual, existential and  moral –   which squeezes 
to the sidelines core problems relating to sexuality, intimacy, mortality and death ( see 
Elliott 1999).

Giddens, in other words, adopts an idealist language of autonomy, stressing as he does the 
creativity of action and the modernist drive to absolute  self-  realization, while remaining sus-
picious of intellectual traditions that prioritize subjects over objects, or actors over structures. 
This comes out very clearly in his work on the changing connections between marriage, the 
family and  self-  identity. According to Giddens, individuals today actively engage with novel 
opportunities and dangers that arise as a consequence of dramatic transformations affecting 
 self-  identity, sexuality and intimacy. For Giddens, divorce is undeniably a personal crisis, 
involving significant pain, loss and grief. Yet many people, he argues, take positive steps to 
work through the emotional dilemmas generated by marriage breakdown. In addition to 
dealing with financial issues and matters affecting how children should be brought up, sepa-
ration and divorce also call into play a reflexive emotional engagement with the self. Chart-
ing territory from the past ( where things went wrong, missed opportunities) and of the future 
( alternative possibilities, chances for  self-  actualization) necessarily involves experimenting 
with a new sense of self. This can lead to emotional growth, new understandings of self and 
strengthened intimacies. Against the conservative critique of marriage breakdown, Giddens 
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sees the self opening out to constructive renewal. Remarriage and the changing nature of 
family life are crucial in this respect. He develops this point as follows:

Many people, adults and children, now live in s tepfamilies – n  ot usually, as in previous 
eras, as a consequence of the death of a spouse, but because of the r e-  forming of marriage 
ties after divorce. A child in a stepfamily may have two mothers and fathers, two sets 
of brothers and sisters, together with other complex kin connections resulting from the 
multiple marriages of parents. Even the terminology is difficult: should a stepmother be 
called ‘ mother’ by the child, or called by her name? Negotiating such problems might 
be arduous and psychologically costly for all parties; yet opportunities for novel kinds 
of fulfilling social relations plainly also exist. One thing we can be sure of is that the 
changes involved here are not just external to the individual. These new forms of ex-
tended family ties have to be established by the very persons who find themselves most 
directly caught up in them.

(1991: 13)  

Marital separation, as portrayed by Giddens, implicates the self in an open project: tracing 
over the past, imagining the future, dealing with complex family problems and experi-
menting with a new sense of identity. Further experimentation with marriage and intimate 
relationships will necessarily involve anxieties, risks and opportunities. But, as Giddens em-
phasizes, the relation between self and society is a highly fluid one, involving negotiation, 
change and development.

The manner in which current social practices shape future life outcomes is nowhere more 
in evidence than in the conjunction of divorce statistics, the reckoning of probability ratios 
for success or failure in intimate relationshipsand the decision to get married. As Giddens 
rightly points out, statistics about marriage and divorce do not exist in a social vacuum; ev-
eryone, he says, is in some sense aware of how present gender uncertainties affect  long- t erm 
relationships. When people marry or remarry today, according to Giddens, they do so against 
a societal backdrop of high divorce statistics, knowledge of which alters a person’s under-
standing and conception of what marriage actually is. It is precisely this reflexive monitoring 
of relationships that, in turn, transforms expectations about, and aspirations for, marriage and 
intimacy. The relationship between self, society and reflexivity is thus a highly dynamic one, 
involving the continual overturning of traditional ways of doing things.

Politics, the Third Way and the digital revolution

In the late 1990s, Giddens left Cambridge University to take up the  high- p rofile Director-
ship of the London School of Economics ( LSE). At the LSE, not only was Giddens more 
directly involved with the shaping of higher education in Britain, but his writings became 
more politically focused too. A new political approach had been detailed in his book Beyond 
Left and Right: The Future of Radical Politics ( 1994). In time, Giddens termed this new political 
agenda ‘ the Third Way’. His b est- s elling The Third Way ( 1997) became hugely influential, 
and he became an advisor to UK Prime Minister Tony Blair. He was also much in demand 
as a consultant to governments throughout the world, including that of then American Presi-
dent Bill Clinton. In 1999 Giddens delivered the prestigious Reith Lectures on globalization, 
entitled ‘ Runaway World’. In 2003 he was appointed to the House of Lords.

In many appraisals of Giddens’s work, the thesis of the Third Way is treated as quite 
distinct from structuration theory. In some respects, this is understandable. But there are 
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important respects in which we can see that structuration theory informs Giddens’s attempt 
to develop a novel progressive politics of the centre left. In what follows, I want to concen-
trate on some of Giddens’s claims as developed in the thesis of the Third W ay –   suggesting 
that these ideas are reflective of an approach to questions of structure and agency informed 
by structuration theory.

In Beyond Left and Right, Giddens asserts that we live today in a radically damaged world, 
for which radical political remedies are required beyond the  neo-  liberalism offered by the 
right or reformist socialism offered by the left. To this end, Giddens provides a detailed 
framework for the rethinking of radical politics. This framework touches on issues of tradi-
tion and social solidarity, of social movements, of the restructuring of democratic processes 
and the welfare state, and of the location of violence in world politics. Giddens’s interpreta-
tion of the rise of radical politics can perhaps best be grasped by contrasting dominant discus-
sions in the fields of critical theory and postmodernism. Theorists of the s elf-  endangerment 
of modern politics, from Daniel Bell to Jürgen Habermas, characteristically focus upon the 
loss of community produced by the invasion of personal and cultural life by the global cap-
italist system. Postmodernist social and political theorists, from Michel Foucault to J ean- 
 François Lyotard, alternatively focus on the contemporary plurality of knowledge claims, 
and conclude that there are no ordered paths to political development. Giddens’s approach, 
by contrast, takes a radically different tack. He develops neither a lament nor a celebration of 
the ambivalences of contemporary political processes. Instead, Giddens asks: What happens 
when politics begins to reflect on itself ? What happens when political activity, understanding 
its own successes and excesses, begins to reflect on its own institutional conditions? At the 
core of these questions one can readily discern the import of both structuration theory and 
the thesis of reflexivity.

At the core of advanced modernity, says Giddens, are reflexivity and risk, both of which 
he isolates as central to transformations in society, culture and politics. By reflexivity, as 
noted, Giddens refers to that circularity of knowledge and information promoted by mass 
communications in a globalizing, cosmopolitan world. Reflexivity functions as a means of 
regularly reordering and redefining what political activity is. Of central importance in this 
respect is the impact of globalization. Globalizing processes, says Giddens, radically intensify 
our personal and social awareness of risk, transforming local contexts into global conse-
quences. Thus the panic selling of shares on Wall Street has implications for the entire global 
economy, from local retail trade to the international division of labour. At the beginning 
of the t wenty-  first century, a world of intensified reflexivity is a world of people reflecting 
upon the political consequences of human action, from the desolation of the rainforests to the 
widespread manufacture of weapons of mass destruction. In such social conditions, politics 
becomes radically experimental in character. People are increasingly aware of new types of 
incalculable risk and insecurity, and must attempt to navigate the troubled waters of modern 
political culture. This means that, whether we like it or not, we are all engaged in a kind of 
continual reinvention of identity and politics, with no clear paths of development from one 
state of risk to another.

It is against this backdrop of transformations in risk, reflexivity and globalization that 
Giddens develops a new framework for radical politics. The core dimensions of Giddens’s 
blueprint for the restructuring of radical political thought include the following claims:

• We live today in a  post- t raditional social order. This does not mean, as many cultural 
critics and postmodernists claim, that tradition disappears. On the contrary, in a glo-
balizing, culturally cosmopolitan society, traditions are forced into the open for public 
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discussion and debate. Reasons or explanations are increasingly required for the preser-
vation of tradition, and this should be understood as one of the key elements in the re-
invention of social solidarity. The new social movements, such as those concerned with 
ecology, peace or human rights, are examples of groups refashioning tradition ( the call 
to conserve and protect ‘ nature’) in the building of social solidarities. The opposite of 
this can be seen, says Giddens, in the rise of fundamentalism, which forecloses questions 
of public debate and is ‘ nothing other than tradition defended in the traditional way’ 
(1994: 6).  

• Radical forms of democratization, fuelled by reflexivity, are at work in politics, from the
interpersonal to the global levels. But the issue of democratization cannot be confined
only to the formal political sphere, since these processes also expose the limits of liberal
political democracy itself. As the American sociologist Daniel Bell put this some years
ago, the n ation- s tate has become too small to tackle global problems and too large to
handle local ones. Instead, Giddens speaks of a ‘ democratizing of democracy’, by which
he means that all areas of personal and political life are increasingly ordered through
dialogue rather than p re- e stablished power relations. The mechanisms of such dialogic
democracy are already set in process, from the transformation of gender and  parent–
 child relations through to the development of social movements and s elf-  help groups.
The rise of psychotherapy and psychoanalysis is also cast in a favourable political light by
Giddens. Democratizing influences such as these influence the more traditional sphere
of institutional politics as well.

• The welfare state requires further radical forms of restructuring, and this needs to be
done in relation to wider issues of global poverty. Here Giddens urges the reconstruc-
tion of welfare away from the traditional ‘ top down dispensation of benefits’ in favour
of what he terms ‘ positive welfare’. Welfare that is positive is primarily concerned with
promoting autonomy in relation to personal and collective responsibilities, and focuses
centrally on gender imbalances as much as class deprivations.

• The prospects for global justice begin to emerge in relation to a ‘ p ost- s carcity order’.
This is a complex idea, but it is central to Giddens’s political theory. Giddens is not sug-
gesting that politics has entered an age in which scarcity has been eliminated. On the
contrary, he argues that there will always be scarcities of goods and resources. Rather,
a  post- s carcity society is a society in which ‘ scarcity’ itself comes under close reflexive
scrutiny. Coping with the negative consequences of industrialism, says Giddens, has led
to a radical reappraisal of the capitalistic drive for continuous accumulation. This broad-
ening of political goals beyond the narrowly economic is reflected today in the pursuit of
‘ responsible growth’. Several key social transformations are central here. The entry of
women into the paid labour force, the restructuring of gender and intimacy, the rise
of individualization as opposed to egoism, and the ecological crisis: these developments
have all contributed to a shift away from secularized Puritanism towards social solidarity
and obligation.

In recent years, Giddens has become preoccupied by the digital revolution and its conse-
quences for future world order. In 2017, Giddens was appointed to the House of Lords Select 
Committee on Artificial Intelligence in the United Kingdom, which subsequently released 
a report entitled AI in the UK: Ready, Willing and Able? According to Giddens, the digital 
revolution, especially developments in artificial intelligence, has an uprooting effect on al-
most everyone. This results in both positive and negative consequences. Giddens says that 
digital technologies are shifting contemporary societies ‘ off the edge of history’ ( Giddens, 
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2017). Digital technology, including supercomputers and robotics, powerfully transform the 
fabric of everyday life and significantly impact on what the future will look like. As Giddens 
comments:

People can become far more knowledgeable than they ever were before and do things 
they couldn’t do before. A smart  phone –   or personal computer or  iPad -   gives you awe-
some algorithmic computing power. We can live a  just-    in-  time life in a way that would 
not have been possible even a couple of decades ago. The same is true on an institutional 
level. These are deeply structural changes, affecting everything from the economy to 
politics. It’s like the industrial revolution, not yet as profound, but happening at a far 
quicker pace.

The digital revolution, says Giddens, is producing very mixed consequences. The develop-
ment of digital technologies plays an important role in the advancement of innovation, both 
in conjunction with the activities of the private sector and government agencies. Health-
care is one signal example. As Giddens notes, ‘ the overlap between supercomputers and 
 genetics –  e ach of which essentially deals with  information –  i s promoting huge advances in 
medical diagnosis and treatment’. But the flipside of opportunity is risk, and there are grow-
ing dangers regarding both the political and commercial exploitation of new technological 
developments.  High- c onsequence risks arising from the development of digital technologies, 
says Giddens,

overlap with other fundamental problems we face in the 21st  century –   climate change, 
the unrelenting growth in the world’s population, the existence of nuclear weapons and 
other factors. Most of the great innovations in history begin and end in war and the 
digital revolution is no exception.

The world may indeed become more fragmented, based on widening gaps in digital skills 
and accompanying income differentials. For Giddens, there is no way for us to know ( in 
advance) how this will play out. The point is that, as a result of the globalization of digital 
technologies, we have entered into a very different w orld –   a world of digitally encoded in-
formation which produces stunning opportunities and dangerous risks.

Criticisms of Giddens’s theory of structuration

Having briefly discussed Giddens’s theory of structuration, I want now to consider some of 
the major criticisms of his social theory.

In several celebrated critiques, Margaret Archer ( 1982, 1990) argues not only that it is un-
desirable to amalgamate agency with structure but also that it is necessary to treat structure 
and agency as analytically distinct in order to deal with core methodological and substantive 
problems in the social sciences. At the core of Archer’s critique of Giddens is an anxiety 
about his claim that structures have no existence independent of the knowledge that human 
subjects have about what they do in their daily lives. She argues that Giddens’s structuration 
theory fails to accord sufficient ontological status to the p re-  existence of social forms, specif-
ically the impact of social distributions of populations upon human action. Archer juxtaposes 
to Giddens a morphogenetic theory that focuses on the dialectical interplay between agency 
and the emergent properties of social systems. Similarly, Nicos Mouzelis ( 1989) argues that 
while the notion of structuration is appropriate to routine social practices where agents carry 
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out their actions without undue levels of reflection, there are other forms of social life that 
require that structure and agency be kept apart. Theoretical reflection upon the social world, 
for example, involves dualism in Mouzelis’s eyes, since there is a shift from the individual to 
the collective level, and this necessarily depends upon a distancing of our immediate, every-
day lives from broader social structures.

In an especially sharp critique of Giddens’s structuration theory, John B. Thompson 
( 1989) questions the analytical value of ( a) the notion of rules and resources for grasping so-
cial structure and ( b) conceiving of structural constraint as modelled upon certain linguistic 
and grammatical forms. According to Thompson, Giddens’s account of rules and resources 
is vague and misleading. Linguistic and grammatical rules, says Thompson, are important 
forms of constraint upon human action; however, they are not the only forms of constraint in 
social life, and indeed when considering social constraint the core issue is to understand how 
an agent’s range of alternatives is limited. Thompson acknowledges that Giddens goes some 
distance in accounting for this by distinguishing between structure, system and institutions. 
But again he questions Giddens’s account of the transformational properties of structures, and 
suggests there is confusion here between structural and institutional constraint. A worker at 
the Ford Motor Company, notes Thompson, can be said to contribute to the reproduction of 
the institution, and thus also be said to contribute to the reproduction of capitalism as a struc-
ture, to the extent that the worker pursues their everyday employment activities. However 
it is also possible that the worker might undertake activities that threaten or transform the 
institution, but without similarly transforming their structural conditions. ‘E very act of pro-
duction and reproduction’, writes Thompson, ‘ may also be a potential act of transformation, 
as Giddens rightly insists; but the extent to which an action transforms an institution does not 
coincide with the extent to which social structure is thereby transformed’ ( 1989: 70).

Other critics have likewise targeted Giddens’s conceptualization of subjectivity, agency 
and the agent. Bryan S. Turner ( 1992), for example, finds Giddens’s theory of the human 
agent lacking a sufficient account of embodiment. Alan Sica has suggested that, notwith-
standing his commitment to macro social theory, Giddens’s borrowings from Garfinkel, 
Goffman, Erikson and others indicate an awareness that a theory of the subject and its com-
plex darkness has been central to the project of contemporary social theory. Sica writes:

Giddens reinvolves himself with ‘ the subjective’ because he knows that a general theory 
of action will surely fail that does not come to terms with it. But he fondly thinks, it 
seems, that by inventing a new vocabulary, by bringing in the ubiquitous ‘ duality of 
structure’ or ‘ reflexive rationalization of conduct’, he can make good his escape from 
both the calcified Marxism without a subject ( Althusser) or  sloppy- he arted Parsonism, 
which is all norms, values and wishes.

(1989: 48)  

Sica’s argument here rests on a particular sociological reading of the relations between the 
reflexive monitoring of action, the routinization of d ay- t   o- d ay social processes and the ma-
terial condition in which all activities are located and undertaken. There is a sense, for Sica, 
in which Giddens tries to outflank both Althusserian Marxism and Parsonian sociology, only 
to find that the crippling dualism of subjectivity and objectivity reappears in his beloved 
sociological upgrading of the routine ( whatever is done habitually). On this view, Giddens’s 
ethnomethodological imperialism not only produces a risky suppression of the material con-
ditions structuring routinized activities but also cancels those unconscious or symbolic di-
mensions of human experience untrammelled by routine or convention.
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There is something intriguingly divided about Giddens’s s elf-  actualizing ‘ subject of rou-
tinization’, who is at once structured and structuring, commanding and contextual, a p ost- 
 Freudian master coolly keeping the unconscious contained within the realm of the habitual 
while all the time remaining unquestionably in ethnomethodological control. Yet these po-
larities have less to do with Giddens’s fundamental concept of routinization as such; rather, 
sociological problems  arise –   for reasons I shall explore  subsequently –   as a consequence of 
the manner in which Giddens attempts to force an ontological division between discur-
sive and practical consciousness on the one side and the unconscious dimensions of subjec-
tivity or agency on the other side. But, for the moment, let us stay with Sica’s complaint 
that Giddens’s vision of a routinized subject is disturbingly ungrounded in s ocio-  structural 
or  moral-  normative concerns. There can be little doubt that Giddens makes the concept 
of routinization central to the constitution and reproduction of history and consciousness. 
‘ Routine’, writes Giddens, ‘ is integral both to the continuity of the personality of the agent, 
as he or she moves along the paths of daily activities, and to the institutions of society, which 
are such only through their continued reproduction’ ( 1984: 60). This is not an expression of 
sociological determinism ( in the sense that all action is  pre-  programmed) or political conser-
vatism: there is no logical reason why reflexively constituted processes of social reproduction 
demand an acceptance of particular habitual practices. Rather, Giddens’s grounding of onto-
logical security in routinization suggests that both existing and alternative ( or oppositional) 
forms of life demand some sort of motivational commitment to the integration of habitual 
practices across space and time.

In one sense, Giddens pushes the routinized nature of social life to breaking  point –   or at 
least to a point where something beyond the routinized is glimpsed. If the structured nature 
of social interaction is the ability of individuals to do what they do in a routine fashion, then 
what is it exactly that provides the sense of organizing consistency to such routines? How do 
the organized routines of daily life come into existence? From the imagination of individu-
als, or the complex social things of society? Suddenly, the duality proposed by structuration 
theory returns us to a familiar sociological opposition. But still there are other concerns. 
There is the question, for example, of how far down routines really go in private l ife –  o f 
whether they actually create identity through providing social consistency from situation 
to situation, or whether they instead provide a social framework for an already established 
emotional complexity of the self. And if routines are, in some sense, tied up with the making 
of identity, how might we come to understand the structured realities of individuals living 
their routine lives? What, in other words, makes for the social differences between routines 
in, say, China and North America? How might the notion of routine apply to the Third 
World? Is the term, as Giddens uses it, a sociologically neutral account of social interaction, 
or a normative image of Western living?

Finally, we may note that this account of the relation between society and the individual, 
for all its claims of transcending the dualism of subject and object, betrays a sociologically 
impoverished grasp of the emotional lives of people. At the centre of this criticism is Gid-
dens’s use of psychoanalysis. We have seen earlier that Giddens draws on Freud’s account of 
the unconscious to supplement his notion of practical consciousness: like practical conscious-
ness, the unconscious is a sector of human experience that is  non-  discursive; unlike practical 
consciousness, there is much in the unconscious that cannot be brought into language due to 
the barrier of repression established in early infancy. The effects of the repressed unconscious, 
to be sure, are disabling at moments of societal stress or crisis; but there is for Giddens a cer-
tain kind of stability to the unconscious, which is regulated by the force of daily habits and 
routines. Predictable routines, says Giddens, keep the unconscious at bay. It is worth pausing 
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to ask of this standpoint, however, whether the unconscious is really ‘ bracketed’ by routines. 
What of the narcissistic routines promoted by consumer capitalism, in which individuals are 
encouraged to obsess about their bodies, or constantly measure their physical appearance 
against the standards of celebrity culture? Is it meaningful to speak of a routine limiting of 
the unconscious within these parameters of popular culture? Similarly, some critics think 
that Giddens closes off the radical implications of psychoanalysis for social theory through 
the bulk of vocabulary of s elf- o rganization: ‘ bracketing anxiety’, ‘ ontological security’ and 
‘ emotional inoculation’. All of these terms seem to suggest an individual serenely inserted 
into the social order; but this is a far cry from the split and fractured individual subject of 
psychoanalysis.

Thus where Giddens’s sociology of routinization is problematic is not its privileging of 
the capabilities of actors to ‘ go on’ in the contexts of social life without being necessarily able 
to give them direct discursive expression, but in its assumption that practical consciousness 
brackets, limits and contains unconscious representation and repressed desire. For Giddens, 
the repetition of activities that are undertaken in like manner day after day provides the 
grounding for what he terms ‘ ontological security’, protecting against the unwanted erup-
tion of anxiety. Predictable routines keep the unconscious at bay. And yet anyone with a 
psychoanalytic orientation reading of Giddens’s sociology of routinization is likely to feel 
unsympathetic to such a characterization of the nature of the unconscious. Concentrating 
mainly upon the notion of repression leaves Giddens to give sociological expression to the 
widespread cultural fantasy that the fracturing effects of the unconscious must be limited, 
held in check. But even in the terms of his own stratification model, one has only to raise 
a few psychoanalytically inspired questions to see the problems here. What kind of good is 
it for practical consciousness to bracket anxiety at the level of the unconscious? Does such 
‘ bracketing’ lead to autonomy of  action –   that is, does it guarantee it, as it were? What of 
Freud’s speaking up for unconscious passion, for the strangeness and otherness of emotional 
life, a life not dominated by system or custom? Such concerns are not easily addressed from 
the standpoint of Giddens’s structuration theory, a point underscored by both p sychoanalytic- 
 inspired critics and feminists. ( For further discussion see Elliott 2019: ch. 2.)

Pierre Bourdieu: habitus and practical social life

The French sociologist Bourdieu also developed over several decades a highly influential 
account of the complex interrelations between self and society, the individual agent and 
social structure. Like Giddens, Bourdieu is interested in the habits of whole societies. In 
developing this research interest, Bourdieu coined the term habitus, by which he meant the 
institutionalized process by which w ell-  practised habits bridge individuals and the wider 
social things of which they are part. Also like Giddens, Bourdieu argues that social actors 
exhibit intricate, complex understandings of the social conditions which influence, and are, 
in turn, influenced by, their personal decisions and private lives. Bourdieu’s formulation is 
that actors possess a ‘ sense of the game’, which is the basis from which people form a kind of 
 semi-  automatic understanding of what is appropriate to differing social situations.

In Outline of a Theory of Practice ( 1977) Bourdieu detailed the concept of habitus – that is, 
how individual dispositions interlock with the specific cultural characteristics of society. 
‘ The structures constitutive of a particular type of environment’, writes Bourdieu, ‘ produce 
the habitus, systems of durable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as 
structuring structures’ ( 1977: 72). Note that social structures for Bourdieu do not actually 
determine individual action. On the contrary, habitus is a flexible, o pen- e nded structuring 
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system, one that enables social actors to have numerous creative strategies at their disposal 
and thus to cope with unforeseen social structures.

Bourdieu developed his concept of habitus from his anthropological studies of the Kabyle 
tribespeople and, in particular, from close sociological analysis of gift exchanges in Kabyle 
society. Bourdieu considers that structuralism is correct in its initial diagnosis that society 
possesses a reality that precedes the individual. This is the point, for example, that language 
 pre-  exists us as speaking agents, and will subsequently continue as a social institution long af-
ter we have left the planet. If this is so, Bourdieu supposes, then structuralism is right to claim 
that language has the power to regulate, even shape, our individual speech  acts –   whether 
we realize it or not. But where structuralism is palpably insufficient, according to Bourdieu, 
is in its reduction of social action to a mechanical system of rules that imposes itself upon 
individuals. Studying the intricacies of gift exchange in Kabyle society, Bourdieu finds that 
men’s sense of honour is facilitated less by an application of p re-  established rules than by 
carrying out a whole range of  practices –  s uch as ‘ playing with the tempo’ of response and 
acknowledgement of a gift. An actor’s response to the receipt of a gift is not therefore socially 
determined by the application of mechanical rules, and nor is it a matter of mere private 
judgement. It rather involves the creative artistry of the recipient, experimenting within a 
fluid structuring structure, one marked by group norms of acceptable practice, obligation, 
reciprocity and honour.

Habitus, in the sense of deeply ingrained dispositions, is a structuring feature of social 
practices, but it is more than just that. If our practical, or habitual, behaviours have a degree 
of consistency to them, this is because our bodies are literally moulded into certain forms 
that interlock with existing social arrangements. One way of thinking about how habitus 
reaches all the way down into bodily needs and dispositions is to consider the process that 
sociologists call ‘ socialization’. The notion of socialization refers, broadly speaking, to the 
training or regulation of children within the structure of bigger social things. The learning 
of good manners at home, or respect for figures of authority at school, is an example of the 
socialization process. Bourdieu’s account of how habitus penetrates the b ody –   what he calls 
the ‘ corporeal hexis’ –  i s similar to the idea of socialization, but is much broader in scope. 
Socialization conveys too much the sense of active or conscious learning, and this is not how 
Bourdieu thinks we come to act in the world. Instead, he is interested to get at the subtle 
ways in which messages are relayed to people over time, such that cultural norms become 
routine patterns of behaviour and, thus, withdrawn from consciousness. The parent who 
routinely tells their son or daughter to ‘ sit up straight’ at dinner, or who instructs them to 
‘ always say thank you’ when offered food at the home of a classmate, is thus going about the 
business of reproducing the habitus of modern society. This is the sense, too, in which habitus 
bites deeply into the very bodies of  individuals –   structuring the ways in which people come 
to talk, walk, act and eat. Habitus, thus, is deeply interwoven with the stylization of bodies.

What has been discussed so far about social practices and bodies is central to the analysis 
of human action, and yet it hardly needs saying  that –  f or regular social life to get up and 
 running –   such practices must be anchored in wider institutional contexts. Bourdieu seeks to 
address this by introducing the notion of ‘ field’, by which he means the structured space of 
positions in which an individual is located. For Bourdieu, there are various kinds of  fields –  
 educational, economic, c ultural  –   which contain different kinds of social properties and 
characteristics. A field, says Bourdieu,  pre-  exists the individual. It ascribes an objective place 
to individuals within the broader scheme of social things, and thereby serves as a relation of 
force between individuals and groups engaged in struggles within certain fields. It is in and 
through our social interactions in fi elds –   whether these be educational, financial, sporting or 
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scientific  fields –   that actors struggle to assert themselves as distinct or noteworthy in the eyes 
of others and the wider society. Bourdieu calls such struggle the search for ‘ cultural capital’. 
Through this notion of capital that is principally cultural in its form and impact, Bourdieu 
directs our attention to the means whereby social inequalities are generated through classifi-
cations of power, displays of taste and acts of individual consumption. In Distinction: A Social 
Critique of the Judgment of Taste ( 1984), Bourdieu developed a brilliant analysis of the habits 
and tastes of French  society –   which he divided into the working class, the lower middle class 
and the upper middle class. His argument, broadly speaking, was that whilst economics is 
the baseline of social order, the struggle for social distinction is played out with other forms 
of capital  too –  n otably, cultural capital and symbolic capital. Culture then in the sense of 
fine living, manners, refinement or an elegant ease of social interaction lies at the centre of 
how individuals demonstrate social sophistication. Such social sophistication requires certain 
economic c apital –   for example, expensive private schools. But social struggles for distinction 
have a cultural dimension too: cultivation of the self is also a matter of learning, aesthetics 
and the arts.

Cultural capital and symbolic violence

Cultural tastes and social preferences are habitus, in Bourdieu’s terminology, but they are also 
an outward expression of power and social class.

In Bourdieu’s view, the struggle for capital is more a matter of practices than ideas, which, 
in turn, brings us to core distinctions between poverty and affluence in the realm of culture 
as well as lifestyle practices. As Bourdieu writes:

If a group’s lifestyle can be read off from the style it adopts in furnishing or clothing, 
this is not only because these properties are the object of the economic and cultural 
necessity which determines their selection, but also because the social relations objecti-
fied in familiar objects in their luxury or poverty, their ‘ distinction’ or vulgarity, their 
‘ beauty’ or their ‘ ugliness’ impress themselves through bodily experiences which may be 
as profoundly unconscious as the quiet caress of beige carpets or the thin clamminess of 
tattered garish linoleum, the harsh smell of bleach.

(1984: 77)  

Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital directs our attention to the means whereby social in-
equalities are generated through the classifying power of taste as expressed in the consump-
tion of culture. Bourdieu found that the possession of specific forms of cultural  capital –  o f 
intellectuals and artists, for  example –   is used to maintain social dominance over those who 
do not possess such competences. This valuable sociological perspective can also be extended 
to the analysis of popular culture and the media. In ‘ reality television’, for example, new 
forms of symbolic violence are arguably evident as regards the public humiliation of people 
and their relegation to an inferior social standing within the social order. Analysing the UK 
television program What Not to Wear, media theorist Angela McRobbie has used Bourdieu’s 
notion of cultural capital to focus on practices of symbolic violence and forms of domination. 
McRobbie writes:

Bourdieu’s writing allows us to  re-  examine symbolic violence as a vehicle for social 
reproduction. . . The victim of the m ake-  over television programme presents his or her 
class habitus for analysis and critique by the experts. The programmes comprise a series 
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of encounters where cultural intermediaries impart guidance and advice to individuals 
ostensibly as a means of  self-  improvement. . . These programmes would not work if the 
victim did not come forward and offer herself as someone in need of expert help. On the 
basis of her own subordinate class habitus, the individual will have a ‘ feel for the game’, 
a ‘ practical sense for social reality’ which means in the context of the programmes, she 
will instinctively, and unconsciously, know her place in regard to the experts, hence the 
tears, the gratitude and the deference to those who know so much better than she does.

(2005: 147–48)    

Bourdieu’s ideas help us understand why people adopt certain kinds of cultural practices, and 
 how –   through habitus adjustment to dominant social c lasses –   conformity with the require-
ments of consumer culture is maintained.

Criticism of Bourdieu

Bourdieu’s work has been subjected to criticisms from various quarters. Critics have ques-
tioned, for example, the adequacy of the concept of habitus to address the complexity of 
social experience. The criticism here is that habitus overemphasizes the containment of cultural 
dispositions within social  structures –   thereby downgrading the capacity of individuals to 
negotiate or transform existing social systems through their creative actions. There may be 
some truth to this charge, but the criticism needs more precision. Bourdieu’s habitus emerged 
as a theoretical innovation in the aftermath of structuralism and p ost-  structuralism; it fitted 
well enough with a political and intellectual climate in which dissent was still possible, but 
now conceptualized in a fashion that fully broke with individualistic ways of understanding 
the world. Society for Bourdieu was less the outcome of individual acts and choices than a 
structuring, structured field of dispositions in which individuals mobilize themselves and act 
to exclude others on the base of relevant cultural capital. The habitus, in other words, refers 
to an objectivity (‘ society’) that inscribes itself within identity. There is something about 
social production that is both enabling and coercive. What is most dynamic about habitus for 
Bourdieu is its status as the condition of sociality: the habitus prescribes the kinds of agency 
demanded by culture. Yet whilst this viewpoint was in some general sense radical, it seemed 
on the whole to have little of interest to say about specific issues of identity ( the concrete 
negotiations of the self in relation to social relations), even if Bourdieu had provided a whole 
range of sociological enquiries, from education to aesthetics. Part of the difficulty in this 
respect is that Bourdieu might be said not to have broken with structuralism thoroughly 
enough, in the sense that structures in his work continue to confer on us our a gency –   to such 
a degree that we misrecognize our fate as our choice. In doing so, Bourdieu’s habitus neglects 
the creativity of action which individuals bring to all encounters with social and cultural 
 processes –   a matter of profound significance to the question of social change.

The debate over Bourdieu’s contributions to social theory has also addressed many other 
issues. One central criticism concerns certain assumptions about society Bourdieu appears to 
make in his various sociological analyses. Some critics contend, for example, that he takes 
the economy for granted, leaving unanalysed the role of economic forces in social life. Whilst 
Bourdieu was widely seen as sympathetic to the political left, the politics of his social theory 
was somewhat oblique; he certainly distanced himself from Marx and Marxism. Against 
this backdrop, some have argued that he elevated cultural capital over economic capital, 
thus tending to skirt issues of economic oppression. A more interesting line of criticism, in 
my view, is that his account of symbolic violence assumes a certain kind of consensus with 
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respect to the norms and values that are central in society. This is less a matter of assum-
ing that people openly agree with one another about societal values than a presupposition 
that those who exercise cultural and symbolic capital are perceived by others as ‘ legitimate’ 
bearers of social authority. That is to say, Bourdieu can be criticized for conceptualizing 
social practice in terms of how social stability is sustained. Such an approach allows him to 
develop powerful insights into how symbolic domination is wielded in contemporary societ-
ies, and yet these insights arguably come at the sociological cost of understanding how social 
 structures –  o r ways of acting with cultural  capital –   can be changed. In short, habitus might 
not be so overwhelmingly rigid.

Finally, it is now widely agreed that Bourdieu’s commitment to the political notion of 
resistance led him to overestimate the constraints of social domination operating within 
specific power structures of advanced capitalism on the one hand, while underestimating 
the degree to which the world really had changed as a result of the impacts of globalization 
on the other hand. Certainly, there can be little doubt that Bourdieu’s attacks on globaliza-
tion and the n eo- l iberalism promoted by various French conservative governments were 
provocative. Notwithstanding his commitment to stand shoulder to shoulder with struggling 
workers, immigrants and others dispossessed from the contemporary French political system, 
however, Bourdieu failed to develop an outline of what a progressive politics might actually 
look like in our own time of accelerated globalization. French social theory has often turned 
on a contrast between some utopian moment of resistance to power as such and the contam-
inated terrain of reformist social policy, and Bourdieu is no exception in this respect. How-
ever, his disquisitions on resistance in g eneral – w  hen coupled to the sociological diagnosis 
of people’s cultural habitus –  c an easily be misinterpreted as a form of defeatist politics. Here 
comparison between Bourdieu and Giddens is, once again, instructive. Notwithstanding 
the various criticisms of Giddens’s theory of a radical centre or Third Way in contemporary 
politics, Giddens’s work powerfully acknowledges the extent to which the political landscape 
of modern societies has changed in recent  decades –   primarily as a result of globalization 
and the information technology revolution. Certainly Giddens’s late political writings have 
significantly influenced the direction of various c entre- l eft g overnments – i  n Britain, Can-
ada, Germany, Brazil, Mexico, Argentina and even France. Bourdieu’s political tracts did 
not exert this kind of policy impact, and it is interesting to consider why this was the case. 
Whereas Bourdieu pitched his political critique at the level of blue skies resistance to power 
in general, Giddens’s Third Way constituted a new political path, one designed in response 
to the realities of the global electronic economy. A dynamic economy for Giddens is essential 
not only to the creation of wealth but for social solidarity and social justice too. Whereas 
Bourdieu tended to dismiss globalization processes as intrinsically a nti-  democratic, Giddens 
recognized that globalism is a much more complex political  phenomenon –   one that opens 
out to ‘ depoliticized global space’ and is central to the economic and political problems of 
our time. By contrast, globalization for Bourdieu appears as a remorseless totalization, one to 
which the only political counterweight is ‘  anti-  globalization’.

Future developments

Theories of structuration, as represented in the writings of Giddens and Bourdieu, have 
influenced social theorists seeking to find conceptual pathways beyond the dualism of 
‘ subjectivism’ and ‘ objectivism’. The notion that action is structured in everyday contexts, 
in and through which the structural features of society are reproduced, has been a major ad-
vancement of recent social thought. Giddens’s concept of ‘ reflexivity’ and Bourdieu’s notion 
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of ‘ habitus’ represent, in quite different ways, original formulations of how to rethink the 
s elf– s ociety dualism in social theory. The systematic study of processes of structuration has 
been developed in various ways in recent social theory, and the contributions  of – a  mongst 
 others –   John B. Thompson, David Held, Loic Wacquant, Charles Lemert, Lois McNay and 
Jeffrey Prager all offer important new frameworks based to some substantial degree upon 
structuration theories. Understanding the complex ways in which action and structure in-
tersect in a world increasingly interconnected, mobile and fluid remains a core challenge of 
social theory in the  twenty-  first century.
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Now more than 40 years since feminist thinkers entered academia and began the work of 
introducing feminist studies into the curricula of their respective disciplines, feminist theory 
has firmly established itself as part of the social and cultural theory canon. The particular 
feminist theories and theorists included in textbooks and readers vary. Social theory text-
books tend to include a chapter that gives a broad overview of the history of feminism and 
provides some type of categorization of feminist perspectives. Only sometimes do particular 
theorists figure prominently in the presentation, as many of the perspectives, questions and 
concerns are so broadly shared. Social theory readers, by necessity, must select the work of 
some particular feminist theorists. Dorothy Smith, Patricia Hill Collins, Nancy Chodorow 
and Judith Butler tend to be the most widely excerpted in those readers oriented mostly to an 
American sociological audience.  Post-  structuralist theorists such as Julia Kristeva and Luce 
Irigaray are commonly included in the more international and multidisciplinary social and 
cultural theory canon, in addition to Butler and varying others. Whatever the selections may 
be, however, rarely are they representative of a very broad range of central issues in feminist 
thought, currently or historically. One could master the thinking of Smith, Collins,  Chodorow, 
Butler, Kristeva and Irigaray, theorists who have gained recognition as important individual 
contributors to feminist theory, and still not know a great deal about feminist theory.

Charles Lemert’s most broadly inclusive reader in social theory includes short excerpts 
from the work of each of the following: Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Anna Julia Cooper, 
 Virginia Woolf, Simone de Beauvoir, Betty Friedan, Dorothy Smith, Nancy Chodorow, 
Audre Lord, Nancy Hartsock, Donna Haraway, Trinh T.  Minh-  ha, Gayatri Spivak, Patricia 
Hill Collins, Gloria Anzaldua, Judith Butler, Paula Gunn Allen, Eve Sedgwick, Saskia Sassen 
and Julia Kristeva ( Lemert 2013). This longer set offers a fuller view of the range of feminist 
theoretical perspectives that have emerged over the past decades; with added contextualiza-
tion, a study of this list of theorists would allow for a decent understanding of the central 
issues that have characterized feminism’s history. The contextualization, however, would 
need to be substantial, and would necessarily lead to the consideration of the work of other 
feminist scholars and other theoretical formulations.

Until the interventions of feminist scholars and others representing other marginalized 
voices and perspectives, it had seemed that a classical social theory canon including only a 
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small set of individual social  theorists – M  arx, Durkheim, Weber and  Simmel – c  ould pro-
vide a broad view of the central tendencies of n ineteenth-  a nd early  twentieth-  century mod-
ern societies. Know these four theorists, so it had seemed, and you understand modernity. 
It would take until relatively late in the twentieth century for some of the silenced, hidden 
or marginalized voices of scholars writing in the period of classical social theory ( including 
Gilman, Cooper, Martineau and Dubois) to receive recognition as classical social theorists 
themselves and to open up a new dimension of knowledge of early modernity.

Lemert’s social theory reader, first published in 1991, was hugely influential in opening up 
the social theory canon to a broad range of neglected voices. Having identified the valuable 
contributions of feminist theorists in the classical period of sociology, feminist social theo-
rists in sociology engaged deeply with these neglected women founders, producing scholarly 
work and a  text- r eader that featured these newly discovered classical feminist social theorists 
( Lengermann and  Niebrugge-  Brantley 1997, 2001). A decade or so later, it would be hard to 
find any textbook that covered classical social theory that did not include contributions from 
classical feminist theorists. Feminist theory entered the contemporary social theory canon 
significantly earlier, but continued through the 1990s and the first decade of the t wenty- fi rst 
century on a trajectory towards near universal inclusion in theory texts and readers. In its 
efforts to recover feminist voices from the past as well as to firmly establish the centrality of 
feminist theory within the broader domain of social and cultural theory, feminist theory has 
contributed significantly to inciting a wariness of canonization and its inevitable tendencies 
towards partiality, while at the same time constructing its own inevitably partial canon.

Despite the fact that some feminist theorists have gained recognition as centrally valu-
able contributors, in many respects the development of feminist thought has been a more 
collective project. The textbook writers and anthologizers whose names we mostly do not 
remember, arguably, have played a most vital role in the development of feminist theory 
by developing typologies of feminist theory that focus our attention on core issues of de-
bate and differences of perspective. These have named the ‘ waves’ of feminism: first wave, 
second wave, third wave and sometimes ‘  post- f eminism’. They have given us the analytic 
distinctions between liberal feminism, radical feminism ( libertarian and cultural), Marx-
ist feminism, socialist feminism, p sychoanalytic- f eminism, postmodern and  post-  structural 
feminisms, intersectional feminism, postcolonial and global feminisms ( Tong 2009). They 
have distinguished ways of conceptualizing gender relations: difference, inequality, oppres-
sion and intersectional oppression ( Lengermann and Niebrugge 2011). Others categorize 
feminist social theory according to the social theorist or theoretical perspective that has 
most influenced their work ( McLaughlin 2003). Many social theorists have established a 
place of centrality within social and cultural theory and feminist social theorists have deeply 
engaged with them in an effort to explore the usefulness and limits of the perspectives for 
feminism. These include, for example, postmodernist social theory ( e.g. Nicholson 1990) 
and theories of late modernity ( e.g. Adkins 2004; Mulinari and Sandell 2009). Feminist so-
cial theories might also be categorized according to their varying levels of feminist analysis: 
societal structure, culture, institutions, language, socialization, interpersonal interaction and 
intra-psychic processes.    

Historical context

First wave feminism, or the feminist activity in Europe and North America of the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, is typically characterized as ‘ liberal feminism’ due to its pri-
mary focus on women’s rights in the public sphere, most notably the right to vote, to own 



Ann Branaman

78

property and to obtain education. Feminist thought of the era, however, involved a broader 
set of reflections on topics that would r e-  emerge with the beginning of the second wave of 
feminism in the late 1960s.

These included questions about differences between the sexes: were men uniquely capable 
of reason, s elf- d etermination and virtue, or were men and women equal in these capabili-
ties? Were observed differences between men’s and women’s patterns of behaviour and being 
rooted in innate differences between them, or were they a product of social convention? 
Their reflections also included questions of cultural values and principles of social organi-
zation. If apparent differences between men and women are a product of social convention, 
should these conventions be abandoned such that all human beings have the prerogative to 
live lives of the highest virtue as defined by Enlightenment conceptions of ‘ man’? Should 
the world be governed by abstract and rational principles, or would a better world be one 
governed more by ( some measure of ) feeling and human compassion? Is the emancipation of 
women ( or men) possible in a liberal, bourgeois society, or does emancipation depend on a 
radical restructuring of society?

Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Women, published in 1792, is often ac-
corded status as the earliest major work in feminist theory and as influential in inspiring the 
‘ first wave’ of feminist activism in the nineteenth century. Her manifesto called for women’s 
equal access to education, attacking the views of e ighteenth-  century philosophers and edu-
cators who had pronounced women unfit for any but a domestic education. Wollstonecraft’s 
central claim was that women were inherently equal to men with regard to their capacity for 
rational and abstract thought and that they should receive an education commensurate with 
men so that they could contribute to society on an equal basis.

Wollstonecraft’s manifesto epitomized a perspective that would later be called ‘ liberal fem-
inism’. Her goal for women was equal access to an institution, education, currently restricted 
to men. She cast women as equal to men in capacities for reason and s elf- d etermination, 
asserting that women were endowed with capacity for all of the virtues of Enlightenment 
‘ man’. She viewed women’s education, and the removal of all barriers to their full participa-
tion in society, as something to be positively welcomed by and beneficial to men, women, 
children, families and societies. She did not call for significant changes in the structure of 
society; she accepted the structure of modern, bourgeois family, including the assumption 
of women’s primary responsibility for the home, justifying her call for women’s education in 
part by the positive effect it would have on the family.

Wollstonecraft and the liberal feminist perspective she exemplified have been broadly 
criticized on the grounds that ( 1) it uncritically accepts the Enlightenment value placed 
on reason, autonomy and virtues exercised in the public sphere while implicitly devaluing 
emotion, interdependence and virtues exercised within the private sphere; ( 2) it reflects the 
standpoint only of bourgeois women, as the lives of other classes of women were not so 
confined to the private sphere, free of requirements of productive labour, or subsumed with 
‘ femininity’; ( 3) it uncritically accepts the existing structure of society as one conducive to 
the fulfilment of the Enlightenment values of reason, freedom and  self-  fulfilment; and ( 4) it 
assumes that exclusion of women from the rights and prerogatives of ‘ man’ is a matter of 
unenlightened prejudice that enlightenment can correct to the betterment of all humanity.

These liberal assumptions would be replicated, to varying extents, in some of the early 
manifestos of second wave feminism such as Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (2010
[1949]) and Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique ( 1963). Beauvoir’s liberalism was reflected 
mostly in her valorization of masculine, Enlightenment ideals, while Friedan’s was reflected 
in her presumption of the problems and interests of white,  middle- c lass housewives and 
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mothers as the problems and interests of women generally. Friedan’s founding and leadership 
of the National Organization of Women in the United States, an organization that focused 
on the attainment of legal rights and removal of barriers to women’s full and equal participa-
tion in the public sphere, solidified her status as a ‘ liberal feminist’.

The categorizing of Beauvoir is more complicated. On some interpretations, she was cast 
as a liberal feminist ( in a philosophical though not political sense) and criticized on much the 
same grounds as Wollstonecraft for valorizing Enlightenment ideals of reason, autonomy, 
 self-  determination and activity in the public sphere while neglecting and sometimes deni-
grating the value of virtues culturally construed as feminine, activities relegated to women, 
and the possibilities of genuine fulfilment in the enactment of these. As Wollstonecraft had 
been, Beauvoir was disdainful of the feminine, conventional women of her time, seemingly 
valorizing masculine virtues as human virtues, resisting only the notion that women were 
naturally lacking in these or inevitably destined to the insipidity of their condition.

Yet, Beauvoir was herself critical of Wollstonecraft’s liberal feminist perspective on the 
very point that some critics attribute also to Beauvoir, that is, valorizing masculinity and 
encouraging women to eschew femininity and conventional expectations of women’s proper 
place in society. The key difference between Beauvoir and Wollstonecraft on this point is 
Beauvoir’s positing of an existential exploitation of women by men ( i.e. the casting of woman 
as man’s ‘ other’). So, while it is true that Beauvoir exhorts women to refuse this position and 
to claim their own subjectivity, she is also simultaneously casting the apparent autonomous 
subjectivity of men as false insofar as it rests upon the denial of the subjectivity of women. 
In this sense, then, her conceptualization was influential on the emergence of second wave 
radical feminist perspectives that conceptualized gender as an oppressive system in which 
men exploit women for their own benefits ( both materially and psychically).

Critique of liberal feminism might be construed as one of the hallmarks of second wave 
feminism. Second wave feminism is characterized by the emergence and development of n on- 
 liberal feminist perspectives, most notably M arxist-  socialist feminism and radical feminism. 
None of these perspectives or the critiques of liberalism they represented were altogether 
new, as all of these varieties of perspective could be found in first wave feminist thought 
( Lengermann and  Niebrugge-  Brantley 2001). What was new, however, was their increased 
prominence in shaping the direction of feminist scholarship, activism and consciousness.

There is general agreement among feminist scholars on the distinction between the first 
two waves of feminist activism and scholarship. But the agreement is far less when it comes 
to defining ‘ third wave’ feminism and/ or ‘  post-  feminism’. The line of demarcation between 
second and third wave feminism is variously drawn, with some defining second wave femi-
nism narrowly to include only those feminist theories of the late 1960s and 1970s that rested 
on concepts soon to be problematized by multicultural, postcolonial, global, p ost-  structural 
and postmodern feminists: most notably, ‘ woman’, ‘ liberation’ and ‘ patriarchy’ or ‘ male 
 domination–  female subordination’. Others consider multicultural, postcolonial and global 
feminisms as part of second wave feminism, as they had after all emerged early in second 
wave feminism with internal debates regarding women’s differences; they define ‘ third wave’ 
feminism as including only the feminist theories developed during or after the engagement 
with postmodern and  post-  structural theories in the early 1990s.

For some, ‘ third wave feminism’ and ‘  post-  feminism’ are synonymous, while others de-
fine ‘  post-  feminism’ as a perspective, a cultural phenomenon, that has developed among 
younger generations who no longer identify as feminist, who reject the connections that 
second wave feminists had drawn between sexuality, femininity and male domination and 
who see themselves as powerful and  self-  determinative in their freely chosen fashioning of 
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feminine selves and expressions of sexuality ( primarily) through participation in consumer 
culture ( McRobbie 2004). This particular definition of ‘  post- f eminism’ seems to be most 
prevalent in the United States and Canada, whereas a broader meaning seems to prevail in-
ternationally. According to this broader conception, ‘  post- f eminism’ is construed as continu-
ous with and vital to the larger project that is typically called feminist theory.

Within this broader conception, however, there is also variation. For some, p ost- f eminism 
is feminist theory rooted in p ost- s tructuralist and postmodernist thought; the French fem-
inisms of Kristeva, Irigaray, Cixous and Wittig; the Foucauldian feminisms of Bartky and 
Bordo and others; the postmodern feminism or ‘ queer theory’ of Judith Butler and oth-
ers; and postcolonial feminist perspectives such as those of Sandoval, Spivak and Mohanty. 
The broadest conception, however, is one that refers to contemporary feminist thought in 
general, characterized by a broadly recognized necessity of recognizing differences among 
women and of the problematic nature of any essentialist definitions of what may have been 
seen as the core concepts of second wave feminism: ‘ woman’, ‘ liberation’ and ‘ patriarchy’ or 
‘male domination–female subordination’.      

‘ P ost-  feminism’ in this sense by no means marks a sharp break from the preceding waves, 
but rather a s elf-  conscious recognition of the complexities involved in any project of critical 
social analysis and critique.  Post-  feminism, however, implies neither that the second wave 
project of ‘ liberation of women from patriarchy’ is complete nor that it is necessarily mis-
guided. The language has come to be problematic and the project can no longer be cast so 
singularly. But the problems that have concerned feminist theorists throughout feminism’s 
history remain. The task of  post-  feminist theory is to confront them without a ‘ woman’, 
without ‘ liberation’ and without ‘ patriarchy’. P ost-  feminism, in this sense, remains a project 
of critical social analysis and critique.

The following presentation of key contributions in feminist social and cultural theory 
will be organized around the question of the social construction of gender, a question that 
has been a particularly central one in feminist social and cultural theory. The broader con-
cern with understanding the structure and mechanisms of patriarchy persists, sometimes 
( appropriately) absent an analysis of the construction of gender. The more social structural 
and materialist feminist analyses, however, have tended in recent decades to be produced by 
feminist scholars in social science disciplines who do not s elf-  identify and are not typically 
regarded as social and cultural theorists. The feminist scholarship that has become classified 
as ‘ feminist theory’ and recognized for its contributions to social and cultural theory, how-
ever, tends predominantly to be work in which the question of the social construction of 
gender is central.

Key contributions and criticisms

Liberal psychology and the advocacy of ‘ androgyny’

Ideologies of difference between men and women had long served as justifications for de-
nial of women’s rights and restriction of their prerogatives, and so a predominant tendency 
of second wave feminist thought had been to construe apparent differences between men 
and women as socially constructed rather than natural. The analysis of the processes by 
which gender is socially constructed is one of second wave feminist theorists’ most vital 
contributions.

The array of variable understandings of the most important sites of gender construc-
tion has generated fruitful debate among feminists of varying theoretical backgrounds and 
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political orientations, debates that remain unsettled and continue currently. Some analyses, 
such as that developed in psychology in the 1970s, were more compatible with liberal fem-
inist perspectives; the then emergent study of the psychology of gender in the discipline of 
psychology led to the conclusion that human beings would be better off if parents were to 
break from  sex-  based gender socialization of children and if there were less of a rigid divide 
between ‘ masculine’ men and ‘ feminine’ women. Rigidly masculine or rigidly feminine 
personalities, their scientific studies showed, were crippling; androgynous personalities, de-
fined as people who rated themselves relatively high on both masculine and feminine person-
ality traits, were happier and more fulfilled in their lives and enjoyed deeper, more mutually 
enhancing relationships with others. Sandra Bem’s development of the ‘ Bem Sex Role Inven-
tory’ in 1971, and her subsequent research ( Bem 1976), laid the foundation for this work.

This psychological perspective was liberal in the sense that it seemingly prescribed the 
loosening of restrictive gender norms as the path towards equality between men and women, 
neglecting structural bases of inequality on the one hand and the relationship between gen-
der and power on the other hand. It is important to understand that the psychological study 
of sex typing, and the consequent advocacy of androgynous personalities, derived from re-
search developed within the discipline of psychology making no claim to being anything 
other than this. It was not a feminist vision of change; it made no claim that rigidly  sex- t yped 
socialization and personalities was the cause of inequalities between men and women or that 
its elimination would itself be the needed feminist revolution. Its claims stayed within the 
bounds of its own discipline: ( 1) people are happier and more  well-  adjusted to the extent that 
they integrate in their personalities masculine and feminine traits; and ( 2) parents should 
liberalize their approaches to socialization of children, offering the same reinforcements to 
their male and female children, praising and punishing them equally for the same behaviours 
while discarding sex appropriateness as a criterion.

In another sense, however, the emerging consensus that gender was socially constructed 
and that this was at least part of the problem of gender inequality was itself radical. It went 
beyond liberal feminist efforts to gain rights, remove barriers and create equal opportunity, 
priorities that need not have been accompanied by a consciousness of gender itself as socially 
constructed or a problem. Regardless of perspective, most feminists favoured equal rights and 
equal opportunities. Feminist theorists’ analyses of the integral part that gender constructions 
played in systems of male domination and female subordination led most to see the need for 
deeper cultural, social and personal changes revolving around constructions of gender.

Radical feminist perspectives on sex and gender

By the mid to late 1970s and continuing at a vigorous pace at least through the 1990s, the 
theorizing of the processes by which gender was socially constructed became a primary pre-
occupation of many feminist theorists. In the earlier part of second wave feminism, however, 
the analyses of feminist theorists centred not so much on the processes by which gender was 
socially constructed as on theorizing the relationship between constructions of gender and 
feminist politics. The main question was, in other words, what must we do about hegemonic 
constructions of gender if we are to be successful in our liberation from male domination?

 Radical-  libertarian feminist theorists such as Kate Millett ( 1970) and Shulamith Firestone 
( 1970) advocated the elimination of the sex distinction itself. Hierarchy, they argue, will 
always accompany any distinction between human beings about which much is made. So 
long as males and females are thought to be essentially different varieties of human being, 
they argued, hierarchy will necessarily persist. In addition, if the sex distinction were to be 
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eliminated by desegregation, including stylistic and institutional bases of distinction as well 
as the necessary connection between male and female bodies and human reproduction, as 
Firestone had advocated, discrimination would become impossible as a consequence of peo-
ple not being able to find visible evidence of the sex distinction.

Cultural feminism, another variant of radical feminism, regarded liberal feminist phi-
losophy as a misguided valorization of masculinist values and a failure to recognize this as 
part and parcel of a modern Enlightenment culture thoroughly infested with ideologies of 
male superiority. Accordingly, they regarded liberal reform as a misguided effort to gain 
for women the ability to compete on an even footing with men in men’s world, a stance 
that ultimately solidifies the presumption of male superiority. Against radical libertarian-
ism, cultural feminists argued that the elimination of the essential role of women in the 
reproduction process would eliminate a primary source of women’s power. They viewed 
with suspicion the radical libertarian advocacy of androgyny, arguing that this ideal simply 
combines ‘ masculinity’ and ‘ femininity’ ( as they have been constructed in the context of 
male domination and female subordination) in equal measure, without calling into question 
the merits of the purported virtues contained within them ( Tong 2009). ( This last criticism, 
I would argue, is misdirected. It is an accurate account of how psychologists who tried to 
measure ‘ androgyny’ did so. But it would be hard to read Firestone and reach the conclusion 
that androgyny as operationalized by behavioural scientists was what she had in mind or that 
her vision for the liberation of women could possibly have entailed an uncritical merging of 
masculinity and femininity as they had been constructed within the patriarchal society she 
had problematized to the core.)

The cultural feminist approach to attacking patriarchy, then, was to expose the mani-
festations of the broadly rooted presumptions of the higher value of men and the masculine 
and the inferiority of women and the feminine. Wollstonecraft’s and Beauvoir’s influential 
treatises were two such manifestations, but mostly cultural feminists directed their atten-
tion outward towards exposing the manifestations that were manifold in the broader  non- 
f eminist world: for example, representations of female sexuality and the sexual objectification 
of women, the presumption of the male right to control female bodies, the devaluation of 
caring and empathy ( or emotional labour, as Hochschild [1983] would later call it), the low 
pay and status accorded to jobs occupied predominantly by women and the casting of women 
as inferior in highly influential texts such as those of Freud.

The activism and scholarship classified as ‘ cultural feminism’ shares a common analytic 
focus on cultural representation, but is otherwise widely heterogeneous. Marilyn French 
and Mary Daly, two notable contributors to the cultural feminist perspective, both offered 
critiques of androgyny, for example, but they differed in their respective  re-  visioning of an 
alternative model. French’s work analysed both ‘ masculinity’ and ‘ femininity’, offering r e- 
i nterpretations of both that essentially cast aside and replaced formulations rooted in patri-
archal gender relations. In place of the masculine ‘  power-  over’ others, for example, French 
offered a reconceptualization of ‘  power- t o’ ( do for others). French’s general strategy was to 
substantively redefine masculine traits or virtues by infusing them with elements of feminin-
ity. Daly’s work, by contrast, focused mostly on  re-  interpreting femininity and, specifically, 
on distinguishing the positive aspects of femininity from the distortions of feminine traits or 
virtues that stem from female subordination ( Tong 2009).

Cultural feminists’ call was to revalue women and femininity and to radically transform 
the dominant cultural system of meaning to reflect this revaluation. This led to a focus on 
the representation of women, men and gender in all types of media and to the analysis of 
patriarchal meanings embedded within language itself. While broad consensus seems to have 
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emerged among feminist thinkers that the cultural feminist project of revaluation should 
be at least part of feminism’s project, cultural feminist perspectives were broadly criticized 
for their ‘ essentialist’ conceptions of gender. The contradiction between the broadly shared 
notion that gender was a social construction and the cultural feminist notion that women 
were different from men, but in ways that should be appreciated rather than denigrated, was 
one difficulty. The idea of gender as a problematic social construction, shaped by patriarchy 
in undesirable ways, was another source of contradiction. Cultural feminist theories seemed 
to glorify women and femininity without considering how these had been shaped and dis-
torted as a consequence of their subordination to men and their adherence to dominant 
cultural standards and expectations of women. Some also seemed inappropriately extreme 
in their outright vilification of men and masculinity. While these criticisms might fairly 
apply to some particular versions of cultural feminism, they hardly apply uniformly. A de-
gree of essentialism is difficult for cultural feminists to avoid without arriving ultimately at 
a radical libertarian perspective. Within cultural feminism, certainly, can be found vilifi-
cation of men and masculinity, but the vilification of patriarchal men and masculinity is not 
the same as vilifying men and masculinity outright. The most inaccurate of the criticisms, 
however, is the charge of glorifying women and femininity. The critical examination and 
 re-  interpretation of femininity have been central to the cultural feminist effort; only a fail-
ure to recognize these reconstructive efforts could lead to the conclusion that they had been 
uncritically glorified.

 Marxist-socialist feminism   

Radical feminists contemplated the possibilities of a  gender-  free society or a culture that 
inverts the hierarchy of men and masculinity over women and femininity, focusing on the 
question of what feminists should want, reflections that especially engaged feminists outside 
of the academy. Inside the academy, however, the focus was less on vision and politics than 
on understanding the oppression of women. Initially, at least, these explanatory efforts were 
rooted within Marxian theory, a critical theory of human oppression under capitalism.

In the 1960s before second wave feminism had become an identifiable movement, Juliet 
Mitchell offered an early analysis of the relationship between capitalism and patriarchy, con-
cluding that Marxian theory could not adequately account for the oppression of women in all 
of its forms ( Mitchell 1966). This work was hugely influential both in inspiring the feminist 
movement and in inspiring further explorations of the interplay of capitalism and patriarchy. 
 Marxist- s ocialist feminism became the leading framework within the academy in the early 
years of second wave feminism, especially in the discipline of sociology, where  Marxist- 
s ocialist perspectives had already made significant inroads. With the entrance of feminists 
into the discipline of sociology during the 1970s, the exploration of the utility and limits 
of the framework for understanding male domination and female subordination was a line 
of theorizing that followed naturally. In this body of theory the focus was not on questions of 
gender ( i.e. masculinity and femininity) but on the material conditions of women’s lives.

The basic premise of  Marxist- s ocialist feminist theory was that male domination of 
women was intertwined with capitalism. Marxist feminist theorists, following from Marx 
and Engels, argued that capitalism was the fundamental source of male domination of 
women; with the abolition of private property and the freeing of all workers, male domina-
tion would dissolve. Although some feminist theorists would continue to place emphasis on 
the dynamics of capitalism and on material aspects of women’s ( and men’s) lives as they were 
structured in capitalist societies, there were hardly any pure Marxist feminists who would 
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take the strong position that male domination could be thoroughly explained by capital-
ism and would necessarily disappear with socialist revolution. In general,  Marxist-  socialist 
feminists believed that capitalism and patriarchy were intertwined ( to varying degrees and 
in varying respects), but that they were also distinct forms of domination that could exist 
without the other. In contrast to radical feminism, socialist feminists did not assert the pri-
ority of patriarchy as the fundamental basis of all other forms of social domination ( Tong 
2009).

Regardless of the position on this question of priority, however, second wave M arxist- 
s ocialist feminists shared a focus on household labour as a primary site of intersection between 
patriarchy and capitalism. ( Marx and Engels, by contrast, had focused on the institution of 
private property, and concerns about its intergenerational transmission, as a basis for the 
formation of the patrilineal modern family.) Women’s ( unpaid) performance of household la-
bour added an additional layer of capitalist exploitation; with women performing this labour 
for free, the cost of reproducing the labour of men ( and women too who worked for wages) 
was less and the profits thus greater.

But for socialist feminists, women’s unpaid performance of household labour also en-
tailed men exploiting women, not merely capitalists exploiting families. Among families in 
which husbands were the sole wage earners, even as women worked as hard if not harder in 
the home performing tasks that would cost considerably if performed by hired help, they 
controlled and had a sense of entitlement to determine how ‘ their’ wages were spent. In 
addition, the arrangement allowed men a great deal more leisure time than women could 
have; with paid labour being defined as work and unpaid labour not, men could feel enti-
tled to freedom from household responsibilities during their hours not spent working for 
wages.

While recognizing that the exploitation of female labour in the household was vital to the 
functioning of capitalism, socialist feminists also recognized that male domination of women 
took many forms that were inessential to the functioning of capitalism. In the first place, the 
profits of the capitalist would remain even if the paid wage were thought of as a shared wage 
that paid for household labour in addition to the labour outside of the household. Why must 
the labour of the husband outside of the household be defined as worth more than the wife’s 
labour inside the household? Why must the wife’s work in the household go unrecognized? 
Capitalism itself would be unaffected by such a change in conceptualization, by a change in 
the division of household labour, or by the equality of authority and rights in the household. 
Second, predominantly m ale-  female domestic violence and rape, phenomena that second 
wave feminism had exposed as widespread, could not easily be understood as in any way 
related to capitalism.

Yet, as  Marxist-  socialist feminists confronted the limits of a purely Marxian framework 
for making sense of gendered oppression, some came to conceptualize ‘ patriarchy’ as a dis-
tinct structure of oppression that required other frameworks of analysis to explain it. The 
concept of ideology central in Marxian thought, paradoxically, provided an avenue for a shift 
away from the analysis of class and capitalism, as the focus shifted to examining the ideo-
logical basis of patriarchy. Juliet Mitchell’s turn to psychoanalytic theory in the early 1970s 
was particularly influential in leading socialist feminism away from its defining concerns and 
to a focus on the construction of gendered subjectivity that remains a predominant focus in 
critical social thought. This trend coincided with and is a manifestation of the ‘ cultural turn’ 
in critical social thought that had emerged out of Marxian theories of ideology ( Gramsci and 
Althusser, most importantly), the Frankfurt School’s focus on culture and subjectivity, and 
 post-  structuralist social and cultural theories.
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Psychoanalytic feminist theories of the construction of gendered subjectivity

For psychoanalytic feminist theories, the key questions were: How do men and women be-
come masculine and feminine? How do they come to the presumption of male superiority 
and female inferiority? Why are women complicit in their subordination? And from where 
within them might come the motivation to resist such subordination?

Mitchell’s Psychoanalysis and Feminism ( 1974) turned to psychoanalytic theory to find the 
answers to these questions. Against the earlier feminist rejection of Freud as a consequence 
of his sexist assumptions and the bias towards gender conformity characteristic of practising 
psychoanalysts in the middle of the twentieth century, Mitchell challenged feminists to take 
Freud’s work seriously. She argued that, rather than rejecting it as a misguided prescription 
for gender development, it should instead be viewed as an analysis of the processes by which 
masculinity and femininity were produced in modern, bourgeois societies ( and more or less 
universally, she suggested). Reading through a Lacanian perspective, Mitchell took to be 
descriptively accurate Freud’s account of the early childhood origins of gender and sexuality, 
his analysis of the discovery of sex difference and the acquisition of gender and sexuality. 
The establishment of ‘ masculinity’ and ‘ femininity’, and the privileging of masculinity over 
femininity, was intrinsic to the formation of human subjectivity itself. A point that would 
receive greater emphasis in the writings of her colleague Jacqueline Rose ( Rose 1983), the 
analysis illustrated the psychic discontents that accompanied masculinity and femininity so 
constructed. In these discontents, they thought, might be the motivation for women to resist 
their subordination to men.

Mitchell’s importance for psychoanalytic feminism was not so much the particular theo-
rizing of the formation of gendered subjectivity that she provided; her greatest influence was 
in her call for feminists to grapple with psychoanalytic theory, to use it not only to under-
stand how gender is constructed but also to identify  intra-  psychic sources of contradiction 
and resistance that might shed light on how subjectivity might be formed differently. Her 
call was heeded, as psychoanalytic feminist theory became a prominent branch of feminist 
theorizing in the United States and Europe.

The psychoanalytic feminist theories that developed in the United States shortly after 
the appearance of Mitchell’s  path-  breaking work had a broader array of influences. Dorothy 
Dinnerstein’s classic The Mermaid and the Minotaur ( 1976) was a more widely accessible anal-
ysis that reflected Dinnerstein’s direct participation in the feminist movement and that bore 
the clear imprint of radical feminist perspectives. Nancy Chodorow’s classic The Reproduction 
of Mothering ( 1978) was more academic, less accessible to those not well versed in Freudian 
and  post-  Freudian thought, and reflected her academic background in anthropology and 
American sociology. In particular, her theory of the construction of gender drew heavily 
on the work of Talcott Parsons, whose functionalist perspective had dominated American 
sociology throughout most of the 1950s and 1960s, but also on the critical psychoanalytically 
oriented social theories of the Frankfurt School.

Both Dinnerstein and Chodorow turned to psychoanalytic theory in much the same spirit 
as had Mitchell: first, with the aim of understanding how masculinity, femininity and male 
dominance and female subordination become  intra-  psychically rooted such that men and 
women collude in maintaining the gender order; and, second, with the aim of identifying 
the ‘ repressed’ discontents of these constructions.

Both drew upon  post-  Freudian object relations theory to develop an account of the con-
struction of gender, departing from the patricentrism of classical Freudian theory ( and from 
Mitchell’s version of psychoanalytic feminism) by shifting focus to the early relationship 
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between the child and the primary caretaker ( usually a mother) as the crucible of gendered 
personality development. Dinnerstein and Chodorow argued that the mother’s role as the 
primary caretaker of children was largely responsible for the development of ‘ masculinity’ 
in males and ‘ femininity’ in females and a shared assumption of masculine superiority. The 
emphases of their respective accounts varied: Dinnerstein’s focus was on explaining the  intra- 
 psychic basis of male domination and female subordination, whereas Chodorow’s focus was 
on explaining the formation of the motivation to mother in girls and the development of the 
motivation for autonomy and success in boys.

Like Mitchell, Dinnerstein and Chodorow theorized the social construction of gender in a 
way that placed it deep within the psyche and rendered it difficult to change. Neither offered 
any solution for change for adult humans whose subjectivities had already been formed, short 
of possibly a lengthy period of psychoanalysis that might uncover the suffering such construc-
tions had caused and tap into the i ntra-  psychic sources of resistance they had identified. Both 
concluded, however, with the prescription that men and women be equally involved in the 
primary parenting of young children; so long as women retain their near exclusive role as 
primary caretakers of young children, masculinity, femininity and the collusion of both men 
and women in maintaining gendered hierarchy will persist.

While garnering much attention, both Dinnerstein and Chodorow drew fire for their 
presumptions of a male b readwinner– f emale homemaker family form. This form had been 
the dominant bourgeois family form in Europe, the United States and other regions of global 
privilege. For a brief period it extended into the working classes in the United States. In the 
economically prosperous period after the Second World War to the early 1970s,  white-  collar 
and  blue-  collar workers alike formed a big middle class sufficiently affluent to allow women 
to be f ull-  time homemakers. But never was this a model that characterized those who did not 
share in this prosperity; black families were chief among these, as black w orking- c lass men 
were often relegated to a secondary labour market that did not yield the financial benefits 
that were common among white men. But as  middle-  class women moved into the paid la-
bour force in masses beginning in the early 1970s, it was soon to become not such a common 
family model at all.

In addition, the theories were limited in their ability to explain some of the m other– 
c hild relational patterns that were crucial to their theories. Both, for example, assumed 
that mothers will identify more with girls and will maintain more permeable emotional 
boundaries with them, while experiencing male children as sexual others, pushing them 
out of the symbiotic m other–  baby bond much earlier and towards autonomy, and denying 
them the identification that they give to their daughters. But why should we assume this to 
be the case? There are any number of factors other than the sex of the c hild –  s uch as tem-
perament and physical c haracteristics –   that could affect the strength and nature of parental 
identification.

The theory also failed to account for children who become other than heterosexual. Male 
homosexuality seemed particularly problematic to explain; lesbianism, on the other hand, 
seemed difficult to explain away ( as both had also in Freud’s theory). The explanation for 
female heterosexuality was, essentially, the girl’s turning to the father in compensation for 
the injury she felt in learning that she could never ‘ have’ her mother on account of her sex 
and her mother’s heterosexuality. This explanation, however, raises the question of why the 
girl would experience such an injury given the closer bond the mother maintains with her, a 
bond that the theory suggests is often stronger than that the mother would have with a hus-
band, as a consequence of his guarded emotional boundaries. These are just a few examples 
of explanations that require explanation.
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These theories were limited also in their ability to explain why children who grew up in 
other familial arrangements seemed to become gendered in much the same way that children 
in the male  breadwinner–  female homemaker arrangement did. While it certainly seemed 
plausible that children would have strong feelings for their primary caretakers ( usually moth-
ers) that would affect their  self-  identities and their relational patterns, it was not clear why 
these should necessarily take distinct gendered forms.

Meanwhile, another version of psychoanalytic feminist theorizing was developing in 
Europe, particularly in France. This body of ‘F rench feminism’, including the work of Luce 
Irigaray ( 1985 [1974]; 1985 [1977]) and Julia Kristeva ( 1984 [1974]), followed Mitchell’s lead 
in turning to Jacques Lacan’s reading of Freud as a basis for the development of their nar-
ratives of gender construction. Steeped in structuralist and  post-  structuralist thought more 
generally, their focus was less on the particularities of p arent– c hild bonds and identifications 
and more centrally on the formation of subjectivity via the internalization of ( patriarchal) 
language and culture. Given the problematic assumption of the generalizability of the male 
 breadwinner– f emale homemaker family form in Dinnerstein’s and Chodorow’s work, Iriga-
ray and Kristeva, when translated into English in the 1980s, seemingly offered an alternative 
that did not depend on such an assumption. The period of Irigaray’s and Kristeva’s highest 
popularity and influence in the late 1980s and 1990s could also be attributed to the rising in-
fluence and popularity of  post- s tructural and postmodern social theories which called for and 
seemed to hold the promise of liberating critical social thought from its various essentialisms. 
The possibilities for deconstructing the constructions of gender that Irigaray and Kristeva 
theorized, however, did not in the end seem all that promising.

The central impetus of Irigaray’s theoretical mission was an attempt to liberate the 
‘ feminine’ from its role as subordinate other to the ‘ masculine’. In Lacan’s theory, the femi-
nine remains mired in the realm of the p re- c ultural and  pre- v erbal imaginary, a p re-  Oedipal 
domain in which children have yet to develop a distinct subjectivity. In Lacan’s formulation, 
it is with the resolution of the Oedipus complex that the child enters into language, into 
the symbolic order, and thereby achieves subjectivity. But since girls never fully resolve the 
Oedipus complex, he posited, they either remain in the imaginary lacking subjectivity or 
they enter the symbolic order only to be mute within it. Irigaray accepted this basic formula-
tion, but challenged the assumption of its undesirability and its implication of female inferi-
ority. She saw potential in both possibilities, remaining in the imaginary and becoming mute 
within the symbolic order, for deconstructing the  masculine–  feminine hierarchy. In essence, 
either possibility frees women from defining themselves as ‘ feminine’, inferior subjects in the 
masculinized symbolic order in which the ‘ feminine’ is inherently defined from a masculine 
perspective. Rather than viewing women’s lack of a discrete and articulable subjectivity as a 
deficit, she saw it as something to celebrate ( Tong 2009).

Assume that Irigaray and Lacan were correct in their assumption of women remaining 
mired in the imaginary or mute within the symbolic order. Also assume, with Irigaray, that 
either of these situations, if embraced, implies women’s liberation from patriarchy. Women 
and the feminine are only inferior through the perspective of men and the masculine; if 
women never fully enter the symbolic order and do not even attempt to define their subjec-
tivity with its language, then how can they be thought to be subordinate to men in any other 
way except in the misconceptions of men? Even if all this could be rightly cast as ‘ liberation’, 
however, what is the character and quality of this liberated life?

So that their muteness within the symbolic order need not entail a surely impossible 
deprivation of meaningful communication with others, Irigaray advocated women’s devel-
opment of an alternate language, one not so fixated on defining discrete subjectivities or on 
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understanding the world through a set of discrete concepts, and one that better fits women’s 
experiences of themselves. She also famously articulated an alternative way of seeing wom-
en’s sexuality. Instead of the Freudian and Lacanian conception of women’s lack, the passive 
and receptive nature of their sexuality, she argued that this too reflects a male perspective. 
From her alternative perspective, women are far from lacking; where the male sexual organ 
depends for its sexual satisfaction on some form of external stimulation, often the penetra-
tion of a female’s vagina, the female sexual  organs –   her ‘ two lips’ – a  llow a continual  self- 
 caressing in which the act of touching can never be distinguished from the experience of 
being touched ( Irigaray 1985 [1977]). Female sexuality, she argues, is much more diffuse, not 
centred on a single sex organ and not so focused towards a discrete end; rather than limiting 
female sexual pleasure, this diffuseness is a source of pleasures that far transcend the pleasure 
of a discrete orgasm that seems to centrally define male sexuality ( Tong 2009).

As Irigaray had, Kristeva accepted Lacan’s basic formulations: of the imaginary, the sym-
bolic order, the movement from the p re- O edipal imaginary into the p ost- O edipal symbolic 
order as the basis for establishing subjectivity, the differences in how males and females 
resolve their Oedipal complexes and the consequent differences in the manner in which 
they enter the symbolic order. In contrast to Lacan, who posited a complete abandonment 
of the imaginary with the entry into the symbolic order, Kristeva argued that some of the 
imaginary accompanies the child as they enter the symbolic order. This was important to her 
conceptualization of a possibility for the construction of female subjectivity that refuses rigid 
identification with the patriarchal order but without remaining outside of social relations 
altogether.

In Kristeva’s view, the patriarchal order is never as stable as a more determinist Lacanian 
account implies. Kristeva rejected the structuralist view of language as fixed and homoge-
nous, constructed on the basis of a unitary social order. Instead, subjectivity is constituted 
on the basis of both symbolic and semiotic dimensions of experience; even as the patriarchal 
social order attempts to marginalize the semiotic, subjectivity cannot ever be absolutely di-
vorced from the unconscious processes, heterogeneous drives and maternal power associated 
with semiotic experience. Subjectivity, as conceived by Kristeva, is inherently a ‘  subject-    in- 
 process’ –   structured by the symbolic but at the same time, by virtue of the semiotic experi-
ence from which it cannot detach itself, subversive of it.

In patriarchal society, however, cultural myths and male ideals of power serve to relegate 
semiotic experience ( and women, who are associated with it) to a marginal position. Subjec-
tivity in patriarchal society becomes a matter of striving to achieve autonomy from semiotic 
 experience –   from heterogeneous drives and from the early experience of relation to the 
mother. The political problem, for Kristeva, is to recover these marginalized  experiences –  
 for example experiences of abjection, melancholy and  foreignness –   in such a way that they 
can provide a basis for creative resistance ( Elliott 1992).

In contrast to Irigaray, who thought remaining in the realm of the imaginary, as Lacan had 
suggested that some women do, should be regarded positively as a source of women’s freedom 
from patriarchy, Kristeva did not see this outcome as at all compatible with living a meaning-
ful life. Engulfment in  abjection –   fusion with the marginalized maternal  object –  c onsigns 
one to a life of emptiness, hatred and exclusion of everything outside ( Kristeva 1982: 6). But 
emerging from this fusion did not need to entail loss of this realm of experience. Experiences 
of abjection, melancholy and foreignness occur within the symbolic order as well; there may 
be no ‘ symbolic’ meaning in the imaginary realm of exclusively semiotic experience, but the 
semiotic meaning continues to exist in the symbolic order. Though repressed and margin-
alized due to the challenge such meanings pose to the coherence of the patriarchal symbolic 
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order, they are important, in Kristeva’s view, precisely because they reveal the underlying 
lack of unity of the patriarchal order and are typically experienced as threatening to subjects 
whose subjectivity is built upon rigid exclusion of them.

Kristeva defines the abject as an unnameable source of  threat –   associated with the early 
experience of fusion with the  mother –   from which the subject attempts to escape. The abject 
is excluded from meaning, driven away out of the subject’s fear of annihilation. But from its 
place of exclusion, it ceaselessly challenges the stability of meaning ( Kristeva 1982:  1–  2). The 
sight of a  foreigner –   and Kristeva suggests that women may be the prototypical  foreigners –  
 arouses contempt because we displace onto this external foreigner the unnameable source 
of threat from which we constantly seek to seal ourselves off ( Clark and Hulley 1991). The 
perpetual fear aroused by otherness, however, indicates the fragility of patriarchal mastery.

Because the semiotic can only exert creative power through the mediation of symbolic 
experience, however, Kristeva suggests that it may be up to  men –   who have achieved a 
more stable position within the symbolic o rder –   to experience a crisis in their own system 
of meaning and to then r e-  infuse subjectivity with semiotic experience. But she also sees a 
basis for resistance, a motivation towards the development of an alternative construction of 
subjectivity, within women’s experience. In particular, she suggested that a sort of creativity 
was inherent in women’s  depression –   a depression that stems not only from failure to iden-
tify with a meaning outside but also from the failure to find sustenance in the u n-  nourishing 
maternal bond to which, in their depression, they cling.

Depression, as Kristeva analyses it, is a sign of introjection of the  un-  nourishing maternal 
object. Despite her warnings of the danger of women silencing, burdening and ultimately 
killing themselves with this dead maternal weight, Kristeva suggests that depression is a 
powerful affect and source of integration that allows the subject to resist the emptiness of the 
symbolic order and to create outside of it. In depression, she suggests, a woman experiences 
the meaninglessness of the order outside of herself. She attempts to create an integrity apart 
from the outside world. Depression offers  support –   although a negative  one –   that makes 
up for her failure to be validated within the outside world. Depression marks a refusal to 
identify with, to construct a meaningful life within, the confines of the patriarchal order that 
would sever her ties to the maternal, semiotic realm with which she identifies and without 
which she can experience no meaning. Kristeva characterizes depression as ‘ the imprint of 
a humankind that is surely not triumphant but subtle, ready to fight, and creative’ ( Kristeva 
1989: 22).

Irigaray’s and Kristeva’s versions of psychoanalytic feminist theories have been as heavily 
criticized as those of Dinnerstein and Chodorow, even though the p ost-  structuralist elements 
of their work and their advocacy of  non-  essentialist conceptions of gender and identity and 
critiques of modern, hierarchical binary modes of thinking caused Irigaray and Kristeva to be 
viewed as more progressive alternatives throughout much of the 1980s and 1990s. In different 
ways, however, Irigaray’s and Kristeva’s theories had their own problems of ‘ essentialism’ to 
face. Showing their structuralist roots, both seemed to suggest that the masculinist symbolic 
order was a cultural universal. Further, the notion that males and females should inevitably 
differ so fundamentally on their respective paths towards the establishment ( or failure of 
establishment) of subjectivity begs explanation. The only explanation they offer is Lacan’s 
theory of the process. Should we necessarily assume its accuracy?

One general criticism of all versions of psychoanalytic feminist theorizing is that they 
assume deep,  intra-  psychically rooted differences in motivation, in personality attributes, in 
the very experience of selfhood itself that may not, after all, be so deeply rooted. As psychol-
ogists began measuring ‘ masculinity’ and ‘ femininity’ in the early 1970s using instruments 
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such as the Bem Sex Role Inventory, many men and women did not appear to be strongly 
sex typed at all. So, to many critics, it seemed that psychoanalytic feminist theorists may 
have been explaining something that did not exist, or at least not the way they assumed; if 
‘ masculinity’ and ‘ femininity’ were widely shared stereotypes, they did not closely corre-
spond to the personalities of men and women.

Another source of criticism came from sociologists who studied gender and gender in-
equality. One of the justifications for turning to psychoanalytic feminist theory was that 
gender constructions seemed to remain much the same despite changes in women’s roles and 
status in society and a liberalization of parental attitudes regarding the  sex-  typed socializa-
tion of children. Despite the successes of the women’s liberation movement, why were so 
many women continuing to accept their subordination to men? As psychoanalytic feminism 
emerged in the early 1970s, however, it was quite premature to say that all that much had 
changed. Some important gains in some areas had been made, but gender hierarchy remained 
entrenched in most of society’s institutions and would require much more time and effort di-
rected at institutions before jumping to the conclusion that meaningful social change would 
necessarily require reordering the depths of human psyche.

Feminist sociologists have made valuable contributions to thinking about gender construc-
tions and about how g ender- b ased inequalities are maintained despite the expansion of wom-
en’s rights and the trend in advanced societies towards belief in men’s and women’s essential 
equality and rights as human beings. Valuable work has been contributed at nearly every con-
ceivable level of analysis, including n on-  reflective beliefs about men’s and women’s different 
competencies and the s elf-  fulfilling impacts these often have in  task-  based interaction;  gender- 
 differentiated interaction norms in everyday life that, when faithfully followed, give the ap-
pearance of gender as an  intra-  psychic structure; the conceptualization and analysis of ‘ doing 
gender’ ( West and Zimmerman 1987), focusing on the m icro-  behaviours and verbal accounts 
that people engage in to demonstrate their gender even in contexts that might not specifically 
call for  gender-  differentiated behaviour; behavioural expectations attached to specific ( mostly) 
 gender-  segregated roles; discrimination in the workplace; occupational and job segregation; 
the cultural and economic devaluation of ‘ care’ work performed largely by women in the 
workplace and at home; women’s continued subordination of their careers to family needs; 
the persistence of assumptions of women’s primary responsibility for home and children despite 
 full-  time participation in the paid labour force; the overrepresentation of women among the 
world’s poor and in the most l ow-  paid and highly exploited jobs; and cultural representations 
of men and women that reinforce assumptions of differences and inequality. Work addressing 
these issues is only some of a broader array of sociological work that addresses sources of con-
tinued gender hierarchy at levels besides the  intra-  psychic. With all of these factors in play and 
with evidence to suggest that gender may not be all as deep as psychoanalytic feminists have 
assumed, most contemporary feminist sociologists question the utility of the psychoanalytic 
feminist framework as an effective way of confronting  gender-  based hierarchies.

Most of this sociological work, however, is not classified as social or cultural theory and 
thus has not played a significant role in the development of feminist thought, which seems 
regrettably to have constructed its own exclusive canon, privileging abstract theory over 
empirical facts and concrete realities. Feminist theorists have, it is true, contributed valuable 
criticisms of the masculinist biases, of the misguided emphasis on ‘ objectivity’, within sociol-
ogy and other social sciences. And social and cultural theorists generally maintain a degree of 
mistrust of empirical social sciences and are often uninterested in their seemingly banal topics 
and questions. Sometimes, however, social science provides some important information that 
could contribute to the construction of more informed theories.
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A broader critique of psychoanalytic feminist theory concerns its participation in a broader 
trend among social theorists towards the analysis of ideologies, identities, subjectivity and 
cultural representation to the neglect of the material inequalities that are causes of great 
suffering and pain for many people in the world and that, incidentally, are borne to a greater 
extent by women. When feminists concern themselves with material bases of oppression 
and with the lives of women outside of the privileged classes and outside the privileged re-
gions of the world, it is difficult to imagine that psychoanalytic feminist theories could seem 
even remotely relevant. This is not to say that material bases of oppression are unconnected 
to matters of identity and recognition. Nancy Fraser’s ( 1995) contemporary classic ‘F rom 
Redistribution to Recognition: Dilemmas of Justice in a  Post- S ocialist Age’ demonstrates 
these connections while rightly challenging feminism and other forms of ‘ identity politics’ 
to increase the attention paid to matters of redistribution.

Intersectional, postcolonial and global feminisms

By the latter part of the 1970s feminism and feminist theory came under attack for their 
neglect of differences among women, for defining a feminist agenda and theorizing wom-
en’s situation in terms of the experiences, life situations and problems of white m iddle-  class 
heterosexual women ( Spelman 1988). In particular, they were criticized for inattention to 
the variability of women’s ( and men’s) experiences as they were affected by factors other than 
gender ( e.g. social class, race, nation, nationality, sexuality, disability, age and marital status). 
Racial and heterosexist exclusions received the most attention at first, with concurrent social 
movements against racism and heterosexism. Global and postcolonial feminisms developed 
alongside critiques of racial and sexual bias, with their compelling critique of the benefits 
obtained by white  middle-  class women in the global North at the expense of women of the 
global South. ‘ Intersectional theory’, so named by Patricia Hill Collins, was a recommended 
method of feminist analysis that recognized that the experience of male domination and fe-
male oppression varies widely according to a person’s position within other social hierarchies 
and should thus be analysed as a ‘ matrix of domination’ that recognizes that most people are 
both privileged and disadvantaged to varying degrees depending on their class, race, gender, 
nation, nationality, sexual orientation, disability and so on ( Hill Collins 1990).

Whereas socialist feminism took one path towards its erasure via Mitchell and the French 
feminists, socialist feminism is perhaps the dominant perspective in feminist theories that 
focus on the position of women in the global South in the postcolonial era. Feminist theory 
as it has developed through the 1990s to the present in Europe, North America, Australia, 
New Zealand and in other pockets of relative global privilege has taken directions that are 
largely irrelevant to feminists concerned with women in and of the global South who are 
subjected to highly exploitative and often brutal conditions as a consequence of their global 
position and their subordinate status as women: women’s extreme and harsh exploitation as 
 low-  paid workers in global sweatshops; their voluntary and often involuntary participation 
in the global sex trade; their relatively subordinate position, low pay and harsh conditions as 
agricultural workers; their exploitation as global nannies and housekeepers; and their dispro-
portionate representation among the world’s sufferers of the most extreme poverty.

Much like the original divide between Marxist feminism and socialist feminism, the 
theorizing of women’s role in the global economy varies in the priority it places on capi-
talism relative to gender. Some focuses mostly on the dynamics of global capitalism, on the 
exploitation of labour and resources of the global South by the transnational corporations 
of the global North, viewing women’s subordinate status in these contexts as an incidental 
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factor in their predominance as workers in global sweatshops, as l ow-  wage agricultural 
workers and as members of the global poor. Other work focuses most centrally on gender 
subordination; it views gendered hierarchies not only as intertwined with the more general 
process of the exploitation of the South by the North, but also as independent from this. 
Global capitalists may use gender subordination as a strategy for obtaining the most inex-
pensive and highly profitable labour force, but most global feminists see gender subordina-
tion as its own system of subordination that preceded and would persist in the absence of 
such exploitation.

The study of the patterns and particularities of the subordination and exploitation of 
women in the global South and in postcolonial contexts is an area in which a lot of import-
ant work has been and is currently being done. Highly substantive in presentation, in most 
cases, rarely is it classified as feminist theory. Currently, the dominant theoretical perspective 
among social theorists who study global  social-  economic dynamics is world systems theory, 
a perspective that feminist theorists have found both limited and useful. Global feminist the-
ories grapple with this theory much the way earlier second wave  Marxist-  socialist feminists 
grappled with the usefulness of the Marxian framework, but the harsh material realities of 
the lives of the global underclass that they study militate against this work moving in the 
cultural and subjective direction reflected in Mitchell’s path out of socialist feminism.

Global and postcolonial feminist theories overlap in their concern with the lives and 
experiences of women who are least privileged in nearly every dimension of the ‘ matrix of 
domination’. If a distinction might be drawn, however, it seems to be the case that global 
feminism is, in most of its manifestations, closely tied to a socialist feminist framework and 
focuses mostly on material bases of oppression, including both the oppressions women share 
with men of their class, race and global location, and those that are distinctive to them.

Postcolonial feminist theory, by contrast, seems to be distinguished by its focus on matters 
of culture and identity ( e.g. Mohanty 1988). With its emphasis on the representation of the 
colonial subject, particularly in literary forms, postcolonial theory has tended to thrive most 
within English and language and literature departments, while also gaining recognition as a 
valuable contribution to critical social and cultural theory across disciplines as well. Probably 
the single most central theoretical contribution of postcolonial theory has been its analysis of 
the ( male) colonizer’s feminization of the ( male) colonial subject; postcolonial feminist the-
orists add to this a concern with the representation of female colonial subjects and with the 
implications for women of the feminization of the male colonial subject. As a consequence of 
its focus on representation and subjectivity, postcolonial theory in general and postcolonial 
feminist theory in particular have achieved recognition as part of the canon of feminist so-
cial and cultural theory to a much greater extent than work that focuses mostly on material 
inequalities.

 Post-  structural and postmodern feminist theory

The emphasis on intersectionality, matrixes of domination and global divisions is one of the 
substantive developments of feminist theory and scholarship. At much the same time as these 
emphases spread broadly among feminist scholars in the late 1980s and 1990s, however, 
feminist social and cultural theory took another more ‘ theoretical’ direction as well. With 
the emergence of postmodern and p ost-  structural feminist perspectives in the 1990s, inter-
estingly, some of the very same concerns that had already been voiced by critics of earlier 
feminist perspectives emerged from the engagement of feminist theorists with postmodern 
and  post-  structural social and cultural theories.
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One key theme of postmodern and p ost- s tructuralist theories was the critique of mod-
ern binaries, such as culture–nature, man–woman, reason–emotion and mind–body. Binary 
constructions, they argue, represent the first term in each of these binaries as superior to or 
more ‘ human’ than the second, but misrepresent reality by failing to understand that the 
meaning of the first term is derived from its opposition to the second term and that the op-
positions themselves are misrepresentative of human reality. Given the association of women 
with nature, the portrayal of them as more emotional than rational and more body than 
mind, and the modern presumption of the superiority of culture, rationality and mind, this 
postmodern critique resonated strongly with the cultural feminist critique of the androcen-
tricity of modern values.

            

Postmodern and  post- s tructural theories also provided a critique of identity that resonated 
with feminist theorists. These theories challenged modern conceptions of ‘ man’, of any uni-
versalistic conceptions of humanity, arguing that such definitions were inevitably partial and 
reflected the biases of their formulators and implicitly defined all but privileged categories 
of people in society as less than fully human. Feminist theorists naturally concurred with 
the postmodern critique of modern concepts of ‘ man’; some struggled, however, with the 
extension of the critique to concepts of ‘ woman’. Postmodern theorists challenged all such 
identity categories and politics that rest on the assumption of an essential commonality of 
all people within the categories. On the one hand, feminists were in the early stages of their 
engagement with postmodern social theory at nearly the same time that they were confront-
ing the exclusions of difference within their own constructions of an essential commonality 
among women and a construction of feminist politics on its basis. But, while recognizing the 
need to grapple with difference, many feminists were sceptical of postmodern theory ( mostly 
written by privileged white males) as a trustworthy bedmate of feminism. If all concepts of 
identity were inherently exclusionary, upon what ground could feminist politics be waged? 
As women had so long been cast as man’s deficient and subordinate ‘ other’, what were they to 
make of a theoretical perspective that cast suspicion on ‘ identity’ and ‘ subjectivity’ at the very 
point that feminism and women had begun to claim their own ( Hartsock 1990)?

Feminists also grappled with the implications of modern opposition to ‘ grand narratives’ 
such as Marxism and feminism. Postmodernists argue that narratives such as these posit a 
central ‘ oppression’ from which people must be ‘ liberated’. Such perspectives are inherently 
exclusionary since they obscure the different causes of suffering; there is no one form of 
 oppression – n  either capitalism nor  patriarchy –   that is at the root of all others. The con-
cepts of capitalism and patriarchy themselves are problematic, according to the postmodern 
critique, because they imply a unified system of oppression that obscures the many distinct 
forms each may take and the different impacts that they may have. As for ‘ liberation’, what 
can this even mean? Postmodern social theorists called into question the core Enlightenment 
 values –  r eason and  freedom –  u pon which movements such as Marxism and feminism had 
relied. As Michel Foucault had argued, any movement of liberation is, in reality, a movement 
seeking to replace one set of power relations with another. Postmodernists advocated more 
localized and modest political struggles aimed at power structures in which the activists were 
themselves engaged.

So the initial reaction to postmodern social theory by many feminist theorists was a 
deep wariness of its implications for feminist politics. Seemingly, it stripped feminism of 
‘ woman’, ‘ liberation’ and a coherent narrative about the structure and culture of patriarchy, 
leaving behind essentially nothing. Other feminist theorists, however, found the postmodern 
critique compelling and began to rework their thinking and chart a way of engaging ‘  post- 
 feminist’ politics without ‘ woman’, without ‘ liberation’ and without the grand narrative of 
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‘ patriarchy’ or ‘ male  domination–  female subordination’. Donna Haraway’s ( 1985) ‘ Cyborg 
Manifesto’ was one of the most notable efforts to challenge feminists to take postmodern and 
 post-  structural critiques seriously and to move forward without reliance on these essentialist 
concepts. For the most part, feminist theorists have been willing to take on this challenge, 
continuing their efforts to theorize the oppression of women, to articulate the injustice and 
harm it produces, to envision alternatives and to reflect on strategies to achieve these. It is just 
that they are no longer looking to explain all oppression or to account for the suffering of all 
women or to devise a single vision and strategy to free all humans.

This, arguably, is what it means to be a p ost-  feminist in the broader sense: a feminism 
without ‘ woman’, without ‘ liberation’ and without ‘ patriarchy’ or ‘ male  domination–  female 
subordination’ as a unified organizing principle of society. P ost-  feminism in this sense, then, 
is not an abrupt departure from second wave feminism; in fact, second wave feminism began 
its move in a p ost-  feminist direction from the beginning, as the issues of differences among 
women were highlighted by women who were not, or were not destined to become, white, 
 middle-  class, heterosexual and married women with children. The essentialism of the con-
cept ‘ woman’ was challenged well before postmodern social theory emerged on the radars 
of feminist theorists, and with it came the rethinking of the meaning of ‘ liberation’ and a 
recognition that male  domination– f emale subordination was not a unitary system of oppres-
sion or even the most fundamental source of oppression for women in different class, race, 
cultural and global contexts.

In addition to the impetus that postmodern and p ost-  structuralist theories added to fem-
inists’ rethinking of their conceptualizations of women, women’s interests and feminist 
politics, postmodern and  post-  structuralist theories have also led to the creation of postmod-
ern and  post-  structuralist theories of gender construction. The distinctive defining feature 
of these is that they view gender construction as a process that occurs much more on the 
surface of social life, in everyday practices of gendered bodily disciplines and in routine 
‘ performances’ of gender.

Sandra Bartky’s ( 1990) extension of Foucault’s ( 1977) analysis of the construction of sub-
jectivity via modern disciplinary practices to an analysis of the wide array of disciplinary 
technologies that are employed in the construction of femininity is one important example. 
Judith Butler’s theory of gender construction as a compulsory everyday performance is an-
other, and one that has generated the most attention. The theoretical contribution of these 
theories is their ability to account for the pervasiveness of gender as a structuring principle of 
everyday behaviour without any notion of gender as a deep, more or less fixed, stable,  intra- 
 psychic structure. Theories such as these offer a way of understanding how gender can appear 
to make such a difference, can construct men and women as fundamentally different kinds of 
people, when the only real differences between them are the different disciplines they enact 
upon themselves and the different manners in which they perform their gendered identities.

Queer theory, a perspective linked to Foucault’s critique of modern sexual discourses and 
developed by Judith Butler and others, has focused on conceptualizations of sexuality more 
than gender. It should also be seen, however, as an important contribution to postmodern 
and  post-  structural theorizing of gender construction. One key idea of queer theory is that 
sex, gender and sexual orientation do not often line up in the consistent ways that are often 
presumed: man, masculine, heterosexual; man, feminine, homosexual; woman, masculine, 
homosexual; woman, feminine, heterosexual. There is no necessary, or even a probable, 
connection between these terms. Following Foucault, queer theory also problematizes the 
assumption that sexuality is fundamentally constitutive of identity as well as the presump-
tion that the  homo–  hetero binary is a meaningful way of defining ‘ sexual orientation’. By 
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 self-  identifying as ‘ gay’ or ‘ lesbian’ or as some other category, Foucault warned, a person 
assumes a subjectivity that is locked within the prison of the hierarchical and essentializing 
categories of modern sexual discourses. In so doing, they adopt the problematic assumption 
that this identity is the essence of their humanity.

Foucault’s focus was on matters of sexual identities, not gender per se, although the ex-
tension to gender is an obvious and easy one. If there is so much inconsistency in the ways 
that sex, gender and sexuality line up, why should the sex/ gender of a preferred sexual part-
ner be thought to constitute the ‘ essence’ not only of a person’s sexuality but of their entire 
humanity? And if a masculine or feminine style of s elf- p resentation does not line up in any 
predictable way with the personalities of the enactors, why should gender itself be so crucial 
in how we conceive and experience ourselves and others? By highlighting the commonness 
of ‘ m is-  alignment’, or the multitude of possible configurations of sex, gender identity, gender 
personality and sexual orientation, queer theory deconstructs the presumed essentiality of 
any of these terms. But, more than this, it challenges the coherence of the terms themselves 
and calls into question that any of them tell us anything much about a person’s essential 
humanity.

Butler’s perspective, and other perspectives that locate gender on the surface of social life 
rather than in the depths of the human psyche, seems to be the most widely acclaimed and 
broadly accepted theory of gender construction. An arguable limitation of the perspective, 
however, is its inability to account for the compulsion to perform gender and to explain the 
compulsion of some people not to perform gender in the expected manner. In Bartky’s ap-
plication of Foucault to the disciplines of femininity, in addition, how do we account for the 
motivation to engage ( or not engage) in these disciplines? There are good reasons, I would 
argue, to focus on the outward, verbal and n on-  verbal, bodily practices and disciplines of 
gender production. Long before Butler had gained fame for her performative theory of gen-
der, sociologists working within the interactionist, dramaturgical and ethnomethodological 
traditions had already arrived at a similar concept; they too left unanswered the question of 
motivation to comply with or to deviate from the expected practices. They do, however, 
 re- c onceptualize motivation itself as something not ‘ inner’ and prior but as something that is 
itself constructed in the doing itself.

Future directions

There is much that is good about the current state of feminist social and cultural theory. 
The boundaries between the different theoretical frameworks that influence and characterize 
contemporary feminist thought are not sharply drawn, defensively guarded or subject to bit-
ter contestation. By and large, feminism as a movement and as a body of academic scholarship 
has progressed in an o pen-  minded and reflective manner. Theory and activism has proceeded 
with great conviction in particular directions; both have also demonstrated a tendency to 
pause, reflect, revise and reorient when confronted with other perspectives.

The categorizers and synthesizers of feminist theories have played a vital role in conveying 
a collection of insights, valuable takeaways and criticisms that have become shared under-
standings of most feminist scholars. It is true that many of the feminist scholars that have 
become canonized within feminist theory can often be identified as exemplars of a particular 
category of feminist theorizing, but mostly the categories are better understood not as dis-
tinct camps of feminism and feminist theorizing but rather as mutually influential analytic 
constructions devised to encapsulate a set of emphases within feminist theory that are broadly 
accepted as important components of the larger feminist project.
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Is there a larger feminist project that could be appropriately labelled in such a singu-
lar manner? No and yes. The emphasis on differences among women within feminist the-
ory, and the implications of these both for feminist politics and for feminist theorizing, has 
generated a broad awareness of the limits of any singular conception of feminism’s aim. 
As second wave feminists grappled with the implications of differences of race, class, sex-
ual orientation and global location, ‘ essentialist’ concepts of women and women’s interests, 
where they appeared, were almost immediately met with critical attention directed towards 
the white, m iddle- c lass, heterosexual and global privilege of the women whose experiences 
were depicted and whose aims had been defined.  Post- s tructural and postmodern critiques 
of essentialist concepts of identity, grand narratives and universalistic liberation movements 
reinforced these concerns. So, no, then, there is no broadly encompassing feminist project 
with a singular aim.

There are a couple of central questions and concerns, however, that could be taken as 
definitive of feminist thought generally. These are, first, the question of how to understand 
the oppression of women, in all the various forms that this oppression takes. That there is 
no singular ‘ patriarchal’ system in which women are universally subordinate to men does 
not change the reality that women continue to be oppressed, in varying ways and in varying 
respects. There is no category of feminist thought that has been rendered obsolete by progres-
sive social change and that does not continue to offer a vital perspective for understanding 
some part of  gender-  based oppression. The goal of developing an overarching theory of 
women’s oppression has been largely abandoned, but the goal of understanding and confront-
ing women’s oppression in all its various forms and contexts remains.

The second question concerns the ‘  sex-  gender system’. How is gender socially constructed, 
and how is this related to women’s oppression? Depending on the nature of the oppression 
of women in particular contexts, this question may be more or less relevant. Where laws, 
cultural traditions and threats of violence are the primary source of women’s oppression, the 
question of the content and process of gender construction is hardly relevant. Where women 
are disproportionately represented as harshly exploited workers in global factories, the low 
status of women in their home countries and the workings of global capitalism are much 
more pressing concerns than the construction of gender. Questions of the construction of 
gender, arguably, rise in importance in societies where women have rights and equal ( legal) 
status to men, where gendered expectations have much more to do with persisting gender 
hierarchies. In general, however, there is broad agreement that an adequate understanding 
of women’s oppression and vision for progressive social change must concern itself with the 
‘sex-gender’ system.     

Like critical social theories in general, feminist theory grapples with the basic problematic 
of theorizing a system of oppression, identifying the harm and suffering it causes, envisioning 
change and developing strategies for implementing it. Among critical social theories, femi-
nism is somewhat unique in that its theorizing necessarily encompasses all levels of social and 
cultural analysis, from macro political economy to the most micro levels of interpersonal and 
intra-psychic analysis.    

The strength of feminist theory, taken as a whole, is that it has provided a broad and  multi- 
 faceted vision for the continuance of the ‘  post-  feminist’ feminist project. A core part of this 
vision, however, is to become more grounded and rooted in knowledge of the life conditions 
and experiences of people of all social classes, races, nationalities, geographical locations, 
religions, genders, sexualities and ages, and of all of their differences that make a difference. 
Feminist scholars in various academic disciplines have heeded this call and are doing such 
work. The difficulty, however, is that there seems to remain a bifurcation between feminist 
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theory and the broader array of feminist scholarship contributing important pieces to the 
very project that feminist theorists have envisioned.

The analysis of ideology, identity, subjectivity, language and cultural representation that 
has been so central to feminist social and cultural theory should continue, perhaps in new 
directions that are less tied to the Freudian,  post- F reudian, Lacanian and  post- L acanian 
psychoanalytic narratives that have so centrally shaped feminist analyses of the formation 
of subjectivity. This sort of feminist theorizing, however, should not appear to represent 
the entirety of feminist theory; feminist theory, I would argue, needs to back up from 
where it took its sharp cultural turn to where it has a better vision of the multiple roads 
to be taken.
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Introduction

Zygmunt Bauman was forced to leave his native Poland in 1968. He was one of six professors 
who were purged from the University of Warsaw, officially because they were the ‘ spiritual 
instigators’ of student unrest but  unofficially –  a nd more a ccurately –   because they had be-
come a thorn in the flesh of the communist state. Five of the six, including Bauman, were 
Jewish, as propaganda made sure everyone knew ( Tester 2004: 7 7–  81). By this time Bauman 
had published 14  Polish-  language books. A 15th title was pulped by the authorities shortly 
before its planned publication. In 1971 Bauman was appointed to the Chair of Sociology at 
the University of Leeds in the UK, remaining there until his retirement in 1990. From his 
arrival in the UK to the time of this writing, he published 40 or so more books, all but a 
couple of them first written in English.

This exceptional level of bilingual productivity creates problems for any attempt to pro-
vide an overview of Bauman’s contribution to social and cultural theory. A survey of the 
texts would be beyond the scope of this volume. This chapter needs to take a different ap-
proach. Consequently it is written in terms of a hypothesis: Bauman can be so productive, and 
his vision of the world can be so consistent despite the changing direction of his gaze, because his thought 
is built on solid foundations. If these foundations are uncovered, it is possible to understand why 
his work has the content and character it does.

Historical and intellectual development

Before he embarked upon a career in sociology Bauman was a soldier, fighting in the Polish 
Army against the Nazis on the Eastern Front. Born in 1925, he had avoided the Nazi’s geno-
cide by escaping with his birth family to the Soviet Union. For Bauman sociology was part 
of the project of the construction of a better postwar world in which ‘ humans could live as 
humans would’ ( Bauman in Bauman and Tester 2001: 18). As such, Bauman’s sociological 
career did not have the standard beginning in the seminar room or the library. It started in 
the historical context of a commitment to build a Poland for and of humans from out of the 
ruins of the Second World War. This was a Poland in which ‘ People needed salvation badly, 
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and whatever colour or shape salvation was to take, it could only come from society. Of that 
society, sociology was to tell the truth’ ( Bauman in Bauman and Tester 2001: 18). This argu-
ment contained the seeds of conflict.

The problem revolved around the status of the truth claims made b y –  o r attributed t o –  
 sociology. In the postwar period Poland was firmly pulled into the Soviet bloc and state so-
cialism was imposed upon it. The Soviet version of socialism claimed to be both the product 
and the agent of the truths of dialectical materialism. They had been revealed by Marx and 
Engels before being carried into practice by the Communist Party under the firm guidance 
of Lenin and Stalin. So long as it never deviated from the teaching of Lenin and Stalin the 
party was ‘ orthodox’ and upholding scientifically valid laws of history. It had the duty to 
prepare the way for the communist utopia. There could be no legitimate alternative. There 
was only historical necessity, and the party knew the truth as well as what was, indeed, the 
necessary use of its power. Leszek Kołakowski, who was purged along with Bauman, wrote 
the best guide to this ‘ orthodox’ version of Marxism ( Kołakowski 1978). Where sociology 
subordinated itself to the truth claims of the party, the chances for conflict were minimal. 
Indeed, Bauman’s first ever publication was exceptionally uncontroversial. In 1953 he pub-
lished in Polish a neither translated nor reprinted paper, ‘ On the historical role of the masses’, 
with Jerzy Wiatr. It identified the ‘ masses’ with the ‘ proletariat’ and was peppered with ref-
erences to the work of Engels, Lenin and Stalin ( Tester and Jacobsen 2005: 224). Yet where 
sociology staked claims to the independence of its truth claims, the possibilities of conflict 
were significant.

But how could sociology make such claims? What could spur the  break-  out from the 
domination of the party? Specifically, what took Bauman from dull orthodox papers about 
the masses to castigation as an ‘ instigator’ of unrest? Sociologically, it is possible to identify 
a process of b reak-  out that had two entangled strands. First, Bauman’s thought developed in 
the historical context of d e-  Stalinization in Poland. Second, Bauman was able to theorize 
and make sense of the context through the work of Antonio Gramsci. Although Gramsci 
wrote in Italy in the 1920s and 1930s, he largely did so as a prisoner of Mussolini’s fascist 
regime ( Gramsci was a founder of the Italian Community Party and its major intellectual), 
and his texts only started to become available in the 1950s.

The symbolic moment of  de-  Stalinization was the Polish October of 1956. A wave of 
civil disturbances was crushed by the military. The Soviet Union threatened to send in the 
 tanks –   as it was soon to do in H ungary – i  f matters were not brought under control quickly. 
The leader of the Polish Communist Party struck a deal with Moscow. Poland would be 
allowed to develop its own brand of communism so long as it never tried to move outside of 
the Soviet orbit of influence. The Polish October was a moment in which Poland seemed to 
throw off the shackles imposed from outside. It was a moment of hope summed up by one 
of Bauman’s teachers, Stanislaw Ossowski. For him the Polish October meant ‘ the destruc-
tion of the official myths which concealed our reality. . . the myth of historical necessity as 
revealed to those who wield power’ ( Ossowski, quoted in Tester 2004: 45. For a little more 
on the Polish October see Bauman and Tester 2001:  159–  60). The Polish October seemed 
to point to an alternative, to the possibility of things being neither inevitable nor dictated by 
laws of historical necessity. But what happened next? The party clung on to power and ush-
ered in a period of economic stagnation, social conformity, a police state and a clampdown 
on dissent. Hopes were dashed. How could this be explained? Bauman’s distinctive sociolog-
ical voice emerged in an attempt to answer this question.

Bauman learnt to speak thanks to Gramsci. He has said: ‘ I owe to Gramsci an “ honourable 
discharge” from Marxist orthodoxy’ ( Bauman in Bauman and Tester 2001: 25). Gramsci 
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gave to B auman – a  nd it must be said, to o thers –  a l icence to theorize and a way of un-
derstanding what was happening in the wake of the Polish October. Quite how Gramsci’s 
thought could do this is shown by Leszek Kołakowski. It was a bombshell in the context of 
a political culture dominated by the truth claims of a party ostensibly knowing the laws of 
history yet, after 1956, attempting to do little more than retain its own power. The party 
claimed to be in possession of truth ( even if after 1956  no-  one believed the claims or, indeed, 
the alleged truth), but here was a communist who had never fallen foul of Stalinist ortho-
doxy ( simply because he was in prison, his work hitherto unknown), and the founder of a 
Communist Party to boot, who was making alternative yet Marxist arguments. Gramsci’s 
texts dissolved orthodoxy from within, and they were proof of the possibility of a different 
kind of commitment.

Kołakowski identifies four key strands to Gramsci’s thought. First, if there are historical 
laws, as orthodox  Marxism-  Leninism claimed, then human knowledge can only aspire to 
know these laws. Knowledge becomes a reflection of an independent world ‘ out there’, which 
is treated as an object distinct from the subject who knows it. Gramsci completely rejected 
this claim. For him, all reality is the product of human action, and the only real law of human 
history is one that identifies reality and truth as the products of human history. Reality is not 
an object ‘ out there’ waiting to be known scientifically. Instead it is always in the process of 
being made through the historical action and thought of human actors. Put another way, a 
world fit for humans is not made by the laws of history. There are no such laws. A world fit for 
humans is made by humans, and so it is always something to be achieved. It is always different 
from how we live now because how we live now always stops us from being properly human 
(Kołakowski 1978: 250). Here then Marx’s crucial dictum is upheld: men and women make 
history but not in the circumstances of their own choosing. This strand plays out in Bauman’s 
discussions of critique and, especially, hermeneutics ( Bauman 1976, 1978). It also underpins 
his lack of interest in ‘ empirical’ research and the associated fetishization of methodology.

 

Second, if all reality is the product of historical action there can be no difference be-
tween everyday consciousness and the ‘ scientific’ knowledge claimed by intellectuals. On 
the one hand this leads to the famous Gramscian claim about how ‘ everyone is a philosopher’ 
( Gramsci 1971: 323), and on the other it means socialism is not a truth known only by spe-
cialists. Certainly Gramsci gave a crucial role to intellectuals in the development of socialism, 
but what they  say –   the claims they  make –   are inhuman conceits if they do not express lived 
experience (Kołakowski 1978: 250). To make a claim to ‘ orthodoxy’ or even, in more local 
terms, to ‘ disciplinarity’ is to seek to put barriers around a body of texts so as to be able to 
make truth claims about their meaning. Consequently claims to scientificity, knowledge of 
necessity or truth, raise a sociological question and ought not to be accepted at face value. 
The question is not, how have these groups come to possess such specialized knowledge but, 
instead, what are the stakes and implications of the claim of these groups to possess special-
ized knowledge? Furthermore the role of the intellectual is to speak to, for and about every-
day consciousness and its conditions of existence. Anything else is hermetic hubris. Here it is 
possible to see the roots of Bauman’s interest in intellectuals ( Bauman 1987).

  

Third, the party itself becomes a site of Gramscian investigation. It must be an agent and 
promoter of action and always in touch with lived experience: ‘ On pain of degenerating into 
a body of professional politicians fighting for jobs, it must not regard itself as the repository 
of a “ scientific  world-  view” elaborated outside the empirical consciousness of the proletariat’ 
(Kołakowski 1978: 250). Such an understanding of the party was absolutely antithetical to 
the Stalinist model, and this Gramscian position opened up a way of understanding what 
happened in Poland after 1956. The fate of the Polish October could be explained in precisely 
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these terms as a result of the  self- r eproduction of a degenerate party, more concerned with 
its own power than with the consciousness and circumstances of those ‘ outside’. Indeed the 
party was  a –   if not the  main –   concern of Bauman’s work in the 1950s, and it carries through 
to his many contributions on the British Labour Party ( Tester and Jacobsen 2005).

Fourth, Kołakowski identifies in Gramsci a concept of revolution which is different from 
the one stressed by Leninism. For Gramsci the revolution is emphatically not about the abil-
ity of the party to impose its will upon society. Rather, revolution is in the first instance a 
process of the ‘ spiritual emancipation of the working class, transforming it from an object 
of the political process into a subject and initiator’ ( Kołakowski 1978: 251). Emancipation in 
Gramscian terms can only happen when those who have always been told there is ‘ no alter-
native’ to laws of historical necessity are  transformed –   in thought and  action –   from objects 
manipulated by institutions claiming to have scientific knowledge of what must be done into 
the subjects and initiators of a human world which has to be made through action. Of course 
such a world can have no guarantees because it has broken with notions of necessity, and 
therefore it is ambivalent and contradictory. But for this very reason it is also deeply human. 
The role of the intellectual is therefore one of encouraging such action but, also, of telling 
the actors about the unchosen circumstances in which it is their fate so to act. This is the role 
of sociology, a theme which will be explored in greater detail later on.

The influence of Gramsci on Bauman is quite fundamental, and to a significant degree 
Bauman’s work can be identified as pursuing a Gramscian path ( Tester and Jacobsen 2005: 
226). But there is a key difference. Gramsci was a politically active and engaged communist. 
Very little of such a sensibility can be found in Bauman’s texts. Bauman does not stand on 
platforms. Instead he is very  self-  consciously a sociologist. So what made the difference? 
What turned a Gramscian inspiration to sociological concerns? At one level the question is 
inadmissible because Bauman rejects such neat divides separating academic disciplines. This 
rejection is itself Gramscian in as much as it stresses knowledge as the conscious product of 
action in general rather than specialized problem solving in the particular. But at another 
level, Bauman’s work is sociological because it views Gramsci through the prism of Simmel. 
Indeed of all the ‘ founders’ of sociology, Simmel is the one Bauman treats most sympatheti-
cally and with most understanding ( the same cannot be said of his treatment of Durkheim or 
Parsons: see for example Bauman 1976, 1978).

By his own admission Bauman has drawn two key messages from Simmel. First, and 
perhaps most loudly chiming with the Gramscian argument about there being no clear laws 
of history, Simmel confirmed the absence of some mechanics of social life that can be un-
covered given the correct methods. Simmel stressed the essential presence of contradiction, 
incongruity and what Bauman was later to call ‘ ambivalence’ in social life ( Bauman in Bau-
man 1991; Beilharz 2001: 335). Second, and following on from the theme of contradiction, 
Simmel showed Bauman how ‘ for the pencil of every tendency there is an eraser of another’ 
( Bauman in Beilharz 2001: 335). To wish away this ambivalence is actually to demolish the 
essence of what it means and involves to live a human life. If these two aspects of Simmel’s 
lesson are brought together, the message is clear and easily reconcilable with Gramsci. There 
is no knowable truth to human life other than the truth of human action and its historical 
fate.

Bauman has identified a third major influence on the development of his thought. In an 
interview with Beilharz he said Gramsci taught him what to do ( break out of orthodoxy and 
see history in terms of action and not laws), Simmel taught him how to do it ( do not wish 
away contradiction but grasp it, accept ambivalence as part of the essence of the world for and 
of humans) and finally, Bauman said, he was taught why he ought to do it by his wife, Janina. 
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She wrote two remarkable volumes of autobiography, the first about her experiences in the 
Warsaw Ghetto and the second about her experiences in communist Poland ( for the purposes 
of this chapter see especially J. Bauman 1986). The volumes can both be read as explorations 
of the human consequences of being forced to live according to the dictates of those who 
claim to know scientifically ‘ what must be’. As Zygmunt Bauman put it: ‘ I learned from 
Janina that Wertfreiheit [value freedom] i s – a  s human silence is  concerned –   not just a pi pe- 
 dream, but also an utterly inhuman delusion’ ( Bauman in Beilharz 2001: 335). The argument 
applies to the pretence of social science as much as to any other science. Then the point turns 
more than a little Gramscian: ‘ sociologizing makes sense only in as far as it helps humanity 
in life, that in the ultimate account it is the human choices that make all the difference be-
tween lives human and inhuman’ ( Bauman 2000b: vii). Where choices are narrowed down 
life tends towards the inhuman, and where they are made freely and without coercion, life is 
more human. It is the job of sociology to help ensure ‘ that the choices are genuinely free, and 
that they remain so, increasingly so, for the duration of humanity’ ( Bauman 2000a: 216). Put 
another way, it is the job of sociology to resist all of the intellectual temptations dominant 
when Bauman started his work as a sociologist.

 This – a sociology both for and of  humans – i  s the point of commitment around which 
historical context melded with intellectual development to add a distinctive and continuous 
ingredient to the mix of Bauman’s thought.

  

Major claims

The preceding argument rather invites a question: so what is the human? The first outlines 
of a sketch are already in view. Bauman connects the human with praxis. Praxis can be de-
fined as free activity and action as opposed to the managed predictability of institutionalized 
necessity. So, praxis is the active pursuit of what could be over and above passive, reactive 
acceptance of what must be. When Bauman sought to define praxis, he did so by equating 
it with Camus’s notion of revolt. Praxis is rebellion against what is, and in praxis ‘ man’ ( as 
Bauman then put it) ‘ simultaneously fulfils and creates his own values, the revolt being not an 
intellectual invention, but a human experience and action’ ( Bauman 1973: 178). For Bauman 
praxis is expressed in, and indeed is the essence of, human culture. As such to be human is to 
be the free creator of history and culture.

The claim was clearly stated in a 1967 article on ‘ Image of man in the modern sociology’. 
The clumsiness of the English of the title is itself a little insight into the prose style of the 
article ( it was published in an E nglish-  language Polish journal), but the paper must not be 
ignored. It is extremely important for understanding the foundations of Bauman’s sociolog-
ical work. In the paper he outlined the ‘ image of man’ ( his phrase) which is the ‘ cognitive a 
priori’ of his work. A cognitive a priori is ‘ an intellectual image of investigated world which 
is prior to any research endeavour’ ( Bauman 1967: 12). Indeed, ‘ The  pre- e mpirical image 
of man is not so much a regrettable “ bias” as indispensable  pre- c ondition of any research. 
One cannot do without it’ ( 1967: 13). It is the foundational assumption making everything 
else possible. Consequently if claims with the status of a cognitive a priori are uncovered, 
the structure of a body of thought becomes clear. In this 1967 paper Bauman set out his cog-
nitive a priori very clearly indeed.

Bauman identified in contemporary sociology two different images of ‘ man’, pushing 
in quite contrary directions. The mechanistic image seeks either to generate probabilistic 
knowledge through the analysis of how human behaviour responds to external stimuli or 
to develop a systemic knowledge of the foundations of societal equilibrium. Whereas this 
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mechanistic image identifies human action as a response to external stimuli, Bauman advo-
cated instead an ‘ activistic’ image. This alternative image is built on a presumption: ‘H uman 
acts are not only “ reactions”, but also “ procreations”. If we remove from the human act all 
what is possibly determined by the value of “ input” variables still something will be left’ 
( 1967: 14). It is this residue that ‘ distinguishes any human being from any machine and is 
responsible for the fact that the human behaviour is only partly predictable’ ( 1967: 14). Con-
sequently whenever action is predictable, as it is when it is subordinated to laws of historical 
necessity or to an institution claiming to know ‘ what must be done’, damage has been done 
to what makes human beings different from anything else in the world. Orthodox Marxism 
was criticized on precisely this ground. It turned humans into more or less unruly passen-
gers on a train of necessity over which they could rightly exert no control. From this it is 
no surprise when Bauman’s cognitive a priori pushes him towards a commitment to ‘ the 
less managerial, even  anti-  managerial, more traditional, humanistic variation of sociology’ 
which ‘ aims at making the human behaviour less predictable by activating inner, motiva-
tional sources of  decision – s  upplying the human beings with ampler knowledge of their 
situation and so enlarging the sphere of their freedom of choice’ ( 1967: 15).

The reference to giving to actors ‘ ampler knowledge of their situation’ brings Bauman’s 
work back from philosophy. Bauman’s claims about the human are to be read in conjunction 
with his concern to understand the historical situation in which praxis is implicated. Without 
the cognitive a priori of an assumption about what it is to be human, any picture of the sit-
uation lacks purpose. Yet without the context of the situation, the cognitive a priori is mere 
abstraction. The task therefore is always to keep them harnessed to one another.

Although Bauman’s work is alert to history, he is not a historian. For Bauman history is 
to be understood as the process of ( a) the human creation of the historical situation, ( b) the 
consolidation of the situation as a constraint on human creation and, finally, ( c) praxis as the 
expression of the irreducibility of what it means to be human. The traces of Marxist dialec-
tics are quite evident here, but more precisely Bauman’s attitude towards history is at once 
Gramscian and Simmelian. It is also methodologically  ideal-  typical. He tends to overstate the 
consistencies within a historical situation and quite often simplifies details from the historical 
record in order to make sure the key features stand out all the more clearly. His methodology 
and approach to history is sociological. The claims he makes are at the level of the analysis of 
human praxis in a historical situation understood through the prism of an ideal type. His 
claims are not deductions from the archive.

Until the m id-  1980s Bauman approached the historical situation in terms of different 
systems ( communism and capitalism). But with the publication of Legislators and Interpreters in 
1987 the picture starts to be painted on a far more  ideal-  typical terrain. Now he starts to talk 
in terms of modernity and postmodernity. What are the dominant features of these i deal- 
 typical presentations of the changing dominant historical situations?

It is easiest to discuss modernity and postmodernity in turn, but it is also necessary to be 
a little cautious. Bauman often adopts a strategy of definition by negation. He is as likely to 
say, for example, ‘ modernity is not like this’ as he is to say what it is like. This is more than a 
peculiarity. It actually reflects a methodological principle Bauman derives from Heidegger’s 
maxim about it only being possible to know a hammer when it is broken. What does this 
maxim mean? Well, when something can be used predictably we do not think about it. For 
example, I turned on my computer today and it worked as I expected. I have not checked the 
USB ports or anything else. It just works and I do not think about it. However, had I turned 
on my computer and the screen remained blank I would have started examining it. I would 
have checked everything and paid attention to it. When my computer is broken I begin to 
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know it. ( For Bauman on Heidegger see Bauman 1978:  148–  71.) So, Bauman is only able to 
know modernity, or postmodernity or any other i deal-  typical historical situation, because 
something is broken. For example, Bauman identifies the emergence of modernity in the 
moment when the ancien regime broke apart. To a very considerable degree modernity can be 
known in as much as it is not the ancien regime ( Bauman and Tester 2001: 72).

Bearing all this in mind, what then is modernity? Bauman answers:

modernity is, so to speak, the time of ‘ new beginnings’. . . of dismantling old structures 
and building new ones from scratch. . . I believe that what set the modern era apart 
from other times was the obsession with designing and pursuing projects, the tendency 
to subordinate the p resent – e  ach successive  present –   to the project yet to be fulfilled.

( Bauman and Tester 2001: 72)

This statement makes it possible to tease out a number of the key features of Bauman’s under-
standing of modernity. First, if modernity is the time of ‘ new beginnings’ it is also the pursuit 
of the new over the old, the repudiation of tradition and, most importantly, the assumption 
that such a pursuit can be carried out without legitimate obstacle or hindrance. Second, these 
‘ new beginnings’ were not random. They were tied to projects. Going back to the first point, 
each of these projects in its turn became something to be replaced. According to Bauman 
no modern project was fulfilled; rather it was overcome by the pursuit of another ‘ new be-
ginning’. Yet there is much more to be said about the identification of modernity with the 
design and pursuit of projects. Three questions immediately dangle before us: who designs 
the projects? What are the projects about? How are they pursued?

The modern projects were designed by the legislating intellectuals. They claimed to know 
what had to be done because of their possession of superior knowledge. Specifically they 
claimed to possess knowledge about how to build an orderly social world which was truly 
best for humans. Here then the Gramscian critique of the party reappears in a general sociol-
ogy of modern intellectuals. Indeed, and in an  ideal-  typical statement, Bauman has said: ‘ the 
preoccupation with order, or with an orderly, manageable society, is a common denominator 
of other modern undertakings: industrialism, capitalism, democracy. Through somewhat 
different means the same ends have been pursued’ ( Bauman and Tester 2001: 78). Whereas 
the ancien regime saw humans as just the way they were or, alternatively, as fallen from an ideal 
state, the legislating classes of modernity were sure human perfection remained in the future 
and could be  made – a  nd if need be rightly i mposed –  b y those who knew what had to be 
done. Humans then had to be made to fit in with the vision of the perfect order. This is what 
the projects were about. ‘F rom its inception’, Bauman has said, ‘ modernity was known in 
one form only: that of “ managerial” modernity, an  order- d esigning and  order- a dministering 
modernity’ ( Bauman and Tester 2001: 74). Projects changed in as much as the ‘ new’ promised 
to be able to overcome the problems and failures of the old ( 2001: 79). The validity of projects 
was never questioned, just the validity of the ones tried so far. The projects, however, needed 
some means of transition from the minds of the intellectuals as legislators saying what must 
be done to the managerial practices of institutions. This is the question of how the projects 
were pursued. They were pursued by the modern state in its ‘ gardening’ mode: ‘ The power 
presiding over modernity ( the pastoral power of the state) is modelled on the role of the 
gardener’ ( Bauman 1987: 52). A gardener is someone who has a blueprint of the perfectly 
ordered garden and, moreover, the ability to rip up the weeds, manage the plants and make 
sure nothing gets in the way of what is necessary.

For Bauman the Holocaust is the clearest example of these modern projects. Indeed:
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The truth is that every ‘ ingredient’ of the Holocaust. . . was normal. . . in the sense 
of being fully in keeping with everything we know about our civilization, its guiding 
spirit, its priorities, its immanent vision of the  world –   and of the proper ways to pursue 
human happiness together with a perfect society.

(2000b: 8) 

( Bauman’s Holocaust book was first published in 1989, but republished with an extra chapter 
in 2000. I am using the later version.) For Bauman the mass murder of European Jewry and 
others who were deemed to be in the way of the perfect society ‘ arose out of a genuinely ra-
tional concern, and it was generated by bureaucracy true to its form and purpose’ ( 2000b: 17; 
this sentence is emphasized in the original text). The Holocaust is of modernity.

The point can even be put more strongly. The Holocaust was typically modern because it 
was rational in its own terms. It was an efficient and instrumental means to the achievement 
of the end of the perfect society. But in what did the perfect society consist? Nazi ideology 
equated perfection with racial purity, but Bauman goes beneath the surface and sees the ideal 
of racial purity as an expression of a distinctly modern ambition to impose upon the unrul-
iness of the world a perfect order founded in human imagination and practice. Bauman’s 
understanding of order is indebted to the 1966 book Purity and Danger by the anthropologist 
Mary Douglas. Like her, Bauman links order to the human propensity to allocate the things 
of this world to humanly designed systems of classification. Order is praxis, not something 
waiting to be found ‘ out there’. Where something fits a classification it is pure, and where it 
does not fit it is identified as dangerous. This danger is especially pronounced in the cases of 
those things that seem to cut across the boundaries of the classification and which are both 
in and out of an order. These ambivalent things are problems needing to be dealt with, like 
weeds in the garden. Nazi ideology had a notion of ‘ purity’ and sought to classify people in 
terms of it. Like the gay and Roma communities, the Jewish community in  Europe –   and 
especially in  Germany – d  id not fit the classifications ( Bauman 1991). They were ambivalent 
because according to the Nazi designs of order they were in places where they ought not to 
have been. They became a problem to be solved. The strategy of assimilation ( making ‘ them’ 
more like ‘ us’) was rejected, and instead the way to the perfectly orderly and happy society 
was paved with the instrumentally rational pursuit of the annihilation of the ambivalent. To 
this extent the Nazis’ perpetration of the Holocaust actually stands as the clearest illustration 
of where the ‘ gardening’ strategy of the modern state can lead. According to Bauman there 
is nothing about this that is incompatible with modernity. This is why he sees the Holocaust 
not as an aberration but, instead, as a ‘ rare, yet significant and reliable, test of the hidden 
possibilities of modern society’ ( 2000b: 12; this sentence is emphasized in the original text).

Postmodernity is seen by Bauman as a consequence of modernity. He o nce –  a nd very 
 usefully  –   distilled the meaning of postmodernity into four propositions. First, postmo-
dernity was identified as a condition in a dialectical relationship with modernity. It is both 
postmodern and postmodern. In terms of dating, Bauman was a little vague. Postmodernity, he 
said, emerged in Europe and in those parts of the world ‘ of European descent’ in the twen-
tieth century, to take on a distinguishable form in the postwar period ( Bauman 1992: 187). 
Second, postmodernity was identified with the recognition of the consequences of the mod-
ern projects. The projects aimed to create an ideal world of perfect humans living perfectly 
orderly lives in gardens without weeds. But this is not what happened at all ( as witnessed by 
the fate of the communist dream). As such, ‘ Postmodernity may be interpreted as. . . mo-
dernity that acknowledged the effects it was producing throughout its history, yet producing 
inadvertently, rarely conscious of its own responsibility. . . as  by-  products often perceived as 
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waste’ ( 1992: 187). Modernity was the project of making everyone and everything the same 
( since perfection admits of no alternative), whereas postmodernity is acknowledgement of 
the inevitability of differences. As Bauman put it,

The postmodern condition can be therefore described, on the one hand, as modernity 
emancipated from false consciousness; on the other, as a new type of social condition 
marked by the overt institutionalization of the characteristics which  modernity –   in its 
designs and managerial p ractices – s  et about to eliminate.

(1992: 188)  

Postmodernity means particularity, difference, perpetual change and a lack of clarity. Third, 
modernity involved the implementation of projects that had a clear goal, and that therefore 
made history a journey in a definite direction. But since postmodernity entails admission of 
the inevitability of everything modernity sought to overcome, there can be no single journey 
with a definite direction, and neither indeed can there be any single possessor of knowledge 
of any such journey. Rather, postmodernity is the acknowledgement of flux. Bauman identi-
fied postmodernity as a ‘ whirlpool appearing in the flow of a river, retaining its shape only for 
a relatively brief period and only at the expense of incessant metabolism and constant renewal 
of content’ ( 1992: 189). Fourth, although the word ‘ postmodernity’ highlights continuity and 
difference, and the indebtedness of the postmodern to the modern, nevertheless postmoder-
nity is ‘a self-reproducing, pragmatically self-sustainable and logically self-contained social 
condition defined by distinctive features of its own’ ( 1992: 188). In other words, postmodernity 
is a distinct historical situation.

          

Bauman’s position on what has replaced modernity has been remarkably consistent, but 
the label he applies to the postmodern ideal type has changed. By 2000 he had stopped using 
the word ‘ postmodernity’ and started to speak instead about ‘ liquid modernity’. Why? One 
reason was tactical. A number of commentators conflated the message with the messenger. 
Bauman started to be called a ‘ postmodernist’ simply because he wrote about postmodernity. 
But more significantly Bauman changed his terminology because the word ‘ postmodernity’ 
suggests a departure from the modern, a ‘ leaving modernity behind, being on the other 
shore’ ( Bauman and Tester 2001: 97). But, he says, we have not left modernity behind, and 
many modern dreams and practices continue. Consequently he offered the phrase ‘ liquid 
modernity’ to try to get to grips with what was both original and continuous about the 
contemporary historical situation. The phrase liquid modernity ‘ points to what is contin-
uous ( melting, disembedding) and discontinuous ( no solidification of the melted, no  re- 
 embedding) alike’ ( Bauman and Tester 2001: 98). Since the publication of the book Liquid 
Modernity in 2000, this has been the label under which Bauman has worked and published a 
prodigious amount. However, the claims Bauman makes about liquid modernity are entirely 
compatible with those he previously made about postmodernity. Even though the use of the 
word ‘ postmodernity’ first brought Bauman to wide notice, its avoidance does not imply 
any dramatic changes in his major claims. After all: ‘ I use the term “ liquid modernity” . 
. . for the currently existing shape of the modern condition, described by other authors as 
“ postmodernity”, “ late modernity”, “ second” or “ hyper” modernity’ ( Bauman 2011b: 11). 
What makes liquid modernity modern is ‘ its s elf- p ropelling, s elf- i ntensifying, compulsive 
and obsessive “ modernization”, as a result of which, like liquid, none of the consecutive 
forms of social life is able to maintain its shape for long’ ( 2011b: 11).

Bauman’s exploration of liquid modernity as the contemporary historical situation is pos-
sessed of a freedom and continued curiosity which was beginning to leech out of the work 
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on postmodernity thanks to both the word’s false implication of a rupture with everything 
modern and, indeed, the tendency of some critics to identify the messenger with the message.

Principal contributions

Bauman’s principal contribution to social and cultural theory is shaped by the lesson he 
learnt from the memoirs of his wife, Janina. In the first volume of her autobiography Janina 
Bauman wrote: ‘ the hardest of all struggles is to remain human in inhuman conditions’ 
(  J.  Bauman 1986: x). Zygmunt Bauman’s principal contribution to social and cultural the-
ory can be identified, first, as a sustained enquiry into how historical reality pushes towards 
inhuman conditions ( with the Holocaust being the case study of an unusual but not aberrant 
expression of the historical situation of modernity), second, as a recovery of how it might 
be possible to remain human even in circumstances as overwhelmingly inhuman as those of 
genocide and, finally, as a commitment to the role of sociology itself in this vastly important 
activity. Put another way, although what Bauman says is important for social and cultural 
theory, his principal contribution is best identified in why he says it, and how. Let’s deal with 
each of these three points in turn.

A continuous theme in Bauman’s thought is the exploration of a tendency of historical 
conditions to create inhuman situations. The theme reflects the influence of his cognitive a 
priori. Although Bauman identifies the human with action and with the ‘ remainder’ which 
is left after all ‘ inputs’ have been bracketed off, he refuses to see this version of what it means 
to be human as existing outside or independently of society. Bauman’s understanding of hu-
man beings is thoroughly sociological, and there is no such thing as ‘ a human being cast in a 
world that does not contain a society, an entity which has already “ prefabricated” the world 
in which humans carve and mould their Lebenswelte’ ( Bauman and Tester 2001: 59). So, to 
be human is to be active, but this action and activity is always and necessarily situated in a 
society that exists before and independently of the actor and action. Once again Marx’s thesis 
about men and women making history but not in the circumstances of their own choosing 
clarifies the point. The prefabricated world consists in institutions and forms restricting the 
possibilities of human action, and therefore to be human is to be at once social and restricted. 
To be human is to be prevented from acting freely. So why is the restrictive prefabricated 
world accepted?

One strand of the answer is obvious. Humans have to accept restriction because they ( we) 
are intrinsically social. As Bauman put the matter, it is ‘ exceedingly difficult, nay impossible, 
to think of the “ human person” outside of society or of “ society” independently of the in-
dividuals who compose it. If humans are something “ intrinsically” they are social’ (Bauman 
and Tester 2001: 43). There is no human independent of the social and consequently neither 
is there some state of nature where we can be  latter-  day noble savages and live as nature sup-
posedly intended. Remember: the historical situation, which necessarily includes the human, 
is rooted in praxis, not an ‘ out there’ amenable to scientific discovery and establishing what 
‘ must be done’. But there is another, more sociological, strand to the answer, and here Bau-
man develops a thesis recalling Freud. However, Bauman is interested in Freud as a cultural 
analyst, not as the founder of psychoanalysis. What Bauman takes from Freud is hinted at in 
the title of the book Postmodernity and Its Discontents ( Bauman 1997).

 

According to Freud, in civilization we renounce the free pursuit of our desires in ex-
change for the security of an orderly life together. This is the basis of our sexual neuroses 
and indeed of war and violence. Bauman offers a variation on this theme. Let us go back to 
his cognitive a priori. It postulates an image of ‘ man’ which is through praxis always tending 
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to undermine what is otherwise certain. What Bauman makes insufficiently clear, or at least 
what is so obvious to him it simply does not need to be said, is the status of ‘ man’ as a mate-
rial being too. As such to be human is to be a material being engaging in praxis. In order to be 
human then two conditions must be fulfilled. First there must be a resolution of problems 
of material vulnerability, and second there must be a capacity to engage in praxis. Here lies 
the problem: these two conditions are not necessarily compatible. Praxis might unsettle the 
prefabricated society in which vulnerability is mitigated by institutions, but these institutions 
by their very prefabrication impinge upon praxis. For Bauman the historical situation can 
be interpreted in terms of different i deal- t ypical resolutions of this contradiction. Modernity 
dealt with it through the almost t otal – a  nd therefore i nhuman –   mitigation of vulnerability 
at the expense of a lack of freedom, while postmodernity and liquid modernity sharply go 
in the opposite direction. They enhance freedom but at the expense of the exacerbation of 
vulnerability.

This is where political power, and indeed the power of politics, resides. For Bauman:

Human uncertainty and vulnerability are the foundations of all political power: it is 
against those twin. . . constant accompaniments of the human condition. . . that the 
modern state has promised to protect its subjects; and it is mostly from that promise that 
it has drawn its raison d’être as well as its citizens’ obedience and electoral support.

(2011a: 52) 

By this principle, the Holocaust was possible because the Nazi state promised to protect its 
citizens against all disorder. But the promise could only be delivered if the citizens suspended 
their moral conscience, and if those who were identified with disorder were annihilated.

Of course for Bauman this principle always has to be put into the context of the times, and 
this is the basis upon which he has offered the contribution of liquid modernity. It is liquid 
because institutions no longer mitigate vulnerability. Instead men and women are left to their 
own resources to try to find security. This is because the perfect society is now equated with 
the life of consumers who are free to  buy –  o r who are ‘ flawed consumers’ – r  ather than with 
groups that might be ambivalent in relation to the classifications of order ( Bauman 2007). In 
liquid modernity, Bauman writes:

the state washes its hands of the vulnerability and uncertainty arising from the logic. . . 
of free markets. The noxious frailty of social status is now redefined as a private af-
fair, a matter of individuals to deal with and cope using the resources in their private 
possession.

(2011a: 53) 

This might well make N azi-  style inhumanity all but impossible, but this liquid modern 
world nevertheless has its own inhumanities. One of them is the pursuit of love without 
binding commitment, a love that treats the other person as if they were a tissue, to be used 
and then thrown away ( Bauman 2003). Inhumanity, and more precisely the struggle to 
remain human in inhuman conditions, is not just written against the large and obvious 
events of history. The struggle is also woven into what we do in our daily lives today and 
tomorrow. It is so woven because it is an intrinsic part of what it means to be a material 
human, engaging in the uncertainties of praxis in a political and social order which prom-
ises security just so long as we do what we are told, or buy things to build a shield against 
vulnerability.
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At this point the discussion moves on to consider why Bauman develops the arguments he 
does. He does it in order to recover the possibility of humanity out of inhuman conditions. But in what 
does the recovery consist? The answer to this question takes the discussion to what is likely 
to prove to be Bauman’s principal contribution to social and cultural theory. The recovery of 
humanity consists in acting ethically. This point first emerges at the end of Bauman’s Holocaust 
book, as a statement of hope and faith in humanity  even –   or perhaps  especially –   out of the 
analysis of the worst inhumanity. Bauman’s treatment of the Holocaust takes him to a kind 
of ‘ ground zero’. There is nothing about the Holocaust that is peculiar, nothing abnormal. It 
is, instead, a magnificently clear illustration of where the design and implementation of the 
perfect order might lead when it is carried out according to the definitely modern instru-
mental rationality of bureaucracy pursuing the end of the perfect ‘ garden’. But while this 
can explain how the Holocaust could be carried o ut –  a nd indeed the analysis can even go 
some way towards explaining how the Nazis managed to get the victims not to rebel against 
their  fate –   there is one thing it cannot explain. As Bauman announces towards the end of 
the Holocaust book, his analysis cannot explain why some people were prepared to put ev-
erything in peril in order to try to protect the victims. The failure to explain is, however, 
precisely the point.

Bauman put the matter this way: ‘ Some ordinary people, normally  law- a biding, unas-
suming, n on-  rebellious and unadventurous, stood up to those in power and, oblivious to 
the consequences, gave priority to their own conscience’ ( 2000b: 168). Why did they do 
this?

One would search in vain for social, political or religious ‘ determinants’ of their unique-
ness. Their moral conscience, dormant in the absence of an occasion for militancy but 
now aroused, was truly their own personal attribute and p ossession –  u nlike immorality, 
which had to be socially produced.

(2000b: 168) 

In other words the actions of those who tried to help the victims of the Holocaust cannot 
be explained in sociological terms. Their decision so to help is rooted in a ‘ remainder’ 
beyond sociological explanation. On the one hand this takes the discussion straight back 
to Bauman’s cognitive a priori, and on the other hand it takes the discussion forward 
to his highly influential attempt to add a dimension of ethical theory to sociological 
analysis.

Acting ethically, for Bauman, means putting care for the other over and above any selfish 
desires or interests. The ethical action is one putting the self at risk in the name of attending 
to the needs of the other. The other is, simply, the person with whom one has relationships 
or a life of mutual dependency. In the situation of globalization this extends the ethical con-
cern to include everyone ( Bauman 1998). The principle of care for the other threads from the 
end of the Holocaust book to its most developed statement in Postmodern Ethics in 1993. It 
has become the ethical a priori within which Bauman has worked ever since. But note the 
title of the 1993 book. The ethical position is not an abstraction but always to be placed in 
the context of the historical situation in which humans are fated to have to make choices. In 
short, ethics is about historical praxis.

Bauman identified seven aspects of postmodern ethics and in so doing frequently 
slipped, in the terms of his discussion, from ethics to morality. First, humans are neither 
intrinsically good nor intrinsically evil. Instead we are ambivalent actors who have to make 
choices in circumstances not of our own choosing. Marx again. Second, moral actions are 
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 non-  rational. According to Bauman, ethical questions arise because we as humans are 
always in the world with others, and this social being precedes rational m eans-  ends cal-
culations. Third, moral choices are themselves ambivalent or, as Bauman puts it, aporetic. 
The human always contains the seed of the inhuman because, as Bauman explains, ‘ the 
impulse to care for the other, when taken to its extreme, leads to the annihilation of the 
autonomy of the Other, to domination and oppression’ ( 1993: 11). Fourth, morality is 
 non-  universalizable. When Bauman says this, he is not falling into the ‘ anything goes’ 
trap of moral relativism. Instead he is making a point about how ethical and moral codes 
imposed from outside have the effect of ‘ the silencing of moral impulse and channeling 
of moral capacities to socially designed targets that may, and do, include immoral pur-
poses’ ( 1993: 12). To illustrate this point think again about the social designed garden of 
the racially perfect Reich, and think too of the rescuers, whose ‘ moral impulse’ was not 
silenced. Fifth, from the point of view of the rational designs of social order, moral action 
is irrational and therefore a potential problem in need of management and control. Once 
again the cognitive a priori appears. Sixth, morality comes before society because we as 
material humans need to be cared for before we can enter into society. Consequently, 
‘being for the Other before one can be with the Other. . . is the first reality of the self, a 
starting point rather than a product of society’ ( Bauman 1993: 13). Bauman sees this being 
for the Other as the basis of a ‘ moral impulse’. Seventh, the relativity of ethics is a product 
of society itself trying to manage the unpredictability of being for the Other. Since to be 
ethical is to be for the Other, the ethical itself is neither relative nor variable. It is, instead, 
categorical.

 

With these claims about postmodern ethics, Bauman manages to establish a categorical 
 position –  o ne clearly compatible with his cognitive a p riori –   which can be used as a princi-
ple of the criticism of the historical situation. The situation can be understood and critiqued 
in terms of how it manages, manipulates or indeed emancipates the moral impulse. But this 
understanding can only be achieved through sociology. Consequently sociology itself be-
comes a fundamentally ethical practice. If, Bauman says, ethics is about social relationships, 
and if sociology is the study of social relationships, then sociology

is and cannot but be. . . an inquiry into the ways in which ethical rules are constructed 
and “ made to stick”, ways in which choices are made by humans and for the humans, 
alternative possibilities promoted, stifled and otherwise manipulated.

( Bauman and Tester 2001: 45)

This gives a programme for sociology, and it also has implications for how sociology is to be 
done.

The programme for sociology becomes one of exploring how and why the rules 
‘ stick’. Here Bauman uses terminology that points back to Gramsci. Gramsci saw what he 
called ‘ common sense’ as the root of arguments about there being no alternative to how 
things are, no chance of things becoming different. Bauman has a similar perspective. 
If sociology is the study of how rules ‘ stick’, and if this ‘ sticking’ is, first, implicated in 
the manipulation of the moral impulse and, second, a denial of the possibility of things 
being other than they are, then the practice of sociology becomes an attempt to under-
mine common sense. Sociology then is an exercise in raising questions and, thereby, 
emancipating men and women from being told what to do and what choices they ought 
to make. Sociology becomes an ally of the Gramscian task of changing the objects of 
history into its subjects.
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Main criticisms

There is a problem if the programme of sociology turns it into an encounter with common 
sense. As Bauman put it:

Perhaps more than other branches of scholarship, sociology finds its relation with com-
mon sense ( that rich yet disorganized, n on- s ystematic, often inarticulate and ineffable 
knowledge we use to conduct our daily business of life) fraught with problems decisive 
for its standing and practice.

(1990: 8)  

Quite simply, it has to be possible to maintain the difference and yet also the linkage between 
these two kinds of knowledge. The difference is necessary because the role of sociology is to 
contribute to a world for and of humans. The linkage is necessary because if sociology does 
not talk with the lived experience of the historical situation it becomes hubris. Once again it 
is possible to see the shadow of Gramsci.

Bauman identified four ways in which sociology and common sense are distinct. First, 
sociology ought to be responsible; it ought only to make claims that can be corroborated 
and ought to refuse to accept anything that is said to be true because ‘ I know it is true’. 
Sociology is analytical, not assertive. Second, sociology draws its material from a wider 
field than common sense. Common sense draws on the everyday, the close at hand and 
the  self- e vident, while sociology draws upon a broader field of material; it widens hori-
zons. Third, common sense makes sense of the world through the prism of the sovereign 
individual acting in almost glorious isolation in terms of her or his own will. By contrast, 
sociology is the analysis of the historical situation of the action. Finally, common sense is 
a knowledge that confirms the world and its arrangements ( Bauman says common sense is 
immune to questioning), whereas it is the business of the sociological to ‘ defamiliarise the 
familiar’. Sociology is not about confirmation at all. It is in the business of irritation. ( This 
list of the differences between common sense and sociology is drawn from Bauman 1990: 
12–15.)   

But how is this work of defamiliarization to take place? This is the point around which 
revolve the most telling criticisms of Bauman’s work. The defamiliarization does not take 
place through empirical research. Given Bauman’s cognitive a priori, it is no surprise to find 
in his work a remarkable absence of empirical data ( survey results, ethnographies, statis-
tics). Bauman’s texts also demonstrate a consistent and deep lack of interest in questions of 
methodology. Where sociologists stress methods, Bauman’s position implies, they are doing 
nothing other than trying to preserve the power of a degenerate profession. They are being 
deliberately s elf-  referential in order to hide from themselves their detachment from the lived 
experience of the historical situation. Consequently those criticisms of Bauman’s work that 
question his methods and the empirical evidence behind his claims fail. They come from the 
perspective of the very sociology he explicitly rejects.

The most incisive criticisms of Bauman’s work are those that take it on its own terms. 
Now it is important to remember what Bauman is trying to do. He is attempting to engage 
humans as the subjects and not the objects of praxis. As such he is less concerned to say to 
his readers ‘ this is what is happening’ than he is to engage in a conversation with them in 
the spirit of ‘ let us think about this together’. But how is this to be done? In order to play 
this role in changing historical situations, Bauman’s work has undergone something of a 
shift in style. The early density has given way to a style relying more on the anecdote and 
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fragment. His books appear in the style of a conversation, diary or collection of letters. 
For each of these approaches see Living on Borrowed Time (Bauman and Rovirosa-Madrazo
2010; this is just one of numerous books of conversations with Bauman), This Is Not a Diary 
( Bauman 2012) and 44 Letters from the Liquid Modern World ( Bauman 2010). But perhaps 
the most significant change consists in the turn towards a style of sociology that is heavily 
dependent upon metaphor. The metaphors certainly stimulate c onversation –   this is what 
Bauman intends them to d o –  b ut the question is whether the conversation is about the 
metaphor or the lived experience of the historical situation which the metaphor attempts 
to grasp.

      

The issue of Bauman’s metaphors has been discussed most tellingly by Charles Turner. For 
Turner, Bauman’s reliance on metaphor is not always successful. First, Turner says, ‘ metaphor 
is never deployed at the level of discourse, so that the work contains no vision of sociology as 
a distinct intellectual exercise, no clearly defined apparatus for studying society’ ( 2010: 100). 
This is not an entirely valid point to make against Bauman. As we have seen there is most 
definitely a ‘ vision of sociology as a distinct intellectual exercise’ in Bauman’s work, even if 
it is not universally embraced. Indeed it would actually be contrary to the spirit of Bauman’s 
work for his vision to be accepted by everyone, because, if it were, no conversation would be 
possible. Turner’s second point is more cutting. Bauman, he says, uses metaphor as a way of 
dramatizing his work, and this is a problem because the metaphors are often called upon to 
go beyond drama: ‘ Bauman at times has more grandiose aims; not exactly for a conceptual 
framework, but certainly for something which is required to do a good deal of work’ ( Turner 
2010: 101).

When Turner seeks to illustrate this point, he looks immediately to two of Bauman’s most 
influential metaphors. First, Turner focuses on Bauman’s association of the Holocaust with 
the gardening practices of the modern state. The metaphor of ‘ gardening’ is used both as a 
conversational  device –  a w ay of getting us to think about the  Holocaust –   and also as an accu-
rate depiction of the relationship between ordering designs and state practices. Consequently 
the status of the metaphor slips from one use to another, and in its latter version, Turner 
( 2010: 101) implies, it adds nothing to the weight of existing scholarship on the Holocaust. 
The second metaphor upon which Turner focuses is ‘ liquid modernity’. Here Turner sees 
nothing new beyond the metaphor. On the one hand the connection of modernity and li-
quidity has been known since Marx and Engels, and on the other hand it ‘ is the sort of image 
that is unlikely to lead to anything one could call a serviceable model of social analysis’ ( 2010: 
101) beyond the identification of what has become liquid. In short, Turner almost implies,
this metaphor is a tautology.

For Turner, Bauman’s metaphors lead to an overload of description which manages to hide 
a lack of ‘ conceptual and methodological innovation’ ( Turner 2010: 103). These metaphors as 
descriptions owe everything to Bauman’s intuition; they seem to have validity because they 
‘ appeal rather directly to the reader’s own instincts’ ( Turner 2010: 103), and, the implication 
seems to be, they will not last.

Importance and future development

It is worth thinking about the possibility of Bauman’s metaphors not lasting. It goes to the 
heart of the future development of his work. It will only develop if it continues to stimulate 
a conversation about the historical situation of human praxis. This conversation is important 
because it plays a part in transforming humans from the objects into the active subjects of 
history. In short, the future development of Bauman’s work and the conversation with him 
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can only be achieved in the very praxis the work seeks to recover. From this follow two 
principles for the assessment and future of the work.

First of all, if Bauman’s work inspires the formation of a Baumanian school or distinctive 
approach it will have failed by its own lights. This point can be put more brutally. If at any 
time anyone claims to be a ‘ Baumanian’, they have provided sufficient evidence of their abso-
lute failure to understand the work they claim as their own. Back to Gramsci and the critique 
of the degenerate professionalized party.

Second, the future development of Bauman’s work, both by Zygmunt Bauman and by the 
readers who enter into conversation with the texts bearing his name, remains precisely there, 
in the future. It cannot be predicted, and, once again, even to attempt to do so is to contradict 
the principles according to which the work was produced.

Bauman’s work connects social and cultural theory to history and to a principled faith in 
humans if they are left to be the subjects of their own history. But history piles up against 
praxis in the present. It is the role of sociology to recover humanity and, thereby, to open 
up the future to the possible, not the probable. Exactly the same point applies to the future 
of Bauman’s work. The task is to nurture possible readings, possible conversations and not the 
probable, institutionally authorized, ones. The task is to keep it human.
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Introduction and historical overview

The concept of ideology has a genealogy that traces through some central moments and 
dilemmas of modernity and postmodernity and a presence that recurs in the explanation 
of how societies are reproduced and human subjectivities are organized. Born during the 
French Revolution, under the shadow of the guillotine, it survived in the person of its orig-
inator, Antoine Destutt de Tracy, to become a guiding concept for the realization of the 
ambitions of the Enlightenment in the period following the Thermidorian Reaction, with 
its defeat of Robespierre and the Committee of Public Safety. In this revolutionary setting, 
ideology was conceived as knowledge based on the certainties of first principles and as an 
antidote to the prejudices and inexact p re-  judgements of custom and tradition, especially as 
communicated through ordinary language. It was conceived, then, as the inverse of its now 
typical cluster of connotations and meanings in which misrecognition figures are large. Yet 
this very splitting between valid and invalid forms of consciousness, knowledge or belief has 
continued to haunt notions of ideology throughout its subsequent career.

With de Tracy’s accession to a position of considerable political power, these guiding first 
principles that the science of ideology was regarded as revealing began to find their way into 
public policy, especially as regards education. At first Napoleon supported the ideologues, but 
soon their adherence to first principles so infuriated him that he came to regard their new sci-
ence as an assault on sound common sense and a threat to governmental authority. Napoleon 
lambasted de Tracy and his fellow ideologues as ‘ windbags’ and proclaimed:

we must lay the blame for all the ills that our fair France has suffered on ideology, that 
shadowy metaphysics which subtly searches for first causes on which to base the legisla-
tion of peoples, rather than making use of laws known to the human heart.

( Billig 1982: 12)

In a premonition of its later history, Napoleon’s characterization of ideology as ‘ shadowy 
metaphysics’ anticipates the appropriation of the term by Marx and Engels in The German 
Ideology ( 1970). The uncanny  co-  presence of two joined yet opposite meanings of ‘ ideology’ 
was now in place. If for the first ideologues ‘ ideology’ was a theory and method for the 
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establishment of veridical truths, by the time it was adopted by Marx and Engels it referred 
to the opposite of truth; it referenced illusion and deception. However, for Marx ideology 
was more than merely tricky and misleading; people went along with it and believed in the 
errors about the proprieties of social life that ideology promulgated. It had an unexplained 
capacity to fascinate and deceive.

If Napoleon had debunked ideology, another great political and revolutionary figure, 
Vladimir Lenin, resuscitated its virtue, at least when it took the proper form of socialist 
ideology. Truth and error were no longer inside or, alternatively, outside ideology. Rather 
some, namely socialist, ideologies were valid, as they accurately portrayed the character of 
social relations as class relations and accurately anticipated the necessary direction of histori-
cal change, while other, reactionary, ideologies were invalid and misleading as they served as 
apologias and justifications for the maintenance of exploitative and alienating social relations. 
In Lenin’s hands ideology, by itself, became a neutral term depicting systems of belief and 
practice that took on positive or negative connotations depending upon the political system 
that was advocated. This amounts to a widening of the scope of the concept and highlights 
that political contestation involves ideological conflict. Some ideologies are progressive; oth-
ers are conservative or regressive. Some depict the real processes that determine social order 
and change, whereas others mislead, confuse and oppress. Whatever their tendency, political 
movements involve the deployment of political ideologies in order to recruit support and to 
establish their preferred social models as proper forms of social organization. With this move 
Lenin shifted the term ‘ ideology’ towards the commonplace meaning it holds today, as a 
descriptive term for one or another set of principles and practices that compete to exercise 
political and social power.

In effect, Lenin generalized ideology as a common feature of political power and conflict. 
Already, then, we have seen both restricted and expansive usages of the term ‘ ideology’. For 
de Tracy and his colleagues, as for Napoleon and Marx, ideology is restricted to referenc-
ing one or the opposite side of a polarity between truth and error. With Lenin, however, 
ideology is not split in this manner. The truth or falsity of ideology depends on the specific 
content of particular ideologies. Ideologies can be true or false but also progressive or re-
actionary. Antonio Gramsci extended this by recognizing that ideologies of various kinds 
compete to establish their hegemony or dominance and to establish the implicit assumptions 
and beliefs that count as common sense and thereby support the established social order.

If some ideologies could be regarded as progressive while others were regressive, this was 
never more apparent than in Nazi Germany as Hitler rose to power. That Germany, the most 
advanced of the capitalist economies, failed to achieve the transition to socialism thoroughly 
confounded the Marxist orthodoxy of the time. All the objective conditions were in place for 
the great transformation to socialism. What got in the way? In addressing this question, the 
Frankfurt School of social theorists introduced ideology as the massive fly in the ointment, 
so to speak. They also resuscitated another feature of ideology’s uncanny o ther- s idedness, in 
which a leading feature that had apparently been eliminated had actually only been repressed. 
Psychology, now in the guise of psychoanalysis, returned to help explain how ideology oper-
ated to stall and divert the trajectory towards a rational socialist society in Germany and the 
other advanced European economies. The original ideologues also relied on a psychological 
theory, although one very different from psychoanalysis. Indeed, de Tracy’s colleague, Pierre 
Cabanis, one of the founding figures of physiological psychology, proposed and used the term 
‘ ideology’ as a term covering what today we refer to as psychology.

De Tracy argued that ‘ thinking is only sensing’ and that while individual sensations are veridi-
cal, they are also ‘ in [themselves] absolutely internal and  non-  transmittable’ ( Billig 1982: 14, 18). 
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They are trapped within the monadic self and rely on natural language for their communication 
to others. The ideologues argued that in the social act of transmission through language these 
veridical sensations were corrupted. This arose from the inexact character of ordinary language. 
A new precise and uniform language purged of all metaphysics was thus essential, and the ideo-
logues were determined to develop such a language and introduce their method into France’s 
education system. We see, then, that the term ‘ ideology’ encompassed psychology in its very 
conception, and we will see the return of this often repressed element in several versions of ide-
ology as we proceed. From the Frankfurt School through Althusser to Žižek, a very different 
kind of psychology to that envisaged by the ideologues, namely psychoanalysis, is incorporated 
as a supplement to Marxist and related social theories. Language also takes on a more prominent 
role in understandings of how ideology operates.

Major developments and contributors

Karl Marx ( and Friedrich Engels)

Two distinct accounts of ideology are evident in Marx’s writings, both of which have in-
fluenced more recent conceptualizations. The first is developed in The German Ideology, co-
 authored with Friedrich Engels, where Napoleon’s negative coding of the term ‘ ideology’ is 
carried forward, although the evaluation is switched. Now, Napoleon’s ‘ laws known to the 
human heart’ fall under suspicion.

  

The German Ideology developed Marx’s materialist conception of history by playing out 
some implications of the distinction between consciousness, ideas and ideology on the one 
hand and sensuous human activity or practice on the other. Historical materialism does not 
begin with a focus upon consciousness but with a focus upon the production and reproduc-
tion of material life. In their material activity, human beings also produce their conceptions 
of the world. However, with social change and the development of class relations, these 
conceptions come to represent class interests and, typically, to protect and preserve ruling 
class interests. They do so by, at once, reflecting class interests and distorting that reflection. 
Thus, ideology comes to mean any cultural form or system of representation, or any form 
of consciousness which, at once, captures and distorts class interests, making them appear as 
universal interests which are the natural attributes of a properly ordered society. Religion is 
one example of this; liberal political economy is another.

Much of this is illustrated by the famous camera obscura metaphor from The German 
Ideology and in the related discussion of ideologies as ‘ forms of consciousness’ that have ‘ no 
history, no development’ ( Marx and Engels 1970: 47). The camera obscura is a device for 
capturing an image on a screen or other material, such as paper. The camera obscura inverts 
the image, presenting it upside down. For Marx and Engels, this provided a useful metaphor 
for their first theory of ideology. As they put it, ‘ If in all ideology men and their circum-
stances appear  upside-  down as in a camera obscura, this phenomenon arises just as much from 
their historical l ife- p rocess as the inversion of objects on the retina does from their physical 
life-process’ (1970: 47).    

The inversion of the image indicates how appearances can deceive. The real action is 
somewhere else, yet people fall under the spell of the image. Moreover, the image is merely 
that an image of something projected onto a  two- d imensional screen. It is insubstantial and 
it lacks efficacy. It gets things round the wrong way because it draws attention away from the 
 real- l ife processes that it reflects and, through inversion, distorts. This is the way ideology 
operates in this first Marxist account.
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The story is complicated, however, as The German Ideology was only published after the 
death of both Marx and Engels. Nevertheless, it became an important text for later Marxists, 
including Louis Althusser, who responds to it at some length in his major essay on ideology. 
In a series of letters written after Marx’s death, Engels was concerned to counter readings that 
twisted, as he put it, the materialist conception of history into one ‘ saying that the economic 
element is the only determining one’ rather than ‘ the ultimately determining element’. He 
continues in his letter to Bloch:

The economic situation is the basis, but the various elements of the  superstructure –  
 political forms of the class struggle and its results, to wit: constitutions established by the 
victorious class. . ., juridical forms and even the reflexes of all these actual struggles in 
the brains of the participants, political, juristic, philosophical theories, religious views 
and. . .  dogmas –   also exercise their influence.

( Engels 1972: 294)

Engels granted, however, that ‘ Marx and I are ourselves partly to blame for the fact that 
the younger people sometimes lay more stress on the economic side than is due to it’, and, 
to counter this, he points to nuanced ‘ application( s)’ of the theory by Marx, especially in 
his study of The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, in which ‘ intersecting forces’ are 
addressed.

Nevertheless, the major role accorded to the ‘ economic side’ and the minor one, at most, 
attributed to ideology are outlined in this famous statement from The German Ideology:

We set out from real, active men, and on the basis of their real  life-  process we demon-
strate the development of the ideological reflexes and echoes of this  life-  process. The 
phantoms formed in the human brain are also, necessarily, sublimates of their material 
 life-  process, which is empirically verifiable and bound to material premises. Morality, 
religion, metaphysics, all the rest of ideology and their corresponding forms of con-
sciousness, thus no longer retain the semblance of independence. They have no history, 
no development; but men, developing their material production and their material inter-
course, alter, along with this their real existence, their thinking and the products of their 
thinking. Life is not determined by consciousness, but consciousness by life.

( Marx and Engels 1970: 47)

This phrasing harks back to the ideologues, but with a significant difference and another 
inversion. If  real-  life processes produce mental reflexes and sublimates ‘ in the human brain’, 
as the ideologues had proposed, these very reflexes and sublimates, as ideologies, are also 
characterized as echoes and phantoms. They suffer distortion as they move from r eal- l ife 
processes to mental representations, as if captured in a camera obscura. The effect of all this 
is that they ‘ no longer retain the semblance of independence’ and they ‘ have no history, no 
development’.

Given this almost thorough rejection of ideology as producing any social or political ef-
fects, we might wonder why the concept survived and thrived in later Marxist theory and 
beyond. Yet, even when cast in this negative light, we can still discern how this early Marxist 
argument regarding ideology carries several linked implications. First, it debunks idealist 
explanations of social organization and political power, a task that Engels in his later letters 
regarded as critical: ‘ We had to emphasise the main principle vis a vis our adversaries, who 
denied it’ ( 1972: 295). Second, it argues that established ideals and beliefs mislead people into 



John Cash

120

misunderstanding how social organization is produced and transformed. Third, as they are 
understood through ideology, established social formations tend to be regarded as natural and 
proper. We can see then that despite the main tendency of the argument developed in The 
German Ideology, its implications raise questions as to whether ideology is really so irrelevant 
after all. Is it really only a  second- o rder effect of real processes located at the level of produc-
tion? That list of morality, religion and metaphysics is a list of belief systems to which people 
subscribe and with which they passionately interact. What is left out is any explanation as to 
why such ideologies can exercise a powerful hold over people’s understandings, especially 
given that their routine experience as productive workers should be telling them some-
thing else. This question of how and why ideology works its trickery, and the implications 
this capacity has for its efficacy, resonates through later theories of ideology. Psychological 
concerns, subliminally glimpsed though not embraced in some of the formulations of The 
German Ideology, also return to centre stage, as we will see.

It is a moot point whether any psychology figures in Marx’s later theory of ideology, as 
developed in his magnum opus Capital and other writings from the final period of his life. In 
particular, with the argument developed in Capital about the fetishism of commodities and 
the fetishism of capital, it seems clear that any residual or repressed psychologism had been 
fully eradicated from accounts of how ideology operates. Certainly, that is the  near-  universal 
consensus.

In The Manifesto of the Communist Party Marx and Engels explained the effects of capital-
ism’s dynamism as follows:

Constant revolutionising of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social condi-
tions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all 
earlier ones. All fixed, f ast- f rozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable 
prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all n ew-  formed ones become antiquated before 
they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at 
last compelled to face with sober senses his real conditions of life, and his relations with 
his kind.

(1983: 207)  

However, in Capital volume 1 this revolutionary shift to facing the real conditions of life with 
‘ sober senses’, the true objective of the original ideologues, met with the obstacle of ideology, 
now operating as a ‘ fetishism of commodities’ and a ‘ fetishism of capital’.

Belief in a god or totemic figure is the common example of a fetish that Marx had in mind 
as a starting point for his argument about the fetishism of commodities. The power to pro-
duce real effects in the world of persons, animals, plants and things is mistakenly attributed 
to a fetish which disguises the real causal processes in operation. Clearly, this is consistent 
with the argument in The German Ideology about ‘ morality, religion, . . . all the rest of ideol-
ogy and their corresponding forms of consciousness’ ( Marx and Engels 1970: 47) in that an 
 epiphenomenon –   the religion or f etish –  h as causal agency attributed to it when that agency 
or power actually resides elsewhere. However, Marx’s fetishism of commodities differs from 
the cultural and psychic processes of inversion and distortion outlined in The German Ideology 
in significant ways. Capitalism and the bourgeois epoch have been so  transformative – ‘   all 
that is solid melts into air’ –  t hat the appearance that social reality takes, the way it presents 
itself to human consciousness, has diverged from its essence. ( Marx is drawing on Hegel’s 
distinction between appearance and essence.) This confounding ideological effect ( restricted 
to bourgeois society) arises from the way the commodity appears to have an intrinsic value 
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in and of itself, a value that excludes or represses recognition of the human labour that went 
into its production. Marx argues that this is how the fetishism of commodities operates as 
ideology: by taking the appearance for the essence and inverting the relation between human 
labour and the c ommodity – g  etting things round the wrong way. As Marx puts it in Capital, 
volume 1:

They do this without being aware of it. Value, therefore, does not have its description branded 
on its forehead; it rather transforms every product of labour into a social hieroglyphic. 
Later on, men try to decipher the hieroglyphic, to get behind the secret of their own 
social product; for the characteristic which objects of utility have of being values is as 
much men’s social product as is their language.

(1976: 166–67, emphasis added)    

Again we see that i deology –   now in the form of the way social reality appears or presents 
itself to human s ubjects –  d isguises a secret truth enigmatically inscribed onto the commod-
ity, yet almost impossible to decipher. The secret truth is that the real relationship that pro-
duces commodities with a use value is the relationship between human beings as producers 
of these very commodities. Under capitalism that is a profoundly unequal and exploitative 
relationship that most people must suffer in order to survive, as all they have to exchange is 
their labour power. Yet, as value appears to reside in the commodity itself, in the form of its 
exchange value, and not in the human labour that has produced it, and as commodity ex-
change appears as an equal exchange of a certain value for an equivalent value, the ideological 
trick of keeping secret the truth about the social character of production under capitalism is 
achieved. The fetishized commodity has blinded people to the real social relations of pro-
duction that created it. It has turned the tables by disguising and distorting the real social 
relations between producers as an apparent relation between things. As Marx writes: ‘ It is 
nothing but the definite social relation between men themselves which assumes here, for 
them, the fantastic form of a relation between things’ ( 1976: 165).

While it is clear that, for Marx, capitalism introduces a fold in social reality so that the 
fetishism of commodities as an appearance trumps and covers over the essence of production 
as a social relation between human beings, nevertheless there is a significant further aspect 
that usually goes unremarked. It is captured in Marx’s statement, italicized above, that ‘ They 
do this without being aware of it’. In the original German, this is written as ‘ Sie wissen das 
nicht, aber sie tun es’. A more literal translation, as translated by Slavoj Žižek ( 1989: 28) for 
instance, is ‘ they do not know it, but they are doing it’. The German verb ‘ wissen’ is usu-
ally restricted to knowing facts or knowing about things, rather than knowing someone, 
knowing a person. So Marx argues that within capitalist societies we routinely invert the so-
cial relation between individuals living within human communities into a relation between 
commodities. This produces the ideological effect of inverting cause and effect, essence and 
appearance; the relations between commodities and persons are routinely misconstrued. A 
similar inversion occurs with what Marx terms the fetishism of capital. It appears as if pro-
ductive power is immanent in capital itself, whereas Marx argues that this power is actually 
located in the labourers themselves.

Marx’s statement that ‘ they do not know it, but they are doing it’ contains the idea that 
even when ideology is generated as an effect of how social reality presents itself within 
bourgeois societies, an accompanying psychological process is also involved. This is not 
the usual reading; however, it does seem unavoidable. In effect, Marx implicitly anticipates 
how psychoanalytic theory can supplement the theory of ideology. To trick oneself without 



John Cash

122

being aware you are doing so is to imply that unconscious processes are in play and produc-
ing this effect. This is why Lacan argued that Marx invented the symptom ( Žižek 1989: 11). 
A concern with human psychology as either a source or a medium of distortion within the 
fields of social production and social relations regularly resurfaces in theories of ideology. 
This would seem to occur even in those versions where social reality itself appears as a dis-
tortion: a  secret- p roducing,  self-  disguising form of social relations. At the least we can state 
that the later history of ideology as an analytic concept bears this out. While clearly reject-
ing ‘ psychologism’ in which only psychological factors are considered, many later theories 
of ideology incorporate a psychological dimension, as conceptualized by psychoanalytic 
theory.

The Frankfurt School

The Institute for Social Research was established in Frankfurt, Germany, by a group of 
 left- w ing intellectuals in the m id- 1 920s. Its leading figures included Theodor Adorno, 
Max Horkheimer, Erich Fromm, Herbert Marcuse and Walter Benjamin. The group in-
cluded philosophers, economists and psychoanalysts, and they all shared a commitment to 
critical theory modelled on Marx’s work ( his critique of political economy) and influenced 
by Kant’s critiques and by Hegel. Given their shared commitment to Marxism, the polit-
ical and economic situation in Russia, Germany and other parts of Europe gave rise to a 
shared recognition that Marxist theory needed to be supplemented, in order to adequately 
account for the fact that the transition to socialism was playing itself out in the techno-
logically backward Russia rather than in the most advanced economies and societies, such 
as Germany. Indeed, in Germany, where, in accord with Marxist theory, this transition 
had been anticipated, quite a different rough beast was about to be born. There were, it 
had become evident, gaps in Marxist theory that needed to be remedied, and the theory 
of ideology was a leading instance. It needed to be supplemented by a better understand-
ing of human psychology as it emerged within and interacted with economic and social 
conditions.

If the original ideologues had been concerned with realizing the rationality potentials of 
the Enlightenment, the Frankfurt School became concerned with what they termed the dia-
lectic of Enlightenment. They argued that the Enlightenment project contained an inherent 
underside in the form of an instrumental rationality that had colonized all aspects of life and 
had become the hegemonic reality principle of the modern era. This led to a disenchantment 
of the world, as Weber had already argued, and the emergence of ‘ a new kind of barbarism’, 
as evidenced in the wars and atrocities of the first part of the twentieth century ( Horkheimer 
and Adorno 2002: xiv). The Frankfurt School drew on psychoanalytic theory to carry for-
ward this analysis of the dialectic of enlightenment. Psychoanalysis was one theory that 
enabled them to grasp the underside of the Enlightenment project. It enabled them to see 
the corrosive and destructive element cast in among the Enlightenment’s illusions about ra-
tionality, universality, cosmopolitanism, progress and development.

Erich Fromm and the satisfactions of ideology

Erich Fromm, as a practising psychoanalyst, played a major role in integrating psychoanal-
ysis into the Marxist orientation of the Frankfurt School. Fromm eventually split from the 
school, but, while still a member and living in Germany prior to Hitler’s rise to power, 
Fromm set out to develop a theory of ideology that integrated Marx and Freud.
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In ‘ The method and function of an analytic social psychology’, published in 1932, Fromm 
argued that the task of a ( psycho)-  analytic social psychology ‘ is to explain the shared, socially 
relevant, psychic attitudes and i deologies – a  nd their unconscious roots in p articular – i  n 
terms of the influence of economic conditions on libido strivings’ ( 1978: 486). The place 
where this influence is most fully exercised is the family. As Fromm puts it: ‘ The family is 
the medium through which the society or the social class stamps its specific structure on 
the child, and hence on the adult. The family is the psychological agency of society’ ( 1978: 483, 
original emphasis). In making this argument, Fromm places socialization within the family 
as the medium that transfers the social demand for a certain type of person, with a particular 
orientation to authority, into the interior of the human psyche.

This is a radical move. Ideology is no longer merely a false consciousness, nor is it the 
distorting, indeed inverting, effect of commodity fetishism. Rather, ideology is a culturally 
available mentality that arises from unconscious processes conditioned by social demands. In 
turn, ideology satisfies unconscious desires in a manner that preserves social order. Ideology 
links and integrates, or cements together, the functional requirements for the reproduction 
of a social order with the psychic desires of socialized subjects. Critical to this capacity is its 
emotional dimension. Along with a cognitive dimension that declares that current social ar-
rangements are proper or valid, ideology also has an emotional dimension that provides satis-
faction and enjoyment. It satisfies unconscious desires because ‘ the impact of an idea depends 
essentially on its unconscious content, which appeals to certain drives’ ( Fromm 1978: 491). 
For instance, Fromm argued that authoritarian regimes with their demand for obedience to 
authority and their spectacles of power and submission satisfied sadomasochistic desires that 
were a characteristic of the German libidinal structure: the typical personality type as social-
ized within the typical family structure ( 1978: 484).

The first sentence of Fromm’s essay reads: ‘ Psychoanalysis is a materialistic psychology 
which should be classed among the natural sciences’ ( 1978: 478). This is a brilliant rhetor-
ical move, as it immediately dispatches any c ounter- a rgument that psychoanalysis is only 
concerned with thoughts, feelings, symptoms, dreams and illusions: everything that might 
readily be characterized as idealist or part of a s o-  called superstructure. Like Marxism, psy-
choanalysis is ‘ materialistic’, as it focuses on human beings as both bodily and social beings 
with physiologically based drives that demand satisfaction. To validate this argument Fromm 
draws especially upon Freud’s Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, as they are so clearly 
concerned with bodily derived experiences and desires. In particular, he follows Freud’s 
early distinction between the instincts for s elf-  preservation and the sexual instincts. Fromm 
points out that while the s elf-  preservative instincts cannot be postponed, for long, and cannot 
be repressed, sublimated or interchanged, the sexual instincts can be. As Fromm puts it, ‘ a 
sexual wish can be satisfied in a way that may be far removed from the original sexual goal’. 
He extends this by explaining that ‘ the drives towards  self-  preservation must be satisfied by 
real concrete means, while the sex drives can often be satisfied by pure fantasies’ ( 1978: 479).

Ideologies operate as shared fantasies that provide pleasure by satisfying the libidinal 
drives. Fromm argues:

neither the external power apparatus nor rational interests would suffice to guarantee 
the functioning of the society, if the libidinal strivings of the people were not involved. 
They serve as the cement, as it were, without which the society would not hold together, 
and which contributes to the production of important social ideologies in every cultural 
sphere.

(1978: 493)  
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As well as believing in an ideology that matches their personality structure, people are also 
attached to the ideology because of the substitute gratification it offers. This latter aspect 
accounts for the power of ideology. However, change in the forces or relations of production 
can destabilize the complementarity between psyche and society, and then the same psychic 
energies that have operated as cement can turn into ‘ dynamite’ that explodes the established 
social order ( 1978: 495).

However, while holding out a transformative potential, the main emphasis in Fromm’s 
account of ideology falls heavily on its capacity to cement the society together, thereby 
promoting a society’s reproduction in its current form. This was a principal concern of the 
Frankfurt School, as Marxist predictions about transformation in the most advanced societ-
ies, such as Germany, were not being realized. The capacity of ideology to satisfy people’s 
desires, even against their better interests, provided an explanation for social inertia and the 
reproduction of established identities and patterns of social relations. In this understanding 
ideology was in no way epiphenomenal. Rather, it played a central, typically conservative, 
role in the ordering of society.

Fromm’s account of how ideology operates has many strengths, and we will see some of 
these reiterated in subsequent approaches to  ideology –   typically without direct reference 
to Fromm’s argument. However, by privileging the significance of socialization within the 
family so completely, he falls prey to what Dennis Wrong has termed ‘ the oversocialized 
conception of man’ ( 1976: 37), in which the split and internally divided human subject of 
 psychoanalysis – he  nce also the discontented s ubject –   is thoroughly penetrated and shaped 
by the social demand. Fromm’s argument presumes that at each historical moment an over-
arching and common character type is formed, without excess or remainder. The social 
conditions dominate and domesticate the psyche. For Freud, human subjects always remain 
divided and decentred subjects. For Fromm, however, while we begin as divided and decen-
tred subjects, after having been stamped by the social logic we become thoroughly stabilized 
and fixed in a particular subjective orientation that matches the social logic. Once established 
in childhood, this psychic organization persists into adulthood. The appeal of ideology, its 
capacity to cement a society together against the better interests of many of its citizens or 
subjects, is collapsed into the domesticating effects of the family as a social institution that, to 
reiterate, stamps ‘ on the child, and hence on the adult’ ( Fromm 1978: 483, emphasis added) an 
appropriate and efficient character type that has internalized and gains satisfaction from the 
demands of the social logic.

This socialization approach is unduly restrictive regarding the ways in which the social 
and the subjective interact. It presumes that each individual, locked away in the crucible of 
the family, was stamped out as one among many copies of a particular type, the authoritar-
ian type being the main case Fromm had in mind. Thereafter, these individuals enter the 
broader society predisposed to take satisfaction from those economic, social and political 
practices that efficiently reproduce the established social formation. Microcosm and macro-
cosm match, with ideology holding the structure in place by routinely administering substi-
tute gratifications. Of course, socialization is an important formative process, but we should 
question whether it is as uniform across a society or class as Fromm presumes and whether 
it is as totalizing in the way it shapes human subjectivity, without any remainder or excess. 
Taking up this issue of an excess, we should also notice that the account of human subjectiv-
ity presented by psychoanalysis includes a recognition that subjectivity can be  re-  organized 
in the here and now of the present moment, irrespective of prior socialization effects. Freud 
( 1991) makes this very clear in ‘ Group psychology and the analysis of the ego’, as we will see 
in discussing Theodor Adorno’s approach to ideology.
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Theodor Adorno and the eclipse of the individual

For Fromm, ideology is pervasive throughout all societies involving inequality and exploita-
tion. It both legitimates and offers satisfying compensations for such exploitation by attaching 
itself to the socially conditioned human psyche. Theodor Adorno understands ideology in 
a broadly similar way. In his Lectures on Negative Dialectics Adorno argues that most people 
fail to recognize the extent to which ‘ subjective modes of behavior in modern societies are 
dependent on objective social structures’ ( 2008: 100). Extending Marx on the fetishism of 
commodities, Adorno claims that subjective behaviours are ‘ the mere appearances of those 
structures’. He continues:

It follows that since the immediate consciousness of human beings is a necessary illusion, 
it is in great measure ideology. And when I said in my lecture on society. . . that I regarded it  
as the signature of our age that human beings were becoming ideology, then this is 
precisely what I meant.

(2008: 100) 

In the published version of the lecture on ‘ society’ referred to above, Adorno writes that 
‘ it might be said without greatly exaggerating that at present people have literally become 
ideology in their actual existence, since ideology is preparing to immortalize the false life 
despite its obvious  wrong- he adedness’ ( 2008: 241). As a consequence, ‘ the cementing func-
tion which ideologies once possessed has been seeping from them, on the one hand into the 
overwhelming power of existing circumstances as such and, on the other hand, into the 
psyche of human beings’ ( 2008: 241). Regarding this invasion of the psyche, Adorno writes:

Without psychology in which the objective constraints are continually internalized anew, 
it would be impossible to understand how people passively accept a state of unchanging 
destructive irrationality and, moreover, how they integrate themselves into movements 
that stand in rather obvious contradiction to their own interests.

( 2005: 271, emphasis added)

How are objective circumstances and constraints continually internalized anew? Adorno 
agreed with Fromm on the significance of family socialization. This is evident in The Author-
itarian Personality, a multiply authored study published in 1950 with which he was centrally 
involved. However, in 1951 he turned to Freud’s ‘ Group psychology and the analysis of the 
ego’ as the crucial reference for his essay ‘F reudian theory and the pattern of fascist propa-
ganda’. In this essay, we gain a clearer account of how the t horough- g oing colonization of 
human subjectivity envisaged by Adorno actually operates.

Adorno says admiringly of Freud that in ‘ Group psychology’, ‘ long before the danger of 
German fascism appeared to be acute’, Freud’s sensitivity was such that ‘ though he was hardly 
interested in the political phase of the problem, [he] clearly foresaw the rise and nature of fas-
cist mass movements in purely psychological categories’ ( Adorno 1991: 115). Adorno places 
Freud’s argument in a broader context by arguing that an ideology such as fascism achieves 
predominance by exploiting human psychology on behalf of the interests of a dominant class.

The psychological process that installs ideology at the level of the human subject is what 
Freud termed identification. Identification is a major psychoanalytic concept, as it concerns 
the processes through which the psyche is organized or ‘ civilized’ by internalizing aspects of 
the subject’s relation to others. Identifications are first organized around the relations with 
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the parents, but later this includes other family members, friends and lovers, charismatic 
individuals and, significantly, ideals and ideologies that present us with images of how we 
should or might be. It is through identifications that the ego produces a partial alteration of 
itself after the model of the object or other with which it identifies.

Freud discerned a particular, regressive kind of identification when a group mentality 
emerges, one that undoes the prior psychic organization established through socialization. 
Freud called this ‘ the libidinal constitution of groups’:

A primary group of this kind is a number of individuals who have put one and the same 
object in the place of their ego ideal [later termed the superego] and have consequently 
identified themselves with one another in their ego.

(1991: 147)  

In this model, individualized psychic structures are undone by the emergence of a group 
mentality. A group of individuals find themselves drawn into a group mentality in which 
their ego ideal, or superego, is displaced through internalization of the group ideology or 
leader and, at the same time, their ego is  re-  organized through a series of identifications with 
the members of the group, all of whom share the same ideology or leader as their substitute 
superego. Through this process ideology colonizes the human subject by making shared 
beliefs, such as Adorno’s example of the ‘ Fuhrer ideology’, the common identification that 
displaces the superegos of group members, thereby creating homogenous subjects at the level 
of the ego.

Adorno follows this argument closely, but with two variations. First, he presumes that 
prior socialization in state capitalist societies predisposes subjects to regress to the group 
mentality: ‘ It may well be the secret of fascist propaganda that it simply takes men for what 
they are: the true children of today’s standardized mass culture, largely robbed of autonomy 
and spontaneity’ ( 1991: 129). From this phrasing, we can see that Adorno is thinking beyond 
those societies in which fascist regimes came to power, as his focus on the United States 
indicates.

Second, Adorno regards the manipulation of populations so that they identify with a 
dominant ideology as an induced condition perpetrated on behalf of economic elites and 
their interests, rather than as a spontaneous psychological regression. While this is how fascist 
ideology operates, it is also a feature of other ideologies, as his reference to ‘ today’s standard-
ized mass culture’ highlights. This is even clearer in the discussion of the culture industry 
in Dialectic of Enlightenment,  co-  authored with Horkheimer, where they write that the ad-
vance of bourgeois society has produced compromised,  self- s eeking individuals who are ‘ at 
odds with themselves and everyone’ and who ‘ are virtually already Nazis’ ( Horkheimer and 
Adorno 2002: 125). It comes as no surprise, then, that Adorno ( 2005: 67), in ‘ Television as 
ideology’, used the notion of ‘ psychoanalysis in reverse’ to characterize both fascism and the 
culture industry in the United States and elsewhere. An ideology of domination, alterna-
tively in fascist or in liberal form, has seeped into the interstices of both social reality and hu-
man subjectivity, producing a totally administered society and the eclipse of the individual.

There is a further aspect to Adorno’s understanding of ideology that relates to the very 
character of rationality itself. He is driven towards a negative dialectics and the rare achieve-
ments of great art because both offer an escape from identity thinking, which is itself ideo-
logical. In an extension of Marx’s fetishism of commodities argument, Adorno regards 
concepts as universalizing abstractions ( like exchange value) that rob particular objects of 
their specific, idiosyncratic, ineffable and heteronomous qualities. Identity between objects, 
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and between subjects transformed into objects, is itself ideology, as it reifies, totalizes and 
supports the domination of nature, including human nature, reducing experience to a repeti-
tion of  sameness –   as in the culture industry. The dilemma is that rationality is also necessary 
for any overcoming of domination, yet the perverse near totality that Adorno envisages offers 
little scope for escape.

Adorno’s account of the pervasiveness and invasiveness of ideology produces a very dys-
topian analysis of the contemporary human condition. Axel Honneth is one of many critics 
who regard this as unwarranted. Honneth argues that there is more to the story than the 
internalization of the demands of power into the personality of individuals. As he puts it, ‘ the 
behavioral traits required by the market are not simply reflected in the personality patterns 
of the individual, but rather become socially effective only through the medium of com-
municative experiences within groups’ ( 1991: 91). As we turn to Jürgen Habermas, with his 
account of ideology as systematically distorted communication, the strengths of this critique 
of Adorno should become apparent.

Jürgen Habermas and ideology as systematically 
distorted communication

Jürgen Habermas, the leading figure in the second generation of the Frankfurt School, like 
Fromm and Adorno before him, also turned to psychoanalysis, and explicitly Freud’s own 
work, to develop his theory of ideology as systematically distorted communication. This is a 
significant move, as it locates ideological distortions inside the culture of institutions and the 
cultural traditions of whole societies. Language becomes the medium within which ideology 
is inscribed, and it also contains the potential capacity to critique ideological distortions and 
remove constraints on freedom.

In On the Logic of the Social Sciences, Habermas characterizes this dual aspect of language 
and communication. He argues that language is ‘ a kind of metainstitution on which all social 
institutions depend’, as ‘ social action is constituted only in o rdinary- l anguage communica-
tion’ ( 1990: 172). However, language as tradition depends ‘ in turn on social processes that 
cannot be reduced to normative relationships’. Consequently, language ‘ is also a medium of 
domination and social power. It serves to legitimate relationships of organized force’ ( 1990: 
172). Habermas continues:

Insofar as the legitimations do not articulate the power relationship whose institutional-
ization they make possible, insofar as that relationship is merely manifested in the legiti-
mations, language is also ideological. In that case it is not so much a matter of deceptions 
in language as of deception with language as such.

(1990: 172)  

The distinction to notice here is that between articulating and merely manifesting. To ar-
ticulate is to declare something in language, to be  up-  front, as it were. To merely manifest, 
however, is to enact that ‘ something’ symptomatically in a distorted form: the distorted form 
being, in the case of institutions, language i tself –   and the communicative interactions it or-
ganizes. This is when, how and why language is also ideological.

This  take- u p of psychoanalysis for a theory of ideology as systematically distorted com-
munication is most fully developed by Habermas in the final three chapters of Knowledge and 
Human Interests. Habermas draws directly on Freud’s account of the dream and the symptom 
as compromise formations in which meaning is expressed in a distorted form. He argues, 
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following Freud, that similar processes are evident in the cultures of institutions and societies 
and that is how ideologies operate to both establish order and constrain freedom:

In contrast [to Marx], Freud has acquired in metapsychology a framework for distorted 
communicative action that allows the conceptualization of the origins of institutions 
and the role and function of illusions, that is of power and ideology. Freud’s theory can 
represent a structure that Marx did not fathom.

(Habermas 1971: 281–82)    

In this account institutions have exchanged ‘ acute external force for the permanent inter-
nal compulsion of distorted and s elf-  limiting communication’ ( 1971: 282). Communications 
organized in such a manner are ideological because they involve the excommunication of 
unacceptable thoughts, feelings, norms and ideals. Thereby they regulate what counts as the 
proper way to think, feel, relate and communicate.

Psychoanalysis, as a theory of both psychopathological symptoms and their potential un-
doing, provides a model of how ideologies constrain and organize intersubjective relations 
and also of how these very distortions in communication may be displaced and the eman-
cipatory potential of social ideals realized. This is Habermas’s version of what Fromm had 
characterized as the cement that holds together and the dynamite that blows apart the estab-
lished social and political order.

Freudian theory understands the human subject as a divided subject. Subjected to the 
constant pressure for satisfaction of the drives, the ego defends against excessive  intra-  psychic 
demands through a process that Habermas likens to excommunication. An aspect of lan-
guage is censored and privatized. This aspect of language, as representative of a wish or desire 
unacceptable to consciousness, continues to seek expression but cannot be understood or in-
terpreted, even by the  would-  be speaker. Through repression its meaning has been distorted, 
and it is only in this compromised form that it can find an alternative route to expression, 
but now as symptom. Dreams work the same way. As Habermas puts this, ‘F reud attempted 
to render the act of repression comprehensible as a severance from language as such of ideas 
representing the instincts’ ( 1971: 241). He adds that if repression did not involve ‘an operation 
that is carried out in and with language. . . it would not be possible to reverse the defensive process’ (1971: 
241, original emphasis) through the psychoanalytic exchange. Ideology involves this same 
set of repressive operations, structured as systematic distortions in communication in which 
certain inadmissible ideas and desires have been purged or excommunicated from discourse. 
As in psychoanalysis, these distortions can be undone and freedom can be enhanced.

 
 

In order to address potential social transformations and the expansion of freedoms, Haber-
mas follows Freud in distinguishing between the delusions of individuals and the illusions of 
communities and societies. Whereas delusions are in contradiction with reality and can never 
be realized, illusions harbour wishes and desires that, over time, may be realized through 
social transformation. The illusions of one generation may become an unnecessary cultural 
relic to a later generation because there is no longer any need to repress the desires that, 
previously, only the illusion could satisfy. The new social conditions may allow desires, pre-
viously expressed in a distorted form as illusions, to be satisfied in actuality. In this manner 
Habermas appropriates psychoanalysis both as a theory which explains how cultural forms 
operate ideologically as media of authority, power and coercion and, in the same movement, 
as a theory which explains how historical change may give rise to emancipatory potentials.

Knowledge and Human Interests was published in 1968. In the 45 years since then, psy-
choanalysis has faded as a principal reference point for Habermas, and he has outlined an 
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interesting account of how ideology itself is being displaced. In The Theory of Communicative 
Action, Habermas argues that the bourgeois period saw two generations of ideologies that 
both took ‘ the form of totalizing conceptions of order addressed to the political consciousness 
of comrades and partners in struggle’ ( 1987: 354). An example of the first generation would 
be the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, which was promulgated and 
adopted in 1789 during the French Revolution. Socialism, fascism and anarchism are exam-
ples of the second generation. The common feature of these ‘ world views’ is that they gave 
coherence to political projects. Habermas argues that circumstances have changed. Through 
a process of ‘ internal colonization’ instrumental rationality has penetrated so deeply into 
the lifeworld, the source and now the last resort of communicative rationality, that the very 
possibility for ideology formation has evaporated. Late capitalist,  welfare- s tate societies have 
fragmented everyday consciousness to such an extent that it ‘ is robbed of its power to syn-
thesize’. In this new circumstance, ‘ false consciousness’ has been displaced by ‘ fragmented 
consciousness’ ( Habermas 1987: 355). This displacement has opened the way for an internal 
colonization that forcefully assimilates the lifeworld to the logic and imperatives of instru-
mental rationality, as contained in public and private bureaucracies and in the power of cap-
ital. Instrumental rationality is so pervasive that, in the West at least, there are no sustaining 
illusions left. Instead there is a fragmented and impoverished everyday consciousness that 
struggles against the odds to revitalize itself and that has lost the power to synthesize. The 
functions previously performed by ideology are now achieved, negatively as it were, by a 
fragmentation that prevents ‘ holistic interpretations from coming into existence’ ( Habermas 
1987: 355). The need for distortion has been displaced by fragmentation. We might wonder, 
however, whether the desacralization of the lifeworld leaves no place for ideology as distor-
tion. While fragmentation may in some circumstances displace any functional requirement 
for distortion, it may also complement distortion by further entrenching constraints upon 
the scope of social movements to undo or loosen the power of entrenched ideologies and to 
rescue excommunicated potentialities.

Louis Althusser and ideology as interpellation and misrecognition

Like the Frankfurt School before him, Louis Althusser recognized that Marxism needed a 
more robust theory of ideology, one that could better explain the entrenchment of capitalism 
within advanced western democracies. Why were such social formations routinely repro-
duced, even though they were opposed to the best interests of the great majority of their 
populations? It was ideology that caused most people to blindly subject themselves to the 
prevailing social form and to willingly participate in its reproduction by taking their place in 
the labour process. How was this to be conceptualized within a Marxist framework?

A similar set of concerns had preoccupied Antonio Gramsci. The conventional Marxist 
account of ideology was far too negative and failed to recognize the full extent to which ide-
ology penetrated common sense and thereby contributed in a major way to the establishment 
and maintenance of hegemony: the organization of society in a form that promoted class 
domination. As Gramsci put it: ‘ Insofar as they are historically necessary, ideologies have a 
validity that is “ psychological”; they “ organize” the human masses, they establish the ground 
on which humans move, become conscious of their position, struggle, etc.’ ( 2010: 171).

Althusser was also in search of an account of ideology as the very ground on which hu-
man subjects move and through which they are organized. However, contra Gramsci, he 
argued that ideology ensured that humans remained unconscious of their real position. In a 
move comparable to that made earlier by the Frankfurt School, he turned to psychoanalysis 
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to supplement Marxism. It is a commonplace to suggest that Althusser turned to Lacanian 
psychoanalysis rather than to Freud. While this is largely correct, it should be accepted with 
qualifications. Althusser took Lacan’s famous ‘ return to Freud’ seriously. Consequently, he 
read Lacan through his prior acquaintance with Freud’s work. This is worth mentioning as it 
helps explain the frequent references to Freud in his most famous essay on ideology, ‘ Ideology 
and the ideological state apparatuses’, or ‘I SA’. Similarly, it helps explain some deviations 
from Lacan, even as Althusser draws upon his mirror stage argument and his account of the 
imaginary and the symbolic order. Of course, the other theory centrally in play in Althusser’s 
argument is Marxist theory itself.

The ISA essay is where Althusser most fully develops his radical reconceptualization of 
ideology. Written in the early months of 1969, the essay falls into two parts and ‘ is made up of 
two extracts from an ongoing study’ ( 1971: 127, n. 1). In the first part, Althusser immediately 
declares his hand by arguing that ideology is the ‘ new reality’. By this, he means that ideology 
plays a central role in the reproduction of the conditions of production and that, previously, 
this had not been adequately observed and theorized. As Althusser puts it:

The reproduction of l abour-  power requires not only a reproduction of its skills, but also, 
at the same time, a reproduction of its submission to the rules of the established order, i.e. 
a reproduction of submission to the ruling ideology for the workers, and a reproduction 
of the ability to manipulate the ruling ideology correctly for the agents of exploitation 
and repression, so that they, too, will provide for the domination of the ruling class ‘ in 
words’.

(1971: 132–33)    

He continues a little later: ‘ But this is to recognize the effective presence of a new reality: 
ideology’ ( 1971: 133, original emphasis). Significantly, this new reality operates on processes 
that Marx identified as fundamental, namely the reproduction of labour power, one of the 
forces of production in Marxist theory. We are as far as we can get from an ideological su-
perstructure of inverted images, echoes and reflexes; with this move ideology has penetrated 
the ‘ base’. Moreover, the new reality is not really new. Rather, while the conditions of late 
modernity reveal the significance of this ‘ new reality’, it has operated as such throughout 
human history and now needs to be adequately theorized.

Ideology operates across the full range of social institutions, and Althusser terms these 
ideological state apparatuses or ISAs. They include the family, the religious, the educational, 
the legal, the political, the trade union, the communications and the cultural ISAs. By this 
move, Althusser radically expands the Marxist theory of the state, which, on his account, had 
only addressed repressive state apparatuses such as the police and the army. As with Gramsci, 
if hegemony is principally achieved through ideology, with repression as a last resort, then the 
range of institutions that produce subjection and secure domination needs to be expanded.

This still leaves the issue of how ideology operates to achieve these effects. To address this, 
Althusser develops an argument that ‘ ideology has no history’ and then adds three following 
‘ theses’, which culminate in the central argument that ‘ ideology interpellates individuals as 
subjects’. We have already encountered the argument that ideology has no history in The 
German Ideology. Althusser takes up these words verbatim, but thoroughly inverts their in-
tended meaning. Instead of being epiphenomenal, ideology is ‘ eternal’ ( or transhistorical), 
‘ exactly like the unconscious’ ( 1971: 161). Indeed ideology is the medium through which 
human subjects come into being as such: the medium through which the human animal 
becomes a human subject. This crucial inversion establishes the ground on which the three 
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theses are developed and also introduces the distinction between ideology in general, which 
is transhistorical, and particular ideologies, which are not. This is more than a mere distinc-
tion, however, as the argument that ideology has no history and is eternal like the uncon-
scious is integral to the further claim that ‘ ideologies have a history of their own ( although it is 
determined in the last instance by the class struggle)’ ( 1971: 160, original emphasis).

The issue raised here concerns how the human infant becomes a human subject and, 
thereafter, performs that very subjectivity throughout life. For Freud our entry into civili-
zation or culture, with all the discontents that generates, provides the answer. For Lacan, in 
parallel, it is our entry into language and the symbolic order. For Althusser, it is our inter-
pellation or summoning by ideology. There are two principal aspects to this process. The 
first aspect is the interpellation or construction of human subjects who have the appropriate 
attitude to power and authority: an attitude embedded in a set of practices that reproduce 
the social order. Second, this necessary subjection to ideology entails misrecognition, such 
that human subjects regard themselves as having freely chosen to be the subject they have 
become. As Althusser concludes, ‘ the individual is interpellated as a (  free) subject. . . in order that 
he shall (  freely) accept his subjection. . . “ all by himself”’ ( 1971: 182, original emphasis). There-
fore, ‘ ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of 
existence’ ( 1971: 162).

To explain this ‘ trick’ of ideology Althusser draws on Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage, 
in which the infant gains its first impression of bodily and psychic separation, independence 
and coherence, and the imaginary relation this establishes. Freud wrote that despite its pre-
sumed  self-  sovereignty, ‘ the ego is not master in its own house’ ( 1953: 143). Lacan could be 
said to have intensified both aspects of this argument. The ego or ‘ I’ that I take myself to be 
presumes it is the master of thought, desire and action, whereas actually its thoughts, desires 
and actions are overdetermined by psychic processes located elsewhere in the unconscious 
and the symbolic order. The ‘ I’ is captured within the inertia of an imaginary relation and 
therefore is blind to the ‘ other scene’ –   other structures and  processes –   that overdetermines 
its characteristics. Despite this immersion in misrecognition, Lacan comments that the fact 
that the ego ‘ is imaginary doesn’t take anything away from it, the poor  ego –   I would even 
go so far as to say that that’s what’s good about it. If it weren’t imaginary, we wouldn’t be 
men, we would be moons’ ( 1988: 243). He goes on to say that the human subject ‘ may be-
lieve that this ego is him, everybody is at that stage, and there is no way of getting out of it’ 
(1988: 243).

The process of interpellation works in a similar manner. Each society generates inter-
pellations, and thereby human subjects, that fit the requirements for the reproduction of the 
society. However, human subjects resist recognition of this complex overdetermination of 
their subjectivity; indeed they could not function efficiently if they understood themselves 
this way. They would be moons instead of men, as Lacan puts it. Without misrecognition 
human subjects would lack the motivation and the capacity to function as labour power; they 
would see themselves as just another brick in a very complex wall, indeed what Lacan terms 
the ‘ wall of language’. As Althusser comments, ‘ What is represented in ideology is therefore 
not the system of the real relations which govern the existence of individuals, but the imagi-
nary relation of those individuals to the real relations in which they live’ ( 1971: 165).

  

Althusser also argues that ‘ ideology has a material existence’ ( 1971: 167). However, he is 
careful to explain that he means the materiality of the ISAs and the practices they organize, 
and these are not the same as the materiality of a paving stone or rifle. Ideology, then, con-
cerns the practices and beliefs of our routine existence, the t aken-  f  or-  granted commonsense 
ways in which we perform our subjectivity while regarding ourselves as the author of who 



John Cash

132

we have become. In a letter to his psychoanalyst René Diatkine, written two years before the 
ISA essay, Althusser argued that

the ideological cannot be reduced to the conceptual systems of ideology but is an imag-
inary structure that exists not only in the form of concepts but also in the form of 
attitudes, gestures, patterns of behaviour, intentions, aspirations, refusals, permissions, 
bans, etc.

(1996: 75)  

It is, then, a way of life and a lived common sense in which we routinely centre ourselves 
and screen out, through the imaginary relation, the complex processes that determine our 
subjectivity.

Althusser illustrates his ‘ central thesis’ that ‘ ideology interpellates individuals as subjects’ 
with a ‘ theoretical scene’ in which a policeman hails or interpellates someone in the street 
with ‘ Hey, you there!’ ( 1971: 174). By turning around the subject recognizes that the hail was 
‘ really addressed to him’ and takes on the subjectivity ascribed by the authority. The striking 
originality of this argument lies in its interpellation ‘ as subjects’ aspect. How do we relate to 
the interpellations that position us as subjects? We relate through the imaginary and presume 
that the ego is master in its own house, that we have freely chosen to be who we have be-
come. Althusser puts it this way: ‘ those who are in ideology believe themselves by definition 
outside ideology’ ( 1971: 175). To be a human subject is to misrecognize the processes that 
produce us as willing subjects. Throughout human history this has been open to exploitation 
by ideologies ( the particular ones that have a history) on behalf of class interests. However, for 
Althusser, ideology in general, just like the unconscious, will persist even if ideologies that 
support class interests are defeated and eradicated.

If Althusser’s argument involves an integration of Marxism and psychoanalysis, it is the 
psychoanalytic aspects that have proved most influential and  long- l ived. Here is a way of 
analysing subjectivity while attending to the social or cultural settings within which it is 
produced and organized and without resorting to socialization models. The great limitation 
of Althusser’s argument is its inherent functionalism, which has constrained the otherwise 
powerful account of the subject by reading the subjective complexity it opens onto back 
into the logic of reproduction. Within cultural, film, feminist and literary studies, and more 
broadly throughout the human sciences, interpellation and the imaginary relation were ad-
opted with alacrity as the functionalist aspects were relaxed or dropped. A decentred subject 
immersed in imaginary misrecognition, yet still capable of decentred ‘ agency’, emerged: the 
product of social or cultural institutions.

A further issue concerns the moment of interpellation. Is it a  once-    and-  forever subjection, 
as the hailing would suggest, or is it recurrent, as the emphasis on practices and rituals would 
suggest? In either case, it is usually read as a total subjection from which there is no escape. 
This reading accords with Althusser’s pessimism regarding the entrenchment of capitalism, 
yet it may involve an  over- e xtension of the argument about ideology in general. That ar-
gument does not presume that specific ideologies that challenge capitalism could not arise.

Judith Butler adds psychic complexity to interpellation by emphasizing the ambivalence of 
the subject in relation to the power that it depends upon for its s elf-  constitution. Butler also 
emphasizes that interpellation involves reiteration and that this reiteration is ‘ never merely 
mechanical’ ( 1997: 16). She recognizes how human helplessness at birth and human vulner-
ability throughout life are fundamental to the ordering of human subjectivity by society, 
its representatives and its ideologies. However, whereas Althusser presumes an irresistible 
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ideological power to interpellate subjects effectively and efficiently and thereby settle identity, 
Butler presumes an ambivalent relation of the human subject to the powers and i nstitutions 
that interpellate. Human subjects reiterate their subjectivity with ambivalence towards the 
institutions that both subject and empower them; hence, sometimes, they can do more than 
merely reproduce the conditions of subjection; they can alter them. As Butler argues: ‘ What 
is brought into being through the performative effect of the interpellating demand is much 
more than a “ subject”, for the “ subject” created is not for that reason fixed in place: it be-
comes the occasion for a further making’ ( 1997: 99).

Slavoj Žižek, enjoyment and depoliticization

Slavoj Žižek has developed a complex and  multi-  layered account of ideology that draws on 
the psychoanalytic theory of Jacques Lacan to supplement Marxist theory and its later devel-
opments, especially by Althusser. One way of putting it would be to say that he destabilizes 
Althusser’s account of the interpellated subject by adhering closely, although with some play-
fulness, to Lacan’s theory of the split and decentred subject of the unconscious. That theory 
could be said to address the symbolic order and its discontents: in particular the ‘ objet petit 
a’ that, as a remainder and reminder of the real, resists incorporation into the symbolic order.

Starting with a focus on the symbolic order, the field of language and signification, Žižek 
uses Alfred Hitchcock’s film North by Northwest to illustrate how interpellation operates in a 
Lacanian vein. The film is set at the height of the Cold War and its narrative concerns a ploy 
by the CIA to mislead some Soviet spies. An entirely fictional CIA operative named George 
Kaplan is invented and then booked into hotels across the United States. The name ‘ George 
Kaplan’ becomes a floating signifier that attaches to no one until it inadvertently finds an 
unexpected destination. The action begins when the main character, Roger Thornhill, is 
meeting with business colleagues at the Plaza Hotel in New York and suddenly realizes that 
he needs to send a telegram. With the intention of arranging for his telegram to be sent, 
Thornhill summons the bellboy over to his table at the very moment that this bellboy is call-
ing out ‘ paging Mr George Kaplan’. The Soviet spies watching on, who have tried paging the 
elusive Kaplan in hotels across America in the hope of catching him, conclude that their ruse 
has finally worked: that Thornhill is Kaplan. For them the call for Kaplan has finally found 
its destination, and this  well-  dressed advertising executive, who is actually Roger Thornhill, 
becomes, for the Soviets, George Kaplan. That is the moment of interpellation, although we 
might note that it is a  re-  interpellation in this instance.

In The Sublime Object of Ideology, Žižek argues that Thornhill’s situation is one that we all 
encounter and endure as a human being: a ‘  being-  o  f- l anguage’. ‘ The subject is always fas-
tened, pinned to a signifier which represents him for the other’ ( 1989: 113). This is how the 
subject is granted a place in the ‘ intersubjective network of symbolic relations’. As Thorn-
hill’s situation highlights in the extreme, interpellation is always arbitrary as it does not 
match any intrinsic properties of the subject. This creates a quandary for the subject and raises 
the question ‘ Che vuoi?’ or ‘ What do you want?’. What does the symbolic order ( Lacan’s 
big Other) want from me? Žižek tightens this question further: ‘ Why am I what you [the big 
Other] are saying that I am?’ ( 1989: 113). Again, as Thornhill’s situation highlights, the subject 
is left with a troubling question about the Other, now  self-  addressed, to which there is no 
clear answer. Yet some kind of response must be organized; faced with the arbitrariness of 
the symbolic order’s demand, the subject resorts to fantasy. For Žižek fantasy has two aspects. 
First, fantasy is an answer to the desire of the Other and, thereby, also a defence against that 
desire and the troubling effects it has upon the subject. Second, fantasy is the psychic process 
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that ‘ provides the  co- o rdinates of our desire’ ( 1989: 118). Fantasy organizes how we desire 
by constituting how and what we desire. It teaches the subject how to respond and relate to 
the symbolic order.

Lacan’s concept of the symbolic order and its relation to the real comes into play here. The 
real and reality are quite distinct for Lacan. Reality, including social reality, is constructed 
within the symbolic order, but not without a remainder of gaps and fissures that mark the 
internal limit of the symbolic order: its inherent incompleteness. Due to these gaps, the or-
ganization of social reality relies on fantasy as its support. When we enter the symbolic order 
and become speaking subjects, there is a cut in which the real is displaced. However, there is 
a remainder and reminder of the real which Lacan terms ‘ objet [or object] petit a’. This ‘ object 
petit a’ is the object cause of desire that is forever foreclosed, yet ever desired and sought after 
within language. The entry into the symbolic order is traumatic: a castration that leaves in its 
wake a kernel of the real as object petit a.

Furthermore, the symbolic order is itself structured around a central lack. If this were 
not the case, the subject could be totally alienated within the symbolic order. The very fact 
that the symbolic order cannot fully incorporate the real leaves a space for ‘ d e-  alienation’. As 
Žižek puts it: ‘ This lack in the Other gives the  subject –   so to  speak –   a breathing space, it 
enables him to avoid the total alienation in the signifier’ ( 1989: 122). This carries significant 
implications for a theory of ideology because it indicates that there are two levels that need 
to be addressed simultaneously. The first level is ideology as discourse, as a field of floating 
signifiers that is unified by the intrusion of a master signifier that establishes an organized 
meaning. This unifying effect is nicely highlighted when, suddenly, the master signifier dis-
appears. Žižek reports such a moment after the fall of the Ceausescu regime in Romania, 
when a group of rebels waved ‘ the national flag with the red star, the communist symbol, cut 
out, so that instead of the symbol standing for the organizing principle of the national life 
there was nothing but a hole in its center’ ( 1993: 1). Clearly here was a hole that would even-
tually be filled, and Žižek reports that several master signifiers or ‘ ideological appropriations 
( from the nationalistic to the  liberal-  democratic)’ ( 1993: 2) attempted to ‘ kidnap’ this opening 
and mark it as their own. This is an example of ideology operating at the level of the symbolic 
order, where competing signifiers attempt to stabilize meaning by becoming the master sig-
nifier that links the signifying chain together around a sublime object of ideology such as the 
nation, the religion, the ethnic group, the multicultural society or any other master signifier.

In tandem with ideology as discourse, the further aspect of ideology is enjoyment struc-
tured in fantasy. In a move that bears a family resemblance to Fromm’s argument that ide-
ologies provide satisfactions or substitute gratifications that bind subjects to the social order, 
Žižek argues that ‘ the last support of the ideological effect ( of the way an ideological network 
of signifiers “ holds” us) is the n on-  sensical, p re- i deological kernel of enjoyment’ ( 1989: 124). 
Accompanying the ego ideal of freedom, democracy, individualism, nationalism, ethnicity 
or whatever, organized as a discourse with which the subject can identify, is an underside 
of enjoyment structured by fantasy and enforced by a punitive superego. In performing an 
ethnic or nationalist identity, for instance, subjects can have it both ways, as it were. They 
can explicitly celebrate the virtues of their ideals while implicitly enjoying the exclusion or 
denigration of others. A good example is the way in which western democracies justify wars 
and interventions through an ideology that explicitly emphasizes freedom and democracy 
and the liberation or protection of women and girls while implicitly enjoying the exercise of 
violence and power.

For Žižek ideology is elusive yet omnipresent and is most apparent at those moments 
when the claim is made that we are now in a  post-  ideological world. To refute this claim 
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Žižek ( 1989: 28) returns to the fetishism of commodities and Marx’s statement that ‘ they do 
not know it, but they are doing it’ as his starting point for an account of ideology in late capi-
talism. He asks about the location of ideological illusion in this statement: is it in the knowing 
or in the doing? His  counter-  intuitive answer is to locate ideology in the doing: in social 
reality itself. In turn, this move introduces a new element into Marx’s formulation. If what 
matters is the doing rather than the knowing, then the same ideological effect is produced 
even when people know what they are doing. As Žižek puts it, ‘ they know very well how 
things really are, but still they are doing it as if they did not know’ ( 1989: 32). The power of 
this claim is that it can take account of the cynicism and mistrust that is so pervasive in many 
societies today and that also marked the former socialist societies. For Žižek the commodity 
form and its exchange via the universal equivalent of money has belief instantiated within 
its practices. Hence he argues that, instead of the subjects, ‘ the things ( commodities) themselves 
believe in their place. . . They no longer believe, but the things themselves believe for them’ (1989: 34, 
original emphasis).

 

Žižek is aware that this argument could seem rather foolish, unless it is first understood 
that what we call social reality relies on a series of such ‘ as if ’ presumptions that are orga-
nized into our actions. So, for instance, he argues that we act as if we believe in the almighti-
ness of bureaucracy even though we know that it is not a ll-  powerful. We do so because we 
believe that others believe in this almightiness. As he puts it, ‘ our “ effective” conduct in 
the presence of bureaucratic machinery is already regulated by a belief in its almightiness’ 
( 1989: 36). We act as if we believe we live in a Kafkaesque world, despite any opinions we 
may have to the contrary. Moreover, these beliefs should not be understood as operating 
at ‘ a “ psychological” level’. Rather, they are ‘ embodied’ and ‘ materialized, in the effective 
functioning of the social field’, and that social field would start to disintegrate if these ‘ as ifs’ 
lost their efficiency.

A loss of symbolic efficiency is exactly what Žižek discerns as the current dilemma of late 
capitalist societies. Shared understandings about the proper way to be and relate that were 
previously located in the big Other and internalized as the ego ideal are in demise. This is 
why so many committees have arisen to regulate behaviour in a variety of domains, such 
as medicine and biogenetics and ‘ the rules of sexual conduct and the protection of human 
rights’ ( Žižek 1999b: 332). Such committees, or ‘ substitute small big Others’ ( 1999b: 334), 
have sprouted because the big Other no longer operates as ‘ a symbolic point of reference that 
would serve as a safe and unproblematic moral anchor’ ( 1999b: 332).

In making this observation in the final chapter of The Ticklish Subject, Žižek leans on the 
risk society argument advanced by Beck, Giddens and others in which individualization 
has progressed to the point where subjects are free of conventional roles and identities, yet 
compelled to construct an identity and negotiate the complexities of late modernity without 
the support of authority. Everything from the proper way to care for and educate children to 
how to amuse oneself or seduce another is ‘ increasingly “ colonized” by reflexivity, that is, 
experienced as something to be learned and decided upon’ ( 1999b:  336–  37). As Žižek sees it, 
this enhanced degree of difficulty as regards how to live properly when symbolic efficiency 
is in demise calls for a strong and resilient subject. However, what if this very demise also 
affects the psychic organization of the subject? Žižek believes it does. He complains that the 
theorists of the risk society, however, mistakenly

leave intact the subject’s fundamental mode of subjectivity; their subject remains the 
modern subject, able to reason and reflect freely, to decide on and select his/ her set of 
norms and so on. . . [they] unproblematically rely on the fact that, in the conditions of 
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the disintegration of symbolic Trust, the reflexive subject of the Enlightenment some-
how, inexplicably, survives intact.

(1999b: 342)  

Žižek, to the contrary, argues that the modern subject, able to reason and reflect freely, is in 
decline. The risk society presumes and requires ‘ modern’ subjects capable of s elf- r eflexivity, 
but with the demise of symbolic efficiency the conditions that form such subjects have eroded. 
Hence Oedipus is being replaced by Narcissus, the ego ideal by the ideal ego. Within Laca-
nian theory this releases the superego. Now freed from the pacifying effect of the ego ideal, 
the superego ‘ orders you to enjoy doing what you have to do’ ( 1999b: 268).

This radical shift in subjectivity involves some perverse effects. For instance, Žižek ar-
gues that subjects that are now free from the requirements of the symbolic order introduce 
domination and submission into their private lives. They also follow the implicit order to 
consume, and this is an ideologically structured performance par excellence. As discussed 
above, subjects know that their consumption practices reproduce capitalism, but they do 
them anyway. Their knowing or not knowing is actually irrelevant, as the ideological ef-
fect is inscribed in the doing. For Žižek, the limitation of identity politics around issues of 
race, gender or sexuality is that such movements, rather than challenging capitalism and 
its effects, actually share in the depoliticization of the economy. Indeed both the naïve 
consumer and the identity politics warrior depoliticize the economy through what they 
do. For this reason ‘ the depoliticized economy is the disavowed “ fundamental fantasy” 
of postmodern politics’ ( 1999b: 355). The fetishism of commodities triumphs, we might 
say. Capitalism has become the real that requires its subjects to consume and enjoy. Žižek 
argues that ‘ Capital itself is the Real of our age’ and notes that this accords with Lacan’s 
distinction between reality and the Real: under capitalism reality is ‘ the social reality of 
the actual people involved in interaction and in the productive processes, while the Real is 
the inexorable “ abstract” spectral logic of Capital which determines what goes on in social 
reality’ ( 1999b: 276).

This is a brilliant reconceptualization of Marx’s fetishism of commodities argument, and 
we should notice how the unconscious as fantasy and as enjoyment are incorporated into 
this account of the spectre of ideology. Ernesto Laclau argues that it plays fast and loose with 
Lacanian theory, however, because capitalism ‘ can operate only in so far as it is part of the 
symbolic order’; it ‘cannot be the Lacanian Real’ ( Butler, Laclau and Žižek 2000: 291). This 
observation supports Laclau’s general argument about ideology, in that the battle for hege-
mony and the furthering of  anti-  systemic movements can be promoted by any number of 
social movement or group identities. Identity politics is not inherently a depoliticization of 
the economy. It can be disruptive and transformative.

 

Judith Butler wonders about the status of the innumerable anecdotes and examples that 
litter Žižek’s expansive writing. She argues that ‘ the examples function in a mode of allegory 
that presumes the separability of the illustrative example from the content it seeks to illumi-
nate’ ( Butler, Laclau and Žižek 2000: 157), and Laclau agrees ( 2000: 290). Even more telling 
is that Žižek performs what we might term ‘ the fetishism of anecdotes’, in that his writing 
plunders popular culture and discrete political moments in order to extract their exchange 
value ( their universal equivalence) for the purpose of theoretical elaboration. He may or may 
not know it, but in any case he is doing it, we might conclude!

Butler also argues that while Žižek provides valuable insights into psychic reality, ‘ we are 
not given to understand whether the social is any more than a lens for understanding a psy-
chic reality that is anterior to itself ’ ( Butler, Laclau and Žižek 2000: 157). This is a damning 
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criticism. We might frame it somewhat differently by reversing the claim, although it may 
be a t wo- w ay street. A frequent concern in reading Žižek is the extent to which Lacanian 
theory overdetermines social analysis. This is so, for instance, when Žižek argues that, today, 
the narcissistic subject has displaced the oedipal subject, has eclipsed the internalized yet 
shared ego ideals and has released the full power of a punitive superego that requires us to 
enjoy and, thereby, both inhibits us and sends us in search of a privatized master, while also 
attaching us to consumption. Is this actually a sound analysis or do the Lacanian presump-
tions overdetermine the conclusions? We might also notice that this particular account of 
contemporary, postmodern subjectivity suffers the same limitation as Fromm’s authoritarian 
or sadomasochistic character in being both ‘ oversocialized’ and o ver-  generalized. The effect 
is to unduly flatten the diverse complexity of the psychoanalytic unconscious and to submit 
subjectivity thoroughly to the spectral logic of capital. It is unlikely that Žižek intends this 
oversocialization effect, and his Lacanian response to what we might term Althusser’s ‘  over- 
 interpellated’ account of subjectivity indicates as much. Hence, like his colleague Mladen 
Dolar he recognizes a dimension ‘ beyond interpellation’ in theory ( Žižek 1989: 124). The 
crucial point to note, however, is that, as he takes that theory to an empirical characterization 
of contemporary subjectivity, any beyond of interpellation is collapsed into an analysis that 
strongly resembles, although now with a narcissistic psychic organization, the oversocial-
ized subject we encountered in our discussion of Fromm’s limitations. Ironically, Althusser’s 
thoroughly interpellated subjects, so long as they participate willingly in social reproduction, 
are allowed far greater psychic variation than are Žižek’s in The Ticklish Subject. Moreover, 
Žižek’s ultimate claim that ‘ It’s the Political Economy, Stupid!’ ( 1999b: 347) reinscribes the 
functionalist aspects of Althusser’s theory, itself a depoliticizing move.

Future directions

What happens to the concept of ideology once it is recognized that there is no Archimedean 
point from which the falsity, distortions and misrecognitions of ideology can be impartially 
addressed and revealed; if there is no longer any confidence in a neutral ground of science, 
reason or a metalinguistic vantage point? Althusser was the last great theorist of ideology to 
insist on a strict division between science and ideology. For him, Marxist science provided 
the Archimedean point and revealed the direction of social transformation and the forces 
that propelled it, although it required symptomatic readings and a supplement as regards the 
operations of both ideology and the ISAs. This refinement of Marxist theory was the work 
of theoretical practice, which Marx himself had initiated with his discovery of the scientific 
field of historical materialism. Althusser accepted the implications of his argument about ide-
ology, however, recognizing that he, like everyone else, was constituted as a subject by and 
within ideology. With this argument the split between science and ideology was reiterated 
with a new intensity.

Althusser’s theory of a necessary and ineradicable misrecognition as constitutive of human 
subjects, allied with the evident limitations ( for many) of Marxist theory as a ‘ science’, pro-
moted a selective t ake- u p of interpellation and necessary misrecognition as the most genera-
tive aspects of Althusser’s theory. Significantly, both of these relied heavily on the influence 
of psychoanalysis, incorporated via both Freud and Lacan. Foucault’s competing concept of 
discourse furthered the deconstruction of Althusserian theory while itself gaining currency. 
Foucault ( 1984: 60) outlined three reasons why he found the notion of ideology ‘ difficult’: 
its standing in opposition to ‘ truth’, its necessary reference to a subject and its presumption 
of an infrastructure from which ideology is separate. We have seen how Althusser reinforces 
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the first of these, deepens the second and addresses the third. On the first, the Archimedean 
point, Foucault’s argument, voiced by others as well, has held sway.

Žižek’s response is significant, as he accepts the loss of any neutral position outside ideol-
ogy. Indeed, as we have seen, he argues that to make such a claim is to be most fully inside 
ideology. On the issue of truth, even true beliefs or forms of knowledge can be ideological:

We are within ideological space proper the moment this  content –   “t rue” or “f alse” (i f 
true so much the better for the ideological effect) – i  s functional with regard to some 
relation of social domination (“ power”, “ exploitation”) in an inherently n on-t  ransparent 
way.

( Žižek 1999a: 61)

Human rights violations provide one example of such an ideological justification, or ‘l ying in 
the guise of truth’, offered by western powers for intervening in the Third World, when the 
true motives are economic interests and the like.

Ernesto Laclau also accepts the loss of any Archimedean point. His response, first devel-
oped with Chantal Mouffe in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, takes the illusion of closure, 
with its implications of the end of ideology, history and politics, as itself ideological. In a 
later article he writes: ‘w hat now constitutes a distorted representation is the very notion of 
an  extra-  discursive closure’, the projection onto an object of ‘t he impossible fullness of the 
community’ (L aclau 1996: 203, 206). Characterizing the concept of class consciousness as 
representative of a deeper ‘s ocial antagonism’ that the illusion of closure attempts to repress 
enables Laclau and his colleagues to focus on the plurality of struggles that compete to estab-
lish hegemony and/ or dislocate instituted ideologies. Hence the identity politics that Žižek 
regards as depoliticizing the capitalist economy are, for Laclau, instances of the plurality of 
contemporary political struggles.

Our survey reveals several strengths of the concept of ideology that have survived into 
the contemporary period and are the reasons why ideology will remain a major concept for 
political, social and cultural analysis. The principal ones are itemized below. However, the 
overarching strength of ‘i deology’ is that it integrates all or most of these, depending on 
particular versions, into the one concept. The first strength is its emphasis on the significance 
of the symbolic order, or social imaginaries, in constructing social reality. The second is the 
emphasis placed on misrecognition, the organization of subjectivity and the production or 
interpellation of (p olitical) identities, processes that manifest at the level of the subject. The 
third is the emphasis on unconscious processes, in particular enjoyment or satisfaction, but 
also anxiety, as driving the passionate attachments, often ambivalent, that ideology satisfies. 
The ideological effect explains why and how such passionate attachments to beliefs, ideals, 
ways of life, forms of enjoyment and forms of common sense are established and maintained, 
even against the better interests of the subjects who negotiate their passage through the dis-
torting ways of being and relating that ideological processes immerse them in. Of course, 
now the decision as to what counts as the better interests has itself been rendered ideological.
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In this chapter, after sketching some of the core concepts of psychoanalytic theory, I 
turn to consider the relevance and power of psychoanalysis in terms of  social-  theoretical 
debates in the social sciences. Throughout, the chapter attempts to defend the view that 
psychoanalytic theory has much to offer social and cultural theorists for the analysis of 
subjectivity, ideology and sexual politics, and in coming to terms with crises in contem-
porary culture.

8

Psychoanalytic social theory
Anthony Elliott

No modern thinker has affected our views on identity and sexuality as forcefully as S igmund 
Freud. And, arguably, psychoanalysis has exerted ( and continues to exert) a massive  
influence over modern social thought. Yet what is the relevance of Freud and psychoanal-
ysis to today’s world? What does psychoanalysis have to offer our understanding of con-
temporary social life? It was Nietzsche who spoke of the importance of time to our own 
 self-  understanding of mortality. Deeply influenced by Nietzsche, Freud saw time as deeply 
interwoven with pain, depression and m ourning – t  hat is, our ability to confront the most 
distressing and painful aspects of life is what makes us truly human. The capacity of people 
to bear guilt and tolerate periods of depression, in a psychoanalytic frame, is essential to 
personal growth and change. But  self-  understanding requires attention to our inner world, 
and this of course takes t ime – a s  carce ‘ commodity’ in our s peed-  driven information age. 
The psychoanalytic notion of repressed desire, in particular, has provided for a new cul-
tural emphasis on identity, sexuality, the body, feeling and emotion. From the affirmative 
politics of countercultural movements during the 1960s to various feminist currents in the 
1980s and 1990s, psychoanalysis has been extensively drawn upon to reshape the concerns 
of contemporary social and political thought. But the broader point is that psychoanalytic 
ideas have deeply infiltrated the culture of contemporary societies. From Woody Allen’s 
Annie Hall to Marie Cardinal’s The Words to Say It, from Paul Ricoeur’s Freud and Phi-
losophy to Jacques Derrida’s The Post Card: psychoanalytic ideas pervade our intellectual 
life and culture. Freudian psychoanalysis is at once the doctrine and dogma of our age; it 
influences our everyday understanding of ourselves, other people and the world in which 
we live.
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Historical and intellectual development

Freud, psychoanalysis and the repressed unconscious

It is now more than a century since psychoanalysis emerged under the direction of a single 
man, Sigmund Freud. Freud, working from his private neurological practice, founded psy-
choanalysis in late  nineteenth- c entury Vienna as both therapy and a theory of the human 
mind. Therapeutically, psychoanalysis is perhaps best known as the ‘ talking cure’ –   a slogan 
used to describe the magical power of language to relieve mental suffering. The nub of the 
talking cure is known as ‘ free association’. The patient says to the analyst everything that 
comes to mind, no matter how trivial or unpleasant. This gives the analyst access to the 
patient’s imagined desires and narrative histories, which may then be interpreted and recon-
structed within a clinical session. The aim of psychoanalysis as a clinical practice is to uncover 
the hidden passions and disruptive emotional conflicts that fuel neurosis and other forms of 
mental suffering, in order to relieve the patient of his or her distressing symptoms.

Theoretically, psychoanalysis is rooted in a set of dynamic models concerning psychic 
functioning. The unconscious, repression, drives, representation, trauma, narcissism, de-
nial, displacement: these are the core dimensions of the Freudian account of selfhood. For 
Freud, the subject does not exist independently of sexuality, libidinal enjoyment, fantasy or 
the social and patriarchal codes of cultural life. In fact, the human subject of Enlightenment 
 reason –   an identity seemingly  self-  identical to i tself –   is deconstructed by psychoanalysis 
as a kind of fantasy, and one that is itself secretly libidinal. Knowledge, for Freud as for 
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, is internal to the world of desire. In the light of Freudian psy-
choanalysis, a whole series of contemporary ideological  oppositions –   the intellect and emo-
tion, commerce and pleasure, masculinity and femininity, rationality and i rrationality –   are 
potentially open to displacement.

One of Freud’s most substantial findings is that there are psychical phenomena that are 
not available to consciousness, but which nevertheless exert a determining influence on ev-
eryday life. In his celebrated m eta-  psychological essay ‘ The unconscious’, originally written 
in 1914, Freud argued that the individual’s  self-  understanding is not immediately available to 
itself, that consciousness is not the expression of some core of continuous selfhood. On the 
contrary, the human subject is for Freud a split subject, torn between consciousness of self and 
repressed desire. For Freud, examination of the language of his patients revealed a profound 
turbulence of passion behind all draftings of s elf-  identity, a radical otherness at the heart of 
subjective life. In discussing human subjectivity, Freud divides the psyche into the uncon-
scious, preconscious and conscious. The preconscious can be thought of as a vast storehouse 
of memories, most of which may be recalled at will. By contrast, unconscious memories and 
desires are cut off, or buried, from consciousness. According to Freud, the unconscious is 
not ‘ another’ consciousness but a separate psychic system with its own distinct processes and 
mechanisms. The unconscious, Freud comments, is indifferent to reality; it knows no cau-
sality or contradiction or logic or negation; it is entirely given over to the search for pleasure 
and libidinal enjoyment. Moreover, the unconscious cannot be known directly, and is rather 
detected only through its effects, through the distortions it inflicts on consciousness.

Rejecting the idea that consciousness can provide a foundation for subjectivity and 
knowledge, Freud traces the psychic effects of our early dependence on o thers –   usually our 
 parents –  i n terms of our biologically fixed needs. The infant, Freud says, is incapable of sur-
viving without the provision of care, warmth and nourishment from others. H owever – a  nd 
this is fundamental in F reud – h  uman needs always outstrip the biological, linked as needs are 
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to the attaining of pleasure. Freud’s exemplary case is the small child sucking milk from her 
or his mother’s breast. After the infant’s biological need for nourishment is satisfied, there is 
the emergence of a certain pleasure in sucking itself, which for Freud is a kind of prototype 
for the complexity of our erotic lives. From this angle, sexuality is not some preordained, 
unitary biological force that springs into existence fully formed at birth. Sexuality is created, 
not  pre-  packaged. For Freud, sexuality is ‘ polymorphously perverse’.

We become the identities we are, in Freud’s view, because we have inside us buried iden-
tifications with people we have previously loved ( and also hated), most usually our parents. 
And yet the foundational loss to which we must respond, and which in effect sets in motion 
the unfolding of our unconscious sexual fantasies, remains that of the maternal body. The 
 break-  up or restructuring of our primary emotional tie to the maternal body is, in fact, so 
significant that it becomes the founding moment not only of individuation and differentia-
tion, but also of sexual and gender difference. Loss and gender affinity are directly linked in 
Freud’s theory ( 1961b) to the Oedipus complex, the psyche’s entry into received social mean-
ings. For Freud, the Oedipus complex is the nodal point of sexual development, the symbolic 
internalization of a lost, tabooed object of desire. In the act of internalizing the loss of the 
 pre-  Oedipal mother, the infant’s relationship with the father ( or, more accurately, symbolic 
representations of paternal power) becomes crucial for the consolidation of both selfhood 
and gender identity. Trust in the intersubjective nature of social life begins here: the father, 
holding a structural position that is outside and other to this imaginary sphere, functions to 
break the  child–  mother dyad, thus referring the child to the wider culture and social network. 
The paternal prohibition on desire for the mother, which is experienced as castration, at 
once instantiates repressed desire and refers the infant beyond itself, to an external world of 
social meanings. And yet the work of culture, according to Freud, is always outstripped by 
unconscious desire, the return of the repressed. Identity, sexuality, gender and signification: 
these are all radically divided between an ongoing development of conscious s elf-  awareness 
and the unconscious, or repressed, desire.

Psychoanalysis after Freud

The portrait of the self now found in psychoanalysis has undergone dramatic change since 
the time of Freud. In this period, clinical and theoretical developments have shifted from the 
intrapsychic world of object representations to the relationship between the self and others. 
That is,  post-  Freudian developments focus on the psychical relations between human beings 
rather than the inner world of the individual subject alone. From this intersubjective angle, the 
dynamics of personal and social conflict appear in a new light. The reproduction of the patri-
archal and social order of modern societies is no longer understood as merely rooted in sexual 
repression and the denial of deep inner passions, as in the classical view of psychoanalysis. 
Rather, repressive social conditions are traced to various pathologies that underlie human 
relationships, and their impact on psychic life, selfhood and gender identity. Much of the im-
petus for this conceptual shift of focus has come from the failure of classical psychoanalysis to 
make sense of the sufferings of the modern clinical patient. In the  post-  Freudian period, the 
clinical picture of typical analysands has been not one of individuals suffering from distur-
bances in sexual repression and  self-  control, but rather one of individuals experiencing a deep 
emotional poverty in relationships with others, coupled with a more general estrangement 
from the self. Moreover, recent psychoanalytic accounts converge on the point that modern 
social conditions drive a wedge between self and others, generating in turn a waning in social 
ties and the sense of political community.
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These changes within psychoanalysis are registered in the American p ost- F reudian tradi-
tion and the British school of object relations theory in very different ways. Both traditions of 
thought share the view that classical Freudian metapsychology is unable adequately to com-
prehend the nature of human motivation, problems of selfhood and contemporary difficulties 
in living. They also share a common emphasis upon interpersonal processes in theorizing 
problems of selfhood and relationship difficulties. Yet there are also fundamental differences 
between these psychoanalytic traditions. The American p ost- F reudian tradition breaks into 
two schools of thought: ( 1) ego psychology and ( 2) the interpersonal ( or culturalist) model 
of psychoanalysis. Ego psychology is generally concerned with the genesis, development 
and adaptive capacities of the ego. The key figures in this school of psychoanalytic thought 
include Anna Freud, Heinz Hartmann, Ernest Kris, R. M. Lowenstein, Erik H. Erikson 
and David Rapaport. The interpersonal tradition in psychoanalysis shares this focus on the 
rational capacities of selfhood, but also emphasizes the place of social and cultural conditions 
in its constitution. The key figures in this theoretical tradition include Erich Fromm, Harry 
Stack Sullivan, Karen Horney and Clara Thompson. The British school of object relations 
theory, by contrast, focuses on the dynamics and structures of intersubjectivity itself, tracing 
the complex emotional links between the self and other people. The central figures in this 
school of psychoanalytic thought include W. R. D. Fairbairn, Harry Guntrip, Melanie Klein, 
D. W. Winnicott, John Bowlby and Michael Balint.

Key contributors and criticisms

The Frankfurt School: domination after Freud

Freud’s relevance to social and cultural theory remains perhaps nowhere better dramatized 
than in the various writings of the first generation of critical theorists associated with the 
Frankfurt Institute of Social Research. The Frankfurt School, as it came to be called, was 
formed in the decade prior to the Nazi reign of terror in Germany, and not surprisingly many 
of its leading theorists conducted numerous studies seeking to grasp the wave of political ir-
rationalism and totalitarianism sweeping Western Europe. In a daring theoretical move, the 
school brought Freudian categories to bear upon the sociological analysis of everyday life, in 
order to fathom the myriad ways that political power imprints itself upon the internal world 
of human subjects and, more specifically, to examine critically the obscene, meaningless kind 
of evil that Hitler had actually unleashed. Of the school’s attempts to fathom the psycho-
pathologies of fascism, the writings of Adorno, Marcuse and Fromm particularly stand out; 
each of these authors, in quite different ways, drew upon Freudian categories to figure out 
the core dynamics and pathologies of p ost-  liberal rationality, culture and politics, and also to 
trace the sociological deadlocks of modernity itself. The result was a dramatic underscoring 
of both the political dimensions of psychoanalysis and the psychodynamic elements of public 
political life.

The philosophical backdrop to the Frankfurt School’s engagement with Freud and psy-
choanalysis was spelt out in particular detail by Adorno, who sketched along with c o-  author 
Max Horkheimer – in Dialectic of Enlightenment ( 2002 [1944]) –  a b leak portrait of the personal 
and political pathologies of instrumental rationality. Humanization of drives and passions, 
resulting in the transformation from blind instinct to consciousness of self, was for Adorno 
necessary to release the subject from its enslavement to nature. But, in a tragic irony, the 
unconscious forces facilitating the achievement of autonomy undergo a m ind-  shattering re-
pression that leaves the subject marked by inner division, isolation and compulsion. The 
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Janus face of this forging of the self is clearly discerned in Adorno’s historicization of Freud’s 
Oedipus complex. According to Adorno, the bourgeois liberal subject repressed unconscious 
desire in and through Oedipal prohibitions and, as a consequence, achieved a level of  self- 
 control in order to reproduce capitalist social relations. But not so in the administered world 
of modernity. In  post- l iberal societies, changes in family life mean that the father no longer 
functions as an agency of social repression. Instead, individuals are increasingly brought un-
der the sway of the logic of  techno- r ationality itself, as registered in and through the rise of 
‘ culture industries’. The concept of ‘ repressive desublimation’ is crucial here. The shift from 
simple to advanced modernity comes about through the destruction of the psychological 
dimensions of human experience: the socialization of the unconscious in the administered 
world directly loops the id and the superego at the expense of the mediating agency of the 
ego itself.

What has been of lasting value in the Frankfurt School’s use of Freud is its demonstration 
of why human subjects, apparently without resistance, submit to the dominant ideologies 
of late capitalism. The general explanatory model developed by the Frankfurt School to 
study the  socio-  psychological dimension of the relation between the individual and culture 
has received considerable attention in social theory. The following discussion concentrates 
principally on the s ocial-  theoretical reconstructions of psychoanalysis offered by Fromm and 
Marcuse.

Erich Fromm

Fromm, who had been practising as an analyst since 1926 and was a member of the Frank-
furt Psychoanalytic Institute, sought in his early studies to integrate Freud’s theory of the 
unconscious with Marxist sociology. Influenced by Wilhelm Reich’s book Character Anal-
ysis ( 1970 [1933]), which connects society to the repressed unconscious, Fromm became 
preoccupied with the cultural consequences of sexual repression, as well as the mediating 
influence of the family between the economy and the individual. According to Fromm, 
Freudian psychoanalysis must supplement Marxism in order to grasp how social structures 
influence, indeed shape, the inner dimensions of human subjectivity. Fromm’s concern 
with the effects of repression, however, differed substantially from the analysis worked 
out by Reich. In Fromm’s view, Reich had been unable to develop an adequate theory of 
social reproduction because he had reduced Freud’s theory of sexuality to a monadic focus 
on genital sexuality. Yet Freudian psychoanalysis, Fromm maintained, was fundamentally 
a ‘ social psychology’. For Fromm, the individual must be understood in his or her relation 
to others.

The bourgeois nuclear family, Fromm says, is pivotal to understanding the links between 
individual repression, cultural reproduction and ideological domination. An agency of social 
reproduction, the family is described as ‘ the essential medium through which the economic 
situation exerts its. . . influence on the individual’s psyche’ ( Fromm 1932: 43). Fromm con-
tends that the family implants regression at the heart of subjectivity, sustains economic condi-
tions as ideology, and infuses perceptions of the self as submissive,  self-  effacing and powerless. 
The central message of Fromm’s early work is that the destructive effects of late capitalism 
are not only centred in economic mechanisms and institutions, but involve the anchoring of 
domination within the inner life and psychodynamic struggles of each individual.

As the 1930s progressed, Fromm became increasingly sceptical of orthodox Freudianism. 
He strongly criticized Freud’s notion of the death drive for its biological reductionism, and 
argued that it only served to legitimate at a theoretical level the destructive and aggressive 
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tendencies of capitalism. Significantly, Fromm also became influenced by  neo-  Freudian 
 analysts –  s uch as Harry Stack Sullivan and Karen H omey – w  ho stressed larger social and 
cultural factors in the constitution of selfhood. This emphasis on cultural contributions to 
identity formation was underscored by Fromm in his major books, Escape from Freedom (1941)
and The Sane Society ( 1955), both of which argued the idea of an essential ‘ nature of man’, a 
nature repressed and distorted by capitalist patterns of domination.

   

Although Fromm’s early studies on the integration of individuals into capitalism was 
broadly accepted by other members of the Frankfurt School, his subsequent, more sociolog-
ical diagnosis of an essential human nature twisted out of shape by capitalism was strongly 
rejected. Marcuse, for example, charged Fromm ( and other n eo- F reudian revisionists) with 
undoing the critical force of Freud’s most important ideas, such as the unconscious, repres-
sion and infantile sexuality. According to Marcuse, Fromm’s revisionism underwrites the 
smooth functioning of the ego only by displacing the dislocating nature of the unconscious. 
Marcuse sums up the central point in the following way:

Whereas Freud, focusing on the vicissitudes of the primary drives, discovered society 
in the most concealed layer of the genus and individual man, the revisionists, aiming 
at the reified,  ready- m ade form rather than at the origin of the societal institutions and 
relations, fail to comprehend what these institutions and relations have done to the per-
sonality that they are supposed to fulfill.

(Marcuse 1956: 240–41)      

Fromm’s attempt to add sociological factors to psychoanalysis, says Marcuse, results in a false 
political optimism as well as a liquidation of what is truly revolutionary in Freud: the discov-
ery of the repressed unconscious.

Herbert Marcuse

Marcuse, like Fromm, views psychological and political repression as deeply interwoven. For 
Marcuse, Freudian psychoanalysis is relevant for tracing the exercise of domination upon the 
inner world of the subject, for understanding how capitalism and mass culture shape personal 
desires, and for analysing the possibilities of human emancipation. Unlike Fromm, however, 
Marcuse rejects the view that sociological and historical factors must be added to Freudian 
theory. Instead, Marcuse seeks to unfold the liberative potential in Freud’s work from the 
inside out, in order to reveal its radical political edge.

Marcuse’s reconceptualization of psychoanalysis seeks to develop the ‘ political and so-
ciological substance’ of Freud’s work. His analysis proceeds from an acceptance of some of 
the core claims of psychoanalysis. These include the theory of the unconscious, the conflict 
between the pleasure and reality principles, the life and death drives, and the view that civ-
ilization entails sexual repression. Marcuse contends, however, that Freud was wrong about 
the permanent cultural necessity of psychological repression. Marcuse agrees that all social 
reproduction demands a certain level of repression. Yet what Freud did not see, Marcuse ar-
gues, is that capitalism creates a crippling ( though impermanent) burden of repression. From 
this angle, individuals are in fact adapting to the destructive forces of capitalist domination, 
forces that masquerade as the ‘ reality principle’.

These provocative ideas are developed by Marcuse in his classic Eros and Civilization 
(1956) and Five Lectures ( 1970). The key to Marcuse’s interpretation of Freud is the division 
of repression into ‘ basic’ and ‘ surplus’. Basic repression refers to that minimum level of 
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libidinal renunciation deemed necessary for facing social life. What this means, in short, 
is that a certain amount of repression underlies the constitution of the ‘ socialized subject’, 
a subject capable of sustaining the business of social and sexual reproduction. By contrast, 
surplus repression refers to the intensification of restraint created in and through asym-
metrical relations of power. Marcuse points to patriarchy ( especially in terms of family 
relationships) and to the workplace as s ocio-  symbolic fields containing a surplus of repres-
sion. This repressive surplus, says Marcuse, operates through the ‘ performance principle’, 
a culturally specific form of reality structured by the economic order of capitalism. For 
Marcuse, the destructive psychological effects of this principle are highly consequential. 
‘ Performance’ recasts individuals as mere ‘ things’ or ‘ objects’; he replaces eroticism with 
genital sexuality, and fashions a disciplining of the human body ( what Marcuse terms 
‘ repressive desublimation’) in order to prevent repressed desire from interfering with cap-
italist exchange values.

Marcuse presses this reinterpretation of Freud into a critical theory of the psychic costs 
of modernity. In Marcuse’s view, the massive social and industrial transformations that have 
occurred in the twentieth  century –  c hanges in systems of economy and technology as well 
as cultural  production – h  ave produced a radical escalation in psychological repression. The 
more technocapitalism has advanced, he argues, the more repression has become surplus. The 
immense productive capacities released from technology, modernism and monopoly capital-
ism have been turned back upon the individual subject with a vengeance. As a consequence, 
the personal sphere is subject to decomposition and fragmentation. According to Marcuse, 
the psychoanalytic division of the individual into id, ego and superego is no longer relevant. 
A weakening in patriarchal authority within the bourgeois nuclear family, accompanied by 
the impact of the mass media and commodified culture, has led to an  authority-  bound, ma-
nipulated sense of identity.

Notwithstanding this bleak picture of the contemporary epoch, Marcuse was optimistic 
about social change. In one sense, he used Freudian psychoanalysis against itself, to trace 
the emancipatory potentials of modernity. He argued that the performance principle, iron-
ically, generates the economic and social conditions necessary for a radical transformation 
of society. That is, the material affluence generated by capitalism opens the way for undoing 
surplus repression. Emancipation for Marcuse is linked to a reconciliation between cul-
ture, nature and unconscious pleasure, what he termed ‘ libidinal rationality’. The precondi-
tions for the realization of libidinal rationality include the overcoming of the split between 
pleasure and reality, and life and death, and a recovery of repressed needs and aspirations. 
Through changes in fantasy structures and the social context, Marcuse says, society can 
become re-eroticized.    

Marcuse’s analysis of contemporary ideological pressures towards ‘ surplus repression’ 
contains many insights, but it is also clear that there are important limitations to his ap-
proach. For one thing, he fails to point in anything but the most general way to how ide-
ology transforms repression from ‘ basic’ into ‘ surplus’, and so it is far from easy to grasp the 
complex ways in which culture implants political domination upon the emotional economy 
of subjects. Similarly, the argument that reason or rationality can be located in repressed 
drives ( the notion of ‘ libidinal rationality’) is underdeveloped. Marcuse’s work fails to anal-
yse in any substantive way intersubjective social relationships. Instead, his vision of political 
autonomy is one in which repressed drives become liberated, and thus transfigure social 
relations. From this angle, some critics have suggested that Marcuse’s conception of the 
relation between repressed desire and social transformation is individualistic and asocial in 
character.
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Jacques Lacan

Many psychoanalytic theorists have identified loss as central to  self-  constitution. From the 
fall from p re- O edipal Eden, in which the small infant becomes separated from the maternal 
body, through alarming and painful terrors of the Oedipal constellation, and onto subsequent 
adult disappointments, rejections and negations: loss infiltrates all emotional transactions 
between self and others, and so in a sense it is at the root from which desire flows uncontrol-
lably. Yet while the intricate connections between loss and selfhood have been emphasized 
throughout the history of psychoanalysis, perhaps the most remarkable contribution remains 
that elaborated by the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan. The world of illusion that we 
fashion to avoid the traumatic and impenetrable mysteries of loss is, for Lacan, the very stuff 
out of which we are made. According to Lacan, the individual subject is constituted in and 
through loss, as an excess of lack. In a radical revision of Freud, largely through a widening 
of the horizons of psychoanalysis to embrace structuralist linguistics and p ost- s tructuralist 
theories of discourse, Lacan makes lack the cause that ensures that as human subjects we are 
continually falling short, failing, fading and lapsing.

The world of sense perception, for Lacan as for Freud, is born from immersion in a 
sublimely opaque realm of images, of very early experience of imaginings and imagos, of 
primitive fantasies of the body of another. Lacan calls this realm, caught between wonderful 
delight and terrifying anguish, the imaginary. The imaginary for Lacan is a prelinguistic, 
 pre-  Oedipal register, solely visual in operation and in which desire slides around and re-
circles an endless array of p art-  objects: breasts, lips, gaze, skin. According to Lacan, this 
imaginary drafting of the world of illusion, of wholeness, is broken apart once the infant 
comes to identify with, and introject, things or objects beyond itself, thus shifting beyond 
the lures of the imaginary. This primordial moment of separation is devastating, a loss so 
painful that it results in a primary repression of the  pre-  Oedipal connection to the maternal 
sphere, a repression that in one stroke founds the repressed unconscious. Once severed from 
primary identification with the  pre-  Oedipal mother, the infant is projected into the realm of 
language, the differences internal to signification that Lacan calls the Other, or the symbolic 
order. The symbolic in Lacan’s theory is a plane of received social meanings, logic, differen-
tiation. Symbolization and language permit the subject to represent desire, both to itself and 
to others. Yet the representation of desire, says Lacan, is always stained by a scar of imaginary, 
maternal identification.

Lacan theorizes the imaginary tribulations of  self- c onstitution largely through a novel 
consideration of Freud’s theory of narcissism. In ‘ The mirror stage as formative of the func-
tion of the I’ ( 1977 [1949]), Lacan contends that the infant apprehends a sense of bodily 
unity through the recognition of its image in a mirror. The ‘ mirror’ provides the infant 
with a consoling image of itself as unified and  self-  sufficient. This reflecting mirror image is 
not at all, however, what it seems. Lacan says that what the mirror produces is a ‘ mirage of 
coherence’, an alienating misrecognition. In short, the mirror lies. Mirroring leads the infant 
to imagine itself as stable and unified, when in fact psychical space is fragmented, and the 
infant’s physical movements are uncoordinated. The reflecting mirror leads the infant into an 
unfettered realm of narcissism, underpinned by hate and aggression, given the unbridgeable 
gap between ideal and actuality.

The imaginary can thus be described as a kind of archaic realm of distorted mirror 
images, a spatial world of indistinction between self and other, from which primary nar-
cissism and aggression are drawn as key building blocks in the formation of identity. But 
if the imaginary order is already an alienation of desire, then the same is certainly true of 
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the symbolic order of language. The symbolic, says Lacan, smashes the mirror unity of 
the imaginary. For Lacan, as for Freud, this happens with the entry of the father into the 
psychic world of the child. In disturbing the  mother–  child link, the Oedipal father breaks 
up the  self– o ther unity of the imaginary order. For Lacan, language is the fundamental 
medium that structures the Oedipal process. The child enters the symbolic via language, 
which ushers in temporal, spatial and logical differences, which are foundational to self and 
other, subject and object. Language for Lacan is an intersubjective order of symbolization 
which carries the force of cultural sanctions, of what he terms ‘ the Law of the Father’ – f  or 
it is in and through language that the subject attempts a reconstruction of lost, imagined 
unities.

Rewriting the unconscious and Oedipus in terms of the symbolic dimensions of language, 
Lacan’s theoretical point of reference is the structural linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure. It 
is not possible here to provide an adequate exegesis of Lacan’s appropriation and reconstruc-
tion of Saussure’s ideas; in what follows I shall only emphasize certain aspects of Lacan’s use 
of Saussure’s structural linguistics, particularly those aspects most relevant to the concerns 
of social theory. In Saussurian linguistics, language is explicated as a system of internal dif-
ferences. In this view, signs are made up of a signifier ( a sound or image) and a signified ( the 
concept or meaning evoked). The meaning of a word arises through its differences from 
other words: a pencil, for example, is not a pen. A book is not a pamphlet, not a magazine, 
not a newspaper. Words as such do not ‘ mean’ their objects. Language creates meaning only 
through an internal play of differences. Now Lacan accepts the key elements of Saussure’s 
structural linguistics, but he radicalizes the relation between the signifier and the signified. 
Lacan will have nothing of the Saussurian search for the signified, or concept, however 
‘ arbitrary’ the relation between signifiers that generate meaning may be. Instead, Lacan in-
verts Saussure’s interpretation of the sign, asserting that the signifier has primacy over the 
signified in the production of meaning. In Lacan’s psychoanalytic reading, the two orders of 
discourse are always separated by censorship, marked by a bar of repression. The signified, 
says Lacan, cannot be elucidated once and for all, since it is always ‘ sinking’ or ‘ fading’ into 
the unconscious; the signified is, in effect, always just another signifier. And for Lacan the 
signifier is itself coterminous with the unconscious.

Language, as a system of differences, constitutes the subject’s repressed desire through 
and through. The subject, once severed from the narcissistic fullness of the imaginary, is 
inserted into linguistic and symbolic structures that both generate the unconscious and allow 
for its contents to traverse the intersubjective field of culture. Access to ourselves and others, 
however, is complicated by the fact that desire is itself an ‘ effect of the signifier’, an outcrop 
of the spacings or differences of linguistic structures. From this angle, the unconscious is less 
a realm on the ‘ inside’ of the individual, or ‘ underneath’ language, than an intersubjective 
space between  subjects – l  ocated in those gaps that separate word from word, meaning from 
meaning. ‘ The exteriority of the symbolic in relation to man’, says Lacan, ‘ is the very notion 
of the unconscious’ ( 1966: 469). Or, in Lacan’s infamous slogan: ‘ the unconscious is struc-
tured like a language’.

Lacan’s  re- r eading of Freud has powerfully influenced contemporary social theory. His 
emphasis on the centrality of symbolic structures in the constitution of the subject, as well as 
the disruption caused to these structures through the fracturing effects of the unconscious, 
has been of core importance to recent debates concerning identity. His stress on the compli-
cated interweaving of language and desire has been original and provocative. Significantly, 
his work has served as a useful corrective to s ocial-  theoretical accounts that portray the self as 
the site of rational psychological functioning. Moreover, his linguistic reconceptualization of 
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the unconscious powerfully deconstructs theories of representation that presume that mind 
and world automatically fit together.

There are many limitations, however, of the Lacanian account of subjectivity and social 
relations. The most important of these, as concerns identity, is Lacan’s claim that individual-
ity involves an inescapable sentence of alienation. While it is undeniable that Freud viewed 
misrecognition as internally tied to ego formation, Lacan’s version of this process involves a 
number of substantive problems. Consider the following: what is it that allows the individual 
to ( mis) recognize itself from its mirror image? How, exactly, does it cash in on this confer-
ring of selfhood? The problem with the argument that the mirror distorts is that it fails to 
specify the psychic capacities that make any such misrecognition possible. That is, Lacan’s 
account fails to detail how the mirror is constituted as real. Related to this is the criticism 
that Lacan’s linguistic reconceptualization of psychoanalysis actually suppresses the radical 
implications of Freud’s discovery of the unconscious by structuralizing it, reducing it to a 
chance play of signifiers. In this respect, Lacan’s claim that the unconscious is naturally tied to 
language has come under fire. Here the criticism is that the unconscious is the precondition 
of language and not the reverse.

Equally serious are the criticisms that have been made of Lacan’s account of culture. 
Lacan’s linkage of the ‘ subject of the unconscious’ with the idea of the ‘ arbitrary nature of the 
sign’ raises the thorny problem of the replication of ideological power. In this connection, 
Lacan fails to explain how some ideological and political meanings predominate over others 
in the shaping of the personal sphere. Instead, cultural domination is equated with language 
as such. It is the subjection of the individual to the symbolic, to the force of the law, that 
accounts for the fall of the subject. However, as Dews ( 1987) argues, Lacan’s equation of 
language with domination seriously downplays the importance of power, ideology and social 
institutions in the reproduction of cultural life.

Louis Althusser

In his famous essay ‘ Ideology and ideological state apparatuses’ ( 1971), the French Marxist 
philosopher Louis Althusser sought to integrate structural Marxism and Lacanian psycho-
analysis in order to understand the workings of ideology in modern societies. Althusser traces 
ideology as a discourse that leads individuals to support the reproduction of ruling class 
power. Althusser argued that society and political life is experienced less in the public world 
of institutions than in the fantasy realm of the imaginary. ‘ All ideology’, writes Althusser, 
‘ represents in its necessarily imaginary distortion is not the existing relations of produc-
tion. . . but above all the ( imaginary) relationship of individuals to the relations of production 
and the relations that derive from them’ ( 1971:  38– 3 9). From this angle, ideology provides 
an imaginary centring to everyday life; ideology confers identity on the self and others, and 
makes the individual feel valued within the social, cultural network.

What are the psychic mechanisms that underpin ideology? Echoing Lacan, Althusser ar-
gues that ideology functions in and through mirroring. Like the Lacanian child in front of 
its mirror image, the ideological mirror implants received social meanings at the heart of 
the subject’s world. Yet, as in the mirror stage, the constitution of social forms necessarily 
involves a misrecognition, since ideology idealizes and distorts the intersubjective world of 
society, culture and politics. Through a ‘ subjection’ to ideological discourses of class, race, 
gender, nationalism and the like, the individual comes to misrecognize itself as an autonomous, 
 self- l egislating subject. Imaginary misrecognition occurs through a process that Althusser 
terms ‘ interpellation’. It is in and through ideology that society ‘ interpellates’ the individual 
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as a ‘ subject’, at once conferring identity and subjecting the individual to that social position. 
This interweaving of signification and imaginary misrecognition, Althusser contends, is 
rooted in ‘ ideological state apparatuses’, which include schools, trade unions, the mass media 
and the like, and whose function is to ensure the subjection of individuals to different social 
positions in modern  class-  based societies. Human subjects’ coming to overlook the nature of 
their real decentred subjectivity, says Althusser, is precisely the function of  ideology –   thus 
serving to reinforce the dominant power interests of late capitalism.

The theory of ideology developed by Althusser, with its implicit use of Lacanian psycho-
analysis, marks one of the major sources of stimulus in  twentieth-  century social thought. 
It sets out an array of ideas about the relations between the personal and social domains, 
the imaginary and institutional life. Althusser’s argument that ideology is an indispensable 
imaginary medium for social reproduction is provocative and important, and it did much to 
discredit traditional Marxist theories of ideology as mere false consciousness. Like the un-
conscious for Freud, ideology for Althusser is eternal. However, it is now widely agreed that 
there are many problems with Althusser’s account of ideology. Most importantly, Althusser’s 
argument about the mirroring distortion of ideology runs into the same kind of theoretical 
dead end as does Lacan’s account of the imaginary. That is, in order for an individual subject 
to ( mis) recognize itself in and through ideological discourse, surely she or he must already 
possess certain affective capacities for subjective response.

Whatever these shortcomings, the Althusserian/ Lacanian model remains a powerful 
source of influence in contemporary social theory. Indeed, Althusser’s Lacan has recently 
been examined with new interest as concerns the study of subjectivity, society and culture. 
Fredric Jameson ( 1984) argues for a return to the Lacanian underpinnings of Althusser’s so-
cial theory in order to fashion what he calls a ‘ cognitive mapping’ of postmodern symbolic 
forms. Also, Slavoj Žižek recasts the Althusserian model of ‘ interpellation’ in order to trace 
the fantasy identifications created in and through cultural forms such as media and film.

Feminism and psychoanalysis

In recent years, some of the most important conceptual advances in psychoanalytic social 
theory have come from feminist debates on sexual subjectivity and gender hierarchy. Broadly 
speaking, the major division in psychoanalytic feminism is between  Anglo- A merican ob-
ject relations theory on the one hand and French Lacanian and  post-  Lacanian theory on 
the other. Through the object relations perspective, feminist theorists analyse sexuality and 
gender against the backdrop of interpersonal relationships, with particular emphasis on the 
pre-Oedipal child–mother bond. Post-structuralist feminists indebted to Lacanian psycho-
analysis, by contrast, deconstruct gender terms with reference to the structuring power of the 
order of the symbolic, of language as such. What follows concentrates for the most part upon 
developments in feminist theories of sexual difference that draw from, rework or transfigure 
Lacanian theory. The central concerns that are touched on include an exploration of the po-
litical ramifications of psychoanalysis; the psychic forces that affect women’s desexualization 
and lack of agency in modern culture; the relationship between maternal and paternal power 
in infant development; and the connections between sexuality, the body and its pleasures. For 
in addressing these issues, feminist psychoanalytic theorists have sought to enlarge their un-
derstandings of polarized sexual identities in modern societies and to rethink the possibilities 
for restructuring existing forms of gender power.

         

Lacanian psychoanalysis is probably the most influential current in feminist social theory 
today. In Lacan’s deployment of Saussurian linguistics, as noted above, meaning arises from 
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difference. In the order of language, a signifier attains reference to a signified through the 
exclusion of other signifiers. In patriarchal culture, that which is excluded is the feminine: 
woman is denied a voice of her own. Lacan ( 1985) thus claims, in what is regarded by many as 
a clear indication of his a nti-  feminism, that ‘ The Woman does not exist’. Linking the uncon-
scious with the essentially patriarchal organization of language and culture, Lacan defines the 
feminine in the negative, women as the Other, as something which is outside the symbolic 
order: this is what gives the masculine unconscious its s elf- p resence as power and authority.

For Lacan, as for Freud, the phallus is the marker of sexual difference par excellence. The 
father and his phallus smash the incestuous unity of the  mother–  infant bond, and thereby 
refer the infant to the wider cultural, social network. In contrast to Freud, however, Lacan 
claims to disconnect the phallus conceptually from any linkage with the penis. The phal-
lus, says Lacan, is illusory, fictitious, imaginary. It exists less in the sense of biology than 
in a kind of fantasy realm that merges desire with power, omnipotence and wholeness. In 
Lacanian theory, the power that the phallus promises is directly tied to maternal, imaginary 
space. According to Lacan, the infant wishes to be loved exclusively by the mother. The in-
fant painfully learns, however, that the mother’s desire is invested elsewhere: in the phallus. 
Significantly, this discovery occurs at the same time that the infant is discovering itself in 
language, as a separate subject. In this connection, it is important to note that Lacan says that 
both sexes enter the symbolic order of language as castrated. The infant’s separation from ma-
ternal space is experienced as a devastating loss. The pain of this loss is castration, as a result 
of which sexual subjectivity becomes deeply interwoven with absence and lack.

Lacan was not much interested in the social application of his theories. But this has not 
prevented feminists from making critical appropriations of Lacanian psychoanalysis for re-
thinking the social theory of gender. Interest in Lacan’s ideas for feminism was initiated in 
the  English-  speaking world by Juliet Mitchell, who in her magisterial Psychoanalysis and Fem-
inism ( 1974) used Freud and Lacan to explore the contemporary gender system. In Mitchell’s 
 Lacanian-  based feminism, an analysis of sexual politics is developed which stresses that the 
symbolic order of language creates sexual division. Gendered subjectivity, for Mitchell, is 
necessarily tied to a fundamental loss: that of maternal, imaginary space. In this connection, 
the phallus, as ‘ transcendental signifier’, functions as an imaginary lining or construction 
which masks the lack of the human subject at the level of sexual division. Yet the crucial 
point, according to Mitchell, is that these imaginary scenarios position males and females 
within unequal gender relations. Man is constituted as a s elf-  determining, autonomous 
agent, and woman as the lacking Other, as sexual object. Using Lacanian theory against 
itself, however, Mitchell also explores potentialities for gender transformation. Though the 
phallus may stand for entry to the symbolic order, Mitchell claims, it is an imaginary object 
that either sex can secure once and for all.

Though generating much interest at the time, most commentators would now agree that 
Mitchell’s analysis of gender contains serious theoretical and political difficulties. It seems to 
assume, for example, that the social reproduction of sexuality and gender is a relatively stable 
affair, without allowing room for the contradictions and ambiguities of split subjectivity and 
the unconscious. This involves important political implications. For if women are symbol-
ically fixed in relation to masculinity as the lacking Other, via a repression of desire, then 
it remains far from clear why women would ever feel compelled to question or challenge 
the contemporary gender system. This point can be made in another way. The Lacanian 
specification of the feminine as that which is always defined  negatively – l  ack, the Other, 
the dark  continent – c  arries a number of theoretical and political ambiguities. On the one 
hand, Lacan’s doctrines have been a valuable theoretical resource for feminists analysing how 
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women are rendered the excluded Other in patriarchal discourse and culture. On the other 
hand, the recurring problem for feminism when set within Lacanian parameters is that all 
dimensions of human sexuality become inscribed within the signifier and therefore trapped 
by the law. Lacan’s reduction of the feminine to mere oppositeness implies that woman can 
be defined only as mirror to the masculine subject, and thus can never escape the domination 
of a rigidly genderized discourse.

In opposition to Lacan, however, a number of French feminists have recently sought 
to articulate an alternative vision of female sexual subjectivity in French psychoanalysis. 
This approach to revaluing the feminine is generally referred to as  post- L acanian feminism, 
though it is worth briefly expanding on this label. This branch of feminist psychoanalysis is 
generally considered ‘ Lacanian’ because theorists associated with it adopt a broadly structur-
alist interpretation of gender categories, situating woman as the excluded Other of mascu-
linist discourse and culture. Yet this approach is also ‘  anti-  Lacanian’ since such theorists tend 
to oppose the view that woman can only be defined as the mirror opposite of the masculine 
subject, and thus never escape the domination of a rigidly genderized discourse. Broadly 
speaking,  post-  Lacanian feminists evoke a positive image of femininity, an image that under-
scores the multiple and plural dimensions of women’s sexuality. Hélène Cixous, for example, 
speaks of the rhythms, flows and sensations of the feminine libidinal economy, contrasting 
this with the exaggerated masculinist stress on genital sexuality. Woman, says Cixous ( 1976), 
has the ‘ capacity to depropriate unselfishly, body without end, without appendage, without 
principal “ parts” . . . Her libido is cosmic, just as her unconscious is worldwide’. Similarly, 
Luce Irigaray locates the feminine in the multiplicity of bodily sensations arising from the 
lips, vagina, clitoris and breasts. In contrast to the imperial phallic compulsiveness of male 
sexuality, women’s capacity and need for sexual expression resides in the multiplicity and flux 
of feminine desire itself. As Irigaray says of woman: ‘ Her sexuality, always at least double, 
is in fact plural’ ( 1993). Women, argues Irigaray, need to establish a different relationship to 
feminine sexuality, establishing a range of displacements to patriarchy through writing as a 
cultural practice. Speaking the feminine, for Irigaray, can potentially transform the oppres-
sive sexed identities of patriarchy. In her more recent work, particularly An Ethics of Sexual 
Difference ( 1993) and To Be Two ( 2000), Irigaray situates the renegotiation of identities in the 
frame of ethics, specifically the dilemma of recognizing the otherness of the other sex. An 
ethics of sexual difference, she argues, would respect the Other in her or his own right, with 
regard to considerations of finitude, mortality, creation and the divine.

Julia Kristeva

Finally, we can find another meeting point of feminist and psychoanalytic theories in the 
work of Kristeva, who elaborates the idea of a specifically feminine mode of being that dislo-
cates patriarchal language and culture. In Revolution in Poetic Language ( 1984 [1974]), Kristeva 
contrasts the Lacanian symbolic, the law that the father embodies, with the multiple libid-
inal forces of the ‘ semiotic’. The semiotic is a realm of prelinguistic  experience –   including 
feelings, drives and rhythms experienced by the infant in its p re- O edipal relation to the 
mother. According to Kristeva, our semiotic longing for the  pre-  Oedipal mother, though 
repressed with entry to the symbolic, remains present in the unconscious and cannot be 
shut off from society and culture. The semiotic, Kristeva says, is present in the rhythms, 
slips and silences in speech; and it is subversive of the law of the father since it is rooted in a 
prepatriarchal connection with the feminine. Yet Kristeva denies that the feminine semiotic 
has any intrinsic link with gender, because it stems from the p re- O edipal phase and is thus 
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prior to sexual difference. Thus, if the semiotic is ‘ feminine’ it is a femininity that is always 
potentially available to women and men in their efforts to transform gender power. Kristeva 
looks to the semiotic as a means of subverting the m ale- d ominated symbolic order. She finds 
a clear expression of the semiotic in the writings of  avant-  garde authors such as Mallarmé, 
Lautréamont and Artaud, which she feels defies patriarchal language. Kristeva also locates 
semiotic subversion in pregnancy. The psychic experience of giving birth, Kristeva says, re-
produces ‘ the radical ordeal of the splitting of the subject: redoubling of the body, separation 
and coexistence of the self and of an Other, of nature and consciousness, of physiology and 
speech’ ( 1981: 31).

In her more recent work, especially Black Sun ( 1989) and New Maladies of the Soul (1993),
Kristeva situates the emotional turmoil produced by contemporary culture with reference 
to depression, mourning and melancholia. In depression, argues Kristeva, there is an emo-
tional disinvestment from the symbolic, from language as such. The depressed person, over-
whelmed by sadness, suffers from a paralysis of symbolic activity. In effect, language fails to 
substitute for what has been lost at the level of the psyche. The loss of loved ones, the loss of 
ideals, the loss of pasts: as the depressed person loses all interest in the surrounding world, in 
language itself, psychic energy shifts to a more primitive mode of functioning, to a mater-
nal,  drive-  oriented form of experience. In short, depression produces a trauma of symbolic 
identification, a trauma that unleashes the power of semiotic energy. In the force field of 
the s emiotic –   rhythms, semantic shifts, changes in i ntimation –   Kristeva finds a means to 
connect the unspoken experience of the depressed person to established meaning, thereby 
facilitating an emotional reorganization of the self.

   

The foregoing feminist theories represent one of the most important areas of contempo-
rary psychoanalytic criticism. They help explain, more clearly than conventional Lacanian 
accounts, the ways in which dominant sexual ideologies penetrate everyday life, and also 
explore the radicalizing possibilities of a feminine transformation of gender. But assumptions 
are made in these theories which need to be questioned. For one thing, the m ale- d ominated 
law is opposed in these accounts either by the woman’s body or by the subversive relationship 
of women to language. However, some feminists have argued that this merely reinstates a 
‘ female essence’ prior to the construction of sexual subjectivity, and is therefore in danger of 
reinforcing traditional gender divisions through an unintended biologism. Related to this is 
the concern that these theories erase the mediating factors that link fantasy and social reality, 
either by displacing the psychoanalytic account of the construction of sexual difference ( as in 
the case of Irigaray and Cixous) or by essentialism ( as with Kristeva’s merging of the semiotic 
and motherhood).

Psychoanalysis and postmodern theory

The Enlightenment reading of p sychoanalysis –  r epresented in, say, Habermas’s rendition 
of Freud’s epigram ‘ Where id was, there shall ego become’ as culturally prefigurative of the 
possibility for undistorted c ommunication –   has come in for sustained criticism in recent 
years. One of the sources of the suspicion of modernist psychoanalysis, with its characteristic 
emphasis on maximizing an individual’s freedom, derives from the Lacanian argument that 
the notion of the autonomous ego is itself an imaginary construct. Some authors and analysts 
associated with the postmodern turn of recent theorizing rework the Lacanian order of the 
imaginary and apply it to culture and knowledge in general, reinterpreting warnings of the 
death of the subject as a kind of dawning realization that the whole category of subjectivity 
is itself illusory. The postmodern critique, which combines elements from the philosophical 
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standpoint of p ost-  structuralism with elements of a nti- p sychoanalysis, tries to dismantle the 
distinction between consciousness and the unconscious, cultural prohibitions and repressed 
libido, subjugation and liberation. In postmodern conditions, with the dramatic s peed-  up in 
technologies, the subject is not only decentred but desubjectivized as well. What this means, at 
least in its more thoroughgoing versions, is a radical deconstruction of the notion of subjec-
tivity itself. How can psychoanalysis, after all, conceivably represent the subject as a bundle of 
organized dispositions, affects and appetites when contemporary society is marked in its en-
tirety by fluidity, pluralism, variety and ambivalence? A radical assault on fixed positions and 
boundaries of all imagination, the postmodern rewriting of psychoanalysis underscores the 
fluid and multiple trajectories of libidinal enjoyment. The indeterminacy of desire, repeti-
tion, the death drive, bodily zones and intensities: these are core elements of the postmodern 
celebration of the multidimensional and fragmented aspects of our contemporary imaginary.

Broadly speaking, the aim of postmodern psychoanalysis is to rethink the relationship 
between desire and politics in a way that opens possibilities for social transformation. In this 
respect, Lacanian psychoanalysis has been sharply criticized by postmodernists as having po-
litically reactionary implications. In their celebrated postmodern treatise Anti-Oedipus (1977
[1972]), Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari contend that the Lacanian account of desire, insofar 
as it binds the subject to the social order, works in the service of repression. Psychoanalysis, 
in this sense, functions in the service of capitalism, as a kind of vortex around which the 
unconscious becomes bent out of shape. As Deleuze and Guattari see it, lack in the Lacanian 
account is almost the opposite of desire, lack being for them just a capitalist ploy by which 
consumerism can plug the alleged hungers of desire. They argue that psychoanalysis, both 
Freudian and Lacanian, functions to personalize desire, referring all unconscious productions to 
the incestuous sexual realm of the nuclear family. Oedipal prohibitions, on this reckoning, are 
just the signifiers that chain desire to normative  representations –  t he point at which we come 
to desire what capitalism wants us to desire. By contrast, Deleuze and Guattari seek to critique 
this psychoanalytic privileging of desire routed in lack as a product of law. They argue that de-
sire in fact precedes representation: there is nothing at all personal to the flows of libido, which 
continually burst out anew. Perhaps the most striking feature here of Deleuze and Guattari’s 
use of psychoanalytic concepts lies in their attempt to give the flows of libidinous energy a 
 full-  throttle force: a social theory in which the absolute positivity of unconscious productions 
is underscored, and in which schizophrenia is taken as a potentially emancipatory model.

      

Deleuze was one of France’s most celebrated philosophers of the late twentieth century, 
and his  co-  author Guattari was a radical psychoanalyst, opposed to orthodox ( both Freudian 
and Lacanian) theory. Anti-Oedipus was a courageous, poetic attempt to explode the nor-
mative power of categories like Oedipus and castration in psychoanalysis from the inside 
out, using psychoanalytic concepts against the colonizing conceptual logic of psychoanalysis 
itself. Deleuze and Guattari trace the ‘ free lines’ of schizophrenic desire as affirmative force, 
pure positivity, a series of enabling rhythms and intensities as well as transforming possibili-
ties. From this angle, the schizoid process is what enables libidinal pulsations to be uncoupled 
from systems, structures or cultural objects, which may in turn transform the production of 
the political network, making it no longer unfold according to the repressive functioning of 
law. Rejecting the rigid and closed worlds of Oedipus and capitalism, Deleuze and Guattari 
wish to speak up for schizophrenia over neurosis, the flows of desire over lack, fragments over 
totalities and differences over uniformity. ‘ Schizophrenia’, they write, ‘ is desiring produc-
tion at the limit of social production’ ( 1977: 35). Against the Oedipalizing logic of capitalist 
discourse, where desire is channelled into prescribed pathways, Deleuze and Guattari argue 
that the impersonalized flows of schizoid desire can herald a radical transformation of society.
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Similar theoretical directions are taken in the early writings of the French philosopher 
 Jean-  Francois Lyotard, who argues that political society is itself secretly libidinal. Whereas 
Deleuze and Guattari argue that desire is codified and repressed in and through capitalism, 
Lyotard views contemporary society as an immense desiring system. As he sees it, the post-
modern is a vast libidinal circuit of technologies, a culture swamped with seductive signs 
and images. In underscoring the indeterminacy of intensities, Lyotard effects a shift in focus 
away from theories of representation and structures of the psyche and towards bodily inten-
sities and erotogenic surfaces. In his book Libidinal Economy ( 1993), Lyotard constructs the 
excitations of libido on the model of the Möbius strip, conceptualized as an endless series of 
rotations, twistings and contortions. The upshot of this, in political terms, is a series of ar-
guments about how best to extract libidinal pleasure and intensity from postmodern culture. 
‘ What would be interesting’, writes Lyotard, ‘ would be to stay where we are, but at the same 
time to grab all opportunities to function as good conductors of intensities’ ( 1993: 311).

In terms of postmodernism, the work of Deleuze and Guattari, and of Lyotard, under-
scores the point that contemporary experience is an experience of fragmentation, dislocation 
and polyvalency. From this angle, the belief that social transformation may be linked to 
the undoing of hidden meanings or discourses ( as suggested in psychoanalytic social theory 
from Marcuse to Habermas) appears as little more than an ideological fantasy. By contrast, 
truth in postmodern psychoanalysis is located in the immediacy of libidinal intensity itself. 
The unconscious cannot be tamed or organized; desire needs no interpretation, it simply is. 
Moreover, it is within the diffuse, perverse and schizophrenic manifestations of desire that 
new forms of identity, otherness, fantasy and symbolism can be found.

The issues raised by postmodern psychoanalysis are important, especially when considered 
in the light of contemporary social transformations such as globalization and new communi-
cations technology. It is not apparent, however, that such theories generate any criteria for the 
critical assessment of social practices, politics or value positions. As Dews ( 1987) points out, 
the dissimulation of libidinal intensities urged in many currents of postmodern psychoanalysis 
is something that can be ideologically marshalled by both progressive and reactionary politi-
cal forces. Significantly, the view that desire is ipso facto rebellious and subversive is premised 
upon a naive naturalism, one that fails to examine the social, cultural and political forms in 
which unconscious passion is embedded. Moreover, there is little consideration of the poten-
tial harm, pain and damage that psychical states of fragmentation and fluidity may comprise.

Future developments

There are multiple developments occurring in the deployment, refashioning and transforma-
tion of psychoanalysis in the social sciences and humanities in the  twenty-  first century. From 
the Frankfurt School to postmodernism, psychoanalysis has become an essential aspect of the 
critical vocabulary of the academy. While there are many developments that might be noted, 
I shall in conclusion focus on two recent conceptual departures that I believe are especially 
fruitful or promising in terms of critical social theory. Both derive from European psycho-
analysis: the first concerns the contributions of the late Cornelius Castoriadis, the second the 
French psychoanalyst Jean Laplanche.

Cornelius Castoriadis: radical and social imaginaries

Castoriadis emerged as one of the most important innovators in European psychoanalysis 
since Lacan, and his writings have been especially influential in recent social theory. In 
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The Imaginary Institution of Society ( 1987), Castoriadis argues that fantasy is a site of multiple, 
fractured and contradictory positionings of the individual in relation to self, to other people 
and to society and history. He claims that the psyche is continually elaborating representa-
tions and fantasies; as the flow of representations is produced, so new positionings of self and 
other are defined, which in turn leads to newer forms of fantasy, identification and cultural 
association. There is for Castoriadis a delicious indeterminacy at the heart of the Freudian 
unconscious, such that the regulative hierarchies of self, sexuality, gender and power are 
constantly rearranged and sometimes transformed, at least partially as a consequence of this 
ceaseless psychic flux.

At its simplest, Castoriadis’s emphasis on the creative nature of the imagination under-
scores the permutation of fantasies and identifications that selves produce endlessly in relation 
to society and history. We insert ourselves, through the psychic flux of imagination, at one 
and the same moment as both creator and created, self and other, identity and difference; we 
draw on existing social institutions and cultural conventions to produce new images of self 
and society, which in turn feed back into the cycle of representations. In all this, Castori-
adis’s central theme is  creativity – o  f the individual self and the broader society. Underlining 
creativity, his theoretical position is a far cry from the insipid, commercially constructed 
notion of the ‘ ever new’ in popular culture. What distinguishes his position from popular 
understandings of creativity is his stress on the o pen- e nded and ambivalent nature of psychic 
representation and cultural production, and it is this stress which necessarily involves reflect-
ing on the more distressing aspects of violence, aggression and destruction in contemporary 
culture. ‘ Creation’, writes Castoriadis, ‘ does not  necessarily – n  or even  generally –   signify 
“ good” creation or the creation of “ positive values”. Auschwitz and the Gulag are creations 
just as much as the Parthenon and the Principia Mathematica’ (1991: 3–4). It is hard – says 
 Castoriadis –  t o grasp, and harder to understand, that s ocio- p olitical paths or fields of imag-
ination stretch all the way from progressive politics to fanaticism and fascism. But the search 
for alternative futures and the search for autonomy and justice are among the creations in 
western history that people value highly and judge positively; the practice of critique, of put-
ting things into question, forms a common starting point for a radical challenge to received 
social and political meanings.

       

For Castoriadis ( 1987), the imaginary tribulations of the unconscious are utterly fresh, 
primary fabrications founded purely in themselves, erupting out of nothing and nowhere, 
and sprung ex nihilo from a disorderly chaos of representational flux. While recognizing that 
the psyche cannot produce everything out of itself, otherwise there would be no reason for 
the human subject to open itself to other persons and objects, Castoriadis claims it is mean-
ingless to see psychic reality as simply a ‘ receptacle’ of the external world. For there can be no 
social practice without a human subject; and with individuals there is psychic organization 
and emotional experience. Instead, the question of representation for Castoriadis centres on 
the capacity of the psyche itself to instantiate representations. Inherent in the Freudian prob-
lematic, he suggests, is the idea that

the first delegation of the drive in the psyche is the affect, in particular that of displea-
sure. But we can find nothing in an affect, whether of pleasure or unpleasure, that could 
account for the form or the content of a representation; at the most the affect could 
induce the ‘ finality’ of the representative process. It is therefore necessary to postulate ( even 
if this is only implicitly) that the psyche is the capacity to produce an ‘ initial’ representation, the 
capacity of putting into image or making an image. This may appear self-evident. But this 
 image-  making must at the same time relate to a drive, at a time when nothing ensures 

   



157

Psychoanalytic social theory

this relation. This may well be the point of condensation and accumulation for all the 
mysteries of the ‘ bonding’ between the soul and the body.

( Castoriadis 1987: 282, emphasis added)

Castoriadis is thus perhaps the first major modern intellectual to place at the centre of his 
reflections on the social the abstract category of psychical representation itself, at the levels 
of both the individual (‘ radical imaginary’) and the society (‘ social imaginary’). The imag-
inary, contends Castoriadis, is a question not just of ‘ the creation of images in society’ but 
rather of the productive energies of s elf-  creation, which in turn generate social imaginary 
significations and the institutions of each particular society. What is radically imaginary 
about the psychic process of every individual is precisely the representational pleasure of 
the unconscious monad, initially closed in upon itself, and subsequently forced to shift 
from s elf-  generating solipsistic fantasy to the shared meanings of society. To the radical 
imaginary of the psychic monad corresponds the collective order of the ‘ social imagi-
nary’, an aesthetics of imagination that holds together the primary institutions of society 
( language, norms, customs and law) and the form of relation through which individuals 
and collectivities come to relate to such objects of representational and affective investment 
(Castoriadis 1987).  

Where then does radical imagination originate? What is the condition of possibility for its 
eruption? Castoriadis contrasts his position on imagination with the Lacanian emphasis on 
the scopic dynamics of the imaginary thus:

I am not fixated on the ‘ scopic’; one of the gross inadequacies of Lacan’s conception of 
the imagination is his fixation on the scopic. For me, if one is speaking of stages that are 
worked out, the imagination par excellence is the imagination of the musical composer 
( which is what I wanted to be). Suddenly, figures surge forth which are not in the least 
visual. They are essentially auditory and k inetic – f  or there is also rhythm. . . Nor is 
there anything ‘ visual’ in the social imaginary. The social imaginary is not the creation 
of images in society; it is not the fact that one paints the walls of towns. A fundamental 
creation of the social imaginary, the gods or rules of behaviour are neither visible nor 
even audible but signifiable.

(1997: 182–83)    

Castoriadis’s reflections on the imaginary principally concern, one might say, the ways in 
which a world ( at once emotional and social) somehow or other comes to be ordered and 
organized from groundlessness or chaos; the creation of imagination from ‘ dull mass’; cre-
ation and invention as a consequence of an ‘ explosion that digs into this mass a hole’. The 
constitution of these imaginary determinations manifests the creativity that appertains to the 
psyche as such, and that ‘ opens an interior space within it’.

Jean Laplanche: enigmatic significations

Laplanche was one of the first  post-  Lacanians to write of the strange  transformations –   the 
condensations, displacements and  reversals –   of unconscious repression, which results in the 
formation of an internal foreign other, of what Freud called a t hing- p resentation, or, if you 
will, the depths of imagination itself. He has been one of the few major psychoanalytic think-
ers, period, to focus on the irreducible creativity of unconscious work, by which he means 
specifically the field of symbolizing activity.
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Laplanche, like Castoriadis, rejects the linguistic imperialism of Lacanian doctrine: ‘ the 
message can just as easily be  non- v erbal as verbal’. And like Kristeva, Laplanche distances 
himself from a concern with ‘ transhistorical structures’ ( phylogenesis, language) in favour 
of the essential uniqueness and individuality of human imagination. In shifting away from 
Lacan and back to  Freud –   returning to prelinguistic psychical representatives or fantasmatic 
constructions made of images and split from  words –   Laplanche will emphasize that in the act 
of psychic translation the singular individual creates in the strongest sense of the term.

It could be said that Laplanche is out to provide a social theory of our struggle for represen-
tation in the field of symbolizing activity, which, in a sense, has been the subject of all psy-
choanalytic theories since Freud unearthed the unconscious logics of the dream. For in his 
preoccupation with the problem of  translation –  b y which is meant the psychic  force-  field of 
representations, resemblances, contiguities, condensations and r eversals –   Laplanche’s work 
plays ingeniously on a subtle, but definite, relation between human subjects in the context of 
symbolic and social formations. For Laplanche, it is essential to grasp that the infant is, from 
the beginning of life, presented with what he calls ‘ messages’ ( both verbal and n on-  verbal) 
by parents, messages that the infant is  ill-  equipped to deal with adequately or understand 
on an emotional plane. It makes perhaps less difference what the soft caresses of a mother 
actually signify as regards the s elf-  understandings of the adult, though part of Laplanche’s 
interest turns on the way parents always convey far more than they consciously intend. What 
matters in Laplanche’s scheme is that the infant has been addressed or called with a message, 
a message that is at once exciting and mystifying.

The striking feature of Laplanche’s theorization of the message as enigmatic is its sheer 
 open-  endedness. His account of the psychosexual development of the individual subject in 
terms of the ongoing emotional work of translation and retranslation would make no sense 
were it not for the recognition that, because of the small infant’s initially limited ways of 
trying to emotionally process proffered messages, psychic life is always, necessarily, imag-
inative, creative, inventive. In a way that contrasts with the iron determinism of the early 
Lacan’s emphasis on the symbolic subjection of the subject, it is the mystifying element of the 
message that for Laplanche sparks imaginative associations in the child. What is inescapable 
for the  infant –  a nd subsequently for the  adult –  i s that such mystifying messages demand 
continual psychic work, are in need of continual translation. Indeed, Laplanche himself has 
acknowledged that he came up with the concept of ‘ message’, with all this implies of the 
need for translation, in order to overcome the rigid determinism of psychoanalysis in France 
since Lacan.

Conclusion

In my book Social Theory and Psychoanalysis in Transition ( Elliott 2019), I argued that psycho-
analysis is of essential significance to reworking the concepts of subjectivity, self and agency 
in the social sciences. My argument, bluntly put, is that we can find in Freud a radical account 
of the creativity of the  psyche –   an account that can be deployed to rethink the relations 
between human creation on the one hand and society, history and politics on the other. The 
Freudian reading of culture, in particular, stresses that if there is a fundamental deadlock or 
antagonism it is not that between self and society, but rather between the psychic and social. 
It is precisely this issue of the fluidity, conflict and division of the unconscious mind, and 
with it that of the distribution of psychical energy in self/ society interlockings, that remains 
unaddressed in mainstream social science perspectives. Particularly in objectivistic or deter-
ministic versions of social thought, such as Marxism or functionalism, the actions, ideas and 
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psychic processes of individuals are cast as susceptible to the forces of social structures, yet 
curiously those same structures are seen as free of the impacts of psychic process.

Repositioning the relation between subject and society through a psychoanalytic way of 
thinking offers many novel insights, as I have charted throughout this chapter. We might 
say that who one becomes in a structured world of social differences is an indeterminate 
consequence of structures that, in turn, have the symbolic power that they do because of the 
 human subject's psychic openness, unconscious representations and emotional investments. 
The psychic world of socially and historically constituted human subjects is thus not reduc-
ible to the fantasies or representations of the individual alone, nor to the brute materiality 
or reality of political forces or cultural events. The presence of radical imagination and 
unconscious fantasy in the life of the subject is crucial, and must be theorized in relation to 
the interpersonal complexities of communication, the emotional processing of dialogue and 
the primary, if inaccessible, power of the Other. This remains the challenge, and major task, 
confronting psychoanalytic theory in the coming decades ( see Elliott 2015).

Castoriadis and Laplanche are not alone among those theorists of the contemporary age 
who have wrestled with the question of imagination as well as individual and social trans-
formations affecting imaginary life. Fortunately, for academic social science but also for the 
demands of practical social life, there have been a growing number of voices raising pressing 
political issues about the conditions and consequences of our imaginative interpersonal rela-
tions in a postmodern world of fragmentation and fracture. Such authoritative voices today 
include, to mention only a few, Judith Butler, Drucilla Cornell, Slavoj Žižek, Homi Bhabha, 
Christopher Bollas, Lynne Segal, Fredric Jameson, Stephen Frosh, Luce Irigaray, Elizabeth 
Grosz, Nancy Chodorow, Jane Flax, Charles Spezzano, Thomas Ogden and Jessica Ben-
jamin. Each has drawn from psychoanalysis to develop a particular angle on the changing 
relations between self and society in the contemporary epoch. Each has focused on specific 
problematics of current social  conditions – f  rom feminism to postmodernism, from psycho-
therapy to l iterature – i  n rethinking the terms of both individual and collective imaginaries.
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Introduction: a brief historical overview of risk theorizing

Following the E uro-  centricity of so many dominant social and cultural theories, an ongoing 
preoccupation within several of the theoretical frameworks considered elsewhere in this 
volume is to describe and adequately account for the various dimensions of modern social 
contexts. This involves exploring the corresponding social relations that emerge as features 
of modernity, and implicit within these analytical approaches are assumptions regarding 
the particularity of western modernity, and its more recent guises ( late, p ost-  , high), so 
distinguishing such manifestations of society from that which went before, as well as that 
which exists elsewhere. Weber suggested that a defining hallmark of modernity is a cultural 
predilection towards ‘ calculating consequences’ and the increased recourse to techniques 
of planning ( rationalizing) which r esults –   with the analysis of these modern approaches to 
consequences thus becoming integral to his sociological project. Indeed, from a Weberian 
perspective, ‘ the central task of universal history is to explain this unique [i.e. modern west-
ern] rationalism’ ( Brubaker 1984: 8).

It is within this apparent shift to new social approaches, or rationalities, for considering 
 futures –  d eparting from fatalism or religiously oriented u nderstandings –  f rom which no-
tions of risk emerge. Indeed, for some, risk is the defining concept of modernity:

The revolutionary idea that defines the boundary between modern times and the past is 
the mastery of risk: the notion that the future is more than a whim of the gods and that 
men and women are not passive before nature.

( Bernstein 1996: 1)

Bernstein’s contribution is more historical account than social theory, though it importantly 
details the development of statistical tools for fending against uncertainty as well as a grow-
ing awareness that the application of such tools is far more than a straightforward technical 
exercise ( 1996: 151).

As a cultural movement, the Enlightenment can be viewed as a significant driver in both 
the development of techniques for probabilistically considering future outcomes and a shift in 
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dominant perspectives regarding the amenability of the future to human planning and con-
trol. The refinement of mathematical approaches towards future uncertainties was accompa-
nied by a transition ( referred to above) from perceiving the future as lying in ‘ God’s hands’ 
towards an increasing faith in h uman- m ade  technologies  –  w ith these two developments 
often seen as fuelling one another. Yet while technological developments have brought an 
increasing number of domains under the auspices of measurement, planning and probabilistic 
prediction, so has the intractability of uncertainty and the limits of control become ever more 
evident ( Wilkinson 2010).

An early account of risk within the social sciences was that of Frank Knight ( 1921), an 
economist who recognized the imperfection of judgements regarding the future due to the 
limited ability of individuals not only in probabilistically calculating the likelihood of a good 
outcome, but moreover in defining what a good outcome would be ( Langlois and Cosgel 
1993: 459). Knight’s work draws a contrast between an idealized, ‘ mechanized’ model where 
calculation is straightforward and the messiness of ‘ organic life’ ( Langlois and Cosgel 1993: 
460). In contrast to certain technical notions of  risk – w  hich might define it as ‘ the probabil-
ity that a particular adverse event occurs during a stated time period, or results from a partic-
ular challenge’ ( Royal Society 1992: 2) –   Knight ( 1921) draws our attention to the difficulties 
in considering probabilities but moreover the variability in which events are defined and/ or 
considered adverse or positive.

The ways in which individuals and organizations are increasingly compelled to consider 
the consequences of their decisions, alongside this inherent difficulty, complexity and disor-
derliness which is characteristic of how actors consider the future, continues to keep social 
theorists occupied with conceptualizations of risk and  uncertainty –   almost a century on 
from Knight’s seminal contribution. The focus of this chapter is on more recent theories of 
risk and uncertainty within the domains of sociology and anthropology. All share certain 
preoccupations with one another and indeed with Knight, though the nature of risk, the 
position of experts in relation to experiences of risk and the novelty attributed to these con-
figurations differ greatly. The next section considers some of the central themes and thinkers 
within the field.

Risk and uncertainty: some central themes and thinkers

It has become commonplace, following Mythen ( 2008: 303) and Wilkinson ( 2010: 43), to 
refer to three overarching social and cultural theories of risk that have proved especially 
influential. While these two reviews both begin with Ulrich Beck’s ( 1992) Risk Society the-
sis, this chapter will follow a more chronological format, starting instead with the ‘ cultural 
theory’ approach of the anthropologist Mary Douglas ( partially formulated with the political 
scientist Aaron Wildavsky). This position, which sees risk as a product of timeless  intra-  a nd 
 inter- g roup tensions, will then be contrasted with Beck’s claims around the novelty and 
distinctiveness of risk. Although Michel Foucault died before these conceptual discussions 
had significantly sparked into life, his work has posthumously influenced a third significant 
stream of risk thinking which follows his considerations of governmentality and various in-
terrelated qualities of knowledge and power.

Mary Douglas and a cultural theory of risk

In the opening section to this chapter it was suggested, following Knight ( 1921), that beyond 
the ‘ mechanistic’ ( neat and tidy) calculation of risk there is a real world of  messiness – r  endered 
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so by the difficulties in probabilistic calculation and through the intractable problems of cat-
egorizing and defining outcomes. When we add the further issue of how these convoluted 
outcomes are valued ( for example, more positively or more negatively), it becomes palpably 
evident that that which one person sees as significantly ‘ risky’ may be considered with utter 
indifference by his or her  neighbour –  d ue to varying future perceptions, definitions and 
value attributions ( Heyman, Alaszewski and Brown 2012).

This variation in the consideration of risks is the starting point of cultural  approaches –  
 where our central concept is seen less as a technocratic expression of probability and more 
as a  socio- c ultural construct ( Douglas 1992), or even as totem or ritual ( Moore and Burgess 
2011). A central argument of Douglas and Wildavsky ( 1982) is that risks do not simply ‘ exist’; 
instead what we choose to focus upon and define as risky is culturally generated and socially 
constructed. Here Douglas and Wildavsky call into question assumptions about the distinct-
ness of modern societies, as was suggested in the introduction to this chapter: ‘ We moderns 
are supposed to behave differently, especially because the same science and technology that 
make us modern also produce our risks and because advanced statistics enable us to calculate 
them’ ( 1982: 29, emphasis added).

In emphasizing that ascriptions of risk are political rather than probabilistic, Douglas 
( 1992: 39; Douglas and Wildavsky 1982: 30) underlines the similarities between these mod-
ern processes of categorizing and seeking explanations for ‘ problems’ and p re- m odern de-
lineations around sin, taboo and impurity. In this sense there remains a subtle ambivalence 
towards the novelty of modernity and risk in Douglas’s work. On the one hand there is a 
suggestion that new technologies stimulate people to call into question what is normal and 
what is ‘ other’, generating debates about where the line should be drawn between acceptable 
 behaviour –  i n terms of medical practice, environmental pollution or livestock rearing, for 
 example –  a nd that which is improperly ‘ risky’ and thus worthy of blame. But on the other 
hand, and most fundamentally for Douglas, the processes by which an object is considered 
normal or deviant (‘ out of place’), and the selection of which objects are focused upon and 
which are ignored, are fundamentally cultural and equated with enduring practices that are 
visible throughout all societies and groups.

The tension between technological novelty and enduring group dynamics is visible i
this example:

n 

What are Americans afraid of? Nothing much except the food they eat, the water they 
drink, the air they breathe, the land they live on and the energy they consume. In the 
amazing short space of fifteen to twenty years, confidence about the physical world has 
been turned to doubt. Once the source of safety, science and technology has become the 
source of risk.

( Douglas and Wildavsky 1982: 10)

For Douglas and Wildavsky there is something new at hand, and in many ways these social 
changes are expressed in a language that both problematizes and appeals to technology. Yet 
underlying these apparent ‘ sources of risk’ are much deeper social  processes –   above all, ten-
sions emerging in society due to weakening social cohesion. The panics around air, land and 
water are deeply moral in this respect, driven by a ‘ sectarian outlook’ where a vision of the 
good society is contrasted with that which is a threat. These distinctions enable processes of 
definition and exclusion that render group or societal cohesion stronger: ‘ The sect [or society] 
needs enemies’ ( Douglas and Wildavsky 1982: 124), and the definition of risks is essentially 
a process of labelling  enemies –   that which is ‘ unacceptable’ and ‘ out of place’: ‘“ risk” does 
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not signify an  all- r ound assessment of probable outcomes, but becomes a stick for beating 
authority, often a slogan for mustering xenophobia’ ( Douglas 1992: 39).

Analogous to arguments that anti-immigration posturing by certain right-of-centre political
parties becomes popular when people feel economically insecure, or that new linguistic expres-
sions are more likely to emerge during transitional phases of society ( Wilkinson 2010), new de-
velopments or technologies are more likely to become problematized as risky during phases of a 
perceived weakening of social cohesion and societal disharmony. This political function of risk 
can be seen as ‘ positively’ generating unity around a common sense of foreboding, where mem-
bers ‘ shall be motivated to quash movements towards group disunity. . . stand united around a 
common set of social objectives. . . and shall be morally energised to work together to protect 
their group from harm’ ( Wilkinson 2010: 49). In this light the increasing prominence of risk 
within political debate, and indeed within sociological theorizing, is related to its ideological, 
‘ totemic’ ( Moore and Burgess 2011) function in binding and undergirding the fabric of society.

           

Within this framework, explanations of which ‘ natural dangers’ become politicized into 
moral concerns of risk can be found within the structures and tensions of the particular soci-
ety. The type of risks ( enemies or sins) focused upon will in some senses relate to the model of 
a good society which influential actors within a particular society esteem and see as needing 
to be preserved. Seen through this explanatory lens, risks must be able to be counterpoised 
against these prevailing notions of what is valued ( Douglas and Wildavsky 1982: 7) – a  s a 
means of preserving not only unity but existing hierarchy ( Douglas and Wildavsky 1982: 90). 
In certain cases, the social construction of risk focuses accountability upon experts or leaders 
who were at fault; in other settings negative outcomes are attributed to the victims them-
selves. The direction of accountability, and accordingly blame, which r isk –  a s an ideological 
 lens –   points actors towards, is therefore a product of social structures and related distribu-
tions of power and interests ( see Douglas 1992: 78 for a useful typology).

Blame, for Douglas ( 1992), is very much central to the s ocio-  cultural function of risk. 
Implicit within notions of risk are always ascriptions of accountability and blame. This in-
terwovenness of risk and blame is one feature which many of the social theoretical frame-
works considered in this chapter unite around.1 Risk, in contrast to danger, is imbued with 
understandings of consequences as a result of specific  decisions –  a ction or inaction ( Douglas 
1992: 14; Luhmann 1993: 101). Thus in a similar manner by which sin associates dysfunction 
with inappropriate behaviour of certain persons and corresponding defilement, so does risk 
point the finger of blame in one particular direction as opposed to another ( Douglas 1992: 5).

This importance of the holding of certain individuals to account provides one further 
basis in analysing why certain dangers are mobilized into risks and not others. The extent to 
which a particular causal explanation for negative o utcomes – a  nd the corresponding selec-
tion of people and/ or objects held  accountable –  r esonates within existing ideology, beliefs 
and attitudes is vital to understanding why certain risks rise to prominence, as well as the 
timing of these moral panics:

Plenty of dangers are always present. No doubt the water in fourteenth century Europe 
was a persistent health hazard, but a cultural theory of perception would point out that 
it became a public preoccupation only when it seemed plausible to accuse Jews of poi-
soning the wells.

( Douglas and Wildavsky 1982: 7)

A key contribution of Douglas’s cultural theory that is especially instructive in developing 
theories around r isk  –   though relatively undervalued within much empirical sociological 
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 research – i  s its careful attention to varying risk perceptions and beliefs between certain so-
cial cleavages within a particular society and attempts to explain these. I have already drawn 
attention to the relevance of social formations, boundaries and hierarchies and their influ-
ence on risk perception. Douglas and Wildavsky ( 1982) develop these considerations into a 
coherent typology in order to understand attitudes towards risk based on the relationship of 
a particular group’s members to one another and the ‘ outside’ world, and the format of au-
thority prevalent within this collective.

These two dimensions form an explanatory ‘  grid-  group’ model: the extent to which a 
certain collection of people or an organization delineate themselves and demand group ‘  buy- 
i n’ and commitment alongside a corresponding relationship to others is considered along a 
horizontal ‘ group’ spectrum ( Douglas and Wildavsky 1982:  138–  39). ‘ Grid’ meanwhile, as 
typically represented by a vertical axis intersecting the ‘ group’ spectrum, refers to the level 
of hierarchy within a collective in terms of positions of authority and ‘ social distinctions’ 
( ibid.). These intersecting axes create four boxes and four corresponding ideal types of risk 
orientation held by organizations, social cleavages and individuals. Influenced by Durkheim, 
a response to Basil Bernstein, and refined by Michael Thompson, the four categories of ‘ risk 
perceivers’ are briefly sketched below:

1  Douglas ( 1992: 180) cites the Swedish trade union  movement –   a  tight-  knit group with 
a strong hierarchical structure (high-grid, high-group) – as epitomising the positional 
( earlier known as ‘ hierarchy’) ideal type, one that typically employs ‘ extensive classi-
fication and programming for solving problems of c o-  ordination’ and risk ( Douglas 
2006: 4).

         

2  The British trade unions, in contrast, reflect the h igh-  group,  low-  grid egalitarian ste-
reotype of anti-establishment, anti-hierarchy, activist approaches to labour-related risks 
( Douglas 1992: 179).

         

3  Individualists, meanwhile, reflect  low-  grid and  low-  group tendencies and tend to be the 
least  risk-  averse of the four ideal types; they are highly confident in the application of 
technology ( Wilkinson 2010).

4  Fatalists are those who experience society as hierarchical but who are not effectively or-
ganized to exert influence within this system. These people are considered to typify the 
apathy of the masses visible within many corners of society ( Douglas 2006: 13).

Critiques of cultural approaches to risk

Clearly apparent within Douglas’s work on risk, from her book with Wildavsky onwards, is 
the awareness that a culturally rooted explanation of ‘ perceptions of right and truth’ would 
inevitably attract critiques of relativism ( 1982: 186). From the perspective of social theory 
this is not necessarily problematic; indeed an awareness of the intersubjectively constructed 
‘ reality’ of the social world has become commonly accepted following the influence of Schut-
zian phenomenology. However, Douglas’s analysis of risk is not only constructionist, but 
‘ weak’  constructionist –  i n that she makes ascriptions that at times distinguish ‘ reality’ from 
beliefs about, and perceptions of, this reality. This position is less ontologically consistent 
and correspondingly less epistemologically robust, open as it is to criticisms that an arbitrary 
distinction is being made between perceptions and the appearance of risk on the one hand 
and ‘ reality’ on the other. The counter of Douglas and Wildavsky ( 1982: 187) to potential 
ontological and epistemological critiques is more pragmatic than philosophical, partly point-
ing towards the inconsistencies between scientific evidence and beliefs and seemingly letting 
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these speak for themselves, as well as arguing for further empirical examination of their g rid- 
 group approach as a means towards solidifying their position through conceptual refinement.

A further concern within the g rid-  group typology of this ‘ cultural theory’ is a certain am-
biguity over whose behaviour and perceptions are being e xplained – g  roups or individuals. 
The answer would seem to be both, but this then leads to possible  inconsistencies –  f or ex-
ample where Douglas ( 1992: 179) notes that members of British labour movements may often 
act as individualists but also come together collectively to form sects ( the latter conforming 
to the ‘ egalitarian’ ideal type). Prima facie there is an analytical contradiction here, where 
the risk perceptions and orientations of the same individuals are placed in two separate cate-
gories and explained to be different. Although this one example can be explained away with 
regard to the peculiar circumstances of the trade unions under analysis ( 1992: 185), broader 
questions remain as to inconsistencies regarding cases of those individuals who are members 
of multiple groups and who play different roles in different settings.

Once more there is a pragmatic solution, by which the g rid-  group categories are em-
phasized to be modestly  ideal-  typical and therefore far from deterministic. Moreover the 
tensions that this query over explanatory units ( organization or individual) illuminates throw 
up useful avenues for further exegesis and exploration of cultural theoretical models of risk. 
How perceptions and risk sensitivities develop over time when people move and adapt be-
tween one form of organization or social setting and another is a salient question in exploring 
‘ how different kinds of organisations provide different controls on the perceptions of their 
members’ and their sensitivities towards risk ( Desmond, Prost and Wight 2012; Douglas 
1992: 78).

Ulrich Beck and the risk society thesis

In 1986, four years after the publication of Douglas and Wildavsky’s Risk and Culture, Ulrich 
Beck published Risikogesellschaft in his native language of German. The book was later pub-
lished in 1992 in English as Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity. The subtitle here is indic-
ative of a core theme in Beck’s work which, in contrast to Douglas, emphasizes an argument 
that risks and the social relations they bear upon are not only a novel product of modernity 
but moreover lead to the creation of new formations within society. As Anthony Giddens 
writes in his preface to the English edition of the book: ‘ Just as modernization dissolved the 
structure of feudal society in the nineteenth century and produced the industrial society, 
modernization today is dissolving industrial society and another modernity is coming into 
being’ ( Beck 1992: 10).

It is important at this point not to set up cultural theory and risk society accounts as wholly 
at odds with one another. In many senses the two theories work at different levels of analysis 
between the micro and macro. So while, as outlined in the preceding sections, Douglas is 
more interested in the enduring nature of group dynamics and how these same dynamics are 
more recently manifest in the shaping of risk perceptions, Beck is working more towards the 
level of grand narratives of society. In this latter respect there is a very strong assertion that 
we are in the midst of a very different phase of social history.

Fundamental to Beck’s depiction of the new epoch in which we live is a distinction be-
tween ‘ natural hazards’ and ‘ manufactured risks’. The p re-  modern era experienced naturally 
occurring hazards, while, due to the technological advances of modernity, these are now 
accompanied by ‘ latent side effects’ of technology that have become more problematic, lethal 
and global over time. Since the 1970s in particular these h uman-  made risks have become 
increasingly palpable and contentious ( Mythen 2008: 304). The most commonly referred to 
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example of such manufactured risks occurred in the year of publication of Risikogesellschaft: 
the 1986 Chernobyl nuclear disaster. The release of large quantities of radioactive material 
following a fire and explosion at the plant bears out many of Beck’s claims about the nature 
of manufactured risks in this new modernity:

the distribution of social problems or ‘ bads’ becomes global rather than being limited to 
local areas or sections of society;

in this way the rich and powerful are as much afflicted by the ‘ democratic’ impact of 
risks as more marginalized groups, with the former experiencing the ‘ boomerang ef-
fects’ of technological developments coming back to haunt them, in contrast to previous 
eras where money could buy insulation from danger;

and, as Lash and Wynne note in their introduction to Risk Society, technological 
advances enhance, to a certain degree, understandings of the consequences of ‘ bads’, 
but contestation remains between experts and lay members over the nature of risks that 
cannot be resolved straightforwardly.

( in Beck 1992: 7)

This latter development of a more critical debate within society around  risks –   their ex-
istence, causes and  governance –  i s a feature of what Beck, alongside Giddens, refers to as 
reflexive modernization. Reflexivity refers to the sense in which society is ‘ confronted by 
itself ’ ( Beck 1992: 183), and this takes place in the public sphere, stimulated by the visibility 
of risks and apparently poor governance of these, as well as in the private sphere, as we will 
consider below, through individualization. A key theme within this reflexive modernity 
within broader society is a growing cynicism regarding the Enlightenment dream. Whig as-
sumptions regarding inexorable technological and social refinements, marching hand in hand 
with one another, become increasingly open to question in this dysfunctional modernity, 
where technology causes harm, where a lack of scientific consensus is more visible and there-
fore where the function of science as a legitimating tool for policy becomes compromised.

Habermasian influences within Beck’s work are highly apparent here, in terms of the 
breakdown of legitimation processes, a concern with the dysfunctionality of the Enlighten-
ment project and the need to ‘ rescue it’, and to this end the placing of faith in the reinvig-
oration of the public sphere, where, in response to concerns such as genetic technologies, 
‘ hearings are held. Churches protest. Even scientists faithful to progress cannot shake off 
their uneasiness’ ( Beck 1992: 203). So even though scientists themselves, as cogs within the 
machine, may have problems resisting and ethically orienting their work, Beck discusses 
the possibility of the ‘ opening up’ and politicization of science. Here the runaway trains of 
science and research can be regulated not by central government but by a legal invigoration 
of the  sub-  politics within particular s ystems – u  rging communicative reflection rather than 
mere instrumental reflex ( cf. Elliott 2002: 302). This entails establishing the conditions for 
 self-  criticism within specific spheres such as medicine, nuclear physics and genetic science, 
which is ‘ probably the only way that the mistakes that would sooner or later destroy our world 
can be detected in advance’ ( Beck 1992: 234).

Notions of the risk society are perhaps most accessible when couched in terms of envi-
ronmental pollution and nuclear catastrophe, yet Beck also stresses that central features of 
the new modernity reach into many areas of private lives, from relationships to educational 
pathways to labour market experiences ( Mythen 2005). Once again we see the application 
of the concept of reflexive modernization, but in this context it is individual actors who are 
forced to confront their sense of self, identity and life narratives. These challenges to the self 
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are a result of the splintering of relationship norms, the deregulation of the labour market and 
the shifting dynamics and possibilities of class and status within the new modernity.

In contrast to preceding eras where relatively clear and  non-  negotiable life narratives 
were inherited through an individual’s embeddedness within local,  class-  based tradition and 
normative structures, in the modern era the erosion and corresponding loosening of these 
structures puts a much greater onus on the individual to make appropriate decisions. In this 
way the multiplicity of options opened up to actors, for example in terms of career possibil-
ities, creates significant complexity and uncertainty. Here the concept of individualization is 
applied in considering the way individuals are increasingly required to confront and choose 
their f utures –  w ith a heightened awareness of the contingency of their decisions for future 
outcomes a result. A recognition of risk within the ‘ fateful moments’ ( Giddens 1991: 113) 
of decision making ( regarding relationships, jobs, university courses) thus becomes a feature 
of a responsibilization for the future that is seen to rest on the shoulders of the  individual –  
r ather than being more narrowly bounded by social structure. Heightened monitoring of 
and reflection on one’s narrative and indeed on one’s decision making is a result: ‘ if risks are 
an attempt to make the incalculable calculable, then r isk-  monitoring presupposes agency, 
choice, calculation and responsibility’ ( Elliott 2002: 298).

This story of the changing experience of the individual is strongly linked within the 
analytical frameworks of both Beck ( 1992) and Giddens ( 1991) to broader economic de-
velopments, particularly those of labour market deregulation in the face of pressures that 
globalized, footloose production places on employers in European welfare states. Precari-
ous labour situations have always existed but, as with natural hazards, were formerly more 
confined to lower socioeconomic status groups and concentrated in particular geographic 
locales. In contrast, the risk society is marked by an increasingly commonplace experience of 
unemployment and s hort-  term job contracts that are experienced across class boundaries. It is 
in this regard that Beck denotes a shift in the configuration of labour market concerns, with 
class no longer the fundamental characteristic and risk considerations becoming pervasive 
and defining ( Mythen 2005).

Features of this individualized,  risk-  aware society are feelings of vulnerability, uncer-
tainty and corresponding anxiety. Beck ( 1992) and Giddens ( 1991) both underline the sa-
lience of trust in these contexts as a means of reducing complexity and thus attenuating the 
anxiety associated with feelings of uncertainty and vulnerability ( Brown and Calnan 2012). 
Yet, as trust becomes more relevant and more necessary for individuals, so does it become 
more problematic. Increasingly these new forms of modernity require actors to place their 
trust not in local, familiar individuals but in abstract systems of expertise ( Giddens 1991). 
These faceless systems are distant both in the geographical sense and due to a limited amount 
of familiarizing interactions or ‘ facework’. These problematic developments, combined with 
an awareness of the disputable nature of scientific knowledge and the visibility of failings of 
abstract systems and individual experts ( Beck 1992), render a new modernity typified not 
only by problems of risk but also by an apparent crisis of trust.

Critiques of the risk society approach

Given the breadth and topicality of the arguments made and the m acro-  level, polemical and 
thus ‘ broad brush’ approach to the analysis, not to mention the idiosyncratic and provocative 
writing style, it is unsurprising to note that critiques of Beck’s work are numerous and, oc-
casionally, vehement. Beck’s approach to much of this critical work has been open and prag-
matic, and thus his position has gradually shifted over the period since Risk Society was first 
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published. In some senses this has made Beck increasingly ‘ slippery’ to critique over time, 
in that the seemingly problematic positions he adopts within one work will be mitigated ( or 
confused) by his discussions of the same topic within another of his books.

A straightforward though not especially sophisticated critique has been one which pi-
geonholes Beck firmly as a  post-  class scholar through quoting passages from his work where 
he refers to class as a ‘ zombie concept’, before arguing that class is still significant after all. 
Such work fails to do justice to Beck’s position, which can be regarded more accurately as 
wrestling with class, and an increasingly complex map of inequality, than as discarding it. 
More helpful and nuanced approaches ( e.g. Mythen 2005) deconstruct the individualization 
thesis more carefully and emphasize that while aspects, such as heightened identity work, are 
seemingly relevant and apt, other claims are lacking in evidence. Mythen ( 2005: 137) also 
draws our attention to certain analytical g aps –   for example Beck says little about solidarities 
in the workplace amidst processes of individualization.

A common theme amongst Beck’s critics regards the breadth of his claims and the novelty 
of the era he heralds. Mythen argues that the ‘ hyperboles’ of Beck ‘ only serve to gloss over 
evident continuities in social reproduction in Western cultures’ ( 2005: 138; see also Elliott 
2002). Developing this critique, Mythen emphasizes the complex interaction between risk, 
individualization and enduring social s tratification –   demanding a more textured depiction 
of this modernity. Furlong and Cartmel ( 1997), meanwhile, describe an ‘ epistemic fallacy of 
 late-  modernity’, where an individualization and erosion of class is perceived to have taken 
place within the lives of young people, but where the reproduction of inequality continues 
to feature beneath the surface.

Also scrutinizing individualization and its relation to class, Elliott points to the possibility 
that processes of individualization ‘ may directly contribute to, and advance the proliferation 
of, class inequalities and economic exclusions’ ( 2002: 304), particularly through uneven dis-
tribution of various forms of capital. Elliott, echoed by Mythen ( 2005) and others, argues 
for the need to empirically explore the assertions made by Beck, denoting the necessity for a 
more nuanced and complex consideration of class inequality which Beck would latterly seem 
to have heeded. It is suggested that unless these tools to refine and sensitize the risk soci-
ety thesis towards power and domination are developed, much is missed or  over-  simplified 
within its analysis.

Elliott ( 2002) furthermore questions the evolving conceptualizations of reflexivity made 
by Beck, in terms of their consistency, coherence and analytical depth. In recognizing that 
not all encounters with risk lead similarly to knowledge producing  self- c onfrontation, Beck 
delineates between ‘ reflexivity’, where modernity is compromised, and ‘ reflection’, where 
society’s understanding of itself is refined ( Elliott 2002:  301–  2). Elliott interrogates this dis-
tinction, finding neither sufficient explanation as to which of these options will result nor 
an account of the underlying processes. The emergence of this seemingly arbitrary dualism 
within Beck’s consideration of reflexivity is problematic and analytically shallow, though 
potentially clarified against the Habermasian backdrop to Beck’s w ork –   where the reflec-
tive route coheres to patterns of communicative action while the ‘ autonomized’, destructive 
‘ reflex’ contains significant parallels with instrumentality and lifeworld colonization.

Michel Foucault, knowledge and governmentality

Beck and Douglas are in many accounts contrasted, as though the former saw risk perceptions 
as objectively validated while the latter held a highly constructivist position. However, the 
account presented in this chapter so far underlines that the two positions are much closer than 
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is often recognized.2 As outlined above, Douglas’s work describes how new technologies 
provoke debates about moralities, as these are encoded within ascriptions of risk. Meanwhile 
Beck similarly points to the manufactured entities which, by way of their depiction and 
reception within  socio- p olitical contexts, lead to perceptions and experiences of  risk – w  ith 
certain corresponding reactions. Though differences in analytical lenses are undoubtedly ap-
parent, both Beck and Douglas see risk as socially constructed. Indeed, as was acknowledged 
towards the start of the chapter, in terms of the categorization and value attachment that are 
fundamental to risk, risks are innately social and interpreted. As van Loon describes: ‘ It is 
thus not difficult to see that risks are not real in themselves; they have to be realised in causal 
articulations of conditions with actions and actions with effects’ ( 2000: 166).

In this latter manner, risk is very much about knowledge of causality. For Beck, the cre-
ation of new,  human-  made problems would not be significant on its own if these problems 
continued to be seen simply as h azards –  h appenings. That their manifestation is increasingly 
explained, causally attributed and therefore deemed potentially avoidable is what stimulates 
the politics, social dynamics and confrontation that are at the heart of his risk society portrait. 
The way in which such risk knowledge changes social c onditions –   and is thus p owerful –  
s uggests links to the work of Foucault, who was especially concerned with the influence of 
knowledge on individuals in society and furthermore with how this knowledge is capable 
of impacting upon behaviour, of changing how people perceive and manage their conduct.

As noted briefly earlier, Foucault died in 1984 and thus predated the turn towards risk 
within sociology. Yet his posthumous influence within several streams of sociological the-
orizing includes a particularly sizeable impact within social theories of risk. A number of 
theorists, not least those writing on topics of criminology, health practices and the chang-
ing role of the state, have found much of relevance within Foucault’s analyses of power 
within modern s ocieties –   with a number of these working under an approach referred to 
as ‘ governmentality’. The starting premise of these insights is a reappraisal of power, not 
least state power, and its m anifestations  –  i n the light of Foucauldian conceptualizations. 
As Mitchell Dean, one of the foremost proponents of governmentality, writes: ‘ One of the 
consequences of Michel Foucault’s approach to government has been to undermine the op-
position, found in much social and political science, between power and domination, on the 
one hand, and individual freedom, on the other’ ( Dean 2007: 108).

In bridging this dualism, governmentality frameworks develop a critique of new forms 
of liberal governance ( Dean 2007: 198), warding against false assumptions that a ‘ rolling 
back’ of the state means that governmental power and influence across society is reduced. 
Rather than using a model of power that is exercised ‘ directly’ through institutions, instead 
Foucauldians emphasize that power is dispersed throughout  society –   where power is viewed 
as ‘ an elaborate exercise between partners where one leads the other in their conduct, but 
only to the point where the one being led may act within a broad “ field of possibilities”’ 
( Wilkinson 2010: 52). Thus power, in its ubiquitous shaping of actions, is always at work, 
but this shaping role is bounded through what is perceived and considered possible and 
 appropriate – i  n other words by configurations of knowledge.

These configurations of knowledge, which guide action, might in some social theoretical 
frameworks be labelled as ideologies, but within Foucauldian thought they are referred to 
as discourses. ‘ Through the circulation of discourses, dominant institutions formulate lan-
guage and information that generates and fuels prevalent ideas. Foucauldians believe that it 
is only through the working of discourse that we come to recognise and understand risk’ 
( Mythen 2008: 306). In this approach, not dissimilarly to Douglas’s approach, risk as a mode 
of discourse ( for Douglas, a language of morality) is a way of conceptualizing the world and 
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attempting to make it i ntelligible – c  alculable ( Wilkinson 2010). Again, echoing Douglas, 
the governmentality lens casts risk as a framework in which consequences and outcomes are 
linked to, and associated with, certain types or forms of behaviour. It is in the knowledge of 
these causalities that risk holds individuals to account. For, once an individual is made aware 
that there is a certain likelihood that a particular aspect of their behaviour will result in x, 
they come to scrutinize their conduct of this behaviour in a new way.

This activation of responsibility and attention to conduct thus has power over individuals, 
provoking their awareness and monitoring of behaviour ( the ‘ conduct of conduct’) in a dis-
tanced yet decidedly potent fashion: ‘ power relations are reproduced not by force, but by dis-
courses that facilitate patterns of  self-  regulation’ ( Mythen 2008: 306). Empirical research that 
employs a governmentality framework therefore pays much attention to the considerations 
of actions of research subjects, but  emphasizes –   following  Foucault –   that the subject can 
never merely exist, but instead is cast and recast through the immersion of the actor within 
discourses: subjectivity is stimulated, directed and configured through dominant configura-
tions of knowledge.

Foucault, like Beck and Douglas, underlined that the content of these knowledge config-
urations is defined by powerful  interests –  b ut placed greater emphasis upon the pervasive-
ness and influence of knowledge throughout society. Medicine is one distinct example of an 
establishment that, through its prominence within society, is able to shape how individuals 
conceptualize, experience and conduct their bodies. Dominant interests, such as medicine 
more generally, or psychiatry more particularly ( e.g. Castel 1991), are critically analysed in 
terms of the categorizations that emerge within discourse. These delineations are seen as 
influential across society yet often arbitrary and confused, especially in their considerations 
of what is normal and what is ‘ other’:

if you are not like everybody else, then you are abnormal, if you are abnormal, then you 
are sick. These three categories, not being like everybody else, not being normal and 
being sick are in fact very different but have been reduced to the same thing.

( Foucault 2004: 95)

The way such ‘ knowledge’ distinctions are, to the extent that they are pervasive, then in-
ternalized and impact on individual actors is a focal point of governmentality analyses: ‘ It is 
not so much that individualisation gives rise to risk consciousness, but rather that conceptu-
alising the social world in terms of risk promotes an individualising world view’ ( Wilkinson 
2010: 56) which is most relevant to these analyses. This individualizing approach is, once 
again, interwoven with notions of  blame –   where poor outcomes are attributable to the re-
sponsibilized citizen who failed to appropriately manage their behaviour. The  technocratic- 
 scientific language in which risk discourses are expressed suggests a value neutrality, but of 
course these processes are deeply political in that individualized responsibility enables the 
state to abdicate its own liability for the conduct of citizens. Public sphere debates, influ-
enced  by –   while also  propagating –   this risk discourse, hold morally deficient individuals to 
account while overlooking the failings of state and society.

 Neo-  liberal models of the state, especially visible within A nglo-  Saxon polities, though a 
growing influence within mainland Europe ( for example in the Netherlands) and elsewhere, 
are built upon this conception and creation of the responsible subject. An interesting para-
dox within governmentality accounts, however, is that the application of risk also leads to 
the demise of the  subject –  r eplaced within procedures of  scientific-  bureaucratic medicine 
or modern crime management techniques by a dehumanized object. This process is most 
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clearly articulated in the seminal paper by Robert Castel ( 1991), who describes developments 
within approaches to ‘ dangerous individuals’ within mental health s ervices –   at the nexus of 
medicine and crime prevention.

Castel depicts a shift away from a ‘  person-  centred’ model of care, albeit one based on 
incarceration of the potentially dangerous, to a  risk-  centred model where an individual is 
assessed as risky not so much on their individual presentation and ongoing relationship with 
the professional but on their technocratic classification as a conglomeration of risk factors:

A risk does not arise from the presence of particular precise danger embodied in a con-
crete individual or group. It is the effect of a combination of abstract factors which render 
more or less probable the occurrence of undesirable modes of behaviour.

( Castel 1991: 287)

While especially visible within psychiatry, this technicization of the i ndividual– p rofessional 
relationship is a growing feature of health, social care and many other welfare state ser-
vices. The predominance of the ‘ risk lens’ leads to an alienating experience for both the 
 professional –   reduced to  technician –   and the service user or  patient –  w ho is reduced to an 
 object –   deconstructed through logics of various health, welfare or crime risks.

Critiques of the governmentality approach

This creation, and then ‘ death’ (  Jones 2001: 165), of the  subject –   at the hands of  discourse –  
i s one straightforward narrative for understanding Foucault’s gloomy assessment of the insid-
ious function of knowledge within modernity. It is the most pessimistic of the three accounts 
considered thus far in this chapter, contrasting particularly with the optimism of Beck, who, 
seemingly inspired by Habermas, proposes various solutions for rescuing the Enlightenment 
project. Governmentality approaches, in contrast, tend to offer few answers to the problems 
raised, and this, in itself, might be seen as a  weakness –   to the extent that one sees sociological 
theory as having an emancipatory teleology.

At the heart of this hopelessness lies the limited agency imbued within Foucault’s sub-
jects; at least this is one assessment of his work by Giddens (  Jones 2001). This may, however, 
be more of an issue in how his writings have been interpreted, in that Foucault himself 
( particularly in his later work) clearly denotes that manifestations of power are innately 
defined by different patterns of resistance and ‘ counter conducts’ ( Dean 2007: 9), there-
fore seemingly drawing attention to potential modes of agency in the midst of domination. 
Unfortunately, such variations in forms of resistance are not always clearly apparent within 
governmentality approaches following his work. The extent to which certain actors internal-
ize discourse, and acquiesce through  self-  monitoring, or not, belies neat explanation within 
a number of Foucauldian studies. In this sense there is a sharp contrast with the parsimony 
of Douglas’s ( 2006) categories in distinguishing between different attitudes and perspectives 
towards risk and government through her g rid-  group classification.

The neatness of Douglas’s typology, her orientation towards specific groups and individ-
uals, as well as the way her work ( especially that with Wildavsky in 1982) sets out a clear, 
comparative research project, has meant that her approach has proved much more influential 
amongst practitioners in the field of risk management than the other two frameworks re-
ferred to in this section ( Wilkinson 2010: 80). Foucault’s w ritings –  t hough referencing em-
pirical  cases – a  re, like Beck’s, more theoretical and polemical. Both these latter authors, in 
seeking to offer expansive historical accounts in their musings on modernity, develop formats 
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of analysis which are theoretically fascinating but empirically obtuse, with a number of key 
concepts difficult to operationalize.

The grand theory approach combined with the impaired agency within governmentality 
understandings has accordingly resulted in some empirical research that is less than compel-
ling. The ubiquitousness of power within social contexts, as perceived through a Foucauld-
ian lens, creates a concern that researchers will almost inevitably find domination if they go 
looking for it (  Jones 2001: 166). This is not an insurmountable problem, and some fine gov-
ernmentality studies undoubtedly exist ( see especially a number of articles within the journal 
Economy and Society, e.g. de Goede 2004; O’Malley 1992). Nonetheless a danger remains, es-
pecially for less experienced researchers. Great subtlety is needed in considering how, and in 
what contexts, ambivalence or indifference towards authoritative risk information emerges.

Moving from risk towards a range of rationalities

Contrasting risk logics and priorities

One theoretical framework that has not been addressed thus far, but which is a significant 
sociological approach to risk, is the work of Niklas Luhmann ( 1993), rooted in his systems 
theory of society. Through its grounding within this broader theoretical framework, Luh-
mann’s considerations of risk offer a sophisticated and  broad-  ranging, if somewhat complex, 
analysis. This latter issue of complexity, which incidentally is, for Luhmann, the defining 
problem within modern society, is why a fuller account of his considerations of risk have 
not been discussed here, due to the confines of the current chapter. Nonetheless it is useful 
to draw attention to one or two key aspects of his theoretical account that are instructive for 
our concerns at this stage.

Systems theory helps us understand why two organizations, or individuals, may look at 
the same phenomenon and conceive of its riskiness ( or otherwise) in utterly different terms. 
It has been noted earlier that Douglas analyses this in the context of group/ social dynamics, 
yet Luhmann offers in some ways a more direct explanation that focuses attention on the 
specific goals of each person or organization. The teleology or purpose of a particular actor 
defines the logic and currency of perception and communication, depending on the special-
ized system in which they are located: ‘ The economic system observes everything in terms of 
consequences for liquidity and property; the scientific system observes everything in terms of 
consequences for knowledge recognised as true’ (  Japp and Kusche 2008: 78). In this example, 
a decision may be risky in an economic sense ( as regards future property formation) but have 
no bearing in a scientific sense, or vice versa.

Central to Luhmann’s analysis is an increasing functional differentiation between such 
systems within modernity. This has three significant implications for our considerations of 
risk: ( 1) previous hierarchies of knowledge ‘ dissolve’, which means that there is no overar-
ching authority to direct actors (  Japp and Kusche 2008); ( 2) correspondingly actors must 
refer to their own logics and knowledge in making decisions and ( 3) diverging systems of 
reference and corresponding logics make it increasingly likely that a multiplicity of views 
exist regarding what is risky or not, with diminishing amounts of ‘ common ground’ ( ibid.). 
Thus, in explaining the variation of views between different actors, this approach points to-
wards the particular logics and rationalities applied within specific systems and/ or by specific 
individuals.

Returning now to some of the questions that emerged in the previous section’s discussion 
of governmentality, from the systems perspective it would seem that the extent to which 
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an individual actor internalizes, or is resistant towards, a particular discourse ( for example, 
knowledge on ‘ eating well’) relates to the priorities and goals of the individual, and the cor-
responding logics that appear relevant. Where a certain risk discourse, though dominant, is 
highly differentiated from the logic of a particular individual, group or organization, so is 
this discourse likely to fall on deafened ears ( Brown 2012). More proactively, an individual 
is able to resist certain discourses to the extent that alternative logics are available that are 
sufficiently differentiated from the dominant discourse, and which are compatible with the 
individual’s own logics and goals.

Luhmann ( 1993) typically refers to systems and s ub-  systems within society or organiza-
tions that perform particular functions: science, politics, the legal system, accounting and 
so on. The preceding paragraph adapts this position somewhat to suggest that groups and 
individuals also have their own goals and related logics, as is acknowledged within certain 
systems theory approaches, which enable them to reduce complexity and cope with everyday 
decision making. This is a slightly flexible interpretation of Luhmannian systems theory, but 
it is applied here as useful in seeking to assist further consideration of the different rationali-
ties applied towards risk across society.

As to the genesis of these different logics, it is vital that we do not consider actors 
( individuals, groups, organizations) through a framework that disregards history. Existing 
group dynamics and system logics are important, but it is in the biographies of groups and 
individual actors that we come to appreciate their development and the corresponding emer-
gence of various attitudes and perceptions towards risk. Bourdieusian approaches that con-
sider field, habitus and practice ( see  Chapter 4) are especially instructive here, particularly 
in being able to accommodate attitudes and perceptions of risk that function at a l ess-    than- 
c onscious level, and how these develop. Through this framework we derive an understand-
ing of how individual and group ‘ logics of practice’ are linked to specific risk perceptions and 
behaviour through enduring social contexts and the dispositions these inculcate ( Crawshaw 
and Bunton 2009).

Habitus, as an assemblage of perceptions, preferences and logics, is a useful concept in 
considering how people’s  dispositions  –   rooted within their social spheres and inculcated 
within social biographies of the individual’s life  course –  s hape risk ‘ decisions’. The extent 
to which logics are embedded within social contexts and bounded by the t aken- f   or-  granted 
helps us move away from inaccurately narrow models of individual behaviour that over-
emphasize calculation.  Dispositions –  f or example, ‘ a gender specific form of habitus which 
determines the practices of young men through requiring them to demonstrate a particular 
form of tough working class masculinity’ ( Crawshaw and Bunton 2009: 279)  – s  ensitize 
individuals to certain types of risk ( such as loss of face from avoiding confrontation) while 
distracting from others ( risk of harm from violence), thus making certain perceptions and 
behaviour more or less likely. What becomes clear in this example is that rather than individ-
uals being completely unaware of certain risks, local social contexts configure and inculcate 
certain patterns of risk priorities. Through habitus some risks are considered ahead of others, 
reflecting a format in which multiple goals are integrated with one another and where there 
is a reconciling or ‘  trade- o ff’ between different time frames ( short term versus long term).

Risk as one strategy amongst many

Early in this chapter the Royal Society definition of risk was rehearsed ( and problematized) 
as pertaining to future events, probability and time frame. In considering various social 
theoretical positions, the chapter has continued to draw attention to the fundamental idea 
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that risks do not simply exist; rather, risk is a lens through which the future is perceived, 
understood and potentially acted upon. For effective sociological analysis, it is vital that 
the lay conception of a risk as a reality which is ‘ reacted to’ is avoided. If, instead, risk 
is considered a method of approaching the future, and planning or calculating in terms 
of potential eventualities that lie ahead, it becomes clear that this approach is but one 
of many.

This understanding is usefully fleshed out by Zinn ( 2008), who posits risk at one end of a 
spectrum of approaches by which social actors are able to manage future uncertainty within 
their everyday decisions and actions. For Zinn ( 2008: 442), risk is an example of a ‘ rational’ 
approach to the future, seeking to harness knowledge accumulated through past experiences, 
‘ weighing up the pros and cons’ and therefore calculating ( and/ or harnessing insurance) as a 
way of planning around uncertainty. This application of ‘ rationality’ is contrasted with ‘  non- 
r ational’ approaches such as faith and hope. Here there is little or no evidence basis for the 
belief, thus enabling hope to be maintained even in seemingly despairing situations ( Brown 
and Calnan 2012).

The delineation of this spectrum between the rational and n on-  rational then enables 
Zinn to posit further s trategies –   particularly trust, intuition and  emotion –   as taking place 
‘ in between’ the rational and n on-  rational. Trust, for example, is rooted in past experiences, 
assembling knowledge drawn from these as a way of inferring expectations about the future 
( Brown and Calnan 2012). Yet there is always a  limitation –   that one never really knows 
what will  happen –  a nd so a ‘ leap of faith’ is always necessary for trust ( Möllering 2001). It is 
this mixing of the r ational – a  pplying knowledge acquired from past e vents – w  ith the n on-  
 r ational – t  he inevitable ‘ leap of faith’ –   that draws Zinn to consider trust as ‘ in between’. 
Yet, as useful as Zinn’s ( 2008) framework is in beginning to delineate between different for-
mats of decision making and acting amidst uncertainty, the use of the concept of rationality 
in describing this spectrum may potentially lead to confused analyses ( as Zinn himself later 
acknowledges).

In considering why certain ascriptions of rationality are problematic, it is useful to return 
to notions of trust and its integral leap of faith. Following Simmel amongst others, Möllering 
( 2001) draws attention to the intractable ‘ problem of inductive knowledge’ which any con-
sideration of the future entails: no matter how much is known about the past, there is never 
a guarantee that what happens in the future will continue to follow observed patterns. This 
always renders necessary a leap of faith, which is simply more explicit within notions of trust. 
Hence the problem of induction is similarly intractable even when actors are applying a ra-
tional,  risk-  oriented approach. The leap of faith, a ‘  non-  rational’ component, is also intrinsic 
to this ‘ rational’  decision- m aking context ( Brown and Calnan 2012).

From this starting point it can be argued t hat – w  hether a more calculative approach is 
being applied, intuition is being invoked or individuals are acting ‘ in faith’ – a  ctors are al-
ways ‘ trusting’ in something, be that science, personal tacit knowledge or a higher power. 
There are of course clear differences in these approaches in terms of the way knowledge 
of the past is invoked and deemed pertinent, the extent to which the unknowableness of 
the future is recognized and the format of expectations regarding the likelihood of certain 
outcomes. These are more analytically helpful ways of differentiating between approaches 
to uncertainty than the use of rational and n on-  rational labels ( Brown and Calnan 2012). 
By considering multiple and complex rationalities employed in relation to uncertain futures, 
a more unassuming framework for analysis is created. Within such a f ramework – i  n pay-
ing attention to Knight’s ( 1921) cautions regarding actors’ abilities to define good futures, 
their understandings as to what information is relevant or not in planning for these and the 
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imperfections of the knowledge that is relied u pon –   sociologists are able to avoid the privi-
leging of certain ‘ rationalities’ over others.

This problematising of ‘ rationality’ in relation to the handling of uncertainty and risk has 
been extended in a number of new directions over the past several years. One emerging liter-
ature ( see, for example, the edited collection summarized by Alaszewski 2016; Brown 2016) 
is informed by the increasing number of empirical studies of risk governance beyond the 
global  north-  west. This research emphasizes the prevalence of calculative and instrumental 
rationalities, but also encourages us to recognize how common it is to combine rational and 
 non-  rational strategies ( Alaszewski 2016; Topcu et al. 2019; Zinn 2008). This, in turn, has 
challenged researchers to become more open to considering ritual and magical approaches 
to uncertainty, even in biomedical contexts in northern Europe ( Moore 2020), as well as to 
do more to recognize of the continuing importance of hope and religion in many ‘  post- 
 traditional’ contexts ( Brown 2016).

Not only have risk studies traditionally neglected the  non-  rational ( Zinn 2008) but 
seemingly influenced by the dominant disciplines in a m ulti-  disciplinary field, they have 
tended to focus analytically on individuals. Recent work in northern contexts ( see S eppola- 
E dvardsen and colleagues’ 2016 work on living ‘  post-  cancer’ in northern Norway) and 
southern contexts ( see Rodrigues’s 2016 research of everyday medicine use in Maputo) has 
redressed this deficiency by emphasising the multiple ways in which ostensibly ‘ individual’ 
strategies for handling uncertainty and risk are profoundly social, driven by family and 
group concerns and communicative dynamics. This challenging of individualized accounts 
has been furthered through work influenced by material semiotic approaches which is atten-
tive to the multiple social relations involving human and  non-  human objects which become 
assembled in ways which serve to ‘ stabilize’ the ( n on-  ) riskiness of particular entities ( Linn 
2019). Combined, these different perspectives act in various ways to deepen our understand-
ing of risks and uncertainties as  socio-  cultural phenomena which transcend  individual-  level 
analysis.

This readiness to challenge and examine assumptions around individual, conscious, pur-
posive rationality as an approach to risk ( Zinn 2008) has increasingly been extended to the 
study of expert authority figures and other professionals. While the recognition of lay ratio-
nalities and experts’ fallibility is not new, an examination of professionals’ ‘ risk work’ and an 
attentiveness to the tensions and contradictions inherent to this work is a more recent dis-
tinctive shift. Building on earlier work by  Horlick-  Jones ( 2005) and Heyman and colleagues 
( 2012), Brown and Gale ( 2018) develop a model which illuminates how the r e-  embedding of 
abstract risk knowledge into specific social settings creates epistemic difficulties for profes-
sionals which, in turn, relate to the important moral consequences of assessing or communi-
cating risk within social interactions and relations. In turn, the inescapable moral dimensions 
of risk work come to shape ( dis) trust, ( mis) communication and different possibilities for 
‘knowing’ risk.  

This leads back to approaching risk, as has been acknowledged within various parts of 
this chapter, as a notion imbued with profound moral weight and corresponding ethical 
implications. Such considerations relate to the multiplicity of ways in which risk is invoked 
within political and social life, but also, of course, in the study of the concept by social scien-
tists. By avoiding hierarchies of rational and n on-  rational behaviour, and by conceptualizing 
risk perceptions and behaviours as products of social contexts and corresponding logics of 
practice, sociologists can seek to ward against the individualizing blame that often rests im-
plicitly within attributions of ‘ dysfunctional’, ‘ inappropriate’ or ‘ insufficiently rational’ risky 
behaviour.
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The significance of sociological analyses of risk: future possibilities

It is when sociological theorizations of risk and uncertainty are contrasted with other 
frameworks within the social sciences that their analytical purchase becomes more ap-
parent. Behavioural economics and cognitive psychology perspectives on judgement and 
decision making amidst uncertainty, both significantly influenced by the seminal work of 
Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, fall into similar problems as those outlined above 
due to underlying assumptions regarding the rationality or irrationality of the individual. 
There is the danger in this type of research that, alongside the fascinating insights pro-
vided, rationality comes to be applied as a tautological concept that acts as an obstacle, or 
‘ intellectual c ul-    de- s ac’ ( Brown and Calnan 2012), to richer understandings of differences 
in perceptions and the influence of social contexts upon these. Sociological approaches, 
by and large, are less effective in deconstructing the precise nature of judgement biases 
but add much in linking variations in judgements and behaviours to the everyday social 
environments.

Behavioural economics approaches have recently become influential within US and UK 
 policy- m aking circles. Research by the likes of Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein ( for exam-
ple in their highly praised book Nudge, 2008) has garnered the attention of policy advisors, 
and, though in many ways inspired by psychology, these frameworks make moves towards a 
more sociological consideration of decision making amidst uncertainty. By focusing on the 
various ways in which human actors ‘ follow the herd’, some attention is paid to the influence 
of social norms and individuals’ embeddedness within networks of actors. This is leading 
these behavioural approaches to a greater awareness of social context and group dynamics 
(Brown 2012).  

Although this can be seen as a positive shift, these social contexts continued to be 
construed rather narrowly, and there is a failure to appreciate many of the sociological 
considerations that have been noted above. Further engagement with this corpus rep-
resents a potentially fruitful path of exciting insights via interdisciplinary collaboration. 
The synthesis of psychological approaches with conceptualizations such as discourse and 
conduct, group hierarchies and cohesiveness, and individualization and reflexivity may 
give rise to fascinating outcomes. The current influence of behavioural economics may 
also open up new possibilities for sociological engagement to influence policy outcomes 
(Brown 2012).  

Any such engagement would need to draw on approaches that more concretely root 
dispositions to act within s ocio-  biographical contexts ( Brown 2012). To this end Bour-
dieusian approaches to risk and uncertainty, as sketched above, offer much and as yet 
remain largely  under- e xplored. The ways in which the concept of habitus, through the 
Schutzian dimensions of its DNA, enables greater consideration of the  less-   t han- c onscious 
and taken-for-granted aspects of risk behaviour are highly promising. While Kahneman-
and Tversky-inspired work separates rational-conscious-calculative functions from their
irrational d ecision-  making counterparts, dispositions and ‘ logics of practice’ as inculcated 
through social contexts offer possibilities for a more nuanced account of the balance be-
tween reflective action and  less- t   han- c onscious inclination ( Brown 2012; Crawshaw and 
Bunton 2009).

           
           

Moving away from the individual and group level of analysis, new avenues of research have 
emerged that consider the ways in which organizations or larger institutions handle risk and 
the types of risk policy that emerge over time. Partly influenced by the work of Michael Power 
and Christopher Hood, Rothstein ( 2006) proposes a new domain of theoretically informed 
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research into the ‘i nstitutional origins’ of risk, especially regarding how  path-  dependent tra-
jectories towards certain styles of risk management become manifest. Though recognized by 
theorists in this field, the work of Douglas and Wildavsky ( 1982) on the varied responses by 
different ‘ types’ of organization within their explanatory model has not been considered in sig-
nificant depth. General tendencies towards ‘ risk colonization’ ( Rothstein 2006) are explained, 
but more attention to whether organizations are more or less hierarchical and/ or cohesive could 
offer significant analytical utility in understanding divergent styles of risk governance across 
organizations.

Finally, and returning to the Weberian starting point of this chapter, there is still the 
enduring social theoretical conundrum of ‘m odernity’ and the place of risk within the novel 
or continuing features of current social formations. By focusing on the fundamental issue 
of suffering, Wilkinson ( 2010) offers an insightful analysis of the peculiar challenges faced 
within current times while also emphasizing certain enduring commonalities across history. 
Partly drawing on Tenbruck, Wilkinson reworks the Weberian concept of  theodicy – t  he 
problem of reconciling religious belief with continuing  suffering –   and suggests that current 
social tensions are similarly rooted in ‘ sociodicies’ –   the underlying problem that ‘ all cultural 
outlooks on life are bound to fall short of providing people with a wholly sufficient means of 
dealing with the “i rrational force of life”’ ( Wilkinson 2010: 29).

This approach, firmly grounded in Weber, provides a range of analytical tools regard-
ing the drive to rationalization in the face of suffering and suggests that as this process 
intensifies, so too does the palpable awareness of the irrationality, unpredictability and 
‘c harismatic needs’ of social life. Risk is one central feature within this rationalizing re-
sponse to suffering, and problems surrounding risk, at the individual, organizational and 
state policy levels, could be usefully considered via the continued presence of ‘ charismatic 
needs’ and the failings of certain  bureaucratic-  instrumental approaches to attend to these. 
This provides a useful foregrounding for new, more overarching theorizing of current 
social transformations and their relation to risk. It furthermore emphasizes that the roots 
to such future developments in theorizing this topic may be found in the rich corpus of 
classical sociology.

Notes

1 Though Beck (1 992) is more concerned with the breakdown of accountability and the  sub-p  olitics 
of risk.

2 It is a shame that, though publishing their key works at very similar times, Douglas and Beck each 
fail to address the work of the other significantly.
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Enmeshed in networks

You are about to catch public transport. The bus driver glances at you behind the newly 
installed plastic screen, her mood difficult to gauge behind her face mask. You tap on your 
 COVID-  19 contact tracing app on your smartphone, designed to follow your movements 
 and –   in case you fall  ill –   track back the networks of people you came into contact with 
throughout your everyday routines. As you get on board you notice a couple of seats ahead 
of you an acquaintance touching their smartphone rapidly; in fact, they are texting you 
now. You hadn’t at first noticed them given their face mask obscures their face so well. As 
your phone vibrates you realize there are networks of very many different types all around. 
There are the communication systems, which your phone is a part of, allowing you to keep 
in  touch –  e ven though you are physically  co-  present in this  case –  t hrough the touch screen. 
These same communication systems allow instant contact to distant and near social networks 
of families, friends and colleagues.

You wave your hand, realizing the acquaintance is saving a seat for you behind them, 
which explains their seemingly pointless text. As you sit down and start to move another 
network surfaces in your mind. Around you is a sophisticated transport network with con-
nections, timetables, stops, signs, online ticketing and passengers. Before alighting and de-
barking these passengers knot together in groups in order to travel, just like you. Sometimes 
this is taken for granted, as in the daily commute; other times it is stressful and seems to only 
hang by a thread, as on holidays.

As the next stop approaches you suddenly notice the  half-  spherical opaque dome attached 
to the ceiling. Your friend asks you whether you think anyone is on surveillance at the mo-
ment. You realize you do not know; there are many distributed power networks that watch 
you and make you watch yourself, acting on the premise of security, safety and care. These 
networks are systems of remote and distributed power. As you look up at the hooded camera, 
it occurs to you that to go unseen you would need to have friends in high places. This  all- 
s eeing, obvious ( and at the same time obscured) distribution of power, literally above your 
head on this occasion, would make you think twice about fare evasion, if you were that way 
inclined.

10
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In this example I illustrate the common networks most come into contact with in every-
day life. In 2020, with the advent of the global  COVID- 1 9 pandemic, everyday networks 
have faced unprecedented disruption with physical distancing rules, lockdowns of services 
and public spaces, and new digital technologies for contact tracing becoming normal for the 
majority of the world’s population. These ( some very recent) instances of networks use the 
term metaphorically; however, the ontology of this metaphor is unclear. Despite this confu-
sion the network is one of the most commonly used terms in the social sciences and indeed 
across many academic disciplines.

A summary and exposition of the term is a daunting task, made harder by the fact that 
there are many handbooks dedicated solely to unpicking the finer points of network analysis, 
some quantitative in scope, others qualitative. All agree that the network is a metaphor, yet 
there has not been to date a simplified introduction and explanation of this concept, making 
it seem that this term for complex things is itself complex. Unlike other handbook entries, 
this chapter does not presume that the network is only a methodology for research, although 
network analysis is certainly a popular method in explicating networks. Other authors have 
created excellent resources for understanding the methodological aspects of network analy-
sis in the social sciences and particularly its development in the disciplines of mathematics, 
physics and computing ( Scott and Carrington 2011). Others have made a strong case for the 
central place of the network metaphor in social science in and of itself ( Cavanagh 2007). 
What heritages tie these common uses of the word together?

In this chapter I look at the development of social network analysis ( SNA) from a concep-
tual angle, exclusively focusing on the social science uses of the term as a metaphor, but also 
informed by its progress in SNA of a more quantitative sort. Unlike other handbook entries, 
this chapter seeks to reconcile the network-as-metaphor and the network-as-tool in defining 
real-world phenomena.

              
    

To assist with this task I begin with a collection of quite eclectic references to illustrate 
the term’s history of use, so the reader can see how it has developed and been used up to the 
present day. I also gauge how useful the metaphor remains for such diverse topics as com-
munications, transport and power. It comes across as tautological to say that the network as 
an idea is interlaced, interdependent, complex and striated. But what needs to be made clear 
is that networks must start somewhere, often simply as relationships between single entities. 
Network analysis itself has undergone evolutions as it has branched out from defining ob-
servable clusters within organic matter in plants, sea creatures, and animal and human bodies 
to societies, landscapes and communications. It is this dichotomy between the simple and 
complex, the surface and the i n-  depth, that the observer of network analysis is struck by in 
looking at the history of the idea and its use.

‘ That Napkins, Mantles, a Purse and Rope have been made of it, has been shewn already; 
and we are told that Septalla, Canon of Millan had thred, roaps, n et- w orks, and Paper of it’ 
( Plot 1685: 1060). A discourse concerning incombustible cloth between two London mer-
chants demonstrates early understandings of a network as a finely worked single item. The 
merit in briefly illustrating the intellectual development of the term ‘ network’ and showing 
some of its earlier ( often hyphenated) uses is to show how the word occurred when not a 
metaphor. Some of the earliest examples of the use of the metaphor emerge from early ob-
servations in what we know now as the disciplines of biology and botany, as well as anatomy, 
where comparisons are drawn to this original meaning. These were all disciplines in the front 
line, so to speak, of the gathering complexity of observation. The realization that there were 
tangled, tightly knit networks linking elements together in language, society, organisms, the 
landscape and the body represents an epistemological revelation formative in the production 
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of what we know as science and the thinking we now take for granted as ‘ truth’ in the will 
to knowledge.

After reading this chapter you should hopefully be equipped to understand how the net-
work has been used to capture relationships between all sorts of elements and in turn how so-
cial scientists have incorporated the concept into many of their keystone theories. The network 
as a term now surrounds us: network travel, network computing, social networking, career 
networking, neural networks, security networks and alumni networks are just some examples. 
All of these forms are themselves related by a need to describe relationships between points.

Historical development of the network

‘ The network metaphor? A network metaphor? I don’t think so. . . the network is not a famil-
iar object to most people. Certain kinds of nets may be familiar, such as fishing nets to fisher-
men’ ( Lamb 1999: 117). The word ‘ network’ is a metaphor, but a metaphor for what and from 
where? In this chapter I take the term ‘ network’ and its ontology not only as the evolution 
of a technical method involving matrices, homophily, cliques, game theory, visualization, 
simulation and so on ( many excellent handbooks already exist on the history and technical 
practice of this sort of  SNA –  s ee for example Prell 2011), but also as a way of thinking in 
social science theory that has informed many major theoretical streams. Perhaps the word’s 
meaning has evolved in some cases to be almost unrecognizable from its original meaning, 
but the earliest uses of the term in fact share a common etymology to contemporary ap-
plications in medicine, science and social science. To be sure, the original meaning is now 
clouded due to the term becoming an ‘ isomorphism’ for our times ( a common form with 
differing content), and indeed now everything seems to be a network ( Cavanagh 2007: 23). 
In many ways the development of this isomorphism is tied to how knowledge historically has 
been constructed from many ambiguous elements through the ordering of ‘ things’. A single 
element was tied to ‘ networks connecting any point in the body with any other’, and this was 
observed in plants, insects and their fossils, indicating a general architecture more widely in 
nature and cognition ( Foucault 2002: 294).

Anatomies

In A Networked Self Papacharissi ( 2011) highlights that even yeasts and the organic organisms 
in the body share networks with humans that can be unpacked by network analysis. This 
idea in fact has a long lineage. The cover of Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan by Abraham Bosse, 
printed in 1651, shows a giant King Charles I, composed of more than 300 people, looming 
over the city (  Figure 10.1). Here the network of subjects that make up the ‘ head’ of the state’s 
body politic represents a social network of subjects.

From featuring in observations of visible structures, the network metaphor progressed to 
featuring in early examinations of organic life, distinguishing between the observable ‘ net’ 
and the ‘ work’, which suggested an understandable and logical intervention lying behind 
the complex structure. In a letter from Emanuel Mendes da Costa to the Right Honourable 
George Earl of Macclesfield, da Costa writes in an account of fossilized plants that the

impression is much like what might be made by the branches of the common fir, after 
the leaves are fallen or stript off. . . but, when attentively viewed. . . the sides of the 
rhombs, or the  net- w ork, are raised, or in relief.

(1757: 230)  
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In his ‘E conomy of vegetation’, physician and natural philosopher Erasmus Darwin also drew 
parallels between many plants and the body: ‘ each red cell, and tissued membrane spreads, 
in living  net- w ork, all its branching threads’ ( 1798: 94). The  eighteenth-   and  nineteenth- 
c entury observers of human and leaf veins, structures that emerged from deeper analysis, 
were part of a heritage of knowledge about how vital externalities were transmitted effi-
ciently between producing and processing centres. These connections are ‘ nodes’: a compan-
ion word that retains its etymological roots from ‘ knots’ as in a ‘ net’ and apropos a ‘ knot’ on 
a tree trunk or a ‘ knotted’ muscle.

It is evident that the network metaphor was useful in medical terminology, particularly in 
anatomy, drawing on a similar palette of observations to botanical analysis. James Parsons’s 
analysis of muscular motion, presented before the Royal Society, pointed out ‘ the form of a 
chain of distensile vehicles, whose sides are covered with a n et-  work of elastic longitudinal 
and transverse b lood-  vessels’ ( 1744: 39). Similarly, William Hewson, Reader of Anatomy, 
described his experiments with injections in an account of the lymphatic system in birds 
where ‘ some vessels were filled, contrary to the lymph, from the network near the root of 
the coeliac artery’ ( Hewson and Hunter 1768: 219). The dense parts of the body made up 
of many strands of connecting tissues came to be seen as n etworks – a d  efinable structure in 
 itself –   through which the fluids of the body were transmitted as ‘ information’. Previously 
this information was understood as invisible or gaseous miasmic ‘ humours’ composed of 
black bile, yellow bile, blood and phlegm; however, this idea was superseded by the notion of 

 Figure 10.1 Leviathan of Hobbes. Upper half of the frontispiece of the first edition of Thomas 
Hobbes’s book Leviathan, published in 1651. © Look and Learn
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‘ circulation’. As an introductory lecture delivered at King’s College by Professor of Forensic 
Medicine W. A. Guy surmised: ‘ trace the nervous system from its centres, so strongly and 
skilfully defended from external injury, to the minute and intricate n et-  work which it weaves 
about every texture of the frame’ ( 1842: 29). The nature of these ideas about networks, which 
saw them not only as curious structures, but as having the function of channelling the body’s 
information, became a bedrock of modern medical and indeed scientific understanding, 
underpinning theories of how the nervous and circulatory systems worked and revealing 
a wider architecture and logic. The popularity of the term ‘ network’ to describe complex 
social relationships, where communicative information between the cores and peripheries is 
transmitted and makes up the state, is also highlighted in the extension of the metaphor again 
to more abstract social complexities and transfers, not of organic fluids, but of social ideas.

Societies

A rousing article featured in National Magazine on the repeal of the Union in Ireland makes 
the connection between ideas and fluids and the original meaning of the word ‘ network’: 
‘ And we are quite sure, that the w ell-  thinking dissenters of the North see through the flimsy 
tissue of the network that is set to haul them in’ ( 1830: 639). As the word entered the general 
lexicon its adoption in the social sciences became widespread, notably in ethnologists’ studies 
of social groups. Hence Thomas Hutchinson, in writing on social and domestic ‘ traits’ of 
African tribes, makes clear ‘ the mighty network of  ju-  juism or fetishism is too extensive in 
its ramifications to be unravelled in a single lecture’ ( 1861: 334). As social scientists began to 
unravel and classify social systems, the network proved to be a valuable term for the com-
plexity of elements in a system.

At the same time as ethnologists developed complex ideas of relationships between people, 
the understanding that lineages and family ancestries within the formal science of anthropol-
ogy were far more complex than previously supposed, spanning millennia rather than thou-
sands of years, saw the birth of the idea of the network in academic parlance. In an address to 
anthropologists in Nottingham, the President of the British Association W. R. Grove asserts:

Let anyone assume that one of his ancestors at the time of the Norman conquest was a 
Moor, another a Celt, and a third a Laplander. . . the pedigree, going back to the time of 
the Conquest, instead of being represented by diverging lines, would form a network so 
tangled that no skill could unravel it.

(1866: 387)  

From here it was only a short step to the c o- o ption of the network concept ( and its conno-
tations of human organic complexity) to highlight complex subjects such as the ‘ network of 
administrative tyranny from which France has not recovered’ ( Vericour 1872:  15–  21). And 
in parallel the term became part of the lexicon of history as well, attributed to less tangible 
phenomena than lineages: bureaucratic, political and corporate power. The concept of soci-
ety as a social network thus emerged at this time as a contained grouping of common factors 
linked through religion, culture and class: ‘ This gradual growth of persons out of the rude 
but strong social network of early times appears more plainly in the institutions of feudalism’ 
( Weeden 1882: 63). From here the network became a powerful tool for social thinkers. The 
first English edition of Karl Marx’s Capital: A Critical Analysis of Capitalist Production, trans-
lated by Samuel Moore and Edward Aveling and edited by Frederick Engels, referred to the 
‘ circulation of commodities’, and perhaps playing on the example of the weaver and his linen, 
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‘ a whole network of social relations spontaneous in their growth and entirely beyond the 
control of actors’ ( 1887: 86). So what emerges from observation in botany and anatomy is a 
flexible and dynamic metaphor with universal meaning and allusion to a much more complex 
cataloguing of knowledge spanning social science. Eventually ‘ the whole social network’ is 
linked to ‘ an individual’s social environment’ ( Thouless 1939: 118). And this metaphorical 
technical use predates, but intimates, the quantitative technical applications now familiar in 
network analysis.

Mobilities

A. H. G. Wells was certainly not the first to note the similarity of the built landscape to the 
social:

History finds already in its beginnings a thin network of trading and slaving flung over 
the world of the Normal Social Life, a network whose strands are the early roads, whose 
knots are the first towns and the first courts.

(1912: 7)  

With the great expansion in populations and infrastructures at the end of the nineteenth 
century came an increase in comparisons of infrastructures to living organisms: for instance, 
the comparison of the city to the human body. The shift of the network metaphor from the 
body to the social and then to the geographical was a logical progression. Indeed, as Justice 
Alexander B. Hagner read before the Historical Society of Washington in 1897, ‘ There can 
be no greater boon to a city than spacious and convenient streets and avenues. They stand 
for its arteries and veins as public parks do for its lungs’ ( 1904: 237). The metaphor of the 
network gained further currency in describing cities and transportation, most obviously in 
the tapering nodes and connections of railways and roads. For example, the Railway Share-
holder’s Manual describes ‘ in Prussia, a comprehensive system of lines, embracing the whole 
kingdom as with a network’ ( Tuck 1848: xxxviii). While the opening of the Manchester and 
Liverpool connection in 1830 was seen as the dawn of the railway era, by the second half 
of the nineteenth century the word ‘ network’ was firmly established as a technical term for 
rail infrastructure; for instance it was used to describe an ‘ equally vast railway network. . . a 
continuous railroad will run from Dover to the Bosphorus, from the Bosphorus down the 
Euphrates, across Persia and Beloochistan to India, and from India to China’ ( Baxter 1866: 
595). The landscape of railways and urban streets resembles a net, most graphically from the 
air, where it strikes the observer as like a body or organism in function.

As urban hubs grew and were technically illustrated in the increasingly sophisticated, 
technical  maps –   and particularly in early aerial  photography –   what appeared to viewers to 
all intents and purposes were networks that could be analysed through tracing relationships 
between different social centres and trade hubs in the same way as circulations of blood or 
sap. The term ‘ network’ became formalized and part of a technical lexicon used by transport 
and logistics experts, although retaining some of the earlier meanings: rail networks are still 
described as having ‘ branch lines’ and automobiles drive on ‘ trunk roads’.

Metaphors of power, elements and movement

While ‘ the excessive use of jargon has now diluted the network metaphor almost to the 
point of irrelevance’ ( Gulati 2007: 258), there is, if careful attention is paid to the history of 
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the metaphor, hope for its continuing value. Without an understanding of how the idea of 
the network  developed –  i nitially through comparisons to the structures of the body and of 
organisms, then to the political and social, and finally to mobilities in transport and finance 
 systems – t  he network metaphor might indeed seem detached from its origins and intended 
application. But for social scientists, just as much as mathematicians, computer scientists and 
even neurologists, the idea of the network has emerged as a heuristic ( or way of thinking) for 
understanding interdependencies, relationships and complexities that range across the body, 
the world around us and indeed the systems we depend on for movement. Building on this 
short survey of the evolution of the network metaphor, in the next section I look more closely 
at the claims made about and developments of network analysis in social science theory and 
the ways that the network has shaped thinking on complexity, communication, systems, 
movement and relationships.

Major claims and developments

The network is unequivocally a key concept in the social sciences. In the previous section the 
etymological threads of the word were tied together in relation to how it was used in various 
contexts, from anatomical structures to hereditary lineages and transport lexicon. In this sec-
tion, I turn to the contemporary usages of the network in social science thinking, which has 
its roots in this rich history. Interestingly, the various different meanings of the term can still 
be seen to resonate in recent usages, retaining traces of lineages from these historical anteced-
ents in application to empirical analysis. Anatomical ideas influence the notion of distributed 
‘ capillary power’ and elites. Relationships between human and  non-  human actors lie at the 
core of understandings of the social in actor network theory ( ANT). And the patterning of 
transport and urban structures influences thought on mobilities and ‘ network capital’.

Capillary power

In the documentary La Sociologie est un Sport de Combat Pierre Bourdieu is seen candidly dis-
cussing with students in a seminar the influence Michel Foucault had on his later work on 
power and elite networks ( Carles 2001). Foucault’s notion of ‘ capillary power’ is one where 
power relationships are distributed between a great many points, just like in the circulation 
of blood through fine branching blood vessels. The idea that Bourdieu sought to document 
in his research was that elites do not proceed through fixed pathways to power but utilize 
dispersed networks of all kinds, such as school, leisure and family, to name a few. Thus, what 
is important when thinking about power and class is that some people are able to access 
networks that others cannot, to the detriment of their careers, status and opportunities to 
develop all sorts of ‘ capital’. Bourdieu then adopted a  network- s ensitive methodology that set 
the scene for much of the SNA of power that goes on today.

When thinking about power as capillary in the social networks of elites, it is not the 
notion of the ‘ establishment’ or the ‘ control elite’ exercising power from a central core or 
organizational ‘ apex’ that is pivotal. In applying network ideas to the study of corporate 
power, we can note that the CEO or director plays far less a significant role than all sorts of 
intermediaries who act as bridges and brokers in complex relationships where power is exer-
cised through dispersed and sparse networks of individuals ( Froud et al. 2006). So, just as in 
the example of the prison or asylum, the warden or the medical doctor is not a centralized 
source from which power effects dribble down to prisoners and patients; alternatively, they 
are equally enmeshed in relationships between individuals, which trigger tactical responses 
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to varying dynamics of forces. So the warden who at one moment is kind to a prisoner is at 
another point brutal, depending on shared company, perceived responsibilities, or institu-
tional conduct and knowledge. Capillary power challenges notions of stratification, instead 
requiring that attention be paid to power in an everyday sense as felt through relationships. 
Diffuse power is possible to trace through its effects, and thus ‘ power relations are less a mat-
ter of domination than of circulation’, in the same way that blood circulates continuously 
throughout the body ( Shiner 1982: 390).

One of the first important thinkers to introduce the network idea into power was Foucault 
in his work on discipline and sexuality, and his popularity has considerably grown in recent 
times across many diverse disciplines, from law to science and technology studies ( STS). It is 
clear that metaphors drawn from the body are central to Foucault’s work. Capillary power 
is a metaphor to ‘ illustrate the multitude of small intersecting mechanisms through which 
power passes’ ( Hunt and Wickham 1994: 49). The notion of capillary power, being diffuse, 
has considerable importance for rethinking how legislative power is framed and articulated 
( Golder and Fitzpatrick 2009). Indeed, capillary power suggests ‘ the way power migrates 
from the margins of society to the center, like blood returning to the heart’ ( Alford 2000: 
125). The idea that people are affected by forces that arise from capillaries of power within a 
social anatomy is an extension of the understanding of the body as a system within a system.

Actor network theory

As the narrative example in the beginning of this chapter illustrates, the network is not just 
a turn of phrase. The many informational and technological flows that automate, predict 
and collaborate with users in everyday life have a real impact on people’s relationships. ANT 
foresaw this state of affairs in underlining how technologies and other  non- h uman objects 
are also part of the networks human actors are a part of. What is interesting about these rela-
tionships is how both human and n on-  human actors are involved together in networks both 
physical and semiotic.

In a footnote in Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts Bruno Latour and Steve 
Woolgar make clear the role of relationships in their thinking on networks:

Nobody wonders that the first steam engine from Newcastle has now developed into 
a worldwide railway network. . . By the same token, it has to be remembered that the 
extension of a network is an expensive operation and that steam engines circulate only 
on the lines upon which [they have] been made to circulate. Even so, observers of science 
frequently marvel at the ‘ verification’ of a fact within a network in which it was con-
structed. At the same time they happily forget the cost of the extension of the network.

( Latour and Woolgar 1979: 186)

Without understanding Latour and Woolgar’s intentions, it would seem strange that a dis-
cussion about steam engines should find its way into a book about scientific laboratories. The 
characterization of the transport network not as a single line ( the Stockton and Darlington 
Railway in 1825), but rather as an entire global network of relationships of all sorts of human 
and  non- h uman actors, is significant in its inclusion of all sorts of other elements: stations, 
ferries, bridges, junctions, porters, passengers and terminals. This analysis paints a bigger 
picture of networks as extensible and nested. And the understanding of networks in this 
way makes sense to Latour and Woolgar’s core analysis. Scientific discoveries might appear 
to emerge from single  sources  –   genius, innovation and  enlightenment  – h  owever, there 
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are background networks of actors, citations, specialities, contacts and texts which impact 
upon scientific progress ( 1979: 107). Before the advent of the nested communications, trans-
port and power networks that many now take for granted, this concept of networks within 
 networks –   relative to themselves but  extensible –   was difficult to grasp without metaphors 
from transportation: a network that most people were familiar with from the reduction of the 
landscape around them through the technology and communications of modernity.

Latour develops this extended metaphor further in his later work on the ‘ modern’, where 
he takes care to distinguish technological networks from those of facts, laws, politics or 
actors:

Thus, in the case of technological networks, we have no difficulty reconciling their local 
aspect and their global dimension. They are composed of particular places, aligned by 
a series of branchings that cross other places and require other branchings in order to 
spread. Between the lines of the network there is, strictly speaking, nothing at all: no 
train, no telephone, no intake pipe, no television set. . . For ideas, knowledge, laws, and 
skills, however, the model of the technological network seems inadequate.

( Latour 1993: 118)

By following this progression of the concept of the network, Latour is able to ‘ extend. . . my 
refrigerator to the Antarctic by way of chemistry, law, the State, the economy, and satellites’ 
( 1993: 144). And by emphasizing how networks are extended and made more complex, 
Latour establishes an epistemology that allows bridges between science and ideology, mod-
ern and premodern, and technology and society, through the ‘ Ariadne’s thread’ of networks 
( Latour and Woolgar 1979: 121).

The idea that networks are not strictly demarcated, but also contain all sorts of others 
relationships, including semiotic, material and technological ones, is further elaborated in 
ANT. What ANT sought to capture is the way the metaphors of networks in the body in the 
circulation of fluids, chemicals or electricity seamlessly moved to landscapes in the circula-
tions of rail, telephones and s ewers –  a nd societies, in the circulations of lineage, language 
and power. Circulation is key in this idea, as social relations must continue to circulate, or 
be performed, in order that intangible networks do not dissolve. Thus in ANT the codified 
knowledge flowing through networks also bears a relationship to the structure of the net-
work itself in the same way the blood flowing through a capillary has a closer relationship 
to the body’s tissue than to the mesophyll of a plant’s leaf. So in ANT the actor and network 
are indelibly linked by ontologies worthy of analysis in themselves. Thus ANT ‘ understands 
human and  non-  human actors as equally able to act’ ( Mützel 2009: 872).

Latour makes the fundamental quality of ANT clear in ‘ On recalling ANT’ ( 1999). He 
clearly locates the word between, on the one hand, the developed concept of an established 
technical meaning in ‘ transport’ and, on the other hand, a future technical meaning in 
the ‘ world wide web’ and communications. Latour differentiates considerably the specific 
‘ critical’ meaning of network in ANT from these two popular meanings; instead, he fo-
cuses on a much older meaning equivalent to the later philosophical botanic concept of the 
‘ rhizome’ ( in terms of transformation and translation).

In the next section I look at the growing popularity and interconnectedness of the two 
more recent meanings of the word ‘ network’, which Latour distanced ANT from transport 
and information technology. I look in particular at these threads in the concept of ‘ network 
capital’. This is a theory that conceptualizes transport and communications in ways that sug-
gest the term ‘ network’ should not be abandoned by social science.
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Tim  Berners- L ee was perhaps being modest when, upon releasing the first application of 
the world wide web on the mailing list Usenet, he noted: ‘ This project is experimental and 
of course comes without any warranty whatsoever. However, it could start a revolution in 
information access’ ( 1991). The world wide web is just one part of the complexly interwo-
ven system that makes up the networks of human and n on-  human actors. In the 1990s the 
home computer that many people had for simple gaming, accounting and word processing 
suddenly became a window into a wider world through digital networks, which ran through 
first phone lines and eventually optical cables and wireless telephone masts. What this meant 
was that the networks already established through much slower forms of communication ( the 
mail) or through  one-  t  o- o ne interactions ( telephone) could open up to many online organi-
zations, groups, communities and markets. The formation of networks online meant a new 
way of ordering and thinking in society based around  micro- e lectronic technologies, which 
stored and processed information across many online sites. This change precipitated a new 
networking logic in many societies founded on both extremely efficient and fast transport 
corridors and online and remote information technologies.

With the opening up of global communication networks, spatial forms no longer deter-
mine social relationships; instead they intervene in a complex network of variables, which 
are fundamentally dominated by relations of production, gender and power ( Castells 1983). 
As the quote from B erners-  Lee above highlights, the rapidity of the impact of online net-
works and information transfers since the 1990s is in part due to progress occurring at many 
distributed points and a steady encroachment of electronic communication technologies into 
organizations, homes and lives. In this development, highly charged urban hubs such as Sili-
con Valley are innovation and information nodes while peripheral sites have barely changed 
beyond acquiring a modem or fax.

Transport types ( rail, truck, ship) are known as modes, and networks linking these types 
are known as ‘ intermodal’ transport networks. Only with the progress of the communica-
tion technologies outlined in the previous section did networks of mobility properly come 
to the attention of social scientists. Intermodal transport networks depend on organizational 
reporting systems: sensors, GPS, relays and the sharing of routines, timetables and customer 
information. In short, the emergence of the  communication-  centred network society saw a 
dramatic expansion and consolidation of transport networks, making life on the move both 
comfortable and affordable for work and leisure.

The mobilities paradigm’s core concern is with networks and the relationships between 
individuals and remote spaces ( tourism), the links between hubs ( travel) and the interdepen-
dencies of objects, people, information and ideas. The car body, for instance, is just one part 
of the automobility system, tying together all sorts of relationships in order to keep running 
( Urry 2007). These relationships include all sorts of systems: petrol stations and ports, oil 
importers and exporters, car companies and individual consumers, policy makers and law 
enforcers, and so on. As well, there are networks of desire and culture, which motivate 
certain types of habits and social practices. Important links here exist between television 
advertisements, corporate marketing and consumer fashions; notions of freedom in speed, 
power and privilege; and ideas of obsolescence, demand and supply. Indeed sociologists now 
think of ‘ world trade as a network’, and the mobilities paradigm extends technical transport 
understandings of networks to cover these wider systems ( Centeno and Cohen 2010: 48).

‘Ne twork capital can be distinguished from cultural or economic capital. People with 
very high network capital experience geographical mobility, extensive institutional contacts, 
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and are “ at home” in, and moving across, many diverse settings’ ( Urry 2012: 70). A principal 
recent contribution to the mobilities paradigm is the idea of ‘ network capital’, drawing to-
gether the transport origins of the network metaphor extant in Latour’s ANT and Foucault’s 
ideas on capillary power. In this i dea – s  pringboarding from  Bourdieu –   mobility itself, and 
 face-    to-  face ‘ meetingness’ in particular, is a source of power. The idea of network capital 
rests on the metaphorical link to the ( anatomical) ‘ circulation’ of capital in analyses of glob-
ally transnational networks of power, finance and elites, just as in living anatomies water, 
electricity, chemicals or blood pass through networks of roots, veins, neurons or capillaries 
(Urry 1982).  

In the same fashion, capital circulates through networks that are complex but, once bro-
ken down and scrutinized, analysable. In the nineteenth century the telegraph system in the 
US frontiers, which allowed access to global communication flows, was a source of power in 
the sharing of local information ( on gold mines or oil wells) with global finance and invest-
ment partners. But with the saturation and democracy of modern information technology, 
physical  co-  presence has become a valuable commodity in itself, engendering relationships of 
greater worth than virtual and abstracted communications. There are now important values 
associated with physical meetings: effort, sincerity, care and the sharing of ‘ true’ character 
through ‘ looking someone in the eye’. Therefore, important family occasions ( e.g. weddings, 
birthdays and funerals), job interviews and other ‘ genuine’ meetings demand physical c o- 
 presence. Crucially, in the idea of network capital those able to command global flows of 
physical c o-  presence are more able to establish powerful and elite networks.

The idea of network capital highlights the role of mobilities and systems of transport in-
frastructure in the consolidation of power and the intensity of mobile lives. Lash and Urry, 
for example, dwell not only on the circuits of finance in the industrial age, but also on the 
impacts of the early rail ‘ network’ in the development of capital. The railways not only 
circulated resources, communications and money, but also were directly funded by abstract 
networks of financiers and capitalists who got these physical networks ‘ off the ground’ and in 
turn derived their power from leading highly mobile lives afforded by the systems they laid 
out ( Lash and Urry 1987: 62).

The mobilities paradigm emerged from this conciliatory thinking on communication, 
power and movement. As the mobilities framework makes clear, social networks directly 
impact upon demand for travel and transport networks and are intimately tied to social net-
works. In the idea of ‘ network capital’, power is maintained through  face-    to-  face ‘ meetings’ 
afforded by transportation systems on top of other sorts of communication and are consid-
erably intensified by information technologies that have evolved from relatively slow forms 
( letters, telegrams) to instantaneous ones ( telephone, email, videochat). These technologies 
also come with systems that keep them in place and r unning – t  hey are ‘ complexly folded’, and 
network ‘ capital’ is introduced as a term that indicates access to the means to network, using 
‘ communication technologies, affordable and w ell- c onnected transport and safe  meeting- 
 places’ ( Urry 2007: 179). According to this notion, capital not only circulates through the 
‘ anatomy’ of capitalism, but, in fact, also stems from the capacity for bodies to circulate 
themselves, be circulated and create emotional financial benefit from their circulations.

Theorizing power, elements and movement

As illustrated in the development of capillary p ower – A  NT and network  capital – s  ocial 
science engagement with the network metaphor began much earlier than might be assumed 
and continues to bear fruit. Rather than being influenced by the use of the network in 
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technical language and contexts, its use has been inspired by a much longer lineage going 
back to earlier formations of scientific thought through observation. To be sure, data analysis 
techniques in understanding networks are crucial in moving knowledge forward; however, 
attention to complex relationships in the ordering of things has also contributed repeatedly 
to the development of the network metaphor used for empirical analysis.

Principal contributions

In this section I discuss how the ontology of the network underpins some of the keystone 
theories in social science analysis today. I select two areas where the network concept is con-
tributing to the cutting edge of social science thought and being applied across the areas of 
anatomies, societies and mobilities in a fashion true to its roots: capillary power and network 
capital. In reviewing these contributions, it is important to take into consideration Latour’s 
point from the previous section that the contemporary idea of a ‘ network’ as a  thing-  i  n-  itself 
was uncommon before the 1990s, when network computing became widespread and math-
ematical and statistical techniques became more widely known. Indeed, in earlier thinking 
about networks the threads that I have discussed so far ( organic structures, built landscapes 
and social lineages) informed social science thought. In the major ideas of thinkers including 
Michel Foucault, Bruno Latour and John Urry, the network occurs in dialogue with think-
ing about anatomy, society and movement. In short, the many uses of the term ‘ network’ that 
we are now familiar with had to be developed and illustrated through observations initially 
of the organic and by metaphorical extension to the societal and the landscape.

Powers

In the eighteenth century an epochal shift took place in how power was distributed and sub-
jects were managed through s elf-  government in a natomo-  politics and b io-  politics: forms of 
control over the bodies of entire populations aligning the concerns of the state with its sub-
jects. Immurement and confession both took centre roles in practices of discipline and plea-
sure. In particular, institutions and spaces arose that depended upon and facilitated expressions 
of these practices. Power in the spaces of the prison, asylum, clinic and even the bedroom were 
not centrally managed but instead were hubs where power invoked and encouraged subjects. 
So in the theory of ‘ capillary power’, power relations between actors are not stratified; instead 
they occur at all points and at any time according to different degrees of force.

Another shift that has taken place is in how intellectual thought approaches thinking on 
power. If we return to the cover of Hobbes’s Leviathan, power is thought to derive from the 
‘ head’ of the state and the combination of subjects in a commonwealth ( the leviathan being a 
mortal ‘ god’ on earth bestowed with sovereignty). Thus the body acts upon the will of the sov-
ereign and the sovereign is empowered by the commonwealth to inflict its whims on others. 
But in the notion of capillary power the relationship between any subjects is instead defined by 
equally distributed and branching forces acting upon each other. So the earlier idea of power 
emanating from a single source is turned on its head. Power and inequality do not project from 
one place, but rather can occur anywhere; that is, power can manifest at any point. What this 
theory emphasizes is an awareness of ‘ microphysics’: mobile and  non-  localizable connections 
( Deleuze 2006: 62). Uncertainty about how power is manifesting at any point influences many 
distinct personal strategies in a microphysics of forces bleeding into every aspect of life. For 
example, a person who disciplines their body because they feel compelled to do so by those 
around them in certain spaces ( a prison, a school or an army) might seek to transgress these 
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forces when they perceive power to be lacking in other spaces ( a riot, playground or battle-
field). Conversely, at other times they might enforce discipline in order to go along with mo-
ments of forceful power dynamics, in turn inflicting a degree of force upon others.

Social scientists who research power relations draw on this notion of capillary power to 
problematize hierarchy and stratification. If power is a pervasive and localizing force then this 
has profound implications for management and governance issues. Regulations and policies 
do not represent edicts for people to follow orders unquestionably, but instead are merely 
supporting statements to encourage certain agreeable habits and behaviours to come to the 
fore in strategic and tactical connections entrenched or intensified in power s et-  ups. The 
contribution this idea has made to policy and governance cannot be underestimated and 
differs dramatically from the current status quo in important areas such as climate change 
mitigation and transport policy ( Schwanen, Banister and Anable 2011).

Elements

ANT continues to be a valuable tool for thinking about networks as not just relationships 
between people, but instead relationships of elements between all sorts of different actors, 
both human and  non-  human. A principal contribution is to the analysis of  socio- t echnical 
systems. A  socio-  technical system is one where society and technology are intertwined. 
According to ANT, there are seamless webs of actors constituting networks through inter-
minable relationships of technical and n on-  technical elements. The ways semiotics also blend 
with social networks is key to this idea.

Analysis of the eruption of Eyjafjallajökull and the consequent ash cloud in 2010 is a case 
example of how networks of technical semiotics including aeroplane safety standards; human 
actors such as travellers;  non- h uman actors such as minute particles of ash; and politics and 
policies around border security, insurance and citizenship all interact and can be analysed 
productively ( Birtchnell and Büscher 2011). In this ‘ fiasco’, media, public and governmen-
tal interests all demanded the isolation of a single factor to which to attribute the systemic 
collapse, where in fact it appears no one element was to blame; instead, a cascading series of 
factors emerge as contributive to the closure of European air space. An analysis of the mul-
tiplicity of elements instead reveals many symbolic, cultural and social perceptions about air 
travel ( Budd et al. 2011).

It is not only in systemic disasters where ANT techniques contribute to social science 
thought. As with the ash cloud event, analysis of  socio-  technical transitions reveals import-
ant links between social and technical actors. Take as another example India’s independence 
movement ( Birtchnell 2012). In this transition from empire to  self-  rule Mahatma Gandhi 
perceived the implications local changes in technological innovations could yield in large sys-
temic networks. In particular, he focused on the networks weavers in Lancashire and cotton 
pickers in India shared, and targeted the semiotic and political principles underpinning these 
relationships. Gandhi also realized that his own identity as a node actor was significant and 
through m icro-  managing his personal conduct and appearance, as well as his personal inter-
actions with local individuals in Britain and India, he could diffuse the influence of distant 
and contradictory colonial node actors, thereby unravelling the various elements of empire.

ANT treats elements as equal in networks, thereby offering a significant theoretical ad-
vancement in conceptualizing  socio-  technical systems. The historical growth in awareness of 
dependencies, described earlier in this chapter, between all sorts of  non-  human actors, from 
computers and automobiles to technical knowledge and symbolic ties, represents a lineage of 
thought about the complex relationships in the composition of societies.
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Movements

In the twentieth century a great intensification of mobilities linked to the discovery of vast 
reserves of energy and key technical innovations, deriving from the  so-  called industrial rev-
olution in the second half of the nineteenth century, placed a great value on movement. 
In 2020, a radical shift in global mobilities is encouraging social scientists to foresee a new 
sociology of  COVID-  19 that suggests a pending nexus of inquiry on mobility, public health 
and social networks ( Matthewman and Huppatz 2020). In the concept of ‘ network capital’ 
types of movement and meeting presuppose variable degrees of quality, and these differences 
establish inequalities. For example, the idea that a person’s true character can only be judged 
through  face- t   o-  face contact necessitates access and investment in mobility. So a meeting 
over the telephone or via email represents less network capital than  long-  distance travel in 
terms of access to mobility and expenditure of resources.

Therefore, to have ‘ network capital’ is to be able to access w ide- r anging, rarefied and de-
limited systems of movement. These systems diverge from key points of heightened activity 
( airports, railway stations, car parks) and stretch into every conceivable space afforded by 
the standardization of roads, rails and flight paths across the world. This capital is not only 
a direct conversion of financial capital into movement; rather, it is the capacity to utilize 
dramatic systems of mobility across diverse circumstances and situations with ease and ac-
complishment, setting some apart from others ( Urry 2007).

Those always on the move do not by default have high network capital. To be sure highly 
mobile elites, celebrities and the s uper- r ich are also incredibly grounded and immobile at 
many times in their lives, containing their wealth and power in all sorts of significantly 
fixed property including mansions, islands, palaces and monuments, to list a handful. High 
network capital might stem from being immobile in many different sites and travelling un-
interruptedly from each one.

And those with very low network capital can also be perpetually on the move, examples 
ranging from refugees and asylum seekers to stranded passengers and flight stewards. These 
high mobility/ low network capital individuals are often unable to derive gain from their 
routinized, solitary and sometimes desperate movements. Some with high financial capital 
might also choose to not have network capital at  all –  t he recluse tycoon Howard Hughes, 
who sealed himself away from society, is a case example ( although it is reported that he died 
en route in an aeroplane). Moreover, some, such as  low- r anked but  well-  funded academ-
ics, might seek to develop high network capital in order to increase their financial capital 
through ‘ networking’ with others of influence.

Furthermore, physical movement is not indicative of high network capital. The incred-
ible surge in mobilities in the twentieth century has not been accompanied by a rapid in-
crease in bodily movement. Instead, as mobile life has become wrapped up with h igh-  energy 
transport systems and  high- t echnology communication systems, bodily activity has become 
confined to seats, and ‘ seatedness’ is now a common position for many people, at least in the 
global North and cosmopolitan parts of the global South. Ironically those jobs and activities 
that include physical exertion are more likely to be enacted by those with less network capi-
tal, excluding perhaps sports elites.

Network thinking

When seen in light of the progress of the network as a metaphor, these strands of thought 
clearly draw together the common aim behind observations of network structures in 
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anatomies, societies and mobilities. While different social science theories diverged in re-
lation to the question of how to reconcile later manifestations of the network metaphor in 
technical transport language and information technology, the theories of capillary power, 
ANT and network capital converged significantly on the microphysics of lived experience.

Critical issues

Technicality

In the previous section I showed how the network concept has influenced all sorts of analyses 
of power, elements and movement. What I have not done is given any sort of background to 
quantitative and mathematical forms of SNA, and from these quarters arises critical appraisal 
of the conceptual framings in this chapter. To be sure, there is a mature and technically w ell- 
 developed ontology of quantitative approaches to SNA. The examples I have explored, while 
not making direct use of these techniques, problematize somewhat the idea of the ‘ social’ in 
this canon of techniques.

Of the three theories, capillary power has developed the highest degree of portability to 
quantitative technical analysis. There have been some very sophisticated graphing experi-
ments with elite networks, and these offer intriguing methods for tracing networks of power 
beyond simple  core–  periphery accounts. Yet even in datasets that take into account very 
many sources and outlays of power, there is a lack of clarity about how power is to be de-
fined and measured. The origins of the idea in Foucault’s assessment stemmed from the need 
to decouple power from overt and extant relationships in order to argue for a more diverse 
range of experiences and expressions. An issue with technical definitions of power of this 
sort is the very many possible variables emerging from such an open and broad catalogue of 
possible effects. Thus there remain many issues with how power is conceptualized and how 
significance is quantified.

Many experts in SNA would perhaps depart from treating the human and  non-  human as 
equal in technical datasets, and this is an ongoing issue in the reconciling of theory and em-
pirical observation in ANT. As in capillary power, the difficulty lies in quantifying relation-
ship representations for all the possible variables accounting for all sorts of disparate elements: 
which elements should be included and which left out of datasets? If technical and social 
elements bear the same weight of significance then this challenges purely ‘ human’ analyses of 
social networks. The blurring between online and physical identities further complicates this 
issue, particularly as single individuals can have multiple identities of different significances.

Problems with quantifying the notion of network capital are of a different kind. The 
theory illustrates that physical relationships between mobile actors are uniquely distinct from 
virtual or semantic relationships using information technologies. This idea problematizes 
analyses of social networks where the quality of relationship is conceived of as equal in all 
cases. For example, much recent analysis of Twitter or Facebook networks depends on the 
idea that adding or following a friend indicates a proper relationship, which in many cases is 
far from the reality. But according to the theory these relationships and exchanges could in 
fact be devoid of meaning and value and instead contain very low levels of network capital. 
So a technical survey of these kinds of datasets might show a large degree of network activity 
of very limited value. Merely distinguishing between weak and strong ties does not address 
this issue, as much of the subtlety of network capital lies in ‘ off the grid’ relationships going 
on behind the scenes of any informational and virtual exchanges.
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What all three of these examples show is that technical approaches more often than not 
gloss over subtleties in the theorization of networks. The subtleties in all three cases chal-
lenge the capacity to collect adequate datasets, account for many diverse variables and ade-
quately graph and visualize slippery empirical observations.

Dilution

A second issue critical to the development of the network concept in the specific cases flagged 
in this chapter is the problem of dilution. A principal risk in diversifying the network idea 
is that it becomes a grand theory of everything in the social sciences. Identifying something 
as a network can lead to the question ‘ So what?’, implying that the term has become diluted 
to the point where it has no meaning. Moreover, the increasing use of the term ‘n etwork’ to 
indicate ‘n etwork technology’ raises the problem of diluting the efficacy of more general ap-
plication; in fact, some are suggesting a ‘n etwork cosmology’ as a counterpoint to  pre-d  igital 
sociality, which comes pretty close to suggesting everything literally could be a network if 
the boundaries between digital and  non-  digital start to blur ( Fisher 2010).

Conclusion: network futures

So what does the future hold for the idea of networks in social science analysis? With  COVID- 
 19 heralding a radically different social experience of anatomies, societies and mobilities, the 
next decade intimates much uncertainty (S  aad- F ilho 2020). While the network is now a ro-
bust frame for thinking through bodies, societies and landscapes, there is still much work to 
be done in reconciling the qualitative and quantitative and in preventing the further dilution 
of meaning of the network metaphor ( Savage, Bradley and Smith 2011). By looking at big 
issues such as financial crises as networks in a qualitative and quantitative sense and flows of 
capital as the ‘l ifeblood’ that can cause ‘ serious tremors in the heart of the body politic’, social 
sciences can take an angle that offers an advantage over strictly ‘s ophisticated mathemati-
cal models, data [and] spreadsheets’ that nevertheless fail to foresee systemic crisis (H arvey 
2010:  vi–v  ii). The three principal contributions that I have summarized (p ower, elements 
and movements) all lie within a wider problem of positioning the social sciences to be able to 
account for the many developments deemed significant in the  twenty-  first century. As I have 
illustrated over the last sections of the chapter, the term ‘ network’ broadened out considerably 
from its specific contexts in order to expand the horizons of the social sciences and opened up 
new topics of analysis: anatomies, societies and mobilities. In the process of this expansion in 
areas of inquiry, the network concept became greatly diluted. In this chapter I have addressed 
this dilution through various lineages of thought and approaches to empirical observation.
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Since the latter half of the twentieth century, globalization has been one of the most widely 
discussed issues in the Western world and beyond. It has become a buzzword for politicians, 
journalists and social scientists alike and it has even become a part of the lexicon of popular 
discourse. Why globalization has garnered so much attention is largely because the concept 
is thought to be the consequence or driver of many key social transformations such as the 
spread of new information and communication technologies, the rise of new forms of social 
identity, the acceleration of certain types of economic, cultural, and political activity, and the 
development of new environmental hazards such as anthropogenic global climate change.

However, there is still some truth to Anthony Giddens’s assertion that ‘ there are few terms 
that we use so frequently but which are in fact as poorly conceptualized as globalization’ 
( quoted in Scholte 2008: 1473). After all, it is not unusual for the contemporary popular dis-
course surrounding globalization to be either confusing or disjointed. Some politicians, for 
instance, claim to be in support of globalization while others argue vociferously against it. 
News media reports frequently invoke the term when discussing a whole range of phenom-
ena that do not appear to share much in common. And more often than not, the meaning of 
globalization is implied rather than explicitly stated. Likewise, there has been a considerable 
amount of analytical confusion surrounding the concept in scholastic settings. A common 
refrain in the academic world has been to note how seemingly muddled and contentious the 
issue has been ( e.g. Bisley 2007; Conley 2008; Everuss 2020; Hsu 2010; Jones 2010; Rosen-
berg 2000, 2005; Scholte 2008). This is primarily because some scholars of globalization have 
been negligent in pinpointing what aspect( s) of globalization their research is meant to have 
precise bearing on. This also explains why some critics of globalization theory disparage 
the concept as a ‘  catch-  all’ term which frequently serves as a conduit for ‘ sloppy’ intellectual 
claim making ( e.g. Bisley 2007; Rosenberg 2000, 2005). Thus, it is tempting to bypass the 
scholarly debate on globalization altogether, so as to pursue other, more fruitful, lines of 
inquiry.

This chapter reviews the debate over globalization by investigating the merits of such 
a proposition. Should contemporary social thought consign globalization to the d ustbin –  
e specially as some have implied in the midst of the  COVID-  19 global pandemic or the Trump 
 presidency –   or is there actually something redeemable about globalization as a concept? This 
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is what leads the chapter to explore the distinct possibility that the optic of globalization is 
a flawed theoretical paradigm. This chapter finds that there are some views of globalization 
that are able to generate new and valuable insights about the conditions of contemporary so-
cial life, even though there are also some articulations of the concept that are less analytically 
sound. Ultimately, this chapter concurs with Tom Conley’s argument that the ‘ generality, 
contestation and complexity’ of the globalization discourse is not what should render the 
concept ‘ worthless’ ( 2008: 141). Although there are sharp and manifold criticisms to be made 
of the globalization debate, ‘ it does not follow from these  well- t aken criticisms that [. . .] 
the concept of globalization should be banned in all forms from social explanation’ ( Scholte 
2005b: 391), especially if we want to come to terms with some of the grand challenges people 
face at the start of the second decade of the t wenty-  first century.

Historical and intellectual development

The term ‘ globalization’ is of a relatively recent vintage, even though some of its permuta-
tions, like the ‘ globe’, are rooted much further back in the history of the English language 
( Scholte 2008: 1472). Only from the  mid- 1 980s onwards did the term really begin to take 
hold within social thought ( Bisley 2007). Before then, globalization as an explanatory tool 
was only used intermittently and without much fanfare. In the early years of the t wenty-  first 
century, globalization is

now so well established in the popular imagination that few schoolchildren are oblivious 
to it, pop stars include it in their lyrics and a whole range of people from politicians to 
poets variously hail or blame “ it” for all manner of changes in the contemporary world.

(  Jones 2010: 1)

Furthermore, so much has been written of globalization in the academic world that ‘ to read 
every thought written on the topic would require a lifetime in a library’ ( ibid.).

The appeal of globalization is commonly said to derive from the term’s ability to capture 
what is novel about the contemporary social world and its various developments. This is a 
central theme in what Nick Bisley has categorized as ‘ the first bloom of globalization writ-
ing’, which he dates to around the late 1980s ( 2007: 12). This first distinct phase of the glo-
balization debate is characterized by Bisley as a period when a diverse group of social thinkers 
began to postulate that ‘ significant changes to existing social structures were occurring’ and 
that the concept of globalization was central to explaining such a set of changes ( ibid.). Fol-
lowing on from this, for Bisley, was the second phase of the globalization discussion, which 
primarily served to amplify and substantiate ‘ the [earlier] claims made about globalization’ 
in the preceding interval ( 2007: 13). As more and more texts concerning globalization were 
written in the early 1990s, several propositions about globalization solidified. One of these 
was that ‘ the state and its attendant norms and institutions ( such as sovereignty and national-
ism)’ were being undermined by the rise of a ‘ truly global economic system’ ( ibid.). Another 
was that the concept of globalization signaled an epochal shift in the experience and analysis 
of the social realm. It was also during this period that ‘ globalization swiftly moved from be-
ing a concept advanced by a narrow band of specialists to becoming a w atch- w ord of almost 
all social science’ ( Bisley 2007: 14). Globalization, in short, ‘ was everywhere’ and ‘ it became 
hard to avoid this suddenly fashionable concept’ ( ibid.).

By contrast, Bisley notes that the next phase of the globalization debate from the mid 
to late 1990s ‘ saw the publication of a range of critical reactions to many of the arguments 
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advanced by globalization advocates’, with ‘ claims about the end of the state and the death of 
sovereignty’ receiving ‘ particular criticism’ ( ibid.). This grouping of texts sought to advance 
what David Held et al. ( 1999: 5 – 7 ) have termed the ‘ sceptical’ view of globalization. Some 
authors in this vein were interested in exposing the lack of historical depth in the claims 
made by many advocates of globalization theory. Meanwhile, there were also others who 
sought to expose the empirical and theoretical shortcomings of the many predictions made 
about the imminent demise of the n ation- s tate system ( e.g. Hirst and Thompson 1996).

Yet, this move in the debate to discredit the globalization concept was met with an equally 
spirited defense during the fourth phase of the globalization discussion. Many works sought 
to temper some of the more hyperbolic claims made by those in the preceding periods, so 
that globalization was conceptualized in more nuanced terms ( e.g. Giddens 1999; Held et al. 
1999). This was particularly evident in the attempts that were made to expose the limits of 
framing globalization as an ‘ either/ or’ proposition.

Bisley characterizes the ‘ fifth and latest phase’ of the globalization debate as being increas-
ingly disjointed. Bisley believes there has recently been a greater tendency in discussions 
about globalization for people to ‘ talk past one another’, despite some efforts to produce con-
sensus around some topics ( 2007: 14). Bisley concludes his brief overview of the globalization 
debate by asserting that there is now even more of a growing need for us to  re-  think how we 
engage with and define the concept. In the sections that follow, I aim to contribute to such 
an enterprise by identifying the conceptual impasses that exist in the globalization debate and 
by suggesting ways these impasses may be resolved or  re-  framed.

Main claims and key contributors

What has been made apparent from the brief historical overview of the globalization debate 
in the preceding section is just how contentious the issue has been, especially for scholars 
working in the social sciences. In order to develop an understanding of globalization that is 
 well-  defined and properly delimited, it is useful to return to some of the more polemical and 
hyperbolic claims found in what Bisley has termed the first and second phases of the global-
ization discussion. A key percept found in this body of work is the belief that the entire world 
since the late twentieth century has become effectively ‘ borderless’ ( e.g. Friedman 2000; 
Ohmae 1990). N ation-  states no longer are thought to be the principal drivers and containers 
of economic activity, which indicates to authors who share this viewpoint that globalization 
has become an inescapable and ascendant reality.

The author who is perhaps most associated with making these ‘ hyperglobalist’ assertions 
is the Japanese organizational theorist, Kenichi Ohmae. Ohmae has developed in a series of 
works ( e.g. 1990) his view that globalization has transformed how businesses and  nation- 
 states operate. Businesses that are not restricted to a single country or area are growing in in-
fluence and in number. And according to Ohmae, this has come at the expense of the power 
and authority of n ation-  states and the governments that run them. Ohmae has also noted 
that the onset of a ‘ borderless’ world has concomitantly led to the emergence of a consumer 
culture that is distinctly globalist in its orientation. Ohmae opines that people increasingly 
demand access to goods, cultural items, and opportunities that come from any corner of the 
world, and that this has been facilitated by increased foreign investment and by the develop-
ment and spread of new telecommunication technologies, which allow greater cultural and 
economic interchanges to occur.

As briefly noted earlier, the hyperglobalist account of  globalization  –   especially the 
one offered by O hmae  –  h as been the object of much sustained criticism ( Hsu 2010: 
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 204–  5). Those labeled as the ‘ skeptics’ of this position have tried to highlight the flaws 
of hyperglobalist view of globalization by questioning its empirical basis. Paul Hirst and 
Grahame Thompson’s seminal work, Globalization in Question? ( 1996), has made many 
noteworthy points about how the available evidence tells a much different story from 
those who believe the world economy has recently become irrevocably globalized. Not 
only is there some evidence to suggest that the worldwide economic market in the Gold 
Standard period before 1914 was arguably more, not less, open to trade than during the 
1980s and 1990s, Hirst and Thompson note that the data fail to unequivocally support the 
idea that economic activity has become entirely more transnational. While some truly 
transnational organizations exist, they are commonly the exception and not the norm. 
Hirst and Thompson assert that belief in the hyperglobalist view of the world is not only 
inaccurate. It also is potentially dangerous. Because it perpetuates the view that  nation- 
s tates are powerless in the face of globalization, the narrative offered by hyperglobalists can 
be used to unfairly justify policies instituted by governments that are profoundly unfair 
or undemocratic.

While Hirst and Thompson’s skeptical view of globalization has underscored the need to 
be more careful and cautious about the pronouncements made regarding globalization, their 
work has not extinguished scholarly interest in the globalization concept altogether. Exam-
ining the ‘ transformationalist’ strand of thought developed by David Held et al. ( 1999) can 
help to explain why this has happened.

What the  self-  labeled ‘ transformationalist’ position has argued is the need to find a middle 
road between the skeptics and the hyperglobalists. Only when we consider and combine both 
of their perspectives do we get a more sophisticated picture of the role that globalization plays 
in people’s lives. What the transformationalists propose is that it is not inconsistent to be-
lieve that nowadays globalization ‘ is a central driving force behind the rapid social, political 
and economic changes that are reshaping modern societies and the world order’ ( Held et al. 
1999: 7), whilst also at the same to be wary of the need for a wholly new understanding of 
world affairs. For the transformationalists, globalization does not just replace or leave un-
touched existing forms of social organization, such as the  nation- s tate, as the hyperglobalists 
and skeptics claim, as much as it reworks them. Transformationalists contend that global-
ization does not tend to proceed along a straight line. It, after all, is better thought of as ‘ a 
historical process replete with contradictions’ ( Held et al. 1999: 7).

One of the benefits of this more complex and nuanced approach is that it underscores the 
need to think of globalization in more historically expansive terms. Transformationalists 
have been skeptical of the idea that globalization is simply ‘ a product of the contempo-
rary world’, as some historians have also argued ( Hopkins 2002: 2). An explicit outcome of 
adopting such a view of globalization is that this helps us to avoid what Bob Seidensticker 
has termed, ‘ the birthday present syndrome’, the tendency in the current social landscape to 
overemphasize what is unique about the present day. A l onger-  term perspective of global-
ization not only pushes us to recognize the historical antecedents of how the contemporary 
variant of globalization operates. It also provides us with a comparative basis from which to 
differentiate what is truly novel about the current social landscape.

If we accept C.A. Bayly’s view that globalization is a ‘ progressive increase in the scale of 
social processes from a local or regional to a world level’, as Bruce Mazlish does ( 2006: 8), 
then it is relatively easy to see how globalization can be aptly used to explain the movements 
of some of those that belonged to earlier time periods. Such is also the argument of Antony 
Hopkins ( 2002) and Charles Lemert et al. ( 2010), all of whom argue that the globalizing pro-
cess is not only found in the latter half of the twentieth century and onwards, despite much of 
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what the globalization literature intimates. One benefit that arises from adopting this view-
point is that a greater appreciation of the cultural aspects of globalization is encouraged. This 
has to do with the fact that a  longer-  term historical perspective calls into question the view 
that globalization is merely a Western phenomenon, as there have been  well-  documented 
 non-  Western examples of globalization throughout the course of ancient human history, 
such as the imperial aspirations of various Chinese dynasties, as well as the spread of certain 
religious influences such as in the case of Buddhism. As Hopkins ( 2002) and Lemert et al. 
( 2010) suggest, we can only come upon such insights if we do not accord the economic realm 
with an inordinate amount of significance, as has been the customary move of many who 
write in the hyperglobalist tradition.

The problem with the economic view of globalization is that it tends to be overly sim-
plistic and  mono-  causal. Under this paradigm, cultural and political inferences seem to flow 
solely from economic circumstances. And accordingly, this is why authors from both sides 
of the globalized economy issue seem so out of touch and/ or hyperbolic. The world in this 
sense is either becoming globalized or it is not. In John Tomlinson’s view ( 1999), such an 
approach overlooks the complexity of globalization provided by a more culturally informed 
perspective. Why it is useful to consider the sphere of culture is because it alerts us to the 
contradictions and transformations that globalization inevitably entails. It is towards this end 
that Tomlinson highlights the ways in which globalization lifts out and transforms cultural 
meanings. In effect, what the cultural lens helps to explain is why identities all over the 
world are able to change without there necessarily having to be a wholesale opening up of 
economic or political markets.

The optic of culture, in short, forces us to consider a broader range of issues. For one 
thing, it raises the possibility of there being a sense of global ‘ unicity’ without necessarily 
implying that the world must be so in all respects. Here, Tomlinson points to the work of 
Roland Robertson ( 1992: 6) who maintains that globalization has created the feeling of ‘ the 
world as a single place’ as an influential frame of reference. By this, Robertson means that 
how people think about their lives is influenced by their increasing awareness of the world 
as an ‘ imagined community’ ( 1992: 183). From this perspective, globalization encourages 
people to take into account ‘ the world as a whole’ when they are in the process of acting and 
forming decisions ( 1992: 26). However, as Tomlinson points out, Robertson is not implying 
here that globalization somehow creates a uniform world culture. Rather, as Tomlinson 
writes, Robertson directs our attention to the fact that globalization can be understood as a 
‘ complex and social phenomenological c ondition – t  he “ global human condition” – i  n which 
different orders of human life are brought into articulation with one another’ ( 1999: 11). This 
means that globalization is not reducible to the exchange of goods or political processes only. 
Rather, globalization also involves the negotiation of disparate identities and new contextual 
frameworks.

Another benefit of adopting a more culturally rich understanding of globalization is that 
this sharpens our grasp of the complexities of global processes. Such is the case if we investi-
gate the thesis that globalization is nothing more than the homogenizing of world cultures. 
The work of Serge Latouche ( 1996) typifies this sort of argument, in that he expresses the 
belief shared by some social commentators that  non-  Western cultures are being destroyed 
by the West’s global pursuit for economic gain. Latouche believes that those in the ‘ Third 
World’ are experiencing a kind of forced cultural uniformity because they are being seduced 
by the singular mindset of the West’s obsession for continual profit. They are starting to want 
mainly what those in the West desire. And, in turn, the rich diversity in cultural practice they 
once had is becoming eroded.
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Some cultural theorists like Tomlinson however are skeptical of such claims. For them, 
globalization does not necessarily involve the imposition of Western values on  non-  Western 
societies, as globalization is a much more complex phenomenon. For Tomlinson, this is be-
cause culture does not transfer between social entities in such a direct, unilinear fashion. This 
means that cultural texts such as television programs and clothes are not simply assimilated 
in toto by those on the ‘ receiving end’. Instead, as Tomlinson writes, ‘ movement between 
cultural/ geographical areas always involves interpretation, translation, mutation, adaptation, 
and “ indigenization” as the receiving culture brings its own cultural resources to bear, in 
dialectical fashion, upon “ cultural imports”’ ( 1999: 84). Thus, this is why people in different 
parts of the world interpret the same television show or movie persona in quite distinctive 
ways. These differences suggest that globalization does not necessarily bring about a whole-
sale flattening out of culture.

To better capture the cultural complexities that globalization actually involves, some 
scholars of globalization have sought to develop new concepts. Ulf Hannerz ( 1992), for in-
stance, has suggested that globalization inaugurates a ‘ creolization’ of identities. This is his 
notion that globalization cultivates the intermixing of disparate world cultures, even if some 
of these cultures are and have been more politically and economically powerful than others. 
According to Hannerz, why creolization is a helpful term is because it captures a point that 
some social commentators have ignored; that the exchange of culture, even between two un-
equal groups, is hardly ever only o ne-  sided. From this view, the colonized can also influence 
the colonizers, just as the periphery can talk back to the core ( 1992: 265). This, in turn, is 
significant because it presents a more sophisticated understanding of global processes. What 
Hannerz encourages us to think about are the ways in which culture circulates in a m ulti- 
 directional fashion. It is not simply the case that ‘ poorer’ cultures are being ‘ homogenized’ 
by dominant discourses. Rather they and those with supposedly ‘ greater’ cultural prestige 
( like the West) are both being hybridized in some respects. This suggests that globalization 
is just as much about cultural gain as it is about loss, even as asymmetrical power relations 
are significant.

Another neologism that has gained currency within social thought is Roland Robertson’s 
usage of the Japanese business term ‘ glocalization’. What glocalization refers to is the notion 
that global processes are also local in their orientation. Globalization is not just a macro 
 system-  oriented affair, since it also involves a localized component in the first instance. From 
this stance, not only are local discourses remade by overarching global forces but localized 
issues are also raised to the global level. An example of this is when goods and services that 
are global or near global in reach are often tailored to the localities that they find themselves 
in ( Robertson 1995: 28). For instance, this explains why the menu at a McDonald’s f ast- f ood 
restaurant varies from country to country. The point though for Robertson is that this is not 
just a o ne- w ay process. Just as McDonald’s must tailor its menu to local preferences, the same 
is true vice versa. What is local also becomes a matter of global importance. Thus, an incident 
of torture in a US  military-  run prison camp in Iraq can have reverberations throughout the 
world as transmitted by the global news media. What this says is that local events are just as 
consequential on the global stage, as much as global forces are able to transform localities. 
Here, the emphasis is on how globalization makes the relationship between the local and the 
global much more complex but at the same time increasingly more pertinent.

Another concept that has found some traction within social theoretical debates of global-
ization is the term, ‘ creative destruction’. This is Tyler Cowen’s ( 2002) application of a term, 
previously coined by Joseph Schumpeter, which suggests that global cultures both create 
as much as they destroy. In fact, according to Cowen’s thesis, cultures in the global age are 
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destroyed because new ones are created. This corresponds to the view that c ross-  cultural 
exchange does not just lead to a flattening out of cultural tastes and repertoire. In Cowen’s 
view, it is more the case that when cultures come into contact with each other,  more –  n ot 
 less –  f orms of cultural expression are created, at least at the outset. For example, Cowen 
cites the incorporation of Czechoslovakian beads in the South African Ndebele a rt-  making 
tradition. Even though these beads were not indigenous to Africa, they have become, since 
the nineteenth century, an essential material for the adornment of aprons, clothing, and tex-
tiles ( 2002: 8). However, as Cowen notes, the t rade-  off here is that invariably some cultural 
aspects get lost because of the ‘ cultural blossoming’ process. The production of new cultural 
expressions means that older ones may be outmoded. In Cowen’s view, this is especially true 
if we consider what happens to ‘ poorer’ cultures when they come into contact with ‘ richer’ 
ones. Just as poorer cultures in this situation find new ways of enhancing and preserving parts 
of their cultural repertoire when they hybridize with the ‘ richer’ culture, they are also forced 
to leave behind aspects which might have been previously significant. Put differently, Cowen 
believes that newness begets oldness, just as creativity begets destruction ( 2002:  55– 5 6). And, 
in turn, he contends this is how we should also understand the richness and complexity of the 
cultural aspects of globalization.

Taken as a whole, what all of this new terminology suggests is that globalization is by 
no means a completely unified or monolithic phenomenon. And this is especially true if we 
account for the realm of culture. It would be mistaken to assume that economics and politics 
can completely determine other dimensions of social experience without also some amount 
of cultural input. Therefore, those who make extrapolations from economic or political con-
ditions alone often miss the more disparate and varied nature of global processes.

Another potential pitfall of adopting an overly economic view of globalization is that it 
risks overstating how globalization is an ‘  out- t here’ phenomenon, ‘ remote and far away from 
the individual’ ( Giddens 1999: 12). Instead, globalization should also be conceptualized as a 
phenomenon that has bearing on the intimate and personal aspects of our lives. The work of 
Anthony Elliott has done much to further the study of globalization from this vantage point 
( Hsu 2011). Elliott’s research ( 2008), for example, has shown that globalization informs how 
people relate to their bodies through the prism of cosmetic surgery. According to Elliott, the 
reason cosmetic surgery is becoming more widespread among some sectors of the population 
is in large part due to the rise of the new global electronic economy. Key to this new, in-
tensified way of doing business is the ‘ capacity to change and reinvent oneself ’, which exists 
against the backdrop of ‘short-term contracts, endless downsizings, just-in-time deliveries 
and multiple careers’ ( 2008: 122). Accordingly, Elliott suggests that the turn to cosmetic 
surgery is but one of the many ways that this ‘ faith in flexibility, plasticity and incessant re-
invention’ can be demonstrated ( ibid.). As this line of thinking goes, to prove that one can 
keep up with the rough and tumble of today’s changing economic environment, one must 
be willing to go under the surgeon’s knife. Given then that globalization plays an important 
role in reshaping the ‘ self ’ as ‘ transformations in the new economy and in  self- i dentity … are 
increasingly becoming intermeshed’ ( 2008: 45), Elliott posits that we need to be more aware 
of the emotional aspects of globalization that pertain to lived experience. Doing so helps 
us to think of globalization in more m ulti-  faceted terms, such that the ‘ micro’ and ‘ macro’ 
dimensions of globalization are jointly appreciated.

           

Besides offering a more culturally informed and  longer-  term view of globalization, the 
transformationalist position also emphasizes that there is something novel about the way glo-
balization is experienced in this day and age. This is the claim that the world by and large has 
recently experienced a major shift that has greatly affected how its social institutions operate. 
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Many scholars date the beginning of this shift to around the m id-  twentieth century ( e.g. 
Giddens 1999; Held et al. 1999; Scholte 2005a) and what they suggest is that a new ‘ global’ 
paradigm is now upon us. However, the transformationalists temper this view with the qual-
ification that the changes they describe do indeed have some antecedents in previous time 
periods. Yet, they also strive to appreciate what cannot simply be captured by proclaiming 
that the world as it is today is simply ‘ more of the same’. In this manner then, the transforma-
tionalists seem to take a similar approach to the one put forth by Bruce Mazlish ( 2006), who 
argues that it is equally as reckless to be dismissive of new developments as it is to ignore the 
continued relevance of some historical forces, particularly when the matter of globalization 
is considered.

But what distinguishes the contemporary phase of globalization from its earlier instantia-
tions, if indeed there is something novel about the present situation? A w ell-  developed strand 
of thought suggests this has to do with the scale and pace of the globalization phenomenon 
in the contemporary era. This has to do with the degree to which ‘ transworld’ relations 
are being expanded as well as the speed at which these expansions are taking place. Such 
is the argument of Jan Art Scholte ( 2005a), who points to a number of sectors where this 
‘ acceleration’ of globalization has recently been at work. One of these deals with the way in 
which the communications sector has radically changed, on a seemingly worldwide basis. 
Scholte surveys a wealth of empirical research that details the f ar-  reaching and f ast- p aced 
proliferation of communication technologies like the telephone, the internet, and the mobile 
phone which have made the world a more interconnected place ( 2005a:  101– 4 ). Transplan-
etary travel is another sector where the contemporary phase of globalization is distinct from 
its earlier manifestations. Scholte marshals as evidence research that finds that ‘ the average 
number of people crossing state frontiers across the world per day rose from 69,000 in 1950 
to over two million in 2000’ ( 2005a: 104). Furthermore, Scholte demonstrates how new 
transworld relations are increasingly being formed with respect to how money circulates and 
how finance and systems of production operate, such that there is a s upra-  territorial quality to 
how most, if not all, economies run in the current era. Also relevant to this discussion of the 
novelty of globalization in the present day is Thomas Hyland Eriksen’s ( 2007) argument that 
a sense of simultaneity has recently arisen in many places all around the world. This has to do 
with the claim that our sense of time and place has somehow shifted so that events can now 
be experienced simultaneously, even though individuals may be spatially far apart from one 
another. Eriksen suggests that the media is a key avenue where this sort of change has taken 
place, since ‘ distance has become relative’ when it comes to the opportunity to discuss events 
with others ( 2007: 44). He points to the fall of communism in Eastern Europe in the autumn 
of 1989 as one such instance when there was this possibility of a discursive simultaneity, but it 
may be even more salient if we recall the global media coverage of the September 11 attacks 
in 2001 or the 2016 Rio Olympics.

Of course, this aspect of ‘ globalization’, according to Eriksen, is only ever a partial and 
‘ not a totalizing phenomenon’ ( ibid.). This means that, even though the contemporary phase 
of globalization is something that is f ar-  reaching, nonetheless it is something that has asym-
metrical consequences and causes. Contemporary globalization, in short, does not affect 
everyone in the same way, as it is marked by a certain amount of social division. Hence, this 
is what explains why even though ‘ there is an “ IT boom” in India, the country emerging as 
a major power in the production of information technology, more than half of the Indian 
population have never made a phone call’ ( 2007: 45).

This would seem to entail, then, that we need to adopt a different conceptual framework 
so as to capture the complexities that globalization involves. This is a topic elaborated upon 
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in the work of John Urry ( 2000), who postulates that globalization undermines much of 
what we classically assume constitutes the idea of ‘ society’. Here, what Urry takes aim at 
is the  long-  held connection between society and the metaphor of region. If we are to take 
globalization seriously, this, he suggests, is a link that needs to be  re-  conceptualized. This is 
so because such an account of society is i ll-  equipped to handle the issue of mobilities, which 
he believes globalization brings to the fore ( 2000: 2). For support, Urry cites a growing lit-
erature that asserts that many traditional categories such as the territorially bounded n ation- 
 state are somewhat losing their traditional efficacy as sociological concepts. By and large this 
has to do with the fact that the mobility of people, goods, and objects is becoming more 
pronounced and varied. This is informed by significant developments in the travel industry 
as well as advancements made in the  tele-  communications sector.

Thus, as a corrective, Urry proposes that we replace the link between society and region 
with the metaphors of networks and fluidity ( 2000: 33). Adopting this way of thinking allows 
us to see how a territorially bounded notion of society ultimately fails to capture the current 
situation. The world, as it has presently become, is one where people and objects flow in and 
out of networks, which are both virtual and physical, and for reasons that may be either elec-
tive or coerced. To argue otherwise then is to focus on the solidity of social structures when 
we should be noticing how social bonds and boundaries are now being broken, r e-  organized, 
and in some cases superseded.

Of course, this is not to dismiss that there are those people in the contemporary phase of 
globalization who are less ‘ fluid’ and ‘ mobile’ than others, whether in the virtual or physical 
sense. Bryan Turner ( 2007) has argued persuasively for such a balanced view of globaliza-
tion which also considers various forms of immobility in the contemporary age. A curi-
ous paradox of contemporary globalization, as Turner observes, is that the process does not 
merely generate new types of mobility, for it ‘ also produces new systems of closure’ ( 2007: 
289). This refers to the immobilization of certain individuals, groups, and peoples that has 
occurred partly as a securitized response to the perceived ‘ threat’ to sovereignty caused by 
the development of economic forms of globalization. Turner’s decision here to focus on the 
immobilized, however, is not to discredit globalization as a phenomenon as much as it is to 
engender a heightened sense of its dynamism. His aim, in this regard, is to widen the purview 
of what globalization entails. This has to do with not only the recognition that ‘ global flows 
and networks’ are key features of the modern world ( 2007: 288), but also it is to acknowledge 
that there are ‘ sequestrations, exclusions and closures’ that are basic features of daily life for 
much of the world’s population in one form or another ( 2007: 290).

The globalization phenomenon thus fundamentally involves a  wide-  ranging set of de-
scriptive and analytical tensions. These tensions speak to the need for a more nuanced and 
 multi-  faceted account of globalization as a concept utilized by many in the social sciences. 
For instance, it has been  well-  established that there are conceptual flaws to depicting glo-
balization as merely an economic issue ( e.g. Robertson 1992; Tomlinson 1999) or a  macro- 
 oriented affair ( Elliott 2008; Giddens 1999). It has also been established that globalization is 
not just exclusive to the contemporary era ( e.g. Hopkins 2002; Lemert et al. 2010; Mazlish 
2006) although there is still something unique about the process that belongs to this period 
( e.g. Scholte 2005a; Urry 2000). And it is also  wrong-  minded to posit globalization as a lin-
ear process that has uniform consequences and singular causes ( e.g. Held et al. 1999), as the 
phenomenon also involves a significant degree of social division ( e.g. Eriksen 2007; Turner 
2007). The claim of many social researchers is that by taking on board these theoretical con-
siderations globalization becomes an indispensable and highly insightful way to describe the 
changes that the world has recently experienced.
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Main criticisms

Criticisms of the globalization debate in the social sciences have come from many different 
directions. But there have been two lines of argumentation that have stood out. The first 
vein of criticism, known as the substantive critique, contends that the age of globalization has 
in fact already come to a close. Such a point is made by John Ralston Saul in his work, The 
Collapse of Globalism ( 2005). Saul contends that g lobalization – e  specially  economically – i  s 
something we can refer to in the past tense. Saul points to other issues that he believes have 
started to supplant the prominent role in world affairs previously played by globalization: a 
revival in nationalist sentiment and influence, shifts in geopolitical economic philosophies 
towards more  state-  centered policies, and the normalization of irregular warfare. These, he 
says, are what we should be investigating, for ‘ globalism’ is increasingly becoming a dated 
reference and not all that germane to the current times.

Some works have recently sought to characterize the election of Donald Trump as US 
President in 2016 and the geopolitical consequences of the  COVID-  19 pandemic as further 
evidence that globalization is no longer ascendant. Trump’s rhetoric to get elected and his 
subsequent comments as President have commonly demonized various forms of globaliza-
tion and have promoted  ethno- n ationalist approaches to foreign and domestic policy ( e.g. 
Dent 2020). Early analyses of the C OVID- 1 9 pandemic have come to similar conclusions 
about the fate of globalization. Not only has C OVID- 1 9 disrupted the global trade of var-
ious goods and significantly halted the movement of persons, it has been  predicted –   and 
in some cases  observed –   that  COVID-  19 may contribute to  de-  globalization tendencies 
already present in many contexts ( Gray 2020), especially in the s hort-  term ( Coeurderoy 
and Yang 2020).

The work of Justin Rosenberg ( 2005) has sought to explain why some scholars have held 
and perpetuated a ‘ substantively’ inaccurate understanding of globalization. Rosenberg has 
alleged that some scholarly accounts of globalization are misleading because they tend to 
be based on unfair extrapolations. Developments in the 1980s and 1990s that were used to 
show that the world was becoming increasingly more global were actually just ‘ peaks’ in the 
cycle. Neoliberal economic approaches have not simply been increasingly embraced around 
the world following the fall of the Soviet Union, even though this appeared to be initially 
occurring in some contexts. Rosenberg contends that many globalization scholars have been 
blind to this reality because they have strayed from ‘ what social theorists are supposed to do’. 
Researchers of globalization have not acted as mere ‘ interpreters to the spirit of the age’; they 
have acted as its ‘ ideological amplifiers’ ( 2005:  6– 7 ).

In addition to furthering the substantive critique of globalization, Rosenberg’s work has 
also played a key role in theoretically questioning the value of globalization as a useful social 
science concept. Rosenberg’s qualm with the globalization paradigm in the theoretical sense 
is that it is often conceptually muddled. This is especially the case when it comes to those 
definitions of globalization that are unabashedly circular such as Margaret Archer’s view 
that ‘ globalization is the present process of becoming global’ ( quoted in Scholte 2005a: 15). 
Rosenberg links this tendency in the globalization debate with the unresolved status of 
globalization’s analytical value. For Rosenberg, what globalization theorists have not yet 
been able to resolve is whether globalization is a phenomenon that needs to be explained or 
if globalization is the concept that in fact does the explaining. Another way of phrasing this 
problem is by conceptualizing globalization as either an explanandum or an explanans. The 
former deals with globalization as a descriptive term that needs to be accounted for whereas 
the latter understands globalization as an explanation in its own right.
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While Rosenberg ( 2000:  2–  4) considers globalization as an explanandum as a viable mode 
of inquiry, he is vehemently more dismissive of when globalization is used as an explanans. 
Yet, it is this latter usage of globalization that Rosenberg characterizes as being dominant in 
the globalization discourse. When politicians, policy makers and social researchers alike in-
voke globalization, it is typically to elucidate why some set of changes has taken place. How-
ever, Rosenberg counters by calling into question the analytical worth of an explanation that 
merely pays attention to the reorganization of time and space, as implied by the definition of 
globalization as ‘ the intensification of worldwide relations’. Rosenberg regards the use of this 
analytical strategy as a type of legerdemain. Only when h ard-  pressed do those who espouse 
this way of thinking have to provide a number of qualifications that mainly involve invoking 
 non- g lobal references. In turn, what this says to Rosenberg is that globalization on the whole 
actually says very little. If all the concept does is to direct our view to a more spatially expan-
sive perspective, then this does not explain how people behave or societies operate beyond 
the location of where they operate.

Rosenberg suggests that the ‘ intellectual redundancy’ of globalization becomes even more 
salient if we consider other, more insightful, concepts, for instance that of capitalism. Where 
capitalism  succeeds – b  ut where globalization f ails –  i s that it is able to specify ‘ a particu-
lar nexus of social relationships […] from which spatial and temporal implications, among 
others, might be argued to follow’ ( 2005: 11). Rosenberg notes ‘ by contrast’ that ‘ the term 
“ globalization” in itself specifies no particular kind of society at all, but simply denotes a 
process of worldwide spatial expansion and integration per se’ ( 2005: 12). And herein lies the 
crux of Rosenberg’s dissatisfaction with the latter concept. Rosenberg fundamentally dis-
agrees with the proposition that is implicitly advanced by globalization theorists: that space 
and time ‘ are the foundational parameters of social explanation’ ( ibid.). This means that we 
should not grant a causal power to the globalization phenomenon as so many authors suggest. 
However, the main consequence of adopting this position is that globalization becomes de-
nuded of almost all of its analytical value.

Consequently, Rosenberg sees fit then to declare a ‘ p ost-  mortem’ on the globalization 
paradigm. If we keep in mind the empirical failings of globalization theorists as well as their 
conceptual ones, this therefore leads us to conclude that there is little that is actually insight-
ful or even redeeming about the globalization debate. Indeed Rosenberg’s work leaves us 
with the impression that the ‘ only real puzzle that we have left is to work out is why so many 
bright people thought [globalization] was so important’ ( Bisley 2007: 9).

Anticipated future developments

It is clear from Rosenberg’s work that the globalization paradigm is not without its own an-
alytical failings. But does it thus follow that globalization should be made a defunct area of 
study? Has globalization, as Tom Conley ( 2008: 141) notes, gone the way of postmodernism, 
whereby those who continue to work with the concept are irrevocably burdened by the need 
to apologize for the concept’s definitional shortcomings? In the sections that remain it is the 
task of this chapter to provide an answer to such a difficult but pressing query, especially in 
the aftermath of rising nationalist sentiments and a global pandemic.

To this end, it first bears mentioning that globalization may not be in fact the conceptual 
framework that encapsulates all of the central issues that are pertinent to the contemporary 
era, as some have previously suggested. This means that we should not think of globalization 
as a concept that wholly replaces other modes of analysis. However, does adopting this ap-
proach render the globalization paradigm ‘ intellectually redundant’ as far as social scientific 
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research is involved? After all, what even still remains redeemable about the globalization 
debate if the paradigm, according to Rosenberg and Saul, is plagued by an overwhelming 
number of empirical and theoretical weaknesses?

Jan Art Scholte ( 2005b) makes a strong case for why we need not accept the view that, 
moving forward, the concept of globalization should be completely abandoned. This is be-
cause the concept comes in an array of forms, not all of which are as flawed as Rosenberg 
and Saul make them out to be. Scholte begins by unraveling the substantive line of critique, 
which he regards as being the least persuasive. What is significant here to recognize, ac-
cording to Scholte ( 2005b: 391), is that ‘ no major indicators show any decisive slowdown, 
let alone reversal, of the [globalization] trend since 2000’, if we accept Rosenberg’s own 
definition of globalization as ‘ a process of worldwide spatial expansion and integration’ 
( 2005: 12). While Scholte admits that there have been some ‘ recent temporary decelera-
tions’ in some sectors of society such as the ‘ turnover on foreign exchange markets’, there 
is nonetheless an overwhelming amount of evidence in other sectors of life which include 
‘ global health issues, global ecological concerns, global travel, global communications, 
global military activities, global production chains, global regulations, and global social 
movements’ that suggests that the globalizing trend is still at work ( 2005b: 3 91–  92). Scholte 
thus highlights how skeptics of the contemporary phase of globalization like Rosenberg 
typically avoid addressing the empirical measures that many globalization scholars have 
found to be consequential. Time and time again, how these skeptics have chosen to respond 
is by offering ‘ little more than tired rehearsals of the same two or three ( among the possible 
dozens) proportionate ( rather than absolute) indicators relating to international ( not the 
same as global) direct investment, permanent migration, and trade in the late 19th century’ 
( 2005b: 392). Appealing to these indicators, however, is simply ‘ not good enough anymore’, 
especially if we want to grasp what is empirically novel about the social world at the start 
of the new millennium.

The other way in which Scholte defends the analytical value of globalization is by ad-
dressing the theoretical qualms that Rosenberg has with the concept. Scholte concedes that 
Rosenberg does indeed raise many good points about the theoretical deficiencies of the 
globalization paradigm. But Scholte interprets Rosenberg’s criticism as a call for us to take 
on a more tempered view of globalization instead of a wholly dismissive one. At one level, 
this has to do with Scholte’s disagreement with Rosenberg’s position that space has no causal 
significance whatsoever. For Scholte, what Rosenberg does by advancing such an extreme 
position is to imply that ‘ spatial formations derive from, are a part of, and can be causally 
reduced to the prevailing mode of production’, which thus defines globalization completely 
‘ as a feature and result of contemporary capitalism’ ( 2005b: 393). But from Scholte’s view, this 
implication has its own conceptual blind spots. This is so because there is a compelling case to 
be made that ‘ the construction of social space has impacts that are not reducible to the mode 
of production’ ( ibid.). In this regard, Scholte surveys instances in the social scientific litera-
ture where there is the sentiment that ‘ space matters’ ( 2008: 1479). Hence, he observes that

for example, n on- M arxist social psychologists might suggest that the geography of com-
munication ( e.g.  face- t   o-  face vs cyberspace) impacts on interpersonal relationships in 
ways that are not merely a function of capitalist development either’ and that ‘ likewise, 
many  non-  Marxist anthropologists and sociologists might affirm that space ( localities, 
countries, regions, globalities) helps to frame identities in manners that do not wholly 
and solely respond to the logic of a mode of production.

(2005b: 393)  
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What may be perhaps even more telling, for Scholte, is that ‘ the very field of Human Geog-
raphy rests on a premise that social space has sufficient importance to merit its own dedi-
cated programme of research’ ( 2005b: 394). Taken in sum, Scholte believes these instances 
‘ provide grounds for a reasonable supposition that space carries some relatively autonomous 
significance in social relations’ ( 2005b: 3 93–  94). Of course, Scholte also recognizes that it 
is a mistake to claim that geography is the sole determinant of social life. To reduce social 
relations to its spatial qualities would be indeed most ‘ peculiar’. However, as Scholte writes, 
‘ it is possible to argue that space matters without going to a “ spacist” extreme. An explana-
tion can incorporate a significant spatial dimension without being “ based” on a geographical 
motor alone’ ( 2005b: 394).

This defense of the significance of space in the globalization paradigm is also linked to 
Scholte’s dissatisfaction with Rosenberg’s dichotomous way of conceptualizing globalization 
as either an explanandum or an explanans. What Rosenberg does not allow is for globalization 
to be somehow both, since his thinking consigns globalization to only one of the two poles. 
Scholte contends that there is another viable way of approaching globalization that avoids 
such dualistic ways of thinking. This corresponds to Scholte’s view that ‘ history flows from 
a confluence of  inter-  related spatial, cultural, economic, political and psychological forces’, 
so that ‘ a shift in the structure of social space would be interconnected ( as both cause and 
effect) with concurrent shifts in social structures of knowledge, production, governance, 
and identity’ ( 2005b:  394–  95). Implicated in this alternative approach to globalization is 
a move away from terminology that posits that globalization ‘ causes’ or ‘ determines’ to a 
vocabulary that stresses that the phenomenon ‘“ promotes”, “ encourages”, and “ advances” 
concurrent other shifts in social structure’ ( 2005b: 395). The advantage of employing this 
view of globalization is that a more  multi-  dimensional understanding of causation emerges 
and, contrary to Rosenberg’s argument, this does not then cause one to be less of a ‘ credible 
social theorist’ ( ibid.). For Scholte, ultimately at issue here are the analytical shortcomings 
of Rosenberg’s  meta-  theoretical preference for explanatory frameworks like Marxism which 
are less complex and more certain. Scholte reminds Rosenberg that it may in fact be  more –  
 not  less –   deceptive to provide a social explanation that has a theory of causation that flows 
from a solitary source. Social life is undoubtedly more complex than that, which is why ‘ it 
might be [better] for theory to show greater sensitivity to, respect for, and encouragement of 
plural experiences and possibilities in history’ ( ibid.). The same approach should be applied to 
the study of globalization, which is suggestive of its continuing relevance.

In light of the discussion outlined earlier, there is arguably a case to be made then that 
scholarship on the theme of globalization will continue to serve as a source of valuable in-
sight in the social sciences. However, this will be dependent on whether or not the theoriz-
ing of globalization proceeds in a modified form. It is without doubt that we need a more 
empirically robust understanding of globalization. But equally so, it is critical that we take 
a more theoretically sophisticated view of what globalization entails. This latter issue right-
fully involves, as Rosenberg proposes ( 2000, 2005), a fair amount of analytical modesty as to 
what the paradigm seeks to explain. But from the perspective of Scholte ( 2005b, 2008), this 
modesty need not lead to a completely dismissive view of what the conceptual framework 
has to offer.

What is important to keep in mind is that this is not the first time a concept in the social 
sciences has been reappraised after a period of it being in vogue as the proverbial ‘  key-   t o-  t  he- 
 universe’. Clifford Geertz makes this point when it comes to the issue of culture, but so does 
Conley when it comes to ‘ power, politics, policy, the state, interdependence, empire, hege-
mony power’, etc. ( 2008: 142). Conley suggests that ‘  just because we cannot agree on what 
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[these terms] mean and what they encompass’, this does not mean we have to call into doubt 
their entire utility as concepts, for they each make valuable contributions to our understand-
ing of the social world ( ibid.). Therefore, this is why there is some validity to Scholte’s argu-
ment that ‘ notions of “ globality” and “ globalisation” can capture, as no other vocabulary, the 
present ongoing l arge-  scale growth of transplanetary […] connectivity’ ( 2008: 1499).

Conclusion

The main point of this chapter has been to survey the social scientific debate on the theme 
of globalization. The chapter has crucially identified a number of striking criticisms of the 
globalization debate as a whole. Some of these criticisms have been constructive in advanc-
ing a more sophisticated theory of globalization. For instance, much has been made of the 
analytical shortcomings of the depiction of globalization as primarily an economic process 
( e.g. Elliott 2008; Giddens 1999; Hannerz 1992; Robertson 1992; Tomlinson 1999). Much 
has also been made of globalization’s asymmetrical causes and consequences ( e.g. Eriksen 
2007; Held et al. 1999; Turner 2007). And there has been a concerted effort to establish the 
conceptual benefits of theorizing globalization as a l onger- t erm historical phenomenon ( e.g. 
Hopkins 2002; Lemert et al. 2010; Mazlish 2006).

All the while there have been sharp criticisms of the globalization paradigm in g eneral –  
s ome of which have even resulted in the proclaimed ‘  post-  mortem’ of the concept ( e.g. 
Rosenberg 2000, 2005; Saul 2005). Globalization, from this angle, is so utterly rife with 
theoretical and empirical shortcomings that there is little to salvage from it. This chapter has 
suggested that we need not jump to such hasty conclusions about the utility of the global-
ization concept, as there are viable reasons to believe in its continued relevance ( e.g. Conley 
2008; Scholte 2005b, 2008). One of these reasons centers on the fact that the concept comes 
in many forms, not all of which are guilty of such hyperbolic and muddled ways of thinking. 
Another of these reasons has to do with the view that globalization is more in need of some 
conceptual refinement than abandonment. This may very well involve a heightened sense of 
analytical modesty in the way that globalization is deployed. But such is typically the case 
when social theories achieve some degree of maturity when they are subjected to intense and 
sustained scrutiny and usage.

Conley also gives another reason why globalization should not be relegated to the margins 
of the social sciences. He asserts that globalization is not a term that is likely to simply dis-
appear from public discussion. What is more, globalization will be probably be used in ways 
that ‘ abuse’ the concept’s scholastic meaning ( Conley 2008: 150).

It is possible to detect this in the way some social commentators and authorities have come 
to discuss one of the grandest challenges the world has had to face in recent memory, the 
 COVID-  19 pandemic. Massive disruptions to the global flow of people and goods, appeals to 
nationalism in the realm of  geo- p olitics, have signaled to some that we have well and truly 
entered the era of ‘  peak-  globalization’ ( Gray 2020). But as scholars like Elliott ( 2020) have 
argued, this likely oversimplifies how globalization and C OVID-  19 are related. The system 
of  aero-    mobility –   to take one feature of contemporary  globalization –   that allows and en-
courages travel to different parts of the world is not only what has caused the initial spread of 
 COVID-  19 to occur. It may also paradoxically be the desire to resume such a system, albeit in 
modified form, is what partially drives societies to find ‘ solutions’ to the problems unleashed 
by COVID-19.    

It would thus be prudent for social researchers to keep globalization theory on their re-
search agendas.  COVID-  19 and the other grand social challenges facing the world, such as 
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the threat of anthropogenic climate change, cannot be adequately addressed or understood 
without some reference to the ways in which globalization has been theoretically investi-
gated and studied. This assertion should not be interpreted to mean that globalization will 
be the magical key to unlocking the major dilemmas and problems that people all over the 
world are encountering. But it does mean that scholarly debate around globalization does 
have an important role to play in advancing an analysis of the transforming world that is not 
overly simplistic or narrow in its scope.
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If the Greeks are to be trusted, theory is above all else a matter of observing with the inner 
ear the spectacles of the world about. Hence, Aristotle, On Rhetoric, I: 3: ‘ The hearer must be 
either a judge, with a decision to make about things past or future, or an observer’ –   where 
‘ observer’ translates the word theoros. Whether the observer can refrain from judging is far 
from clear, especially in modern times, where spectacles major and minor abound.

It may be that the modern usage, ‘ theory’, has lost its vital connection to theoros. If so this 
would be because, in our time, the observer cannot refuse to judge the spectacles at  hand –  i f 
only by clicking the remote control or browser button in search of some quiet cove out of 
the  audio-  visual currents. The consequence of this apparent state of affairs is that theories of 
social and cultural experiences have so elevated themselves from a world of too many signals 
and signs as to become hopelessly arid, thus unreal in terms of the original purpose of deep 
listening to the world about.

As archaic as it may be, this way of putting the question of theory’s nature helps to 
clarify relations between and among cultural and social theories. One of the unintended 
consequences of the modern world’s attempts to come to terms with an  ever-  compounding 
number of social and cultural stimuli is what might be called the analytic reflex. Moderns, 
by nature, will intuitively search for a method to cut the field of stimulations into workable 
parts. The intuition rises on a reflex arc that for the most part does not pass through the con-
scious mind. The effect is an analytic division of mental labour.

After John Dewey’s classic article, ‘ The reflex arc concept in psychology’ ( 1896), the first 
and still clearest sociological expression of the reflex arc of modern life is that of Georg Sim-
mel in ‘ The metropolis and mental life’:

Man is a creature whose existence is dependent on differences, i.e. his mind is stimulated 
by the differences between present impressions and those which have preceded. Lasting 
impressions, the slightness in their differences, the habituated regularity of their course 
and contrast between them, consume, so to speak, less mental energy than the rapid 
telescoping of changing images, pronounced differences with what is grasped at a single 
glance, and the unexpectedness of violent stimuli. To the extent that the metropolis cre-
ates these psychological c onditions –   with every crossing of the street, with the tempo 
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and multiplicity of economic, occupational and social l ife  – i  t creates in the sensory 
foundations of mental life, and the degree of awareness necessitated by our organization 
as creatures dependent on differences.

( 2002 [1903]: 103)

Simmel’s idea in 1903 was that the structural transformation of modern society from rural 
to urban life was itself a perturbation altering human mental life. He did not, to be sure, use 
the term Dewey helped put into play; still, Simmel’s ‘ sensory foundations of mental life’ is 
close enough.1 The greater the number of differences in the social and cultural environment, 
the greater the mental need to create differences capable of screening out what cannot be 
taken in. The screening out in everyday life is, precisely, an analytic c ut –  a p arsing that in 
effect sorts stimuli into various mental files available either for later use or, just as often, for 
repression from conscious life.

In sciences of all kinds, most awkwardly in the human sciences, the analytic cut is more 
or less skilfully lifted from the realm of sheer reflex into the exalted status of fully articulated 
analysis. This is the function of scientific categories that are, in their technical state, often 
called variables, available for numeric or verbal manipulation. There is no compelling reason 
( at least not on this occasion) to cop an attitude, as some do, towards this most basic of scien-
tific manoeuvres. Like all mental procedures analytic methods are good in some ways, bad in 
others. But they are acutely interesting and probably confounding when it comes to an en-
deavour, like this one, to sort out the differences, if any, between social and cultural theories.

One might stipulate, as I do, that theories today, whether good or bad, cannot but rely 
upon the analytic reflex. The good to be said of this reliance is that it allows us to appreciate 
theory, first, as observing and, second, in but a nanosecond after, as the mental impulse about 
which one wants to say something, even only mutedly to oneself. This is what writers like 
Brian Massumi and Patricia Clough have identified as the fraction of a second delay separat-
ing the stimulus and the emergence of an  affect –   a remarkable notion that all mental labour 
is, in effect, an a fter-    the-  fact judgement as to the meaning of an observation.2 Whether it is 
the interior dialogue of the healthy mind or the interior origins of an external civil conversa-
tion, the affective dialogue arising in a scant  half-  second deferral from the stimulus is where 
theory, well understood, begins. Theory, thus, is having something to say in the  after-  effect 
of hearing ( which Aristotle also calls ‘ observing’), the judgement after the fact of experience. 
This is the unstable circumstance of theories of all kinds.

Aristotle’s axiom was, after all, an element in his own prolonged dialogue, On Rhetoric. 
In our noisy world, the danger is that too deep a swoon into the arms of the analytic reflex 
will disturb the natural relation of the theorist to the worlds she observes. Aristotle, had he 
known what the worlds long after his were to become, would likely have been alarmed at 
the apparent necessity of the observer’s being habituated to anything like an analytic reflex. 
In effect, keeping Aristotle’s axiom in mind, today there is no real prospect of a distinction 
between the observer and the judge. All must judge among the incalculable differences avail-
able for observation.

Theory, in short, is no longer simply observation of spectacles but judgement. The axiom 
applies equally well to scientific observations external to an analytically defined world of 
purportedly real events as to observations made amid the experiences of everyday life ( what 
Alfred Schutz ( 1959) so aptly called the naïve attitude of everyday life). Sooner or later, me-
thodically or preconsciously, theories are observations entailing a ju dgement –   critical deter-
minations of what, for the time being, shall be pragmatically considered real, hence worthy 
of our attention. All else is noise which is always background static.
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When it comes to observations ( which is to say, theories) of social and cultural things, 
it is important to p onder – i  n spite of evident differences between the worlds of Aristotle 
and S immel –  w hether there is any point to the presumption of a difference between social 
and cultural things. The mere presence of the adjectives ‘ social’ and ‘ cultural’ is an analytic 
value added after experience. Just as in writing we are taught to avoid adjectives, so too in 
intellectual work we ought to think with as few of them as possible. Just think of the trouble 
they cause.

How is it possible upon observing the ongoing spectacles of daily life to discern which 
parts are culture and which are social? A school play is both at once, as is a parade, and a con-
cert, and the list goes on. One might say that the economic dimension of experience is more 
discernible. Schools charge tuition, parades require flags, concerts usually charge for tickets 
( except for band music in small towns in summer) and so on. Still, in a broader sense, when 
considered from the point of view of experience, the things we encounter in ordinary life are 
screened by the natural analytic reflex, but they are seldom consciously judged in respect to 
their differences. It is only when, as Simmel said, the differences are sudden or violent that 
we must adjust ourselves mentally to them. But the difference between cultural and social 
things, even between them and economic or political things, is seldom truly distinct.

The things of this world are what they are, and we experience them as, literally, things 
that touch our senses. Without recourse to Kant’s proposition that we cannot know things 
in themselves, we can say ( much if not exactly as he did) that we know them as our perceiv-
ing minds sort them according to, as Durkheim would add, socially determined categories. 
Between Kant and Durkheim there was a world of analytic differences, but they agreed that 
the things of this world, whether mental or collective, are experienced through representa-
tions of whatever is real out there and not as the things themselves. This is no less true of the 
differences between cultural and social things.

Since our subject here is the presence or lack of a difference between social and cultural 
theories, it is proper to impose an analytic cut of our own, as it may lie at the heart of the 
practice of sorting social and cultural theories as if the things to which they refer are seg-
regated in lived experience. When pressed, few are they who would say that they are so 
segregated; yet in the reality of academic cultures the discrimination has become a matter of 
great urgency.

It is all too simple, at this point, to dust off the tiresome argument about the tragedy of 
bureaucratization in academic and, therefore, intellectual life. Yet it happens. Universities, in 
particular, organize people into departments that correspond to fields ( which further reclas-
sify people into subfields that in principle could go all the way down to the bottom turtle). 
These subdividing hierarchies are the measuring rods in respect to which work is assessed 
and which pay raises or promotions awarded or denied. As a result, people who live and 
breathe in such institutions take on their cultures as second n ature –   as a kind of habitus, as 
Bourdieu would have put it. They are disposed to think that since their work is observed and 
judged against uncertainly measured standards of departments and fields, they must, as they 
do, advance this disposition of professional culture to cover the analytic organization of their 
mental labours.

There is no better illustration of a needless analytic cut than the nomenclature that divides 
social things from cultural ones. The contrivance whereby cultural and social things are set 
apart is relatively recent in human history. The earliest, authoritative social scientific use of 
‘ culture’ was by the anthropologist Edward Tylor in 1871 in Primitive Culture: ‘ Culture is 
that complex whole which includes knowledges, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any 
other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society’ ( 1). Theorists of the 
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topic, who since have devised different, presumably more subtle, definitions will recognize 
in Tylor’s words a normal, if elementary, application to social sciences. Before then, the root 
of the word originated with respect to religious cults, after which over many centuries it 
came to be associated with cultivation as in agriculture and horticulture, then microbiology 
as in a culture for nurturing microbes, then cultured as in the cultivated habits of the higher 
social ranks, from which it crossed the line into its more technical meaning as a general, even 
functionally necessary, dimension of social orders of all kinds. Thus began culture’s fate as a 
distinct analytic category in social science.

Without stressing too much the importance of Tylor’s definition, it is of interest to 
remark that his 1871 Primitive Culture occurred not long after two other landmarks in the 
history of the social theory of culture: Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy in 1869 and 
Marx’s Capital I in 1867. Arnold’s title summarized the point of his classic defence of high 
culture against the degradations of the new and rising industrial order. ‘ Culture’, he said, 
was ‘ the great help out of our present difficulties; culture being a pursuit of our total perfec-
tion’ ( 1869: Preface). Arnold did not mention Marx, but there can be little reason to doubt 
that he at once shared at a remove Marx’s distress over the factory system while occupying 
quite the opposite extreme as regards the status and nature of culture. For Arnold, culture 
was high  culture –   the guardian of all that is at risk in the industrial order: ‘ machinery is 
the bane of politics, and an inward working, and not machinery, is what we want most’ 
(1869: Preface). 

By contrast, Marx, a man of high literary culture himself, famously and for many years, 
denounced the pretences of culture as the inverted image, the camera obscura, of economic 
reality. It is sometimes overlooked that Capital I ( Althusser’s epistemological break notwith-
standing) is the mature theory of the most elementary of all human values. In the mystery 
of the commodity is hidden the social value of all commodities and, most gruesomely, the 
alienated human labour from which profit is extracted. ‘ A commodity appears at first sight, a 
very trivial thing. . . [when] in reality it is a queer thing abounding in metaphysical subtleties 
and theological niceties’ ( 1906). Marx’s implicit theory of culture in Capital I is far less clumsy 
than the notorious ‘ opiate of the people’ line, but it comes clean to the point that culture 
arises precisely from the alienation of human labour and the capitalist machine.

Between Arnold and Marx, with Tylor as a shifter, lies the deep historical origins of to-
day’s idea that cultural things are different from social, including economic, ones. This pre-
cisely, we now recognize, was the agonal uncertainty of n ineteenth-  century social thought. 
Marx himself used the word Ding repeatedly in his analysis of  commodities –   a commodity 
is at once a ‘ queer thing abounding’ and the particular instance in a vast social and economic 
system of just how capital production reifies ( which is to say: thingifies) human labour. The 
recovery of material things from what in 1845 Marx and Engels snidely labelled German ide-
ology put an end to his tortuous effort to overcome his own struggles with Hegel and Kant 
in the earlier writings of the 1840s. On this Althusser ( 1969; see also Lukács 1972) is correct, 
even if the assertion of an epistemological break is betrayed by the importance of ‘ reification’ 
in the writings of the 1850s, only to slip in Capital I behind the renewed prominence of its 
cognate ‘ alienation’. The desiderata of Marx’s materialism aside, there can hardly be a more 
dramatic statement of the nineteenth century’s dilemmas as to the place of capitalism’s potent 
materialism against acculturating effects of German idealism than the essay ‘ Idealism and 
materialism’ at the beginning of The German Ideology ( Marx and Engels 1947).

Today’s students of culture would do well to ponder the effects of the i dealism– m  aterialism 
controversy, which is rooted in and thus bound by a definite period of modern thought. 
Today, early in the  twenty-  first century, among social theorists the debate is more often one 



221

Cultural and social things

over  realism –   a development that may in part be due to the effect of information technolo-
gies on culture in the broad sense.

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, in Empire ( 2000), have advanced the concept of 
‘ immaterial labour’. Their concept derives from a tendentious view of Foucault’s biopolitics 
read through Gilles Deleuze’s manifesto ‘ Postscript on societies of control’ ( 1992),3 which 
quite explicitly identifies information technology as at once a system of control and a system 
of subjugation ( in Foucault’s sense of subject formation). Right or wrong, Empire is a prime 
illustration of the degree to which even serious, if not vulgar, Marxists today can consider the 
extent to which labour is no longer the sheer materialization of human value.

What is meant by immaterial labour if it is constituted in cyberspace? Immaterial labour, 
according to Hardt and Negri, ‘ in the contemporary economy [is]: the communicative la-
bor of industrial production that has newly become linked in informational networks, the 
interactive labor of symbolic analysis and problem solving, and the labor of the production 
and manipulation of affects’ ( 2000: 30). If, therefore, to any important degree labour subsists 
in virtual reality, then what remains of the status of human labour? In such a prospect the 
production of  value-  embedded concrete things is suspended in the ever more severe contra-
diction of capital accumulation between, on the one hand, runaway profit making vested in 
ventures compounded without durable outcomes and, on the other hand, a global economic 
misery so profound as to be beyond alienation or reification, as capital flows sweep impover-
ished millions into a dustbin outside history.

Even if, as I propose, we take a concept like immaterial labour as no more than diagnos-
tic, such a notion points to the tangled nature of certain sharp analytic distinctions made by 
social theory. If social reality cannot any longer definitively be divided between material and 
ideal factors, then what becomes of the collective attitude by which modernity has enveloped 
‘ the human’ as the idealized c reature-  hood superior to animate and inanimate nature? In this 
respect, Marx no less than Matthew Arnold was caught up uncritically in the modernizing 
assumption that the human and, thereby, the social are au fond cultural things distinct from 
natural ones.

Bruno Latour in Reassembling the Social ( 2005), among many other writings, recalibrates the 
 social–  cultural distinction. He simultaneously dismisses modern culture’s s elf-  aggrandizing 
theory of human superiority and challenges sociology’s claim to be, as Durkheim put it, the 
science of social t hings –   things being, for Latour, of a different order from Durkheim’s.

Even though most social scientists would prefer to call ‘ social’ a homogeneous thing, 
it’s perfectly acceptable to designate by the same word a trail of associations between 
heterogeneous elements.

. . . It is possible to remain faithful to the original intuitions of the social sciences by 
redefining sociology not as the ‘ science of the social’, but as the tracing of associations. 
In this meaning of the adjective, social does not designate a thing among other things, 
like a black sheep among other white sheep, but a type of connection between things 
that are not themselves social.

( Latour 2005: 5)

To be sure, Latour’s actor network theory is open to criticisms, many of the most notable of 
which he takes into serious account.4 Yet, as the few lines quoted allow, Latour also offers a 
way around the besetting problem that lies at the foundation of culture theories.

It is not necessary to reject the idea of the social so much as to loosen its grip on 
sociology, in particular. Durkheim’s justly famous idea first announced in The Rules of 
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Sociological Method ( 1938 [1894]) proposes that sociology is the science of social t hings –  
 of, that is, social facts which are things in themselves not reducible to psychological or 
mental facts. The use of the word ‘ things’ (choses) is sometimes taken as a figure of speech. 
Yet, through the years from Rules to his last great book, Elementary Forms of the Religious 
Life ( 1965 [1912]), Durkheim returns again and again to choses external to mental life. 
‘ What is a thing? The thing stands in opposition to the idea, just as what is known from 
outside stands in opposition to what is known from the inside’ ( 1901: Preface).5 This was 
Durkheim in 1901, the preface to the second edition of Rules, an essay that was, if any-
thing, a strengthening of sociological realism. But it was in Elementary Forms of the Religious 
Life ( 1965) where, among other things, Durkheim settled accounts with Kant’s idealism of 
the thing-in-itself (Ding-an-sich). The French chose, like the German Ding, would appear 
just as common as the English ‘ thing’ but for the importance Kant lent it in Critique of Pure 
Reason ( 1902 [1791]).

 

               

Hence, the position I take and recommend: that social theories, whether social or cul-
tural, begin, as Aristotle had it, with the experience of attending to things as they appear 
in the spectacle of life about us. Theories of such things cannot, therefore, get around their 
original condition of arising on a reflex arc that, in our day, fuses in the conscious mind the 
nanosecond between stimulus and a ffect –  a n inaudible flicker of what remains, in our day, of 
a difference between an observation and a judgement ( or from the Greek kritikós, judgement 
as critical discernment).

Things begin with things of the world as they impinge. The social theorist can, and 
usually does, abjure all considerations of whether that impingement is sensual and material 
or phenomenal and  mental –  a p oint that Durkheim himself took up in the last few pages 
of Elementary Forms. It is here that his purpose in surpassing Kant’s idealism is directly, if 
obliquely, confessed.

What Kant’s system does not explain, however, is the origin of this sort of contradic-
tion which is realized in man. Why is he forced to do violence to himself by leaving 
his individuality, and, inversely, why is the impersonal law obliged to be dissipated 
by incarnating itself in individuals?. . . Now if the synthesis of particular conceptions 
which take place in individuals are already and of themselves productive of novelties, 
how much more efficacious these vast syntheses of complete consciousness which make 
society must be!

(1965: 495)  

Here, in the near final statement of his philosophy, Durkheim deploys his theorem of so-
ciety as sui generis less to rid social thought of Kant’s idealism than to map the way through 
the collective consciousness by which modern knowledge might be redeemed. Hence the 
triumphalism of those last few pages of Elementary Forms contained in the line that immedi-
ately follows Durkheim’s comment on Kant: ‘ A society is the most powerful combination of 
physical and moral forces of which nature offers us an example’ ( 1965: 495).

At first look, one might suppose that Durkheim means to locate society in nature. But 
Latour makes it clear that it is here that metaphor outruns even the redemptive qualities of 
Durkheim’s modernism. In quite a number of places, including Reassembling the Social, Latour 
argues that Durkheim falls wildly short of Gabriel Tarde’s theory of the social. Readers of 
Suicide ( Durkheim 1951) who have not recently read Tarde might find this strange for the 
treatment Durkheim gives Tarde in the essay, dismissing imitation as a mere psychological 
cause of suicide.
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But Latour, in an exceptional essay that pulls together many of the ideas dispersed 
throughout Reassembling the Social, offers the reason that Tarde might be given precedence 
over Durkheim, if the question in mind is that of the status of the social.

Instead of saying, like Durkheim, that we ‘ should treat social facts as a thing’, Tarde says 
that ‘ all things are society’, and any phenomenon is a social fact [in the sense that]. . . 
every science has to deal with assemblages of many interlocking monads.

( Latour 2002: 122)

Readers of Gilles Deleuze will recognize that here Latour is implicitly presenting Tarde as 
if he, Tarde, had anticipated Thousand Plateaus some eight decades before the fact.6 More to 
the point, Deleuze and Latour cite Tarde favourably in the crucial chapter ( if one can call 
any one segment of Thousand Plateaus more crucial than another) on flows segmentarity and 
micropolitics ( Deleuze and Guattari 1987:  218– 1 9; cf. Deleuze 1972: 104, n. 1).

For present purposes, references to extraordinarily complex sources that might, if not 
controlled, lead to discussions of Leibnitz and Spinoza, monads and folds, assemblages and 
more can safely be set aside to establish Latour’s idea of the status of social things. In short, 
Latour takes from Tarde the two principles that are central to his idea of sociology:

Tarde introduced into social theory the two main arguments which [ Actor-  Ne  twork- 
T heory] has tried, somewhat vainly, to champion: a) that the nature/ society divide is 
irrelevant for understanding the world of human interactions; b) that the micro/ macro 
distinction stifles any attempt at understanding how society is being generated.

(2002: 188) 

Both principles unsettle Durkheim’s theory of social things to the same degree that they 
disturb the assumptions of the n ineteenth-  century oppositions between idealism and ma-
terialism. It may go too far to interpret Latour’s Tarde as the beginning of the break with 
modernism’s early social theory of the social as at once an enveloping whole and itself riven 
by the micro–macro dichotomy.   

At the least Latour aims to liberate the social by calling it what Durkheim meant to say: 
a thing sui generis but sui generis only as all other things are. Things of all kinds, without dis-
tinction, have no inside/ outside other than the assemblage of their movements towards, away 
from and along with other things, whether social or cultural, material or natural. But then 
what is left for the things thought to be cultural?

Proponents of cultural theory often put forth Durkheim’s theory of religious culture and 
knowledge in Elementary Forms as their locus classicus. By and large, I agreed with this point of 
view ( Lemert 2006:  8– 2 8), until I found myself required to think seriously about the actual 
status of cultural things in relation to social ones. It is one thing to treat the facts appertain-
ing thereto as things in the ordinary language sense of the word. It is quite another to study 
seriously the mysteries that stand behind theories of such things and the unstable analytic 
categories whereby social and cultural theorists, obedient to the habitus of their disciplines, 
play god to the things actual beings live among and depend on. Depend on, that is, in the 
minimal sense that we ( if this pronoun applies) would be monads i ndeed –   suspended where 
only the better gods know without a place in the order of things.

Still, Latour, whatever his reservations as to Durkheim’s strong concept of the social, 
ironically strengthens the value of his contribution. Once the social is properly identified as a 
thing among all things, each an actant ( Latour’s awkward term) in a heterogeneous network, 
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then it is possible to accept that the social and the cultural, inter alia, if different in analytic 
ways, are connected in the real world as all things are. This idea at least allows cultural theory 
to enter the world of all other social things and their like, and thus to end an institutionally 
fixed but intellectually useless distinction.

Notes

1 A closer tie is further suggested by a trilateral comparison of Dewey’s reflex arc and Simmel’s sen-
sory foundations of mental life with George Herbert Mead’s famous line in Mind, Self, and Society: 
‘T he Me of this second, is the I of the next’ (1 934: 174). Mead was a friend and collaborator of Dew-
ey’s, and today his sociological followers frequently compare Mead to Simmel. The connections are 
often a bit strained for textbook purposes, but there is at least one solid one. David Frisby, editor of 
Simmel’s Philosophy of Money ( 2011), notes that in 1901 Mead reviewed Simmel’s classic work; see 
Mead ( 1901). 

2 See, in particular, Massumi (1 993) and Clough ( 2008), among many respective writings. Though 
Clough does not agree with Massumi in all details, the two articles are excellent both as introduc-
tions to the subject and as expositions of its various historical beginnings and tangents from Spinoza 
to Deleuze and Derrida, and later.

 3 One cautionary note is that Deleuze’s appreciative note on Foucault’s contribution to the idea of 
control seems to be a rare instance where Deleuze misread Foucault as more evolutionary on the 
subject than he was. Foucault, in fact, clearly affirmed the transitions from sovereignty to disci-
plinarity then to biopolitical control, but he always, so far as I can tell, put them into a triangular 
dynamic that avoided both linear and dialectic methods.

 4 For example, see Bloor ( 1999) and Latour’s reply ( 1999). Also, www. bruno-l  atour.fr, Latour’s 
homepage, provides a comprehensive archive to and list of his articles and occasional papers, in-
cluding debates with others.

 5 ‘Q u’e st- c e en effet qu’une chose? La chose s’oppose! à l’idée comme ce que l’on connaît du dehors à ce que l’on 
connaît du dedans’ –   hardly a mere colloquialism.

 6 Latour says of the similarity: ‘D oesn’t one have the impression of reading Deleuze and Guattari’s 
Mille Plateaux? The social is not the whole, but a part, and a fragile one at that’ ( 2002: 126). And 
Tarde on his part does seem at least to be a convenience to Latour, if not an anticipation of Deleuze:

Quand on considère une de ces grandes choses sociales, une grammaire, un code, une théolo-
gie, l’esprit individuel paraît si peu de chose au pied de ces monuments, que l’idée de voir en lui 
l’unique maçon de ces cathédrales gigantesques semble ridicule à certains sociologues, et, sans 
s’apercevoir qu’on renonce ainsi à les expliquer, on est excusable de se laisser aller à dire que ce 
sont là des oeuvres éminemment impersonnelles, –   d’où il n’y a qu’un pas à prétendre avec mon 
éminent adversaire, M. Durkheim, que, loin d’être fonctions de l’individu, elles sont ses fac-
teurs, qu’elles existent indépendamment des personnes humaines et les gouvernent despotique-
ment en projetant sur elles leur ombre oppressive. Mais comment ces réalités  sociales –   car, si je 
combats l’idée de l’organisme social, je suis loin de contredire celle d’un certain réalisme social, 
sur lequel il y aurait à s’entendre, –  c omment, je le répète, ces réalités sociales se  sont-e  lles faites?

( Tarde 1899: 61)
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The development of British cultural theory has a long and uneven historical trajectory. The 
way in which this area of social thought has developed is inevitably complex. The story of 
its evolution is full of twists and turns, heated controversy and of course moments of gen-
uine innovation. This means that any attempt to tell its history is unlikely to satisfy all of 
its readers. However, the view presented here attempts to be as fair to its pioneers as it is to 
more contemporary practitioners. Here I shall argue that any attempt to understand British 
cultural studies needs to proceed historically. The argument begins with an appreciation of 
 nineteenth-  century Romanticism before proceeding to try to understand the impact of some 
of the most influential writers of the ‘ first wave’ of British cultural theory, like Raymond 
Williams, E. P. Thompson and of course Richard Hoggart. From there I shall consider 
the rise of  post- s tructuralism primarily through the contributions of Stuart Hall, Angela 
McRobbie and Paul Gilroy. Finally I investigate some recent debates in respect of cultural 
citizenship and policy, especially through the work of Tony Bennett, who has called for a 
more pragmatically orientated study of culture. This is an important argument, especially 
given the Romantic ‘ origins’ of much British cultural theory. Here British theory is caught 
between attempts to suggest that culture is the preserve of educated and more spiritual values, 
and views suggesting that it is a mostly ‘ ordinary’ feature of daily life. How this debate is 
addressed and perhaps resolved will have a considerable bearing on the future development 
of British cultural theory. Further, there have been many complaints that the practice of cul-
tural theory has neglected its more radical origins and should seek to develop more critical 
lines of inquiry. My argument here is that British cultural theory has continually sought to 
rethink itself in terms of a changing social and cultural environment and in the future this 
is likely to continue.

Historical and intellectual development

Matthew Arnold and the origins of British cultural studies

Many recent attempts to describe the evolution of British cultural theory have fallen into 
the trap of dismissing Romanticism as the preserve of cultural elitism. How this assumption 
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came to be made has its own complex history. However, for our purposes we need to rec-
ognize that the concept of ‘ culture’ really came into its own with the development of the 
Romantic movement in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The Romantics opposed 
the instrumentality of the dominant capitalist society by insisting that ‘ culture’ was the place 
of value, imagination, play and spiritual realization. In contrast the industrial culture of the 
time was seen to exemplify a narrow  market-  focused rationality or perhaps more accurately a 
calculative utilitarianism that was popular within Victorian philosophical circles. The person 
best known for upholding this critique of the dominant culture of capitalism was the critic 
Matthew Arnold. While many simply regard Arnold as an impractical snob, he was actually 
a poet and a critic with a strong interest in European culture that went beyond narrow na-
tionalism. Arnold was also a school inspector, which meant that he was practically concerned 
with cultural matters as well as with the educated development of the self.

Matthew Arnold was a liberal, but he was critical of the dominant culture of Victorian 
liberalism, which seemed simply to espouse a version of liberty that was often translated as 
simply ‘ doing what you liked’. Arnold was concerned about what would happen if the ob-
session with liberty allowed people to cultivate selves that were hostile to art, culture and 
questions of value. Further, while the dominant scientific and industrial culture sought in-
strumental knowledge, Arnold was more preoccupied by ideas of character, virtue and ideas 
of the good society. In this respect, the pursuit of culture and religion is linked, as ‘ culture, 
in like manner, places human perfection in an internal condition, in the growth and predom-
inance of our humanity proper, as distinguished from our animality’ ( Arnold 1987: 207). In 
this respect, the expansion of culture and our shared humanity could be considered to be 
similar, as it developed a sense of sympathy with others who shared the community. Culture, 
which had been dismissed due to its sheer uselessness, was primarily concerned with the 
perfectibility of the self and inward forms of critical reflection. The problem in the context 
of English society was the domination by a purely calculative rationality, the love of wealth 
and the world and ‘ people whom we call Philistines’ ( Arnold 1987: 211). Arnold ( 1987: 213) 
sought within culture both beauty and perfectibility, which were mostly undervalued by an 
increasingly low and debased industrial culture. Culture, in perhaps Arnold’s most famous 
phrase, was ‘ having for its characters increased sweetness, increased light, increased life, in-
creased sympathy’ ( 1987: 222). Culture is the domain not merely of the symbolic, but where 
humans can expect to find a deeper meaning to their lives. These deeper meanings can still 
be found in religion, but equally it is through poetry, literature and the arts more generally 
that they can also be found. Here we can discern a complex attitude towards the prevailing 
liberalism of the time through the recognition that it was left to the state in a democratic 
context to make sure that all classes received the opportunity to become cultural and civ-
ilized beings. Arnold in this context took his role as a school inspector seriously, arguing 
that educational provision was poorly served by private and religious institutions that failed 
to promote a good society. Further, the idea of the rights of the individual could easily be 
translated into rights to protest, become brutish and be ignorant, thereby leaving the self to 
be exploited by the dominant culture of money, commerce and machinery.

Liberal freedoms, Arnold worried, could easily become converted into the rights not to 
read and think rather than the rights to become perfect and transform the self. Like Mat-
thew Arnold, fellow English Romantic John Ruskin ( 1987) attacked the main principles of 
political economy for helping foster a ruthless civilization of economic exploitation rather 
than one of human sympathy and community. While the dominant culture urged citizens 
to get rich, Ruskin ( 1987: 180) was concerned that actual wealth was not really a matter 
of economic calculation. Wealth is more a matter of art, human sympathy and spiritual 
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community. Similar to Arnold, Ruskin was a deeply conservative thinker who believed in 
hierarchy and tradition, but was equally concerned with morality. As we shall see, both Ray-
mond Williams and Richard Hoggart sought to radicalize the conservative Romanticism 
of figures like Arnold and Ruskin as a means of preserving the idea of culture as a protest 
against capitalism while seeking to connect these concerns to more specifically democratic 
ideas. However, we need to recognize here that the work of thinkers like Arnold and Ruskin 
lies at the heart of many of the future debates that came to define British cultural theory.

British cultural studies after Arnold: Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams

Richard Hoggart would sometimes describe himself as an Arnoldian to the extent to which 
he continued to believe it important to discuss questions of cultural value. He can also be 
credited as having produced perhaps the founding text of British cultural studies. Hoggart 
wrote about English  working-  class life with all the complexity that Arnold had reserved 
for art and poetry. Hoggart’s ( 1958) seminal text inspired a generation of educationalists 
and democratic socialists not only to think about the value of cultural experience but also 
to address the quality of cultural and aesthetic engagement more generally. Hoggart ( 1958) 
begins his argument like Arnold and Ruskin in seeking to offer a critical judgement of the 
prevailing capitalist order of the day. Just as Ruskin and Arnold sought to point to the vio-
lence of capitalism and the ‘ cash nexus’, Hoggart seeks to question the common assumption 
that the affluent society was a classless society. In particular Hoggart draws attention to the 
interpretative context of his book, given that he is ‘ from the working classes’ but feels ‘ both 
close to them and apart from them’ ( 1958: 17). This gives him a different vantage point from 
those who would seek to either demonize or sentimentalize the working class. Hoggart right 
at the beginning of his study admits his sense of connection and attachment to what he is 
writing about. Again, just as Arnold and Ruskin had attacked the scientific culture of the 
Victorian era for saying so little about questions of value, Hoggart’s own study begins with 
an argument that we take seriously the location of cultural analysis and insists that we cannot 
help but make judgements of value. Hoggart’s study of  working- c lass culture is not an objec-
tivist account, but instead offers a critical reading of the complexity of w orking-  class life that 
admits of the author’s own complex location. Hoggart writes not as a cultural scientist might, 
but as an active interpreter who is neither an insider nor an outsider. Hoggart’s class position 
then is of someone who was born into the working class, but who through the discovery of 
literature and further education had later become a university lecturer. In this respect, Hog-
gart ( 1958: 303) movingly describes the vulnerability and uncertainty of someone who has 
come from the labouring classes. Hoggart suggests that he is someone both who is ‘ earnest 
for  self-  improvement’ ( 1958: 303) and who feels like an outsider amongst  working- c lass and 
middle-class people.    

Hoggart’s essay is mainly concerned with questions of cultural change and transformation 
from a world where w orking-  class people largely produced their own culture to one where 
it was being manufactured for them by capitalism. As Hoggart’s many critics have pointed 
out, this tends to give the book a nostalgic quality, as it looked back to an age that seemed 
at the time of writing to be fast disappearing. This criticism has a point, but it does tend 
to displace the considerable achievement of the text. Here Hoggart offers a rich account of 
the ambivalences and contradictoriness of the postwar w orking-  class culture. This culture 
is often deeply conservative, resents as well as respects its ‘ betters’ and is largely focused on 
the home and locality. This is also a deeply fatalistic culture that has a strong investment in 
the ideas of luck. Luck is not something you acquire but is literally something you are born 
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with. However, Hoggart insists that  working- c lass culture can also be creative, as evident in 
the ability to ‘ make do’ or in popular and communal singing. The working classes are dom-
inated, but they are not victims, demonstrating a considerable amount of guile in the face of 
often oppressive social and cultural conditions.

The problem for Hoggart was that a new mass culture was being developed through the 
rise of consumer capitalism. While many saw the development of a range of consumer goods 
under the sign of ‘ progress’, Hoggart was mostly dismissive of what he perceived to be the 
new hedonism. This was because mainly under the guise of freedom there had emerged a 
capitalist culture that had fostered a cheap relativism. This was a popular attitude whereby 
anyone expressing a critical attitude towards the popular culture of the day was quickly dis-
missed as a snob. This attitude, fostered by the popular press and magazines, was built upon 
 working-  class ambivalence towards the educated and intellectuals more generally. Such an 
attitude effectively cancelled the cultural judgements of the critic and any educative or de-
velopmental concerns. Hoggart was clear that the main beneficiary of this new disposition 
was the economic system that aimed to profit from mass culture more generally. Mass culture 
could not be relied upon to promote a culture of questioning, authenticity and learning, as 
it was mainly concerned with the need to make a profit. Hoggart termed  capitalist-  friendly 
relativism ‘ democratic egalitarianism’ ( 1958: 273). This attitude tended to dismiss talk of cul-
tural values and standards as ‘ baloney’ ( 1958: 274). Like Matthew Arnold, Hoggart detected 
that the other side of ‘ anything goes’ liberalism was actually the dominance of capitalism and 
hostility to any consideration of cultural value. This deeply cynical attitude masks the idea 
that within the context of material improvement there may be cultural loss. In this context 
then a ‘ more genuine class culture is being eroded in favour of mass opinion’ ( Hoggart 1958: 
343). Here Hoggart identifies the rise of a crass, soulless commercial culture that would even-
tually displace a more authentic sense of w orking-  class community.

Hoggart’s text is no longer much read by cultural students today. This is primarily due 
to its nostalgic account of  working-  class life and his disapproval of the new commercialism. 
However, the text remains important for the complex account it gives of  working-  class life 
more generally and the way it disrupts the assumption that economic development is neces-
sarily culturally progressive. Hoggart later became not only an important public intellectual 
advising the BBC and UNESCO, but a critical educationalist seeking to argue that education 
should be about the development of a critical and questioning self rather than the enterpris-
ing self of school league tables, advertisements and popular television. Hoggart’s concerns, as 
we have seen, can be related back to the English Romantics, but this time with a view that 
the culture of everyday life ( and not just art) can also be of value. However, what is evident 
in Hoggart is his belief that a more critical and educated disposition would only begin to 
emerge through a deeper engagement with art and literature. Many have found such a view 
patronizing and overly neglectful of the critical potential evident within certain versions of 
mass culture. Further it is no longer clear ( after postmodernism) that we can easily separate 
art and commercial culture in the way that Hoggart assumes; however, he continues to have 
much to offer to those who wish to challenge the dominant hegemony of the market in the 
age of commercial relativism.

Raymond Williams ( 1957) criticized Hoggart’s book for providing a misleading portrait of 
 working-  class culture. For Williams we could not accurately describe class culture in the way 
that Hoggart had chosen to, as his description neglected to analyse the labour movement. In 
this sense, for Williams  working-  class culture could not be thought of as a culture of consump-
tion, as this had actually played little part in its definition and production. Further, many of the 
descriptions offered of a  working-  class way of life and speech were misleading, as they were 
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more regionally variable than Hoggart seemed to assume. Indeed, the major cultural contribu-
tion of the working class has been not popular song, but rather the invention of trade unions 
and other labour organizations. Williams describes this movement as being encapsulated in the 
idea ‘ of a collective democratic society’ ( 1957: 31). The main cultural achievement of the work-
ing class then is not the neighbourliness or the family orientation of Hoggart’s account, but the 
idea that democratic institutions need to be developed to serve the many rather than the few. 
To this end the  working-  class movement as a political formation carries within it both a respect 
for the culture of learning and the arts, and the idea of culture as a description of a ‘ whole way 
of life’ ( Williams 1957: 32). Here Williams is recognizing that the labour movement is actually 
the carrier of a more progressive form of liberalism than the one criticized by Arnold, Ruskin 
and Hoggart. This is a liberalism that seeks to recognize questions of cultural value, but is 
more concerned with the democratizing of culture than it is with the morally corrupting cul-
ture of the market. A progressive w orking-  class movement would need to recognize how the 
collective solidarity of the working class ( described by Hoggart) is often built upon a narrow 
sense of conformity and fear. For Williams this is not to be overcome by looking backwards 
nostalgically to a previous time before the arrival of mass culture, but should be disrupted by 
developing democratic relationships within society’s dominant institutions. In the context of 
a capitalist society the w orking- c lass movement is charged with the special responsibility of 
promoting a culture of development for everyone in a way that could not be carried through 
either by capitalist cultures of consumption or indeed by Romantic intellectuals.

As Williams ( 1958: 133) points out, the Arnoldian enthusiasm for bringing educated cul-
ture to the vast majority of the people ends up endorsing an authoritarian model of educa-
tion. Here the state is granted the power to define what is meant by perfection and to offer 
a form of civilization that would educate the masses. This is, as Williams implies, less a 
democratic model of education than the imposition of state control. Behind Arnold’s desire 
to bring the culture of civilization to ordinary people lies a notion of ‘ the unfitness of the 
 masses –   they will riot, they will strike, they will not take an i nterest –   such is the nature of 
that brute’ ( Williams 1958: 303). A democratic culture, argues Williams, should seek to reaf-
firm what he calls an ‘ equality of being’ ( 1958: 305). Such a culture is one that seeks to build 
mutually respectful relations between teachers and the taught. This only becomes possible 
if intellectuals give up notions of simply imposing culture upon ‘ the masses’ and if learning 
involves the formation of complex human relationships. At this point, Williams begins to 
imagine what a whole society based upon this democratic idea of learning and communica-
tion might be like.

This line of criticism brings us to Williams’s most important book, The Long Revolution 
( 1965). This book is primarily a work of cultural history that seeks to trace the evolution of 
the possibility of a democratic culture and associated institutions within the British national 
context. The idea of the long revolution argues that mass literacy, parliamentary democracy 
and popular forms of communication found within the media of mass communication make 
possible an educated and participatory democracy. However, capitalism and a  class-  based 
society are currently holding in check the spread of a genuinely popular democracy through 
society. Williams’s humanistic analysis makes clear that the democratic potential of the com-
municative society is underpinned through an idea of human nature. We are, for Williams, 
cultural, interpretative and creative beings capable of transforming ourselves and our so-
cieties. Culture remains important in this context as it offers different interpretations and 
understandings of our shared society. In a way similar to his criticism of Hoggart, Williams 
makes clear that the potential of the long revolution is mostly dependent upon the progress 
of the labour movement. It is the labour movement that is capable of creating a democratic 
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workplace, socialized communications, more representative institutions and less instrumen-
tal forms of education and culture. The central democratic vision of the long revolution was 
significant not only in terms of its optimism but also because it suggested that cultural change 
was central to progressive change.

Culture was significant not only because it had value in and of itself, but also because it 
was the means through which democracy worked. This is culture not as a source of absolute 
values ( or the Arnoldian struggle for perfection) but as something able to offer different ways 
of seeing and interpreting the world. Each time we turn on the television, visit a play or 
attend a music concert we are potentially opening ourselves to a set of voices and perspec-
tives seeking to challenge our view of society. In this conversation between the producers of 
culture and the audience we require democratic institutions to make sure that the most rad-
ical voices are not displaced by more mainstream entertainment or more entrenched vested 
interests that represent the status quo. If culture was an ‘ ordinary’ process it was importantly 
communicative as well as being potentially democratic. Where Williams was different from 
Hoggart was in his argument that to dismiss modern culture simply as mass culture was 
actually a mistake. Within contemporary communication and much popular culture there 
existed a democratic potential that was yet unrealized in the context of the dominant capital-
ist society. Williams’s argument was neither nostalgic about the  working-  class culture of the 
past nor overly impressed by technological innovation, but saw the potential for the first time 
in history for the development of a genuinely democratic culture based upon mass participa-
tion. Here Williams writes that it is mostly unrealistic to argue ‘ we shall get an educated and 
participatory democracy, industries and services with adequate human communications, and 
a common culture of high quality, by proclaiming the virtue of those things and leaving our 
training institutions as they are’ ( 1965: 176). Like Hoggart then Williams wants a concerted 
movement for a less instrumental and more artistic and creative culture, which would not 
seem possible without radically reforming our cultural institutions. However, as we have 
seen, for Williams it is the necessity of democratizing human relations that will spark the 
flow of cultural creativity, not bemoaning the loss of cultural value.

During this period the long revolution’s most important critic was E. P. Thompson. 
Thompson ( 1961) argues that Williams’s grand cultural history ( despite its critical potential) 
ends up producing a view of history as progress. This time it is not science or technology that 
is celebrated but the development of democracy and communicative institutions. Missing 
from this view of history is its contested nature. In particular Thompson struggles with the 
idea of culture as being described as a ‘ whole way of life’. Missing is the way that culture is 
caught up more specifically in webs of power and conflict. What is required here is an idea 
of cultural agency that is actively shaped by human subjects themselves. Williams’s account 
in this respect is overly abstract, and does not adequately deal with concrete instances of 
cultural conflict and change. For Thompson the idea of the long revolution sounds like an 
evolutionary progressive account of cultural change. As a radical historian, such a view wor-
ried Thompson, as he knew history is full of missed opportunities, radical revolt and violent 
oppression.

Key contributors and criticisms

E. P. Thompson: culture as agency and radical history

Thompson rejected the idea that ‘ history’ had a p re- g iven direction and argued that it is 
made in the process of struggle and opposition. In recording the struggles of the subordinate 
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classes, the historian cannot offer a neutral account but is forced to take sides and to make 
judgements. In particular Thompson’s historical work is seen as helping to invent the idea of 
‘ history from below’ and of rescuing the voices and experiences of ‘ ordinary’ people. Here 
Thompson is questioning the view that history is simply made from above by elites or that 
it can be seen as a set of structural changes as we move from one social order to another. For 
E. P. Thompson ordinary people are actively involved in the ‘ making’ of history. Thomp-
son takes seriously active dissenting radical traditions and looks at how they were actively 
invented in different historical contexts. For Thompson sociologists and historians should 
not become victims of ideology and adopt a view from on high and then castigate human 
beings for failing to live up to an ideal image of what people should be like. In particular 
Thompson was critical of much Marxist theory for assuming that it had a monopoly on the 
truth. Instead cultural scholars need to carefully uncover the different ways in which histori-
cally the subordinate classes have sought to ‘ make’ their own history. This is not a history or 
politics without ideals, as often men and women in seeking their liberation are motivated by 
values such as community or the common good, but they do so in ways that actually oppose 
other competing visions of society.

Thompson’s ( 1956) first major work is a book about William Morris. Thompson seeks to 
restore Morris to a socialist tradition, as opposed to those who saw him as a medievalist or as 
primarily a Romantic artist. In particular it is Morris’s Romantic and poetic revolt against 
the dominant or hegemonic society at the time that interests Thompson. For Thompson 
the Romantics, despite being middle class, rejected the dominant capitalist society in favour 
of art, beauty and the value of the imagination. In particular Thompson valued Morris’s 
ability to dream of future possible worlds and his defence of the utopian imagination. Any 
popular social movement would need this dimension, as it sought to mobilize people for 
radical change. That is, all movements for change require a vision of a future possible world 
different from that of the present. Thompson calls this the principle of hope. In the context 
of late Victorian society, competitive individualism tended to construct an isolated society 
where people had little fellow feeling and sense of solidarity with their neighbours. Morris 
the socialist is championed by Thompson as a heroic individual who is able to articulate a 
vision of a future society that has rid itself of capitalism and where people are able to live 
more communally and creatively. Yet Morris’s failure was that he was unable to connect with 
the organized working class. Thompson then, similarly to Hoggart and Williams, offers a 
historical perspective, but returns the argument to its Romantic roots in search of collective 
struggles that have a concertedly utopian dimension.

These features are also evident in his b est-  known book, The Making of the English Working 
Class. Here Thompson ( 1980) seeks to recover the radical culture of the English people as a 
way of criticizing more ‘ establishment’ voices who have often commented upon their conser-
vatism. Thompson was trying to make two points with the ‘ making’ of the book’s title. The 
first is the idea that the English working class had actively made their own radical traditions 
of protest, and the second is that the historian could also ‘ make’ history, thereby destroying 
the myth of the intrinsically conformist nature of the lower orders. Thompson rejected 
the conservative view of the  working-  class culture offered by Hoggart while arguing that 
Williams’s cultural history is overly distant from the formation of protest groups and those 
involved in promoting radical change.

One of the central arguments of the text is that the working classes made themselves 
through shared experiences and by constructing their own radical culture. The book traces 
how between 1780 and 1830 a shared class consciousness was to appear amongst the pop-
ular classes. What glued together the protest movements of this period was the idea of the 
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‘  free-  born Englishman’. This historical idea fused together ideas of basic liberties concerned 
with freedom before the law, and freedom of speech and of consciousness. These freedoms 
provided a moral consensus that protected the rights of the English commoner against the 
state. Out of this robust and  independent-  minded culture arose trade unions, periodicals and 
friendly societies.  Working- c lass consciousness was made not so much by the arrival of the 
factory system, but by the development of a radical culture that emerged from below. For 
the working class the change in their own sense of themselves as a class grew through their 
agitation against new forms of exploitation that appeared with capitalism. Previous com-
monly held ideas of the just price or wage were abandoned with new levels of exploitation 
that came in with market forces. Thompson is well aware that many historians of the indus-
trial revolution talk about the working class as being ‘ better off’ in simple material terms, 
but he suggests this does not really account for human experience. For Thompson, ‘ people 
may consume more goods and become less happy or less free at the same time’ ( 1980: 231). 
What the working classes reacted against was the intensification of exploitation, greater job 
insecurity and increasing human misery.

The working classes made their own radical culture in response to new forms of exploita-
tion and the removal of customary rights, but they did so in such a way that respected the 
tradition of the ‘ freeborn Englishman’s’ emphasis upon liberty. This eventually led to the de-
velopment of the Chartist movement, which demanded political rights for all working men. 
Thompson writes: ‘ Strike a spade into the  working-  class culture of the north at any time in 
the thirties, and the passion seems to spring from the ground’ ( 1980: 882).

In a companion volume ( published just after Thompson’s death in 1991), Customs in Com-
mon, Thompson seeks to argue that the English have a rebellious traditional culture that has 
historically fought against capitalism. The class structure of  eighteenth-  century England was 
divided between the patricians ( landed gentleman) and the commoners ( or plebs). What is 
striking about Thompson’s account of radical conservatism is that a period that is often seen 
as paternalistic and deferential was a period of intense class struggle. The plebeian culture 
had its own feast days, festivals and links with the agrarian calendar that did not fit well 
with the discipline required by the factory system. These rituals and traditions were often 
distinct from those that dominated polite society. Here Thompson writes, ‘ the same man 
who touches his forelock to the squire by day’ will then ‘ kill his sheep, snare his pheasants 
or poison his dog at night’ ( 1991: 66). However, if the first generation of industrial labourers 
resisted the imposition of Puritanism and the factory system, by the third generation in-
dustrial labourers were integrated into an exploitative system of wage labour. By the 1840s 
Thompson was able to talk of customs that had faded from the collective practice and mem-
ory. Such a notion of history does not fit well with notions of progress defined by capitalist 
modernity. Indeed Thompson ends by wondering whether the people of the future will seek 
to rediscover  pre-  capitalist values to regain ‘ time to live’ as a way of protesting against new 
forms of discipline and control that have accompanied the intensification of work under cap-
italism. The culture of ‘ the plebs’ then is a resource for the future that may be rediscovered 
in campaigns that aim to rediscover the pleasures of uncommodified time not at work and to 
 re-  establish the struggle to control the labour process.

Thompson’s most important critic is fellow Marxist historian Perry Anderson. Anderson 
( 1992) is critical of Thompson’s account of English history and offers a different ‘ reading’ of 
the  so-  called radical culture of the English. Anderson argues that England’s common politi-
cal culture is very uncomfortable with ideas, dislikes change and is dominated by the hierar-
chies of class. As a consequence the working class has not produced an ideology to challenge 
the dominance of public schools and the aristocratic arrogance of the English ruling class. For 
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Anderson, after Chartism the working class became increasingly docile and the lower orders 
never really threw off their deferential attitude to the upper classes. For Anderson the history 
of English class society is one of crushing defeat and c lass-  based domination. England as the 
first society to industrialize did so without a mature socialist ideology to make sense of the 
changes and help develop a radical consciousness from below.

Thompson ( 1978) ( not surprisingly) found himself in sharp disagreement with these ideas. 
Thompson argues that Anderson’s account accuses the English of having had no ‘ proper’ 
revolution but of adopting a deferential reformism. Anderson here neglects to appreciate that 
 so-  called ‘ reformism’ has historically brought a number of material gains for the dominated 
classes, from the welfare state to political rights. Further, Thompson argues that Anderson 
underestimates the extent to which class domination has not been won for all time, but is an 
active process where the subordinate classes have to have their needs and interests taken into 
account. Here Anderson’s account misleadingly suggests that after Chartism radical move-
ments from below made little headway. This view neglects the development of social democ-
racy more generally, the social state and welfare rights. Finally Thompson argues that one of 
the key reasons left unexplored by Anderson for the reformism of the English working class is 
the failure of socialist societies to offer an alternative to capitalism. For Thompson the failure 
of state socialism has given English socialists little room for manoeuvre in trying to criticize 
capitalism. The development of Stalinism and authoritarian socialism in Eastern Europe has 
allowed the apologists of capitalism to point to the bankruptcy of socialist ideals. Thompson 
accuses Anderson of an overly reductive argument that fails to appreciate the cultural changes 
in the working class and the subordinate classes during the historical period under review.

Thompson’s contribution to the argument thus far is to suggest that historical analysis can 
change the ways in which we see the operation of culture. Like Williams he seeks to explode 
the ‘ myth’ of the intrinsic conservatism of British culture by pointing to its radical past. 
However, unlike Williams he is less impressed by accounts of cultural ‘ progress’ and prefers 
to see history as a series of radical ruptures whereby ‘ the plebs’ occasionally interrupt elite 
rule from below. Williams, on the other hand, tends to view w orking-  class culture as acting 
in the general interest through its capacity to bring about the democratization of society. 
Further, Williams paid closer attention to emergent technological cultures like television and 
suggested they could also be democratized. While his vision was perhaps no less ‘ utopian’ 
than Thompson’s, he was more concerned to point the way forward for the w orking- c lass 
movement. In terms of ‘ culture’, for the first wave of British cultural theory it is class that is 
important, and the continuation of domination over long historical periods that is the focus 
of attention.

What was to become significant for Williams and Thompson was an understanding of 
cultural domination as hegemony. The concept of hegemony was to play a significant role in 
rethinking the traditions of British cultural theory. Especially significant here are the ideas of 
the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci. Raymond Williams describes hegemony as

a set of meanings and values which as they are experienced as practices are reciprocally 
confirming. It thus constitutes a sense of reality for most people in the society, a sense 
of the absolute because experienced reality beyond which it is very difficult for most 
members of the society to move, in most areas of their lives.

(1980: 38)  

Hegemony then is the system of values, interpretations and understandings that dominate 
a particular society. As Williams points out, the dominant culture in this regard is not 
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static but capable of ‘ incorporating’ and containing more critical and oppositional beliefs 
and understandings. The idea of hegemony was preferred to more inflexible notions like 
ideology that seemed more static and less flexible as a concept. Williams is quick to point 
out that no dominant hegemony ever finally manages to saturate a particular society, as we 
can always talk of emergent or residual cultures that are never entirely incorporated into 
the dominant culture. The idea of hegemony then was meant to recognize that cultural 
domination was historical, dependent upon relations of power and never final. However, 
Williams ( 1980: 34) resisted the idea that anything could become hegemonic, as the re-
lations between capital and labour were involved in ‘ the setting of limits’, and it is in this 
sense that we need to relate questions of culture back to the economic structure of society 
more generally. Hegemony not only was about culture, but crucially involved the domi-
nant economic relations of capitalist society. While Hoggart never explicitly uses the term 
hegemony, this term came to dominate wider debate and understanding within British 
cultural theory.

Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies

The Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies ( CCCS), founded by Richard 
Hoggart and Stuart Hall, was responsible for reshaping the study of culture in the 1980s. 
Originally picking up on the idea of ‘ culture as ordinary’, the CCCS extended the study 
of culture to include commercial popular culture. If consumer culture had previously been 
dismissed as the mass culture of the market as opposed to a more authentic political or lit-
erary culture, then these assumptions were considerably rethought. Especially important in 
reconfiguring the study of culture in the British context was the impact of Roland Barthes, 
Louis Althusser and others who were associated with French  post-  structuralism. If cultural 
Romanticism tended to make the critic search for a more authentic culture than that sug-
gested by commercial capitalism, this stance was dropped by the CCCS. Instead culture was 
represented by linguistic representations or discourses and signs that needed to be decoded. 
It was the ideological coding of cultural texts that was the issue and not the bemoaning of 
the displacement of the Romantic imagination or a nostalgic culture of class. This usefully 
focused complex forms of cultural analysis on relatively new forms of consumer and visual 
culture. The considerable excitement created by this move suggested new possibilities be-
yond the perceived ‘ moralism’ of previous waves of analysis. However, as we shall see, with 
every new innovatory moment there is also a sense of other questions from the past becoming 
displaced and forgotten.

Much of the early work of the CCCS focused upon the impact of youth culture. Espe-
cially significant here is the work of Dick Hebdige ( 1979) on subcultures. This work not only 
is an attempt to trace the meanings of stylistic innovation but also acts as a critique of previ-
ous generations of cultural scholars. Much of these scholars’ work, argues Hebdige ( here he is 
mainly referring to Hoggart), focuses upon the attempt to separate ‘ good’ culture from ‘ bad’ 
culture. Instead Hebdige turns our attention to the study of dominant codes and discourses 
and how they are interrupted by more subordinate codes. The development of British youth 
cultures in this respect could be seen as operating as a semiotic cultural struggle that inter-
rupted the idea of ‘ the normal’. For Hebdige the dominant culture seeks to police stylistic 
innovation from below through the use of stereotypes or naturalization. Youth cultures such 
as Mod, Punk and Teds are classified as beyond respectability ( as Other) or are thought of as 
simply being rather trivial. Subcultures are rather like artistic movements that share in the 
desire to interrupt the dominant codes of normality by taking pleasure in their disruption.
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Angela McRobbie ( 1991) is also a significant figure in the study of youth culture, paving 
the way for later work within cultural feminism. McRobbie points out that much of the 
work done on youth culture by Hebdige and others tends to focus upon male w orking-  class 
sexuality. Missing ( or made invisible) in many of these accounts is an exploration of the 
subjectivity of the author ( note this was in evidence in Hoggart, who was taken as a mostly 
discredited figure by those who studied youth cultures) and a consideration of women’s sub-
cultural experience. McRobbie argues that most popular culture legitimates young men’s 
freedom to engage in experimentation with respect to their sexuality. In this respect, girls’ 
and women’s heterosexual identities are more carefully policed than those of young men. 
Had women been at the forefront of a genuinely ‘ shocking’ cultural experiment like punk, 
then the effects would have been even more outrageous. Further, the masculine silence con-
cerning subjectivity in terms of the attachment to certain cultural forms simply reconfirms 
the dominant scientific culture that seeks to invalidate the investment of the self in cultural 
forms. This is representative of a dominant form of masculinity that is uncomfortable talking 
about more ‘ private’ as opposed to ‘ public’ forms of experience. Here McRobbie is pointing 
out that attempts to deconstruct dominant codes can be as exclusionary as the dominant cul-
ture. If the study of cultural theory seeks to question domination and exclusion then it should 
also account for issues related to gender and sexuality.

These studies clearly added to not only the excitement of cultural analysis but its com-
plexity as well. While some have sought to dismiss studies of youth culture as simply a 
celebration of consumer culture and the wider culture of capitalism, this is mistaken. The 
CCCS is actually pointing to how the political can be located in the state as well as in more 
seemingly mundane cultural artefacts like music, clothes and fashion. What is being offered 
is less a politics of culture than what is often referred to as cultural politics. If a politics of 
culture is primarily concerned with the organization of culture through different agencies 
and institutions like social movements, the state and capitalism, then cultural politics tends to 
focus more on the meaningfulness of culture. Cultural politics is especially concerned with 
the ways in which dominant meanings seek to police the legitimacy of a variety of modes of 
cultural expression and experience. These features are especially evident in the theoretical 
work of Stuart Hall, who took questions of cultural politics into an analysis of political for-
mations and became for a time one of the key architects of the postwar left during the 1980s.

Stuart Hall

Stuart Hall ( 1988) brought together a concern about class domination and more semiotic 
forms of analysis. During the 1980s Hall established himself as a significant public intellec-
tual through the popular journal Marxism Today and his more cultural work. However, it is 
probably his analysis of Thatcherism for which he remains best known. Hall draws heavily 
upon the work of French Marxist Louis Althusser. It was Althusser’s analysis of ideology that 
influenced Hall’s work during this period. Althusser famously focused upon what he called 
ideological state apparatuses ( education and the media) as he sought to explain why the work-
ing class had not revolted against an unjust society. For Hall it had been Thatcherism’s ability 
to occupy the press, television and other media outlets that best explained its popularity. 
Thatcherism as a discursive construction was able to occupy the ideological terrain within 
popular culture. However, Hall was better able to explain the contingent and shifting nature 
of ideology than Althusser had been. The argument that the structural dominance of the 
ruling class ensures the dominance of certain ideas is rejected by Hall. Thatcherism was ef-
fective as it was able hegemonically to reconstruct and interrupt what might more popularly 
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be understood as ‘ common sense’. That is, as an ideology it was able to offer explanations as 
to ‘ the state we are in’ that would satisfy ordinary people. While many on the left argued 
that a government that so clearly represented the wealthy and powerful would be defeated, 
Hall’s analysis suggested otherwise. Here Stuart Hall insisted along with Althusser that dom-
inance was more of a matter of how things were represented within language rather than 
any reference to the  so- c alled ‘ real’ conditions of existence. In other words, more traditional 
Marxist forms of analysis suggested that class conflict is written into the fabric of capitalism 
and largely generated out of structural contradictions. That the state was largely organized 
to protect the interests of private capital rather than the interests of the working class meant 
that conflict was an inevitable feature of daily life under capitalism. However, Hall’s analysis 
suggests that class conflict is more of a matter of language and discourse than might have 
previously been supposed. If the dominant ideological force of Thatcherism is that it spoke 
up for the ordinary person against vested interests like the bureaucratic state, town hall or 
trade unions, then the project could become hegemonically successful. Democracy, freedom 
and individualism did not necessarily ‘ belong’ to the left but could become articulated as 
features of the right. It had been the political right rather than the left that had demonstrated 
the ability to articulate common sense in such a way that struck a chord with the politics of 
the time. Thatcherism had won the battle of ideas and become hegemonic by capturing and 
 re-  describing the meaning of words like ‘ democracy’ and ‘ freedom’.

Further, we might reconsider the question of consumerism. Much left cultural analysis 
from Hoggart to Williams had seemingly labelled ‘ wanting’ consumer objects as either bad 
or potentially morally dubious. This was because authentic forms of culture could not be 
purchased through the marketplace, but were more often a matter of more ‘ serious’ forms 
of cultural engagement like reading literature or visiting an art gallery. Thatcherism, on the 
other hand, suggested that ‘ wanting’ was not something to feel guilty about and was part of 
the good society. Instead it was the political left who wanted to make ordinary people feel 
guilty or ashamed about wanting to own their own home, take holidays abroad or more 
generally enjoy the pleasures of popular culture. Hall bravely suggested that the left needed 
to learn from Thatcherism and provide a more careful analysis of the dominant consumer 
society. This was not because Stuart Hall was a supporter of Margaret Thatcher, but because 
he felt that the left needed to offer an alternative hegemonic strategy that had some chance of 
connecting with the popular concerns of the time.

In retrospect what remains radical about Hall’s cultural intervention was the argument 
to take cultural politics seriously. The construction of political images and discourses could 
no longer be dismissed as the ephemeral culture of the market and was now part of a new 
political modernity that sought to develop a new politics, not through clinging to Britain’s 
imperial or industrial past but through the critical legacies of new social movements, complex 
questions of cultural difference and the production of subcultural identities. Contemporary 
cultures of consumption helped articulate popular pleasures and sensibilities that could not be 
adequately captured through a moralistic language. Popular culture was not to be dismissed 
as the culture of the market but could be mined for contradictory and even oppositional 
meanings.

The problem was, however, that Stuart Hall’s reading of hegemony was to separate it from 
the more materialist forms of analysis evident within Williams. The reduction of culture to 
the study of the meaningfulness of texts had a tendency to separate it from more economic 
forms of understanding. If British cultural theory had begun by trying to understand the im-
pact of capitalism upon culture, then this emphasis was in danger of disappearing within an 
intellectual movement that wanted to look more carefully at the pleasures of consumption. 
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Any understanding of what Williams took to be ‘ the setting of limits or the exerting of pres-
sure’ ( 1980: 34) by the economy ( or even biology) was banished from the analysis. Perhaps 
what was gained in cultural specificity was lost in ability to relate the cultural to other do-
mains like the workings of the capitalist economy, nature and the frailty of the human body.

We might consider Williams’s ( 1980) writing on nature at this juncture. Williams was 
a keen critic of social Darwinism, which sought to take certain cultural metaphors like 
‘ survival of the fittest’ and suggest that they were ‘ neutral’ scientific observations. These 
ideas suggest that capitalism can be legitimated by appealing to ideas derived from the nat-
ural sciences. These were not merely cultural constructions but should be seen as explicitly 
serving certain interests rather than others. For Williams, if we are to understand how this 
came about we need to look carefully at the society in which these ideas first emerged and 
how they have been reinvented over time. We could also point to certain ‘ alternative’ un-
derstandings of ‘ nature’, mostly evident in the Romantic poets, where it was ‘ a refuge from 
man: a place of healing, a solace, a retreat’ ( Williams 1980: 80). This was a different view of 
nature from that in which it is simply a source to be mined for profit or something offering 
symbols of ruthless competition. Williams’s cultural materialism never lost sight of the idea 
that ‘ nature’ was not simply a cultural creation but had a material presence beyond the pro-
duction of certain metaphors and symbolic forms. As such then Williams’s cultural material-
ism is able to recognize that the symbolic inventiveness of culture has certain ‘ limits’ which 
are prescribed by human and social relationships.

Further, not everyone who was prominent within British cultural theory was persuaded 
by the need to learn from  post-  structuralism and the market. One of the most powerful 
voices of opposition in this respect came from the historian E. P. Thompson. Here T hompson 
( 1978) subjected Althusserian Marxism to a long, humorous and polemical essay. Again, this 
essay is no longer widely read and is sometimes dismissed as naïve humanism. However, it 
is actually a masterful exercise in comic parody and continues to ask a number of critical 
questions about the dominance of Althusser that were poorly answered at the time. Thomp-
son was especially concerned about Althusser’s neglect of history, his attack on humanism, 
his failure to consider questions of agency and his theoretical  high-  handedness. Indeed such 
were Thompson’s concerns that he reacted strongly to what he felt was Althusser’s politically 
authoritarian agenda. While many of these criticisms could not be made in relation to Hall’s 
analysis, they do suggest a number of critical questions. First, Thompson is concerned that 
historical forms of analysis are simply jettisoned in favour of theoretical reflection and anal-
ysis. In terms of the CCCS it is notable that while Williams, Hoggart and Thompson were 
concerned to provide a historical dimension to cultural analysis, this is mostly lacking with 
the focus upon more contemporary forms of popular culture. What is being lost here is any 
reference to a history of popular cultural struggle. Much of the work of the CCCS seemed to 
code previous socialist or  working- c lass struggles as deficient and lacking. The ‘ decoding’ of 
popular forms of pleasure was more pressing at the time than, say, linking current and previ-
ous modes of domination. Second, if the political imagination is formed through discourses 
that are articulated through the media, where does this leave questions of agency? Hall 
seems to assume that Thatcherism was a popular project. More to the point might have been 
divisions within the left or its inability to capture certain sections of the respectable classes. 
Further, Hall’s analysis does not really provide a critical consideration of the considerable 
amount of grassroots political resistance that was generated by trade unions and nationalist 
and other social movements. Further, for Thompson ( 1978: 339) Althusser’s concern with 
language and structure leads the analysis to focus simply on how we are determined and less 
on how we might become active moral agents. This can also be connected to the way that 
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much p ost-  structuralism treats politics as a textual enterprise and has little ( at this stage) to 
say about how these ideologies are made sense of, interpreted and perhaps even resisted. Sim-
ilarly Hall’s analysis has little to say about the substantive social and political values at stake in 
any left analysis. Here his main concern is with how an alternative left might be mobilized. 
For Thompson questions of value and principle needed to be at the heart of any genuine cul-
tural alternative to capitalism. Finally, Thompson’s greatest concern is with the authoritarian 
nature of Althusserian analysis. This charge cannot really be levelled at Hall, given his at-
tempt through Marxism Today to shift the ideological rhetoric in more progressive directions. 
However, there was a prevailing sense that some of the analysis simply coded existing forms 
of resistance as  ill- f ormed and mistaken. Hall suggests that for the cultural left to become ef-
fective it needs to become a force of political modernity; however, Thompson’s analysis sug-
gests that resistance can often come through more conservative features that simply seek to 
defend traditional practices or react strongly to radical change. Thompson’s analysis upholds 
the unfashionable view that suggests that radicalism can have conservative roots. Again lack-
ing in Hall’s work is any concerted attempt to learn from more grassroots formations. Hall’s 
work then was more concerned to criticize the meanings of Thatcherism than to engage in 
any lengthy analysis of oppositional political cultures. Indeed had we looked closely at these 
we would undoubtedly have found a host of radical and of course much more conservative 
elements, all of which wished to oppose Thatcherism. However, before we bend the stick too 
far, Stuart Hall and his colleagues at the CCCS are to be credited for opening up a number 
of critical questions and for treating the popular culture of the time as more complex than it 
had previously been seen to be.

Stuart Hall’s later work moved onto the question of identity. Here he explored the extent 
to which identity could be understood as a complex and discursive construction. This has 
an obvious similarity with his work on Thatcherism as a hegemonic creation that is never 
complete and capable of reinvention. However, Hall’s more recent work looks much more 
decisively at racialized modernity and the impact this has had on more contemporary mul-
ticultural experience and belonging. Stuart Hall’s work has been critical in turning British 
cultural theory away from an exclusive concern with class and location and opening other 
lines of cultural research into race, sexuality and gender. In the next section, I turn to how 
the work of Paul Gilroy has invited British cultural theory both to think beyond the nation 
in the global age and to reconsider questions related to race, multiculturalism and identity.

Paul Gilroy and the postcolonial

Paul Gilroy’s ( 2000) critique of racialized modernity is a defining moment in British cultural 
theory. First, Gilroy seeks to recover a concern with race and racism as a set of questions 
that were not central to the founding texts of British cultural theory. The work of  Williams, 
Hoggart and Thompson displayed little interest in questions of race, and was mostly con-
cerned with the categories of class and nationhood. While race later became a concern of 
Stuart Hall’s, much of his earlier work is bound within ideas of nationhood. Here Gilroy 
seeks to return to critical figures like Franz Fanon and recovers a concern about ‘ race’ that 
can be located in the European Enlightenment. While the Enlightenment is often seen as a 
period of freedom and criticism, in Gilroy’s view it is more complex, given its often racist 
overtones. Second, Gilroy seeks to introduce a sense of racialized modernity that cuts across 
the boundaries of nations and national cultures. The story of racism, colonialism and fascism 
is a global story and cannot be told within the boundaries of a particular  nation- s tate. Finally, 
while Gilroy has been heavily influenced by  post-  structuralism, he tries to reintroduce the 
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idea of more humanistic and critical concerns. If Gilroy is concerned with questions of iden-
tity and the discursive construction of the self, he is equally concerned with more ethical 
and political forms of criticism and practice. Indeed much of Gilroy’s text is concerned with 
the impact of a racialized visual culture, but he is equally concerned with more normative 
categories like cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism.

Gilroy’s central argument is that fascism is often seen as an exceptional event that was de-
feated by the forces of democracy and modernity. This view is misleading, as the cultures of 
racialized superiority are still with us and have a long and complex global history. For Gilroy 
‘ historic associations of blackness with infrahumanity, brutality, crime, idleness, excessive 
threatening fertility, and so on remain undisturbed’ ( 2000: 22). Here, Gilroy is concerned 
that despite the impact of social movements and globalization more generally, the categories 
of race remain more settled and constant than we might think. We need to remember that 
the concept of ‘ race’ is a human invention that dates from the eighteenth century and that it 
retains a deep attachment to  so-  called dispassionate scientific inquiry. The idea that human-
ity can be unproblematically assigned an identity on the basis of racial types has persisted 
throughout the modern period and is responsible for the generation of war, hatred, conflict 
and domination. While many have sought to argue that the period of biological racial theory 
is at an end, Gilroy powerfully argues that this is a myth. Through popular culture, national-
ism and racist movements the ideas and codes associated with the entrapments of race think-
ing remain alive in our current era. Here Gilroy argues that a critical politics of race needs to 
make the utopian demand to end all racialized thinking. This can only be achieved through 
a sustained critique of  Enlightenment-  based philosophy that sought to refuse the humanity 
of  non-  white peoples. Indeed if we look carefully at the rituals and cultures of the n ation- 
 state, then not far from the surface we discover the appeal of fantasies of homogeneity and 
unity.  Nation-  states have persisted in their attempts to create sameness and to purify cultural 
difference. As Gilroy argues:

The national camp puts an end to any sense of cultural development. Culture as process 
is arrested. Petrified and sterile, it is impoverished by national obligation not to change 
but to recycle the past continually in an essentially unmodified and mythic form. Tradi-
tion is reduced to simple repetition.

(2000: 84) 

Gilroy’s arguments look at how black peoples and cultures were written out of the national 
story. Instead, the common sense of modernity that as citizens we each belong to a national 
culture is subjected to critical analysis. Concerted attempts by nations to impose uniformity 
through shared traditions and memories contain within them the fear of cultural difference. 
The  so-  called ‘ national camp’ seeks to cancel the significance of ‘  in-  between locations’ that 
could disrupt assumptions of national hierarchy and superiority ( Gilroy 2000: 84). There is 
then a cultural fascism that lingers within the imaginary life of the nation that persists into 
the present day. However, modernity contains another narrative beyond the everyday fascism 
of national politics that speaks of the complex dislocation of peoples and diasporic belonging. 
Ideas of hybridity and diaspora disrupt the cultural homogeneity of nationhood and speak 
of a more complex sense of identity and attachment. Such features can also be connected to 
some black popular cultures that have sought to dream of a future beyond racialization.

Significant here is the attempt to locate an emergent cosmopolitan and multicultural ethic 
that imagines a globalized world beyond racialization. This remains a utopian hope embed-
ded within modernity, even if it is not, of course, its dominant trajectory. If E. P. Thompson 
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( 1956) found in the work of those like William Morris a utopian sensibility that acted as a 
principle of hope, then the same might be said of Gilroy’s investment in black popular cul-
ture. However, if Morris failed to discover a location within subordinate populations then 
the same could not be said of the cultural forms analysed by Gilroy. Here we might argue that 
black music and the politics of protests continue to have an organic link. If we look back to 
the black American music of the 1960s ( especially Stevie Wonder, Marvin Gaye and Sly and 
the Family Stone), we can detect the kind of utopian spirit to which Gilroy refers. The radical 
optimism and critique of the music protests in its form, expression and lyric content against 
the social and cultural subjugation of black people. The music produced during this period 
allows for the production of a specifically black aesthetic sensibility that was genuinely global 
in orientation. Gilroy is concerned, however, that much contemporary music fails to be as 
radical in terms of the sensibility that it helps foster amongst the listeners and the producers of 
music. This view certainly seems to have some contemporary relevance. However, Gilroy’s 
critical cultural cosmopolitanism has a tendency to understate the potentially radical cultural 
potential of nationalism.

Much black politics has been organized not around the transcendence of the n ation-  state, 
but around an attempt to have local experiences, cultural traditions and humanity recognized 
through national citizenship. This feature was undoubtedly present in Gilroy’s earlier work, 
but seems to be missing here. If Thompson, Hall, Williams and Hoggart were all working 
within national cultures, this was not because they thought they were unproblematic; each 
recognized their contested nature. Raymond Williams argues in this respect that

there is a vital difference between thinking about a place in which we live, and of our-
selves in relation to it, and the kind of thinking about ‘ Britain’ or ‘ England’, which in 
this use are not real places but particular interpretations which include definitions of 
duty, function and character.

(1965: 122)  

What Williams is pointing to here is the complexity of the investments in questions of 
nationhood that are available to the British. Here we might see ourselves as an English con-
servative, a Welsh nationalist, a Scottish European or indeed other even more complex asso-
ciations. While it is unlikely that Gilroy should seek to deny these associations, what seems to 
be missing is an appreciation of the complexity of national cultures or even an acknowledge-
ment that we might distinguish ethnic and civic nationalisms. While this distinction is often 
easier to make in theory than in actual practice it does not mean that it is entirely mistaken. 
Historically nationalism has been a  double-  edged phenomenon. On one level, nationalist 
movements have been the focus of powerful ethnic exclusivity, hatred, enforced homogene-
ity and attempts to exclude or swallow the Other. However, over the course of the twentieth 
century national cultures have provided a sense of belonging, attachment and civil, political 
and social rights that might be described as emancipatory. These more critical readings are 
not as evident in some of Gilroy’s writing as they might have been.

These critical views aside, there can be no doubting the scale of Gilroy’s intellectual am-
bition in seeking to produce a complex understanding of racialized modernity beyond the 
categories of nationhood. If British cultural theory began with an attempt to understand 
the complexities of national cultures ( mainly in terms of class), these should not be jetti-
soned at this point in the argument. However, Gilroy’s consideration of the complexity of 
specifically black aesthetic forms and their ability to constitute a global imaginary beyond 
the nation points to the limitations of Romantic understandings of the cultural. Part of the 
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force of Gilroy’s argument is to ask us to make judgements about contemporary culture. The 
recovery of the utopian imaginings found within popular music is a clear invitation to de-
construct ideas of literacy and the ephemeral. However, Gilroy is unafraid to pass some harsh 
judgements about some of the more contemporary aspects of modern visual culture. Here he 
argues that some of the more critical contours of black music cultures have been replaced by 
an obsession with the black body. If earlier waves of black popular music sought to imagine 
a world beyond racialized modernity, today hip hop ( although not exclusively) focuses upon 
the visual glorification of the body, sex and aggressive c onsumer-  orientated masculinity. 
Here Gilroy is concerned that some of the utopian yearnings of the black musical cultures of 
the past have been replaced by an aggressive consumer culture.

Here, Gilroy could be accused of the same nostalgic frame of reference that Hoggart was 
accused of. We could plausibly argue that nostalgia is not of itself always negative, and depends 
upon the critical sensibilities that are being opened up. Instead of accusing both Gilroy and 
Hoggart of nostalgia, could we not argue that they are mourning the passing of previous, more 
vital and critical associations? After all there is no sense in either Gilroy or Hoggart that these 
imaginings could be unproblematically returned to in the context of the present. Indeed we 
might be on safer ground if we recognized Hoggart’s book as a passionate call for a politics of 
education beyond the easy formations of mass culture and Gilroy’s as the recovery of a  non- 
 racialized imagination. The turn to the past and history ( which has long been a feature of British 
cultural theory) is not necessarily reactionary but can be used to throw new light on the present. 
The return to the past, whether through art and poetry or popular music, continues to provide 
a critical resource as we seek to criticize an increasingly instrumental and c onsumer- d riven 
present. Just as Romantic poetry can be utilized to inspire ecological forms of politics that aim 
to preserve and rethink our connection to nature, the utopian sensibilities contained within 
some popular music can help inspire more critical and thoughtful forms of politics and protest.

These features then point to areas of continuity within British cultural theory. However, 
Gilroy’s main challenge to British cultural theory still concerns the need to think beyond 
racialized modernity and the  nation-  state. In the digital age of  24-  hour news, speed and 
tourism, the act of crossing over borders, whether bodily or virtually, becomes an everyday 
experience for millions of people. Gilroy’s challenge concerns the need to rethink questions 
of cultural identity in a globalized age while retaining a concern with questions of aesthetics 
and value. Such features are of course not a return to Romanticism, but can be traced back to 
an idea that the study of culture needs to be alive to the expression of utopian yearning and 
places where we can begin to hope for a better and less dominated world.

Culture as policy and citizenship: Tony Bennett

The critical force of the work of British cultural theory has more recently been directed at 
reviving a critical debate around questions of cultural policy. In particular the seminal con-
tribution of Tony Bennett to the field of policy studies is important here. Bennett ( 1998) sub-
jects the cultural Marxism and Romanticism prevalent in the work of previous generations to 
sustained forms of critical analysis. His ambition is to propose that the analysis of culture as a 
concept becomes substantially revised after the  post- s tructural critique of humanism. More 
specifically Bennett argues for a form of cultural theory that has become both more specific 
and more practical. This is especially important if cultural theory is to retain a relevance to 
the modern world. By seeking to influence and develop a critical understanding of cultural 
policy, the discipline could achieve these ends. This would largely mean abandoning cultural 
Romanticism for an attempt to develop theory as a more instrumental discipline that sought 
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to make technical adjustments to the domains of practice, identity and policy. Here cultural 
theory and cultural studies should seek to produce specific forms of knowledge as a means 
of intervention into the social and cultural world. This might be policy documents for cul-
tural managers of museums, reports for administrators or concrete forms of advice for social 
movements. In answer to the question of what cultural theory is for, Bennett suggests that it 
is to make a direct and pragmatic difference to the world.

If Stuart Hall’s attempt to rethink cultural theory drew heavily upon Althusser and Gram-
sci, then Bennett is strongly influenced by the work of Michel Foucault. This is important 
if we are to get away from the binary view of power proposed by cultural Marxism. Here 
the argument is that through an engagement with Foucault we gain a more complex view 
of power. Power is less constituted through a central struggle between capital and labour 
but is more pluralistic and complex than cultural Marxism is able to grasp. Once we move 
away from power as a ‘ bipolar contest’, this opens up the possibility of more specific forms 
of both intervention and knowledge. Here culture becomes redefined as ‘ a set of resources 
for governing’ and ‘ as the domain( s) to which those resources are to be applied with a view 
to enacting some change of conduct’ ( Bennett 1998: 68). Notably the cultural does not seek 
to work on our sense of ourselves, but is more concerned with actions, outcomes and effects.

For Bennett the cultural Romanticism of the past was not only impractical but also of 
little use to anyone outside of the academy and elitist. Much cultural Romanticism simply 
sought to dismiss what it assumed to be a degraded and impoverished present for a utopian 
future contained in either the past or the future. Many Romantic intellectuals failed to 
recognize that ‘ the aesthetic disposition forms merely a particular market segment’ and that 
there are other equally valid interests and agencies involved in the governance of culture 
( Bennett 1998: 199). In other words, cultural Romantics often present their own concerns 
and readings of the cultural as the only ones that have any validity. This is clearly an elitist 
sensibility. Rather than seeking to train scholars to make sweeping assessments, cultural 
theory would do better to recognize the need for more practical knowledge and to produce 
more technical forms of expertise. Bennett seemingly wishes to replace some of the  self- 
 importance of cultural theory with a more pragmatically orientated set of concerns necessary 
for the functioning of a democratic society.

Jim McGuigan ( 1996) has subjected Bennett’s argument to a sustained critique. Missing 
from Bennett’s analysis is the recognition of the impact that capitalism, class and democracy 
have on the formation of public culture. The obsession with the formation of specific and 
local knowledge obscures the centrality of these dynamics. Further, McGuigan objects that 
Bennett’s thesis has become so p ost-  Enlightenment that he neglects to analyse the crucial 
role that questions of culture play in public  self- r eflection and critical questions of quality, 
value and worth. McGuigan carefully reminds us of the role that discussions in culture have 
played in the setting up of important public institutions and argues that the term can never 
become detached from more normative concerns. Here McGuigan rescues the voices of 
critical thinkers like Hoggart and Williams who spoke up for culture’s role within a broadly 
defined democracy. This tradition cannot simply be dismissed as either of little use to policy 
makers or elitist. Such judgements would fail to connect with the role that both have played 
as public as well as critical intellectuals.

Future developments

These are important corrections to Bennett’s thesis, but perhaps we need to go even further. 
Fred Inglis ( 2004) has also contended that questions of culture retain a link to issues related 
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to value. This is as true for Arnold and Hoggart as it is for Gilroy and Williams. The age of 
postmodern capital has instituted the dominance of a new global elite whose love of money, 
selfishness and exclusivity do much to shape the contemporary values of our time. The pat-
terns of overwork, high consumption and unsustainable carbon footprints are fast becoming 
the norm in Western societies. In this context, concerns about emancipation, quality, value 
and worth might be said to be almost countercultural. The idea of culture is at one level 
descriptive, but has never finally been able to detach itself from a critical assessment involved 
in questions of value. It is perhaps this concern that continues to connect the concerns of the 
present to those of people, like Arnold and Ruskin, with whom we began our discussion. 
Such a sensibility would find itself at home as much within popular music as within television 
drama and is as evident in an appreciation of nature as in Romantic poetry.

If ‘ culture’ is to remain a critical value in our time it might be able to point towards more 
convivial experiences and spaces less impressed by capitalist modernity. This could lead to 
an extended critique of the ‘ soulless’ lifestyles required by capitalism. Cultures of overwork, 
stress and fatigue are required of the  hard- p ressed professional classes. A new counterculture 
of modernity might seek to win back spaces from the power of capital that, despite the crash 
of the economic system, continues to require consumers to be high spenders while pushing 
down wage levels, fostering insecure and temporary forms of employment and punishing the 
poor. Just as the Romantics asked what kind of culture is fostered in this climate, we should 
arguably do the same. This is of course not to argue for a return to the concerns of figures like 
Ruskin and Arnold. However, it is to argue that a number of cultural questions first raised by 
the Romantic pioneers of British cultural theory are far from answered. Questions related to 
our relationship with nature, democracy and the role that culture continues to play in critical 
forms of  self-  reflection are as relevant today as they were to our ancestors. For all of the cur-
rent concern with critical issues related to identity, these features are as much related to cur-
rent debates as they were to previous generations of critical thought and inquiry. Raymond 
Williams ( 1980: 267) posed many of these questions through his call for a cultural revolution 
that would radically democratize the flow of communication and cultural production within 
society. These ‘ cultural’ questions should not be reduced to reading and  re-  reading signs and 
messages, but call for a radical rethinking of the economy, politics and wider cultural insti-
tutions and relationships. Here Williams suggests that our first task as cultural theorists is ‘ to 
challenge the alienated logic of a capitalist order’ ( 1980: 268) and propose substantive alter-
natives. This would necessarily involve concrete proposals that suggested the ‘ abolition of the 
current imperatives of capital’ for a more democratic and emancipatory politics ( 1980: 269). 
In this regard, Williams proposed a culturalist and a materialist framework which proposed 
that we alter not only our ways of seeing things but our ways of doing things as well. Further, 
as Gilroy ( 2000) reminds us, the flows of global culture have radically transformed our ex-
perience, which simultaneously impresses the logic of capitalism and points to a new radical 
politics beyond the nation and homogeneous nationhood. Such a critical politics then would 
need to investigate carefully the potentially emancipatory possibilities of a multicultural and 
irreverent present. All of this would ( despite the importance of Bennett’s interventions) point 
to questions beyond ( and within) the world of cultural policy.

Here questions of culture can no longer ( if they ever could) be kept separate from a con-
sideration of economics. If Stuart Hall did much in the 1980s to alert a wider audience to 
the perils of Thatcherism, it is now arguable that the cultural logic of capitalism has become 
even further impressed in everyday life. The  so-  called n eo-  liberal revolution has since the 
1980s pressed its logic into many cultural institutions and practices, including the media and 
education, and has sought to make the commodified life the only kind of life that can be 
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led. Despite the explosion of inequality, job insecurity and most worryingly unemployment 
within Western democracies,  neo-l  iberal frameworks currently show few signs of losing 
their grip on the public imagination. However, as British cultural studies has continued to 
remind us throughout its history, no ideology, no matter how dominant, fully saturates our 
understandings of the world. There need then to be new studies on the location of resistances 
within our increasingly fractured and fragile world.

Conclusion

This chapter has sought to clarify some of the central debates with British cultural theory. 
I have argued that the source of these debates remains concerns that can be related to the 
Romantic revolution of the eighteenth century. There have been considerable attempts to 
move beyond these concerns, as many of the assumptions made by figures like Arnold and 
Ruskin can no longer be defended today. However, we saw how  post- s tructuralism sought 
to critique more humanist versions of culture, but did not do so in a completely convinc-
ing way. Positively, the impact of  post-s  tructuralism has opened up new lines of inquiry in 
popular texts and experience and cultural policy. These have been important innovations. 
However, if the concept of culture is pushed too far and made overly instrumental, this tends 
to cancel a concern with criticism, judgement and aesthetics. This perhaps means that any 
understanding of culture will need to continually balance a variety of perspectives at any 
one time.

British cultural theory has historically sought to rethink itself in response to contempo-
rary forms of social and cultural change. This as we have seen has meant that new generations 
have sought to think through the implications of political change, globalization and new 
features associated with identity politics. Unlike other schools of cultural analysis British 
cultural theory has been impacted upon positively by a range of social movements from trade 
unions to black politics and from feminism to gay and lesbian studies. All of these movements 
have opened new and important areas of inquiry that have taken questions of the culture 
beyond some of the more limited understandings associated with the Romantics. However, 
as we move into the t wenty-fi  rst century and the power of the market threatens to penetrate 
further into our common culture, it will be interesting to see whether the critical debate 
seeks to return to some of its original questions. If British cultural theory was reinvented 
during the 1980s, this was because a new generation of scholars came to the fore and explored 
the complexity of consumer culture. This moment has since passed. The early decades of the 
new century could yet see British cultural theory become reinvented, but this time through a 
different set of no less urgent critical concerns. Here I have suggested that these concerns not 
only need to be rooted in the daily lives of ordinary citizens, but should become reconnected 
to debates about capitalism, technology commodification, nature and democracy. Yet if these 
features are to be significant,they will need to become reconstituted within our global times, 
where cultures are significantly less rooted to the spot and regularly cross over borders. If 
British cultural theory has only just begun to rethink its practice in terms of these features, 
it will inevitably continue to draw upon its radical past.
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Introduction

‘ Cultural theory’, as contributions to this volume will attest to, is a difficult concept to pare 
down. What it means is dependent not only on location ( that is, geographically where it 
emerges) but also on intellectual milieu. But in spite of this, ‘ cultural theory’, as it is mainly 
used in academic and public discourse, has implicit locational and intellectual attachments to 
Europe. This is evident even in an essay by a prominent and  well-  respected American studies 
scholar entitled ‘ Listening to learn and learning to listen: popular culture, cultural theory 
and American studies’, whose section titles ( e.g. ‘ Contemporary European cultural theory: its 
aims and intentions’) reveal the true meaning behind his usage of the term ‘ cultural theory’.

This, however, is not to say that cultural theory in the United States does not exist. It 
does and thrives there. I raise this point because, as this chapter will attempt to show, the 
formation and development of cultural theory in America is a story of migration, much like 
the s elf- p rofessed story of the nation itself, mostly from Europe.

As with the national allegory, the story is not all that simple. What is considered ‘ American’ 
is difficult to decipher, especially when considering ‘ American’ cultural theory. Are the ideas 
and concepts ‘ American’? Are the authors from whom the ideas and concepts are supposedly 
generated what make cultural theory ‘ American’? Is the fact that a particular author may 
have written while residing or visiting the United States enough to consider what is written 
therein ‘ American’? Further, does American cultural theory deal specifically with cultural 
phenomena and objects that are distinctive to the United States? How does globalization, and 
the instantaneous spread of media content via digital media technologies, affect this notion 
of ‘ American culture’?

‘ American cultural theory’ also poses another difficulty: the issue of what exactly falls un-
der the category of ‘ culture’. What counts as culture? Is media content culture? Further, in the 
era of social media, is culture something that is produced by powerful centres such as major 
movie studios in Hollywood such as the Harry Potter franchise or is it the ‘ memes’ found all 
over the online platforms such as TikTok and Instagram?

These questions clearly come into play when looking at Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democ-
racy in America ( 2004). In what can be argued to be the first example of American cultural 
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theory, ‘ individualism’ is put forth as the key feature of the American character. Surprisingly, 
individualism is a critique of egotism and selfishness levelled by Tocqueville. Unlike its bas-
tardized  twentieth- c entury update, ‘ rugged individualism’, made famous by US President 
Herbert Hoover, which sought to make broad claims about the ‘ American way’ of economic 
modernization in contrast to the ‘ socialist’ ( that is, the European) way, ‘ individualism’ as used 
by Tocqueville was in large part something to be complimented. The impression of the pop-
ularity of voluntary associations in the United States that was left on Tocqueville is the stuff 
of lore. For Tocqueville, as many American exceptionalists like to remind us, the distinct 
quality that was individualism was key in withstanding the tyranny of the majority, as the 
individual was able to ‘ recede’ into the private sphere and was, culturally, expected to do so.

Expectations form a key trait in the classical sociological perspective on culture. Toc-
queville views American culture not as necessarily ‘ causing’ individualism but rather as 
‘ expecting’ it. The language is important here. Expectations are not necessarily ‘ rules’ as 
such. As much sociological research deems, expectations are usually left unsaid and only 
revealed when one crosses the threshold of acceptability. Returning to Tocqueville for a 
moment, then, his work highlights an important aspect of all theories of culture: they work 
largely in the negative, making it very difficult for researchers and analysts to recognize 
‘ culture’ when they see it.

But again, is Tocqueville ‘ capable’ of producing American cultural theory? Here is an 
aristocrat from across the Atlantic ( from Normandy specifically) making observations about 
a foreign culture. ( This, I must mention, was something of a tried and true genre for Tocque-
ville, as he had also written on England and Ireland.) Could the ideas contained in Democracy 
in America be considered an ‘ American cultural theory’? On the one hand, they must. Toc-
queville’s observations were made on a visit to America. But, on the other hand, one could 
argue that American cultural theory could not possibly be found in the writings of a visiting 
Frenchman. The very fact that he would not have been subject to the socialization process in 
America would, in this view, preclude him from being intimately acquainted with the ethos 
and ephemera of American culture.

For the present purposes, in the case of cultural theory in the United States, ‘ American’ 
cultural theory will refer not simply to a geographical or biographical marker but to a ‘ brand’ 
of cultural theory that emerged after World War II and peaked in the 1980s and 1990s as 
‘ cultural studies’ in the United States. I hesitate to label this a ‘ movement’, as many of the 
thinkers and writers associated with it were not contemporaneous. Some, while they knew 
of each other, did not address one another’s work. In response to this difficulty, I will be 
limiting the boundaries of ‘ American cultural theory’ by engaging in a bit of ‘ interpretive 
genealogy’ (A ronowitz 1993: 7).

Beginning with the consideration of the outline of the historical and intellectual de-
velopment of cultural theory in America by starting with figures of what may be called 
its p re- h istory, including Adorno, Horkheimer and Susan Sontag, I track the development 
of theories of culture in the United States, using throughout the term ‘ American cultural 
studies/ cultural theory’. While less than elegant, I do so because I wish to emphasize the 
arrival of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies to the United States 
but not place it as being the same as ‘ American cultural theory’. This would not do justice 
to the many other theoretical schools that have gained influence in the United States and 
that have also addressed culture. But if the words ‘ American cultural theory’ mean any-
thing, they s ignify –   if not completely, then in fragmented  form – t  hat there will be some 
sort of association with cultural studies. Therefore, after tracking the early development of 
American cultural studies/ cultural theory, the chapter will proceed to some of its major 
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contributions, specifically focusing on the work of John Fiske, Susan Willis, Janice Radway, 
Fredric Jameson and Stanley Aronowitz. I then conclude by summarizing the main criticisms 
of the American cultural studies/ cultural theory approach and elaborating some of the out-
growths of this form of cultural theory in scholarship and beyond.

The emergence of ‘ cultural theory’ in America

As in the example of Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, American cultural theory is a story 
of c ross-  Atlantic intellectual germination. A theory of culture came with full force into 
the United States from Europe during the years leading up to and during World War II. 
One of the major institutional hubs of this  cross-  pollination was the Institute for Social 
Research, which housed many theorists of culture, including Theodor Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer, who moved from Frankfurt to New York under the same circumstances in ex-
ile from Nazism. Horkheimer and Adorno’s signature collaboration, Dialectic of Enlightenment 
( 2007), was written in the United States. Hence, there are some aspects of the arguments and 
observations that make reference to the United States. It is arguable that many of these ar-
guments stem from the G erman- J ewish intellectuals’ experiences in a culturally distant ( and 
specific) place. Horkheimer and Adorno spent time first in New York and then in Southern 
California, and scholars acknowledge that this experience had an effect on their writings 
( Claussen 2006; Jay 1996).

While a thorough explication of the ideas presented in their book is not appropriate in 
this context, it is nevertheless worth discussing some of the observations and arguments they 
make that pertain to the United States in particular and as they pertain to the formation of 
American cultural theory. In their most celebrated essay, ‘ The culture industry: enlighten-
ment as mass deception’, Adorno and Horkheimer provide arguments about the massification 
of culture into the culture industry, or as they describe it the ‘[importing] of culture into the 
realm of administration’, that are predicated on American examples ( Horkheimer and Adorno 
2007: 105). For instance, they suggest that ‘ advertising [has become] art and nothing else’, 
detached from any product. It becomes

a pure representation of social power. In the influential American magazines, Life and 
Fortune the images and texts of advertisements are, at a cursory glance, hardly distin-
guishable from the editorial section. The enthusiastic and unpaid picture story about 
the living habits and personal grooming of celebrities, which wins them new fans, is 
editorial, while the advertising pages rely on photographs and data so factual and lifelike 
that they represent the ideal of information to which the editorial section only aspires.

( Horkheimer and Adorno 2007: 132)

They essentially label this ‘ advertising for advertising’s sake’, which, they pointedly note, has 
parallels to some of the techniques of Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels. Notwithstanding 
Adorno and Horkheimer’s heavy hand, their analytic of ‘ mass culture’ is an important pre-
cursor to some of the concerns of later developments in cultural theory ( and cultural studies 
especially) in America. Albeit pejorative and a ll-    too- e asily dismissive, cultural theory and 
cultural studies placed at its centre the study of the enjoyment of a variety of popular cultural 
forms such as Hollywood films, television programmes and music.

In similar fashion to the Institute in Exile, which was hosted by Columbia University, 
the University in Exile was hosted by the New School for Social Research. As many intel-
lectuals on the faculty of universities across Europe had to flee due to the spread of fascism, 
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the University in Exile hosted key intellectuals from Germany and Italy, and a related school 
for intellectuals from France called École Libre des Hautes Études formed later in the 1940s 
( Zolberg and Callamard 1998). The names associated with both schools include Hannah 
Arendt, Hans Jonas, Claude  Lévi-  Strauss and Roman Jakobson ( though he was Russian and 
had done doctoral work in Prague). It is the latter two of this list who have great consequence 
for the subject of this chapter.  Lévi-  Strauss and Jakobson encountered one another at the 
École Libre and are arguably the two major forces behind the fomenting of structural anthro-
pology in the United States.

But while L évi-  Strauss and Jakobson were obviously well known within anthropological 
circles in the United States, it was not until the American cultural critic Susan Sontag began 
writing articles in the 1960s about intellectual movements in France in a variety of literary 
magazines that cultural  theory –   specifically ‘ structuralism’, if not by its actual name then 
certainly in its principal  ideas –   began to disperse among the urban literati in the United 
States. These essays, which mentioned and built upon writers such as  Lévi-  Strauss, Eugene 
Ionesco, Roland Barthes and Walter Benjamin, among others, were collected in Against 
Interpretation ( Sontag 1969).

The key essays in this collection included the titular essay, ‘ Against interpretation’, which 
was published in the vanguard literary magazine Evergreen Review, and ‘ On style’ and ‘ Notes 
on “ camp”’, both published in Partisan Review, the last of which was Sontag’s big splash in 
American intellectual life. As for Adorno and Horkheimer, the significance of the early work 
of Sontag lies in the recovery of the popular as suitable for serious criticism.

While ‘ Notes on “ camp”’ is the clearest expression of this, the theoretical ground upon 
which Sontag builds her cultural criticism can be found most readily in ‘ Against interpreta-
tion’. The heart of Sontag’s approach is the idea that content is overemphasized in the analysis 
of art and cultural forms more broadly. As a b y-  product of this overemphasis, there is the 
penchant for the analyst of art or the cultural critic to hover towards ‘ interpretation’. But 
‘ interpretation, based on the highly dubious theory that a work of art is composed of items 
of content, violates art and makes art into an article for use, for arrangement into a mental 
scheme of categories’ ( Sontag 1969: 10). The remedy, she states, is ‘ more attention to form in 
art’. This places a burden on the way that the observer of art experiences it. Sontag prescribes 
experiencing art as something like ‘ an excitation, a phenomenon of commitment, judgment 
in a state of thralldom or captivation’ ( 1969: 21). At other times, she describes this as ‘ an ex-
perience of the form or style of knowing something, rather than a knowledge of something’ 
(ibid.). 

This approach directly informs ‘ Notes on “ camp”’. There Sontag continues her a nti- 
 interpretation,  anti-  content approach by suggesting that ‘ camp’ is a sensibility, ‘ as distinct 
from an idea’, and also distinct from taste. Both ideas and taste include what may be called 
‘ content’ ( Sontag 1969: 275). To the contrary, to be ‘ camp’, she notes, is ‘ to emphasize style’, 
and to do so ‘ is to slight content’. By ‘ style’ Sontag means something like ‘ artifice’. She at 
times uses the term ‘ stylization’ to make the point more firmly. In other words, ‘ camp’ has 
much to do with ‘the love of the exaggerated. . . of things-being-what-they-are-not’. Sontag 
gives the example of gender bending, using the phrase ‘ going against the grain of one’s sex’ 
( Sontag 1969: 279). As she explains, ‘ Allied to the Camp taste for the androgynous is some-
thing that seems quite different but isn’t: a relish for the exaggeration of sexual characteristics 
and personality mannerisms’ ( ibid.). But this aesthetic stylization that features being over the 
top is part and parcel of camp’s general trend towards playfulness. She calls this dethroning 
the serious. ‘ One can be serious about the frivolous, frivolous about the serious’ ( Sontag 1969: 
297). By treating the ‘ frivolous’ with seriousness, Sontag’s  anti-  interpretation approach can 
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be summarized as ‘ above all, a mode of enjoyment, of a ppreciation –  n ot judgment’ ( Sontag 
1969: 291).

While the approaches to culture differ greatly in Dialectic of Enlightenment and Against Inter-
pretation, there are, between them, at least two similarities. First, there is the idea of mass or 
popular culture. Prior to the emergence of mass or popular culture, there was, conceptually 
at least, a vast canyon between ‘ high’ and ‘ low’ cultures. The former is defined famously by 
Matthew Arnold as ‘ the best of what has been said and thought in the world’ ( Arnold 1993: 
viii). The q ualifier –   ‘ best’ –   is the sticking point. In equating the entirety of ‘ culture’ to ‘ the 
best’ there is a dismissal of all other, lower cultural phenomena, which could be called ‘ folk’ 
cultures. Indeed, the rub here is how certain cultural phenomena get valued and also who 
gets to do the evaluating. This of course is related to the issue of power. In the Arnoldian 
cosmos, it is the elite who should have control over what is considered ‘ culture’. But, accord-
ing to Adorno and Horkheimer, as well as other members of the Frankfurt School, namely 
Herbert Marcuse, mass culture signals the collapse of high and lower cultures.

This thesis is, indeed, related to the second parallel theme in Adorno and Horkheimer, 
and Sontag, which is that capitalism has fundamentally shifted the place and importance of 
culture in social relations. In this, the influence of the experience of writing in America is 
clear. In the California of Adorno and Horkheimer ( and actually that of Sontag’s youth), 
there was the fullest expression of American monoculture, resulting from the rising middle 
class of the postwar era. The America of this era was forever imprinted on the minds of many 
through the new medium of television, which bore depictions of the ‘ American century’ 
such as The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet and Leave It to Beaver. This was of course the 
America of relative global wealth, featuring a home for every family, a car and some sense of 
upward mobility. It is under these conditions that Sontag as well as Adorno and Horkheimer 
wrote. Thus, their writings can easily be considered  proto-  American cultural theory.

Cultural theory’s formalization in America occurred, symbolically at least, with the pub-
lication of two books, Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture and Cultural Studies (Grossberg,
Nelson and Treichler 1991; Nelson and Grossberg 1988), both of which were the result of 
conferences hosted at the University of Illinois at U rbana-  Champaign. The former was com-
posed of the collected papers and commentaries from a conference funded by the National 
Endowment for the Humanities in 1 983–  1984. The latter grew out of a conference at the 
same institution in 1990. The editors of these two books, Larry Grossberg and Cary Nelson, 
would become two major figures of cultural studies in the United States. Furthermore, the 
contributors became associated with cultural studies.

   

Judging from these books especially, it would be fair to conclude that cultural theory that 
gained hold in the 1980s and 1990s, largely under the name of ‘ cultural studies’, resulted from 
yet another  cross-  pollination from  Europe –   not, however, from the Continent, but rather 
from England. It was ‘ British cultural theory’, a term that not so elegantly describes the work 
of figures such as Raymond Williams, Richard Hoggart and Stuart Hall. As Grossberg de-
scribes, the specific context from which cultural theory ‘ emerged and reinserted itself ’ was,

namely, an interrogation of the nature and value of the intersecting social, economic and 
political changes constituting ‘ modernization.’ The uniqueness of its intervention was to 
locate these processes within culture, taken broadly as the structures and production of 
meaning. Thus cultural theory set for itself a double problematic: on the one hand, the 
primacy of a theory of signification and interpretation; on the other hand, the primacy 
of a theory, the foundations of a theory of community and politics.

( Grossberg 1997: 142)
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For Grossberg, the dominant problematic of cultural studies is ‘ modernity’, more specifically 
the distinctive effects of the  multi-  nodal process of modernity on culture, defined broadly as 
‘ either a sensibility or a way of life’ ( 1997: 146). In other words, Grossberg writes, ‘ the project 
of cultural studies, as it arises in England, is to understand what it felt like to be alive at a 
particular time and place through the interpretation of cultural ( that is, artistic and commu-
nicative) texts’ ( ibid.).

British cultural theory, as Grossberg tells it, is a confrontation of two intellectual strands 
of Marxism, humanistic Marxism and  anti-  humanist Althusserian structural Marxism. The 
Birmingham School sought to ‘ solve’ problems in each. Althusserianism, as they had read it, 
rejected the theory of correspondence between cultural forms, experience and class position 
( Grossberg 1997: 201). It was, as he defines it, the refusal to identify public and subjective 
meanings: ‘ how people fill the void between inadequate collective representations and im-
perfect private meanings’ ( Grossberg 1997: 211). ( See C hapter 13 in this volume, on ‘ British 
cultural theory’, for a more detailed discussion of this intellectual history.) The American 
importation of the ideas of the Birmingham school, which Grossberg was in large part re-
sponsible for, homed in on a few specific themes, which, in the main, were detached from 
the methodological and theoretical concerns of debates internal to Marxist theory, especially 
in the writings of Gramsci and Althusser.

Cultural studies is then reducible to a particular theory of the relationship between cul-
ture and society or between culture and power, and the history of the formations seen 
as the teleological or rational achievement of a more powerful and enlightening theory 
of the relationship.

( Grossberg 1997: 237)

This meant that the distinctive feature, or ‘ calling’, of cultural studies in the United States 
was to focus on ‘ cultural practices’, and the complicated matrix of power in which they exist. 
Culture then is not ever specific in the sense of reflecting a particular ‘ signification, ideology, 
subjectivity or community’, but is rather seen as an end product of the negotiations between 
social structures and everyday life ( Grossberg 1997: 238). It follows then that people, the 
practitioners of culture,

live their positions in complex, contradictory, and active ways: they reproduce and re-
sist their subordination. . . [T]hey live with, within, and against their subordination, 
attempting to make the best of what they are given, to win a bit more control over their 
lives, to extend themselves and their resources.

( Grossberg 1997: 243)

The focus on this relationship can be said to be distinctive to cultural studies in America.

Major claims and developments of American cultural theory

The work of John Fiske, a contributor, not so coincidentally, to the Cultural Studies volume, 
can be seen as embodying the distinctive focus of American cultural theory on cultural 
practices and the contradictory alignments of power that this creates. Fiske, a media scholar 
educated in Britain and having taught for many years in Australia and then the United States, 
has written several books and articles, which are considered to be classics in cultural studies. 
Furthermore, as the editor of the journal Cultural Studies, Fiske not only was a scholar but 
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served as an important institutional figure, a characteristic that he shares with Grossberg and 
Nelson.

One of Fiske’s most important books, due to accessibility and breadth, is Understanding 
Popular Culture ( 1989). It contains many aspects of Fiske’s approach to the study of culture as 
well as key case studies which, as we will see later on, come to serve as a fault line in debates 
about the legitimacy of the type of cultural theory in American cultural studies. The idea 
that is associated with Fiske most closely is excorporation, defined as ‘ the process by which the 
subordinate make their own culture out of the resources and commodities provided by the 
dominant system’ ( Fiske 1989: 15). The example used by Fiske ( and too often lampooned by 
critics of cultural studies) is that of torn jeans. Torn jeans are, as Fiske argues, the exemplifi-
cation of what he calls a ‘ site of struggle’, wherein ‘ what is to be resisted is necessarily present 
in the resistance to it’ ( Fiske 1989: 4). Torn jeans represent at once hegemonic American 
values and a resistance to them. On the one hand, one could extend the theory of commod-
ification to jeans. Jeans, like any other commodity, are embedded in the capitalist mode of 
production, in everything from their beginnings as work wear to their eventual prolifera-
tion as a fashion basic; this makes everyone wearing them complicit, and even participate, 
in the extension of capitalism’s ideology. But by tearing them, the consumer insists upon his 
or her choice. In the process of customizing or personalizing jeans by ripping them, there 
is, according to Fiske, ‘ a refusal of commodification and an assertion of one’s right to make 
one’s own culture out of the resources provided by the commodity system’ ( Fiske 1989: 15). 
This is excorporation.

Excorporation serves to explain Fiske’s larger take on culture, and also why he uses the 
term ‘ popular culture’ as opposed to ‘ folk culture’ or ‘ mass culture’. As opposed to the idea 
of ‘ incorporation’, which views subjects who are subject to the culture industry as mere con-
sumers and recipients of the dominant ideology, excorporation, and the term ‘ popular cul-
ture’, views culture not as a fait accompli, but as a process of negotiation, as ‘ the active processes 
of generating and circulating meanings and pleasures within a social system’ ( Fiske 1989: 23).

It is important to understand that it is the perspective on culture, propagated by those 
influenced by the Frankfurt School, against which Fiske and similar cultural theorists are po-
sitioning themselves. This contrast in positions can be seen most readily in the way ‘ pleasure’ 
is dealt with. For Fiske, many  left-  wing cultural theorists too easily dismiss popular pleasure. 
Their theories ( and politics), in the end, are laden with austerity. This is because they do not 
see any resistance in the tactics of everyday folks. Instead, they consider that to participate 
and find pleasure in the dominant culture is to reproduce capitalist domination. This makes 
people dupes.

This line of argument by many cultural theorists who come out of the Frankfurt School 
tradition, says Fiske, misrecognizes ‘ strategy’ and ‘ tactics’, a distinction made most promi-
nently by Michel de Certeau in The Practice of Everyday Life ( 2011), a theoretical sourcebook 
of sorts for much of American cultural theory/ studies. Strategies are large scale. They are 
usually at the scale of winning the war. Tactics are, to extend the metaphor of war, more like 
raids. By acknowledging the micropolitics of culture, Fiske’s theory recognizes that ‘ forms of 
opposition are as numerous as the formations of subordination’ ( 1989: 169).

In spite of Fiske’s criticism of the ‘ mass culture’ approach most associated with the Frank-
furt school, feminist theorists in the cultural studies vein have successfully brought together 
the two foci: on the one hand, that of Fiske on everyday cultural practices and resistances, 
homing in on cultural products that are geared towards women, though not necessarily only 
‘ consumed’ by women; and, on the other, that of the Frankfurt School on cultural produc-
tion, focusing on marketing and commodification.
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Two representative authors are Susan Willis and Janice Radway. In Willis’s seminal A 
Primer for Daily Life ( 1991), she explores the way in which ‘ the commodity form’, long ago 
identified by Marx as the ‘ fetish’, which is the sacred or religious object of capitalism, has 
transformed under contemporary conditions. In particular, she suggests that the prolifera-
tion of ‘  brand- n ame marketing represents the Taylorization of consumers’ ( Willis 1991: 2). 
This would seem rather in line with the Frankfurt School, yet she is quick to note that 
‘ rather than fragmenting the broad mass of consumers into discrete and manageable units, 
postmodern advertising assumes a consuming subject capable of being interpolated from a 
number of angles at once’ ( ibid.). This sounds more like ‘ Toyotization’ than ‘ Taylorization’. 
Willis puts this as the consuming subject’s ability to ‘[recover] use value in d aily-  life social 
practice, use value that largely goes unrecognized because [we live] in a world that tends 
toward homogenization’ ( Willis 1991: 13). She identifies this contradiction in contemporary 
capitalism in a variety of cultural phenomena, from Mickey Mouse to the Nautilus workout 
machine.

Willis’s general theory of culture is illustrated in the work of another scholar, Janice Rad-
way, especially her work on ‘  mail-  order culture’. Against the easy dismissal of m ail- o rder 
culture, the best example of which is the Book-of-the-Month Club, as an ‘undifferentiated 
process of indiscriminate and, above all, passive absorption’, Radway suggests that there 
needs to be a ‘ more complex understanding of the gendered nature of the assumptions about 
subjectivity that govern contemporary theories of cultural production, consumption and 
use’ ( 1992: 513). The debate over  mail-  order culture, she astutely points out, is really about 
cultural authority.

            

As she suggests, the critics of book clubs were alarmed by the increase in the massification 
of reading and in mass taste’s impingement on ‘ classics’. Indeed, as books were being sold in 
‘ Great Books’ packages, the very idea of ‘ classic’ was under threat. Thus, its critics portrayed 
 mail- o rder culture ‘ always as undifferentiated, muddled and coercive’ ( Radway 1992: 522). 
On the other side, there is the management of the  Book- o   f- t   he-  Month Club, which claimed 
to be merely making it more convenient for the masses. But according to her, both parties 
‘ resorted to the r ights- b ased language of bourgeois liberalism in order to insist that readers 
could still operate as autonomous, fully individuated, and  self-  regulating citizens’( 1992: 523). 
What is missed in this debate, however, is that these evaluators of mass culture were also 
‘ making claims to cultural authority simply by recommending books to others’ ( ibid.). This, 
she writes, is a failure to acknowledge the implication of even the recommenders of books in 
the commodification of culture. This authority was not merely cultural but ‘ predicated on 
profoundly gendered and therefore patriarchal norms’ ( 1992: 515).

In sum, we can say that Fiske, Willis and Radway are concerned with two key ideas, 
which are central to American cultural theory/ studies. First, they are focused on the cultural 
practices of everyday life. This, I call the mass c ulture–  pop culture problematic. Addition-
ally, they are interested in the dynamics of power that are embedded within cultural prac-
tices, and the ways in which culture is negotiated by people between social structures and 
individual realities, or, as Grossberg writes, ‘ how people fill the void between inadequate 
collective representations and imperfect private meanings’ ( 1997: 211). This we can call cul-
tural politics.

Contributions of American cultural studies

As just noted, one of the principal contributions of American cultural studies is the clari-
fication of the distinction between mass and popular culture. One of the most important 
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American cultural theorists generally, but also one who has contributed greatly to this par-
ticular issue, is Fredric Jameson. Jameson’s contribution to cultural theory in America can-
not be understated. In dozens of books and articles, Jameson has been responsible in large 
part for pushing onto an American academic audience many strains of European thought, 
including the critical theory of the Frankfurt School, Russian formalism and French  post- 
 structuralism. One of the primary features of Jameson’s contributions to cultural theory is his 
clarification of the mass c ulture– p op culture problematic within certain privileged analytic 
foci: late capitalism and modernism.

For Jameson, the contemporary form that capitalism has taken, which he calls ‘ late capi-
talism’, a term used by the Marxist economist Ernest Mandel, has wrought certain changes in 
the trajectory of Western culture. While he arrives at this conclusion in a very complicated 
manner, we can say that for Jameson late capitalism, as a term of periodization, reflects a post- 
 industrial capitalism. Late capitalism has commodified everything, including art and culture, 
and unexpectedly and imperceptibly introduced the ‘ commodity structure into the very form 
and content of the work of art itself ’ ( 1979: 132). Jameson, clearly influenced by the Frankfurt 
School, equates commodification with instrumentalization, that is, the ‘ reorganization along 
the means/ ends split. . . the various forms of activity lose their immanent intrinsic satisfac-
tions as activity and become means to an end’ ( 1979: 131). Thus, Jameson’s critique of the 
Frankfurt School position is that in its critique of the culture industry it valorizes ‘ traditional 
modernist high art as the locus of some genuinely critical and subversive, “ autonomous” 
aesthetic production’ ( 1979: 133). But if indeed late capitalism operated to subsume all activ-
ity, including high culture, then it follows that it too would be subject to the machinations 
of financialization. ( This is a rather obvious point for those of us today who hear stories of 
American street artist David Choe potentially being worth hundreds of millions of dollars, 
most of which came from shares in Facebook, which he received as part of the compensation 
for painting the walls of Facebook’s offices ( BBC News 2012).)

Therefore, in Jameson’s estimation, there is a lack of a focus on ‘ high culture’ in debates 
about mass  culture–  pop culture; meanwhile, in theories of mass culture, ‘ high culture’ takes 
on the status of lacuna, in the sense that mass culture always ‘[tends] to define its object against 
 so-  called high culture, without reflecting on the objective status of this opposition’ (  Jameson 
1979: 130). Thus, Jameson argues for an approach to culture that reads high and mass culture 
as part and parcel of the dialectical process of aesthetic production in late capitalism.

The machinations of this interrelation of culture and capitalism can be seen in modern-
ism, which he argues is ‘ reactive’ and ‘ correlative’ to contemporary capitalism. Whereas the 
Frankfurt School believed modernism to contain some semblance of resistance to capitalism 
( take, for instance, Adorno’s fascination with the music of Schoenberg), Jameson believes that 
modernism is symptomatic of, not a solution or resistance to, the cultural crisis of contempo-
rary capitalism. This is in large part due to the fact that there is no longer a social group that 
stands above or beyond the influence of capitalism. As he writes:

The historically unique tendencial effect of late capitalism on all such groups has been 
to dissolve and to fragment or atomize them into agglomerations ( Gesellschatften) of 
isolated and equivalent private individuals, by way of the corrosive action of universal 
commodification and the market marginalized conditions ( internal and external pock-
ets of  so-  called underdevelopment within the capitalist world system). The commodity 
production of contemporary or industrial mass culture thus has nothing whatsoever to 
do, and nothing in common, with older forms of popular or folk art.

(1979: 134)  
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What Jameson seems to mean here is that ‘ the popular’ as an adjectival descriptor connoting 
‘ of the people’ is somewhat problematic, as ‘ the people’ is in no way singular. Late capitalism 
atomizes and fragments the people into smaller units. Thus, as cultural theorists, we can no 
longer speak of ‘ popular’ or ‘ folk’ art. Or put differently, ‘ popular culture’ is no longer a 
useful term. This is due, again, to Jameson’s particular understanding of the contemporary 
shape of capitalism.

We can say that the real brunt of Jameson’s take on the mass  culture– p opular culture 
problematic is political, and concerns specifically the potential for politics beyond class. For 
him, the issue is whether there is any sort of basis for some kind of g roup-  based conscious-
ness or artistic stance that stands outside of or against capitalist commodification. In classical 
Marxism, revolutionary consciousness was supposed to be derived from class subjectivity. In 
the Marxism of the Frankfurt School, revolutionary consciousness ( or critical rationality) 
was to be derived from the artistic  avant-  garde. But, as Jameson asks, if indeed capitalism has 
subsumed all within its logic, what is left for the politics of culture?

In many ways, this question posed by Jameson is one of cultural politics, which, as Stan-
ley Aronowitz ( 1993) rightly notes, is an extension of the larger question of the politics of 
knowledge, that is, what counts as legitimate intellectual knowledge. For Adorno, jazz music 
was ‘ massified’, which as many American cultural studies scholars have noted is essentially an 
elitist position, in the sense that it privileged the ‘ works whose implied audiences were ruling 
and middle classes, mainly white and male’ ( Aronowitz 1993: 26). The backdrop of the emer-
gence of cultural politics, for Aronowitz, as with Jameson ( his friend and colleague at Social 
Text, one of the premier cultural studies journals in the United States), is the changing nature 
of capitalism. But Aronowitz takes a much broader view of the changing contours of capital-
ism. Instead of homing in on something specific, such as financialization, he points to a wide 
variety of  social-  structural changes that can be brought under the term ‘  neo-  liberalism’. Yet 
again, he takes a different tack than Jameson. He focuses in on the e thno-  racial shifts that 
have followed in the wake of this new capitalist mode of production. He writes:

In the wake of plant closings and other types of capital flight, technological displace-
ment, and a growth of imports,  nativism –   never absent in American  history –   has en-
joyed a dramatic revival. Following these developments, many voices have been raised 
to close the borders to newcomers: this call has been elevated to a legitimate political 
demand and has been abetted by the rising tide of conservative thought and politics; or-
ganized labor, stung by increasing foreign competition from Europe and Japan, has also 
viewed the large influx of  low-  wage immigrant labor as a threat to its already eroded 
living standards; and, of course, the historic shift of immigration from the global north 
to the south has raised, yet another time, the ever present specter of racism.

( Aronowitz 1993: 2)

Thus, for Aronowitz, cultural politics, especially in the United States, is racial politics, which 
is always knowledge politics. These various themes are intertwined in the way in which this 
kind of cultural politics of knowledge played out in American universities during the era in 
which the cultural studies wave swept over American intellectual life.

The 1960s to the 1970s in the United States was a period of social unrest, which resulted 
not only in the federal civil rights legislation but also, on college campuses, in institutional 
changes. By the 1980s it was clear that one of these changes was in the realm of academic 
affairs. In addition to traditional disciplines such as philosophy and economics, black stud-
ies ( later  African-  American studies), women’s studies,  Asian-  American studies and others 
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emerged not only as academic concentrations ( or ‘ majors’, as they are called in the United 
States), but also as  full-  fledged departments, with the power to hire their own tenured fac-
ulty. It follows that in time these various departments formed s elf-  standing academic fields 
of research.

It is precisely that possibility that triggered, according to Aronowitz, the ‘ canon wars’ in 
the United States, which involved some of the major figures of cultural studies, including 
Aronowitz himself. The canon wars challenged the hegemonic ‘ intellectual conservatism’ of 
the American culture of letters, in particular the ‘ traditional curriculum’ with its rigorous 
protection of ‘ the prevailing system of educational inequality against the attacks of subal-
terns’ ( Aronowitz 1993: 60). The boldest example of this ideological position comes from 
Allan Bloom, the Yale professor who wrote The Closing of the American Mind ( 1988). This 
book, which resulted in the eruption of a vigorous debate about new academic areas focused 
on particular identities, basically reprimanded many t op-  tier universities for ‘ pandering to 
women, people of color, and radicals, who wanted to study Marx, Nietzsche, and Heidegger 
rather than Plato and Hegel; Richard Wright and Zora Neale Hurston rather than the Greek 
city-state’ (Aronowitz 1993: 60).       

As Aronowitz points out, the canon wars, while seemingly about ‘ preserving the clas-
sics’ and maintaining levels of ‘ excellence’ at universities, were in effect the politicization of 
culture and knowledge. In effect, they could be seen as a microcosm of the debates about 
mass and popular culture. ‘ Dominant culture’ was not necessarily the one practised by the 
majority. In effect, it is only so by the fact that it is the culture of those who rule. ‘ Popular 
culture’ is the set of practices performed by the masses. Thus, in the canon wars, the thorny 
issue is about what counts as legitimate culture, and by whom, that is, by which social group, 
this legitimacy is evaluated.

While there are many, we can conclude that the principal contributions in American 
cultural studies consist of, on the one hand, the clarification of the mass  culture–  popular 
culture problematic and, on the other, the politicization of culture. These contributions had 
immediate implications for cultural theory more broadly. It made culture malleable, and 
 bottom-  up, not  top-  down. Cultural objects were ‘ bereft of intrinsic value’; they ‘ only [ac-
quire their] value in relation to others within a model and, more widely within a paradigm 
with “ perceptual and semantic ramifications”’ ( Aronowitz 1993: 238). The brand of cultural 
theory that developed in America, which we have been calling American cultural studies, 
effectively brought back in the idea that culture is articulated through the interpretations and 
actions of its practitioners; it is never a fait accompli.

Main criticisms of American cultural studies

To be certain, there have been innumerable criticisms levelled at this approach to culture. 
The severest of these has homed in on cultural studies’ cultural politics, especially on the 
politics of resistance, and has come from those who can be described as having ‘  liberal-  left’ 
political persuasions. What distinguishes this particular critique of cultural studies is the 
emphasis on the perceived devolution of cultural studies’ academic rigour. For these critics, 
the lack of academic rigour takes away from the political intentions of cultural studies. Thus, 
the very fact that cultural studies takes on pop culture as its object of study becomes a major 
liability for its  liberal-  left critics.

As one prominent critic of cultural studies puts it, ‘ Since its importation to the United 
States, however, cultural studies has basically turned into a branch of p op-  culture criticism’ 
(Bérubé 2009).  
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In this unusual axis of politics and empiricism, a major criticism is that cultural studies 
lacks a methodology, which produces a lack of focus on  so- c alled ‘ research design’. As Francis 
Mulhern describes it, cultural studies is guilty of a

procedural equalization of its data: while poetry and popcorn advertisements may not 
be of equal value in any plausible moral terms, both are potentially interesting as carriers 
of social meanings and in that precise sense should be approached with equal analytic 
seriousness.

(1995: 31)  

This equalization translates to cultural studies’ politics. It treats too he avy- h andedly the 
resistive sensibility of some popular cultural usages. In effect, Mulhern accuses cultural 
studies of being reductionist. It reads resistance into all types of cultural phenomena, 
‘ encouraging particularism and a narcissistic dissolution of politics in the necessary stricter 
sense’ ( 1995: 35).

Thus, Mulhern’s overall contribution in the critique of cultural studies is the ‘  pull-  back 
from the reach of culture as a “ whole way of life”’ ( 1995: 34), an adage of cultural studies since 
Raymond Williams. For Mulhern, this ethos gives too much credit to the analysis of popular 
culture. It is as if the analysis of culture itself ‘ supersedes the inherited political traditions of 
the left’ ( ibid.). But, for Mulhern, politics is distinct from ‘ other social practices by virtue of 
its role in determining the character of social relations’ ( 1995: 35). Mulhern acknowledges 
culture’s importance in the ‘ world of meaning’ and that it is ‘ rich in suggestion’, but ‘ it is not 
the function of culture to determine social relations by means of deliberation, injunction and 
coercion’ ( 1995: 35). In sum, the relationship between culture and politics is too strong for 
Mulhern’s taste. Cultural studies, as a discipline, ‘[dissolves] politics into culture’ ( 1995: 36).

The communications scholar Robert McChesney has worded criticism in this vein even 
more strongly, saying that he ‘ pretty much wrote off cultural studies as a political proj-
ect’ ( 2002: 77) due to what he calls its ‘ naïveté about the market’ ( 2002: 86). Specifically, 
McChesney takes to task what he perceives to be cultural studies’ utter capitulation to capi-
talism’s invincibility. This, for McChesney, does not ‘ cut the mustard’ for a true left politics. 
He himself states this: ‘ The critical issue is whether one maintains a principled critique of 
capitalism’ ( 2002: 81). Otherwise, we are led to believe, one is complicit in the status quo, 
or worse yet, functions as its unwitting defender. It follows that McChesney’s attack on cul-
tural studies is aimed at its inattention to ‘ the deterioration of urban America’, especially the 
‘ decline of labor and the working class’ ( ibid.).

McChesney’s tactic here is all too common for those on the  liberal-  left who wish to 
criticize what they deem the ‘ cultural left’. Arguments made in this vein usually mirror this 
concern for the dissolution of ‘ class society’ as an analytic in the humanities and the social 
sciences. Richard Rorty, a representative figure at least on this point, has even written that 
the cultural left ‘ prefers not to talk about money’, and deems that its ‘ principal enemy is a 
 mind-  set rather than a set of economic arrangements’ ( Rorty 1999; see also Stossel 1998). 
This is especially clear when looking at the way in which cultural studies in the vein of 
Fiske attempts to reclaim consumerism as a resistive activity or political participation. This, 
for McChesney, ‘ reveals a supreme ignorance of elementary social theory’ ( 2002: 85). By 
identifying some form of political resistance in the ripping of jeans, Fiske, McChesney ar-
gues, is guilty of not critiquing capitalism but defending it. Cultural studies had distracted 
the academic left from ‘ real’ ( that is,  class-  based) politics. It was time to return to political 
economy.
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Lasting importance and future developments of  
American cultural studies

So, what are we to make of American cultural theory/ cultural studies’ future? Why is it still 
relevant? Is it even? In contemporary times, when there seems to be a return to political 
economy, out of necessity perhaps amid the global recession of the early 2010s, why should 
American cultural theory/ cultural studies even matter? Isn’t it all about, as one famous polit-
ical operative for former US President Bill Clinton said, ‘ the economy, stupid’? It may very 
well be. But no matter how wide the reach of the global recession may be, the matter of cul-
ture springs up again, as if out of the pipe you thought you had already fixed and patched up.

Culture, today, matters even more than ever, even in debates that are seemingly about 
economics. In American social science, for instance, there has even been a reconsideration of 
the ‘ culture of poverty’ argument ( Cohen 2010). A theory used to explain intergenerational 
poverty, it suggests that the poor not only lack economic opportunity but also maintain a value 
system distinct from the working mainstream. In other words, this argument suggested that 
poverty had created a subculture wherein mainstream cultural ideals, such as the accumulation 
of wealth, were detached from the institutionally normalized means by which to strive for 
them, namely a job. Hence, finding work becomes, in the special ethical system of the poor, 
not much of a priority. This, as one can imagine, caught fire in the a nti-  welfare political era 
of the 1980s, where Ronald Reagan in the United States and Margaret Thatcher in the UK 
amplified the attack on the basic tenets of social democracies.1 More recently, with talks of 
austerity and  so-  called ‘ fiscal responsibility’ all across the world, issues of culture are tied to 
what on the surface seem like simply economic concerns. Articles debating whether Spain 
or Greece is culturally incapable of fiscal stewardship can be found all over magazines and 
newspapers. While it may always be ‘ about the economy, stupid’, culture always will remain.

To speak of the current state of cultural studies would run counter to the entire project of 
cultural studies. It was, in effect, an  anti-  disciplinary project. Therefore, to attempt a ‘ state 
of the discipline’ sort of exercise in the case of American cultural studies/ cultural theory not 
only would be impossible, as it would be for any field of research, but would be especially 
inappropriate. Thus, we will look at some of the key branches that extend from the tree of 
American cultural studies/ cultural theory in order to evaluate the ‘ future’ of American cul-
tural theory/ cultural studies. These include media studies, science studies and ethnic studies.

It could be said that one piece of the varied legacy of cultural studies in America is media 
theory. But wait? Isn’t this volume a handbook on social and cultural theory? It is on this 
related point that I believe American cultural studies has made valuable contributions to 
cultural theory. As Michael Bérubé, one of cultural studies’ more sympathetic critics, says, 
the theory of culture produced by Fiske and others has successfully complicated the theory 
of mass culture, and its explicit political economy model of media. Bérubé summarizes this 
kind of position as, ‘ Enough cultural studies  already –  w e had to get back to good old polit-
ical economy!’ Or, alternatively, he calls this ‘ the Robert W.  McChesney-  Noam  Chomsky- 
 Edward S. Herman model of mass media’ ( 2009). Furthermore, this position too often poorly 
mitigates the  liberal-  left elitism that views people as ‘ duped’ by culture and, by extension, 
mass media.

This influence also extends to theoretical work happening in the discipline that most ob-
viously studies the effects on audiences of  media –   communications. This is especially true 
in the work of James Carey, who can be seen as responsible for spearheading the culturalist 
approach to communication. The cultural approach to communication turns on a distinction 
that Carey makes in his widely read collection of essays Communication as Culture between 
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the ‘ transmission view’ and the ‘ ritual view’ of communication ( 1989: 14). In arguing for this 
approach to communications studies, Carey sides with the latter. For example, the ritual view 
of communication views the news not as information but as drama. As Carey says, ‘ It does 
not describe the world but portrays an arena of dramatic forces and action; it exists solely in 
historical time; and it invites our participation on the basis of our assuming, often vicariously, 
social roles within it’ ( 1989: 21).

Thus, cultural theory, and the study of culture more broadly, involves an analysis of not 
only ‘ the projection of community ideals’ but also, and crucially, ‘ their embodiment in mate-
rial  form –   dance, plays, architecture, news stories, strings of speech’ ( Carey 1989: 19). Such 
study, as he puts it alternatively, tries to explore how cultural forms ‘ render experience com-
prehensible’ as well as ‘ the ways in which experience is worked into understanding and then 
disseminated and celebrated’ ( 1989: 44). To study communication as culture is to undertake 
a formal analysis of the deep structure of ideology ( 1989: 50). As Lawrence Grossberg states:

Cultural studies has always perceived [that] the increasing power of the mass media is 
reshaping and redistributing the forms and positions of the popular ( and consequently, 
of the masses) within contemporary life. It is here that we can locate the point at which 
cultural studies intersects not only the theory of ideology and social power, but also mass 
communication theory and the various theories of postmodernity.

(Grossberg 1997: 232–33)    

It is nowhere clearer that one of the chief legacies of cultural studies is its differentiation 
of politics and power. While Mulhern and McChesney view cultural studies as being in-
sufficiently political, defined well within the traditional boundaries of economic justice, 
cultural studies would say that  liberal-  left political economy models of media theory do 
not view social power in proper context. ‘ Politics’ is already couched within the cultural 
norms and ideals of American society. To criticize cultural studies for not recognizing 
or misidentifying the place of politics is, in fact, to compliment cultural studies. What I 
mean is that the contribution of cultural studies to cultural theory in America is in many 
ways to bring power back into the conversation about culture, which too often viewed it 
neutrally, devoid of the dynamics of domination and subjugation. But it does not, as many 
of cultural studies’ most ardent defenders would suggest, confuse power and culture, nor 
does it argue that particular cultural objects ( such as torn jeans) bear a certain power dy-
namic in and of themselves. It is only when these objects are put to use or put into contact 
with their users that the dynamic of power reveals itself. It treats culture as a site of the 
struggle over power. Thus, cultural objects can embody contradictory political forces, 
positions and ideologies.

The redefinition of politics and power is especially evident when viewing the emergence 
of affect theory associated with Laurent Berlant and others ( Berlant 2005, Cvetkovich 1992). 
While affect theory is varied and has a contested genealogy ( Leys 2017), one of the key tenets 
in the work of Berlant has been the ‘ visceral’ basis of politics. For Berlant, to foreground the 
place of affect and emotion is to

[contest] the notion and the norm of political rationality as the core practice of democ-
racy in the US by considering the national political sphere not as a real or ideal scene of 
 abstraction-   oriented deliberation, but as a scene for the orchestration of public feelings.

It is, in sum, to view politics as ‘ a scene of emotional contestation’ ( Berlant 2005: 47).
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This argument is rooted in what Berlant describes as a ‘ shift of priority within normative, 
power styles’ from rational, opinionated argument to ‘ visceral performance[s] of moral clarity’ 
( Berlant 2005: 48). For Berlant, there is not a historical break. In fact, she emphasizes the coeval 
status of what she dubs the ‘  moral- h yperbolic’ aspect of politics and the ‘ ordered proof ’ aspect. 
Emotion, in other words, provides an epistemological base for politics. It is that which allows politics 
to circulate and also resonate. Resonance, in this instance, is felt rather than understood. Thus, 
political attachments are an amalgamation of ‘ reflexive opinion and visceral or “ gut” feeling’.

Berlant couches this ‘ epistemology of state emotion’ within the work of mass culture the-
orists, in particular the centrality of a sense of ‘ liveness’ in the mediation of something like 
‘ national belonging’ in their work. She rightly notes that underneath mass culture is a tech-
nological i nfrastructure –   in the form of radio, television, video and fi lm –   that facilitates a 
feeling of ‘ you are there’ to the audience. Moreover, the experience of ‘ you are there’ is aided 
by the sense that ‘ you are there’ with others. This  double- s ense serves as ‘ evidence’ that one 
belongs to a public constituted as a mass of spectators who sees and feel what she feels, ‘ within 
a range of appropriate variation’. This is still the case with mass televised events including US 
presidential inaugurations and the opening night of the Olympics. This ‘ collective experience 
of now’ is the emotional basis for the national publicness that she speaks of ( Berlant 2005: 49). 
Because it is emotional, a ‘ subjective’ experience is simultaneously felt as ‘ public’. One’s private 
consumption of a particular event that is either traumatic or joyous can still be experienced as 
collective. 9/ 11 serves as an illustrative example as does the coverage of the C OVID-  19 pan-
demic. Berlant suggests that it is precisely emotion that allows for mediated ‘ publicness’ to be 
felt as a ‘ zone of collective intimacy’ even without ‘ meeting anyone else face to face’. Anyone 
watching can be placed ‘ squarely in the emotional stream of collective life’ ( Berlant 2005: 50).

In addition to publicness, Berlant emphasizes the importance of emotion’s work in 
producing ‘ normativity’. It is within the production of collective normativity that Berlant 
argues that specific cultural genres emerge, producing ‘ modes’ of politics. One example 
she provides is the melodramatic mode, which she argues is reliant upon the broadcasting 
of ‘ scenes of intense emotion to serve as a lubricant for a particular experience of social 
belonging’ ( Berlant 2005: 52). These intense scenes, whether they be footage of patients 
overflooding hospital corridors or buildings destroyed by airplanes, bind viewers, allow-
ing for the translation of the collective experience they are viewing as their own. ‘ This 
version of experience they see digested  on-  screen is composed of their own’, as Berlant 
describes it.

Politics therefore is precisely the process whereby collectivity and normativity are pro-
duced. This is done, she argues, through affect and emotion. While it may see that this runs 
counter to cultural theory/ cultural studies, which would perhaps study this dynamic by 
scrutinizing symbols and rituals, the work of Berlant and other affect theorists actually take 
from the work of cultural theory/ cultural studies the rethinking of the ‘ proper’ space of ‘ the 
political’ ( Berlant 2005: 46).

An additional contemporary area of study that bears the hallmark of American cultural 
studies/ cultural theory is race and ethnic studies. Taking from cultural studies’ consider-
ations of popular culture and cultural politics, embodied particularly well in Fiske’s concept 
of ‘ excorporation’, many studies in this vein focused on resistive aspects of black cultural 
practice. A representative figure of this kind of scholarship is the historian Robin D. G. 
Kelley, whose work spans radical labour history, jazz and popular culture. For example, the 
cultural studies influence can be readily seen in his work just by looking at the object of his 
analysis in one particular article, about the history of the afro. There he not only cites the 
work of Fiske, but also adopts a similar approach himself.
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In ‘ Nap time: historicizing the afro’, Kelley (1 997), like Fiske, Willis and Radway, goes 
against the mass culture narrative that he calls ‘t aming of the bush’, which is his way of de-
scribing the process of the afro, starting as a resistive hairstyle against the white supremacist 
hegemony, and later coopted by the very forces it sought to critique. He views studies of 
cultural practices that follow that pattern to be overly simplistic and to underestimate the 
complicated nature of the negotiation of power that occurs in choosing a certain hairstyle. 
While the afro is almost always seen in the context of radical black nationalism, as Kelley’s ar-
ticle notes, it also has roots in  high- f ashion circles in the late 1950s, especially among women. 
It would only later become the symbol of black manhood, ‘t he death of the “ Negro” and 
birth of the militant, virulent Black man’. This, of course, did lead to the spike of ‘ natural’ 
products on the marketplace for black hair products. ‘E ven before the Afro reached its height 
of popularity, the hair care industry stepped in and began producing a vast array of chemicals 
to make one’s “ natural” more natural’ ( Kelley 1997: 345).

In spite of this c o-o  ption, the fact remains that ‘ the Afro was deeply embedded in a larger 
racial and gendered discourse about the black body under racism and sexism’ ( Kelley 1997: 
347). For black women especially, having an afro ‘w as not just a valorization of blackness 
or Africanness, but a direct rejection of a conception of female beauty that many black men 
themselves had upheld’ ( Kelley 1997: 347). Thus, the

p ost-B  lack Power generation of black feminists carved out a new radical aesthetic that 
built upon the previous era’s celebration of African ancestry, but emphasized autonomy, 
sisterhood, and alternative sexualities. It not only challenged gender conventions in a 
world where long hair was a marker of femininity, but it was often interpreted [as] a sign 
of militancy.

( Kelley 1997: 348)

But American cultural theory/ cultural studies’ mark on public discourse can be seen beyond 
the academy in the pages of one of biggest newspapers in the world: The New York Times. In 
its ‘S tyle’ section, the Times has a feature called ‘C ultural Studies’. While the articles written 
under this category hardly compare, in at least scholarly rigour, to the contributions of the 
writers overviewed in this chapter, these articles tend to look at very prescient, p op-c  ultural 
phenomena and trends in a serious light. The subjects of recent articles include open mar-
riages, the use of emoticons in business, mourning online and the proliferation of exclama-
tion points in emails (B all 2011; Lovett 2012; Newman 2011; Williams 2012). I would argue 
that without the contributions of American cultural theory/c ultural studies, the culture of 
everyday people would not have been worthy of the scrutiny of the newspaper of record in 
the United States.

Note

 1 It must be noted that US President Bill Clinton was the one who successfully demolished the 
 already-  weak welfare programme in the United States ( Clinton 2006).
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Definitional beginnings

Most modern scholars and popular purveyors of the term ‘ queer’ agree that its use is by defi-
nition an alternative reinterpretation of standard categories, a questioning and r e- a nalysis 
of standard views about culture and peoples. The significance of ‘ queer’ is that it is also a 
reaction. It is an active response to the standards and customs of social  non-  inclusion, against 
marginalization and against discrimination. The use of queer as a concept and proclamation 
stems from the gay and lesbian movements for equality that started well before but are sym-
bolically dated to the Stonewall riots. It was the general uprising in the public sphere that 
reclaimed ‘ queer’ from being a derogatory label and symbolically  re-  positioned the term for 
positive resistance against normative exclusion.

The uses of ‘ queer’ moved from public reactions by those intent on building a social 
movement to the centres of academia, beginning in the humanities and the arts, whose 
concerned scholars reinterpreted the basic tenets of texts and other forms of representation 
to include the views and activities of gay and lesbian actors. Similar to much of the  counter- 
 analyses that occurred in academia in the 1960s, the usage of ‘ queer’ was also an attempt to 
break down the barriers between public and academic life. It spread first into the research and 
writings of philosophy and psychology, English departments and literature and more slowly 
into the social sciences ( and, in rarer cases, the sciences).

In this essay I trace the beginnings of queer theory and its journey through the public and 
into the academic realms. The focus will be on the changes that have taken place as queer 
theory has been integrated into the academic disciplines. The main focus will be the emer-
gence of queer theory at a time when fundamental changes were taking place in society as a 
whole, including those on college campuses.

This essay, then, while including both the public and academic aspects of ‘ queer’, will 
focus more on the academic debates, discussions and uses of ‘ queer’, or what has become 
known as ‘ queer theory’. This is both due to the nature of the publication for which this essay 
is written and as a result of the debates that have been created over the use of ‘ queer’ during 
the past few decades. ‘ Queer theory’ has become an important subject of its own, outside of 
social movements and the reinterpretation of academic works.
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The general position here is that queer theory does not represent a separate phenom-
enon from other developments in academia, but follows the track of theory building as it 
reflects changes and trends in the culture of the West and its effect on individual and social 
participation in society. I will argue that queer theory: ( 1) reflects, for many theorists, their 
disappointment with the strategies and outcomes of the resistance movements of the 1960s, 
particularly the role of labour in these movements and ultimately the dismissal of the belief 
in the primacy of labour in the analysis of social change that has been common in radi-
cal movements of resistance; ( 2) evolved, in academic circles in particular, from the iden-
tity positions in which gay and lesbian studies have been grounded to the postmodern and 
 post-  structuralist positions that contend that identity is an ‘ essentialist’ category constraining 
rather than opening up possibilities for the analysis of gender and sexuality; and ( 3) has 
followed the same paths as past social movements into the academy, transforming its status 
as a populist alliance with an activist agenda into the more individualized and  ego-  centred 
realms of university halls and classrooms; resulting in ( 4) the mirroring of the changes in cap-
italism and its evolution into late capitalism ( Mandel 1972), which emphasizes the individual 
and the ‘ self ’ over the collective. The changes in primary foci have important consequences 
for the examination of social change, particularly in the rejection of political economy, while 
often offering isolated reflections on p resent-  day culture and society. In summary, I will 
come back to the significance and implications of these changes for social movements and 
social change, and posit some brief conclusions about queer, queer theory and queer studies, 
and their development and current status.

Historical and intellectual development of queer theory

The anthropologist Eric Wolf ( 1972) succinctly ( and famously) noted in the early 1970s 
that mainstream academic disciplines and the theory they produce are part of and reflect 
the social relations of society, providing analyses that represent and justify the ideologies of 
power. Just as the 1950s had witnessed the development of very conservative and  capitalist- 
 centric theories about economic development ( e.g. Rostow 1961), so the upheaval created by 
the Vietnam War and its incursion into Southeast Asia produced the social movements that 
were born in the 1960s and 1970s, first as a result of the war and the dangers of the ‘ military 
industrial complex’ ( as President Dwight Eisenhower termed it and warned us against as 
he was leaving office), and then more broadly encompassing issues of racism, sexism and 
economic inequality. At the same time, women contended that they had been kept out of 
decision making in Western society, so discussions of social issues also began to encompass 
the concerns of constituencies that had been excluded from academic departments and aca-
demic theory building. Feminist writers in particular changed the landscape of disciplinary 
directions, further reinterpreting classic research and documenting the roles of women in 
society previously ignored, and in the process opening up new ground for analysis. Race, sex 
and class also became central issues as new paradigms were built that included the many cat-
egories omitted or treated as secondary in the standard analyses of social life. Fuelled by the 
general upheaval of the 1960s, the attention paid to differences in sexual desire, gender and 
the cultural construction of gender and sexuality gained prominence in the public sphere 
and in the academy.

In a relatively short period of time, queer theory was established as a major academic 
area of study, integrated into almost all disciplines. This perseverance in academia, how-
ever, has not led to a consensus on what exactly queer theory is or what it represents. In 
its most general sense, queer theory has encouraged a reinterpretation of standard views 
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about peoples and cultures. As such, its development was a reaction: a reaction against 
 non-  inclusion, against marginalization and against discrimination. It was also a reaction 
to the movements of the 1960s and what some judged to be failed theory incorporated 
into the organization of resistance. For many, then, it is simply an objectification of 
resistance to dominant theories and models of social life. For others ( and this is more 
in the public realm), its origins were a statement of an undefined ‘  anti- e stablishment’ 
position that has now become settled in  post-  secondary departments in much the same 
way that past social movements such as women’s studies, A fro-  American studies and the 
more broadly based ‘ ethnic studies’ are now mainstream fields of academic discourse. As 
a result we can now say that queer studies and queer theory are often interchangeable 
in college catalogues. It has become a field of study that is established enough to have 
specialized departmental positions, usually in tandem with fields of inquiry that include 
discussions of sex and gender, and is staffed by faculty obligated by tenure and promotion 
protocols to produce novel ( and published) academic work. Queer theory politicized the 
conditions of everyday life and everyday culture within the academy, but what is meant 
by ‘ politicized’ here is a matter of debate, as we shall see.

The contribution of gay and lesbian and identity studies to queer theory

Gay and lesbian studies grew from the nexus of popular movements. The theory building 
that highlighted devalued populations in the 1970s and 1980s provided substance for the 
institutionalization of programmes in American colleges and universities. What galvanized 
gay and lesbian studies, as Annamarie Jagose ( 1998) suggests, was the constructionist view 
proffered by Foucault that homosexuality is a social, or constructed, phenomenon. In pos-
iting through his History of Sexuality ( 1990) that there were homosexual acts before there 
were homosexual identities, Foucault suggested that the position of gay and lesbians was an 
issue of society and the labelling of behaviour rather than a universalist category of being. 
This concurred, in approach at least, with the many writings of feminists of the 1970s, who 
were arguing that concepts of the universality of male dominance needed to be challenged 
and  re-  evaluated, along with the position of women in the workforce and their role in the 
maintenance of communities ( see the anthropologists Etienne and Leacock 1980; Leacock 
1972, 1981; Nash 1978, 1981; Nash and Safa 1980; Reiter 1975; Ross and Rapp 1977; Safa 
1981, among others).

While gay and lesbian studies, as they developed, provided a framework for under-
standing the social basis of categories and their use in dominant power relations, they 
also provided a space for the development of identity for many faculty and students, and 
others who had previously been bereft of a place in academia to voice their interests and 
concerns. Identity became a topic that united those that had been isolated and enabled 
individuals to find comfort and strength in both feelings and numbers. No longer were 
solitary faculty or confused students left to negotiate their place in their own psycho-
logical realm; the structural availability of institutionalized forums lessened the isola-
tion that had been felt by many. Importantly, this recognition provided available spaces 
where individuals could discuss and organize around similar needs and demands. Like the 
 consciousness- r aising groups of the feminist movement, programmes in gay and lesbian 
studies were more than academic correlates to d iscipline- b ased departments in colleges 
and universities; they also became avenues for personal growth. Academic scholarship also 
flourished. The demand for gay and lesbian studies grew exponentially during the 1980s, 
evidenced by the sheer volume of writing represented in Abolove, Barale and Halperin’s 
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reader ( 1993). But with this productivity in scholarship came new questions about inclu-
siveness and representation.

( Making) queer theory

Like its predecessor, queer theory was born from the idea that more inclusiveness is better 
than less. But the writers of queer theory argue that the categories presented by gay and 
lesbian studies are too narrow to encompass the range of behaviour and sexuality that is 
presented by a wide range of preferences. It was also a product of a development of theory in 
the academy that rejected modernist notions of identity. Thus gay and lesbian studies are an 
area of inquiry, while queer theory became a critique of that inquiry. Queer theory favours 
the deconstruction of categories and the identities that have developed within them. It is thus 
a particular perspective on the place of social construction in those who profess other than 
heterosexual norms ( e.g. gay, lesbian and transsexual), and it is this fact of categorical decon-
struction that defines its approach.

This distinction between queer theory and gay and lesbian studies has become a sub-
ject of debate and discussion among those focusing on gender and identity studies in the 
academy ( e.g. Kirsch 2006; Lovaas, Elia and Yep 2007). Lancaster and di Leonardo ( 1997) 
in their comprehensive introduction to The Gender/ Sexuality Reader felt it necessary to 
use the terminology of gay and lesbian studies rather than queer theory as an identifier of 
scholarship and justified it as an attempt to avoid the debate by using what most academic 
departments termed their courses of study. While not wholly successful, they were able 
to temporarily put aside debates solely focused on nomenclature and the newly popular 
discussions of postmodernism and  post-  structuralism, and centre their volume and dis-
cussion on the gender and sexuality scholarship represented in their reader.

For those dissatisfied with the categories of gay and lesbian studies, however, the intro-
duction of postmodernist and  post-  structuralist writers was a welcome development in the 
debate. According to Edgar and Sedgwick, what demarcates queer theory from its post-
modern and  post-  structuralist foundations is its referral to a range of work ‘ that seeks to 
place sexuality as the centre of concern and as the key category through which other social, 
political, and cultural phenomenon are to be understood’ ( 1999: 321). While this definition 
is now somewhat dated, as the term ‘ queer’ has been applied to almost everything outside 
of the normative realm ( e.g. architecture, space,  science –   see Betsky on ‘ queer space’ as a 
‘ misuse or deformation of a place, an appropriation of the buildings and codes of the city for 
perverse purposes’: 1997: 5), it does denote the beginnings of the use of queer and queer the-
ory within academia. Hogan and Hudson ( 1998: 491) place the beginnings of a queer theory 
with Teresa de Laurentis’s use of the term at a 1989 conference at the University of Califor-
nia, Santa Cruz, and cite Sedgwick’s Between Men ( 1985) and Epistemology of the Closet (1990)
as the scholarly works most closely associated with its acceptance into academia. Certainly 
the publication of Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble ( 1990) signalled the beginnings of an era that 
questioned many of the analyses provided by gay and lesbian studies, and the magnitude of 
her following, complete with dedicated websites, testifies to the power of her philosophical 
inquiry into the nature of gender and its role in p resent-  day cultural phenomena.

   

Queer theory evolved to encompass any analytic strategy used to destabilize and to decon-
struct the categories of everyday use: queer theorists object to statements that denote bound-
aries of any kind. All would seem to agree that the traditional  heterosexual–  homosexual 
binary should be abandoned, and that a third or more ways of describing and analysing sex 
and gender should be proposed. As Jagose puts it as late as 1998,
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queer is very much in the process of formation. . . it is not simply that queer has yet to 
solidify and take on a more consistent profile, but rather that its definitional indetermi-
nacy, its elasticity, is one of its constituent characteristics.

(1998: 2–3)     

This basic description has not changed in the years that have followed. David Halperin had 
earlier suggested that even its designation is suspect, for ‘ Once conjoined with “ theory”. . . 
queer loses its offensive, vilifying tonality and subsides into a harmless generic qualifier, 
designating one of the multiple departments of academic theory’ ( 1995: 32). The principle of 
queer, then, became the dissembling of common beliefs about categories in general, from 
the representation of gender in film, literature and music to their placement in the social and 
physical sciences to the queering of space, while the activity of queer became the ‘ queering’ 
of culture, ranging from the reinterpretation of characters in novels and cinema to the de-
construction of historical analyses. As activity we have seen the assertion of ‘ queer’ identities, 
notably held as lesbian, gay, transgender, bisexual and transsexual, as variants of human be-
haviour that have rights on their own terms. As theory ‘ queer’s’ derivation from postmodern-
ism and  post-  structuralism leads to the rejection of all categorizations as necessarily produced 
by dominant ‘ regulatory regimes’. It situates the individual as the unfettered self, separate 
from claims that would limit its definition.

If the beginnings of queer theory are to be found in the perceived limitations of institu-
tionalized gay and lesbian studies, its momentum has had a paradoxical outcome. The activity 
of queer has been a predominately public phenomenon. Social movements have retaken queer 
as a form of resistance, producing categories of identity that can be used as a basis for collective 
action. On the other hand, queer as theory, in postmodern and  post-  structuralist terms, has 
rejected the very notion of categories, narrowing the inquiry to the individual self rather than 
the social field, and thus mirroring, as we shall see, the development of late capitalism as it has 
developed primarily in the West, and specifically the United States, during the past 50 years.

Principal contributions: theory and politics

Lancaster and di Leonardo ( 1997) in the continuation of their discussion of gay and lesbian 
studies and the postmodernism of queer theory in The Gender/ Sexuality Reader note that

In the course of the 1980s, a substantial current of gender and sexuality studies withdrew 
to a narrow, disengaged, and frequently idealistic conception of social construction-
ism. Postmodernism habitually and synecdochically misidentified Marxism and political 
economy with older, reductionist, mechanistic schools of thought. . . and thus often sim-
ply ignored p olitical- e conomic contexts in their writing. Ironically, it was in the same 
decade that work in political economy became increasingly historically sophisticated. . . 
and took on culture, language, race and gender as key analytic categories.

( di Leonardo and Lancaster 1997: 4)

Likewise, Mark Lilla, in an attempt to explain the popularity of queer theory and postmod-
ernism in the United States as opposed to Europe, where its influence was not as evident, 
argued in an influential article in The New York Review of Books that

the beleaguering fact of the holocaust, the failure of  post-  colonial experiments in Africa 
and Asia, the collapse of the Soviet bloc, and the aftermath of the struggles of 1968 left 
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French radicals seriously doubting their premises. [On the other hand] [t]hese same 
events have had no appreciable effect on American intellectual life, for the simple reason 
that they pose no challenge to our own  self-  understanding. . . That the  anti- h umanism 
and politics of pure will latent in structuralism and deconstruction. . . are philosophically 
and practically incompatible with liberal principles sounds like an annoying prejudice.

(1998: 41)  

In agreement with the analyses cited earlier, I have argued ( Kirsch 2000) that this difference 
between gay and lesbian studies and queer theory is, in part, generational. Gay and lesbian 
studies developed from the movements for voice and identity that were prominent during 
the 1960s and 1970s, when many oppressed and  de-  valued sectors of the population were 
rising up to claim their place and their validity in society. These assertions corresponded 
with worldwide movements for independence, where the logic of colonialism was chal-
lenged and new regimes demanded that policy and governance be derived from indigenous 
sources, challenging the dominant ideologies of colonial powers. Some of these results were 
disappointing. Just as freedom from colonial powers did not automatically dissolve the rela-
tionships of power that oppressed groups, as well as whole populations, were subjected to, 
the movements for voice and recognition in the ( primarily) Western capitalist countries were 
not as inclusive as the intentions that drove their growth. It became clear that the dominant 
social relations of the society at large were also in play inside social movements. Women, 
people of colour and those with sexual orientations other than heterosexual ones were often 
closed out of d ecision-  making processes in organizations that were overwhelmingly domi-
nated by a ‘ white and male’ leadership. Reacting to these differences in recognition, many 
dissident factions declared these movements invalid. The Students for a Democratic Society 
( SDS) is but one poignant example of an organization that ultimately dissolved because of 
struggles over inclusion, voice and direction. Queer theory, while developed by a generation 
of academics who experienced the tumultuous movements of this period, has primarily been 
trumpeted by a generation of students that has not witnessed a social movement. Perhaps, 
too, their attraction is due in part to queer theory’s insistence on the impossibility of identity, 
and to the reality that our versions of ourselves change regularly, and for younger students 
even more often. The pull of queer theory is often a declaration of independence and of a 
unique position, what Castells ( 1997) has referred to as a ‘ resistance identity’. These students 
have not yet formulated a ‘ project identity’, where, as Castells notes, ‘ social actors, on the 
basis of whatever cultural materials are available to them, build a new identity that redefines 
their position in society, and by doing so, seek the transformation of the social structure’ 
( Castells 1997: 43; Kirsch 2000: 7). Queer theory, then, is a combination of social influences 
that have been given shape over time by representatives of the academy and a generation that 
has not actively engaged in social struggle. That it has been presented as a radical alternative 
to gay and lesbian studies is a paradox that will be further explored here in an attempt to 
elucidate the challenges we now face in countering the recent depoliticalization of the gay 
and lesbian rights movement. Given the current condition of the world economy and the 
recurrent employment and education crises that are now occurring across the globe, this 
historical phenomenon may quickly change.

The perspective of society: queer theory, postmodernity and late capitalism

As I have suggested, queer theory stems from movements in academic theory that developed 
after the upheavals of the 1960s, specifically postmodernism and p ost-  structuralism. The 
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‘ post’ of postmodernism and  post- s tructuralism supposes something after, beyond what has 
already been experienced and accomplished. It is both a theoretical and a historical descrip-
tion. As the literary critic Terry Eagleton has so concisely summed it up, ‘ postmodernity’

has real material conditions: it springs from an historical, ephemeral, decentralized 
world of technology, consumerism and the culture industry, in which the service, fi-
nance, and information industries triumph over traditional manufacture, and classical 
class politics yield ground to a diffuse range of ‘ identity politics.’ Postmodernism is a 
style of culture which reflects something of this epochal change, in a depthless, decen-
tered, ungrounded,  self- r eflexive, playful, derivative, eclectic pluralistic art which blurs 
the boundaries between ‘ high’ and ‘ popular’ culture, as well as between art and e very- 
day experience.

(1997: vii)
 

 

‘ Postmodernity’, then, is part of what Mandel ( 1972) has termed ‘ late capitalism’, and post-
modernism is a reflection of this era. It has destabilized everyday experience and with it the 
identity politics that characterizes much of gay and lesbian studies. In doing so, it has pro-
jected a view of experience and change that is very much in sync with the realities of the 
dominant ideologies of the present period. The thesis here is that queer theory is a reflection 
of this period, part of the ideological underpinnings of capitalist relations of production. As 
these connections are elucidated, Wolf ’s ( 1972) paradigm that theory is very much the prod-
uct of the period in which it is written becomes an important baseline for analysis.

We know that in capitalist societies those in power are in control of the means and rewards 
of production. They are the same individuals and classes that effect the production of what 
we call the dominant culture, the nexus of relationships and ideas that condition the way that 
members of society act in accordance with the rules and structure that govern social func-
tioning. Capitalism has produced the ideal of the individual as separate and s elf-  sustaining, a 
position that enhances the role of the self in determining consciousness and action.

Mandel ( 1972) argued that late capitalism is a period where advances in the attempt to 
increase profit are centred on the use and further development of technology to automate 
everyday actions and the labour that has historically prevented the unfettered flow of capital 
accumulation through class struggle. In late capitalist terms, the individual is presented as the 
basic unit of production, consumption and indeed being.

Essential criticisms and debates, contested concepts

The focus on the individual as physical unit has produced an ideology in which individuals 
are viewed, in cultural terms, as successful when they are able to obtain the goods and services 
that distinguish them from their peers and those with lesser status ( Bourdieu 1982). But ideas 
do not operate as contained entities any more than individuals do; their genesis is elsewhere, 
in the social relations of society that provide the foundation for their development. The ide-
ology that rationalizes capitalist relations is experienced by the individual as the necessity for 
furthering personal status. The ability to contribute and to reap the rewards of these relations 
is dependent on class position and location; the ideal presented in the construction of social 
norms is the achievement of those marks of status that define the successful individual, and 
can be achieved through the purchase of goods. Capitalist ideology has focused on the in-
dividual as seller of labour power, and late capitalism has intensified that focus in the realms 
of both exchange and consumption. In turn, sexuality and desire have become massively 
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consumerized. Roland Barthes ( 1990) showed us that ‘ the look’ is more important than the 
act itself. But what does this mean as a unit of analysis? The creation of ideal behaviour in cap-
italist societies is basic to social control. The ability to obtain commodities fixes energy on the 
acquisition of things as perceived needs. This, of course, does not rule out a rejection of the 
creation of need; but it does lead to inequalities that are reinforced by the very act of striving.

The integration of advertising and consumerism into the psyche is a m ulti-  layered process, 
mediated by a dominant ‘  culture-  ideology’ ( Sklair 1991: 297). The seeding of the uncon-
scious by social processes such as advertising acts to mask the etiology of desire, sexual or 
otherwise, which underpins consumer culture.

Queer theory has not addressed the attempts at the creation of uniformity in needs and 
desires. What the history of advertising shows is that you can appeal to the queer community 
without condoning individual or group behaviour. While the human need for community 
enhances the drive for conformity, the realization of the generalized n on- a cceptance and 
‘ otherness’ of queerness fuels arguments for difference as an expression of resistance, while, at 
the same time, it extols the desire to normalize and consume, evoking courses of action that 
often result in the buying of uniforms rather than the celebrating of difference.

Communities, both geographic and spatial, have historically acted as agents of resistance 
to exogenous forces that would transform their role as centres of daily physical and emotional 
maintenance for individuals, kinship units and groups. The aim of the capitalist engagement 
of the social realm, then, is the creation of the  ego-  centred individual and the destruction 
of communities as places of mutual support and resistance. The abstractions inherent in the 
foundation of queer theory as e go-  centred, while this is not a stated goal, support this mana-
gerial variable in the search for cheap labour and the conflicts inherent in the managerial con-
trol over capital and labour. In more recent times, transnational corporations have responded 
to the ability of communities to resist outside domination by actively fighting their influence 
on social life, and indeed their very existence. In the face of conflict, these transnational 
corporations have moved their production to other areas where communities and unions 
are less organized. In the 1970s the mass movement of factories from stable communities 
to less situated areas where communities did not exist often forced wage seekers to travel 
to the worksite. The movement of corporations offshore serves to provide, at least initially, 
 resistance-  free factories. These are calculated strategies to counter incipient organization.

The separation of worker from both product and community affects every aspect of daily 
living and emotional life. But there is resistance to attempts to destroy solidarity on the part 
of outside and global forces. As Jeffrey Weeks tells us, geographic communities can even act as 
barricades against the attempt to enforce hegemony. Emotional communities – whether they 
are produced by similarities based on sex, gender, race or c lass – s  erve as centres of identifi-
cation: spaces where individuals realize that there are others like themselves and that provide 
a counter to the alienation caused by rejection and discrimination ( Weeks 1985). Commu-
nities can thus provide alternatives to the goals of capitalist production. These movements of 
resistance cannot be accounted for in queer theory as the abstract individual cannot include 
how individuals form variants of ‘ communitas’ as a counter to alienation. The social aspect of 
humanness works against the isolation, no matter the skills of those capitalist managers who 
attempt to dominate the mechanisms of the reproduction of society.

    

Further connecting with the tenets of queer theory, Jameson has proposed that the concept 
of alienation in late capitalism has been replaced with fragmentation ( 1991: 14). Fragmentation 
highlights the increased separation of people from one another and from geographic place that is 
now occurring. It is located in a generalized and growing lack of cultural affect that distinguishes 
our present period from our past. Which is not to say, in Jameson’s words, that ‘ the cultural 
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products of the postmodern era are utterly devoid of feeling, but rather that such f eelings –  
 which it may be better and more accurate, following J.F. Lyotard, to call “ intensities” –   are 
particularly free flowing and impersonal’ ( 1991: 16). Here, many postmodernists and p ost- 
 structuralists argue, is the disappearance of the individual as subject. Yet what is really com-
pleted with this disappearance is the objectification of the individual as alone and incomparable. As 
the idea of difference becomes embedded in culture it also becomes more abstract:

What we must now ask ourselves is whether it is precisely this  semi-  autonomy of the 
cultural sphere that has been destroyed by the logic of late capitalism. Yet to argue 
that culture today no longer enjoys the relative autonomy it once enjoyed at one level 
among others in earlier moments of capitalism ( let alone in precapitalist societies) is not 
necessarily to imply its disappearance or extinction. Quite the contrary; we must go 
on to affirm that the autonomous sphere of culture throughout the social realm, to the 
point at which everything in our social  life – f  rom economic value and state power to 
practices and to the very structure of the psyche i tself –  c an be said to become ‘ cultural’ 
in some original and yet untheorized sense. This proposition is, however, substantially 
quite consistent with the previous diagnosis of a society of the image or simulacrum and 
a transformation of the ‘ real’ into so many pseudeoevents.

(  Jameson 1991: 48)

The fragmentation of social life repeats itself in the proposal that sexuality and gender are 
separate and autonomous from bureaucratic state organization, as queer theory indirectly 
proposes. If, as in Jameson’s terms, differences can be equated, then this should not pose a 
problem for the mobilization of resistance to inequality. However, as postmodernist and 
 post-  structuralist writers ( and therefore queer theorists) assume a position that this equation 
is impossible and undesirable, then the dominant modes of power will prevail without analy-
sis or opposition. The danger, of course, is that, while we concentrate on decentring identity, 
we succeed in promoting the very goals of global capitalism that work against the formation 
of communities or provide the means to destroy those that already exist, and with them any 
hope for political action.

Queer theory and the building of communities

For those that are not included in traditional sources of community  building –   in particular, 
 kinship- b ased  groupings – t  he building of an ‘ affectional community. . . must be as much 
a part of our political movement as are campaigns for civil rights’ ( Weeks 1985: 176). This 
building of communities requires identification. If we cannot recognize traits that form the 
bases of our relationships with others, how then can communities be built? The preoccu-
pation of Lyotard and Foucault, as examples, with the overwhelming power of ‘ master nar-
ratives’ posits a conclusion that emphasizes individual resistance and that ironically ends up 
reinforcing the ‘ narrative’ itself.

Ellen Wood ( 1986) argues that the production of postmodernist and p ost-  structuralist 
theory is based on unacknowledged but specific class interests. A class analysis means

a comprehensive analysis of social relations and power. . . based on a historical/ materialist 
principle which places the relations of production at the center of social life and regards 
their exploitative character as the root of social and political oppression.

( Wood 1986: 14)
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Such an analysis does not mean overlooking ‘ the differences which express the social forma-
tion’, as Marx puts it, nor a mechanistic materialism, but it maintains that oppression finds its 
most extreme and violent expression through economic exploitation and alienation ( Marx 
1978: 247; Stabile 1994: 48). Stabile further critiques postmodernist theory as

those forms of critical theory that rely upon an uncritical and idealist focus on the dis-
cursive constitution of ‘ the real,’ a positivistic approach to the notion of ‘ difference’ and 
a marked lack of critical attention to the context of capitalism and their own locations 
within processes of production and reproduction.

(1994: 52)  

She continues:

against the Marxist centrality of class struggle, and in an ironic if unintentional mir-
roring of the mercurial nature of capitalism, Michel Foucault argues: ‘ But if it is against 
power that one struggles, then all those who acknowledge it as intolerable can begin the 
struggle wherever they find themselves and in terms of their own activity ( or passivity)’.

( Stabile 1994: 49)

It cannot be overemphasized that capitalism creates divisions. The individual is separated 
from the group in fact: not only is labour power embodied in individuals as commodities 
bought and sold to produce profit, but capitalism is threatened by collectives for the very rea-
son that groups and communities form the basis for resistance to the unequal distribution of 
the rewards of labour. The task of those managing controlling interests is thus to disentangle 
such units into their constituent individual parts. The defining aspect of class struggle under 
capitalism has been the creation and destruction of communities and the control over labour 
that results. The separation of the individual from society further serves the attempt to divide 
individuals from each other.

As individuals, we all wrestle with modes of social power that influence how we see 
ourselves and, in turn, influence our ability to react, defend and assert ourselves. Whether 
we identify as workers, gays and lesbians, queers, colonial subjects or racial minorities, there 
is a commonality in the way in which capitalism invokes these categories to maintain ideo-
logical hegemony. But recognizing the ideological means through which categorization and 
oppression operate does not negate the material foundations of their development. The ideo-
logical realm cannot be changed unless the economic basis for its generation is challenged 
and changed.

The connection of queer theory to social change in the 1960s

The initial entrance of social issues into the academy happened during the height of the 
1960s, and this was an exciting period. Faculty and students were involved in social change 
and oriented their research towards societal transformation. For the first time, they were suc-
cessful in involving the universities and federal funding agencies in supporting this research, 
which resulted in many books and monographs questioning the prevailing ideas of the day. 
These changes and movements were taking place in both public and private universities 
and forums. Students and faculty strikes closed down universities at elite institutions such as 
Columbia and Yale in the United States, for example, just as they shut down public univer-
sities such as the campuses of the University of California and the University of Michigan. 
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These movements gave voice to those previously underrepresented in academic departments 
and centres of power. Women were given voice for the first time in university power struc-
tures; vulnerable peoples were found writing about their experiences and having their views 
published along with public intellectuals whose intention it was to engage the society at large 
in the contributions of change. France in 1968 is probably the most famous of the movements 
that changed society and academic realities, but the massive changes in US education and 
cultural attitudes towards any number of aspects of daily living were also a result of this pe-
riod of substantive transformation.

Much has changed since that time. What was substantially missing during the social 
movements of the 1960s and 1970s and the changes in the disciplines that resulted from these 
movements was sustained theoretical debate, or for that matter a unified school of thought. 
Particularly in the United States, these movements were more cultural than actually trans-
formative in nature. They rarely engaged working men and women and thus the productive 
side of social relations, even if the theory generated included an engaged labour movement 
as necessary for fundamental change. Instead, they concentrated on questioning prevailing 
beliefs and cultural practices that had been dominant until that time.

Queer theory as academic movement and subject

Because there were no sustained theoretical foundations, however, l ong- t erm change was easily 
thwarted by incorporation. Universities easily institutionalized questions of identity and social 
change: departments that now were named A fro-  American studies, Asian studies, women’s 
studies, gay and lesbian studies, colonial and postcolonial studies, and so on all institutionalized 
the resistance that had resulted in social movements and transformed them into academic sub-
jects and departments. Many of the leaders of these movements became academic faculty mem-
bers and thus obligated to publish or perish, to enter the academic arena and play the game in 
the hope of keeping their employment. While their subject matter still contained the language 
of resistance, their writing and daily living belied their new status. Security has its benefits.

While this change was occurring, the society at large was undergoing a major alteration 
that was making both governments and peoples more conservative, while globalization re-
sulted in new strategies for capitalist managers to accumulate capital. As an example, in the 
United States, what is now referred to as the Rust B elt –  t he area of the country that used to 
be populated by steel and iron  plants –   became deindustrialized as multinational companies 
found cheaper and less resistant labour first in other parts of the country and finally in other 
countries entirely.

Through movement, deskilling and the destruction of communities and through forced 
labour, capitalist managers attempt to maximize their positions. In the present era of global-
ization, the current processes of  neo-  liberalism have substantially weakened the government 
and public  sectors – t  he very sectors that have traditionally overseen and funded public ed-
ucation. As wages drop as a result of global competition, politicians win office by promising 
to cut back on government intervention and taxes; the reigning ideology is that it is the gov-
ernment’s spending practices that are causing the problems of everyday life and the instability 
of families, not the constructions of capitalist competition that have transformed formerly 
industrial areas into l ow-  paid service economies or regions of u nder-   and  non-  employment. 
Communities struggle to exist as basic services are cut, particularly in urban areas, where 
primary and secondary education have already been reduced to ruins.

Many leaders of the movements in the 1960s became discouraged and even bitter that 
societal change on a fundamental level had not been achieved, and the constituents of these 
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movements found themselves at a crossroads concerning why their actions had failed. Many 
activists turned against resistant action, looking for other theory and explanations of how 
society works and how individuals might find themselves adapting to what already exists. 
Importantly, movement theorists turned against Marx and political economy, which they 
saw as the problem in the variables that made up the methods considered during these times 
of mass resistance. The most visible of the various movements’ leaders joined academic de-
partments, looking for space to r e-  think their past and their beliefs. These former vocal 
leaders believed that the ‘ war’ had been lost, and the 1980s and 1990s witnessed a substan-
tially more conservative era, where consuming became more important than production and 
thought more important than action. But as Terry Eagleton puts it:

what if this defeat never really happened in the first place? What if it was less a matter of the 
left rising up and being forced back, than of a steady disintegration, a gradual failure of 
nerve, a creeping paralysis? What if the confrontation never quite took place, but people 
behaved as if it did?

( 1997: 19, original emphasis)

Further developments and the growth of queer theory

Thus during the 1980s and 1990s members of the feminist, gay, lesbian and queer communi-
ties began to express doubt that Marxism and the debates around Marxist theory and practice 
could adequately address their experiences. Was this phenomenon due to the writings of 
Marx himself, or to crudely interpreted understandings of Marx? The objection to Marxism, 
for many postmodern and  post-  structural writers, provoked a bitter backlash against Marx 
and Marxism as a mode of analysis and as a basis for political programmes. The vehemence 
expressed suggests that more is at work here than a simple challenge to what has been judged 
as outdated theory. Marxism was blamed for the failure of all hope for a revolution of both 
the cultural and the productive forces. Whatever the actual genesis, even critiques of capital-
ism have become passé. Marxism has been discharged as a whole, often by those who have 
not read Marx or engaged Marxist scholarship in debate.

For queer theory, what needs to be explored are the implications of this shift away from 
Marxism and social movements. Much of the theory that claims postmodernism and  post- 
 structuralism as its forebears has substantially dismissed phenomena that create the basis for 
gender inequality and the divisions of identity that we encounter today. To understand gender 
inequality, gender division and indeed inequality in general, it is necessary to explore modes 
of reproduction that appear to us as a given, but are in fact particular historical processes.

Changes in the social organization of production and reproduction have necessarily in-
cluded changes in the relationships among sexes, genders, families and communities. Women, 
and by extension queers and other minorities, have been left out of the social core of social 
analyses, which has led to continuing distortions about their roles in, and integration with, 
society ( Leacock 1981: 13).

From collective identity politics to abstract individualism

Queer identities are tied to the practice of capitalism. The competition for cheap wage la-
bour, as essential to a competitive capitalism, became predominant during the nineteenth 
century, and with it a separation from household economies where families primarily became 
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units of reproduction. Families became essential for the socialization of children and creation 
of a personal life that fitted with the needs of capitalist consumption, and became largely 
disconnected from the necessity of wage labour. As an example, D’Emilio ( 1997) shows that 
the Puritans did not specifically condemn s ame-  sex relationships; they merely prohibited all 
sexual acts outside marriage. The American colonists had no categories to describe gay and 
lesbian people or their relationships. Like the trade associations of the nineteenth century that 
enacted ritualized ceremonies to discourage marriage when it would disrupt social relations, 
colonial Massachusetts enacted laws that prohibited unmarried individuals from living out-
side the family structure ( Oaks in D’Emilio 1997: 172). In an economy where children were 
necessary to accomplish household production, the threat posed by relationships that might 
challenge the stability of family life rendered  extra- m arital relationships unconscionable, 
since they had the potential fundamentally to undermine the ability of families to sustain 
themselves.

Likewise, responding to the necessity for family production, Christianity in Britain con-
demned procreation outside marriage. As the basis for household production broke down, 
however, this necessity became less urgent and with it came a separation of procreation from 
sexuality. The family continued to represent stability, while the freedom of individuals to 
pursue sexual desire outside heterosexuality could lead, it was reasoned, to deviant socializa-
tion and unsustainable forms of labour participation. Homosexuality, prostitution and even 
masturbation came into popular lore as working against the family and against the state. 
Sexual freedom was still a threat to competitive capitalism, for wage labourers still needed 
to be socialized and reproduced. Thus, the spending of semen for reasons other than procre-
ation has been, since early industrialization, synonymous with moral failure, draining the 
energy needed for work. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries it was a common 
explanation for why businesses failed, and why immigrants were unable to adapt to ‘ modern’ 
working conditions. The individual became the centre of attention, and moral character a 
primary goal.

The history of this logic can still be found in contemporary popular culture, in the folk-
lore that players should not have sex before a sports game, for example, because it hinders 
performance in the same way that people should not carelessly ‘ spend’ money. The primacy 
of the relationship between people and wage  labour – m  an and  machine – r  eplaced the pri-
macy of the productive labour essential to familial endeavours like the family farm.

The changes in productive relations that occurred with the rise of competitive capitalism 
and industrialization transformed the social sphere in every area. Not only was the family no 
longer the primary contributor to society as a productive unit, but the expansion of capital, 
both locally and globally through colonial subjugation, opened up new fields of inquiry and 
ideologies that rationalized the dominance of  nation-  states over others.

For instance, medicalization, as Foucault reasoned, became a relationship of domination, 
a way of positioning difference as abnormal, through the creation of an ‘ ordered system of 
knowledge’ ( 1990: 69). With medicalization came definitions of racial categorization. Sexism 
and racism developed in tandem, allowing the managers of colonialism to rationalize the 
difficulty of rule with reports of, for example, ‘ oversexed females with protruding buttocks’ 
( in Sommerville 1997). In this same period, eugenics was becoming the science of the day; 
race and intelligence were becoming known primarily in the laboratories of evolution and 
genetics rather than through the analyses of change in social systems.

With the spread of transnational companies and corporations without borders, we have 
reached a new stage of attempted hegemonic control. The shift from the extraction of goods 
and services by the advanced capitalist countries from ‘ other’ economies to a concentration 
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on the usurpation of energy in both nature and labour in those countries has transformed 
the relationships among populations and within communities worldwide. The s peed-  up of 
production, the forced migration of individuals and families for work, and the continuing 
destruction of natural resources all have a profound effect on the access to resources that 
make s elf-  realization possible. Women and the l ower-  paid segments of the labour force are 
the primary targets of transnational corporations seeking the lowest labour costs ( see Safa 
1981). This current expansion is strikingly similar, particularly with regard to the position 
of women and minorities, to that which took place in the industrialization of America and 
Europe during the nineteenth century ( Nash and  Fernandez- K elly 1983: xi). The difference 
now is that the traditional role of the man as labourer has been reversed in the productive 
process. Women around the world are now the majority of workers involved in industrial 
production, as the productive process has been feminized with lower wages and less resistant 
unions. This has left men in their traditional roles as ‘ providers’ ( true or not) ideologically 
out of cycle with growing families and family organization, often causing men to leave in 
search of employment or simply s elf-  esteem and leaving many kin groups without males or 
fathers altogether.

The movements of the 1960s in the United States and Europe were correlated, impor-
tantly, with the movements of colonial peoples who demanded their freedoms and their 
voice in the determination of their own lives. These a nti- c olonial and independence move-
ments acted as examples for a generation of students and workers who saw the possibilities 
of gaining control of their own labour and their own bodies. With the transformation in 
the possibilities for the control of one’s own labour came the possibilities for a new culture 
of sexuality, freedom, cultural expression and control over time. The sexual revolution in 
particular transformed the lives of whole populations as experimentation and devotion to 
other than heterosexual relationships became more accepted, if not normalized, at least in 
the major cities of the West.

The further connection of queer theory to postmodern  
and post-structural analyses     

The rejection of Marx, of leadership and of collective activity is perhaps what best defines 
the political aspect of postmodernism and  post-  structuralism. Although Foucault and Bau-
drillard, as well as Derrida, Barthes, Lacan and L yotard – t  he most widely recognized of the 
postmodern and p ost-  structuralist  theorists –   all participated in the politics of the left, it was 
this participation that demoralized their sense of political struggle. Rejecting class as a cate-
gory was of particular interest to theorists such as Baudrillard, who saw no progress in what 
he had thought was the advocating of class struggle in left politics. As he and others saw it, if 
class was simply the b y-  product of an elusive category of capital, then as a category in itself 
it had little meaning. It is a ‘ universalist and rationalist concept’, and Baudrillard tells us that 
‘ When the structure is reversed and the proletarian class triumphs, as in the East, nothing 
changes profoundly, as we know, in social relations’ ( 1975: 168). Using China and Vietnam 
as examples of proletarian failure was an odd addition to the discourse of left politics, but one 
that fitted the overall change in the orientation of theory.

The broad influence of this reworking of analysis and the rejection of 1960s politics ( and 
the failure of its promises) finds its way into a critique of the ‘ fetishism of labour’ with Bau-
drillard’s The Mirror of Production ( 1975), where the entire concept of production as a basis 
for social reproduction is dismissed. For Baudrillard, the ‘ code’ of social life provides the 
meaning for commodities and consumption, not the act of labour that Marx argued that 
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commodities embody. The code defines who speaks and who does not, who is heard and who 
is silenced. Production becomes a d iscourse –   in his words, ‘ a productivist discourse’ ( 1975: 
18) – l  ike all others; it is signified by the code that embraces it, the ‘ dominant scheme’ that 
determines its definition.

For Baudrillard and his peers, the way people view themselves in contemporary culture 
is a result of what they do: we are taught to believe that we are to achieve, and achievement 
is the end result of what we produce, rather than production being the end result of what 
we achieve. In other words, Baudrillard has turned Marx on his head. He uses the analogy 
of Lacan’s ‘ mirror stage’, where the outside is reflected into consciousness and consciousness 
is reflected onto the outside, concluding that ‘ Production, labor, value, everything in which 
an objective emerges and through which man recognizes himself  objectively –  [ this] is the 
imaginary’ ( 1975: 19). Thus production and political economy were rejected as a starting 
point for investigating social systems, from  pre-  capitalist ‘ primitive [sic]’ to those of the 
present. To prove his point,  Baudrillard –     incorrectly –   accuses the French anthropologist 
Maurice Godelier of superimposing categories of production onto p re- c apitalist societies, 
just as he accuses Marx of reifying production as basic to human existence.

From Foucault and Baudrillard we see the development of a turn from ‘ objective’ circum-
stances to  self-  reflection, an important precept of queer theory. Perhaps it can be once again 
explained that the perceived failures of the labour movement in the late 1960s generated this 
 self-  reflection, not only in the political arena of action and programme but in the doubting 
of all that can be called ‘ truth’.  Self-  reflection involves our consciousness and an ability of our 
consciousness to define activity. If we do not believe that there exists an analysis of the truth, 
then failure is not of consequence.

For the postmodernists and the  post-  structuralists this  self-  reflection is superimposed onto 
previous categories of grand schemes and metanarratives. These are dismissed along with the 
universalism of the modernist period, a universalism, as found in Marx and political econ-
omy, that in their view did not achieve the liberation of its subjects or peoples. As Baudrillard 
sums up, ‘ The liberation of the productive forces is confused with the liberation of man: is 
this a revolutionary formula or that of political economy itself ?’ ( 1975: 23). As for historical 
materialism:

not only have the categories of historical materialism no meaning outside our own so-
ciety, but perhaps in a fundamental way they no longer have any meaning for us. . . Historical 
materialism prohibits itself from seeing this. It is incapable of thinking the process of 
ideology, of culture, of language, of the symbolic in general. It misses the point not only 
with regard to primitive societies, but it also fails to account for the radicality of the sep-
aration in our societies, and therefore the radicality of the subversion that grows there.

( 1975: 109, original emphasis)

Without discussing the very significant errors that Baudrillard makes in interpreting the de-
cades of work of anthropologists and other social scientists who devoted their careers to the 
analysis of the origins of stratification and political power, and in which his lack of training 
and acquaintance with the subject matter becomes clear ( and his ignoring of classic work 
embarrassing), Foucault, Baudrillard and their colleagues position power in the spoken word, 
which they believe regulates social activity. The analysis is linguistic rather than materialis-
tic, a position that Maurice Bloch ( 1977) has brilliantly summarized in his own analysis of 
the genesis of knowledge. As the critique of Marx and political economy is what best de-
fines the political aspect of postmodernism and  post-  structuralism, we can fairly assume that 
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emancipation must come from within, and the within is constituted by language. What they 
all have in common is the belief that the proletariat is not a revolutionary grouping capable 
of challenging capitalism.

The possibility of future developments: 
reconsidering Marx and political economy

But with these ideas we must return to a basic understanding of the root of exploitation, the 
misuse of the environment, the abuse of labour and the genesis of sexual and gender oppres-
sion. For despite views to the contrary, we are still dealing with class oppositions today, just 
as we were at the beginnings of capitalism, and during the development of the ‘ old’ social 
movements. The facts of exploitation and the means by which basic human needs are met 
have not changed except in the forms in which these processes have significantly evolved. 
Human consciousness is itself realized, as Martyn Lee comments, ‘ objectified in the ma-
terial products of labor. . . that is why the object of  labor –   the material  artifact –   holds a 
central place in the determination of the ontological health of individuals and society in 
general’ ( 1992: 43). Which is to say that there is a reality found in the labour processes as 
part of social relations to the reproduction of self and others that cannot be reduced to 
language. A politics that does not assume that social change must be oriented towards a 
confrontation with the very nature of the social structure is not a politics at all. Labour, as 
sensuous activity, as Marx termed it, is a human phenomenon: it encompasses both the means 
by which we create ourselves and the ways by which we experience the world. The post-
modernists and  post- s tructuralists confuse the complex mechanisms by which humans re-
produce themselves with the more limiting determinants of ideas and consciousness. Marx 
and his cohorts, including Adam Smith, saw labour and the market as crucial to the envi-
sioning of how society functions, and how humans are able to obtain the basic necessities 
for living. In the process, they did not dismiss the more abstract and complex organization 
of the human mind. While Marx and Engels did emphasize the role of reproduction in the 
maintenance of society, of labour as an activity integral to human being, it was not meant 
to minimize the role of humans as social animals who create culture and therefore create 
themselves. As Marx famously states, ‘ Circumstances make men just as men make circum-
stance’ ( 1939: 29). The statement reflects a methodology that is dialectical rather than linear, 
and, as Mészaros puts it,

here we come to a crucial question: the complexity of Marx’s dialectical methodology. In 
a mechanical conception there is no  clear-  cut line of demarcation between ‘ determined’ 
and its ‘ determinants.’ Not so within the framework of dialectical methodology. In 
terms of the latter, although the economic foundations of capitalist society constitute 
the ‘ ultimate determinants’ of the social being of its classes, these ‘ ultimate determinants’ 
are at the same time also ‘determined determinants.’ In other words, Marx’s assertions 
about the ontological significance of economics become meaningful only if we are able 
to grasp his idea of ‘complex interactions’ in the most varied fields of human activity. 
Accordingly, the various institutional and intellectual manifestations of human life are 
not simply ‘built upon’ an economic basis, but also actively structure the latter through 
the immensely intricate and relatively autonomous structure of their own ‘ Economic 
determinations’ that do not exist outside the historically changing complex of specific 
mediations, including the most ‘spiritual’ ones.

( 1971: 145, original emphasis)

 

  

  

 



281

Queer theory

Of paradoxes, theory and politics, or the future of the discussion

The past movements for sexual, gender, racial and lifestyle equality are closely tied to current 
concepts of difference, acceptance and assimilation. Contention within the new left move-
ments of the earlier period and the a ge-  related experience of differing generations threw 
into relief the need for an appreciation of the nature of difference. A lack of a clear vision, 
coupled with the current social climate that dismisses the analysis of class struggle, however, 
heightened this awareness to a fault. The priority of ‘ awareness’ over organization has often 
rendered calls for collective action impotent. At the same time, c apital-  intensive corporations 
have been at the forefront of a worldwide expansion that has changed the character of social 
life, ideologically blurring material distinctions in the workplace and providing a real threat 
to the organization of resistance. Also, it cannot be forgotten that now over 80 per cent of the 
world’s population does not have adequate access to clean water; most are living on under $2 
a day, and over half of the American population is living at or under the poverty level. These 
questions matter, and a focus on the self is not a political position.

Within these circumstances, queer theory is a unique phenomenon. It is both a conse-
quence of and a reaction to these movements, and it paradoxically reflects the elements of 
the period of late capitalism that were rapidly transforming the members of social groups 
into individual beings focused on the self. But it emerged with the partially transformative 
movements of the 1960s, with their calls for equality and at least participation in social affairs, 
and for many an a nti-  capitalist stance. Even the name was an appropriation of a derogatory 
term that was turned on its head as activists demanded their equality. What then happened 
is the result of many factors, some of which I have tried to cover in this brief essay. But here 
most importantly, we need to go back to Wolf ’s remarks about theory being a product of the 
era in which it is developed. Queer theory evolved from a radical notion of  self-  actualization 
and participation to an isolationist stance that labour was an erroneous variable of analysis, 
and the analysis of identification, experience and mobilization was an ‘ essentialist’ project, 
denying the individual their right to n on- e ngagement with the political world. The anthro-
pologist June Nash, in her analysis of the Zapatista uprising in Chiapas, Mexico, has stated 
that she welcomes the labelling of her work as ‘ essentialist’, as it truly represented the collec-
tive experience of communities whose worlds were being militarily challenged, and whose 
experience was indeed similar, acting as a basis for organization ( Nash 2001, and personal 
correspondence).

I have tried to explain the disappointments of the 1960s as a catalyst for a search for 
other ways to view individual life, or more accurately the life of the self. In the process, and 
paradoxically, the individual, and more concretely the self, became the focus of both late 
capitalism and the theory generated within its boundaries, including queer theory. Analyses 
became more and more narrowly focused, if allowed at all. Generalizations automatically 
became ‘ metanarratives’, without Bridget O’Laughlin’s insightful comment that a ‘ vulgar’ 
universalism is not the same as a general theory through which to interpret social represen-
tations and organization ( 1975: 348). Russell Jacoby ( 1999), among others, also decries the 
abandonment of universalism in the movement towards particularism, noting that cultural 
studies and its derivatives ultimately result in an advocacy of the status quo, enacted by those 
in university positions with status and renown. Jacoby argues that the ‘ inclusiveness’ of uni-
versalism implies conformity for these scholars, the real experience and oppression of the 
marginalized people to which writers so often refer being lost in the drive towards the local 
and the unique. We all live in social contexts through which our visions can be interpreted. 
We can argue that the development of new social theory that attempted to incorporate 
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cultural difference more fully was not a denial of Marxism but a project to enrich it with a 
more fluid analysis of the ‘ superstructure’. But the emphasis on difference has turned out to 
be a slippery slope for, in the same way that theorists and activists had asserted the ‘ base’ as 
objectified, the ‘ superstructure’ became a focal point. A reasoned account of political econ-
omy was made to disappear.

The managerial strategies of late capitalism have moved forward in separating individuals 
from each other, in destroying communities in the search for cheap labour and in controlling 
resistance by making every individual responsible only for themselves. With the election 
of Ronald Reagan we saw the initiation of an era of conservative politics that was indeed 
reflected in the academy. The 1980s and 1990s became conservative periods and the depart-
ments and programmes that had been set up in universities to counter social problems and 
discrimination became increasingly isolationist and fractious. To be sure, there are still excel-
lent departments focused on subjects without equal access to resources that confront the daily 
problems of constituents and key players. But academia has been changed by the periods in 
which we live, and academics have reacted with a voice with more access to the public than 
most. This has put those in the academy in a most peculiar and dangerous position. Pierre 
Bourdieu, one of the most influential French sociologists/ anthropologists of the twentieth 
century, has summed up the infatuation with the experience of the self in this way:

What, I will be asked, is the role of intellectuals in all this? I make no attempt to l ist –   it 
would take too long and be too  cruel –   all the forms of default, or, worse still, collabo-
ration. I need only mention the arguments of  so-  called modern and postmodern philos-
ophers who when not content with leaving well enough alone and burying themselves 
in scholastic games, restrict themselves to verbal defense of reason and rational dialogue, 
or worse still, suggest an allegedly postmodern but actually radically chic version of the 
ideology of the end of ideologies, complete with the condemnation of grand narratives 
and a nihilistic denunciation of science.

( Bourdieu 1998: 227)

In another example of academic positioning, Carol Stabile notes that the former Marxist 
theorists Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe ( 1985) now complain that Marxism privileges 
‘ class’ over other forms of oppression, and she states:

who better to form the new center for political struggle than i ntellectuals –   so that we 
get the privileging of intellectuals rather than the privileging of class: what this results in 
is a convenient move, for a) we don’t need to invoke the notion of class at all because the 
concept is intrinsically essentialist; and b) we do not need to concern ourselves with the 
class privilege enjoyed by intellectuals since oppressions are, within the discursive field, 
necessarily unfixed and somehow equivalent.

(Stabile 1994: 50–51)    

Conclusions: queer theory, social movements and 
everyday life: continuing debates and criticisms

One particularly odd contribution to the debate has been current queer theory icon Judith 
Butler’s ( 1999) defence of her writing style, which many have criticized as unreadable. By 
way of a column in the editorial pages of The New York Times, she complains that the cri-
tiques of her writing are a result of a lack of understanding of the complex concepts she is 
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expressing in her explanations and debates in contemporary theory. Not a few wondered 
why this column was accepted for publication, for the obscure nature of the subject matter 
ensured that most readers would have no idea of her reference points or for whom her argu-
ments were being made. The column, simply because of its placement and defensive stance, 
is worth reading.

But perhaps the most damning of this school of theory are those actually involved in social 
movements, who, when confronted with the complexities and circular reasoning of many 
postmodernists and  post- s tructuralists, pose a much simpler critique. Those outside the aca-
demic tower have remarked that, just as gays, lesbians, transsexuals and others not associated 
with mainstream heterosexuality ( and others associated with the labour movement, for ex-
ample) were beginning to get name recognition, postmodernists and p ost-  structuralists were 
asking them to give up their ‘ labels’ as essentialist, because the actuality of s elf-  experience 
could not be categorized ( see Scott 1993). It is easy to see why many would see this as a par-
ticularly academic position, ignoring the recognition needed to form collective movements 
as bases of resistance and necessary for resistant organizing. It is obviously much easier to 
deconstruct theories of social being than to construct modes of social action.

It remains to be seen if postmodernism and  post-  structuralism, and their offspring queer 
theory, are indeed a passing fad or are here to stay as a conservative alternative to movements 
and theories of resistance. Certainly many academic departments hired faculty during their 
height that espoused the conditions of ‘ queer’ in its many facets, so a generation of scholars is 
indeed ensconced on many university campuses. Yet as we can see from Nash’s example and 
the statement of Bourdieu, there is a general reaction against this focus on the self and the re-
jection of the real in its collective form, and more scholars are reacting against what we see as 
an apolitical and dangerous form of ignoring the critical questions of the day. The historical 
and ethnographic fallacies presented in defence of the postmodernist and p ost- s tructuralist 
critique aside, it is doubtful that it would exist at all without the new political juncture of 
fragmentation that late capitalism represents and which has led to a new stage in politics 
( Eagleton 1986; Haraway 1985; Jameson 1991). What is clear is that, if we believe in and 
want social change that leads towards the elimination of oppression at many levels, we cannot 
ignore the significant degeneration of social being experienced by peoples around the globe.

We have discussed the reasons and motivations for the development of queer theory and its 
offshoots. Given the present condition of politics and power, there is clearly a need to reinsert 
the social into the equation of analysis that recognizes the seriousness of what communities 
and individuals are facing, which is literally destroying the possibilities of reproduction in 
many communities on every continent.

Resistance to capitalism, then, involves practical struggle on issues that affect all of us 
on an everyday basis. We cannot pretend to disengage from the reality of discrimination 
or oppression and claim that we are fulfilling a task of resistance by refusing to engage the 
domination that exists. The preoccupation of p ost-  structuralists with disengagement as an 
act of resistance, of parody as  re-  description, works against the formation of community just 
as it ( falsely) presents acts of  self-  actualization. That we are members of society should be  self- 
evident. How power and domination are actualized and managed is both an empirical and a 
political question.
 

Queer theory, then, needs to be refocused to take into account the realities of everyday 
life in a capitalist world system, and that may be its undoing. But it does require an end to 
academic posturing, where unintended obfuscation is more valued than strategies for recog-
nition and community building. In a true sense of the personal as political, this includes a 
full accounting of the location of position by those generating a new kind of ‘ metanarrative’. 
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Who is included and who is excluded in the context of globalization is the question we must 
now focus on in order to confront the realities of an expanding competitive capitalism and 
seemingly shrinking movements of resistance ( see Kirsch 2006). The reality of class needs to 
be reintegrated into forms of resistance that are contributory rather than oppositional.

Given the state of world politics, it is easy to become demoralized again about the possibil-
ities for change and the inclusion of all peoples in an equitable distribution of resources. Not 
only are we witnessing a rapid growth of extreme poverty, joblessness and disease in both 
the developed and the underdeveloped worlds, but even cultural production in the forms of 
literature, art, cinema and science is increasingly bound to ‘ market forces’ and ‘c ommerce’ 
and threatened with destruction ( Bourdieu 1998: 225; Kirsch 2006:  1–  25).

There is hope. Bourdieu advocates a ‘ reasoned utopia’ against an economic fatalism that 
would have us believe that the world as it exists is as it should be. This reasoned utopia in-
volves the rejection of the  neo-l  iberal society defined by banks and bankers and the docu-
mentation of the social costs of economic structural violence, while laying the foundations 
for an economics of  well-  being ( Bourdieu 1998). As of this writing, the recent demonstrations 
and movements against the tactics of Wall Street in the name of a healthy economy are now 
being recognized around the globe in movements such as Occupy ( Occupy Wall Street, etc.) 
and are gaining headlines not only on university campuses but also through unions and other 
forms of labour representation. As well, the movements for human rights for indigenous 
peoples around the world are providing a healthy example of how movements can be built 
and sustained in ongoing communities.

We hope for a future where arguments around difference and inequality do not exist and 
are not necessary. The end goal of any movement of resistance to exploitation must be an end 
to oppression. The paths of strategy and consciousness are not mere abstractions: they depend 
on the building of identity around issues that can build communities. In a world where the 
threat of extinction through war and violence is a very real danger, the need for the identi-
fication with social movements that might work towards a society where all are valued, both 
individually and collectively, is only a beginning, but a necessary one. Queer theory was one 
avenue that began as an alternative to normative expectations by a dominant culture. The 
lessons that can be learned from alternative ways of thinking and seeing provide a context for 
movements that can make a difference.

Note

1 Much of the material for this chapter was first written for two sources. The first was the monograph 
Queer Theory and Social Change ( Kirsch 2000). The second was the lead article in two special issues 
of the Journal of Homosexuality ( Kirsch 2007).
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Mobilities: a new way of studying the world

The social sciences have traditionally framed the world as consisting of stagnant social 
structures and political groupings. Sociologists, for instance, have conventionally studied 
societies as definable collectives of people knowable by their geographical position ( Urry, 
2000, p p.  5– 7 ), and political geographers and international relations scholars have exam-
ined the world as constituted by sovereign states governing over bounded territorial areas 
( Agnew, 2017, p p.  30–  31). There has thus been an underlying assumption in social theory 
and research that the interactions constituting and influencing peoples’ lives are shaped 
by their stagnant relationships to place. This chapter explores a shift within academia that 
questions the traditional spatial assumptions of the social sciences, namely the mobilities 
turn and the subsequent development of the ‘ new mobilities paradigm’. Through the mo-
bilities turn scholars argued that theoretical frameworks based solely on analyses of spatially 
delimited relations obscure a vast array of social interactions and behaviours that are not 
constituted by their geographical location, but instead by their movement. This critique led 
to the development of the new mobilities paradigm, a theoretical framework designed to 
investigate the role played by movement in influencing and constituting social and cultural 
relations.

It is no surprise that the new mobilities paradigm, and its focus on the ontological sig-
nificance of movement, has developed during the early stages of the  twenty-  first century, 
a period in which ‘ issues of “ mobility” are c entre-  stage’ ( Hannam et al., 2006, p . 1). From 
increasing levels of global movement and the distribution of goods to the creation of online 
worlds and associated virtual travel, flows of goods, ideas, people and capital more clearly im-
pact daily life than ever before. It is for this reason that Tim Cresswell ( 2011,  p. 551) describes 
the new mobilities paradigm as developing when certain:

[f ]acts in the  world –   increased levels of mobility, new forms of mobility where bodies 
combine with information and different patterns of mobility, for  instance –   combine 
with ways of thinking and theorizing that foreground mobility ( of people, of ideas, of 
things).
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However, while there are novel aspects of contemporary mobilities, the greater claim being 
made through the new mobilities paradigm is that movement has always been central to 
social relations and meaning making, but that its role has been obscured by sedentary frames 
of social and cultural analysis. In the words of Mimi Sheller ( 2018, p . 9): ‘ Mobilities have 
always been the precondition for the emergence of different kinds of subjects, spaces, and 
scales’.

This chapter will provide a comprehensive introduction to the new mobilities paradigm 
and outline why it is an important development for social and cultural theory. The way 
mobilities are defined by the work that makes up the new mobilities paradigm will be out-
lined, along with the paradigm’s theoretical antecedents. It will be shown how these ideas 
prompted a ‘ mobilities turn’ in the social sciences, which subsequently led to scholars pre-
scribing the establishment of the new mobilities paradigm. The key components of this 
 paradigm –   a mobile ontology, analysis of complex mobility systems, mobile methodologies 
and examinations of mobility  politics – w  ill be summarised and some of the main criticisms 
that have been levelled at the new mobilities paradigm will be addressed. Finally, the new 
mobilities paradigm will be employed to examine how one of the traditional targets of mo-
bilities theory, state sovereignty, is itself constituted through a series of governmental and 
territorial mobilities. Together these topics provide a comprehensive introduction to the new 
mobilities paradigm and its position within social and cultural theory.

What are mobilities?

The departure from traditional social scientific theory and research offered by the new mo-
bilities paradigm relates to the way that movement itself is conceptualised. Movement has 
customarily been thought of as a shift between two locations of meaning and significance 
( Cresswell, 2006, p p.   2–  3). Migrants, for example, are regularly defined by their place of 
origin and arrival, gaining a unique identity based on the combination of the relationships 
that they have to these places. This limits the questions that can be asked about movement 
to where someone departed and where they arrived. What mobilities scholars argue is that 
this is far too narrow a way to understand movement, which encompasses a rich array of 
experiences, representations, understandings and infrastructures related to the journey itself 
( Büscher & Urry, 2009; Cresswell, 2006). Thus, using the broader term of mobilities, new 
mobilities scholars have sought to widen the frame used when examining the kinetic features 
of social relations.

The notion of mobility is defined by Cresswell ( 2010,  p. 18) as ‘ a fragile entanglement 
of physical movement, representations, and practices’. For Cresswell ( 2011,  p. 552) mobility 
is  multi-  dimensional and constituted through intersections between how entities move as 
well as how that movement is understood and experienced, and the social conventions that 
develop through and around it. An example of this can be seen in the complexity of daily 
commuting mobilities, which are regularly framed as the time taken to travel between home 
and work locations, but which involve affective commuting experiences that impact and 
shape the bodies involved, sometimes by leaving them stressed and weakened ( Bissell, 2014). 
Likewise, migration control is regularly framed as the use of government infrastructure to 
separate welcome migrants from excluded outsiders. However, Susan Zimmerman ( 2011, 
p p.  335–  36) demonstrates that migration control is as much symbolic as physical and includes 
the representation of migrants as either ‘ right’ or ‘ wrong’. Thus we can describe all mobilities 
as a combination of: ( 1) material elements, as even those purely imagined are still embodied 
in the imaginer; ( 2) symbolic elements, as movements cannot be understood separately from 
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their representation and ( 3) social practices, as the way mobilities occur and are interpreted is 
influenced by the social settings and historical contexts in which they exist.

In seeking to define how such multifaceted mobilities produce social life, John Urry 
( 2000) identified five interdependent types of mobility. First, the corporeal travel of people 
for reasons including work, leisure, family life, pleasure, migration or escape, and through 
which lives are lived and spaces are created. Second, the mobilities of objects across supply 
chains between producers and consumers and through differing social contexts. Third, the 
imaginative mobilities made possible by the  media-  projected images of places outside peo-
ples’ physical environment that make or allow people to envision locales without actually 
going to them. Fourth, virtual travel, by which people traverse online worlds and share pres-
ence with others in social media platforms, message boards and other virtual spaces. Fifth, 
communicative travel ‘through person-to-person contact via embodied conduct, messages, 
texts, letters, telegraph, telephone, fax and mobile’ ( Büscher & Urry, 2009,  p. 102). Just as 
each of these mobilities is an entanglement of material, symbolic and social elements, social 
life itself is produced by the ‘ complex interdependencies’ that exist between these types of 
movement ( Büscher & Urry, 2009,  p. 102).

        

What is evident about each type of mobility is that they rely on, and exist within, complex 
systems ( Hannam et  al., 2006; Urry, 2004). This means that mobilities research stretches 
beyond specific instances of movement and covers the assemblages of social and technical 
phenomena that enable and construct mobility. For example, driving a car is made possible 
by roads and other material infrastructure as well as the businesses and entire industries that 
make and maintain vehicles and their physical requirements ( Dennis & Urry, 2009; Merri-
man, 2009). These systems not only include and produce inertia but also fixation in the form 
of the immobile infrastructures that make the assemblages possible ( Hannam et al., 2006, 
 p. 3). Likewise, plane travel relies on vast networks constructed of airports and worker com-
munities held in place by their position within the overarching aero mobility system ( Adey, 
2006).

Such examples point towards another key form of immobility studied within the new 
mobilities paradigm, namely the relative immobility experienced by populations. As seen 
with the plane travel example, for airport workers air travel creates strong moorings, holding 
them in place near their work and making the global travel of others possible. Subsequently, 
Vincent Kaufman et  al. ( 2004) suggest that mobility is a resource or form of capital un-
equally distributed among populations in relation to people’s social, economic and political 
circumstances. Kaufmann et al. ( 2004,  p. 750) describe this form of mobile capital as people’s 
‘ capacity for  spatio-  social mobility’ or ‘ motility’ and state that

[g]enerally, motility encompasses interdependent elements relating to access to different 
forms and degrees of mobility, competence to recognize and make use of access, and 
appropriation of a particular choice, including the option of n on-  action.

The notion of motility illustrates that movement is not always something to be desired. 
Indeed, movement can be enforced and  unwanted –  a s is the case for refugee populations 
who flee persecution or workers forced to travel regularly for i ncome –   leading to high levels 
of movement but low levels of motility.

Even when motility is expressed through forms of mobility such as  auto-   or  aero- m obility, 
Mimi Sheller ( 2019) argues that the embeddedness of mobilities within global social and en-
vironmental systems means that mobilities should not be promoted without contemplating 
distant environmental and social outcomes. Thus, the notion of mobilities as theorised by 
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the new mobilities paradigm extends across all human scales, types of movement, systems 
of representation and social, economic and political structures that are in some way related 
to kinetic activity. What will be further elaborated below is how this seemingly unwieldy 
subject matter has been incorporated into a field of theory and research.

The mobilities turn

To understand both the development of the rich concept of mobilities and its operationalisa-
tion through the research of the new mobilities paradigm, it is beneficial to look at the key 
antecedents that led to an increased focus on mobilities within the social sciences known as 
the mobilities turn. One of the most prominent of these antecedents is that of the ‘ spatial 
turn’, the theoretical roots of which are firmly located in two texts, Henri Lefebvre’s ( 1991) 
The Production of Space and Doreen Massey’s ( 1995) Spatial Divisions of Labour. These texts 
framed space as produced by the social interactions and movements of capital that inhabit it. 
In other words, space does not have an inherent or fixed nature, but is created through social 
action, whether it be investment and business practices, use by individuals and communities 
or conflict between people. Lefebvre’s and Massey’s ideas influenced a cohort of political 
geographers, economists and sociologists including David Harvey, Edward Soja, John Urry 
and Saskia Sassen, whose work emphasised ‘ that space was “ the product of interrelations” and 
“ always under construction”’ ( Sheller, 2018,  p. 11). The notion that spaces were not stagnant 
containers, but instead comprised sets of relations, was essential to Urry’s development of 
key early mobilities theory concepts including a ‘ mobile sociology’ and a ‘ sociology beyond 
societies’ ( Sheller, 2017, p . 624).

This era of theoretical development on the sociality of s pace –   spanning the final decade 
of the twentieth  century –   was one in which the social sciences were increasingly interested 
in global movements and flows, seen to be part of the e ver-  expanding concept of globalisa-
tion. Some globalisation theorists were conceptualising a ‘ death of place’ in the face of global 
markets ( Ohmae, 1995), while others were highlighting the heightened spatial differences 
resulting from increased global interconnectedness, such as through the glocalisation of cul-
tural content and the division of labour across strategically distinct global locales ( Robertson, 
1995; Wallerstein, 2008). Central to early theorisations of globalisation were the global 
movements of capital, ideas and people, the novelty and impact of which was hotly debated. 
As such, the spatial turn began to focus on global flows and networks in terms of ‘ the space of 
flows’. This was particularly evident in the work of Manuel Castells ( 2011) which identified 
the development of ‘ network society’, in which the movement and spread of information and 
technologies are reorganising social relations and power structures. While this work pushed 
social and cultural theory towards the analysis of how movement constructs spaces, power 
and social relations, it did so in a relatively general sense that rarely strayed from discussion 
of  macro-  economic activity ( Sheller, 2017, p . 625). Indeed, a prominent line of critique by 
feminist and critical race scholars was that globalisation and spatial theories ignored both 
the experiences of people who did not fit the white male role and the spatial construction of 
gender, race, class and sexuality.

The turn of the century marked an important juncture for the social scientific analysis 
of movement with mobility becoming a central focus of analysis as opposed to a  sub-  issue 
of spatial studies. In his pivotal text, Liquid Modernity, Zygmunt Bauman ( 2000) positioned 
movement as the key feature of late modern times. For Bauman ( 2000), the experience 
of mobility was an incessant and damaging feature of modernity, and one that separated 
the global elites from the ‘ wasted lives’. Also, in 2000, Urry’s Sociology Beyond Societies was 
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published, which looked at how sociality, identities and other features traditionally attributed 
to stagnant societies are developed through mobilities. Subsequently, Urry ( 2000,  p. 210) ar-
gued that ‘ mobilities rather than societies should be at the heart of a reconstituted sociology’.

Following Urry’s  ground-  breaking insights, there was a virtual explosion of interest in 
mobilities theory, particularly within the fields of sociology and human geography. Mimi 
Sheller ( 2003) examined the complex mobilities that connect everyday patterns of consump-
tion in Europe and North America to the colonial exploitation of the Caribbean. Tim Cress-
well ( 2006, 2011) drew on Urry’s work to claim that geographical studies were ‘ sedentarist’, 
and that ( im) mobility shapes people’s ‘ geographical imaginations’, influencing  decision- 
 making and social relations. Peter Adey ( 2006) researched the differential and relational 
nature of mobilities, looking at how the movement of some is premised on the immobility 
of others. Vincent Kaufmann ( 2003) augmented theorisations and research on mobility by 
suggesting it incorporates a focus on motility.

While the work outlined above contributed to the coherence of mobilities research in its 
contemporary form, this is far from an exhaustive summary of the key theories and ideas 
that encompass and have influenced the mobilities turn. For example, p ost-  colonial, critical 
migration and diaspora studies were essential to the questioning of bounded and static hu-
man organisations such as states and nations ( Hannam et al., 2006,  p. 10). Of particular note 
is the work of historian and anthropologist James Clifford ( 1997), which encouraged social 
scientists to focus less on specific places and more on the routes and journeys of travelling 
cultures. Marc Augé’s ( 1995) work on ‘  non-  places’ motivated analysis of the particular spaces 
created to enable mobilities; and other important contributions to the mobilities turn arose 
from tourism studies where authors examined the complex mobilities that construct the 
roles, expectations and experience of tourists and visited populations ( Hannam, 2008). The 
mobilities turn also involved a deep engagement with a range of social theories including 
the work of Michel de Certeau ( 1988) and Nigel Thrift ( 2008). While de Certeau’s ( 1988) 
theories of everyday and local tactics demonstrated how spaces are activated and made mean-
ingful through the movements that occur within them ( Urry, 2000, p . 53), Thrift’s ( 2008) 
 non-  representational theory helped to conceptualise how corporeal mobilities are physically 
and emotionally experienced, such as through engagement with the affective atmospheres 
in which they occur ( Bissell, 2014). In drawing together all the theoretical and empirical 
threads referred to here, mobilities scholars have proposed such a radical rethink of social 
theory and research that it has come to be known as a distinct mobilities based paradigm.

The new mobilities paradigm

Those arguing for the construction or existence of a new mobilities paradigm suggest that 
traditional disciplines cannot thoroughly examine the sociality of mobilities and contempo-
rary mobile life ( Hannam et al., 2006,  p. 1). Sheller and Urry ( 2016,  p. 10) put forward this 
argument in reference to the theories of Thomas Kuhn, describing the mobilities turn as a 
paradigm shift because the novel subject matter of mobilities led to ‘ theoretical shifts, meth-
odological developments and novel research questions and approaches’.

So, what are the defining features of the new mobilities paradigm on top of its acknowl-
edgement of the rich and multilayered nature of mobilities? First, in some way all work 
within the new mobilities paradigm involves the examination of the constitutive power 
of mobilities. This means that the new mobilities paradigm encompasses theorisations and 
research that examines how social relations, structures and assemblages are created by mobil-
ity, which can be described as a mobile ontology. Second, much of the theory and research 
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developed by the mobilities turn involves the examination of complex systems and assem-
blages that underpin and make possible mobilities. Third, research of the new mobilities 
paradigm draws on a diverse set of mobile methodologies, which utilise mobility in order to 
reliably examine mobility. Finally, the research of the new mobilities paradigm embraces a 
kinopolitical lens in terms of both identifying and influencing the politics of mobility. Each 
of these key components of the new mobilities paradigm is explored in detail below.

A mobile ontology

Arising out of the spatial turn, the new mobilities paradigm adopts a relational view of 
space, which sees space as constructed not by its stagnant borders or natural content, but 
by the relationships that exist within and across it ( Adey, 2006,  p. 78; Sheller, 2017,  p. 626). 
However, what makes the relational view of the new mobilities paradigm distinct from the 
spatial turn more generally is a sensitivity to the significance of mobilities in spatial relations. 
This is indeed what Sheller argues is unique about Urry’s  ground-  breaking development and 
departure from spatial sociological studies. Instead of looking at how space was constructed 
by relations, Urry and other early mobility scholars saw ‘ complex mobilities of all kinds as 
the ontological basis for all forms of relational space’ ( Sheller, 2018,  p. 12). However, Urry’s 
work positions not only mobilities as forming social space, but indeed all elements of soci-
ality. Urry ( 2000, p . 49) stated that mobilities are ‘ constitutive of the structures of social life 
[as] it is in these mobilities that social life and cultural identity are recursively formed and 
reformed’. This understanding of the world pioneered by Urry is described by Sheller ( 2018, 
 p. 9) as the development of a mobile ontology ‘ in which movement is primary as a founda-
tional condition of being, space, subjects, and power’.

What embracing a mobile ontology means is that understandings of social relations and 
phenomena need to take account of the mobilities that at least partially constitute them. For 
Adey ( 2006,  p. 78) we can no longer study human behaviour and social relations as snapshots 
in which ‘ it appears as if the world is understood in fixed and bounded ways’. Likewise for 
Sheller ( 2018, p . 10) a mobile ontology means:

Rather than beginning social analysis from the sedentary perspective of  nation- s tates 
and societies, or even individuals and groups … we can begin by trying to detect the 
relations, resonances, connections, continuities, and disruptions that organize the world 
into ongoing yet temporary mobile formations.

An example of a mobile ontology in action can be seen in the mobilities paradigm research 
that has focused on airports ( Hannam et al., 2006, p . 6). Adey ( 2006,  p. 81) for instance shows 
how through the movements that airports enable, they create spaces and spatial relations, 
bringing certain places closer together and shaping the flows and rhythms that permeate cit-
ies. This contradicts Marc Augé ( 1995) conceptualisation of airports as ‘  non- p laces’ lacking 
meaningful cultural interactions. Instead mobilities scholars demonstrate that the very move-
ments that occur within and across airports create rich and complex cultural experiences, in 
which humans interact in meaningful and affective ways both with each other and with the 
 non-  human components of aeronautical mobility assemblages ( Hannam et al., 2006, p . 6).

A mobile ontology has also allowed the new mobilities paradigm to examine how mo-
bilities contribute to the construction of subjectivities and related lifestyles ( Elliott & Urry, 
2010). For example, tourist mobilities are shown to involve specific mobile  performances –   
  sight- s eeing, enjoying foreign food and now increasingly posting cliché travel photos on 
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 Instagram –   on the part of the traveller that form part of the tourist subjectivity. Likewise, 
‘ locals’ residing in visited locations actively perform the often ( im) mobile role of ‘ local vil-
lager’, host, hotel worker or whatever other position is expected by the ‘ tourist gaze’, unless, 
that is, they are actively subverting expected touristic interactions ( Hannam, 2008). Mobile 
ontologies have also been employed by Anthony Elliott and John Urry ( 2010) to show 
that mobility is involved in the constitution of everyday identities as well as those taken 
up during leisure travel. Elliott and Urry ( 2010, p . 3) state: ‘[i]n this age of advanced glo-
balization, we witness portable personhood. Identity becomes not merely “ bent” towards 
novel forms of transportation and travel but fundamentally recast in terms of capacities for 
movement’.

Premising the ontological significance of movement in this way brings new focus to the 
body and how corporeal movements and mobile experiences shape social relations and places. 
In drawing on Nigel Thrift’s ( 2008) ‘ n on- r epresentational theory’, mobility scholars look at 
how emotional and affectual experiences influence how people move across spaces ( Bissell, 
2014). In this sense, the body is not passive and coldly rational, but instead ‘ an active agent in 
the unfolding of the social’ ( Harada & Waitt, 2013,  p. 146). A mobile ontology thus brings 
into focus the affective atmospheres and the unconscious or p re-  discursive factors that shape 
movement, and which are subsequently relevant to the production of space. David Bissell 
( 2009), for example, has demonstrated how the spaces of railway stations are constructed 
through the embodied and intertwined movement of passengers and luggage. Bissell ( 2009, 
p. 190) states: 

the station is perceived, not just through visual capabilities, but through the straps, han-
dles, handlebars and wheels of these mobile prosthetics which organise and condition the 
experience of movement in heterogenous ways.

Likewise Theresa Harada and Gordon Waitt ( 2013,  p.  145) look at how driving cars is a 
‘ bodily habit that is  co-  constituted within an automobile assemblage’. However, applying a 
mobile ontology not only draws attention to the personal experiences of movement and sub-
jectivities created through movement, but connects these individual and embodied features 
of mobilities to larger structures and assemblages without which they would not be possible.

Complex mobility systems

With the mobile ontology of the new mobilities paradigm challenging the explanatory value 
of bounded and sedentary metaphors and structures, new concepts were required by mo-
bilities scholars to explain the systems within which movement occurs. Mobility systems 
are however a difficult entity to fix theoretical structures to, as they are not stagnantly tied 
to place and are instead diverse collections of relations, flows and networks. Mobilities as-
semblages are shaped and impacted by mobility plans, but they are also unpredictable and 
develop or implode in dramatic and unforeseeable ways. Additionally, the systems of the 
new mobilities paradigm are ‘  post-  human’ in the sense that they do not separate and prem-
ise people from their environment or see humans as independent and free actors. Instead, 
in mirroring, and often directly drawing upon the  actor-  network theory of Bruno Latour 
( 2005), mobilities theory ‘ presumes that the powers of “ humans” are c o-  constituted by var-
ious material agencies, of clothing, tools, objects, paths, buildings, machines, paper, and so 
on’ ( Büscher & Urry, 2009,  p. 100). This means that agency is spread across the assemblages 
of mobility systems in which human and  non-  human actors alike play roles in the system’s 
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functioning. In relation to the role played by software in mobility systems for instance, Han-
nam et al. ( 2006,  p. 5) state:

[s]oftware, we might say, writes mobility. Various sorting systems determine entry and
exit by deploying detection systems and  cyber- i magery of “ strangers” and “ familiars”,
“ preferred customers” and those dumped in the waiting queue.

However, despite the complex and diverse nature of mobility systems, they contain certain 
patterns that make them analysable, if not always predictable. For instance, Adey ( 2006, 
 p. 86) highlights how mobility systems are ‘ built upon dialectical relationships between
mobilities and relative immobilities’, which produce forces of mobility promotion and con-
straint. These relationships of mobility dominance and power can be explained in terms of
the ‘ network capital’ people achieve through their position within mobility systems ( Sheller,
2017,  p. 631), but in order to conduct such analyses, researchers require a sufficiently multi-
faceted conception of mobility systems that does not rely on fixed and stagnant categories.

To this end, mobilities scholars have turned to complexity theory which promotes dy-
namic, ongoing and holistic understandings of social systems ( Sheller & Urry, 2016,  p. 13). 
Drawing on complexity theory, mobility systems are understood as ‘ simultaneously eco-
nomic, physical, technological, political and social’ ( Urry, 2008,  p. 263). They are seen to 
be nonlinear in both their structure and movement and are thus not framed in a  top- d own, 
 bottom-  up or  basis-  superstructure fashion, and are not believed to be teleological or moving 
towards a natural position or equilibrium ( Dennis & Urry, 2009). Instead, complex mobility 
systems are framed as moving away from stable positions in sometimes slow, but sometimes 
rapid and unpredictable ways ( Urry, 2008,  p. 263). Much of this unpredictability is said to 
come from the combination of the open nature of mobility systems, with new forces, energy 
and matter flowing into them, coupled with a highly networked structure, causing changes 
in network elements to have potentially widespread flow on effects ( Urry, 2008,  p. 263).

However, complex mobility systems are not understood as completely random and  free- 
 flowing. Complexity theory demonstrates that individual system components are given 
meaning, power and significance because of their interactions with other elements within a 
system, as opposed to a single overarching logic or central hierarchy ( Dennis & Urry, 2009). 
Thus, system features can be understood by examining these interactions. For example, 
the way strong relationships between system elements ‘  lock-  in’ system features can be ex-
amined to clarify stabilities across systems ( Urry, 2008,  p. 263). Likewise the identification 
of ‘ positive feedback mechanisms’ helps to explain ‘ a lack of proportionality’ between spe-
cific causes and effects and why small changes can create grand and systemic impacts ( Urry, 
2008,  p. 263). Therefore, instead of rendering systems unanalysable due to their complexity, 
complexity theory provides a lens to examine systems and systemic change by encouraging 
analysis of the  co- d ependence and  co- c onstitution of systemic elements, and how these rela-
tionships contribute to system stability or change.

The incorporation of complexity theory into the new mobilities paradigm is evident in 
the research that has been conducted on automobility ( Dennis & Urry, 2009; Merriman, 
2009). Kingsley Dennis and Urry ( 2009,  p. 236) show how  modern-  day car use is part of a 
complex system that was ‘ neither socially necessary nor inevitable’. Instead, as suggested by 
complexity theory, today’s system of automobility resulted from interactions between a series 
of events, actions and decisions ( system elements) that produced a  path-  dependant pattern 
ensuring ‘ the preconditions for automobility’s s elf- e xpansion’ ( Dennis & Urry, 2009,  p. 236). 
For example, out of the competing technologies for car propulsion, including batteries and 
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steam, it was the manufacturers of  petroleum- f uelled cars that first and most efficiently uti-
lised early  large-  scale production line manufacturing methods. This Dennis and Urry ( 2009, 
 p. 237) suggest, more so than any inherent benefit in the technology, caused the early market
dominance of petrol vehicles.

Once established however, the  petroleum- f uelled automobility system was  self- p roducing, 
creating a path dependency towards the system’s expansion ( Merriman, 2009). Manufactur-
ers saved money by sharing parts assembly processes; secondary businesses were set up to 
extract, refine and sell petrol, as well as sell and service vehicles ( Dennis & Urry, 2009, 
p p.   236– 3 7). Over time, driving became associated with cultural ideals of freedom, and 
embedded within rites of passage, such as getting a driver’s license and a first car ( Merriman, 
2009). Workers were no longer tied to the schedules of public transport, and city planners 
began to design the car into infrastructure and the planning of residential and business areas 
( Dennis & Urry, 2009, p p.  238– 3 9). Thus, complexity theory helps to explain how without 
an overarching rule or logic guiding the system of automobility, the relationships between its 
various elements ‘ locked in’ the system of car driving, motivating its expansion by determin-
ing the future elements in need of production. Peter Merriman ( 2009, p p.  593– 9 4) argues 
that it is only by understanding this complex systems of car use that the system can be pushed 
in newer, and significantly less environmentally destructive, directions.

Mobile methods

To properly examine something of the nature of automobility, researchers need to study the 
mobilities involved and identify how they constitute complex social systems ( Büscher et al., 
2010,  p. 4; Merriman, 2009,  p. 594). However, traditional research tools often focus on 
stationary snapshots of subjects and social contexts, which means they fail to capture the dy-
namic and shifting features of mobilities ( Büscher et al., 2010). Additionally, conventional 
research methodologies such as interviewing attempt to uncover a subject’s perception of 
mobility, but do not holistically identify the complex elements of the mobilities that sub-
jects are involved in. This point is made by David Butz and Nancy Cook ( 2019,  p. 84) who 
state that ‘ movement is a fleeting, materially embedded, embodied and experiential phe-
nomenon, which cannot adequately be apprehended using c ognition-  orientated methods’. 
Thus, mobilities scholars argue that the new mobilities paradigm requires the development 
of ‘ mobile methodologies’ that can move with the mobilities under examination, ‘ using 
aspects of movement itself as a means to interrogate mobility from within’ ( Urry et  al., 
2016, p. 17). 

A key feature of many mobile methodologies is researcher participation in the same move-
ments as participants, whether it be by walking, riding, driving or any other mobile activi-
ties ( Harada & Waitt, 2013). Through this process, researchers learn about the mobilities of 
subjects by direct experience as opposed to observation or after the fact questioning outside 
the temporality of the mobilities under examination. Physical and embodied sensations and 
requirements of movement may be more clearly identified by experiencing mobility than by 
observing it ( Harada & Waitt, 2013, p . 148). For Monika Büscher and Urry ( 2009, p . 103) 
such mobile methodologies allow researchers to identify two things: first, fuller lengths of 
movement along paths and journeys that would be impossible with only a spatial snapshot 
based analysis; and second, ‘ as a consequence of allowing themselves to be moved by, and 
to move with, their subjects, researchers are tuned into the social organization of “ moves”’ 
( Büscher & Urry, 2009, p . 103). This involves researchers recognising the reflexive relation-
ships that exist between holistic mobilities and established social orders of movement.
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While many mobile methodologies have developed that are both sensitive to mobilities, 
and move with the subjects of analysis, several research approaches are more commonly used. 
These include covertly observing peoples’ movement, such as by shadowing, or moving be-
hind people, or recording movements and the interactions between people that punctuate 
mobile social relations ( Büscher & Urry, 2009,  p. 104). For example, Urry et al.’s ( 2016) exam-
ination of the affective atmospheres of airports involved following and observing those travers-
ing the airport space while also inhabiting and experiencing the affective qualities of that same 
space. In this instance it would have been impossible to comprehend the affective qualities of 
the airport without both observing how people move through it and critically reflecting on 
the researcher’s own personal experiences of moving through it ( Urry et al., 2016,  p. 17).

Often participatory methodologies involve a secondary research technique, such as inter-
viewing, which can be beneficially brought to focus on the subject of inquiry through the 
researchers’ active participation in the moment/ movement ( Harada & Waitt, 2013, p . 148). 
An example of this mobile methodology is Bissell’s ( 2014) study of the embodied experiences 
of stressful daily commuting in Sydney, Australia. Bissell ( 2014) employed the approach of 
interviewing on the move to question participants about their daily commute while under-
taking it. In doing so Bissell ( 2014, p . 191) provokes interviewees to critically reflect on their 
commuting practices and develop new realisations about how it is impacting them. This 
approach relies on the combination of interview questions and spontaneous conversation, as 
well as in situ experience of the pressures and stress of commuting.

Other mobile methods study texts that record movements or into which movements are 
inscribed, such as time space diaries that track participant actions and movements, and, in 
some instances, their perceptions and observations of their mobility ( Büscher & Urry, 2009, 
 p. 105). Textual analysis is also used to study the digital texts that record imaginative and
virtual mobilities such as online forums, blogs and social media platforms. Other mobile
research utilises digital technologies to track and monitor movement, including through the
study of GPS or mobile phone positing data ( Silm & Ahas, 2014). Additionally, mobile meth-
odologies are applied to the examination of the movement of n on-  human entities, whether
it be global capital, traded objects, or ideas spreading and influencing distinct populations
( Büscher & Urry, 2009,  p. 108).

Underlying the specific research approaches identified here, and the ethos of mobile meth-
ods in general, is the assumption that moving with, and often directly engaging with, par-
ticipants more authentically and accurately records their mobilities. According to Butz and 
Cook ( 2019, p . 85) however, this assumption can be problematic and implementations of mo-
bile methodologies often lack a critical awareness of how researcher closeness changes mobile 
practices making those observed less authentic. Butz and Cook ( 2019, p p.  88–  89) suggest that 
methods employing the direct participation of researcher( s) in movement and subject( s) in 
research  decision-  making fail to account for the power differential between these two posi-
tions, often leaving participants feeling ‘ beleaguered’ and the mobilities recoded inauthentic. 
In order to combat this propensity of mobile methods, Cook and Butz ( 2019,  p. 85) argue 
that research approaches need to be more aware of the power structures in which mobilities 
 occur –  i ncluding that between researcher and research s ubject –   which would likely result in 
methodologies more focused on allowing research subjects to tell their own mobility stories.

Mobility politics and mobility justice

The final feature of the new mobilities paradigm covered in this chapter underpins the cri-
tique of mobile methods raised by Cook and Butz ( 2019); that they at times have not properly 
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accounted for the political hierarchies in which mobile research occurs. What makes this 
critique possible is that the new mobilities paradigm has examined how politics shapes and is 
performed through movement ( Hannam et al., 2006, p . 3). The political nature of mobilities 
was initially identified through the realisation that, although life was becoming increas-
ingly mobile, the ability to move as one desires was not equally shared by all. In the words 
of Vincent Kaufmann ( 2003,  p. 2) while ‘ society is adhering increasingly to the network 
model, this occurrence is not accompanied by social fluidification’. Kaufmann ( 2003,  p. 2) 
subsequently concluded that mobility is an indicator of inequality and that ‘ motility [mobility 
agency] is becoming a type of capital in much the same way as education or social contacts’.

Since Kaufmann’s articulation of motility, there has been extensive examination of the 
fairness of mobilities. By being more aware of the differing movements and speeds available 
to people, scholars have documented a ‘ differentiated politics of mobility whether at the scale 
of individuals lining up at an airport, men and women travelling to work on a daily basis 
or the global flows of the kinetic elite or refugees’ ( Cresswell, 2011,  p. 552). In particular, 
researchers have illustrated how someone’s ability to move is shaped by their position within 
hierarchies of power based on race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class and other social cate-
gorisations ( Hannam et al., 2006, p . 3).

However, in order to assess the fairness of kinopolitics, mobilities researchers have had to 
move beyond traditional deliberative justice concepts that frame mobility as a general good 
to be maximised ( Sheller, 2018,  p. 20). Such approaches do not properly acknowledge the 
complex and interdependent nature of mobility systems, or indeed how mobilities constitute 
unequal social relations. For example, access to cars is an important form of network capital 
that can enable faster commutes to work. However, as all automobilities are part of the same 
traffic system, treating car ownership as a general good to be maximised risks increasing 
traffic congestion and slowing down commutes for cars and busses. It is also likely the case 
that whatever new form the mobility assemblage of this example takes, new unfair mobile 
relations will develop between mobility winners and losers ( Sheller, 2018,  p. 15). These out-
comes are unforeseen by traditional justice approaches because ‘ most theories of justice have 
been sedentary, meaning that they treat their object as an ontologically stable or p re- e xisting 
thing, which stands still before it is put in motion’ ( Sheller, 2018,  p. 20).

In contrast, mobilities scholars, including Mimi Sheller, Nancy Cook and David Butz, 
propose the development of the concept of ‘ mobility justice’ to examine the fairness of mo-
bilities and mobile relationships using the theoretical repertoires of both the new mobilities 
paradigm and justice scholarship ( Everuss, 2019). In drawing on these theories, mobility jus-
tice promotes three key lines of analysis. First, it is used to examine not only how inequalities 
create unequal mobility capabilities between populations, but also how mobilities themselves 
do this, and indeed create economic and other inequalities too. For example, Sheller ( 2013, 
 p. 187) has identified how  post-  disaster  recovery-  based mobilities, such as those following
the 2010 Haiti earthquake, have actually created an ‘ islanding effect’ as they have ‘ deepened
spatial inequalities, diminished mobility justice, and reproduced subjects with differential
mobility capability’.

Second, explorations of mobility justice examine not only how peoples’ ability to move 
is intersectional and influenced by class, sexuality, race and other social constitutions of self, 
but also how these factors impact peoples’ experience of mobility. This is evident in Nash 
et al.’s ( 2019) study of how LGBTQ people are often free to enter and move through public 
spaces, but restricted from travelling in a queer fashion as actions including holding hands 
with loved ones, dressing in c ounter-  normative ways and engaging in queer practices on the 
move are regularly met with social sanctions. Third, research on mobility justice identifies 
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how the mobile relationships that construct inequalities are m ulti-  scaler. This means for 
example that examining access to cars in a specific community also needs to take account of 
how the global use of cars is contributing to climate change and causing harm to populations 
susceptible to climatic disasters ( Urry, 2008). Such wider issues are not identified by past 
conceptions of justice that analyse equality of access to systems of transport, but they are a 
central concern of ‘ mobility justice’ ( Sheller, 2018,  p. 32).

As a result of these sensitivities, mobility justice is an advance in scholarship that is to some 
extent interventionist. In the words of Sheller ( 2018), ‘ Mobility justice’:

concerns overturning marginalization and disadvantage through intentional inclusion of 
the excluded in decision making and elimination of unfair privilege. It puts “ oppressed” 
and “ disenfranchised” groups front and center.

Therefore, research employing mobility justice regularly seeks to shift mobile politics in 
more fair and equitable directions. This is evident for example in Gerard Wellman’s ( 2019) 
argument that mobility justice should be used to promote government and business invest-
ment in types of transport that are most commonly utilised by less advantaged members 
of the community. Other authors also point to the ability of mobility justice to invigorate 
 bottom- u p extemporaneous political battles for equality, such as a local community’s fight 
for ‘F erry Justice’ in Bell Island, Canada, where access and rights to a ferry service is re-
quired for a full and fulfilling island life ( Roseman, 2019). In these instances, mobility justice 
provides a powerful example of how the theoretical and empirical frameworks of the new 
mobilities paradigm give researchers a means to normatively assess systems of mobility and 
connect local battles to global movements.

Criticisms of the mobilities paradigm

While the new mobilities paradigm embraces critical examination of traditional disciplines 
in terms of both their sedentarist underpinnings and their restrictive boundaries, it is not 
itself free from criticism. Indeed the mobilities paradigm’s challenging of disciplinary bound-
aries leads to ‘ certain critics argu[ing] that there is no analytical purchase in bringing together 
so broad a field’ ( Hannam et al., 2006,  p. 9). However, what the ‘ spread too thin’ argument 
fails to acknowledge is that the new mobilities paradigm is not a culmination of everything 
within the disciplines from which it draws, but a selective use of theoretical and empirical 
resources to create a framework to holistically examine the social significance of mobilities.

A more powerful criticism is put forward by Richard Randell ( 2018) who argues that 
while mobilities have become an increasing focus of social scientific analysis, it is false to 
argue that a new paradigm has arisen that provides insights into mobilities not available 
through extant research approaches. For Randell ( 2018,  p. 9) the proclamation of a new mo-
bilities paradigm obscures the real paradigms being drawn on by researchers, such as Urry’s 
use of systems theory and Sheller’s application of a Foucauldian paradigm. Randell ( 2018, 
 p. 10) takes the different theoretical perspectives of mobilities scholars as evidence of a lack
of a new paradigm, particularly as described in the sense of the term put forward by Thomas
Kuhn.

However, this critique diminishes the significance of the threads tying together mobil-
ities scholarship, seeing the only commonality of the relevant work being that it is ‘ about 
mobility’ ( Randell, 2018,  p. 11). This ignores the fact that sitting at the centre of the re-
search forming the new mobilities paradigm is a mobile ontology, the conception that it is 
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through ( im) mobilities that social entities come into being. The shared outlook established 
by a mobile ontology is more than a cursory interest in movement and creates a significant 
disjuncture between mobilities paradigm scholarship and past research, which has simply 
sought to track and explain movements. In a Kuhnian sense, there are many research out-
comes and social facts that do not make sense without the use of a mobile ontology. Thus, 
while the research approaches and theories used to examine the mobile constitution of things 
may significantly differ between mobilities texts, the underlying move away from sedentary 
thinking crates an important cohesion that establishes the new mobilities paradigm.

Another criticism of the new mobilities paradigm is that it overly focuses on new and ap-
parently novel forms of mobility, such as those made possible by cars, planes and the virtual 
movements occurring through the internet and modern information technologies ( Cresswell, 
2011,  p. 553). Cresswell ( 2011,  p. 555) describes this as ‘ the potential valorization of newness 
in mobilities research’. The problem with this is not so much that these contemporary forms 
of travel are not significant and worthy of analysis, but that for some researchers the new 
mobilities paradigm creates arbitrary distinctions between the new and the old and frames 
contemporary novel relations as unprecedented and unhitched from history. This criticism is 
summed up by Kevin Meethan ( 2014,  p. 240) who states:

we need to be wary of assuming that this brave new world has suddenly sprung into 
existence without precedent, and that the world of mobilities exists as an ahistorical, 
timeless present that sweeps all in its path.

Cresswell ( 2008) responds to this, what he considers legitimate criticism, by arguing that 
mobilities research needs to occur in a holistic fashion. He suggests that there needs to be less 
focus on specific case studies of movement, and more research examining the very nature of 
mobility across varied social and historical contexts ( Cresswell, 2008,  p. 130). This paves the 
way for identifying mobility continuities that have existed and established sociality across 
large passages of time.

Another  novelty-  based criticism is put forward by Peter Merriman ( 2014), this time in 
relation to the apparent newness of the new mobilities paradigm’s mobile methodologies. 
While Merriman ( 2014,  p. 168) is largely complimentary of the methodological develop-
ments arising out of the new mobilities paradigm, he criticises the suggestion that traditional 
methods have failed to produce ‘“ effective”, “ close” or “ accurate” apprehensions of move-
ments and events’. Indeed, Merriman ( 2014, p . 169) argues that stubborn applications of mo-
bile methods ‘ focus on mobile and active subjects at the expense of a broader understanding 
of materialities, practices and events’. A similar argument is put forward by Butz and Cook 
( 2019,  p. 81) who believe that a stubborn application of hyper mobile methodologies can lead 
to inauthentic research results and disempower research subjects.

Taking these criticisms on board, it is important that future mobilities scholarship inter-
prets mobile methodologies broadly as incorporating a mobile ontology into research design, 
as opposed to being just the application of any specific methodology such as ‘ ride alongs’. 
More broadly, the criticisms outlined here demonstrate the risk that the new mobilities 
paradigm runs by overly emphasising its own novelty. It is thus advisable, as put forward by 
Cresswell ( 2008), that mobilities scholarship is theorised as part of a collection of research and 
theory with long roots that examine the social, political, economic and cultural significance 
of movements and moorings.

The final key criticism of the new mobilities paradigm summarised in this chapter is 
related to the fact that certain mobilities theorists and research approaches have valorised 
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the h yper-  mobile cosmopolitan subject ( Nicholson & Sheller, 2016). Feminist theorists have 
pointed out that the cosmopolitan traveller is more often than not conceived as a male iden-
tity and thus mobilities research has regularly excluded from concern female subjects who 
are relatively immobile ( Skeggs, 2004). This criticism is mirrored by postcolonial and critical 
race scholarship which highlights that ideals of nomadism promote white and colonial iden-
tities ( Nicholson & Sheller, 2016). Indeed, in a more general sense, it could be argued that 
sections of work within the new mobilities paradigm continue to frame mobility as a good 
and focus more on subjects that have a high level of mobility.

The clear response to this criticism is that the valorisation of mobility and the subtle 
enactment of intersectional hierarchies are not inherent flaws of the new mobilities para-
digm, but a common ‘ propensity’ of some mobilities research that needs to be challenged 
( Butz & Cook, 2019, p . 81). Indeed there are ample examples of mobilities exploration 
identifying the politics behind unequal ( im) mobilities and mobile relationships, includ-
ing Kaufmann’s ( 2003) studies of motility, Sheller’s ( 2018) work on ‘ mobility justice’, 
and Gill’s ( 2009) research on forced and incarcerated mobilities. Indeed, my own work 
( Everuss, 2020b), as well as that of Georgine Clarsen ( 2017), critically examines colonial 
settler mobilities by identifying how the historical movements of British settlers in Austra-
lia produced the exclusion and oppression of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples. 
Thus, at its best, the mobilities paradigm ‘ does not privilege a “ mobile subjectivity,” but 
rather tracks the power of discourses and practices of mobility in creating effects of both 
movement and stasis’ ( Sheller, 2011, p p.  255–  67). This objective is evident in the recent 
mobilities paradigm scholarship surrounding the mobile exclusion of populations from 
sovereign states.

Case study: sovereign mobilities

To some extent the mobilities turn can be summarised as a shift in scholarly attention from 
examining movement as a force that impacts meaningful connections to place, to examining 
movement as a form of meaningful social relationship. This trend is clear in the way that the 
subject of sovereignty has been examined in the social sciences. Sovereignty, in terms of po-
litical authority over people and the foundation of statehood, is traditionally conceptualised 
as a stagnant structure in which the principles developed in the 1648 Treaties of Westphalia 
and the philosophical writings of the enlightenment are writ large ( Agnew, 2017; Glanville, 
2011). This type of sovereignty casts the world as organised into stagnant political commu-
nities in the form of n ation- s tates, with clear borders locked in place by domestic social con-
tracts and  inter- s tate agreements. As identified in critiques of methodological nationalism, 
 nation-  states and their polities are often cast as the key entities creating social cohesion and 
collective identities among geographically defined sets of people ( Beck, 2007).

With sovereignty conceived in this concrete and stagnant way, it became one of the main 
targets of early globalisation and mobilities scholarship ( Ohmae, 1995; Urry, 2000). For 
some, sovereignty was being completely eroded by the forces of global interdependence and 
mobilities, while others suggested that global mobilities were causing an increasing porosity 
of sovereign borders ( Hollifield, 1992). Those in the latter camp highlighted how blockable 
forms of mobility were being publicly denied by states while largely economic flows were 
being embraced ( Dauvergne, 2008). As specific types of migration have in particular been 
treated by governments as blockable, Nikos Papastergiadis ( 2007, p . 3) argued that tougher 
migration laws allowed governments to ‘ vent their frustration in a world where they have 
seemingly lost control but dare not admit it’.
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However, recent scholarship drawing on mobilities theories has identified how states re-
spond to global mobilities not only by ceding sovereign control over certain flows, but by 
engaging in state mobilities ( Everuss, 2020a; Mountz, 2011, 2013). For example, states have 
been found to fluidly stretch and withdraw their borders in order to control the movements 
of people. Andonea Dickson ( 2015, p . 437) describes this as a ‘…geopolitical strategy of mo-
bility regulation that relies on processes simultaneously expanding geographies of control, 
while contracting spaces of rights’. Alison Mountz ( 2011, 2013) refers to the same process as 
a state mobility in which governments engage in the creative use of geography to manage 
global mobilities through deterritorialisations and reterritorialisations. Mountz ( 2011, 2013) 
also identifies other state mobilities such as the creation of ‘ enforcement archipelagos that 
undermine access to rights and shrink spaces of asylum’ and the moving of infrastructures 
and places such as ‘ ports of entry’ to deter and detain migrants.

Nick Gill ( 2009) identifies a different type of state mobility in the way that governments 
shift asylum seekers between detention facilities. The ( im) mobilities of government agents 
and infrastructures within complex detention systems allow the forced mobility of asylum 
seekers. These forced movements break the relationships that can form between asylum seek-
ers and advocates who assist them. This ‘ both delimits the work that asylum advocacy or-
ganisations are able to do on behalf of the asylum seekers and undermines the basis of their 
motivation to carry out work on asylum seekers’ behalf ’ ( Gill, 2009, p . 192). Additionally, 
and in line with Urry ( 2000, p p.  66–  67) and Cresswell’s ( 2010,  p. 18) framing of mobilities 
as having symbolic features, Susan Zimmerman ( 2011) has demonstrated how the represen-
tation of asylum seeker movements is a form of mobile state bordering. Zimmerman ( 2011, 
 p. 349) highlights how asylum mobilities in the United Kingdom are framed as either ‘ bogus’
or ‘ genuine’, which influences whether the people who have undertaken those mobilities are
welcomed. In this instance the state shapes mobilities by representing them in specific ways,
which in turn impacts how they proceed.

Such research demonstrates the mobile techniques and strategies employed by sovereign 
states that far from being eradicated by global mobilities have incorporated mobilities into 
their systems of governmentality. However, I have elsewhere taken this analysis of the rela-
tionship between mobilities and sovereignties a step further, arguing that mobilities are not 
only part of government management tactics but are in fact an essential component of the 
very constitution of state sovereignty ( Everuss, 2020a, 2020b). This argument draws on con-
ceptions of sovereignty, notably those put forward by Giorgio Agamben ( 1998, 2005), that 
see sovereignty as an ongoing process occurring through performances. For Agamben ( 1998, 
 p. 83) the performances in question are exclusionary and create specific outsiders defined as
lacking all forms of political value in relation to a polity with certain political identities. It is
clear from the work of Mountz ( 2011, 2013) and others that sovereign mobilities can play a
key role in the material separation of excluded populations from polities. Indeed, Mountz’s
( 2013) research looks at how state mobilities are employed to place asylum seekers arriving
in Australian territory within places of exception in third countries. However, I argue that
mobilities also play a central role in the symbolic construction of the categories of excluded
person and polity member ( Everuss, 2020a).

This distinction occurs in a similar way to that described by Zimmerman ( 2011), between 
correct and incorrect travellers. Thus, polities are created as mobile populations, collections 
of citizens, business migrants, tourists and other subjects that move or stay put in the cor-
rect fashion. In contrast, populations excluded from contemporary  sovereignty –   including 
bogus asylum seekers, racially ‘other’ travellers and welfare-system–motivated migrants  – 
 are defined by their symbolic ( not necessarily actual) deviant mobilities ( Everuss, 2020a). 
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This means that sovereignty and sovereign borders are performed between different types of 
movement as opposed to different type of people. If this is the case, then the structure of state 
sovereignty, which Urry ( 2000) at one point argued mobilities research would show to no 
longer exist in a meaningful sense, continues to influence people and social relations because 
it is not the sedentary entity that Urry described.

Conclusion: where to next for the new mobilities paradigm?

At the heart of the mobilities turn is the critique that traditional social scientific theory and 
research is sedentary and thus researchers explain social relations, identities and sociality as 
largely resulting from attachments to place. What Urry, Sheller, Cresswell and other mobil-
ity scholars argue is that such sedentary modes of thinking obscure the social significance of 
mobilities. Mobilities theories claim that how someone moves or is held still, and how that 
movement is experienced and represented, is a more significant source of social practices and 
interactions than a person’s stagnant position at any one point in time. This claim forms the 
basis of the new mobilities paradigm, which brings the material, symbolic and experiential 
features of movement and stasis to the fore in social scientific analysis.

This chapter has outlined the key ideas and theories that motivated the development of the 
new mobilities paradigm through a mobilities turn in research and theory. The main com-
ponents of the new mobilities paradigm were also summarised including its mobile ontology, 
which frames social experiences, relations and identities as constituted by ( im) mobilities. 
It is a mobile ontology that provides the diverse and  cross-  disciplinary studies of the new 
mobilities paradigm with their common thread. Additionally, it was shown how mobilities 
scholarship positions ( im) mobilities within complex dynamic systems developed through 
the interdependencies of constituent movements. The key mobile methodologies used to 
examine mobilities and their complex systems were also identified, and it was shown how 
mobilities constitute political relations.

So where to now for the new mobilities paradigm? One important evolution occurring 
within the new mobilities paradigm is a shift from the examination of the presence and so-
ciality of mobilities to the politics of mobilities. As is evident from this chapter’s discussion 
of common criticisms of the new mobilities paradigm, it is essential that mobilities research 
does not valorise the movement of kinetic elites or overemphasise the movement of subjects. 
Through the employment of concepts such as mobility justice, mobilities paradigm research 
is imbued with ethical substance and connected to r eal-  world mobilities battles ( Everuss, 
2019). Indeed, the development of mobility justice is described by Peter Adey as part of ‘ the 
maturing of the field of mobilities, pushing and deepening new kinds of issues and questions’ 
( Krämer & Schindler, 2016, p . 8).

One potential sphere for mobilities justice research and intervention is the exclusion-
ary disposition of mobile state sovereignties, as described in the case study of this chapter. 
Systems of state mobilities that diminish spaces of rights could be fruitfully challenged by 
employing an  inter-  scaler mobilities justice framework, and thus connecting seemingly iso-
lated instances of migrant exclusion to changes in international systems of sovereignty. Addi-
tionally, the i nter- s caler nature of mobilities research coupled with the global context of the 
Anthropocene means that few future mobilities studies will be sufficiently comprehensive 
without grappling with the contribution of movements to global climate change and its sig-
nificant current and future impacts on local populations ( Sheller, 2018, p p.  3– 4 ). This will, 
for example, need to include further research on disasters, and notably how they are mobile 
phenomenon that move at both a slow and fast pace ( Hsu, 2017; Matthewman, 2017).
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Finally, just as late  twentieth-  century technological innovations motivated the interest in 
mobilities that propelled the mobilities turn, novel technologies of the t wenty-fi  rst century, 
such as implementations of artificial intelligence and advanced robotics, are shaping the fu-
ture directions of the new mobilities paradigm. This point is made by Elliott (2 019,  p. 20) 
who argues that ‘t he advent of artificial intelligence, advanced robotics and accelerating 
automation makes new conceptual and methodological demands on mobilities research’. 
Indeed, Elliott ( 2019,  p. 32) suggests that we require an updated version of mobilities research 
that ‘f ocuses on the intricate interconnections between intelligent machines and digitalized 
subjects which are “ on the move” in ever increasing mobile combinations’. To rise to this 
challenge, mobilities research will need to examine the complex  human-  machine assem-
blages (Ho lton & Boyd, 2019), within which contemporary mobile lives and subjectivities 
are constructed. However, at the centre of any new direction in mobilities research will still 
be the same key elements outlined in this chapter, namely a mobile ontology, an awareness 
of complex mobility systems, the application of mobile methodologies and a sensitivity to the 
politics of (i m)m obilities. Together these elements provide a dynamic and malleable frame-
work to accurately examine the kinetic features of life.
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Introduction: historical and intellectual development

Within the social sciences and humanities, race and ethnicity have been major objects of 
study, reflecting the profound ways that they have shaped social life. Historically, the study of 
race by natural and social scientists involved categorizing different groups of people, and ar-
ranging them hierarchically. Such classification gave ideological support to slavery, colonial-
ism and other forms of racial domination. It was assumed that biological race was associated 
with character, behaviour, disposition ( for example, on a continuum from emotional to ra-
tional) and intelligence. For early race theorists, race helped explain the differences between 
civilization and savagery, the rise and fall of nations and the broader course of history. In the 
twentieth century, coinciding with the undermining of scientific racism from the 1930s on-
wards, the study of race was often aligned with social movements that vigorously challenged 
racism and discrimination. Intellectuals and activists from those previously referred to as the 
‘ inferior races’ wrote and spoke back to power and against racist oppression, stereotyping, 
prejudice and discrimination. More broadly, social science increasingly came to emphasize 
the role of culture, and social construction, rather than biology ( e.g. race, sex) in the ways 
that people thought, felt, behaved and acted, and this also contributed to a shift of emphasis 
from race (‘ biology’) to ethnicity (‘ culture’). ‘ Race’ was reconfigured as the forms of cultural 
assumptions, and the social constructions, that attach themselves to physical differences be-
tween people, and which affect the opportunity structures of societies.

The massive migrations of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, bringing together 
many different peoples into single societies ( for example in the New World nations of the 
Americas), stimulated new waves of thinking about how people organized themselves into 
groups and engaged in collective action, and the relevance of language, culture, myth and 
tradition. This also stimulated new concerns with the place of ethnicity in the modern world, 
as did the turbulence of a  post- c olonizing world, including migrations of peoples from for-
mer colonies back to imperial centres of Europe.

This chapter critically examines the important contributions made by social and cultural 
theorists to the study of race and ethnicity, focusing primarily on developments in thought 
and argument since the Second World War. It concludes that both concepts remain relevant 
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to our understanding of major social divisions and to the structuring of society, and to our 
understanding of the globalizing conditions of the t wenty-  first century. Though  anti-  racist 
struggle has ebbed and flowed, it has been  re-  energized through movements such as Black 
Lives Matter, which became a truly global movement in 2020, sparked by the brutal slay-
ing of African American George Floyd by police in Minneapolis. Despite the C OVID-  19 
pandemic, and dire warnings from public health officials, protest exploded on the streets of 
cities throughout the world. New voices have risen calling for real action to dismantle white 
supremacy, white privilege and structural racism. Race has surged back as a key concept for 
understanding contemporary society.

Key contributors and criticisms

The concepts of ethnicity, race and nation are difficult to distinguish in any definitive way. 
Sometimes race and ethnicity are used to describe the same social group, and what is re-
ferred to in some contexts as racial conflict is referred to as ethnic conflict in others. ‘N ation’ 
has connections to both ethnicity and r ace –  i n the nineteenth century it was common to 
refer to the French or German ‘ races’, whereas these days these are typically called nations 
( Glazer 1983: 234). Ethnicity implies some kind of common culture, but nations also aspire 
to common culture. Discourses of race are intimately tied historically to the emergence of 
modern nations in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and some argue that race is still 
a signifier of nation, often lurking in the background. According to Balibar, ‘ racism is not 
an “ expression” of nationalism. . . but is always indispensable to its constitution’ ( Balibar and 
Wallerstein 1991: 54). Further, Balibar claimed that racism always presupposes sexism. Ben-
edict Anderson proposed an alternative view on the sources of nationalism, arguing that ‘ the 
dreams of racism actually have their origins in the ideologies of class, rather than in those of 
the nation’ ( 1991: 149). The  ethno-  symbolist school of nationalism emphasizes the continu-
ing role of ‘ ethnic cores’ in sustaining the sense of belonging to distinct nations, tying people 
to place through powerful historical and ethnic symbolism ( Smith 2009).

The contemporary study of race is focused on the ways that physical differences between 
peoples become major ways of organizing social life, including access to public goods and 
other resources. Skin colour, face, eye and body shape, hair type, and skull size and shape 
have been used as racial markers. Though the biological underpinnings of race arguments 
have been thoroughly discredited, social scientists argue that race must be retained and used 
in our explanations of forms of social inequality, discrimination and violence; that while 
race as a scientific concept has been discredited, it is still important because, in everyday life, 
people often still operate with commonsense understandings of race as they go about their 
business in society. Social scientists argue that if we simply replace race with a more ‘ neutral’ 
term like ethnicity then we will fail to see the way that people’s physical appearance, espe-
cially colour, impacts upon their experience and opportunities in racially mixed societies. 
Some social scientists of race have argued that modern societies are ‘ racial formations’, struc-
tured as racial hierarchies. These formations subtly shift over time, with some previously 
subordinated and racially marked individuals and groups rising to new positions of power, 
but the basic colour divisions remain, within and between societies in an age of increasing 
globalization ( Omi and Winant 1994). These claims, as suggested above, have gained new 
purchase with Black Lives Matter.

Max Weber’s ( 1997) famous definition of the ethnic group still captures the meanings 
and understandings of ethnicity within contemporary social science. Weber argued that eth-
nic groups were animated by a belief in common descent, based on perceptions of physical 
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similarities and/ or common customs, or on memories of immigration or colonization. Histor-
ically, such groups had developed a series of cultural traits and symbols that they became con-
scious of and used as points of differentiation from other groups. Ethnic groups had histories 
of political organization, which may have still been present or which in other cases persisted as 
historical memories where groups had been conquered and ruled by other groups, for example 
through colonization. Belief in ancestry as defining the ethnic group endures, as does at least 
the assumption of shared cultural traits. To take one prominent example, the historical sociolo-
gist and eminent theorist of nationalism and e thno-  symbolism Anthony Smith defines ethnie as

a named and  self-  defined human community whose members possess a myth of com-
mon ancestry, shared memories, one or more elements of common culture, including a 
link with a territory, and a measure of solidarity, at least among the upper strata.

( 2009: 27, original emphasis)

Frederik Barth’s influential book Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, written in collaboration with 
other  like- m inded European social anthropologists, was a landmark study in the field of 
ethnicity from the late 1960s. Barth turned attention to the central importance of bound-
ary making in ethnic identification, group formation and political organization. Barth ar-
gued  that anthropologists had long recognized that ‘ cultural variation was discontinuous’ 
and that there were cultural differences attached to discrete ethnic units, but had too often 
assumed that such differences were maintained by isolation and ignorance. While the differ-
ences between groups had been closely studied, and historical boundaries and connections 
attended to, anthropologists had neglected ‘ the constitution of ethnic groups, and the nature 
of the boundaries between them’ ( Barth 1969: 9). Ethnic groups and the ethnic statuses of 
individuals in fact organized the vital and intense interactions that contributed to the build-
ing of ‘ embracing social systems’ ( 1969: 10). Ethnic groups were ‘ categories of ascription and 
identification by the actors themselves, and thus have the characteristic of organizing inter-
action between people’ ( 1969: 10).

Barth directed attention to the way that ethnic groups and boundaries were reproduced in 
contexts of intense interaction, mobility and transactions across ethnic boundaries, through 
‘ social processes of exclusion and incorporation’ ( Barth 1969: 10). He focused on the interac-
tion between different ethnic groups within ethnically diverse geographical spaces and larger 
societies, and on how they marked themselves off from each other despite their outward sim-
ilarities, through the use of a few potently symbolic ethnic markers. For example, in his essay 
about Pathan ( or Pashtun) identity in Afghanistan, Barth ( 1969:  117–  34) showed how the 
meaning of being Pashtun, which was centred on the male in this strongly patriarchal group 
socially organized by gender segregation, was individual male autonomy. This autonomy was 
expressed in a range of ways, from host and guest relations, to economic independence, to 
performances of political autonomy in d ecision-  making councils. Once a Pathan, in differ-
ent circumstances such as migration or being enveloped by a different societal organization 
and/ or dominating ethnic group, was unable to exercise a certain level of autonomy, he 
might cease to be recognized by others, and by himself, as a Pathan, and take on some other 
ethnic identity in its place. But distinct ethnic groups and boundaries remained, despite such 
transformations of individual identities.

Barth drew attention away from cataloguing the various cultural traits that supposedly 
separated one ethnic group from another, and instead highlighted what members of ethnic 
groups themselves, and those other ethnic groups who recognized them as distinguishable 
groups, considered to be the few crucial distinguishing traits:
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The features that are taken into account are not the sum of ‘ objective’ differences, but 
only those which the actors themselves regard as significant. . . [S]ome cultural features 
are used by the actors as signals and emblems, others are ignored, and in some relation-
ships radical differences are played down and denied.

( Barth 1969: 14)

There were two basic types of such differences: first, there were overt signs that people 
look for and show as indicators of ethnic identity, such as clothes, housing arrangements, 
language and style of life; second, there were ‘ basic value orientations: the standards of mo-
rality and excellence by which performance is judged’ ( Barth 1969: 14). But an observer 
could not simply look objectively from the outside to decide which of these differences the 
ethnic group itself would focus on and highlight as significant to their identity. Barth’s main 
contention was, thus, that the central focus should be on the social boundary that separates 
ethnic groups, not ‘ the cultural stuff that it encloses’ ( 1969: 15). Those various symbols, signs 
and emblems were part of the social boundary mechanisms by which groups distinguished 
themselves from each other.

Barth’s concern with ethnic boundaries, his emphasis on the processes of ethnic group 
formation and maintenance, and his insights about the mutual constitution of ethnic identi-
ties remain relevant to thinking through ethnic group and identity formation today.

Race, racism, enlightenment and modernity

In terms of explaining  nineteenth-   and  twentieth-  century notions of race, and the historical 
emergence of racism, some social and cultural theorists have argued for their close intertwin-
ing with modernity and its rationalizing,  world-  reordering propensities. Zygmunt Bauman, 
most notably in his work Modernity and the Holocaust ( 1989), argued that racism was not an 
aberration within modernity, but one of modernity’s important tendencies, related to the 
dream of creating rationally ordered societies. ‘ Biological race’ became an anchoring point 
amidst the traumatic upheaval of modernity. Dreams of purity were indelibly associated with 
modernity, and race markers became one important way to carve up, and then clean up, the 
messy social field.

A related argument draws close links between the Enlightenment and the emergence of 
beliefs about biological race, and the creation and reproduction of racism. Kant, one of the 
Enlightenment’s leading figures, is considered by philosopher Robert Bernasconi ( 2009) to 
be the inventor of the modern concept of race. The main arguments have been presented 
in the spirit of a broad critique inspired by  anti-  racism and  anti-  colonial domination, or 
postcolonialism. In his book Racist Culture, David Theo Goldberg ( 1993) argues that racism 
was the product of the Enlightenment, and of the colonial expansion related to it. Through 
a close reading of key Enlightenment and liberal figures ( e.g. Locke, Kant and Hume), he ar-
gues that the ideals and claims about equality and reason characteristic of the Enlightenment 
always, and inherently, involved a process of exclusion. Some sections of humanity, such as 
‘ primitives’, Indigenous peoples, black Africans and ‘ Orientals’, were deemed irrational or 
less rational than their ‘ white, male, European, and bourgeois’ counterparts, and thus not 
deserving equal treatment ( Goldberg 1993: 28). Thus, from a broad discourse of equality 
and rationality emerged a discourse of different races. Capacity to reason became linked to 
biologically defined ‘ race’. The  over-  confident, universalistic outlook of the Enlightenment 
was itself crucial to the expansionary aims of the West, and fed the whole colonial racist 
project ( Goldberg 1993: chs 2 and 3). Modernity, as the broader project and expression of 
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the Enlightenment, was deeply connected with racism. Conceiving of both racism and mo-
dernity as Foucauldian discursive formations, Goldberg argues that they share a common 
set of ‘ preconceptual elements’, which form their deep generative structure. These include 
‘ classification, order, value, and hierarchy; differentiation and identity, discrimination and 
identification; exclusion, domination, subjection, and subjugation; as well as entitlement and 
restriction’ ( Goldberg 1993: 49). The entanglement of racism and modernity has intensified, 
Goldberg argues, as each has come to influence, define and shape the other:

Racialized discourse. . . emerged only with the displacement of the premodern discur-
sive order and the accompanying epistemic transformations. It developed and matured 
with the social and intellectual formation of modernity. Indeed, it increasingly came to 
give definition to the sociocultural order of modernity, furnishing in large measure a 
central strand of the novel means of tying people, power and history together.

(1993: 45)  

Other writers have also developed the argument about the relationship between Enlighten-
ment, modernity, racism and the production of racist identities. Henry Louis Gates Jr points 
out how writing and the capacity to master the ‘ arts and sciences’ were taken as signs of 
reason, and their absence or relative underdevelopment in black or African cultures was seen 
as an indicator of their racial inferiority ( Gates 1986: 8). Paul Gilroy has proposed the notion 
of ‘ racialized modernity’, highlighting the way that racism and racial categories continue to 
permeate the modern world ( Gilroy 1993, 2000).

However, Malik ( 2008) has pointed out that this argument linking Enlightenment with 
racism is a  one-  sided reading of Enlightenment figures. Other major figures of the e ighteenth- 
 century Enlightenment who, following the historian Jonathan Israel, Malik characterizes as 
belonging to the ‘ Radical Enlightenment’ were  anti-  racist in approach, inspired by visions of 
equality and by the assumption that all of humanity was capable of the reason that Enlight-
enment so venerated ( Malik 2008: ch. 4). Contrary to the view of Goldberg and likeminded 
critics, scientific classification and the perception of d ifferences –   that whole way of  seeing –  
d id not lead inevitably to racial classification in hierarchies of superiority and inferiority 
( Malik 2008: 84). Further, one can point out that this is an overly pessimistic and o ne-  sided 
reading of modernity itself, arguing for too close a link between the logics of modernity and 
racism.

W. E. B. Du Bois and Frantz Fanon

Apart from these broad, generalizing accounts, there have been many important interven-
tions, including by black intellectuals such as pioneering figures W. E. B. Du Bois and Frantz 
Fanon, and later writers such as Henry Louis Gates Jr, Stuart Hall, bell hooks, Patricia Hill 
Collins, Paul Gilroy, and postcolonial theorists such as Ashis Nandy and Homi Bhabha. 
These writers in particular, in part because of their own personal experiences of racism and 
colonialism, have developed unique insights into the workings of race and racism.

Du Bois, one of America’s most prolific and insightful analysts of race and of the black ex-
perience, argued that the ‘ colour line’ was the dominating problem of the twentieth century. 
In works stretching from the late nineteenth century through to the 1960s, he articulated 
the nature of black group life, developed strategies for improving the situation of blacks in 
America, challenged governments, and produced major historical and theoretical accounts 
of race and race relations.
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In essays like ‘ The souls of white folk’, Du Bois turned the examination of race squarely 
back onto white people. Writing at that time ( in 1920), he had noticed a rising consciousness 
among white people that they belonged to a white race: ‘ the world, in a sudden emotional 
conversion, has discovered that it is white, and, by that token, wonderful’ ( Du Bois 1975: 
30). The ‘ discovery of personal whiteness among the world’s people is a very modern thing’, 
he wrote, ‘ a nineteenth and twentieth century matter, indeed’ ( Du Bois 1975: 2 9– 3 0). This 
discovery of whiteness entailed an assumption of ‘ ownership of the earth forever and ever, 
Amen!’ ( Du Bois 1975: 30). The belief in this ‘ extraordinary dictum’ was catastrophic for 
 non- w hite peoples and nations ( Du Bois 1975: 31), contributing to the rape of Africa and 
other colonial exploitation throughout the world.

In Black Reconstruction in America, Du Bois ( 1966) discussed the ‘ psychological wage’ in-
volved in whiteness. Poor white workers were able to tolerate their often desperate eco-
nomic, social and political situations by drawing a ‘ psychological wage of whiteness’ that 
shored up their otherwise threatened self and social esteem. In order to experience that 
‘ psychological wage’ they had to be able to look down on other, black, workers, and black 
people more generally, as inferior to them. They would therefore demand that black peo-
ple were not paid the same wages as them, or demand their exclusion from jobs that whites 
dominated. Whites also gained privileged access to public spaces denied to black people in 
areas where segregation was a reality. Thus, Du Bois also argued that the psychological wage 
of whiteness drove a wedge between white and black workers, had a major effect on the class 
system ( a  black–  white division in the class structure) and prevented exploited white workers 
from joining forces with black workers in unified action to improve the overall position of 
the working class ( Du Bois 1966).

The dying rage of the late colonial period set the scene for Frantz Fanon’s incendiary 
works on race and racism. Fanon was himself an important figure in the decolonization 
movement in Algeria and other parts of North Africa. Fanon also wrote from a deeply per-
sonal, and psychically wounded, position as a black intellectual in the French colonial sphere. 
As a trained psychiatrist, he challenged e thno-  psychology’s orthodox views about the causes 
of the inferiority complexes of black colonial peoples, evident in works such as Mannoni’s 
Prospero and Caliban. This approach, he argued, failed to appreciate the intimate ways that 
black experiences, consciousness and identities had been shaped by a vicious, dehumanizing 
colonizing process rooted in capitalist exploitation ( Fanon 2008).

Inspired by psychoanalysis and phenomenology, in Black Skin, White Masks Fanon ( 2008) 
explored the deep experiences of racial antagonism, the psychic wounds of race and racism, 
and the distorted white and black subjectivities produced by racist social systems. Accord-
ing to Fanon, whites become obsessed with scrutinizing blacks: producing images of them, 
 fantasizing about their supposedly wild and sexual qualities, and relating to them with a mix-
ture of fear and desire. One of his major insights was the way that ideals of whiteness were 
taken up by black people: how even for black people blackness was associated with evil, and 
whiteness with good. As a psychiatrist he had seen many black patients who consciously, or 
unconsciously, desired to be white, and who hated their own black skins.

It was only psychoanalysis, Fanon argued, that could help us to explain the black and 
white narcissisms, ‘ the affective disorders’, into which people were locked in race antagonism 
( 2008: xiv). In ways that were taken up by later cultural theorists of race, he read cultural 
forms including everyday language, children’s comics and stories, novels and films to unearth 
the racial pathologies that underpinned them, and showed how mass cultural forms created 
and reproduced racial stereotypes that contributed to the reproduction of racist systems of 
domination. An important result of and support for this domination was the systematic 
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production of black pathology. Unlike the white child, who typically experiences concor-
dance between family relations and the structures of authority in national society, he wrote, 
a ‘ normal black child, having grown up with a normal family, will become abnormal at the 
slightest contact with the white world’ ( Fanon 2008: 122).

Writing at a time when the ‘Ne gritude’ movement was in full swing, where black in-
tellectuals highlighted the achievements and meanings of black culture and identity, Fanon 
challenged their assumptions about essential black culture and the Negro spirit, and high-
lighted the ways that some of the supposed features of Negro racial character were the prod-
uct of the white imagination and colonial system of domination.

Fanon, like other important critics of European colonialism such as Aimé Césaire, drew 
a link between the racism to which colonial others were subjected, and the virulent  anti- 
 Semitism that infected Europe, culminating in the Holocaust. Though racisms were his-
torically specific, there was a common psychological structure, expressed in specific ways, 
for example as white racism against black people, or a nti-  Semitism. As Fanon noted, it was 
one of his philosophy professors from the Antilles who told him to listen carefully whenever 
people started talking about Jews, as they were also talking about blacks. ‘ Since then’, Fanon 
noted, ‘ I have understood that what he meant quite simply was that the  anti-  Semite is in-
evitably a negrophobe’ ( Fanon 2008: 101). Whites were phobic about Negro’s black bodies, 
while they were phobic about Jews’ intellects ( Fanon 2008: 143).

British contributions to the study of race and racism: race 
relations, Stuart Hall, CCCS and Paul Gilroy

In the Anglo world, the race relations paradigm dominated sociological thinking about race 
and racism from the 1950s to the 1970s. This tradition had its roots in the sociology of the 
Chicago School in the 1920s and 1930s, especially the work of Robert Park. The key figures 
in the British tradition were John Rex and Michael Banton. This paradigm had a strong pol-
icy focus, analysing areas of discrimination and disadvantage experienced by different ‘ races’ 
who s elf-  identified themselves as such. And, in fact, the race relations paradigm was reflected 
in early British policies first established in response to race rioting in the late 1950s. The ‘ race 
relations’ Acts that began in the 1960s, which outlawed discrimination in a range of areas 
including employment, housing and provision of goods and services, relied more on con-
ciliation and mediation rather than prosecution ( e.g. fines or compensation). These policies 
were also aimed at combating and minimizing white people’s prejudices against immigrant 
groups ( Miles and Brown 2003).

According to its critics, the problem with those writing within the race relations paradigm 
was that, even if they viewed races as socially constructed ( and not biological realities), these 
authors nevertheless assumed that such groups acted as groups with group interests, in relation 
to other groups, thought of as r aces –  i n relationships of cooperation ( in rare instances) but in 
most cases in relations of conflict and antagonism that had to be managed at the societal level 
( e.g. through ‘ race relations’ Acts of parliament and ‘ race relations’ advisory bodies). Without 
intending to, this approach naturalized groups as races, and moreover assumed homogeneity of 
interest, attitude and aspiration within these groups. This way of thinking gave rise to the idea 
that races could act as political groups, and needed to be addressed by policy makers as such. 
Instead, critics like Miles and Brown ( 2003: 91) argue that a sociology of racism needs to ex-
amine the processes by which groups of people are constructed as races in particular historical 
circumstances, and the consequences for the people involved, and for the types of society that 
they inhabit. The focus should be squarely upon racism, rather than s o-  called ‘ race relations’.
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As noted in  Chapter 13 of this handbook, by Stevenson, Jamaican born Marxist sociolo-
gist and cultural theorist Stuart Hall was one of the most important figures in British cultural 
studies. Throughout his career, Hall also made important interventions in ethnic and racial 
studies, where he has been an influential figure ( Alexander 2009; Hall and Back 2009). Hall’s 
work with the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies ( CCCS) resulted in 
his major collaborative work Policing the Crisis (Hall et al. 1978), which incorporated many 
of Hall’s earlier ideas about the role of media in cultural production, and the focus on youth 
and crime, framed by his G ramscian-  influenced view of hegemony and of organic crises. 
He and his  co-  authors argued that an organic crisis of British capitalism contributed to the 
ideological construction of the young male black ‘ mugger’ in popular media and popular 
discourse. This folk devil, arising from a moral panic about street crime, was constructed 
through a proliferation of news stories and also by conservative political figures. The figure 
of the ‘ black mugger’ served as a focus for political action diverted from the real sources of 
the ‘ organic crisis’, resulting in the rise to prominence of a political discourse and practice 
of law and order. This had important articulations with sections of the white working class. 
Hall also influenced a younger cohort of students including Paul Gilroy, John Solomos and 
Hazel Carby, who, together with others from CCCS, wrote the seminal The Empire Strikes 
Back, a major exploration of racism in 1970s Britain. The guiding thesis of the book was that 
‘ the construction of an authoritarian state in Britain is fundamentally intertwined with the 
elaboration of racism in the 1970s’ ( CCCS 1982: 9). It contained many provocative essays 
articulating the complexity of race and the experience of racism in Britain, from examina-
tion of the history of racism and its relationship to the British state and British Empire, to 
situating race within the crises of capitalism, to exploring the constructions of race and the 
‘ black family’ within hegemonic common sense, to examining race and education, and the 
articulation of race and gender.

  

The influence of Marxism, and in particular Antonio Gramsci and Louis Althusser, led 
Hall to focus on the ways that societies were ‘ structured in dominance’, and also contributed 
to his focus on the complex articulations of class and race in contemporary societies, includ-
ing Britain. In his famous formulation from the late 1970s, class was lived in the modality 
of race: a formulation he later modified to suggest that the interrelation was more complex, 
so that race was also lived in the modality of class ( Hall and Back 2009). In his essay ‘ Race, 
articulation and societies structured in dominance’ Hall ( 1980) challenged not only the eco-
nomic reductionism of many Marxist accounts of racist societies, which claimed to explain 
the intricacies of ethnic and racial stratification in terms of internal and external dynamics 
of capitalist economic relations, but also the sociological reductionism that argued that ra-
cial and ethnic relations were constructed purely in the spheres of the social and political, 
independent of broader economic relations. Each produced a partial account, and had major 
theoretical blind spots. Examining the work of race relations sociologist John Rex, together 
with those Marxists, such as Harold Wolpe, who had debated his arguments about racial 
formations in South Africa and in plantation societies, Hall concluded that racism needed to 
be understood in its historical specificity, rather than as a generic form. One needed to find 
a way beyond both economic and sociological reductionism to consider the complex artic-
ulations of race in specific historical conjunctures, by considering the interplay in concrete 
situations of economic, social, cultural, political and legal relations. Neither ‘ general history’ 
nor appeals to prejudice in human nature would do as explanatory tools for specific racisms:

One must start, then, from the concrete historical ‘ work’ which racism accomplishes 
under specific historical  conditions  –   as a set of economic, political and ideological 
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practices, of a distinctive kind, concretely articulated with other practices in a social 
formation. These practices ascribe the positioning of different social groups in relation 
to one another with respect to the elementary structures of society; they fix and ascribe 
those positionings in  on-  going social practices; they legitimate the positions so ascribed.

( Hall 1980: 338)

Such racist relations were hegemonic, ultimately serving dominant economic interests; and 
though ultimately rooted in economic relations, which according to Gramsci were always 
the ultimate originating force in hegemony, societies structured in dominance had to be 
grasped in terms of their forms and mechanisms of articulation between different levels 
within a social formation.

In later work, Hall turned his attention more closely to issues of race and representation, 
and also to the transformation of identities in the context of globalization. For example, in 
his essays on ‘ Representation’ and the ‘ Spectacle of the other’ in his edited book Represen-
tation ( 1997), Hall examined the way that race was constructed within a complex system 
of representation across several cultural forms. Examining a range of cultural representa-
tions, including painting, art photography, film, advertisements, sport images, news photos, 
sketches and cartoons, Hall argued that racial stereotyping involved fetishism and ideological 
representational practices of reductionism, essentializing, naturalization and the use of binary 
oppositions.

In the early 1990s Hall, influenced by p ost-  structuralism, wrote about the play of decen-
tred identities that had fragmented previously, and only apparently, unitary black identities, 
and in particular highlighted the articulations of new ethnicities through art and other cul-
tural practices of young people of colour from immigrant backgrounds. The idea of diaspora, 
of migration continually disrupting the fixities of identities, became a major theme in his 
work, including his defence of a form of multiculturalism, and of inclusive national culture, 
evident in his contribution to the controversial Runnymede Trust report The Future of  Multi- 
Ethnic Britain ( Commission on the Future of  Multi-  Ethnic Britain 2000).  

In his essay ‘ Old and new identities, old and new ethnicities’, Hall emphasized the de-
centrings of individual, unitary subjectivity as a result of the interventions of Marx, Freud 
and Saussure, also highlighting the breakdown of large, imaginary, homogenous, collective 
social identities of class, race, ethnicity, gender, nationality and the West, which he argued 
had been undermined by globalizing forces. This meant that we ‘ are now as attentive to their 
inner differences, their inner contradictions, their segmentations and their fragmentations as 
we are to their a lready-  completed homogeneity, their unity and so on’ ( Hall 1991: 45). Iden-
tities, and the desire for them, do not disappear, but they are constantly under revision, their 
certainties doubted and forever undermined. Subjectivity, individual and collective, is always 
‘ in process’, always in formation, and identification is always provisional and ambivalent, as 
psychoanalysis and new feminist critiques highlighted ( Hall 1991: 47).

Paul Gilroy’s ( 1993) work has also dealt with the formations of black identity and con-
sciousness, and how these intersect with class and gender and are also shaped by the diasporic 
experiences that construct black identities and consciousness beyond the confines of any 
single nation. As a cultural theorist, Gilroy has been an important figure in taking seriously 
popular culture, like black forms of music and lyrical expression, and also in examining how 
these can involve a nti-  racist practices and discourses, as explained in There Ain’t No Black 
in the Union Jack ( 1987), where he argued that some black artists were organic intellectuals 
in the Gramscian sense. But Gilroy has also noted more destructive forms of black identity 
and masculinity evident among hip hop artists like the  Florida- b ased 2 Live Crew, who 
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project a powerful, misogynistic black male sexuality and a subservient, highly sexualized 
black womanhood, and whom prominent black intellectuals like Henry Louis Gates Jr had 
defended as legitimate enunciators of the playful, satirical black vernacular culture ( Gilroy 
1993:  84–  86). As Gilroy noted in The Black Atlantic, we could add to Hall’s perception that 
race is the modality in which class is lived with the claim that ‘ gender is the modality in 
which race is lived’:

An amplified and exaggerated masculinity has become the boastful centrepiece of a 
culture of compensation that s elf-  consciously salves the misery of the disempowered and 
subordinated. This masculinity and its relational feminine counterpart become special 
symbols of the difference that race makes. They are lived and naturalised in the distinct 
patterns of family life on which the reproduction of the racial identities supposedly re-
lies. These gender identities come to exemplify the immutable cultural differences that 
apparently arise from absolute ethnic difference. To question them and their constitution 
of racial subjectivity is at once to be ungendered and to place oneself outside of the racial 
kin group. This makes these positions hard to answer, let alone criticise.

( Gilroy 1993: 85)

In The Black Atlantic Gilroy ( 1993) explored how narratives of modernity interacted with black 
consciousness and experience, and stressed how black experiences produced a ‘ counterculture 
of modernity’. In conceptualizing the idea of the black Atlantic, Gilroy made use of Du Bois’s 
concept of ‘ double consciousness’ to explain the striving ‘ to be both European and black’ 
( Gilroy 1993: 1). In Against Race ( 2000), and his essays on the state of identities in multicul-
tural Britain, Gilroy explores the terrain of the initial creation and solidification of a black 
identity in the 1960s that fractured in the 1970s and 1980s. Against Race also shows how key 
figures of the black identity and consciousness movements, including Marcus Garvey, at 
times mirrored, and reproduced, the racist and fascist tendencies that oppressed black and 
other peoples. Gilroy now advocates in place of all race thinking, and of racial identities, a 
kind of cosmopolitan global humanism that transcends fixed identity categories.

Cultural racism and whiteness

The p ost-  Second World War period, with the rise of human rights frameworks in national 
and international contexts, the successful campaigns and political struggles of the a nti-  racist, 
civil rights and  de-  colonization movements, is seen by some as rendering race a less salient 
ordering principle in late modern societies. However, there are many contemporary think-
ers who dispute the claim that we have moved beyond race, and in fact see in such a claim 
an ideological obfuscation of continuing race privilege, and thus a contributor to racist re-
production. Through arguments about ‘ cultural racism’ and ‘ whiteness’, these theorists and 
critics have argued for the continuing importance of race, and have emphasized the need to 
develop more sophisticated understandings of the often hidden workings of race and dis-
crimination in many societies. Such thinking has gained increasing political significance, 
and has become part of the vernacular, especially of young people inspired by movements 
including Black Lives Matter.

Martin Barker’s ( 1981) idea of the ‘ new racism’ emerged out of the British context, where 
British ‘ patriots’ and conservatives argued for the cultural incongruence between British 
national culture and the new cultures brought to Britain by Caribbean and Indian subcon-
tinent immigrants after the Second World War. In a context where  anti- r acism arguments 
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had achieved some success in the 1960s and 1970s, the focus on culture enabled racists to 
continue to justify forms of racial discrimination and exclusion. These arguments relied less 
on claims about biological difference, inferiority and superiority, and more on arguments 
about the conservation of national identity. The idea of the new racism was also taken up in 
France, where conservatives and n ationalists –  o r the French new r ight – s  imilarly argued 
for the preservation of French national culture against the cultures coming in from France’s 
former colonies ( Taguieff 1990). The idea of cultural racism has also influenced the concept 
of Islamophobia, coined to describe the reaction of fear and loathing of Islamic and Middle 
Eastern peoples in the West.

From the late 1980s a new phase of race studies emerged around the concept of ‘ whiteness’. 
This new  sub- d iscipline had historical predecessors, including black writers like Du Bois, 
Fanon and the novelist James Baldwin, whose influence is apparent in the whiteness studies 
literature. For example, Du Bois’s ideas were taken up by David Roediger ( 1991) in his book 
The Wages of Whiteness, especially the idea of the psychological wage that white workers get 
and which compensates them for the tenuous position that they inhabit within capitalist 
relations.

Theorists of whiteness have argued that despite the discrediting of racism since the end 
of the Second World War and the dismantling of scientific racism, and despite the fact that 
many countries with histories of racism have now introduced a nti- d iscrimination policies 
and laws, white racism persists, and supports the privileges of white people. One of the main 
strategies of whiteness studies, in this respect, is to hunt out the manifold ways in which 
white people exercise and experience privileges because of their whiteness, and conversely to 
identify how societies based on white privileges, and what are seen as white norms, system-
atically exclude and denigrate people of colour. Whiteness, it is argued, is a hidden racial cat-
egory: white people do not think of themselves as belonging to a race, but perceive race as an 
issue belonging to other, n on-  white people; they think of themselves as being without race 
( Dyer 1997). As Ruth Frankenberg argued in her book White Women, Race Matters, whites 
were usually ‘ the nondefined definers of other people. Or, to put it another way, whiteness 
comes to be an unmarked or neutral category, whereas other cultures are specifically marked 
as cultural’ ( 1993: 197). Richard Dyer’s ( 1997) White was a sustained attempt to foreground 
the hidden racial category of whiteness through a close reading of historical and contempo-
rary visual culture to analyse the main images of embodied whiteness in Western societies.

Most of the white women Frankenberg interviewed for White Women, Race Matters refused 
to talk about race at all, claiming that they never noticed race or colour, and in their discourses 
about their life experiences in American society they used strategies of ‘ essentialization’, 
‘ colour evasion’ and ‘ power evasion’ to explain away racial difference, division and racial dis-
comfort ( Frankenberg 1993). Whiteness theorists argue that if societies imagine themselves 
as c olour- b lind, and promote that colour blindness as an egalitarian ethic, they will be blind 
to the continuing workings of race, including the profound inequalities produced by institu-
tional racism, and will thus allow race privilege to flourish ( Doane 2003).

Some critics, particularly those from n on- w hite backgrounds, have challenged the devel-
opment of whiteness studies by arguing that this was a way for privileged white academics 
and intellectuals to  re- c olonize the field of race and racism studies, after black intellectuals 
had become the leading spokespeople. White intellectuals, they argued, had found them-
selves on the outside of many debates, as arguments grew about the special privileges, in 
terms of knowledge of race and racism, that came from occupying a position of subordination 
in race relations. Increasingly, white intellectuals had been shut out of arguments about black 
identity, and told that they did not have a right to speak on such matters, or on the situation 
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of other races and their problems, because they were white and simply could not know what 
it meant to be black, or the true nature of those racialized problems. The development of 
whiteness studies provided a space for white people to start contributing to race debates again, 
through explorations of their own whiteness and race privilege; and they could also feel 
that through those explorations they were challenging racism. New ‘ whiteness’ conferences 
flowered throughout the world where white academics could go and show their  new- f ound 
expertise, carefully showing the hidden power and workings of ‘ whiteness’ through analysis 
of a wide range of phenomena including cultural products like film, television, photography 
and literature; through close analysis of everyday interaction and language; and through the 
close study of a multitude of government policies ( Fozdar, Wilding and Hawkins 2009).

A second criticism, which is about the actual argumentation and claims of ‘ whiteness 
studies’, is the way that it involves a narrowing of our understanding of complex social rela-
tions. Everything is seen as being about race. Inequalities and patterns in housing, employ-
ment, wealth and political d ecision-  making are explained by racial conflict and competition. 
Much of what goes on in society can be explained by whites attempting to maintain and even 
improve their position of dominance, to exercise and expand their white privileges. Focusing 
solely on whiteness as an explanatory framework can systematically obscure from vision a 
range of other things that are going on; and it can also lead to a failure to look at other pos-
sible explanations for social inequalities.

American labour historian Eric Arnesen ( 2001), for example, is critical of the way that 
whiteness has come to dominate thinking about the history of labour relations and politics in 
the USA. One common argument has been that Irish Americans who migrated to the USA 
in the nineteenth century were initially racialized as n on-  white, but came to successfully assert 
their whiteness and thus took up a position in the racial hierarchy above black workers. Arne-
son points out that while the Irish were at times racialized, this also involved religion ( claims 
about Catholicism being authoritarian and backward, for example, in a country founded by 
Protestants). To claim that they were not also perceived as white is simply historically wrong. 
The critique is also that ‘ whiteness’ as a conscious identity was not anywhere near the main 
driving force behind a range of political conflicts, as whiteness theorists now claim and argue.

Third, it is argued that whiteness studies advocates a futile politics for white people that 
does not really achieve anything apart from masochistic  self-  flagellation; that it involves 
white people seeing that they have unfair privileges and that they should work to undo their 
own sense of entitlement and privilege in society, which argues naively for a politics contrary 
to material and symbolic interests; and moreover, that it does not give white people any 
sense of a more positive identity. This may be simply a reversal of the entirely damaging race 
dynamics that led black people to flee their blackness ( in Fanon’s argument) and so seek to 
emulate white people, an ideal that they could never achieve because of their blackness. For 
example, David Roediger, in Towards the Abolition of Whiteness, denounced the ‘ empty culture 
of whiteness’ and whiteness as a ‘ destructive ideology’. He went on to celebrate the way that 
white youth were turning to hip hop music, which he claimed offered them ‘ the spontaneity, 
experimentation, humor, danger, sexuality, physical movement and rebellion absent from 
what passes as white culture’, together with ‘ an explicitly, often harsh, critique of whiteness’ 
( quoted in Arnesen 2001: 8). B est- s elling works such as Robin DiAngelo’s ( 2018) White Fra-
gility continue this trend. Nevertheless, as more thinkers from  non- w hite backgrounds have 
written about and challenged whiteness, often drawing on pioneering black intellectuals such 
as Du Bois and Fanon, and black feminist scholars such as Audre Lorde, bell hooks and Patri-
cia Hill Collins, such critical claims about whiteness studies as a field dominated by white 
 self- fl agellation must be tempered ( see for example Ahmed 2007;  Moreton-  Robinson 2015).
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The ethnic revival and theorizing ethnicity

The s o-  called ‘ ethnic revival’ in the second half of the twentieth century led social scientists 
to renew their focus on ethnic organization, competition, conflict and politics. The as-
sumptions about the disappearance of ethnic differences and identification that underpinned 
modernization theory gave way to a renewed investigation of how modernity, and modern 
political structures, reproduced and transformed ethnic mobilization. Group relations in cul-
turally plural societies, both in the West and in the decolonizing societies of Asia and Africa, 
could not always be explained by theories and assumptions about race and race relations. 
People who appeared physically similar might nevertheless be divided by strong symbolic 
boundaries, marked by language, historical, cultural and religious differences that seemed to 
have nothing to do with ‘ race’. In many parts of the world,  so-  called ‘ ethnic conflicts’ had 
broken out; in less c onflict- r idden situations, people were asserting their ethnic identities and 
using them to make political claims on the state. More broadly, it was clear that ethnic labels 
were widely used by people as  self- d escriptors, and at least appeared to influence important 
forms of social action.

The work of Nathan Glazer and Daniel Moynihan in the 1960s blazed a new trail in eth-
nicity studies. They challenged assimilationist assumptions about the disappearance of eth-
nic communities, traditions and identities in countries of immigration such as the USA. In 
Beyond the Melting Pot ( 1963) they treated New York as a microcosm in which new patterns of 
ethnic experience and identification had emerged, defying expectation of the disappearance 
of ethnic groups under the influence of assimilative American culture. American accultur-
ation did occur, they argued, but it occurred in diverse ways in accordance with different 
starting points, ethnic backgrounds and particular historical experiences of American life, 
including racism and discrimination. Two polar positions, that of cultural pluralism ( separate 
ethnic groups reproducing themselves in the American scene in ways similar to their original 
ethnicities) and that of the melting pot, were equally fanciful. On the one hand, the first and 
later generations of immigrants did lose much of their traditional cultural habits and tradi-
tions, and even language. But, on the other hand, there were still identifiable groups based 
on ethnicity produced in the American scene:

Concretely, persons think of themselves as members of that group, with that name; they 
are thought of by others as members of that group, with that name; and most signifi-
cantly, they are linked to other members of the group by new attributes that the original 
immigrants would never have recognized as identifying their group, but which never-
theless serve to mark them off, by more than simply name and association, in the third 
generation and even beyond.

( Glazer and Moynihan 1963: 13)

The ethnic groups in New York, partly based on historical associations with ethnic/ national 
places of origin and ethnic names, with current family, friendship and neighbourhood ties, 
were also based on interest. According to Glazer and Moynihan, ethnic groups were interest 
groups, a theme they also took up in their later edited collection Ethnicity: Theory and Expe-
rience (1975).  

In the latter book Glazer and Moynihan ( 1975) noted the way that ethnicity had become 
a renewed focus for group formation and collective action, rivalling class and the nation in 
its capacity to organize people to act collectively. The rise of the welfare state after the Sec-
ond World War contributed a new stimulus to ethnic group identification and organization; 
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ethnicity became a political resource to use in the battle for political and economic gains. 
Even in countries where the welfare state did not exist or had only a tentative hold, there 
was a heightened recognition of the ways that inequalities were organized around cultural 
and societal norms that meant that some e thno- c ultural groups were able to commandeer 
society’s various resources disproportionately. Organization as a member of an ethnic group 
rather than as an individual, or as a member of a social class, was recognized as a potent tool 
to challenge ethno-cultural hierarchies.      

Other notable related interventions in the American context include Michael Novak’s 
The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics ( 1973), which also challenged the belief that once the pri-
mary groups ( families, etc.) of immigrants broke down through mixing in neighbourhoods 
and entry into mainstream American occupational life, people’s ethnicity would disappear. 
Instead he found that ethnicity flourished in the American scene, and his book was a cele-
bration of ethnic diversity as an antidote to the dull, homogenizing forces of American life, 
including the dominant White  Anglo-  Saxon Protestant ( WASP) culture, and to atomizing, 
industrial modernity more generally. Rather than seeing ethnic identification as a defensive 
posture, as a phenomenon born of fear, he argued that it should be embraced for the way that 
it unleashed the potential of the imagination: ‘ The right reason to promote ethnicity is that it 
offers resources to the imagination’ ( Novak 1973: 82). And nor was focusing on particularis-
tic identities necessarily limiting:

it does not seem evident that by becoming more concrete, accepting one’s finite and lim-
ited identity, one necessarily becomes more parochial. Quite the opposite. It seems more 
likely that, by each of us becoming more profoundly what we are, we will find greater 
unity in those depths in which unity irradiates diversity than we will by attempting, 
through the artifices of the American ‘ melting pot’, and the cultural religion of science 
or the dreams of radical utopias, to become what we are not.

(1973: 84) 

Novak’s book was, in part, a  self-  conscious exploration and celebration of his own  non- 
 WASP, Catholic, Slovakian ethnic identity, and of his membership of the PIGS ( Poles, Ital-
ians, Greeks and Slavs), who had so often been encouraged, and even required, to hide their 
ethnic difference in public, while continuing to celebrate and express it in private. The Rise 
of the Unmeltable Ethnics focused on ‘ white ethnics’, many working class in background and 
orientation, who Novak argued had been either ignored or vilified by mainstream cultural 
and intellectual elites in America, even as they paid lip service to the honouring of more 
exotic black, Chicano and Indian ethnic cultures ( Novak 1973: 69). The 1970s was to be, he 
argued, a period of ethnic liberation.

One criticism of Novak’s work was that in his conservative, defensive celebration of white 
ethnics he both underplayed and exacerbated the sources of racial conflict in America. While 
he recognized that there was a level of resentment of black and other racial minorities by 
white ethnics, he defended the latter against attacks from liberal intellectuals who labelled 
them racists. He argued that if a Pole could fully experience h im-   or herself as a Pole, then he 
or she would be able to look a militant black man square in the eye. This, however, down-
played the vast difference between the situation and level of discrimination experienced by 
black Americans and other racial minorities, and also underestimated the extent to which the 
assertion of white ethnicity in the 1970s was a reaction to the black power movement, and to 
broader  anti-  racist struggles more generally ( Waters 1990: 157).
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Such developments highlighting ethnic group identity became associated with what has 
come to be called ‘ identity politics’, which goes beyond ethnic to include racial, gender, 
sexual, gay and lesbian identities. The ethnic form of identity politics has been criticized 
for the ways that it stimulates ethnic enclaves that can be destructive of broader national 
commitments and solidarities, inhibits assimilation and broader societal integration, and also 
imprisons the individual in communities closed off from wider society, and women in pa-
triarchal structures. For social democrats, identity politics in the form of multiculturalism 
has been criticized for the ways that it has displaced broader civic identities and solidarities, 
including  class- b ased solidarities broadly concerned with economic inequality. According to 
one of the leading left critics, Tod Gitlin, after the 1960s the left had fragmented, and people 
had become obsessed with parading, proclaiming and defending their distinctive identities. 
This separatist development undermined the meaning of any kind of left, which, he argued, 
had ultimately to rely upon some notion of a common people beyond differences, upon a 
‘ culture of commonality’ ( Gitlin 1995: 217).

The ‘ ethnic revival’ argument has been challenged by accounts that stress the lightness 
with which ethnic identity can be held in plural, ethnically mixed societies. For example, 
Herbert Gans, in his influential and provocative essay ‘ Symbolic ethnicity: the future of eth-
nic groups in America’ ( 1979), claimed that there had been no ethnic revival since the 1960s. 
Instead, he argued that assimilation and/ or acculturation continued apace in American life, 
but at the same time indicated new ways that ethnicity had become relevant to people’s 
lives. Gans argued that, especially for the third and fourth immigrant generations in the 
USA, ethnicity is expressed symbolically, as emblems and talismans, and in festive events like 
St Patrick’s Day, rather than being a deeply structuring feature of a person’s individual and 
social life. In part this is because of the broad assimilatory aspects of American life, including 
broad incorporation into the educational and occupational structures. Symbolic ethnicity 
becomes a feature of the lives of people from immigrant backgrounds as ethnic organizations 
diminish in importance as institutions structuring people’s everyday lives. Gans was careful 
to focus his argument on ‘ white ethnics’ who were able to pass into w hite- d ominated Amer-
ican society, and noted that the experiences of racial groups, like African Americans, were 
very different.

In a similar vein, and inspired by Gans’s initial insights about the symbolic nature of 
some ethnic expression and experience, Mary Waters ( 1990) has argued for the notion of 
‘ ethnic options’, related to the dilution of everyday ethnic group life, and the fact of exten-
sive intermarriage between people from different ethnic backgrounds. Waters argues that 
people’s ethnic identification could intensify or weaken at different points in their lives, or 
even shift between identities if they were of mixed ethnic ancestry. In an i nterview-  based 
study of white,  middle-  class suburban Americans, she found that ethnicity was an identity 
option chosen in a voluntary fashion by individuals to suit their current identity needs and 
their need for community, and that the choice of such ethnic options came at little cost to 
the individual ( Waters 1990: 164). She recognized that this experience of identity was very 
different from the experience of identity that is typically referred to as racial in character, 
in the US context for people from black, Asian or Hispanic backgrounds for example, who 
appeared physically different from white Americans. The white ethnics’ experience of eth-
nicity as symbolic, costless and voluntary led them to underestimate the ways that ethnicity 
and race worked for those from less advantaged backgrounds, thus leading them to underplay 
discrimination and the need for a nti-  discriminatory and affirmative action legislation to 
confront the effects of racism, and therefore contributing to the reproduction of hierarchical 
racial and ethnic relations ( Waters 1990:  160–  64).
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Symbolic ethnicity and the ‘ ethnic options’ approach have been criticized by other au-
thors. Inspired by the work of Bourdieu and in particular the concept of habitus, a set of 
embodied dispositions and capacities that give us a ‘ feel for the game’, Anagnostou ( 2009) has 
argued that ethnicity is less a matter of option or choice, and more a lived, embodied expe-
rience. He argues that a focus on  working-  class and subordinate ethnic experiences reveals 
a different picture of ethnicity and ethnic identity than that depicted by Gans and Waters.

Finally, there has been a renewed focus in more recent literature on ‘ dominant ethnicity’ 
in culturally plural societies. According to Ashley Doane, a dominant ethnic group is

the ethnic group in a society that exercises power to create and maintain a pattern of 
economic, political, and institutional advantage, which in turn results in the unequal 
( disproportionately beneficial to the dominant group) distribution of resources. With 
respect to intergroup relations, a key element of dominance is the disproportionate abil-
ity to shape the sociocultural understandings of society, especially those involving group 
identity and intergroup interactions.

( Doane 1997: 376)

This argument is sometimes closely associated with whiteness studies, and in fact Doane has 
himself been an important contributor to that field of study. But other prominent figures such 
as Eric Kaufmann ( 2006) have strongly distanced their account of dominant ethnicity from 
whiteness, which is seen as too closely associated with race, and which is not always relevant 
for dominant ethnicity. The argument is that nations have been organized around dominant 
ethnicities ( for example, the USA around WASP identity, or Australia around a dominant, 
 British-  derived Anglo ethnicity). When the cultural dominance of this ethnicity is chal-
lenged within nations, for example by later immigrant groups or longstanding minority 
ethnic groups, conflicts can erupt based on control and preservation of the nation. According 
to Kaufmann, ‘ whiteness’ is often peripheral to these conflicts.

Future developments

Though the initial interventions by black feminists now date back 30 or more years, with 
the early work of bell hooks and Patricia Hill Collins in the USA and Hazel Carby in the 
UK, feminists from  non-  white backgrounds, including Indigenous and other postcolonial 
backgrounds, continue to stimulate thinking about the complex intersections between race, 
class, gender, sexuality, migration and late colonial/ postcolonial conditions. The work of 
black feminists and other women from  non- w hite backgrounds has sometimes married in-
sights from whiteness studies with insights from feminism and postcolonialism to challenge 
forms of racialized gender dominance that had been ignored, or obscured, by other forms of 
feminism, and within mainstream  anti-  racism discourses.

The study of ‘ everyday racism’, associated with writers including Philomena Essed, has 
brought new emphases to the study of racism in supposedly p ost- r acist, liberal democratic 
societies. Essed’s book Understanding Everyday Racism ( 1991) was based on interview research 
conducted with black women in the USA, and with black Surinamese  first- g eneration im-
migrant women in the Netherlands. Examples of everyday racism discussed by Essed include 
the treatment of people of colour by hotel receptionists; everyday experiences of abuse in the 
streets; the use of stereotypical  put-  downs, even if these are meant to be jokes; the avoidance 
or ignoring of people of colour in w hite-  dominated societies; and not taking people seri-
ously because of their colour. The argument here is that though many countries have put in 
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place policies directly aimed at outlawing racism and racial discrimination, racism continues 
to operate in the tissues of everyday l ife – a  nd further, that it is the victims who should be 
listened to, because it is only really they who can understand the way that racism continues 
to work its way through everyday social situations. Many white people, for example, are not 
even aware that they are being racist in some of their actions; having grown up in societies 
organized by race, and by racial hierarchy, they subconsciously or unconsciously reproduce 
those racial hierarchies through their actions, words and gestures. Recent work by Rogers 
Brubaker has challenged us to think anew about the complex logics and assumptions that lie 
behind public debates about racial identity, most notably in his book Trans, which addresses 
the controversy surrounding the claimed racial blackness by w hite- A merican born Rachel 
Dolezel ( Brubaker 2016). Dolezal explicitly drew the comparison between transgender and 
the possibility of transrace, in defence of her own embracing of a black identity.

Writers emphasizing diasporic, transnational, multicultural and cosmopolitan experiences 
and positionings continue to disrupt notions of fixed ethnic and racial identity. These writers 
reflect on the complex world ushered in by globalization, mass migrations and intensified 
modes of communication, which have meant that ethnic, national and racial identities and 
experiences often stretch across the globe, disrupting former notions of territorialized iden-
tity, home and belonging. There are many important contributors here, and some worthy 
of mention include Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy ( as discussed above); Steven Vertovec with 
his work on ‘  super-  diversity’; Floya Anthias with her work on ‘ translocational positionality’, 
which changes the emphasis of ethnicity studies from identity to spatial and temporal po-
sitionings; Pnina Werbner’s work on everyday  working-  class cosmopolitanism and hybrid 
forms of ethnic identity; and Kwame Anthony Appiah’s work on cosmopolitanism, including 
his arguments about cosmopolitan patriotism and rooted cosmopolitanism.

The renewed attention to dominant ethnicity discussed earlier is also a developing area 
of study that helps explain some of the politics surrounding national identity, immigration 
and asylum seeking in Europe, with the rise of nationalist r ight-  wing movements and gov-
ernments ( also in the USA in the figure of Trump), the agitation against multiculturalism, 
and phenomena including  anti-  European Union movements that culminated in Brexit in the 
UK. This work has also proven useful in exploring developments in Eastern Europe and the 
former Soviet Union, where ethnic tensions, conflicts and wars have been experienced since 
the collapse of communism ( Kaufmann 2004). However, race is also central to these debates, 
and is a crucial concept for understanding European, American and Australian ‘ crises’ over 
‘ illegal’ and legal immigration, refugees and asylum seekers, and the continuing influence of 
Islamophobia since at least the early 1990s.

Conclusion

The progress of globalization continues to disrupt and transform group life, but it can hardly 
be argued that we now live in a p ost- r acial or  post- e thnic world ( for recent critiques, see 
Goldberg 2013; Lentin 2014). Racial and ethnic identities and social formations now stretch 
over vast distances, stimulated by diasporic, transnational and cosmopolitan experiences 
related to immigration and intensive, often instant communication. But racial hierarchies 
persist within many societies, and the hidden, and also blatant, workings of racism con-
tinue to distort ( and destroy) people’s lives and structure their opportunities. The colour 
line proclaimed by Du Bois to be the problem of the twentieth century continues to find 
expression in the experiences of poverty, disadvantage, disease, war, violence and early death 
that distinguish the plight of many people of colour from the lives of white people who live 
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in the wealthy,  white-d  ominated West. These effects have been dramatically staged through 
Black Lives Matter protests, where not only police brutality towards African Americans and 
others of  non-  white backgrounds has been emphasized ( and in countries like Australia, high 
numbers of Aboriginal deaths in police custody), but also the devastating realities and con-
sequences of structural racism. The claims of ethnicity continue to inspire people in multi-
ethnic, multicultural  nation-  states. For these reasons, theorizing about race, racialization and 
ethnicity remains fundamental in the  twenty-  first century.
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A Brechtian maxim: ‘ Don’t start from the good old things but the bad new ones’.
( Benjamin 1998: 121)

Historical and intellectual development

The technological innovation of contemporary forms of communication has been one of 
the most startling developments of modern times. In living memory for many contemporary 
citizens is a world before the Internet, DVD players, downloading music, blog sites, m ulti- 
 channel television,  real- t ime global communication and digital cameras. Perhaps more so 
than any other area of our shared cultural life, communications technology has changed very 
quickly. This then is the first media saturated society. Yet, as we shall see, it is very easy to 
get carried away with a sense of change and transformation. Here I shall argue that if the 
media landscape has indeed changed and is continuing to change, there is no need to assume 
that the critical project in respect of the media of mass communication has entirely altered. 
Previous generations of critics from Walter Benjamin to Raymond Williams and from Jürgen 
Habermas to Bertold Brecht have sought to press for an agenda of a radically democratised 
communications system. The terms of this debate may have radically altered, but its essen-
tial features have arguably remained the same. Here I shall argue for the critical recovery of 
a diverse tradition of thinking that spans both critical theory and cultural studies and that 
remains central to the future of a more emancipated system of media power. This agenda has 
radical implications for the ways in which we understand our shared identities as democratic 
citizens and consumers of media cultural identity more generally. In terms of the relationship 
between media and cultural identity, the important question remains the extent to which we 
are able to perceive ourselves as civic actors in an increasingly complex mediascape. To what 
extent, then, does the media of mass communications aim to foster democratic and critical 
identities amongst its citizens? This raises a number of  inter-  related questions which are cru-
cial to the formation of contemporary identities. That is, despite the recent pluralisation of 
the media of mass communication, the crucial questions in respect of media remain related 
to voice, autonomy and empowerment. Here I shall seek to investigate the extent to which 
questions of ownership and control, the technological development of modern media, the 
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mix between public and private media, the commodification of the media and the develop-
ment of a genuinely citizens’ media might all be said to impact upon questions of media and 
cultural identity. Here we need to ask to what extent citizens are encouraged to view the 
media as a means of democratic communication, and alternatively to what extent they are 
positioned as passive consumers of information within a centrally controlled communication 
system whose priorities are largely determined by the respective roles of the economic sys-
tem and the state. Here we might wonder to what extent media can become a voice for civic 
protest, alternative perspectives and projects other than those sanctioned by the powerful and 
influential. In this respect then I shall investigate the role that the media of mass communi-
cation plays in respect of the development of social and cultural identities.

Major claims and development: Benjamin, Brecht and Adorno

Writing in the context of the 1930s, both Walter Benjamin and Bertold Brecht made seminal 
contributions to questions of media, cultural identity and democracy. Arguably Benjamin’s 
great critical insight was that new mediums of communication could actually enhance the 
development of democratic sensibilities. The model of dialectic thinking that is offered here 
suggests that if capitalism sought to colonise the media to its own ends, then a more demo-
cratic system of media making should seek to release the emancipatory potential latent within 
new forms of communication. When Benjamin and Brecht were writing in the 1930s, the 
arrival of the radio, cinema and the camera seemed as pregnant with possibility as new me-
dia does today. In particular, both Benjamin and Brecht argued that it was the institution of 
the division of labour between the producers and the consumers of media that undermined 
its democratic potential. Media needs to be emancipated from a world where citizens are 
reduced to being passive listeners and consumers of  mass- m ediated messages. This they ar-
gued can only be achieved if they are able to realise their identities as cultural producers of 
meaning rather than being merely consumers. If much critical thought during this period 
could only see the media’s role in manipulation, both Brecht and Benjamin pointed towards 
a more democratic arrangement. The problem with fellow critical Marxist thinkers was 
that they overwhelmingly saw the media as the site of manipulation and control and were 
therefore unable to adequately account for how more critical forms of understanding might 
emerge from within the masses themselves. Crudely put, this view tended to suggest that if 
the capitalist class owns and controls the large conglomerates that control the economy, then 
the same could also be said of the media. Hence just as capitalism seeks to run the economy 
according to the interests of the rich and powerful, its media are unlikely to carry critical or 
alternative perspectives, preferring instead to propagate views sympathetic with the status 
quo. However, what Benjamin and Brecht perceived was that if media technology was in-
trinsically authoritarian and served the interests of capitalism, how could a more democratic 
system emerge at some point in the future? If capitalism simply imposed a commodified, 
homogeneous mass cultural identity upon the masses, then it was difficult to perceive how 
an alternative system of communication might emerge. Indeed, if the fear was that the ‘ new 
consciousness industry’ had entirely saturated the critical potential of modern society, both 
Benjamin and Brecht suggested that this was far from the case. In criticising an increasingly 
 capitalist-  dominated and authoritarian media system, many critical thinkers had overstated 
the closed nature of the media and failed to acknowledge its potential for transformation.

Brecht and Benjamin perceived critical potential within the development of a genuinely 
mass popular cultural identity made up of new technologies. Indeed, unlike more artistic 
endeavours such as painting and writing, the new media of the 1930s were not restricted to 
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the educationally privileged classes. Both Benjamin and Brecht were excited by the prospect 
of simple and seemingly  easy-   t o-  use technological forms that could potentially enable ordi-
nary citizens to become writers as well as readers. The key to producing more democratic 
identities lay less in the actual media content and more in the social relations entered into in 
shaping, producing and receiving media content.

For Benjamin ( 1973) the development of new media had shattered the hold of more tra-
ditional artistic forms. The transportability of images through time and space, the decline 
in ‘ aura’ of high art, the endless possibilities involved in the reproduction of images and the 
possibilities heralded by the rise of the popular cultural identity meant that ‘ at any moment 
the reader is ready to turn into a writer’ ( Benjamin 1973: 225). In particular, Benjamin of-
fers a key comparison between the cameraman and the painter. For Benjamin, whereas the 
painter offers a contemplative view of reality, the cameraman seeks ( like a surgeon) to cut 
into it. New media forms should not be dismissed as simply imposing false consciousness, or 
indeed as forms of manipulation, but carry within them the seeds of a more emancipated and 
participatory society. This does not ( as many have sought to claim) convert Benjamin into 
being a technological optimist. Instead, Benjamin was interested in the technological devel-
opments of the 1930s as they potentially enabled ordinary people to become authors, thereby 
democratising the production of culture. Here Benjamin ( 1978) argues that the politics of 
a work of art or cultural artefact is less about the ideological position of the text and more 
about whether it enables the oppressed to become their own authors. Benjamin was rightly 
suspicious of those who sought to exchange the rule of capital for the rule of w ell-  intentioned 
intellectuals, whatever their political sympathies. A more democratic system of communi-
cation requires new institutional arrangements and a deep questioning of processes of pro-
fessionalisation and specialisation in the production of culture. In the process of converting 
readers into authors and consumers into citizens, Benjamin drew directly from a number of 
features that are evident in Brecht’s epic theatre. Cultural producers are urged to use a num-
ber of techniques to shock members of the audience into thinking for themselves. The idea of 
Brechtian theatre was to stir the audience, through certain ‘ alienation’ effects, into assuming 
a critical, active and reflective disposition. Brechtian theatre classically did this by seeking to 
remind the audience that they were watching a play ( thereby pointing to the artificiality of 
the setting), by punctuating the flow of the performance through the use of songs and other 
features, by making the ‘ ordinary’ seem strange and by locating the ‘ action’ in a field of so-
cial relationships. All these features Brecht hoped would prevent the audience from viewing 
works of art as mind numbing forms of mass entertainment. For Brecht and Benjamin, much 
bourgeois talk about art in the context of the rise of fascism had a  self-  indulgent tone. The 
critical task of the present was not to worry about the preservation of ‘ aura’ of the artist but 
to politicise and democratise art to build a more democratic society. Particularly important 
at this juncture is the celebrated dispute between Benjamin and Adorno on the nature of art 
in the context of a capitalist society.

Adorno’s ( 1991) writing on the cultural identity industry sought to outline the impact of 
capitalism on the production of culture. As Adorno explained through a number of critical 
modes and essays, the effects of the capitalist mode of production upon cultural identity were 
almost entirely negative. Adorno’s ( 1991) notion of the cultural identity industry argued that 
processes of mass production were coming to dominate the cultural sphere. This led to the 
dominance of instrumental forms of reason coming to administer, control and produce a 
superficial consumer culture. The dominant cultural identity of capitalism of the 1930s and 
1940s sought to repress all forms of conflict, heterogeneity and particularity from the cul-
tural sphere. Here what becomes valued is the exchange of cultural identity over the quality 
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of culture. Mass produced cultural identity is commodified and produces a regressive desire 
on the part of the audience for the same over and over again. However, despite the critical 
importance of these arguments, they can seem problematic in more democratic contexts and 
settings. For example, Adorno’s remarks on the jazz of the 1930s describe it as trading upon 
easily learnt formulas and standardised procedures. If jazz might be viewed positively as eras-
ing the boundary between high and low culture, Adorno argues that such features replace the 
prospect of autonomous art with the lowbrow. While Adorno’s writing is meant to provoke 
the reader into critical forms of reflection by pointing to the effects of the progressive com-
modification of culture, many have been critical of its high cultural tone and lack of demo-
cratic resonance. Often missing from these formulations, arguably evident in Benjamin, is a 
more ambivalent understanding of contemporary cultural technologies.

Habermas and Williams

The debate between Adorno and Benjamin was to play a part in shaping the political writing 
of a later generation of critical theorists and cultural thinkers, namely Jürgen Habermas and 
Raymond Williams. Habermas’s ( 1989) idea of the public sphere is a central concept in the 
development of social and cultural theory and media studies. Habermas’s work on the public 
sphere provides a historical account of the development of the crucial role played by civic 
spaces such as coffee houses and salons in the eighteenth century in helping to provide the 
context for the development of democratic ways of life. The purpose of the public sphere 
was to allow citizens to critically reflect upon themselves, civil society and the practices of 
the state. It allowed the bourgeoisie, nobles and intellectuals to meet to discuss works of 
literature, and later more overtly political affairs. While recognising that questions of public 
discourse were restricted to an elite, Habermas argued that they had a historic critical po-
tential. This was mainly through the establishment of the idea of justification through the 
use of public reason. The public sphere helped solidify the notion necessary for democracy 
of the importance of critical forms of engagement with public questions by citizens. It is this 
that helps establish the foundation of modern democratic societies. Yet the public sphere was 
a fragile construction, and after the rise of conglomerate capitalism it was replaced by more 
overt forms of manipulation. After the 1870s, the democratic potential of the public sphere 
became progressively undermined as the press were run on more overtly commercial lines. 
The rise of the mass media in the early part of the twentieth century not only eliminated 
more public forms of discussion but also produced cultural texts where there was little possi-
bility of the audience answering back. Yet contrary to Benjamin, Habermas claims that no-
tions of ‘ aura’ have not been defeated by the invention of new technological forms. The new 
stars of the media age are  well-  known personalities, celebrities and charismatic politicians. 
Indeed, we shall see in the next sections in respect of the debates on the society of the specta-
cle just how far these processes seem to have gone. Here the importance of rational dialogue 
had been marginalised by the dominance of mediated mass entertainment. If then Habermas 
builds upon Adorno’s critique of Benjamin, he also criticises Adorno for ignoring the critical 
potential of ordinary speech and language that could be developed in democratic contexts.

Habermas ( 1996) was to revise these arguments by moving away from the idea that the 
public use of reason had been effectively colonised by the operation of money and power. In 
his later work, Habermas recognises there are actually a number of competing public spheres 
operating on different levels. These could be global, national or local in orientation and 
included a number of cultural practices from the theatre, television, the press and popular 
music, amongst other media. However, Habermas continued to argue that possibilities to get 
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your voice heard and participate in the public sphere were unequally distributed within soci-
ety. Public opinion is predominantly shaped by powerful vested interests such as spin doctors, 
pollsters, media moguls and m edia-  trained politicians. However, many of these voices were 
contested by civil actors from the n on-  governmental sector who were capable, depending 
upon the context, of getting different views and perspectives onto the agenda. The public 
sphere is an endlessly contested domain where democratic politics is a matter of o n-  going 
controversy. The public sphere in any democratic society needs to be able to focus on a wide 
range of public arenas on specific questions. Only then through energetic public discourses 
and civic engagement can democracy be said to become realised as a practice.

Despite Habermas’s concern to rethink his earlier work, many have noted its overly ratio-
nalistic orientation. The point of engaging in the public sphere is sometimes reduced to the 
cold exchange of reasons and the need to find agreement amongst a diversity of opinion. What 
is missing here is a critical politics of voice and learning. If we view the idea of the public 
sphere through a more pedagogic frame of reference, we need to consider who is empowered 
to speak, who is silenced and whose voices are rendered Other. Further, what does it mean to 
produce an ‘ opinion’ and what are the limits of what can be said in public? What role do differ-
ent artistic forms of expression play in this process and how does this relate to the more formal 
public sphere? Also, how might more marginal voices and communities become empowered 
within media debates and  on-  going forms of controversy? Notably these questions never be-
come central in Habermas’s thinking. Elsewhere these concerns have been called cultural cit-
izenship ( Stevenson 2003). Here a number of scholars have begun to explore a critical politics 
of respect. What becomes significant at this juncture is a critical politics of voice, listening and 
democratic engagement. None of these concerns are adequately dealt with through a paradigm 
that is overly driven by the ability to reason and argue. Indeed, as we shall see, these features 
are more closely associated historically with the work of Raymond Williams.

Raymond Williams ( 1962) coined the idea of the ‘ long revolution’ in the early 1960s. For 
Williams, liberal democratic national societies were unable to fully incorporate the creative 
and dialogic potential of all of their citizens. For Williams, the dominant capitalist sys-
tem had sought to progressively introduce a system of communication and learning where 
the interests of markets and commerce were predominant. Williams ( 1980) witnessed fi rst- 
 hand the rapid development of a modern consumer society built upon fantasy and magic 
seeking to induce citizens to construct their imaginary lives around the need to consume. 
The  capitalist-  driven societies of the 1960s witnessed the rapid development of commercial 
television, magazines, suburban living and privately owned motor vehicles and the logic of 
consumption spreading into other domains such as the political system. While this period 
also saw the rise of a number of more  sub-  cultural developments that became associated with 
music and new forms of radical  culture-  politics such as the politicisation of race and gender 
relations, these were subordinate to new accumulation strategies introduced by the dominant 
capitalist system. Further, this period also witnessed the partial erosion of earlier distinctions 
between a literary cultural identity and a m ass-  produced consumer culture. In this respect, 
Williams was a distinctive voice, given that his analysis is critical of a cultural conservatism 
evident on the Left and the Right that sought either to take refuge in the superiority of lit-
erature or simply to celebrate the development of new means of communication as opening 
out a more liberated society. It was not that Williams was unaware of the critical potential of 
literature, but that, as with Benjamin and Brecht before him, the rise of new media ( this time 
television) offered new opportunities for the development of democratic criticism. Avoiding 
the twin logics of cultural elitism and technological optimism, Williams was mainly con-
cerned with the development of a society based upon the principles of equality, solidarity 
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and a shared democratic civic status. The progressive intrusion of the power of certain com-
mercial images and brands all selling the consuming life sought to persuade ordinary people 
that their primary identities were those of consumers rather than citizens. It was here that 
Williams began to perceive the different interests that prevail within private as opposed to 
genuinely public systems of communication.

Williams’s writing is also attentive to the need to produce a society based upon the ‘ common 
good’ where all individual citizens have the possibility of developing their own voices and 
critical perspectives within a shared democratic context. This could not be a society that was 
overly driven by the logic of capitalism, given its need for consumers, hierarchy and tendency 
to restrict education to training for the labour market. A genuinely democratic society required 
a media and education system that would help sustain a politics of voice, critique and dialogue. 
Such features evidently could not be solely delivered by a democratic communication system, 
but would require that the idea of democracy find expression within the work place, the home, 
the education system and within other dominant social and cultural institutions.

Further, Williams recognised that the media of mass communication was technologically 
organised in such a way that meant that most of the information that people received flowed 
from the centre to the periphery. This  one-  way flow of information was objectionable as 
it left many citizens passive in the construction of the central meanings of the media. The 
commercial as well as the public broadcasters had all helped construct a system of commu-
nication where the many attended to the voices, opinions and images of the few. Williams 
perceived this to be a form of social and political control that a more emancipated society 
would need to overcome. Williams ( 1980:  62–  63),  pre-  empting much current debate on 
alternative media, argued that a more democratic and inclusive society required ‘ not only 
the general “ recovery” of specifically alienated human capacities’ but also ‘ the necessary 
institution of new and very complex communicative capacities and relationships’. This was 
a critical politics that insisted that a democratic society would require citizens who not only 
were following public debates, but had also taken the extra step to become cultural producers 
and participants in their own right. A democratised society required a politics of voice and 
the provision of complex public spaces where citizens could potentially share their experi-
ences, critically interrogate the status quo and of course listen to a complex republic of voices 
and critical perspectives. The media should be a place where we learn to listen, criticise and 
produce our own views and perspectives. It was for these reasons that Williams ( 1980: 62) 
thought that a democratised society would require more complex forms of communication 
than existed under capitalism. If the long revolution could be defined as the progressive de-
velopment of ‘ an educated culture’, then Williams ( 1962: 176) rightly stressed the importance 
of mediated forms of communication. As Williams recognised, the media of mass communi-
cation were important not only because of the impact they could be said to have on our col-
lective and personal culture, but also because they could highlight latent critical possibilities 
and alternative ways of living. The media in terms of its wider role within society was the 
most powerful ‘ educator’ of our shared sense of self and common cultural identity that had 
yet been produced by modern society. Williams analysed modern media cultures in terms 
of their ability to communicate a sense of our shared identities as consumers or citizens and 
their capacity to construct pedagogic and communicative relationships.

Main criticisms

The main argument thus far has been about how to link a critical understanding of the me-
dia of mass communication to the formation of cultural identity in a way that is in keeping 
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with the critical spirit of democratic societies. These concerns then arguably go far deeper 
than the consideration of how cultural identity might be mobilised by particular television 
programmes or by the ownership of new  media- r elated technology. Notably questions of 
communication, ownership and control, technology and the wider purpose of the media are 
all at stake here. Here I wish to more critically evaluate some of these arguments.

Adorno does make some important criticisms of the work of Benjamin and Brecht. As 
Richard Wolin ( 1994) notes, Adorno was worried that the implication of the position out-
lined by Benjamin and Brecht was that art and cultural identity were potentially reduced to 
a form of propaganda. Whereas for Adorno, art has a potentially utopian role to play to the 
extent to which it can resist dominant forms of instrumental reason. Further, Adorno was 
concerned about what happens in Benjamin’s and Brecht’s analyses to works of art that are 
labelled politically unprogressive. Adorno then is clearly worried about the political effect of 
arguments such as those of Benjamin and Brecht on autonomous art. Indeed, if Benjamin’s 
and Brecht’s arguments are pushed to their logical conclusion, we may end up with a cultural 
sphere where citizens are active producers but mainly see themselves as consumers producing 
commodified products. This is perhaps to push the argument further than Adorno intended, 
but is certainly in keeping with the spirit of his criticism. Benjamin in particular overesti-
mates the power of technology to empower a new generation of cultural producers, per-
haps underestimating its potential to act as a form of manipulation. In this respect, Adorno 
points to the ways in which new technologies such as film are connected to the power of 
the cultural identity industry that reduces art to the narrow margins of profit and loss. Yet 
in retrospect, while these are important correctives to the argumentative flow of Brecht and 
Benjamin, it is the seeds of their criticism we can see coming to fruition in later democrati-
cally orientated theorists. Undoubtedly Benjamin and Brecht invested too much in the dem-
ocratic possibilities of media technology, and yet the link that is made here between cultural 
identity and alternative forms of media production is crucial. As Enzensberger ( 1970) argues, 
Adorno’s position could well persuade critical thinkers to take refuge in an arts and crafts 
type of movement rather than to seek to democratise the flow of communication. Adorno’s 
argument is criticised for inadequately appreciating the complexity of technological forms 
and simply viewing them as commodities. Further, becoming overly concerned with an ‘ art 
for art’s sake’ disposition would fail to politicise the production of art and cultural identity 
more generally. For Enzensberger, radical attempts to democratise the production of media 
and cultural identity require civic activists to get their hands dirty and produce alternative 
cultural forms rather than simply becoming resentful of the ways in which new technological 
forms are undermining older media. A democratic and indeed socialist strategy in respect 
of the media is not simply emancipation by technology, but would require the construction 
of new learning possibilities. This can only be achieved by ordinary members of the public 
turning new media to civic purposes. This would require a media that did not so much flow 
from centre to periphery but empowered citizens to produce less authoritarian media struc-
tures that developed new networks of communication.

Further, Williams ( 1989) remains connected to the critical project formulated by Ben-
jamin and Brecht focusing on both how the critical potential of new media had yet to be 
realised in the present and how a new generation of radical dramatists ( such as Ken Loach 
and Dennis Potter) were seeking to radicalise television through what he called a ‘ realist’ 
structure of feeling. Williams argued, like Brecht, that this is less naivety about dramatic 
modes of representation and more an attitude towards the world that promotes a political 
viewpoint, and offers the possibility of agency and civic momentum. Like Benjamin and 
Brecht, Williams was concerned to promote a democratic politics of voice that lapsed neither 
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into cultural pessimism nor into technological optimism. An active and vibrant public sphere 
depends upon a civic realm built less upon indifference and more upon the creation of an 
active and participatory citizenship.

Williams’s politics then were shaped by a broader Left project to democratise systems of 
public service broadcasting and of course develop a strong civic sphere where the state might 
be expected to fund alternative artistic and creative ventures without necessarily making a 
profit. In this respect, Williams was never dismissive of new technological inventions, always 
seeing within them possibilities for more complex communicative relations and for demo-
cratic criticism. In particular, Williams, like many on the New Left, was particularly keen 
to democratise the idea of public service broadcasting. Notably the idea of a public service 
broadcaster was not exclusive to the British, with many other democratically inclined citi-
zens seeking to make similar cultural provision within their own societies. What Williams 
and others liked about the BBC ( and later Channel 4) was that it was not dominated by 
commercial concerns and had historically sought to promote an agenda that was dedicated 
to ‘ serious’ cultural identity and quality forms of information while encouraging citizens to 
participate within democratic debates and national forms of identification.

However, since the 1960s there had been a number of key cultural transformations that 
might be said to have changed the dimensions of the long revolution. If the good society is a 
society built upon the development of critical and educated perspectives by its citizens, then 
such features have been overtaken by a number of developments. On the one hand, the devel-
opment of the Internet and associated media technologies has helped foster a communicative 
society unlike any seen before. The prospect of masses of people producing their own critical 
perspectives and engagements is a real possibility in a mass computer society. This, as much 
democratic criticism has recognised, offers real critical potential for the cultural identity and 
society of our own times. Also Williams’s dream of the educated and participatory society 
was an overwhelmingly national political vision and would need to be reconstituted in a 
more global age. The development of global forms of communication increasingly enables 
the recognition of a diversity of ways in which national publics are connected to an emergent 
planetary society. As we shall see, this shared sense of global interconnection has arguably 
reconfigured the domain of radical politics. Further, the increasing penetration of the market 
into everyday life, class polarisation, the increasing commercialisation of broadcasting and 
the development of a conservative agenda within education have served to push more criti-
cal and democratic questions off the agenda. While these are all key transformations, I shall 
argue that Williams’s central argument that sought to connect the development of commu-
nications with the potential development of an educated democracy is still valid. However, 
while Williams more keenly recognises the threat of commercial media than Habermas ( this 
is certainly true of his more recent writing), neither perhaps gives enough recognition to the 
powerful interconnections between media, technology and the power of capital to commod-
ify communication.

Notably, the relative decline of public forms of media and the rapid development of new 
media technologies that are mostly commercially driven have led many to return to the 
writing of Guy Debord. In Debord’s original formation, just as workers are separated from 
the products of their labour through capitalist social relations, so images take on an autono-
mous appearance that has little connection with everyday life. The masses consume dramatic 
images of human misery and suffering that increasingly take on the appearance of unreality. 
In this respect, the spectacle is not the effect of technology but is the product of a centralised 
capitalist society that institutes an ‘ essentially o ne-  way flow of information’ ( Debord 1994: 
19). Capitalist domination is built upon alienation, as people learn to recognise their needs 
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and desires through the images and commodities offered by the dominant system. Needs 
and desires then are not arrived at autonomously but through a society of affluence where 
people are driven to consume images and commodities built upon ‘ the ceaseless manufac-
ture of  pseudo- n eeds’ ( ibid.: 33). The society of the spectacle has its roots in the economy 
and represents the further penetration of capitalism into the psyche of modern citizens. This 
is the society not of being but of endless cycles of having. Notably, however, some forms 
of critical theory and Marxism have been complicit with the dominance of the spectacle 
through the imposition of similarly authoritarian modes of struggle and rule. For Debord, 
if the alienation effect of the spectacle is to be defeated, then the subjugated would need to 
revolt against their imposed passivity and ‘ purely contemplative role’ ( ibid.: 87). Alienation 
can only be countered by entering into social and political struggle that has rejected alienated 
forms of life. This demands a ‘ theory of praxis entering into  two-  way communication with 
practical struggles’ ( ibid.: 89).

The other way in which the spectacle dominates the lives of modern citizens is through 
the elimination of historical knowledge. If the rise of capitalism eclipsed the dominance 
of cyclical time in the medieval world, then it did so by instituting irreversible time. For 
Debord, this involves ideas of progress that came along not only with capitalist modernity 
and calculable time, necessary for the disciplining of labour and the production of commod-
ities, but also with spectacular time. Spectacular time prevents the development of historical 
knowledge as it organises information as dramatic events through the media that are then 
quickly displaced and forgotten. Similarly, Fredrick Jameson ( 1991) has argued that com-
modity capitalism has instituted a society of the timeless present. The emergence of the 
consumer society has fostered a cultural identity of pastiche, nostalgia and schizophrenia. 
The mimicry of other styles and the endless recycling of cultural commodities ends with the 
blurring of distinct cultural periods and the production of cultural material that seems to float 
free of specific contexts. Here Jameson notes, for example, that cult films such as Star Wars are 
actually nostalgia films, given that they unconsciously recycle the science fiction films of the 
1930s. For Jameson, however, it is not clear that radical art and social movements can resist 
the schizophrenia of the present and produce a sense of historical narrative and perspective 
required for a more emancipated society. Indeed, what has become problematic about the 
high modernism represented by artists such as Brecht is that it has become canonised by the 
mainstream. Works by Brecht and other modernist artists are no longer radical, given their 
status as classics or as part of university curriculums. Further, other radical artistic forms 
which have arisen as  sub- c ultural forms have quickly become commodified and incorpo-
rated into the cycles of fashion and consumerism. However, arguably Jameson ( 1991: 97) too 
quickly dismisses the culturally contested and fractured nature of civil society and the role of 
social movements and new artistic forms in recovering a more ethical and political agenda. As 
Williams ( 1962: 10) suggested in the 1960s ‘ the democratic revolution is still at a very early 
stage’. Indeed, Debord himself argued that such features could only be resisted once ‘ dialogue 
has taken up arms to impose its own conditions upon the world’ ( 1994: 154).

However, the development of spectacular capitalism has major implications for any at-
tempt to rethink ideas of the public sphere, and in turn the relationship between media 
and the formation of democratic identities. For Douglas Kellner ( 2003), updating Debord’s 
original reflections, in the society of the spectacle, fashion, glamour models, celebrities and 
icons become increasingly important. Cultural identity becomes dominated by the power 
of certain images and brands. Society’s central feature is the dominance of a new form of 
technocapitalism whereby capital accumulation, the knowledge revolution and new technol-
ogy have combined to produce a new kind of society. The cultural identity of the spectacle 
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instigates a new form of domination of mass distraction, profit and the continuing expansion 
of social and cultural domains that fall under its sway, from politics to sport and from music 
to the news media. However, Kellner seeks to expand Debord’s original ideas by distin-
guishing between different kinds of media spectacle. These would include the megaspectacle 
(  large- s cale media events attracting mass audiences such as the war on terror and the funeral 
of Princess Diana), interactive spectacles ( involving different levels of audience participation, 
such as eviction night on Big Brother) and more overtly political spectacles such as elections 
that are increasingly run as sensational media events, only serving to drain them of any more 
substantial ethical criteria.

Henry Giroux ( 2006) has argued that while these features offer a more detailed analysis 
than Debord’s own, these reflections need to be extended even further in the context of the 
war on terror. Here the attack on the Twin Towers was explicitly designed to shock. The 
events of 9/ 11 impress a new relationship between the power of the image and global politics. 
This new form of spectacle is quite different from the spectacles of fascism and consumer-
ism that Debord ( 1998 [1988]: 8) had previously labelled the concentrated and integrated 
spectacle. For Giroux, fear and terror have become the central components of the spectacle 
in a  post-  9/ 11 world. The war on terror politics explicitly adopts the language and meta-
phors of war. The society of the spectacle now involves not only the economy and the state 
but also the considerable power of the media and the rise of political fundamentalism. For 
Giroux, where Debord was mainly concerned with the dominance of consumer capitalism, 
in the context of the war on terror: ‘ the spectacle of terrorism affirms politics ( of war, life, 
sacrifice, and death) over the aesthetics of commodification through an appeal to the real 
over the simulacrum’ ( Giroux 2006: 49). Giroux’s central point is that control is less exer-
cised through the promise of ‘ the good life’ through consumption than it is through fear. It 
is then through fear of terrorism, the Other, Muslims, asylum seekers, the urban poor and 
others who would seemingly threaten our way of life that the erosion of the civic domain is 
legitimated.  Nation- s tates have been able to exploit the spectacle of terrorism through new 
legislation that curtails the rights of citizens while subjecting them to increasing amounts 
of surveillance and control. The spectacle of terror reproduces a war against an  ill-  defined 
enemy and, perhaps just as importantly, against democracy and civic freedoms. Further, 
fundamentalist groups have exploited the politics of the spectacle using images and video 
technology to promote representations of suicide bombers, of violent deaths and of abuse and 
torture. Just as the media utilises the spectacle in the search for higher ratings, so terrorist 
organisations use similar devices to attract potential supporters.

Similarly, Jean Baudrillard ( 2002) argues that the idea of the spectacle in the context of 
9/ 11 evokes the memory of many disaster films and symbolises the fragility of the Ameri-
can empire. The  so-  called network society has actually managed to impose ‘ a single world 
order’, and yet this has created its own forms of resistance and seeds of its own destruction 
( Baudrillard 2002: 12). However, the politics of war and fear are more part of Debord’s orig-
inal reflections than many seem to be aware. For Debord, the society of the spectacle is likely 
to produce terrorism as an alternative form of spectacular domination. Terrorism was likely 
to flourish, as the dominant could be judged ‘ by its enemies rather than by its results’ ( Debord 
1998 [1988]: 24). Nevertheless both Giroux and Debord are in agreement that the spectacle 
can only be substantially challenged through the recovery of more democratic modes of dia-
logue. As we shall see, it has been new media’s capacity to potentially encourage more dem-
ocratic and dialogic forms of communication that has so excited media scholars. As Giroux 
notes, the idea of a homogeneous mass audience of the spectacle ( which is also reminiscent 
of Adorno’s writing) gives a false impression of the diverse forms of popular cultural identity 
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and resistance available within a global media age. If the politics of the spectacle has indeed 
enabled authoritarian states to attempt to gain control over public life while continuing to 
induce citizens to desire a commodified life of ease and consumption, more democratic pos-
sibilities are also available. The combination of the seduction of glittering commodities and a 
fear of the Other may have provided new ways of undermining democratic forms of life, but 
there continue to exist other radical democratic possibilities. However, an open question at 
this point would need to explore the extent to which new forms of media promote the com-
modified life and associated cultures of fear, and to what extent modern electronic cultures 
give expression to more dissenting and overtly critical ways of life. To what extent can new 
forms of radical art and democratic practice be said to provide an alternative to the dominant 
cultural identity of the capitalist spectacle?

Future developments: democracy, media and civic culture

When Williams formulated the idea of the long revolution in the 1960s, he was convinced 
that the learning and critical society could only emerge out of the agency of the labour 
movement. However, the 1980s was to see the arrival of a revived aggressive form of capi-
talism ( or neoliberalism) that was hostile to organised labour and sought to remake society 
in more m arket-  friendly terms, including the lowering of taxes, the shrinking of the social 
state, privatisation and the increasing global mobility of capital. It was the labour movement 
in alliance with other creative social movements including environmentalism, feminism and 
the peace movement that Williams had hoped would radically democratise the rule of capi-
tal. However, if some of these movements have made real gains, there is little point denying 
that since the 1980s society has become increasingly competitive, unequal and consumerist 
in orientation. Neoliberalism has waged a war on democracy by eroding civil rights and 
yet more crucially has shut down alternative democratic spaces that might have previously 
existed within the national media or within education. Both the media and education to this 
end have become increasingly integrated into the economy, progressively surrendering their 
independence while being subjected to political forms of control driven by privatisation, 
commercial forms of programming and, as we have seen, the politics of fear.

However, there have been a number of other perhaps more hopeful cultural transforma-
tions that alter this pessimistic picture. The sociologist Manuel Castells ( 2009) has argued 
at some length that modern information societies are driven by cosmopolitan elites and 
 computer-  generated networks. Yet if computer networks and capital are global, then people 
are local. Castells argues that one of the fastest growing forms of popular resistance in the 
information age is the defence of the local against more global flows. Here Castells argues in 
this respect that one of the major contradictions of the network society is between the ‘ space 
of flows’ ( the control of space organised at a distance) and the attempt to recover the ‘ space of 
places’ ( the attempt to defend the integrity of place). The contrast between these two differ-
ent spatial logics represents a fundamental fault line in the new  information- d riven societies 
where knowledge is increasingly central to the circuits of capital. In new k nowledge-  driven 
societies, universities, levels of education, the customisation of products, market segmenta-
tion and levels of technology, amongst other features, have become increasingly central to the 
organisation of the economy. The knowledge society is driven by the need of the economy 
for ‘ useful’ knowledge. The state in the informational world has lost much of its power, in-
creasingly putting pressure on the provision of welfare while becoming the active manager of 
global processes it cannot control. If democratic forms of politics face a challenge in respect of 
the triumph of neoliberalism and the decreasing power of the state, they are also threatened 
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by the rise of fundamentalism. In this context, Castells suggests that new democratic pres-
sures are likely to emerge from below as locals seek to regain control over space. Of course 
there are dangers that the return to the local could become a form of local retrenchment and 
enhance an increasing fear of outsiders. Yet an important feature of the new politics of social 
movements is the attempt to reconnect the local to more global concerns. Hence the new 
emphasis upon the local is not necessarily a form of retrenchment but actually an attempt to 
reconnect local spaces to more critical and global understandings.

The attempt to defend the local in the context of increasing levels of global awareness 
characterises a number of campaigns, from the arms trade to environmentalism and from 
fair trade to the development of organic food provision. As Alberto Melucci ( 1996) argues, 
the ability of social movements to open new public spaces,  re- i nterpret dominant discourses 
and suggest alternative frameworks is the central feature determining their success or failure. 
The development of new forms of interconnection through the Internet, argues Melucci, 
has radically multiplied the number of communities and networks to which we can belong. 
This potentially weakens the grip of an older set of coordinates in respect of the construction 
of cultural identity, allowing for the development of new possibilities. As Kahn and Kellner 
( 2004) argue, the emergence of Internet subcultures has significantly redefined social net-
working, blogs and other new media forums as places of learning, democracy and struggle. 
This has given rise to a new politics that can be less accurately described as localisation than 
as a form of globalisation from below that crucially links the local and the global. It is then 
the ability to act locally while maintaining a link to global concerns and developments that 
best describes the new politics of social movements. The interconnection of locally based 
social movements and global communications networks has allowed for the emergence of 
globally orientated local identities and agencies. Through developments in new media and 
social movements, what emerges are new possibilities for democratised social and cultural 
relationships. Crucially important in this context has been the rise of what has been called 
the blogosphere, where literally millions of people across the world are taking the opportu-
nity to become cultural producers. Obviously only a small proportion of these pages will be 
connected to social movements, yet they potentially radically alter the possibilities for critical 
politics.

The development of the blogosphere is significant given its potential to allow for public 
forms of communication, the content of which is not directly controlled by powerful media 
organisations. If old media were centralised and hierarchical in the way that they organised 
the production of meaning, then new media forms such as blog sites offer the possibility of 
more horizontal structures that allow for  two-  way forms of communication. Blog sites make 
space not only for the development of the voice of particular cultural producers, but also for 
the posting of alternative opinions and perspectives. If more traditional media disallow the 
communicative practice of answering back ( other than through carefully managed letters 
pages or other means), then new media forms suggest the emergence of more dialogic and 
democratic relationships. However, we need to be careful to steer clear of the argument that 
new technology simply makes the media more democratic. The argument that democratic 
engagement is the effect of certain technologies is obviously deeply misleading. It is equally 
troublesome to assume that technologies themselves do not have certain properties that more 
easily lend themselves to certain political positions rather than others. It is this aspect of the 
argument taken up by Brecht and Benjamin that I wish to argue has radical implications for 
the development of more democratic and engaged subjectivities. Indeed, if some of Brecht’s 
and Benjamin’s critics were worried that they simply assumed that new media technologies 
were of themselves democratising, then there is no need to reproduce these arguments now.
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Further, if we consider the history of social movements, we discover a long history that 
sought to develop ‘ alternative’ forms of communication. Perhaps not surprisingly, emancipa-
tory movements in the past have tried to blur the boundaries between the professional jour-
nalism and the audience. Many radical publications have sought to encourage participants 
within particular social movements not only to develop a more civic sense of self, but also to 
become actively involved through the publication of an alternative press in shaping the aims, 
objectives and horizons of social movements. While of course many alternative movements 
have remained connected to more authoritarian modes of politics and communication, oth-
ers have sought to link communicative and aesthetic questions to the construction of a more 
active public sphere. As John H. Downing ( 2001) argues, in this respect there are historically 
two different models of alternative media. These are a  Marxist-  Leninist model that seeks 
to transmit the views of an alternative social elite and a s elf-  management tradition mainly 
concerned with a more democratic future built upon popular forms of communication and 
political participation. There is a recognition evident within all of the writers under review 
that radical politics itself can easily become trapped within new forms of manipulation and 
authoritarianism. Notably it was the  self-  management tradition that Raymond Williams 
sought to defend within his writing on media and communications and wider social move-
ments. It is also the  self-  management tradition that sits most comfortably with the idea of an 
active and participatory public sphere. Here the radical democratic demand is not merely to 
imagine a different future, but also to begin, where possible, to practise the more emanci-
pated future society in the present. Further, as Downing recognises, communication cannot 
be limited to ‘ rational’ speech but would need to include a wide number of aesthetic practices 
including dance, theatre, music, performance art and other features. Even before the rise of 
the Internet, radical social movements had a long history of experimenting with alternative 
forms of communication. However, many of these publications and aesthetic experiences 
were unlikely to attract very large audiences. Many radical publications simply failed due to 
poor circulation and high  start-  up costs to find large audiences outside of a small circle of 
committed activists. What then is exciting about the Internet and blogging is that potentially 
the audiences are greater, as distribution is now not necessarily restricted to a few outlets. The 
starting of a radical newspaper or television network is mostly restricted to the networks of 
the rich and powerful, yet anyone with access to the Internet can set up a blog site.

This has caused a considerable amount of debate amongst media scholars discussing the 
potential rise of the citizen journalist. Here the argument is that mobile phones, digital cam-
eras and access to the Internet potentially allow ordinary citizens to become campaigners 
writing their own material and discussing their own views. Yet many have argued that de-
spite the more accessible nature of the Internet, most of these sites are read by relatively few 
people ( although we cannot always be sure about this) and that most of the communication 
that goes on within social movements is in maintaining their own i n-  group solidarity rather 
than in conversing with a wide range of citizens. In other words, media, as Castells ( 2009) 
recognises, continues to be dominated by television and not interactive forms. Despite the 
explosion of new media it is still mainstream television networks that have the most influence 
in shaping the opinions, perspectives and understandings of the majority, and this is likely to 
remain the case for the foreseeable future. In addition, Castells ( 2009: 51) adds that timeless 
time continues to dominate the consciousness of most citizens, despite the new possibilities 
for resistant identities in the network age. Timeless time is the time of the now and the imme-
diate ( and I would add ‘ the spectacle’) that seems to be dominant. Contemporary televisual 
global cultural identity is constructed through the dominance of  24-  hour news, the cultural 
identity of celebrity, advertisements and quickly forgotten fashions. The challenge for radical 
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movements is not only to connect with local identities and spaces that are under threat from 
global corporations but also to recover historical memory. In the  media-  dominated society, 
many citizens have become disconnected from a complex understanding of their own his-
tories and radical traditions and it is these understandings that radical movements arguably 
need to reinvent and rediscover.

What is perhaps missing from the analysis of those such as Castells and Melucci who 
have sought to outline the radical possibilities of new forms of communication is an em-
phasis upon commodification. As Adorno ( 1991), Debord ( 1994) and Jameson ( 1991) might 
recognise, technologies of communication not only are pieces of technology but are them-
selves commodities. The cultural identity of computers, iPods, fl at-  screen televisions and, 
of course, mobile phones are themselves marketed, branded and advertised commodities. If 
technologies are far from neutral in terms of the effect that they have in shaping certain kinds 
of conversations we might have, they have also been converted into ‘ must have’ commodi-
ties. Further, it is a matter of exploration as to whether these new forms of communication 
actually enhance the capacity of the civil sphere for dialogue and learning or whether they 
simply commodify the realm of everyday life. The complexity of these problems can be seen 
if we look at two recent social movements.

The Make Poverty History campaign came to the fore in 2005 and was utilised by a num-
ber of development charities such as Oxfam to promote ideas of global solidarity and to press 
the governing structures of global finance into action to reduce global poverty. In order to 
mobilise support amongst a wider public, Make Poverty History tried to create a visible form 
of politics by gaining the support of w ell- k nown campaigning celebrities such as Bob Geldof 
and rock band U2’s lead singer, Bono. The campaign actively encouraged ordinary people to 
buy fashionable white bands and to text or email the government to end global poverty. In 
the UK, the BBC ran a series of programmes on global poverty under the strap line ‘ Africa 
Lives on the BBC’ and during the summer it broadcast the h igh- p rofile Live 8 concert, 
which featured Pink Floyd, Madonna and Coldplay. New media and music were deliberately 
utilised in order to gain support amongst young people. In terms of wider questions of peda-
gogy, the campaign failed to raise critical awareness about a number of questions in respect of 
global poverty. There was little historical context or indeed any mention of colonial histories 
or more exploitative social conditions that have played a role in creating the conditions of 
global poverty. Further, social movements were not offered media space to develop alterna-
tive perspectives and more critical understandings of ‘ development’. Instead, much of the 
media focused upon Western forms of generosity and a number of dominant images that gave 
the impression that the ending of global poverty was a matter of lifestyle choice rather than 
political contestation. Despite the role of new media and some leading development organi-
sations, the Make Poverty History campaign ( with some notable exceptions) was more about 
the politics of the spectacle than about developing a critical and a radical politics. The media 
content of the campaign in this respect failed to develop a critical cultural politics, only fur-
ther impressing dominant ideas about Western superiority and African underdevelopment. 
This example should serve as a warning that the presence of new media does not necessarily 
develop more civic and democratic identities, but can actually lead to their cancellation.

Alternatively, we might consider the case of the Transition Movement. The Transition 
Movement is a complex network organisation whose primary aim might be described as 
the development of a w eb- l ike structure seeking to prepare localities for a p ost- o il world. 
In pursuing these ends, the Transition Movement has a relatively flat organisational struc-
tural that is mainly driven by the enthusiasm of local members. It is different from other 
prominent environmental groups such as Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace as it is less 
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centrally organised and is not as concerned to attract the attention of the media through 
symbolic protest. However, the Transition Movement is distinctive in that it has the aim of 
becoming a mass movement of ordinary  citizens –   the central aim being to promote local 
forms of resilience in terms of the local growing of food and promotion of low carbon life-
styles. The Transition Movement, like other  so-  called ‘ new’ social movements, is motivated 
less by the distribution of wealth than by a politics orientated around questions such as the 
quality of life, participation and lifestyle. Further, the Transition Movement is extremely 
 web-  literate, making use of new media such as web and blog sites, discussion boards and of 
course YouTube. Much of this material is for the dissemination of information both inter-
nal and external to local groups. However, the example of the Transition Movement also 
points to the use of other media. Local groups regularly organise film nights to get local 
people interested in their activities and target local media such as radio, television and the 
press. In this respect, much media criticism could be said to be overstating the role of new 
media in the formation of oppositional and critical identities. However, it is true to say 
the Transition Movement is heavily reliant upon easily accessible new media. The use of 
blog sites and other forms of new media do indeed point to a more dialogic structure than 
might be said to be available to more traditional movements. The Transition Movement is 
a good example of a movement that is global and local at the same time. Perhaps these brief 
examples should caution those who seek to make sweeping assumptions about the role of 
new media in the formation of resistant identities, and yet it is clear that new communica-
tive forms cannot simply be dismissed as commodified forms but carry with them a set of 
democratic possibilities.

As we have seen, the relationship between the media and the formation of collective 
cultural and personal cultural identity is complex. Here I have sought to demonstrate the 
historically shifting nature of these arguments, and maintain that the media theory produced 
during different periods ( albeit in a modified form) continues to be important to the ways 
in which we understand these relationships today. Undoubtedly, contemporary media has 
become increasingly driven by commercial imperatives seeking to promote the dominant 
cultural identity of the spectacle and is thereby commodifying increasing areas of social and 
cultural life. As I have argued, this overwhelmingly serves to drive out more democratic 
spaces, as large media conglomerates and corporations increasingly serve to dominate socially 
organised communicative relations. Further, in the context of the ‘ war on terror’, media is 
actively involved in the promotion of fear and the undermining of a shared civic cultural 
identity based upon liberal freedoms. Yet before this analysis is pushed too far, more dem-
ocratic and resistant identities through the development of the Internet have been handed 
new possibilities to develop alternative meanings and critical perspectives. More careful and 
detailed work needs to be done in this area so that we are able to carefully trace through 
the kind of complex pedagogic relations that are emerging in this area. Social movements 
through the use of new media ( and other forms of communication) have a potentially trans-
formative role to play in remaking more critical identities in the context of a modern cul-
tural identity that is increasingly being shaped by modern capitalism. Finally, I would argue 
that the new work on the Internet and social movements should seek to become connected 
to an earlier radical agenda that sought to argue for a democratised public sphere. Cultural 
institutions such as the BBC are far from being relics of the past but still, even in the age of 
the Internet, provide a widely trusted and still mostly ( although this is changing) uncom-
modified zone that is accountable to members of the public and democratically elected poli-
ticians. In this respect, Williams’s idea of the long revolution is far from over but needs to be 
expanded to include the radical possibilities of the present.
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Given the impact of neoliberalism in creating increasingly unequal, competitive and 
commodified societies, public broadcasters have a special responsibility to give opportuni-
ties to give voice to marginalised members of the public. That this is not happening to the 
degree that it might suggests that the public service media is less concerned with serving 
the public than it is with competing with its commercial rivals, satisfying the rituals of 
parliamentary democracy and following established rules of professional conduct. If in the 
1960s Williams perceived a new generation of  working-c  lass voices making themselves 
heard through new forms of cultural production, today such optimism would be mis-
placed. Indeed, the bodies of  working-c  lass people are often featured on reality television 
exhibiting criminal behaviour, excessive consumption and ‘v ulgar’ forms of popular taste. 
These normalising images are based less upon the politics of voice and complexity than 
upon the politics of class distinction and spectacle. A popular politics of voice and democ-
racy in relation to mediated forms is dependent upon wider social and cultural structures 
and can never be considered simply to be the effect of new media forms. Yet I have also 
cautioned against simply dismissing new media as being just another commodity, as it is 
still capable of radically democratising (o ften in surprising ways) our shared public spheres. 
The open question here is: how is the struggle for a more democratic media system likely 
to be affected by the arrival of new Internet and other technologies? This is a matter not 
only for theoretical debate, but also for careful analysis and empirical research in the future. 
While the dominant media system is likely to remain in tension for a number of years to 
come, what remains to be seen is whether the cultural identity frames it seeks to foster are 
democratically oriented based upon a cultural identity of voice and critical engagement 
or whether the politics of the spectacle become even further entrenched within the media 
system. These crucial questions will keep alive a discussion which we have seen has a long, 
contested and complex history.
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‘ Space’ has become an increasingly important concept in contemporary social and cultural 
theory ( see, for example, Bourdieu 1991; Dünne and Günzel 2006; Gregory and Urry 1985; 
Hess 1988; Hubbard, Kitchin and Valentine 2004; Keith and Pile 1993b; Knowles and Sweet-
man 2004b; Löw 2016 [2000]; Massey 1994, 2005; Merriman 2012; Pile 1996; Pile and 
Thrift 1995a; Remy 2015; Shields 1991, 1999; Soja 1989; Thrift 1996; Urry 1985, 1995; 
Zieleniec 2007). The diversity of empirical and theoretical studies of space is symptomatic 
of the m ulti-  layered constitution that characterizes the physical structuration of social life. 
In light of this complexity, any attempt to provide a comprehensive account of space will be 
fraught with difficulties. In fact, the possibility of a general theory of space appears to be con-
tradicted by the abundance of interactional spheres that exist in differentiated social settings. 
Given the variety of both spatial theories and spatial realities, it may be impossible to develop 
an explanatory framework capable of capturing the multifaceted dimensions underlying the 
territorial organization of human societies.

One of the most insightful accounts concerned with the fact that the construction of 
society is inextricably linked to the production of space can be found in the writings of 
the French philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre, notably in his influential study The 
Production of Space ( 1991 [1974]; see also Lefebvre 1974, 1996, 2000, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c). 
Lefebvre’s theory of space has been thoroughly discussed in the literature ( see, for example, 
Brenner 2000:  367–  76; Butler 2012; Elden 2004; Goonewardena et  al. 2008; Hess 1988; 
Keith and Pile 1993a:  24–  26, 30, 36;  Leary-  Owhin 2018; Martins 1982; Merrifield 2006; 
Purcell 2014; Shields 1999, 2004:  211–  12; Soja 1989; Stanek 2011; Urry 1995; Zieleniec 2007: 
 60–  97), but no attempt has been undertaken to propose a Lefebvrian outline of a general the-
ory of social space, that is, a conceptual framework capable of capturing the transcendental 
conditions underlying the spatial structuration of any society, regardless of its historical spec-
ificity. To be sure, such a framework is not meant to suggest that the construction of space 
can be understood independently of its social conditions of production; rather, it is aimed 
at shedding light on the fundamental properties that all social spaces share, irrespective of 
their c ontext-  specific idiosyncrasies. In this chapter, no attempt shall be made to do justice 
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to the  wide-  ranging scope of Lefebvre’s oeuvre; instead, the following analysis focuses on 
key insights gleaned from his acclaimed book The Production of Space. These insights, as shall 
be demonstrated in subsequent sections, permit us to develop a tentative outline of a general 
theory of social space.

Historical and intellectual development

The concept of space in classical sociology

Before examining Lefebvre’s theoretical framework, it seems sensible to locate the concept 
of space in the canon of sociological discourse. In this context, two straightforward observa-
tions should be taken into account.

First, the concept of space can be considered a marginal category in classical sociology. 
‘ Space has never been central to sociological thought’, and therefore ‘ it remains fair to say 
that the significance of space for the discipline at large has been peripheral from the begin-
ning’ ( Lechner 1991: 195). Interestingly, when examining the key works of the ‘ founding 
fathers’ of  sociology –   that is, the writings of Marx, Durkheim and W eber –   it becomes 
evident that they did not treat ‘ space’ as an important category of social analysis or attach 
paradigmatic status to the study of the spatial constitution of society.

Second, space can nevertheless be conceived of as a central component of social life. Every 
human action is spatially situated, for individuals as well as ‘ groups and institutions have a 
“ place”’ ( Lechner 1991: 195). This may appear to be a truism, but, at least in sociology, the 
seemingly most obvious requires critical reflection. Just as it is vital to recognize that ‘ time’ 
is a fundamental constituent of social life, because individuals and societies are embedded 
in temporally contingent contexts, it is imperative to acknowledge that ‘ space’ is an integral 
element of human existence, because individual and collective actors are situated in spatially 
organized realms of experience. Of course, it may be far from clear what exactly we mean by 
‘space’ and how it influences, or in some cases even determines, our relation to the world; it 
is difficult to deny, however, that it does have a significant impact upon our daily engagement 
with reality in general and with society in particular.

   

Georg Simmel, who is now widely regarded as one of the founding figures of sociology, 
is an exception in the canon of early modern social thought: ‘ Among the classical sociolo-
gists, only Georg Simmel treated space systematically, but his main contribution was largely 
ignored’ ( Lechner 1991: 195). Given the originality of his writings, it is worth considering 
a number of significant insights provided by his sociology of space ( see especially Simmel 
1997 [1903]; see also Lechner 1991). In essence, we can identify five central presuppositions 
underlying Simmel’s critical study of the spatial organization of human activities.

First, social spaces are unavoidably shaped by the  power-  laden relationship between in-
clusivity and exclusivity ( Simmel 1997:  138–  41). The emergence of social configurations is 
contingent upon their capacity to generate realms of interaction defined  by –   implicitly or 
explicitly r ecognized –   rules of inclusion and exclusion. Regardless of whether we are deal-
ing with  micro-  sociological spaces, which are anchored in people’s lifeworlds and their expe-
rience of Gemeinschaft ( at the local level), or with  macro-  sociological spaces, which come into 
existence through people’s real, and at the same time imaginary, construction of Gesellschaft 
( at the regional, national, continental or global level), spaces composed of human actors are 
permeated by social dynamics of inclusion and exclusion. As critical sociologists, we need to 
examine on what grounds human actors are either granted or denied access to a given so-
cial space. Whether particular actors are included in or excluded from specific social realms 
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depends largely on their position in relation to other actors. Access to social positions hinges 
on access to material and symbolic resources, which are asymmetrically distributed and in-
teractionally mobilized through stratifying variables, such as class, ethnicity, gender, age and 
ability. To the extent that social spaces constitute relationally constructed realms sustained 
by asymmetrical differentiations, the existence of territorial separations can contribute to, or 
even be the basis of, processes of demographical segregation.

Second, social spaces are constructible only in terms of the contingent relationship 
between unifiability and separability ( Simmel 1997: 1 41–  46). Human societies cannot exist 
without the partitioning of space. Boundaries contribute to both the integration and the 
disintegration of territorial realms. By definition, social spaces are relationally constructed 
unities which can be joined with, or separated from, one another. The malleable nature of 
social space is due to the fact that human life forms are in a constant state of flux: to the ex-
tent that social spaces can be united and divided, codified geographical arrangements can, 
at least in principle, always be reconstructed. As territorial realities that are at the same time 
unifying and separating, social spaces are sources of both facticity and validity: as sources of 
facticity, they exist as objective realities determining what is possible within a given territory; 
as sources of validity, they exist as normative realities determining what ought to be possible 
within a given territory. In brief, boundaries of spatial organization are both objective and 
normative sources of social demarcation.

Third, social spaces are marked by the relationship between fixity and changeability 
( Simmel 1997:  146–  51). Social spaces have the power to constrain and alter human actions, 
just as human actions have the capacity to shape and transform social spaces. When expe-
rienced by social actors, spatial arrangements may seem natural and given: our constant 
immersion in spatially differentiated realities can make us blind to the fact that social 
arrangements are never forever. Situated in the world as embodied entities, we are prone 
to take space for granted, thereby forgetting that the physical organization of human life 
forms is socially regulated. To the extent that spaces appear to be fixed and invariable, 
we tend to reproduce them and thereby strengthen the power of their legitimacy. Since 
the territorial organization of the social world is historically variable, however, we can 
also transform spaces and thereby undermine their, seemingly unassailable, authority. The 
legitimacy of human actions is always imposed or negotiated in relation to the social spaces 
in which they take place. What may be considered a legitimate form of behaviour in one 
situation may be regarded as an illegitimate mode of conduct in another context. The 
grammaticality of social space can be either confirmed or challenged by the performativity 
of human action.

Fourth, social spaces are generated through the relationship between proximity and dis-
tance ( Simmel 1997: 1 51–  59). There is no society without lifeworlds. Only insofar as we are 
capable of experiencing one another in social spaces of physical proximity are we able to 
immerse ourselves in the coexistential realm of humanity. The most deterritorialized soci-
eties, characterized by the creation of abstract space, cannot dispense with embodied actors, 
situated in concrete space. Even when we mediate our social interactions through the use of 
communication technologies, which enable us to transcend space when engaging with others 
in distant localities, we cannot annihilate our  deep-  rooted need for the experience of f ace-  
  to-  face relations, which permit us to absorb space when encountering others in intersubjec-
tively constituted realities. The human need for physical proximity can be challenged but 
not eliminated by the power of social technology. For the creation of society is inconceivable 
without the formation of community: the abstract space of Gesellschaft emanates from the 
concrete space of Gemeinschaft.
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Fifth, social spaces are produced through the relationship between sedentariness and mo-
bility ( Simmel 1997:  160–  70). High  mobility –   for example, of nomadic  groups –   tends to 
be associated with low degrees of social differentiation. By contrast, low  mobility  –   for 
instance, of sedentary g roups – t  ends to be accompanied by high degrees of social differ-
entiation. As a consequence, communal forms of mobility often involve the creation of 
social solidarity: the more we are bound to share the process of ‘ being on the move’ with 
others, the more likely we are to convert the collective experience of mobility into an 
existential source of solidarity. Hence, it is not only the belief in primordial ties based on 
spatial sedentariness but also joint experience of movement that can bind people together. 
Both sedentary and mobile engagements with reality are fundamental to the construction 
of modern society.

Lefebvre’s contributions: outline of a general theory of social space

Five significant insights gained from Simmel’s sociology of space having been considered, 
the question that remains is what contemporary theories of space have added to the picture. 
Drawing on the work of Henri Lefebvre, the following sections aim to provide an outline 
of a general theory of social space, that is, a conceptual framework capable of capturing the 
transcendental conditions underlying the spatial structuration of any society, regardless of its 
historical specificity. As the title of his influential study The Production of Space ( 1991 [1974]) 
suggests, Lefebvre is concerned with the fact that, far from constituting a sheer given of 
human life, social spaces need to be produced by individual and collective actors in order to 
assert their existence. Although heavily influenced by Marx, Lefebvre seeks to go beyond 
a merely economic conception of production. To this end, he distinguishes three types of 
production.

First, there is a broad meaning of production in the sense of social production. Lefebvre 
characterizes production in the wide sense as follows:

[H]umans as social beings are said to produce their own life, their own consciousness, 
their own world. There is nothing, in history or in society, which does not have to be 
achieved and produced. ‘ Nature’ itself. . . has been modified and therefore in a sense 
produced. Human beings have produced juridical, political, religious, artistic and phil-
osophical forms. Thus production in the broad sense of the term embraces a multiplicity of works 
and a great diversity of forms. . . .

( 1991: 68, emphasis added)

As humans, we distinguish ourselves from animals in that we have brought about the ma-
terial and symbolic conditions of our own existence. To be exact, both the economic and 
the cultural foundations of human life have enabled us to create a social world beyond our 
natural environment. To recognize that we are productive entities requires acknowledging 
that we are a  socio-  constructive species ( see Susen 2007:  287– 9 2, 2011:  174–  75). The broad 
meaning of production lies at the heart of the constructivist view of reality, according to 
which both the material and the symbolic dimensions of the human world are constitutive 
elements of a socially organized universe. From this perspective, social production, in the 
large sense, designates any form of activity that contributes to the construction of human 
existence.

Second, there is a narrow meaning of production in the sense of economic production. Lefe-
bvre makes the following critical remark on economistic accounts of production:
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Neither Marx nor Engels leaves the concept of production in an indeterminate state. . . . 
They narrow it down, but with the result that works in the broad sense are no longer 
part of the picture; what they have in mind is things only: products.

(1991: 68–69, original emphasis)    

Lefebvre is critical of this c onfined –   that is, e conomistic –   conception of production. For 
such a restricted notion of production, which focuses on the economic dimensions of social 
life, fails to do justice to the s pecies-  constitutive significance of the n on-  economic facets of 
human reality. The point is not to deny that, as Marx and Engels put it, ‘[t]he production of 
ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the material activ-
ity and the material intercourse of men, the language of real life’ ( 2000 [1846]: 180). Rather, 
the point is to recognize that both material and symbolic dimensions of human reality con-
tribute to the construction of society.

Third, there is a neglected meaning of production in the sense of spatial production. It is this 
third form of production that Lefebvre aims to explore in his critical theory of society. The 
study of spatial production goes beyond both the broad notion of social production and the  
narrow conception of economic production; for the former is too general to account for  
the particularity of spatial processes, and the latter is too specific to account for the ubiquity 
of spatial realities. In order to obtain paradigmatic status in sociology, space needs to be 
regarded as a constitutive element of the social world, that is, as a fundamental component 
whose significance is reflected in the fact that it represents both a condition and an outcome 
of relations between actors. In treating space as a cornerstone of the social world, Lefeb-
vre seeks to demonstrate that spatial production and economic production are inextricably 
linked: ‘ social space is produced and reproduced in connection with the forces of production 
( and with the relations of production)’ ( 1991: 77). In other words, the construction of social 
relations depends, at once, on the creation of spatial relations and on the formation of eco-
nomic relations. Just as comprehensive studies of social production must address the question 
of space, critical accounts of space need to reflect upon the conditions of social production.

In light of the above, it would be fair to suggest that, paradoxically, Lefebvre stands within 
the tradition of Marxist social thought, while seeking to overcome the economic reduction-
ism of its orthodox variants. On the one hand, Lefebvre is firmly situated within the horizon 
of Marxist theory in that he puts forward a productivist conception of reality, regarding society 
as a collective project created by working entities. On the other hand, Lefebvre seeks to go 
beyond the parameters of orthodox Marxist frameworks in that he makes a case for a spati-
alist conception of reality, portraying society as a coexistential conglomerate composed of 
physically situated entities. Thus, Lefebvre’s approach can be described as a spatio-productivist 
account of society. According to this view, human beings are both spatially productive and 
productively spatial entities: spaces of production hinge on productions of space, and pro-
ductions of space cannot take place without spaces of production. In short, the production of 
society is unthinkable without the production of space.

   

Lefebvre identifies three elements necessary for the production of space: ( a) spatial prac-
tices (pratiques spatiales), ( b) representations of space ( représentations de l’espace) and ( c) spaces 
of representation ( espaces de représentation) ( see Lefebvre 1991: 3 8– 3 9). These can be defined 
as follows:

  

Spatial practices refer to physical and material flows of individuals, groups or commodi-
ties: social circulations, transfers and interactions that occur in and across space. Spatial 
practices, which ‘ must have a certain cohesiveness’ ( Lefebvre 1991: 38), guarantee social 
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continuity and are indispensable for the consolidation of social order. Due to their ma-
terial nature, spatial practices can be termed ‘spaces-in-themselves’.        

Representations of space manifest themselves in ‘ conceptualized space, the space of sci-
entists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and social engineers, as of a certain 
type of artist with a scientific  bent –   all of whom identify what is lived and what is per-
ceived with what is conceived. . . . This is the dominant space in any society ( or mode 
of production).’

(Lefebvre 1991: 38–39)    

Representations of space serve the regulation of space, for ‘ those who control how 
space is represented control how it is produced, organised and used’ ( Zieleniec 2007: 
74). Given their discursive nature, representations of space can be characterized as 
‘spaces-for-themselves’.        

Spaces of representation  –   sometimes also translated as ‘ representational spaces’ 
( Lefebvre 1991: 39) –   are directly lived and immediately experienced spaces of every-
day life. Insofar as spaces of representation are shaped by social actors, and imbued with 
meaning in their lifeworlds, they are sources of human freedom. As relatively auton-
omous realms, created by the ‘ inhabitants’ ( Lefebvre 1991: 39) of ordinary life, spaces 
of representation possess an emancipatory potential in that they enable social actors 
to challenge the legitimacy of established spatial practices. In light of their simultane-
ously material and discursive nature, spaces of representation can be conceived of as 
‘spaces-in-and-for-themselves’.                

With Lefebvre’s tripartite conceptual framework in mind, and with the aim of illustrating the 
explanatory power of his  spatio-  productivist conception of society, it shall be the task of the 
following analysis to propose a tentative outline of a general theory of social space.

The humanity of social space

Social spaces are human spaces. For the emergence of social realms is contingent upon the 
existence of subjective, and often intersubjective, practices. Just as human beings are situated 
in a physically organized and symbolically mediated universe, social spaces are shaped by 
both the objective constraints imposed by the natural environment and the normative ar-
rangements established in the cultural world. Aware of this existential ambiguity, Lefebvre 
asks the following, rather fundamental, questions: ‘ Is that space natural or cultural? Is it im-
mediate or mediated. . .? Is it a given or is it artificial?’ ( 1991: 83). Lefebvre is right to assert 
that ‘[t]he answer to such questions must be: “ Both”’ ( 1991: 8 3–  84). For social spaces, which 
are objectively situated in a physical world and normatively regulated by  meaning- c reating 
actors, exist ‘ between “ nature” and “ culture”’ ( 1991: 84). Put differently, every social space 
is a product both of what is physically constituted, and hence objectively present, in a realm 
of facticity, and of what is culturally constructed, and thus normatively relevant, in a sphere 
of validity. In short, social spaces are human spaces whose existence is contingent upon the 
practices performed by those who inhabit them.

The sociality of social space

What manifests itself in the sociality of social space is an obvious, yet crucial, insight: hu-
man spaces are socially constituted realms. Critical sociologies of space need to confront 
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the challenge of ‘ uncovering the social relationships ( including class relationships) that are 
latent in spaces’ ( Lefebvre 1991: 90). In the human world, spatial relations are never only 
physical arrangements but always also social constellations: a ‘ mutual interference occurs 
here between natural peculiarities of space and the peculiar nature of a given human group’ 
( 1991: 110). To recognize that human spaces are socially created means to account for the 
fact that they are composed of interrelated, rather than isolated, subjects and objects. It is the 
relations between, rather than the properties of, subjects and objects which are important to 
the constitution of social space: ‘ space is neither a “ subject” nor an “ object” but rather a social 
reality –  t hat is to say, a set of relations and forms’ ( 1991: 116, emphasis added). The historical 
determinacy of a given social space cannot be dissociated from the relationally constituted 
setting in which, and through which, it emerges.

The constructability of social space

Social space is never simply a given, because it is always constructed by those who bring 
it into existence: ‘ For this is a place that has been laboured on’ ( Lefebvre 1991: 76, original 
emphasis). Human beings constantly act and work upon the world, forming and transform-
ing it according to their needs. Yet, a world that can be constructed can also be decon-
structed and reconstructed. Social actors are continuously in the process of reconstructing 
the spaces and places they inhabit. Rejecting a narrowly economistic sense of production, 
we are able to recognize that social spaces owe their existence to the daily performances of 
a socio-constructive species. The power of social construction can convert a given space into 
a place. In fact, the latter is the outcome of the former: a place is a socially generated and 
culturally signified form of space. Put differently, a place is a space modified by labour and 
imbued with meaning by culture. ( On the distinction between ‘ space’ and ‘ place’, see, for 
example, Massey 2005: 68, 1 83–  84; Merrifield 1993; Zieleniec 2007: 71, 73.) We are both a 
productive species of working creatures and a cultural species of m eaning- g iving beings: as 
purposive, cooperative and creative actors, we work upon the world; as assertive, normative 
and expressive entities, we attribute meaning to our existence. Social space is permeated by 
the s pecies-  constitutive forces of production and interpretation, which ensure that there is 
always a still-to-be to social space: a still-to-be-developed, a still-to-be-transformed and a
still-to-be-signified. The very possibility of spatial production rests upon the performative
resources of social action.

    

                              
            

The economy of social space

Economic production and spatial production are intimately interrelated, because there is no 
division of labour without a distribution of space. In Lefebvre’s words,

social space is produced and reproduced in connection with the forces of production ( and 
with the relations of production). And these forces, as they develop, are not taking over a 
 pre-  existing, empty or neutral space, or a space determined solely by geography, climate, 
anthropology, or some other comparable consideration.

(1991: 77)  

On the contrary, the productive forces, as they unfold, take on the shape of a normative 
space, of a space which is determined by, and at the same time determines, the organization 
of the division of labour. Spatial relations are unavoidably influenced by economic relations, 
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and vice versa. Lefebvre eloquently captures the ineluctable interdependence of spatial and 
economic relations in the following passage:

Is space a social relationship?  Certainly –  b ut one which is inherent to property relation-
ships ( especially the ownership of the earth, of land) and also closely bound up with the 
forces of production ( which impose a form on that earth or land); here we see the polyva-
lence of social space, its ‘ reality’ at once formal and material. Though a product to be used, 
to be consumed, it is also a means of production; networks of exchange and flows of raw 
materials and energy fashion space and are determined by it. Thus this means of produc-
tion, produced as such, cannot be separated either from the productive forces, including 
technology and knowledge, or from the social division of labour which shapes it. . . .

( 1991: 85, original emphasis)

Social space, then, is not only inextricably linked to the forces of production, but it is a 
requirement for their existence. For the spatial structuration of reality is a precondition for 
the economic organization of society. The steering power of every economy depends on its 
capacity to control the spatial constitution of society.

The ideology of social space

The ideology of social space is reflected in the representations of space which predominate in 
a given society. Representations of space are the imagined realms of those groups of people 
who have the power to monitor and control the territorial organization of society. Every so-
cial order is a spatial order. The spatial order sustaining a given social order can be maintained 
by virtue of an ideological apparatus capable of giving legitimacy to the physical configu-
ration of reality. In this sense, the regulation of space ‘ cannot be separated. . . from the state 
and the superstructures of society’ ( Lefebvre 1991: 85). The recognition of the ideological 
character of social space obliges us to rethink the Marxian model of base and superstructure 
in terms of a spatialist analysis of human existence. According to Marx, the base consists of 
economic relations, which constitute the material foundation of society, whereas the super-
structure is composed of an ideological apparatus, which serves to legitimize the relations 
of production underlying a given historical formation. According to Lefebvre, neither the 
material infrastructure nor the ideological superstructure of society can be divorced from the 
spatial constitution of reality. Indeed, space itself is both a physical and a symbolic element 
of society, that is, it is both a foundational and an epiphenomenal force of human reality. 
As a foundational force, the organization of space is a precondition for the consolidation of 
society; as an epiphenomenal force, the signification of space is necessary for the creation 
of a collective imaginary. The distribution of space is never neutral but always v alue- l aden, 
since the territorial organization of society is impregnated with the symbolic power of ide-
ology. There are no political regimes that are not also spatial regimes, because the control 
over societal configurations requires at least a minimal degree of power over their territorial 
organization. The exercise of regulatory social authority is inconceivable without recourse 
to a legitimizing spatial ideology.

The relationality of social space

The various forms in which human actors relate to one another cannot be abstracted from the 
spatial organization of the society to which they belong. Just as social spaces can determine 
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relations established between people, people can determine relations established between spaces. 
Every social space designates an interactional arena of possibilities which impacts upon the re-
lations between actors, while every group of actors represents a conglomerate of possibilities 
which shapes the relations between spaces. Social spaces never exist simply in themselves; on 
the contrary, they exist through the relations established between physically embedded subjects. 
To the extent that ‘ a space is not a thing but rather a set of relations between things ( objects and 
products)’, and that ‘ any space implies, contains and dissimulates social relationships’ ( Lefebvre 
1991: 83,  82– 8 3, emphasis added), the creation of spatial relations is contingent upon the con-
struction of social relations. Social spaces are composed of subjects and objects, both of which 
are imbued with the power of social agency. Agency is not only a privilege of subjects, but also 
a potential attribute of objects, since both subjects and objects have the power to determine 
the ways in which worldly practices unfold in a universe of relationally defined circumstances.

Social space contains a great diversity of objects, both natural and social, including the 
networks and pathways which facilitate the exchange of material things and information. 
Such ‘ objects’ are thus not only things but also relations. As objects, they possess discern-
ible peculiarities, contour and form. Social labour transforms them, rearranging their 
positions within  spatio- t emporal configurations. . . .

( Lefebvre 1991: 77, emphasis added)

Given the relatively arbitrary nature of all social relations, spaces created by human actors are 
always subject to change.

The structurality of social space

The structural nature of social space is symptomatic of the tangible impact that the territo-
rial organization of society has on human actions. ‘ Itself the outcome of past actions, social 
space is what permits fresh actions to occur, while suggesting others and prohibiting yet others’ 
( Lefebvre 1991: 73). To borrow a concept from Pierre Bourdieu, every social space is an espace 
des possibles, literally a ‘ space of possibles’ ( Bourdieu 2000: 151; see also Bourdieu and Wacquant 
1992:  152–  53; cf. Susen 2013: 228; 2016: 43, 55, 59, 70, 84, 105). Social spaces are structurally 
constituted realms of possibility. Human actions take place within the territorial limits imposed 
upon them by spatial realities. Hence, using another Bourdieusian expression, we may describe 
social space as both a structured and a structuring structure ( see Bourdieu 2000: 144; see also 
Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 139). As a structured structure, it is structured by human actions; 
as a structuring structure, it structures human actions. Our actions have the power to structure 
the social spaces we inhabit, and the social spaces we inhabit have the power to structure our 
actions. Human actors cannot escape the structuring power of social space, and vice versa.

The visibility of social space

The visibility of social space is fundamental in that it permeates every sighted subject’s rela-
tion to the world. ‘[S]ighted human beings navigate the social world visually’ ( Knowles and 
Sweetman 2004a: 1). For ‘[s]eeing comes before words. . . [and] establishes our place in the 
surrounding world’ ( Berger 1977: 7, cf. Mellor and Shilling 1997: 6). In fact, there is a cru-
cial connection between the visualization and the organization of space. In our daily lives, 
social spaces are often seen but unnoticed. The spatial appears natural to its inhabitants when 
it imposes its presence on the daily routines of their actions. Human societies are visualized 
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settings of coexistence, capable of exploiting the power of the spectacle to assert the omni-
presence of the spatial.

A further important aspect of spaces. . . is their increasingly pronounced visual character. 
They are made with the visible in mind: the visibility of people and things, of spaces 
and of whatever is contained by them. The predominance of visualization. . . serves to 
conceal repetitiveness. People look, and take sight, take seeing, for life itself.

( Lefebvre 1991: 75, emphasis added; ‘ look’ emphasized in original)

When we take sight for life itself, we transform representations of reality into realities of rep-
resentation. The visual power of space consists in its capacity to convert social normativities 
into  seen- b   ut- u nnoticed objectivities. Social spaces can make human acts appear as if they 
were mere historical facts. What we all see without noticing is what we all agree upon. What 
we all agree upon, however, is never simply objective but always also normative. ‘ Visual 
practices are regulatory, they demand that certain things are noticed, that other things are 
denied, and that other things are not seen at all’ ( Pile and Thrift 1995b: 48, emphasis added). 
The more we are used to being immersed in particular social spaces on a daily basis, the less 
likely we are to notice their existence.

The rationality of social space

Since human settings serve particular functions with corresponding codes of legitimacy, 
every social space possesses an idiosyncratic rationality. In the Lefebvrian universe, however, 
rationality is conceived of not as a metaphysical force inherent in a monological subject or an 
omnipresent object, but as a social force embedded in spatially constituted contexts. From 
this perspective, different modes of rationality emanate from spatially structured realms of 
sociality.

The rationality of space. . . is not the outcome of a quality or property of human action in 
general, or human labour as such, of ‘ man’, or of social organization. On the contrary, it 
is itself the origin and source. . . of the rationality of activity.

(Lefebvre 1991: 71–72, emphasis added)    

In other words, all forms of human agency are shaped by underlying rationalities inscribed in 
spatially constituted realities. Within the Lefebvrian architecture of society, then, space ob-
tains a foundational status: the rationality that motivates a specific human activity cannot be 
dissociated from the spatial determinacy of the social reality that defines its own conditions of 
possibility. The rationality of a particular social space can differ substantially from the ratio-
nality of another social space. The more complex a given society, the more spatially differenti-
ated forms of rationality it tends to generate. Different social spaces are sustained by diverging 
modes of rationality with idiosyncratic sources of legitimacy. The legitimacy of a performa-
tive act depends on its acceptability in relation to a social context. In brief, social spaces have 
the power to impose their s elf-  referential rationality on the development of human agency.

The universality of social space

The universality of social space is based on its ubiquity in the human world. In fact, every 
human action  is –   directly or  indirectly – c  onstrained by the presence of social space.
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( Social) space is not a thing among other things, nor a product among other products: 
rather, it subsumes things produced, and encompasses their interrelationships in their coex-
istence and  simultaneity –   their ( relative) order and/ or ( relative) disorder.

( Lefebvre 1991: 73, emphasis added)

Thus, according to Lefebvre, we need to recognize the foundational status of social space. 
All human relations in all societies at all times are situated in collectively constructed forms 
of space. We cannot possibly relate to the world without contributing to the production of 
space. For ‘ any activity developed over ( historical) time engenders ( produces) a space, and can 
only attain practical “ reality” or concrete existence within that space’ ( Lefebvre 1991: 115). 
If space is literally all over the place, then it is a transcendental condition of human life. As a 
transcendental condition of human existence, space is a conditio sine qua non of actors’ immer-
sion in the world. Given its ubiquity in the social universe, space constitutes a foundational 
force in the daily construction of human reality.

The historicity of social space

The historicity of social space is due to the temporal contingency that pervades all realms of 
worldly existence. Every social space has a unique history, just as history takes place through 
the construction of social spaces. Since ‘[e]very social space is the outcome of a process’, 
‘ every social space has a history’ ( Lefebvre 1991: 110). The malleable nature of the social 
manifests itself in the processual nature of the spatial: social spaces are never forever; their 
constitution changes over time.

In the history of space as such. . . the historical and diachronic realms and the generative 
past are forever leaving their inscriptions upon the w riting-  tablet, so to speak, of space. 
The uncertain traces left by events are not the only marks on ( or in) space: society in its 
actuality also deposits its script, the result and product of social activities.

( 1991: 110, emphasis added)

Social spaces  have  –   throughout  history  –  b een, and will continue to be, produced and 
transformed by human actors. The historical variability of people’s engagement with their 
physical reality is symptomatic of the spatial contingency of human agency. To combine 
Marx’s historical materialism with Lefebvre’s historical spatialism means to uncover the 
 spatio-  material determinacy of the human condition. Accordingly, Marx’s famous aphorism 
on the historical determinacy of human life can be reformulated as follows: ‘ Men make their 
own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it in spaces chosen 
by themselves, but in spaces directly encountered, given, and transmitted from the past’.1 The 
history of social spaces permeates the unfolding of human practices.

The complexity of social space

The increasing complexity of social space is a sign of the growing differentiation of l ate- 
 modern life forms. In light of this complexity, reductionist accounts of the social in general 
and of the spatial in particular lack explanatory power.

A social space cannot be adequately accounted for either by nature ( climate, site) or by its 
previous history. Nor does the growth of the forces of production give rise in any direct 
causal fashion to a particular space or a particular time.

( Lefebvre 1991: 77)
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In this sense, Lefebvre’s s ocio-  spatial analysis is opposed to three forms of determinism: 
( a) essentialist determinism, ( b) naturalistic determinism and ( c) economistic determinism.
The problem with essentialist determinism is that it does not do justice to the fact that social
spaces are relationally constructed. Social spaces acquire particular meanings from the relations
established between human actors, as well as from the material and symbolic connections
between social spaces. The problem with naturalistic determinism is that it does not account
for the fact that social spaces are culturally constructed. Surely, social spaces cannot escape the
physical constraints of the natural world; it is by working upon, and attributing meaning to,
the physical world, however, that human actors have succeeded in transforming their natu-
ral environment into an ensemble of social arrangements. As a species, we have learned to
challenge the l aw-  governed objectivity of the natural world by immersing ourselves in, and
constantly reconstructing, the  power- l aden normativity of the social world. The problem
with economistic determinism is that it underestimates the fact that social spaces are interactionally
constructed. The relative autonomy of spatial realities derives from the s elf-  empowering con-
tingency of human agency, which enables us to challenge the systemic imperatives imposed
by the economy. Social spaces are unavoidably shaped, but not necessarily determined, by
economic relations. ‘ The hypercomplexity of social space should by now be apparent, embrac-
ing as it does individual entities and peculiarities, relatively fixed points, movements, and
flows and  waves –   some interpenetrating, others in conflict, and so on’ ( Lefebvre 1991: 88,
emphasis added). In short, the potential complexity of the spatial structuration of the human
universe illustrates that society is irreducible to a monolithically constituted totality.

The polycentricity of social space

The polycentricity of social space is indicative of its potential complexity. Reflecting upon 
the diversified nature of highly differentiated societies, Lefebvre reminds us of the fact that 
‘[w]e are confronted not by one social space but by many –   indeed, by an unlimited multiplic-
ity or uncountable set of social spaces which we refer to generically as “ social space”’ ( 1991: 86, 
emphasis added). The polycentric nature of highly differentiated life forms manifests itself in 
the emergence of pluralized social spaces: commercial spaces, political spaces, cultural spaces, 
religious spaces, urban spaces, rural spaces, public spaces, domestic spaces, institutional spaces 
and recreational  spaces –   to mention only a few. Acknowledging the diversified nature of 
spatial settings in  large- s cale societies, Lefebvre’s approach precludes any illusions about the 
possible reducibility of the social to one constitutive element. The diversification of social 
spaces in highly differentiated collective life forms does not allow for the reduction of society 
to a monolithically constituted totality. The polycentric distribution of social space is symp-
tomatic of the decentred constitution of highly differentiated societies.

The interpenetrability of social space

One crucial feature of social spaces is their interpenetrability. Social spaces are never com-
pletely, but only relatively, autonomous, since they necessarily exist in relation to one another 
and can, in principle, always be permeated by one another. The interpenetrative nature 
of social spaces stems from their structural intertwinement. ‘ The intertwinement of social 
spaces is also a law. Considered in isolation, such spaces are mere abstractions’ ( Lefebvre 
1991: 86, emphasis added). Social spaces do not constitute autopoietic systems that exist and 
function in isolation from one another. Rather than representing completely s elf-  sufficient 
and  self-  referential  micro-  universes, social spaces exist in relation to each other. Given that 
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‘[s]ocial spaces interpenetrate one another and/ or superimpose themselves upon one another’ 
( Lefebvre 1991: 86, emphasis removed), they are always subject to power relations: the pen-
etrability of one social space by another social space depends on the power of the latter to 
impose itself upon the former.

The principle of the interpenetration and superimposition of social spaces has one very help-
ful result, for it means that each fragment of space subjected to analysis masks not just 
one social relationship but a host of them that analysis can potentially disclose.

( Lefebvre 1991: 88, emphasis added)

In other words, the interpenetrability of social spaces cannot be divorced from the polycen-
tricity of social relations.

The separability of social space

What manifests itself in the separability of social space is the differentiability of human 
coexistence. Even the most rudimentarily developed form of society cannot dispense with 
a minimal degree of structural differentiation. Yet, the separation of social spaces is never 
neutral but always  power- l aden. Separations between social spaces are always also partitions 
between people: between rooms, flats, houses, buildings, streets, neighbourhoods, cities, 
regions, countries or continents. Social spaces can be both externally and internally divided: 
they can be externally divided in that they can be separated from one another, and they can 
be internally divided in that the actors situated in them can be separated from one another. 
Spatial separations necessarily result in normative divisions, for territorial fragmentations 
inevitably structure the constitution of social interactions.

The dominant tendency fragments space and cuts it up into pieces. It enumerates the 
things, the various objects, that space contains. Specializations divide space among them 
and act upon its truncated parts, setting up mental barriers and p ractico-  social frontiers.

( Lefebvre 1991: 89, emphasis added)

Spatial separations have a tangible impact on how people relate to one another and in fact on 
how they relate to themselves: there are no spatial separations without social mechanisms of 
inclusion and exclusion. Who we are depends on how we are spatially situated in relation to 
other social actors. The construction of every human identity is contingent upon its spatial 
determinacy. In order to make sense of reality, we need to be placed in society. How we 
make sense of the world is influenced by how and where we are situated in space. The more a 
given society is marked by spatial fragmentations, the more likely it is to produce social sepa-
rations. ‘The ideologically dominant tendency divides space up into parts and parcels in accordance 
with the social division of labour’ ( Lefebvre 1991:  89– 9 0, emphasis added; ‘ ideologically’ 
emphasized in original).

 

The control over the partitioning of social space involves the exercise of authority over the 
partitioning of people. The spatial partitioning of society is epitomized in the separation be-
tween centre and periphery, which can be regarded as a form of real sham: it is sham because the 
criteria for the definition of both the former and the latter are part of an ideological imaginary 
and, therefore, always relatively arbitrary; it is real because it leads to the relative empowerment 
of the spatial core, and the relative disempowerment of the spatial margins, of society. People’s 
social status is reflected in their spatial position: our status as members of a given community 
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cannot be divorced from our relationally contingent location in social space. Separations be-
tween social spaces can trigger, or reinforce, the existence of divisions between people.

The commodifiability of social space

The commodifiable nature of social space is a paradoxical affair. On the one hand, it is an in-
trinsic property of social space that it can be commodified. On the other hand, it is a relatively 
arbitrary matter, depending on the economic organization of a particular life form, if social 
space is commodified. There is nothing natural or inevitable about the commodification of 
social space; on the contrary, social space tends to be commodified primarily in m arket- d riven 
societies. Nevertheless, even in capitalist systems, some  spaces –   for example, public  spaces –  
 are protected from commodification, in order to avoid them being absorbed by the functional 
imperatives of the market economy. Yet, the fact that particular social spaces are deliberately 
excluded from the commodifying logic of the market confirms the view that, in principle, all 
social spaces can be commodified. To ‘ fetishize space in a way reminiscent of the old fetishism 
of commodities, where the trap lay in exchange’ ( Lefebvre 1991: 90) means to measure the so-
cial worth of space primarily in terms of its market value, rather than in terms of its use value.

Social space per se is at once work and product  –   a materialization of ‘ social being’. In 
specific sets of circumstances, however, it may take on fetishized and autonomous char-
acteristics of things ( of commodities and money).

(1991: 101–2, original emphasis)    

Given the ubiquity of exchange value under capitalism, it is easy to forget that the commod-
ification of space, far from constituting an inevitable social process, is contingent upon the 
hegemonic existence of m arket-  driven imperatives.

The controllability of social space

Struggles over the control of social space illustrate that the territorial organization of society 
is impregnated with individual and collective interests. One central concern of human life 
has always been, and will always remain, the control of social space. Both as members of par-
ticular communities and as members of different societies, humans are obliged to organize 
the space they inhabit in one way or another. The right to spatial control can be at stake on 
various levels: individuals’ control over their private sphere, society’s control over its public 
sphere, landowners’ control over their property or a n ation- s tate’s control over its t erritory –  
 to mention only a few examples. When given the right to be in control of a given space, 
actors tend to take territorial integrity for granted. By contrast, when being deprived of the 
right to be in control of a given space, actors are forced to reflect upon the normative status 
of territorial realities. ‘ The forces of production and technology now permit of intervention 
at every level of space: local, regional, national, worldwide. Space as a whole, geographical 
or historical space, is thus modified, but without any concomitant abolition of its under-
pinnings’ ( Lefebvre 1991: 90, emphasis added). In brief, the exercise of power over social 
arrangements is unthinkable without the control over their spatial organization.

The usability of social space

Social spaces are used for different purposes. Indeed, as human beings, we must make use of 
space. We are obliged to make use of space because we are compelled to live in space. What 



355

Place of space in social theory

may, at first sight, appear to be a truism is, actually, of crucial importance: we need to con-
front the implications of the fact that relationally constructed realms serve socially specific 
functions. That social spaces can, or need to, be used is relatively uncontroversial; how they 
should be used, however, could hardly be more controversial. In most cases, the function of 
social space is determined by those who control it. For this reason, Lefebvre insists that

[t]he arrogant verticality of skyscrapers, and especially of public and state buildings,
introduces a phallic or more precisely a phallocratic element into the visual realm; the
purpose of this display, of this need to impress, is to convey an impression of authority to
each spectator.

( 1991: 98, emphasis added)

Space is used not only for the imposition but also for the representation of power. In fact, it is 
through the spatial representation of power that both the symbolic imposition and the ma-
terial imposition of social control become possible. Power needs to have a place in society in 
order to have an impact upon reality. The more we are forced to accept the organization of 
the spaces we inhabit, the more we are deprived from exercising autonomy over our physical 
immersion in the world. The more we are permitted to contribute to the organization of 
the spaces in which we find ourselves situated, the more we are involved in s elf- d etermining 
the ways in which we participate in, and engage with, reality. Disengagement generates 
indifference, whereas engagement induces responsibility. If we leave it to ‘ specialists who 
view social space through the optic of their methodology and their reductionistic schemata’ 
( Lefebvre 1991: 108) to decide over the territorial organization of society, we miss out on the 
opportunity to create empowering collective realms shaped by deliberative processes and the 
assertion of human sovereignty.

The contestability of social space

By definition, the organization of social spaces can be contested, because how and by whom 
realms of action and interaction are used and controlled is always relatively arbitrary. What 
may appear to be an ‘ is’ when considering the constitution of a given social space is at the 
same time an ‘ ought to be’. When we are subject to the condition of a spatial setting, we expe-
rience the apparent naturalness of its presence. By contrast, when we are engaged in the con-
struction of a spatial setting, we contribute to the genuine arbitrariness of its existence. Surely, 
what can be socially constructed can be socially reconstructed, and what can be socially re-
constructed can be individually or collectively fought over. ‘ Space as locus of production, as 
itself product and production, is both the weapon and the sign of this struggle’ ( Lefebvre 1991: 
109, emphasis added). From a Marxian perspective, ‘[t]he history of all hitherto existing so-
ciety is the history of class struggles’ ( Marx and Engels 1985 [1848]: 79); from a Lefebvrian 
point of view, the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of spatial struggles.

The transformability of social space

The fact that social spaces can, in principle, always be transformed reflects the malleable na-
ture of human existence. Social spaces are in a continuous state of flux, that is, they change 
over time in terms of their structure, their composition and their inhabitants. In the Marxian 
world, everybody should have a right to purposeful work; in the Kantian cosmos, everybody 
should have a right to make use of critical reason; in the Habermasian picture, everybody 
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should have a right to a communicatively structured lifeworld; in the Lefebvrian universe, 
everybody should have a right to space. Despite the q uasi-  ubiquity of commodity fetishism 
under capitalism, the consolidation of  non-  commodified social spaces is both achievable and 
desirable: it is achievable because the commodification of space is reversible, and it is desirable 
because the commodification of space is detrimental. In capitalist society, social spaces are 
bureaucratically controlled by a  means-  oriented polity and financially driven by a  profit- 
 oriented economy. In an emancipatory society, however, social spaces are democratically 
managed by  grassroots-  based communities and deliberatively regulated in accordance with 
the demands of a  needs-  based economy.

If the production of space does indeed correspond to a leap forward in the productive 
forces. . ., and if therefore this tendency. . . must eventually give rise to a new mode of 
production which is neither state capitalism nor state socialism, but the collective man-
agement of space, the social management of nature, and the transcendence of the con-
tradiction between nature and  anti-  nature, then clearly we cannot rely solely on the 
application of the ‘ classical’ categories of Marxist thought.

(Lefebvre 1991: 102–3, original emphasis)    

From this perspective, the social struggles that determine the course of history have to be 
conceived of as spatially constituted conflicts. The formation of autonomous lives depends 
not only on the creation of purposeful activity ( Marx), critical minds ( Kant) or communica-
tive lifeworlds ( Habermas), but also on the construction of autonomous spaces ( Lefebvre). As 
subjects capable of immersion, we live in social spaces; as subjects capable of transformation, 
we can change them.

Main criticisms and limitations

The production of space plays a pivotal role in the construction of social reality. Thus, a com-
prehensive theory of the social must confront the challenge of providing a critical account of 
the spatial. Drawing upon the work of Henri Lefebvre, the foregoing analysis has proposed 
an outline of a general theory of social space, that is, of a conceptual framework that permits 
us to identify the key elements that determine every ordinary subject’s spatial immersion in 
the world. Such an outline is aimed at developing the conceptual tools necessary to under-
stand the very possibility of society in terms of its spatial determinacy. While the preceding 
analysis has sought to identify  various – a  rguably  transcendental –  f eatures of social space, it 
also raises a number of serious questions about the explanatory limitations of Lefebvre’s ap-
proach. It is the task of this section to reflect upon these limitations, before considering recent 
and possible future developments in the sociology of space in the final part of this chapter.

1  Social spaces are human realms. As such, they are permeated by both the objectivity 
of the natural world and the normativity of the cultural world. Yet, it is far from clear 
to what extent the critical study of space obliges us to abandon the very distinction 
between ‘ the natural’ and ‘ the cultural’. To the extent that human lifeworlds are both 
physically constituted and symbolically structured, the confluence of the givenness and 
the m eaning-  ladenness of social space escapes the binary logic of a functional dichotomy 
between objectivity and normativity.

2  Social spaces are collective realms. The idiosyncrasy of a culturally created space cannot 
be divorced from the sociality generated by its inhabitants. Nonetheless, while it is 
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important to recognize the collective constitution of social spaces, we must not lose sight 
of their potentially individualizing function. Human subjects have the ability to develop 
a sense of autonomy and identity within real and imagined spheres of spatiality.

 3 Social spaces are constructed realms. Human beings constantly act upon, and attribute 
meaning to, their physical and cultural environment. Yet, although it is crucial to re-
mind ourselves of the constructedness of social arrangements, we must be careful not 
to overlook the constraining power of the ‘hard’ dimensions of spatial realities: the law-
fulness of physical, geological and biological factors is irreducible to the arbitrariness of 
historical accidents.

  

4 Social spaces are productive realms. Different economies generate different forms of spa-
tiality, for the division of labour constitutes the material infrastructure of social reality. 
Arguably, however, the dynamic development of technology has created a global network 
society, whose advanced production, information and transportation systems transcend 
local, regional and national boundaries.

5 Social spaces are ideological realms. Every regulatory authority requires a symbolically 
constituted representation of spatiality. This insight, though, does not permit us to 
explain the relative autonomy of the discursive frameworks that emerge in particular 
spatial realities. While language games arise within spatially constituted life forms, 
the creative playfulness of the former can challenge the constraining influence of the 
latter.

6 Social spaces are relational realms. Just as people can determine relations between spaces, 
spaces can determine relations between people. Relational accounts of space derive their 
explanatory power from their epistemic capacity to capture the interconnectedness un-
derlying different modes of agency. They tell us remarkably little, however, about the 
extent to which the ontological specificities of subjects and objects can rise above the 
spatiotemporal contingency of relationally constituted realities.

 7 Social spaces are structural realms. As structured structures, they are brought into ex-
istence by human actions; as structuring structures, they shape the nature of human 
actions. Yet, regimes of space are always impregnated with regimes of time: every spatial 
interaction takes place in a culturally codified syntax of temporal organization. Immer-
sion in time is by no means a less significant precondition for the emergence of social 
structures than immersion in space.

8 Social spaces are, at least potentially, visible realms. Often spaces are seen without being 
noticed, for visual perception does not always trigger critical reflection. Even when both 
seen and noticed, however, spaces have an underlying and imperceptible physical constitu-
tion, which may be studied scientifically, but which escapes our commonsense grasp of 
reality.

 9 Social spaces are idiosyncratic realms. In this sense, not only are they sustained by dis-
tinctive forms of rationality with  self-  referential codes of legitimacy, but they also serve 
as vehicles for the situational contingency of human agency. Yet, foundational forms 
of  rationality –   notably purposive and substantive  rationality –  a re not necessarily de-
termined by the prevalence of a given spatial rationality, because cognitive modes of 
motivation are irreducible to the logic of a specific location. Put differently, rationality is 
a privilege of human beings, rather than of their environment.

 10 Social spaces are ubiquitous realms. Given that space is all over the place, we have to ac-
cept that physical situatedness is a precondition for our engagement with reality. In the 
digital age, however, the construction of cyberspace allows for the experience of hyperre-
ality, which transcends traditional notions of bodily determinacy.



Simon Susen

358

 11 Social spaces are historical realms. Social actors make their own history, but they do so 
in spaces directly experienced, shaped by and passed on from the past. There is no such 
thing as an ahistorical social action taking place in a timeless space. Yet, the explanatory 
challenge consists in identifying the specific conditions that make some spaces relatively 
stable and durable, and others comparatively malleable and transposable.

 12 Social spaces are potentially complex realms. Instead of reducing society to a monolith-
ically constituted totality, we need to face up to its spatially constituted complexity. 
It may be fairly straightforward to illustrate that social spaces are composed of m ulti- 
l ayered and interwoven elements; it is rather difficult, however, to shed light on the main 
constituents that account for the specificity of a particular type of spatiality.

 13 Social spaces are polycentric realms. Yet, an important question that poses i tself –   not only 
to Luhmannian systems theorists and Bourdieusian field theorists, but also to Lefebvrian 
space  theorists –   can be phrased as follows: given that, particularly in highly differen-
tiated societies, various interactional realities overlap, what criterion or criteria should 
we use to define the boundaries of a spatial setting? More specifically, does the prepon-
derance of a particular spatial realm depend primarily on objective factors ( e.g. structural 
circumstances), intersubjective factors ( e.g. relational arrangements), subjective factors ( e.g. 
cognitive projections) or a combination of these elements? Critical sociologists have a 
major task on their hands when seeking to provide e vidence- b ased parameters for a n on- 
r eductive analysis of space.

 14 Social spaces are interpenetrable realms. The relational realms shaped by human subjec-
tivities permeate one another as spatial objectivities. The analytical challenge, however, 
consists in exploring not only the penetrability of, but also the hierarchy between, differ-
ent spatial realities in the formation of society.

 15 Social spaces are separable, and hence potentially divisive, realms. Divisions between 
social spaces reflect partitions between people: our spatial position cannot be dissoci-
ated from our social position, for we need to have a locus in space in order to occupy a 
place in society. Yet, if we admit that spaces can be separated both physically and sym-
bolically through the construction of objective and interpretive boundaries, we need 
to problematize the potential discrepancy between really existing demarcations and phe-
nomenologically projected classifications: although ‘spaces-in-themselves’ and ‘spaces-
 f or-  themselves’ –  t hat is, ‘ realities of space’ and ‘ conceptions of space’ –  a re intimately 
intertwined, they do not necessarily coincide.

            

 16 Social spaces are commodifiable realms. In capitalist markets, the exchange value of social 
space tends to be predominant over its use value. Nevertheless, even in commodified 
social realities there is room for meaning ful activities. The presence of an instrumental te-
leology does not necessarily prevent social actors from mobilizing the  self-  empowering 
resources inherent in substantive rationality.

 17 Social spaces are, at least potentially, controllable realms. The power over a given social 
formation requires the control over its spatial organization. Yet, even the exogenous 
regulation of people’s space does not guarantee control over their minds. Social actors 
have privileged access to their subjectivity regardless of their spatial environment.

 18 Social spaces are usable realms. People need to be able to make use of space, in order to 
engage with and act upon the world. The philosophically more interesting question, 
however, is to what extent humans either have a moral right to use spaces as means to an 
end or have a moral obligation to treat spaces as ends in themselves. The tension between 
the instrumental nature of Verstand and the v alue-  laden constitution of Vernunft comes 
to the fore when grappling with the ethical implications of our relation to space.
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 19 Social spaces are contestable realms. Legitimate actors are nothing without legitimate 
spaces, just as legitimate spaces are nothing without legitimate actors. The struggle over 
the right to space is a struggle over the right to live. It is far from clear, however, on what 
normative grounds it is possible to distinguish between universally defensible and tribalis-
tically motivated reasons for the right to space. An emancipatory politics must resist the 
temptation to endorse primordial and exclusionary conceptions of Lebensraum.

 20 Social spaces are potentially transformable realms. A critical sociology of space allows us 
to put our capacity to reconstruct reality at centre stage. As immersive entities, we are 
thrown into social spaces; as transformative entities, we can change them. Social strug-
gles, in addition to shaping the course of history, have a place in space. This does not 
mean, however, that every social struggle is reducible to a struggle for and over space.

Recent and possible future developments

Having reflected upon some of the key limitations and questions arising from Lefebvre’s 
approach, let us, in the final part of this chapter, consider recent and possible future devel-
opments in social and cultural theories of space. Given that, unavoidably, such an analysis is 
selective and limited in scope, this closing section does not aim to do justice to the range and 
complexity of the various explanatory frameworks that have been developed over the past 
few decades in the sociology of space. Rather, it will focus on a few central issues relevant to 
contemporary studies of space.

a John Urry is widely recognized as one of the major social theorists of global flows, 
‘mobilities’ and migration. Perhaps the most fundamental thesis underlying his writings on 
space ( see, for instance, Elliott and Urry 2010; Gregory and Urry 1985; Urry 1985, 1995, 
2000, 2007) is the following assumption: the traditional notion that ‘[e]ach “ society” 
is a sovereign social entity with a n ation-  state that organises the rights and duties of 
each societal member or citizen’ ( Urry 2000: 8) no longer holds true. In other words, 
whereas in classical sociology ‘[m]ost major sets of social relationships are seen as flow-
ing within the territorial boundaries of the society’ ( 2000: 8), in the contemporary age 
‘ shifts towards global networks and flows’ transcend the narrow logic and ‘ boundaries of 
the n ation- s tate’ ( 2000: 198). Given the increasing interconnectedness of the contempo-
rary world, we need to account for the material and symbolic complexity of the global 
network society, whose transnational character obliges us to revise the conceptual and 
methodological tools of classical sociology.

 

b Manuel Castells, one of the most celebrated contemporary social theorists, is perhaps 
best known for coining the idea that in the late twentieth century the world witnessed 
the rise of the network society. It comes as no surprise, then, that ‘ space’ is a key category 
in his major works ( see, for example, Castells 1977, 1989, 2001). In his acclaimed trilogy 
The Information Age ( Castells 1996, 1997, 1998), he offers a remarkably detailed account 
of the sociological issues arising from the emergence of informational and commu-
nicational networks across the world. According to Castells, the consolidation of the 
network society is the result of three interconnected processes: ( i) the rapid development 
of information technologies, ( ii) the profound restructuring of welfare regimes and the 
collapse of state socialism and ( iii) the emergence and growing influence of new social 
movements. To the extent that technological, economic and political ‘[n]etworks consti-
tute the new social morphology of our societies’ ( Castells 1996: 500), we live in an age 
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in which the interplay between locality and globality is crucial to the historical develop-
ment of humanity.

c Anthony Giddens, arguably one of the most influential and prolific social theorists of the 
late twentieth century ( see, for instance, Giddens 1984, 1991, 2000), maintains that an 
essential feature of modernity is the uncoupling of space and time. Giddens’s assertion that 
this ‘ t ime- s pace distanciation’ ( see esp. Giddens 1990) is central to social modernization 
processes is based on the following assumption: ‘[i]n  pre-  modern societies, space and 
place largely coincide’ ( 1990: 18), as people’s engagement with reality is limited to their 
immediate experience of geographically constricted lifeworlds; by contrast, ‘[t]he advent 
of modernity increasingly tears space away from place by fostering relations between 
“ absent” others, locationally distant from any given situation of f ace- t   o-  face interac-
tion’ ( 1990: 18). Put differently, the perpetual reproduction of the p re- m odern world 
is founded on the experience of social, cultural and territorial embeddedness, whereas 
under the condition of modernity ‘ space’ has escaped the confining shackles of ‘ place’.

d Ulrich Beck is probably best known for his numerous writings on the thesis that the rise 
of a ‘ second’ or ‘ reflexive’ modernity manifests itself in the emergence of a ‘global risk 
society’ ( see, for example, Beck 1992, 1999, 2009). By definition, global risks transcend 
geographical and demographical boundaries. More importantly, however, global risks 
require global solutions. In order to overcome the ‘ methodological nationalism’ of clas-
sical sociology, we need to understand the various paradigmatic shifts that are indicative 
of the transition from ‘ first modernity’ to ‘ second modernity’. ( i) Critical reflexivity: so-
cial actors have become increasingly critical of traditional norms, institutions and belief 
systems, whose legitimacy is constantly at stake in public debates guided by the search 
for rational and empirical evidence. ( ii) Complex identities: social actors are not only al-
lowed but also expected to construct multifaceted personal identities, as they enjoy an 
unprecedented degree of individual freedom. ( iii) Ontological continuum: the condition of 
‘ reflexive modernity’ is characterized by the gradual erosion of traditional dichotomies, 
such as culture versus nature, life versus death, citizen versus foreigner, micro versus 
macro, local versus global and place versus space. ( iv) Time-space compression: due to the 
rapid development of globalized production, information and transportation systems, 
physical proximity is no longer a precondition for social propinquity. ( v) Cosmopolitan-
ism: in light of the increasing influence of n on-  governmental actors ‘ from below’ and 
supranational actors ‘ from above’, the n ation-  state fails to serve as a viable normative 
reference point for dealing with the profound political, economic and environmental 
challenges faced by the global risk society. From this perspective, cosmopolitanism is 
not only a realistic utopia but also a practical necessity. Social actors have always lived in 
a global space, but, in the era of ‘ second modernity’, cosmopolitan forms of reflexivity 
have become a precondition for the l ong- t erm survival of humanity.

 

    

e In his abundant writings ( see, for instance, Soja 1989, 1996, 2000), Edward Soja aims to 
demonstrate that ‘ space’ deserves to be treated as a practical foundation of human life 
as well as a theoretical cornerstone of social and cultural analysis. Drawing on central 
insights from poststructuralist and postmodernist thought, he insists upon the normaliz-
ing function of spatial arrangements. To the extent that ‘ relations of power and discipline 
are inscribed into the apparently innocent spatiality of social life. . . human geographies 
become filled with politics and ideology’ ( Soja 1989: 6). More specifically, Soja seeks to 
illustrate the validity of three fundamental assumptions. ( i) Under the condition of late 
modernity, capitalism has been restructured in such a way that ‘ the spatial’ is both mate-
rially and symbolically preponderant over ‘ the temporal’. ( ii) ‘ Space’ constitutes a central 
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component of social life. ( iii) Given its pivotal role in processes of social reproduction 
and transformation, the concept of ‘ space’ needs to be given analytical priority in critical 
theory. Soja’s ‘ triple dialectic of space, time, and social being’ ( 1989: 12), then, is aimed 
not only at the ( r e-  ) spatialization of critical theory, but also at the deconstruction of the 
problematic opposition between space ( often misrepresented as a fixed, stable and im-
mobile state of being) and time ( commonly conceived of as a dynamic, fluid and volatile 
mode of becoming). His insistence upon the ontological interdependence of spatiality, 
historicity and sociality is inspired, at once, by the defence of a critical human geogra-
phy, by the postmodern incredulity towards determinist accounts of history and by the 
 Marxist-  Weberian suspicion towards instrumental rationality. Arguably, this trialectics of 
being lies at the heart of any society, regardless of its typological specificity.

f Doreen Massey is commonly regarded as one of the most prominent contemporary British 
geographers. In her various writings ( see, for example, Massey 1994, 1995, 2005), she aims 
to demonstrate that space is a product of interrelations (relationality), a physical realm com-
posed of heterogeneous parts (multiplicity) and an open reality constantly under construction 
(malleability). The first assumption is motivated by the conviction that spaces are shaped 
primarily by the relations and interactions between subjects and objects, rather than by their 
alleged properties. The second claim is based on the view that, particularly in highly dif-
ferentiated settings, spaces are constructed by multiple and heterogeneous subjects and objects, 
whose diversified identities are indicative of the complexity of polycentric societies. The 
third presupposition suggests that spaces are malleable and dynamic modes of being, that is, 
they are in a constant state of flux, even when this is not immediately obvious. While insist-
ing on the relational, multifaceted and malleable nature of social space, Massey’s empirical 
studies shed light on the manifold ways in which social spaces are differentiated in terms 
of sociological variables, notably class, ethnicity and gender. Her substantive investigations 
have five major theoretical implications. ( i) Just as there is no space without place, there is 
no place without space. ( ii) Space is situated in time, while time is located in space. ( iii) To 
the extent that space is shaped by and through society, society is constructed by and through 
space. ( iv) The construction of space is imbued with meaning, and the creation of meaning 
takes place in space. ( v) Spatial power is a form of social power, at the same time as social 
power is a form of spatial power. It is the task of a radically a nti-  essentialist politics to chal-
lenge hegemonic practices and beliefs, thereby reminding us of the fact that ‘[i]t is not spatial 
form in itself ( nor distance, nor movement) that has effects, but the spatial form of particular 
and specified social processes and social relationships’ ( Massey 1984: 5, emphasis added).

 
 

 

g In her plentiful writings ( see, for instance, Sassen 2001, 2007, 2008), Saskia Sassen aims 
to demonstrate that, contrary to common wisdom, ‘ place’ plays a crucial role in the con-
struction of an increasingly interconnected global society. This, she claims, is illustrated 
in the managerial and economic power exercised by professional elites in metropolises 
such as London, New York and Tokyo. Their existence indicates that we are confronted 
with a curious paradox: on the one hand, we live in a world of increasing mobility, 
volatility and dispersal of both capital and labour; on the other hand, the contemporary 
age is characterized by the concentration of power, resources and wealth in metro-
politan centres with global influence. In other words, the dynamic interplay between 
space and place is fundamental to globalization processes. To be exact, the simultane-
ous globalization and localization of social reality is reflected in five key tendencies: 
economic transnationalization ( geographical scattering of commercial activities), economic 
specialization ( outsourcing of productive, distributive and administrative services), eco-
nomic concentration ( agglomeration of financial power in urban areas and metropolises), 
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economic tertiarization ( concentration of a highly specialized service sector in global cities) 
and economic urbanization ( hierarchization of global cities in terms of their influence on 
the worldwide network of knowledge, information and services). As these tendencies 
unambiguously show, ‘ place’ is vital to the global organization of space.

h Inspired by Lefebvre’s approach, one of the key aims of David Harvey’s work is to give the 
concept of ‘ space’ a central place in Marxist social theory ( see, for example, Harvey 1989, 
2000, 2001, 2006). Far from conceiving of space as a natural given, Harvey regards spatial 
arrangements as both a cause and an effect of social practices. In the context of moder-
nity, social spatiality is permeated by the systemic logic of the capitalist economy. Harvey 
insists that, by definition, the spatial organization of human environments contains both 
an objective and a subjective dimension. In fact, all human societies are composed of both 
(material) ‘spaces-in-themselves’ and (symbolic) ‘spaces-for-themselves’. At the objective
level, the most idiosyncratic places can be absorbed by the standardizing logic of capitalist 
productivism and consumerism. At the subjective level, the most homogenized spatial 
arrangements are perceived and experienced differently by interpretive actors with unique 
life stories. It is one of Harvey’s major achievements to have demonstrated that, just as the 
dialectical construction of human reality is inconceivable without the production of space, 
the existence of hegemonic systems of domination manifests itself in instrumental modes 
of geographical organization. Thus, even the ‘ condition of postmodernity’ ( Harvey 1989; 
cf. Susen 2015: esp. C hapter 4) – c  ommonly associated with unprecedented degrees of 
complexity, multiplicity and fl uidity –   constitutes an era characterized by the enduring 
existence of systematicity, determinacy and instrumental rationality.

                   

i Given the eclectic nature and large scope of his intellectual work, it is difficult to do 
justice to the depth and breadth of Nigel Thrift’s analysis of space ( see, for instance, 
Leyshon and Thrift 1997; Peet and Thrift 1989; Pile and Thrift 1995a; Thrift 1996). 
One may suggest, however, that his ‘ new regional geography’ is based on six central as-
sumptions. (i) Contingency: space is socially constructed, both as a material sphere, acted 
and worked upon by purposive entities, and as a symbolic realm, imagined and experi-
enced by interpretive creatures. ( ii) Temporality: space is situated in time, just as time is 
located in space. Spatial arrangements are imbued with historicity. ( iii) Agency: far from 
representing simply a social fact, space constitutes also a social act. The performativity 
inherent in social reality permeates spatiality with  meaning-  laden horizons of human 
agency. (iv) Intersubjectivity: even in a globalized environment, in which ‘ space’ appears 
to be preponderant over ‘ place’, interpersonal relations, established in communicatively 
structured lifeworlds, continue to be vital to the functional reproduction of the social 
fabric. The most abstract forms of social relations, mediated by money and bureaucratic 
administration, cannot dispense with mutual understanding, trust and cooperation. ( v) 
Contextuality: notwithstanding the degree of planetary interconnectedness, critical geog-
raphers need to be sensitive to local and regional specificities. In fact, globalization is as 
much about systemic standardization as it is about social differentiation. ( vi) Discursivity: 
just as different spaces create different discourses, different discourses generate different 
spaces. It is because humans are immersed in space that they play language games in his-
torically specific life forms.

 

 

Conclusion

As should be evident from the previous analysis, ‘ space’ – b  oth as a symbolic imaginary and 
as an empirical reality, as a conceptual tool of critical enquiry and as a constitutive element 
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of  society –  d eserves to be taken seriously by social and cultural theorists. This is essentially 
due to the fact that all domains of human existence are, directly or indirectly, affected by the 
production, and constant reinvention, of space. Hence, in order to uncover the social deter-
minacy of the spatial, we need to grasp the spatial determinacy of the social, and vice versa.

As elucidated in the first section of this chapter, it is worth remembering that although 
space can be regarded as a marginal category in classical sociology, Simmel’s work provides 
useful insights into the spatial constitution of everyday life. To be exact, his writings shed 
light on the fact that the social construction of spatial realities is permeated by five  power- 
l aden tensions: inclusivity versus exclusivity, unifiability versus separability, fixity versus 
changeability, proximity versus distance and sedentariness versus mobility.

As demonstrated in the second section of this chapter, Lefebvre’s writings are based on 
the assumption that the construction of society is inconceivable without the production of 
space. As a species, we have learned to shape not only the cultural and economic arrange-
ments of social life, but also the spatial circumstances of our existence. Thus, in order to 
comprehend how we are embedded in society, we need to understand how we are situated 
in spatial forms of reality. To this end, the foregoing study has proposed a Lefebvrian outline 
of a general theory of social space, that is, an analytical framework capable of identifying the 
transcendental conditions underlying the spatial structuration of any society, regardless of its 
historical specificity. As emphasized in the third section of this chapter, however, it is vital to 
be aware of the explanatory limitations of Lefebvre’s approach, in order to avoid painting a 
simplistic picture of the spatial organization of human societies.

Finally, as shown in the fourth section of this chapter, there have been considerable de-
velopments in recent sociological studies of space. The above overview, which captures only 
some of these paradigmatic trends, is unavoidably selective and limited in scope. No attempt 
has been made here to give an exhaustive account capable of doing justice to the variety and 
intricacy of the explanatory frameworks that have emerged over the past few decades in the 
sociology of space. Nonetheless, the preceding synopsis has illustrated that several social and 
cultural  theorists –   as diverse as Urry, Castells, Giddens, Beck, Soja, Massey, Sassen, Harvey 
and  Thrift –   share one central conviction: human actors, given that they are bodily entities, 
will always have a place in space.
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Note

 1 Cf. Marx (2 000 [1845]: 329): ‘ Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they 
please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances 
directly encountered, given, and transmitted from the past’.
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In much recent social and cultural theory, debate has centred on how developments in infor-
mation technology, artificial intelligence, nanotechnology, bioinformatics and biotechnology 
blend to account for a new ‘ posthuman sensibility’ which redefines the human, subjecthood 
and identity as well as culture, politics and social life more generally. Posthumanism has 
emerged in these early decades of the t wenty- fi rst century as a branch of cultural theory 
which radically questions the foundational assumptions of humanism and the Enlighten-
ment, displacing not only the traditional humanistic unity of the human subject but enabling 
a critique of anthropocentrism and especially the exclusionary and violent aspects of the 
complex systems reproduction of m odernity – f  or example, the threat of climate change dev-
astation. One powerful argument to emerge has been that posthumanism is an essential theo-
retical and political resource today for addressing questions of ethics and justice, language and 
 trans-  species communication, the political inclusions and exclusions of modernity, as well as 
the future emancipatory aspirations of interdisciplinarity social science and the humanities. 
Many social and cultural theorists associated with the conceptual current of posthumanism 
have drawn inspiration from the spectrum of p ost-  colonial and race studies, as well as gen-
der analysis and environmentalism. Unmasking the category of ‘ the human’ in mainstream 
social science as one always linked to power and privilege, posthumanist social and cultural 
theorists have sought to develop alternative forms of knowledge pertaining to human subjec-
tivity, subjecthood and identity as well as innovative forms of social c ritique –   heavily influ-
enced by European modes of social theory and philosophy, ethics, and i nterpretation – t  hat 
reject classical distinctions of self and other, mind and body, society and nature, human and 
animal, as well as the organic and the technological.

Emerging from the shadows of postmodernism, as well as the  post-  structuralist inter-
weaving of discourse and desire, the new cultural ideas which sprang up around posthu-
manism arose initially as a critique of the early t wenty-  first century genetic and algorithmic 
codes which were viewed as increasingly interwoven in the global expansion of k nowledge- 
 intensive capitalism. From N. Katherine Hayles’s How We Became Posthuman ( 2008) to Francis 
Fukuyama’s Our Posthuman Future: Consequences of the Biotechnology Revolution ( 2002), there 
have been various academic and popular treatments of the prospects of a posthuman fu-
ture. Many discussions of the posthuman are distinctly gloomy. Fukuyama, for instance, sees 
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potentially terrible political consequences in posthumanism. By contrast, Ray Kurzweil’s 
The Singularity Is Near ( 2005) is supremely  positive –   with brain circuit expansion, ecological 
harmony and cybernetic immortality as key themes. Yet it is a matter of some puzzlement 
that predications of the posthuman f uture –  w hether utopian or d ystopian –  h ave had little to 
say about the transfiguration of the human itself, especially of how s elf-  identity will change 
as a result of the exponential expansion in information technology, bioinformatics and bio-
technologies. This is a criticism which has been advanced forcefully by Rosi Braidotti, and 
it is a criticism to which I shall devote considerable attention throughout this chapter. It is 
partly with the objective of filling this omission in contemporary debates on posthumanism 
that this chapter sets out to critically examine the notion of posthuman identity and consider 
its wider personal, social, cultural and political consequences.

The notion of posthuman identity, framed within wider social and cultural discourses 
of posthumanism, is one that emerges from various fields, ranging across social theory and 
philosophy to contemporary art, futurology and science fiction. By the 2010s, posthuman-
ism had come to mean the displacement of anthropomorphism, genetically modified food, 
advanced prosthetics, Earth ‘ others’ ( including species, seeds, plants, animals and bacteria), 
 anti-  racist theory, robotics and reproductive technologies. The focus in what follows will be 
concentrated primarily on recent contributions from social theory as well as cultural theory. 
In turning to some of the most compelling and sophisticated accounts of posthuman identi-
ties in the literature of recent social and cultural theory, the first part of the chapter explores 
the cultural and political factors that have brought posthumanism to prominence in the 
academy and in wider public debate. The second part of the chapter develops a critique of the 
gains and losses of posthuman social and cultural theory, focusing especially on the theme of 
identity and its possible transformations as a result of the impacts of information technology, 
genetics, nanotechnology and so on. The primary concern of this discussion will be to show 
that notwithstanding various reservations concerning the fashion in which posthumanism 
has been theorized in the literature of social and cultural theory, the consequences of the ad-
vent of posthuman identities are f ar-  reaching, and that the discourse of posthumanism helps 
us make sense of our decentred, flexible and multiple identities.

Intellectual development and key contributors

Debates about posthuman identities and their social, cultural and political consequences are 
informed by two key axes of orientation. The first axis concerns the challenges presented 
by contemporary processes of globalization, biotechnologies and information technologies 
for the development of posthuman social thought. This axis is, then, principally concerned 
with the descriptive, analytic and conceptual adequacy of posthumanism for understanding 
transformations in the dynamics of contemporary subjectivity. The second axis concerns 
the development of a normative frame of reference to the critique of posthuman identities 
today. Here the focus is centrally on the desirability or otherwise of the posthuman turn, 
and of whether emergent and novel blendings of human and n on- h uman actors should be 
celebrated, criticized, resisted or rejected.

Notwithstanding the remarkable plurality of voices in the debate over posthumanism 
and its consequences for understanding forms of contemporary subjectivity, what follows 
focuses on two major strands of social thought associated with such transformations of the 
social landscape. The first significant posthuman development comes from contemporary 
transformations in biomedicine and associated mutations in b io-  identities. Here the contri-
bution of sociologist Nikolas Rose and the F oucaultian-  inspired conceptualization of what 
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he terms ‘ b io-  sociality’ in transforming structures of subjectivity and the conduct of life will 
be reviewed. Rose’s work is sociologically and politically interesting because he addresses 
the complex ways in which biotechnologies and biomedicine are producing new molecular 
understandings of minds, bodies and i dentities –  e ven though he questions the explanatory 
purchase of the very concept of the posthuman itself. The second strand of thought consid-
ered proposes an affirmative posthumanism, one that underscores the new opportunities and 
exciting possibilities, as well as the ethical and cultural challenges, arising from the advent of 
posthuman forms of subjectivity and identity. Here the work of Rosi Bradotti on the posthu-
man subject will be reviewed, in a selective and partial manner.

Nikolas Rose, in his The Politics of Life Itself ( 2007), argues that the t wenty-  first biotech 
century represents an emergent mixture of biomedicine, b io- s ociality and the appearance 
of new forms of biopower governing the conduct of identities. Rose takes his cue from 
recent advances in the life sciences and  biomedicine –   with reference to the biomedical tech-
niques of genetic manipulation, organ transplants, reproductive technologies and the spread 
of psychopharmacological drugs. The age of human genome sequencing opens a world of 
biological reengineering and redesigns people, although Rose himself does not equate this 
unprecedented mediation of biomedicine into the fabric and structure of human identity 
with the advent of posthumanism. Rather the complex, intricate association between bio-
medicine and human subjects is constitutive of a new way of understanding the biological 
 sphere – i  n which processes of isolation, storage, delimitation, mobilization, accumulation 
and exchange come to the fore.

Rose holds that the age of biomedicine and biotechnology has unleashed an action of uni-
versal import involving new fabrications of identity and new sets of social relations. Medical 
technologies, or technologies of health, are geared to the goal of optimization. In typical 
Foucaultian vein, Rose is out to stress the productive functions of b iomedicine – e  ven though 
the manipulation of basic life processes at the level of cells, molecules and genes is oftentimes 
rendered as constraining, and oftentimes oppressive. But this is rushing ahead. Rose’s open-
ing argument is that biomedicine and biotechnology is transforming our social landscapes, 
recasting the core of our identities and our cultural relations. He writes, for example,

Once one has witnessed the effects of psychiatric drugs in reconfiguring the thresholds, 
norms, volatilities of the affects, of cognition, of the will, it is difficult to imagine a self 
that is not open to modification in this way. Once one has seen the norms of female 
reproduction reshaped by assisted conception, the nature and limits of procreation and 
the space of hopes and fears around it are irrevocably changed. Once one has seen the 
norms of female aging reshaped by hormone replacement therapy, or the norms of aging 
male sexuality reshaped by Viagra, the “ normal” process of growing old seems only one 
possibility in a field of choices, at least for those in the wealthy West.

( Rose 2007: 17)

There is also the question of the domain or field on which life itself is grasped. The tradition-
alist argument has been that life is the property of the individual agent, subjectively mediated 
and experienced from beginning to end. On this view, the  well-  regulated nature of Western 
living goes hand in hand with its individualist ethos. But Rose is rightly suspicious of indi-
vidualist ideologies, arguing that the age of biomedicine and biotechnology shifts the whole 
terrain of subjectivity and of life itself. Such shifts in the fabric of life are not necessarily easily 
discernible, however.  Self- u nderstanding in the West, as elsewhere, has been deeply condi-
tioned by traditionalist ‘ molar’ thinking. This is a kind of thinking in and through which 
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women and men picture the human body in molar t erms –  a s a mix of limbs, organs, blood, 
hormones and so on. But when it comes to the body, there is today another level of discourse 
which is increasingly d ominant – t  hat of the ‘ molecular’. There is, to be sure, a new way of 
conceptualizing  life –   its possibilities and  extensions –   as a result of the ‘ molecular gaze’. Such 
biomedical visualization, says Rose, encompasses coding sequences of nucleotide bases, mo-
lecular mechanisms, the functional properties of proteins and intracellular transformations, 
such as membrane potentials, enzyme activities, transporter genes and ion channels.

The arrival of molecular biopolitics brings us to the centre of Rose’s argument. The med-
ical gaze now constituted, understood and acted upon, at the molecular level, is predicated 
upon a lifting of ‘ the biological’ to the second power. In  twenty-  first century biopolitics, 
writes Rose ( 2007: 20), ‘ the human becomes, not less biological, but all the more biological’. 
Once again, the analytic focus here is on  productivities – t  he generation of a novel biomedi-
cal field. ‘ The new molecular enhancement technologies’, contends Rose ( 2007: 20), ‘ do not 
attempt to hybridize the body with mechanical equipment but to transform it at the organic 
level, to reshape vitality from the inside’. On this view, the implantation of nanobots in our 
blood s tream –   already trialled on rats, and projected by some researchers as a pathway to 
radical human life  extension –   will not only keep women and men healthy at the cellular 
and molecular level but transform the very definition of life itself. Thus by combining a 
Foucaultian notion of biopolitics as underscoring the powers of mobilization, accumulation 
and exchange, Rose seeks to demonstrate biomedicine as both ideological discourse and pro-
duction of life, as ‘ managing’ subjectivity but also ‘ performing’ it.

The path to molecular biopolitics for Rose is intricately intertwined with global capi-
talism, specifically the extraction of economic value from biological processes. As a result 
of various economic crises and the spread of globalization, capitalism has undergone in the 
late twentieth and early t wenty-  first centuries a dramatic m ake- o   ver – o  ne in which tech-
nologies controlled by capital seek now to ‘ capitalize’ on the vital processes of living things. 
Rose terms this the arrival of ‘ bioeconomics’. In a world of multinational pharmaceutical 
industries, biotech companies, genetech firms, biobanks and molecular manipulation, capital 
has become  biological –  e ver more reliant on the transfer, mobilization, manipulation and 
commodification of living nature. We are now confronted by the bioeconomy, the inter-
weaving of finance and the laboratory. Molecularization is, from this angle, part and parcel 
of the West’s global ambitions for capitalist optimization. Molecular biopolitics, says Rose 
( 2007: 15), ‘ is conferring a new mobility on the elements of life, enabling them to enter new 
 circuits –   organic, interpersonal, geographical and financial’. This is more than saying that 
biomedicine is big business; rather, biological processes and technological capitalization in-
terpenetrate in a new configuration.

A second strand of social thought addressing posthuman identity comes from critical 
European thought and philosophy, and is broadly speaking more affirmative in character. 
Rosi Braidotti makes the case for what she terms ‘ critical posthumanism’, and across a range 
of publications she has addressed the implications of the posthuman turn for the analysis of 
identities and newly emergent forms of subjectivity. Braidotti’s starting point is that the crisis 
of Western humanism is not catastrophic, but rather involves various positive consequences. 
For Braidotti, the crisis of Western  humanism –   reflected in recent sociological and philo-
sophical critiques of Eurocentrism, anthropocentrism and m asculinism –   is intricately inter-
woven with the fall of Europe as an imperial world power. The worldwide  geo-  political shift 
from national to p ost- n ational political constellations, and associated notions of a pluralist 
cosmopolitanism, is part of the wider posthuman recomposition of identity and new forms of 
subjectivity, of new social bonding and alternative community building.
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The arrival of posthumanism, or  post-  anthropocentrism, is especially consequential for 
subjectivity and the critique of identity. The spread of a globalized, m ulti- e thnic, m ulti- 
 media culture across the planet, according to Braidotti, has carried major implications for 
the very understanding of identity. Nowhere is this more obviously so than as a consequence 
of the intrusion of the global economy and technologically mediated processes of digitiza-
tion into the very fabric of subjectivity itself. From the arrival of digital ‘ second life’ to the 
spread of medical reproductive technologies, and from prosthetics to robotics, the traditional 
humanistic unity ascribed to the human subject has come utterly u ndone –  a s traditional dis-
tinctions between human actors and n on-  human forces have been erased. In this connection, 
Braidotti speaks of the emergence of the ‘ posthuman nomadic subject’. As she theorizes this 
critical posthumanist recasting of identity:

The posthuman nomadic subject is materialist and vitalist, embodied and  embedded – i  t 
is firmly located somewhere, according to the radical immanence of the ‘ politics of 
location’ […] It is a multifaceted and relational subject, conceptualized within a mo-
nistic ontology, through the lenses of Spinoza, Deleuze and Guatarri, plus feminist and 
 post-  colonial theories. It is a subject actualized by the relational vitality and elemental 
complexity that mark posthuman thought itself.

( Braidotti 2013: 188)

For Braidotti, the arrival of posthumanism spells the death of the strenuously  self-  affirming 
subject of liberal individualism. This demise represents a wholesale sociological, philosoph-
ical and cultural shift from the notion of unitary subjectivity to that of nomadic identity.

Braidotti’s views on the relation between posthuman identity and contemporary society 
and culture are complex and sometimes quite obscure. But the main thesis she attempts to 
advance focuses on two threads of recent social and political thought, threads which she seeks 
to interweave. The first of these concerns critical race perspectives and  post-  colonial theories; 
the second concerns  eco-  feminism. Bluntly put, Braidotti finds in  post-  colonial and critical 
race theories a productive engagement with the posthuman cultural predicament. ‘ The work 
of  post-  colonial and race theorists’, Braidotti remarks, ‘ displays a situated cosmopolitan post-
humanism that is supported as much by the European tradition as by n on- W estern sources of 
moral and intellectual inspiration’ ( Braidotti 2013: 46). Culture, in the sense of the European 
ideal of the Enlightenment, has been intricately interwoven with violent domination, struc-
tural injustice and barbarism. Braidotti finds in p ost-  colonial theory a powerful attempt to 
think through the Western failure to realize the ideals of the humanist Enlightenment, and 
especially to critique such political and ethical failings, without succumbing to cultural rel-
ativism or moral nihilism. Here she finds inspiration from, and frequently cites, the work of 
Edward Said on the colonial experience and its entanglement with  Enlightenment- b ased sec-
ular humanism, as well as the more recent ideas of Paul Gilroy on the spread of a ‘ planetary 
cosmopolitanism’. In particular, she underscores the importance of  post-  colonial theory for 
conceptualizing the powers of cultural hybridity, mixture, difference and cosmopolitanism, 
and asserts the crucial significance of subaltern secular spaces for contemporary reconfigura-
tions of critical posthumanism.

The second contemporary cultural influence on Braidotti’s critical posthumanism is that 
of  eco-  feminism. In her work The Posthuman, Braidotti ( 2013) tries to integrate what she calls 
a ‘ nomadic’ viewpoint of the human subject with a critical posthumanism that draws from 
environmentalism, ecological theory and feminism. In this connection, she references the 
environmental theory of Shiva and Mies on new ecological values and feminist spiritualities, 
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especially the centrality of the sacredness of life and human concern for everything that lives. 
In conceptualizing this fusing of new ecological and feminist values, Braidotti writes:

I define the critical posthuman subject within an  eco-  philosophy of multiple belongings, 
as a relational subject constituted in and by multiplicity, that is to say a subject that works 
across differences and is also internally differentiated, but still grounded and accountable 
[…] A posthuman ethics for a  non-  unitary subject proposes an enlarged sense of  inter- 
 connection between self and others, including the n on-  human or “ earth” others, by 
removing the obstacle of s elf-  centred individualism.

( Braidotti 2013: 49)

Braidotti thus argues it is useful to conceive of posthuman relationality between nomadic 
subjects and n on-  human or ‘ earth’ others. The concept of the conscious, acting subject she 
sees as a redundant one.

It is through this integration of postmodern social theory ( specifically, the work of Deleuze 
and Guatarri), feminist, environmental and p ost-  colonial theory that Braidotti seeks to inter-
rogate the posthuman condition. In doing so, Braidotti is able to demonstrate a considerable 
cosmopolitan  range –   for example, she consistently speaks out against xenophobic violence 
and argues instead for a pluralist cosmopolitan political practice that recognizes the rights of 
stateless people and refugees. Even the most erudite student of modern European thought 
will find themselves learning from Braidotti’s encyclopaedic knowledge of  post-  structuralist 
and postmodern philosophy, as she travels effortlessly across Spinoza’s monism, Deleuze’s 
account of ‘  micro-  fascisms’, Guatarri’s call for a ‘ virtual social ecology’ and Giorgio Agam-
ben’s conceptualization of ‘ life/zoe’. Like many  post-  modern philosophers, she is not neces-
sarily at her clearest when it comes to marshaling the  heavy-  duty concepts of contemporary 
European social theory for the purposes of social and political analysis, and there are times 
when her vitalist  eco-  feminist critique of ‘ multiple belongings’, ‘ earth others’ and ‘ personal 
intensities’ sounds perilously close to a 1960s hippy c ollectivism –   albeit one updated for 
 Theory-  savvy readers. Even so, it is on the theme of subjectivity, and specifically the need 
to make sense of the complexities of emergent posthuman forms of identity, that Braidotti 
has important things to say. In Braidotti’s view, only a revised critical theory of subjectivity 
is capable of adequately addressing the complex phenomena surrounding the advent of post-
human identities and the postanthropocentric bodies of global capitalism. Such a standpoint 
makes Braidotti’s contribution to the debate over posthumanism uniquely valuable, espe-
cially in the context of the dominance of science and technology  studies –   and its strongly 
 anti-  identity  position –   in the posthuman debate. By contrast to such  anti-  subjectivity po-
sitions, Braidotti’s conception of posthuman identity emphasizes the anchoring of identity 
in internally differentiated, embodied, embedded and relational configurations as essential 
components to new posthuman social transformations. It will be suggested subsequently that 
the psychic and social implications of Braidotti’s conception of posthuman identity stretches 
much further, and is considerably more complex, than some of her formulations suggest. 
But for the moment there are a few further elements in her critique of flexible and multiple 
posthuman identities that should be briefly noted.

 

Braidotti has frequently offered powerful defences of the centrality of identity in the 
frame of our globally networked and technologically mediated societies. Human subjectivity 
and identity are currently undergoing a profound series of mutations, and it is patently ab-
surd, she contends, to suppose that social theory can engage with such transformations with-
out a critically reflexive and sophisticated account of the human subject. The chief object of 
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Braidotti’s work is to identify how posthuman subjects traverse, link and tangle with n on- 
 human, techno and ‘ earth’ others. As she writes of the importance of identity in this context:

One needs at least some subject position: this need not be either unitary or exclusively 
anthropocentric, but it must be the site for political and ethical accountability, for col-
lective imaginaries and shared aspirations. Philosophical investigations of alternative 
ways of accounting for the embedded and embodied nature of the subject are relevant 
to develop an approach to subjectivity worthy of the complexities of our age […] Both 
kinship and ethical accountability need to be redefined in such a way as to rethink links 
of affectivity and responsibility not only for n on-  anthropomorphic organic others, but 
also for those technologically mediated, newly patented creatures we are sharing our 
planet with.

(Braidotti 2013: 102–3)    

In short, Braidotti takes seriously the challenges posed by the advent of biomedical scientific 
advances and global technological transformations as they impact on networks of human and 
 non-  human actors. But she is insistent that the critical challenge is a reformulated theory of 
subjectivity which  re- i nscribes posthuman identity into ‘ radical relationality, including webs 
of power relations at the social, psychic, ecological and m icro- b iological or cellular levels’ 
( Braidotti 2013: 102).

While not reliant on psychoanalysis as a critical method for the reinterpretation of 
subjectivity, Braidotti appears at times broadly sympathetic to certain central themes in 
 European-  inspired  post-  Freudian thought. She writes, for example, of the posthuman 
subject as ‘ internally differentiated’. In The Posthuman ( 2013: 189), she casts nomadic 
subjectivity in terms of the ‘psyche  – with its affective, fantasy-ridden, desire-driven
complications’. Indeed, in some respect, there are certain o verall  –  a lbeit admittedly 
 distant –   similarities between the views of Braidotti and Lacan. Braidotti’s belief that the 
notion of ‘ man’ is an upshot of European culture, a notion which has subsequently fallen, 
has some similarities to Lacan’s attempt to break with traditional notions of consciousness 
of self through a ‘ decentring of the subject’. Elsewhere, she invokes Lacan’s account of the 
‘ Real’ –  a long with Freud’s ‘ uncanny’ and Kristeva’s ‘ abjection’ – f  or thinking the pro-
ductive forces of monadic subjectivity. But this is where any similarities end. Braidotti’s 
nomadic subject is not that of Lacan, and nor will she have much truck with his notions 
of the imaginary and symbolic as essential to the constitution of identity. ‘ The posthuman 
subject’, she proposes,

           

is not p ost-  structuralist, because it does not function within the linguistic turn or other 
forms of deconstruction. Not being framed by the ineluctable powers of signification, it 
is consequently not condemned to seek adequate representation of its existence with a 
system that is constitutionally incapable of granting due recognition

( Braidotti 2013: 188).

In The Posthuman, Braidotti takes aim at Lacan’s structuralist determinism, and strongly ar-
gues against his blending of psychoanalysis and structural l inguistics – w  hich produces, she 
contends, an understanding of subjectivity ‘ based on Lack and Law’. Invoking Deleuze and 
Guattari, she writes: ‘ Lacan’s notion of the symbolic is as o ut- d ated as a Polaroid shot of a 
world that has since moved on’ ( Braidotti 2013: 189). Instead, Braidotti wants to speak up for 
a version of our psychic lives that stresses possibility, pleasure, power and plenitude. This is 
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an understanding of the psychic subject as pure affirmation. Desire as plenitude, not lack. The 
passage towards a utopic, affirmative version of the posthuman is thus opened by Braidotti.

Key criticisms and future developments

If the very foundations of modernity are literally under fire, posthumanism in the theoretical 
sense of the word may arguably seem a wholly inadequate description of current and likely 
future global transformations. In an age where the boundary between the digital universe 
and the actual world is dissolving, and where dramatic transformations in robotics and arti-
ficial intelligence are moving centre stage, social theory cannot afford to merely recount the 
same narratives of the end of humanism, history and modernity, crucial though these debates 
may have been in the past. Digital production, and specifically the advent of 3D printers, is 
especially consequential in this connection. T hree-  dimensional printers can already process 
a diversity of objects ( including organic matter), and digital production is strongly converg-
ing with developments in biotechnology and nanotechnology ( for  social-  scientific analyses 
of 3D printing and its consequences see Giddens 2013, Urry 2014). The crucial move in 
 social-  theoretical i nquiry –   irrespective of the deployment of the term ‘ posthumanism’ – i  s 
the development of theoretical resources which are equal in depth, scope and range to the 
transformed global landscape that social theory now confronts.

In a remorselessly transformational climate, the posthumanization of identity emerges as a 
wildly popular t opic –   partly because the pliable, remouldable, endlessly plastic self is increas-
ingly everywhere on display. But beyond the power and limits of current reinvention society, 
there is also a more profound sense in which the extraordinary pace of technological change 
today intersects with the posthumanization of identity. Digital technologies and other tech-
nological innovations are transforming what ‘ identity’ and ‘ the body’ actually mean. In ad-
dition to organ development technologies, 3D printers have been used in research to print 
out living human embryonic stem cells (  Heriot-  Watt University, Edinburgh), blood vessels 
( German Fraunhofer Institute), human skin ( Lothar Koch of the Laser Centre Hannover in 
Germany) and even sheets of cardiac tissue that can ‘ beat’ like a real heart ( Cabor Forgacs, 
University of Missouri in Columbia). In the light of these developments, some have claimed 
that growing b io-  organs ( by printing them) will eventually replace the need for donor organ 
transplants in the future. Like 3D printing, developments in artificial intelligence are part 
of this broader posthuman transformation. Craig Venter, author of Life at the Speed of Light 
( 2013), and one of the leaders to have mapped the first draft sequence of the human genome 
in 2000, has been at the forefront of the digitization of synthetic life. In 2010, Venter and 
his team produced the first synthetic organism by transplanting h uman-  made DNA into a 
vacant bacterial cell. For Venter, developments in synthetic life are only in their infancy. For 
example, consider the possibility of biological t eleportation – i  nvolving the transmission of a 
genome across the solar system at the speed of light and its reconstitution on the other side of 
the  planet –   which in Venter’s view is no longer the stuff of science fiction but a burgeoning 
field of actual possibility ( see Corbyn 2013). While such developments are presently confined 
to bacteria and microplasma only, the implications of synthetic  life –   from vastly accelerated 
vaccine production to the potential creation of entirely new life  forms –   when combined 
with the rapidly decreasing costs of synthesis and sequencing technologies means that the 
definition of life as we know it is undergoing radical transformation.

Then there is the impact of robotics to consider. In 2013, Rich Walker and Matthew 
Godden of Shadow Robot Company in the UK assembled ‘ Rex’ –   billed as the first true 
walking, talking and  heart-  beating bionic man. Using the most advanced human prostheses 
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 available –   from robotic limbs to artificial organs and even a synthetic b lood-  pumping cir-
culatory  system –   it was reported that Rex simulates approximately  two-  thirds of the human 
body, including artificial hands, feet, wrists, ankles and an almost complete set of artificial 
organs from an artificial heart to synthetic blood, lungs ( and windpipe), pancreas, spleen, kid-
ney and even a fully functional circulatory system ( Dixon 2013). Rex also sports a  human- 
 like prosthetic face, and an exoskeleton made by REX Bionics in New Zealand. Equipped 
with a sophisticated ‘ chatbot’ programme, Rex can carry out rudimentary c onversations –  
 achieved largely through retinal prosthesis and cochlear implants which facilitates speech 
recognition and speech production systems ( Channel 4 2013). The advent of Rex indicates 
just how much the blending of the nonbiological and biological is becoming increasingly 
hard to distinguish in today’s era of the posthuman.

These radical transformations of the interrelations between the human and its others in-
volve immense theoretical, socioeconomic, cultural and political consequences, and I will 
now summarize these consequences in six key points. First, there is the widespread sense that 
the ‘ posthuman’ is an idea whose time has truly arrived. This emergent ‘ structure of feeling’, 
to invoke Raymond Williams, involves a greater appreciation of the  non-  naturalistic or non-
biological dimensions of human subjectivity, a breakdown in categorical distinctions between 
humans and various ‘ earth others’ ( including animals, species, bacteria and plants), as well as 
the consequences of p ost-  anthropocentric philosophy and social thought. The intellectual 
consequences of this emergent posthuman structure of feeling are ambivalent. While some 
academics and public intellectuals applaud the posthuman turn as the next frontier in social, 
political and philosophical thought, other critics have been quick to dismiss posthumanism as 
simply radical posturing or a passing theoretical fad. Even so, the posthuman turn has already 
had a large impact upon a considerable range of social practices and intellectual discourses, 
including biotechnology and bioinformatics, art and architecture, future studies and fore-
casting, robotics, science fiction, consumer design, artificial intelligence, literary and social 
theory, nanotechnology, computing and so on. However, while many intellectual discourses 
especially in the social sciences, humanities and creative arts are in the process of undertaking 
the posthuman turn, there are serious conceptual limitations to an uncritical adoption of the 
term ‘ posthuman identity’ –   or so will be proposed subsequently in this chapter.

Second, the scientific and technological advances linked to the posthuman turn need to be 
situated within an institutional analysis of modernity. That is to say, the institutional drivers 
of the posthuman condition  include –   amongst  others – g  lobalization, the global electronic 
economy, new information technologies, biomedicine and advances in artificial intelligence 
( see Elliott 2019). These institutional transformations form the backdrop for claims advanced 
in posthumanist social thought that we stand at the opening of a new era, one in which non-
biological intelligence will come to match the capability and subtlety of human intelligence 
and is thus radically transformative of the interrelations between the human and the n on- 
 human. In this connection, the continuing acceleration of  information-  based technologies 
coupled to the unprecedented intrusion of globalized, technologically mediated processes 
into the very structure of our lives and our identities will carry f ar-  reaching consequences 
for the shape, direction and complexity of future identities, societies, politics and global 
governance.

Third, posthuman identity presupposes the notion of the human and of the recasting of 
human subjectivity. This is a complex point, and requires explication. The opening of a new 
posthuman era has been expressed through a dazzling variety of terms, including ‘ beyond 
humanism’, ‘ after humanism’, the ‘ transhuman’ and so on. Yet we can never be ‘ after the 
human’, in the sense that there can be no reflective, creative life without subjects. This is not 
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say, however, that the institutional transformations of the current era are not in certain re-
spects  unique –   distinct in form from previous types of social life associated with modernity. 
There can be little doubt, I think, that the posthuman outlook presents social theory with 
a fresh challenge. But the changes occurring early in the t wenty-  first century, whether in 
biotechnology, biomedicine or information technologies, cannot be made sense of if identity 
is excluded from analytical consideration. This takes us to the core strength of the contribu-
tions from Rose and Braidotti. Both theorists argue, though from very different conceptual 
positions, that identity and subjectivity must remain central to the frame of analytic reference 
in order to grasp how posthumanism ( invoked variously as contemporary science, biomed-
icine, information technologies) affects and recasts the very fabric and structure of life and 
thus of what now counts as human. From this angle, social theory cannot afford simply to re-
play the narrative of analytic  posthumanism –   such as the  anti-  subjectivity position advanced 
in science and technology studies by authors such as Latour and his followers ( Latour 1988, 
2013). Rather, it needs to explore new possibilities and consider how identity is transfigured 
in and through the posthuman. What is underscored here, following Rose and Braidotti, is 
not simply identity but the biopolitical dynamics of contemporary subjectivity.

Fourth, and following on from the previous point that the critique of subjectivity is cen-
tral to the advent of posthumanism, the argument advanced here is that identity is interde-
pendent with multiple structural forms of the posthuman that generate different possibilities 
for  identity –   and especially the recalibration or reinvention of identity itself. A standard 
response to this kind of formulation is to seek to demonstrate how identity has been recon-
figured into some kind of ‘ machinic hybridization’ in which the subject is colonized by the 
object. But in developing and detailing this point, I want to take a different tack.

The conventional consensus about identity in the social sciences, at least up until the 
transformations unleashed in the first instance by globalization and more recently by the 
advent of posthumanism, has been focused upon the intertwining between individual agents 
( usually cast with limited powers) and social structures ( usually cast as a ll-  powerful and de-
termining). From this angle, capitalism as a structure has been understood as constituting 
class identities; or patriarchy as a structural feature of modern societies has been understood 
as generating oppressive gender identities. In such social science, identity is conceived as a 
property of the individual a gent –   a ‘ location’ from which the self seeks to navigate opportu-
nities and constraints in the wider mix of social relations. Against the backdrop of the agency 
and structure couplet, individuals exercise agency with constraint appearing primarily from 
external or structural forces, conceived largely in terms of the limitations of the actions of 
other human agents or interpersonal relations on the one hand and the constraints of s ocio- 
 structural forces of  large-  scale institutions or cultural forces on the other.

However, the advent of posthumanism ( as described in this chapter) subverts such con-
ventional distinctions between agency and structure, or the individual and society. The ar-
rival of the  posthuman –   from genomics and nanotechnology to information technologies 
and  robotics –   transfigures the orthodox division between the agency of identity and the 
determinism of structures. As current scientific and technological advances have come to 
penetrate or invade the very structure of living matter itself, the posthuman transfigures the 
manner in which identity has been constituted as agency. But once this is recognized, what 
then should comprise a critically reflexive, posthumanist approach to identity?

Contemporary science and technology studies, as advanced by Latour ( 1993, 1993, 2013) 
and developed by writers such as Law ( Law and Hassard 1999) and Franklin ( 2002), have 
proffered a conceptualization of the human and  non-  human environment in which soci-
ety and culture are cast within the  bio-  technologically mediated world of posthumanism. 
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Broadly speaking, this is an approach which views the scientific and technological as invad-
ing the human and simultaneously sees the human as a grafted extension of technological 
artefacts. Thus, technological devices such as Google Goggles can be seen as an extension 
of the individual’s body, creating new hybridizations of the  subject-  object. On this view, 
there is no need to analytically keep apart subject and object, or identity and culture, since 
the complexity of the h uman-  machine hybrid generates a form of ‘ machinic intentionality’ 
which is grounded and productive of the social field itself. The strength of this standpoint 
lies in its recognition of the complexity of scientific worlds that are involved in various tech-
nological systems. But there are serious conceptual limitations here, especially as regards the 
analysis of identity. While science and technology studies correctly stipulate that identity is 
not opposed to science, nor to technological mediation, and while it suggestively seeks to 
capture how the human is rendered continuous with s ocio-  technical systems, it fails to ad-
dress how patterns of posthuman social development necessitate a revised vision of identity. 
Most constraining of all, as Braidotti argues ( 2013: 4 1–  43), science and technology studies 
displace questions concerning intentionality and thus ethics onto the side of technology it-
self. Transformations of identity arising in and through posthumanism are thus squeezed to 
the sidelines. The analytical task, by contrast, concerns grappling with how the posthuman 
organization and consequences of the flows of various scientific and technological m aterials –  
e specially energy, genes, information and d ata –  f use to produce complex combinations of 
identity, imagination and innovation.

Before considering how the flows of scientific and technological materials interpenetrate 
with identity, it is necessary to complement the preceding point with an analysis of the cre-
ativity of identity and subjectivity rather than of systems. Fifth, this brings us to issues to do 
with the psychic investment of objects –   both human and  non-  human. Grasping the complex 
ways in which new information technologies and biomedical developments become emo-
tionally imprinted upon the psyche, as well as the simultaneous r e- g rooving of the psyche 
around both human and n on-  human objects, is crucial for the analysis of identity in condi-
tions of posthumanism. This is a point that neither Rose nor Braidotti satisfactorily resolve. 
In a Foucaultian vein, Rose sees biomedicine inaugurating a new order of discourse by 
constituting the order of ‘ biocapital’, articulating novel kinds of subjectification and vitalities 
of the human. And like Foucault, Rose harbours a suspicion of creative agency, which in 
typically  post- s tructuralist fashion he sees as an outcrop of discourse. Braidotti’s case carries 
a more refreshing tone as concerns the centrality of subjectivity, and explicitly acknowledges 
the role of fantasy, affect and desire in configurations of the posthuman. But beyond various 
 neo-  Nietzchean formulations on the productivities of desire, her analysis lacks specificity 
concerning the diffusion of posthuman scientific and technical systems at the level of identity.

Braidotti’s emphasis on fantasy, desire and affect is important, but it needs to be extended 
and radicalized. The psychoanalytic work of Wilfred Bion provides a major source of insights 
into the intertwining of identities and objects across diverse emotional scales. In a radical 
extension of Melanie Klein’s approach, Bion draws attention to the projection outwards, as 
well as retrieval into self, of affects circulating objects. These phenomena or objects are at 
once human and  non- h uman. In order to think and to act in creative, reflective ways, ac-
cording to Bion, the individual subject must ‘ let go’ of consciousness and become immersed 
in sectors of pure experience. It is through such immersion in the o bject- w   orld – b  oth human 
and  non-    human – t  hat the self subsequently undertakes the creative, reconstructive work of 
‘ attaching meaning to experience’. As Bion formulates this, thought precedes thinking. In 
order to obtain knowledge of s elf- e xperience, a series of transformations must occur ( what 
Bion terms ‘ thinking’) to the raw emotional materials ( both human and n on-  human) which 
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have impinged on the psyche. A prime instance of this synchronization of selves, others and 
objects, says Bion, occurs when the infant learns to become immersed in the experience of 
its familial s urround – m  ost typically, in relation to its mother. But at the same time, this s o- 
 called foundational synchronization of selves and objects establishes a pathway for what Bion 
terms the ‘ processing’ of experience over time and space ( Bion 1962).

What Bion’s psychoanalytic move involves, in effect, is an underscoring of the intricate 
relations between experience, emotional processing and thinking. The effect of running 
these phenomenological and psychoanalytic themes together is to underscore the complex-
ity of synchronized actions and objects, or identities and systems, which structure our very 
form of life. This synchronization of actions and  objects –   which does not, at least in this 
psychoanalytic account, follow any traditional dualism between the inside and  outside –   is 
highly complex, but especially consequential for grasping the production and performance of 
the posthuman condition. Christopher Bollas, a psychoanalyst strongly influenced by Bion, 
reflects on the psychic dynamics of such c riss-  crossings between actions and objects thus:

The concept of self experiencing is ironic, as its referential ambiguity ( does it mean the 
self that experiences or the experiencing of our self ?) is strangely true to the complexity 
of being human. All self experiencing involves this split, which can be described as a 
division between ourself as simple selves ( when we are immersed in desired or evoked 
experience) and ourself as complex selves ( when we think about experience). Naturally 
such distinctive states may overlie one another, so that I may be reflecting upon an expe-
rience in the immediate past while another part of me is already within a disseminating 
experience.

( Bollas 1992: 27)

The central tension or contradiction in s elf-  experiencing is therefore r e-  inscribed in every 
process of object selection: an unconscious immersion in units of experience which are only 
partly thinkable ( since that immersion is itself a dense condensation of self and object world), 
and a reflective lifting of such unconscious experience into thinking and articulation.

Following Bion and Bollas, it can be said that the recovery of affects ‘ stored’ in the o bject- 
 world facilitates the proliferation of experience as well as possible transformations in pleasure, 
creativity and fulfilment. The use of an object as  transformational –   from the  pre-  Oedipal 
maternal object on the one hand to technological or  bio-  medically engineered objects on 
the  other –   opens the self to the sheer multiplicity of experience. Likewise, in the context of 
posthuman lives, the investment of affect in scientific and technical objects such as robotics, 
prosthetics, nanotechnology or artificial intelligence can function as a form of emotional 
 containment –   that is, the storing of affect ( available for subsequent retrieval) in terms of 
emotional processing or thinking. Such a psychoanalytically informed account of  subject- 
 constitution captures how actions and objects ( both human and n on-  human) cross, tangle 
and synchronize across diverse configurations of the  posthuman –   extending, enhancing and 
redefining the very fabric of identities in the process. ( For a related discussion of these trends 
see Elliott 2019.)

Sixth, and following directly from the previous point, the interpenetration of posthuman 
identities and objects ( information technologies, biomedicine, artificial intelligence and so 
on) occurs through  non-  linear points of transformation, complexity, feedback loops and dy-
namic change. Again, this point requires some explication. The advent of posthuman tech-
nologies should not be thought of as constituted and reproduced in and of themselves. Such 
technologies operate within environmental, social, cultural and political contexts ( Urry 
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2003, 2012), and within these contexts it is human agents that become part of such technol-
ogies through interacting, relating, engaging, responding and coping with various scientific 
and technological processes. The term ‘ agency’ here must be understood in the institutional 
context of complexity and e xperimentation –   as multiple points of agency are constituted, 
reproduced and transformed through the synchronized engagement with very different 
kinds of scientific and technological systems ( Thrift 2008). As a result, very many identities 
are produced and performed within this diffusion of complex  technical-  scientific systems. 
But all such productions of posthuman worlds are, from this angle, identity  productions –  
 resulting from the joint fusings of individual and collective imaginings on the one hand and 
orchestrated processes of scientific and technological innovation on the other. Such forms 
of institutional innovation involve creative and reflective agents ( individuals, groups and 
organizations) which play a central role in the multiple landscape of posthuman relations of 
power and social order.

This standpoint again contrasts directly with analytic  posthumanism –   specifically, that 
version of posthumanism elaborated by science and technology  studies –   which renders the 
question of intentionality on the side of technology itself. By neglecting new forms of identity 
experimentation created out of the fusing of human and  non-  human forces occurring within 
posthuman configurations, science and technology studies result ( as Braidotti correctly iden-
tifies) in a moralization of machines. It is as if the advent of various smart  technologies –  
 predicted by authors such as Kurzweil ( 2005) to become exponentially smarter in the next 
few  decades –  s trips human agents of creative identity altogether. Whether the discourse 
is that of ‘  bio-  sociality’, ‘ actants’ or ‘ machinic intentionality’, this brand of posthumanism 
demonstrates a curt rejection of the whole concept of identity, which is imagined as merely 
a hangover from the era of humanism. But it is only because science and technology studies 
reduce identity to the straw target of an individualized self exercising voluntary agency in 
the social world that it declares the concept of subjectivity wholly unacceptable. Yet there is 
no valid reason to accept such a  back-  looking rendition of the notion of identity. With the 
launch of a new global narrative of posthumanism, the more interesting challenge is to ex-
plore the complex, contradictory interconnections or assemblages of human and  non-  human 
force, which are reconstituting and transforming the contours of identity today.

Conclusion

In Philosophical Posthumanism ( 2020), Francesco Ferrando argues that, in a world of biotech-
nology and AI, not to mention the pressing political and environmental imperatives of our 
age, the term ‘ posthuman’ provides the most cogent alternative to the ongoing crisis of the 
human. But one should remain cautious of the idea that posthumanism has simply been para-
chuted into our world from outer space in these early decades of the t wenty-  first century. 
Edgar Landgraf, Gabriel Trop and Leif Weatherby have convincingly shown, in Posthumanism 
in the Age of Humanism: Mind, Matter, and Life Sciences after Kant, that posthumanism is older 
than we think. By unearthing a posthumanist prefiguration in the Enlightenment, German 
Idealism and Romanticism, the argument is that thinkers such as Kant, Herder, Hegel, Hum-
boldt, Kleist, Fichte, Goethe and many others had already transgressed the boundaries of the 
‘ human’. This is surely food for thought in terms of rethinking our s pecies-  specific privileges 
and prerogatives in the posthumanist age. It is also a salutary reminder that humanism and 
posthumanism cross and tangle in complex, contradictory ways. That said, let me note in 
conclusion some implications for current and future identity profiles of posthumanism aris-
ing from the foregoing discussion throughout this chapter:
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1  Posthumanization of identity in the sense of extensity: for example, the sweep of scientific 
and technological transformations such as biotechnology, bioinformatics, robotics, arti-
ficial intelligence and nanotechnology throughout the rich North and beyond.

2  Posthumanization of identity in the sense of intensity: the  re-g  rooving of the psychic  make- 
u p (a ffect, desire, fantasy) of individuals as a result of creative, reflective engagements 
with posthuman technical forms and systems.

3  Posthumanization of identity in the sense of social acceleration: the speed of transformations, 
especially arising from i nformation-b  ased technologies, rewriting the connections be-
tween human intelligence and nonbiological intelligence.

4  Posthumanization of identity in the sense of impacts: for example, the diffusion of posthu-
man scientific and technological developments across identities and associated fields of 
agents and social practices.

These are some of the core structures and dynamics that are affecting transformations of 
identity in the age of posthumanism. While there are, at present, no clear answers to the 
many issues and dilemmas arising from such transformations, there can be little doubt that 
posthuman identities present social and cultural theory with a fresh challenge. There can, in 
particular, be less and less doubt that current technological  developments –  e specially digital 
 technology –   increasingly erode our traditional identity reflexes:  self-  consciousness, emotion, 
language, intelligence and ethics. And this is surely one reason why keeping a central focus 
on the status of s ubjecthood –  o f its transformation, reflexivity and  reinvention –   remains a 
key challenge as the posthumanist century unfolds.

References

Bollas, C. ( 1992) Being a Character: Psychoanalysis and Self Experience, New York: Hill and Wang.
Bion, W. ( 1962). Learning from Experience, London: Heinemann.
Braidotti, R. ( 2013) The Posthuman, Cambridge: Polity Press.
Channel 4 ( 2013) Rex, Online: https:// www.youtube.com/ watch?v=nC6habKtL74
Corbyn, Z. (2 013) ‘C raig Venter: “T his Isn’t a Fantasy Look at the Future. We Are Doing the Future”’, 

The Guardian, 8 October, Online: http:// www.theguardian.com/ science/ 2013/ oct/ 13/  craig-  
  ventner-  mars ( accessed August 2014).

Dixon, H. ( 2013) ‘ Scientists Build the One Million Dollar Man’, The Telegraph, 29 January, Online: 
http:// www.telegraph.co.uk/ science/  science- news/ 9833383/  Scientists-  build-  the-  One-  Million-
  Dollar-  man.html ( accessed August 2014).

           

Elliott, A. ( 2016) Identity Troubles: An Introduction, London and New York: Routledge.
Elliott, A. ( 2019) The Culture of AI: Everyday Life and the Digital Revolution, London and New York: 

Routledge.
Franklin, A. S. ( 2002). Nature and Social Theory, London: Sage.
Fukuyama, F. ( 2002) Our Posthuman Future: Consequences of the Biotechnology Revolution, New York: 

Farrar, Strauss and Giroux.
Giddens, A. ( 2013) Turbulent and Mighty Continent: What Future for Europe, Cambridge: Polity.
Hayles, K. ( 2008) How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature and Informatics, 

Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
Kurzweil, R ( 2005) The Singularity Is Near, New York: Viking.
Latour, B. ( 1988) Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers through Society, Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press.
Latour, B. ( 1993). We Have Never Been Modern Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Latour, B. ( 2013) An Inquiry into Modes of Existence: An Anthropology of the Moderns, Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press.
Law, J. and Hassard, J. (E ds) (1 999). Actor Network Theory and After, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers/T he 

Sociological Review.

http://www.youtube.com
http://www.theguardian.com
http://www.telegraph.co.uk
http://www.theguardian.com
http://www.telegraph.co.uk


381

Posthumanism

Rose, N. ( 2007) The Politics of Life Itself: Biomedicine, Power and Subjectivity in the  Twenty-  first Century, 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Thrift, N. ( 2008) ‘ A Perfect Innovation Engine: The Rise of the Talent World’, Distinktion: Scandina-
vian Journal of Social Theory, 9( 1),  115–  140.

Urry, J. ( 2003) Global Complexity, Cambridge: Polity.
Urry, J. (2 012) ‘ Changing Transport and Changing Climates’, Journal of Transport Geography, 24, 

 533–  535.
Urry, J. ( 2014) Offshoring, Cambridge: Polity.
Venter, C. (2 013) Life at the Speed of Light: From the Double Helix to the Dawn of Digital Life, London: 

Little Brown.



https://taylorandfrancis.com


383

Index

Note: Italic page numbers refer to figures and page numbers followed by “n” denote endnotes.

actants 223, 379
actor network theory (ANT) 188–189, 191,  

193, 195
Adey, P. 291, 292, 294
Adorno, T. 6, 8, 9, 21, 28, 35–37, 248, 338; 

aesthetics and culture industry 25–27, 127; 
The Authoritarian Personality 25, 32, 125; 
brand of critical theory 22–24, 35; cultural 
identity industry 327–328, 331; The Culture 
Industry 26; culture of industry thesis, elitism 
in 33; Dialectic of Enlightenment 7, 23–25, 251; 
and eclipse of individual 125–127; ‘Fuhrer 
ideology’ 126; instrumental rationality, 
critique of 29; Jazz, critique of 26; Lectures on 
Negative Dialectics 125; Man’s domination 7; 
popular culture, critique of 26–27; Minima 
Moralia 25; Negative Dialectics 25, 26; ‘totally 
administered society’ 7

advanced modernity 6, 8
Agamben, G. 301; conceptualization of ‘life/

zoe’ 372
agency 362, 379
alienation, concept of 272
Allen, A. 36
Allen, P. G. 76
Allen, Woody: Annie Hall 140
Althusser, L. 12, 15, 119, 129, 130, 131, 137, 149, 

220, 238, 243, 252, 313; ‘All ideology’ 149; 
cognitive mapping of postmodern symbolic 
150; The German Ideology 130; ideological state 
apparatuses 150; and ideology as interpellation 
and misrecognition 129–133; Marxism and 
psychoanalysis 129, 132; new reality 130; 
pessimism 132; reproduction of labour power 
130; theory of ideology 150

‘American cultural studies/cultural theory’ 
248–249

American cultural theory: affect and emotion 
260–261; claims and developments 252–254; 
contributions of 254–257; criticisms of 
257–258; ‘culture of poverty’ argument 259; 

dissolution of class society 258; emergence 
of 249–252; fiscal responsibility 259; lasting 
importance and future developments 
259–262; liberal-left critics 257–259; politics 
and power 260; research design 258

amorality 50
Anagnostou, Y. 321
analytic reflex 217
anatomies 183–185
Anderson, P. 233
androgyny, advocacy of 80–81
Annie Hall (Allen) 140
Anthias, F. 322
Anthony, M. 19
anthropocentrism 370
anti-European Union movements 322
anti-Lacanian 152
Anti-Oedipus (Deleuze and Guattari) 154
antirationalism 50
Anzaldua, G. 76
Appiah, K. A. 322
Archer, M. 67, 208; critique of Giddens 67
Arendt, H. 250
Aristotle 217, 218, 219, 222
Arnesen, E. 317
Arnold, M. 5, 220, 221, 244, 245, 251; art and 

poetry 228; cultural elitism 226–227; culture 
of civilization 230; dominant culture of 
Victorian liberalism 227; liberal freedoms 
227–228; and origins of British cultural 
studies 226–228; violence of capitalism and 
cash nexus 228

Aronowitz, S. 249, 256, 257
Aron, R. 41, 42
artificial intelligence 375
Auge, M. 291, 292
The Authoritarian Personality (Adorno) 25, 32, 125
authorship 41
autonomy 30–31; definition 30; Marx’s  

approach 30
Aveling, E. 185



Index

384

Baldwin, J. 316
Balibar, E. 307
Balint, M. 143
Banton, M. 312
Barale, M. A. 267
Barker, M. 315
Barthes, R. 41, 50, 54, 250, 272, 278; counter-

theological 49; Elements of Semiology 42; 
Mythologies 42–43; principal contribution to 
cultural theory 15; readerly texts 49

Barth, F.: Ethnic Groups and Boundaries 308–309
Bartky, S. 94
Baudrillard, J. 17, 334; contemporary culture 

279; critique of the ‘fetishism of labour’ 278; 
historical materialism 279

Bauman, Z. 17, 290; criticisms 112–113; 
defamiliarization 112; formation of school 
or distinctive approach 114; historical 
and intellectual development 99–103; 
Holocaust with gardening practices 113; 
importance and future development 113–114; 
industrialism, capitalism, democracy 105; 
inhuman situations 108; 44 Letters from the 
Liquid Modern World 113; liquid modernity 
107–109, 113; Living on Borrowed Time 113; 
major claims 103–108; modernity and 
postmodernity 104–106; Modernity and the 
Holocaust 309; moment of de-Stalinization 
100; morality 110–111; Nazi-style inhumanity 
109–110; Postmodern Ethics 110–111; 
Postmodernity and Its Discontents 108; principal 
contributions 108–111; Purity and Danger 106; 
social and cultural theory 108, 114; sociology 
99–100, 102–104, 111, 112; status of truth 
claims 100; This Is Not a Diary 113

Bayly, C. A. 202
Beauvoir, S. de. 76; liberalism 78; The Second 

Sex 78
Beck, U. 53, 162, 171, 363; global risk society 

360; legitimation processes 167; natural 
hazards and manufactured risks 166–167; 
reflexive modernization 167–169; reflexivity 
167; and risk society thesis 166–168; Risk 
Society: Towards a New Modernity 166, 168–169; 
‘zombie concept’ 169

Beilharz, P. 102
being, concept of 45
Bell, D. 65, 66
Benhabib, S. 17, 34
Benjamin, J. 159
Benjamin, W. 6, 250, 325, 329, 336; democratic 

sensibilities, development of 326; division of 
labour 326; mass popular cultural identity 
326–327, 331; media technology 326; new 
media, development of 327, 331; work of art 
or cultural artefact 327

Bennett, T. 226; cultural Marxism and 
Romanticism 242; cultural Romanticism 243; 
culture as policy and citizenship 242–243; 
power, bipolar contest 243

Berlant, L. 260, 261; collective normativity 261; 
epistemology of state emotion 260–261

Bernasconi, R. 309
Bernstein, J. M. 26
Beyond Left and Right: The Future of Radical 

Politics (Giddens) 58
Beyond the Melting Pot (Glazer and Moynihan) 318
Bhabha, Homi J. 159, 310
biological race 309
biomedicine 369–370
Bion, W. 377–378
bio-organs 374
biopolitics, Foucaultian notion of 370
bio-sociality 379
biotechnology 369
Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural 

Studies 312–315; cultural feminism 236; 
cultural politics 236; youth culture, impact of 
235–236

Birtchnell, T. 18
Bisley, N. 200
Bissell, D. 293, 296
Black Lives Matter protests 323
Black Sun (Kristeva) 153
Blair, Tony (Prime Minister) 64
Bloch, M. 279
blogosphere, development of 336
Bloom, A.: The Closing of the American Mind 257
Bollas, C. 159, 378
Bourdieu, P. 5, 11, 52, 57, 321; corporeal hexis 

71; criticism of 73–74; cultural capital, 
concept of 72; Distinction: A Social Critique 
of the Judgment of Taste 72; educational, 
economic, cultural fields 71–72; habitus 
70–75; La Sociologie est un Sport de Combat 
187; objectivism 51, 74; Outline of a Theory 
of Practice 70; practical social life 70–72; 
subjectivism 74

Bowlby, J. 143
Braidotti, R.: biomedical scientific advances, 

advent of 373; digital second life 371; eco-
feminism 371–372; man, notion of 373; The 
Posthuman 371, 373; posthuman nomadic 
subject, emergence of 371; science and 
technology studies 377; theory of subjectivity 
372–373; Western humanism 370

Brecht, B. 325, 329, 333, 336; alienation effects 
327; democratic arrangement 326; mass 
popular cultural identity 326–327, 331; media 
technology 326

British cultural theory: agency and radical 
history 231–235; and Arnold 226–231; 



Index

385

Bennett, culture as policy and citizenship 
242–243; Birmingham Centre for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies 235–236; 
future developments 243–245; Gilroy and 
postcolonial 239–242; Hall 236–239; Hoggart
228–231; origins of 226–228; Thompson 
231–235; Williams 228–231

 

British trade unions 165
Brown, P. 18, 176, 312
Brubaker, R. 322
Buscher, M. 295
Butler, J. 76, 80, 94, 132, 136, 159, 268, 282
Butz, D. 295, 296, 297, 299

camera obscura 118
Camus, A. 103
capillary power, notion of 187–188, 192–193
Capital: A Critical Analysis of Capitalist Production 

(Marx) 185
Capital I (Marx) 220
capitalism 84, 136
Capitalism and Modern Social Theory (Giddens) 58
capitalist domination 332–333
capitalist ideology 271–272
capitalist modernity 244
capital, notion of 72
Carby, H. 313, 321
Carey, J. W.: Communication as Culture 259–260
Cartmel, F. 169
Cash, J. 7, 18
Castells, M. 270, 290, 335–338, 359–360, 363
Castel, R. 172; person-centred model of care 172
Castoriadis, C. 9, 156, 159; creative nature of 

imagination 156; The Imaginary Institution 
of Society 156; psychic organization and 
emotional experience 156–157; radical and 
social imaginaries 155–157

CCCS see Birmingham Centre for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies

Central Problems in Social Theory (Giddens) 58
centre, concept of 44
Certeau, M. de 6, 291
Cesaire, A. 312
Character Analysis (Reich) 144
‘chatbot’ programme 375
Chodorow, N. 76, 86, 87, 159; The Reproduction 

of Mothering 85
circulation, notion of 184–185
citizen journalist, rise of 337–338
Cixous, H. 80, 152
class consciousness, concept of 138
classical sociology, space in: central component 

of social life 342; fixity and changeability 343; 
between inclusivity and exclusivity 342–343; 
marginal category 342; methodological 
nationalism 360; proximity and distance 343; 

sedentariness and mobility 344; unifiability 
and separability 343

Clifford, J. 291
Clinton, Bill (President) 64, 259
The Closing of the American Mind (Bloom) 257
Clough, P. 218
collective cultural and personal cultural identity, 

formation of 339
commodities, circulation of 185
common sense 111
communication: democratic communication 

system 330, 332; distorted communication 
128; media of mass communication 330, 332; 
new communication technologies 16; new 
forms of 338

Communication as Culture (Carey) 259–260
communicative action, notion of 8
communicative rationality, conception of 8
communicative travel 289
complex identities 360
computer-generated networks 335
conflict 31
Conley, T. 200, 209, 212
conscious, concept of 372
The Consequences of Modernity (Giddens) 58
The Constitution of Society (Giddens) 58
consumer society 16, 333
contextuality 362
contingency 362
Cook, N. 295, 296, 2
Cooper, A. J. 76

97, 299

Cornell, D. 159
coronavirus 4 see also Covid-19 global  

pandemic (2020)
corporeal travel of people for reasons 289
cosmopolitanism 360
Course in General Linguistics (Saussure) 14, 42
The Covid-19 Catastrophe (Horton) 4
Covid-19 global pandemic (2020) 3–4, 181, 194, 

196, 199, 208, 212–213, 261, 307
Cowen, T. 204
Cresswell, T. 287, 288, 291, 299, 302
critical posthumanism 370
critical reflexivity 360
critical theory 6–7; Adorno’s brand of 22–24, 35; 

of Frankfurt School (see Frankfurt School); 
Horkheimer’s approach 22; knowledge and 
truth 31; origins of 22

Critique and Disclosure (Kompridis) 36
Critique of Pure Reason (Kant) 222
cultural and social things 217–224
cultural capital: Bourdieu’s concept of 72; notion 

of 72; and symbolic violence 72–73
cultural citizenship 329
cultural feminism 82–83
cultural politics 236, 254



Index

386

cultural racism: British patriots and conservatives 
315–316; and whiteness 315–317

Cultural Studies (Grossberg, Nelson and 
Treichler) 251

cultural theory: agency and rationality 13; anti-
racist development 18; codes, close reading 
and cultural studies 12–18; consciousness 
of self 13; decentred subjectivity 13; ego or 
‘I’ 15–16; Freudian psychoanalysis 13–14; 
individual’s whole way of life 12; linguistic 
turn 14–15; modernity 16–17; personal 
identity 16; pragmatic postmodernism or 
global liquidisation 17; principle of relative 
arbitrariness 14; processes of signification 16; 
race, multiculturalism and difference 17; racial 
exclusions and racist dominations 17–18; 
radical postmodernism 17; self-culture 12; 
self-recognition 15

culture: concept of 5, 12, 18, 227, 245; in 
cultural theory, transformation of 5–6

Culture and Anarchy (Arnold) 220
culture-ideology 272
culture industries, rise of 7, 144
The Culture Industry (Adorno) 26
Customs in Common (Thompson) 233

Darwin, E. 184
Death at the Parasite Café (Pfohl) 55
death drive, Freud’s notion of 144
Debord, G. 332–334, 338
decentred subject, notion of 13
Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the 

Citizen 129
Deleuze, G. 154, 155, 221, 223, 373; account 

of micro-fascisms 372; Anti-Oedipus 154; 
Thousand Plateaus 223

D’Emilio, J. 277
Democracy in America (Tocqueville) 247–249
Dennis, K. 294, 295
Derrida, J. 41, 44, 45, 46, 47, 50, 278; acentric 

structures 45; centre, concept of 44, 45;  
de-centring 44, 47; philosophy of presence 45; 
structurality of structuralism 44

Descartes, R.: ‘cogito’ 47
Dewey, J. 217, 218
Dews, P. 149, 155
Dialectic of Enlightenment (Horkheimer and 

Adorno) 7, 23–25, 251
DiAngelo, R. 317
Dickson, A. 301
digital production 374
digital revolution 64–67
Dinnerstein, D. 85, 86, 87; The Mermaid and the 

Minotaur 85
discourse, concept of 137
discursivity 362
dispassionate scientific inquiry 240

Disrespect (Honneth) 35
Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of 

Taste (Bourdieu) 72
distinct mobilities based paradigm 291
distributed capillary power, notion of 187
Doane, A. 321
Dolezel, R. 322
dominant media system 340
double consciousness, concept of 315
Douglas, M. 106, 169, 171, 172, 178; and cultural 

theory of risk 162–165; Risk and Culture 166; 
Swedish trade union movement 165

Downing, J. H. 337
dramatic social inequality 26
Du Bois, W. E. B. 316, 317, 322; Black 

Reconstruction in America 311; colour 
line, dominating problem 310; double 
consciousness, concept of 315; psychological 
wage 311; ‘The souls of white folk’ 311

Durkheim, E. 6, 10, 22, 57, 77, 165, 219, 342; 
Elementary Forms 223; Elementary Forms of 
the Religious Life 222; The Rules of Sociological 
Method 221–222; strong concept of social 223; 
Suicide 222; theory of religious culture and 
knowledge 223; theory of social things 223

Dyer, R. 316

Eagleton, T. 6, 271, 276
Ebola epidemic 3
Eclipse of Reason and Dialectic of Enlightenment 

(Horkheimer) 23–24
eco-feminism 371–372
economic concentration 361
economic specialization 361
economic tertiarization 362
economic transnationalization 361
economic urbanization 362
economistic determinism 351
ego identity 6
ego psychology 143
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life  

(Durkheim) 222
Elementary Structures of Kinship (Levi-Strauss) 43
elements 193; contributions 193; metaphors of 

186–187; theorizing 191–192
Elements of Semiology (Barthes) 42
Elliott, A. 18, 19, 169, 205, 212, 293, 303
Empire (Hardt and Negri) 221
Engels, F. 83, 100, 116–122, 185, 220, 345;  

The Manifesto of the Communist Party 120
‘enlarged thinking’ model 34
Enlightenment 7, 17, 161–162
Enzensberger, H. M. 331
Eriksen, T. H. 206
Erikson, E. H. 61, 68, 143
Eros and Civilisation (Marcuse) 27
Escape from Freedom (Fromm) 145



Index

387

An Essay on Liberation (Marcuse) 30
Essed, P. 321
essentialist determinism 351
ethnic group see also race/ethnicity: conflicts 

318; definition of 307–308
Ethnic Groups and Boundaries (Barth) 

308–309
Ethnicity: Theory and Experience (Glazer and 

Moynihan) 318
ethnic options, notion of 320–321
ethnic revival 318
ethnie, definition of 308
Eurocentrism 370
Everuss, L. 19
everyday and local tactics, theories of 291
everyday life, experiences of 217, 218
everyday racism, study of 321–322
excorporation, Fiske’s concept of 261
Existentialism 42

Fairbairn, W. R. D. 143
Fanon, F. 239, 317; Black Skin, White Masks 

311–312; works on race and racism 311
fatalists 165
The Feminine Mystique (Friedan) 78
feminism 11; cultural 82–83; Foucauldian 80; 

global 77, 91–92; historical context 77–80; 
intersectional 77, 91–92; liberal or first wave 
77–79; Marxist-socialist 77, 79, 83–84; 
postcolonial 77, 91–92; post-feminism or 
third wave 77, 79–80; postmodern and post-
structural 77, 79, 92–95; psychoanalytic 77, 
85–91, 150–152; radical 77, 79, 81–83; second 
wave feminism 80; sexes, differences between 
78; socialist 84; waves of 77

feminist theory 80
Ferrando, F. 379
feudalism 6
Fichte, J. G. 379
field, notion of 71
Firestone, S. 81, 82
first modernity 360
fiscal responsibility 259
Fiske, J. 6, 19, 249, 258, 260, 262; concept 

of excorporation 261; Cultural Studies 252; 
excorporation 253; mass and popular culture 
approach 253–254; Understanding Popular 
Culture 253

Flax, J. 159
folk cultures 251
Foucault, M. 41, 50, 54, 65, 93, 192, 221, 243, 

273, 278, 279, 377; author function 49; 
biopolitics 221, 370; capillary power 187–188, Gans, H. 320, 321
191; death or decline of authorship 48; 
discourse, concept of 137; ‘figure of man’ 48; 
History of Sexuality 267; idea of control 224n3; 
knowledge and governmentality 169–172; 

modern sexual discourses, critique of 94–95; 
self and society 10

44 Letters from the Liquid Modern World  
(Bauman) 113

Frankenberg, R. 316
Frankfurt School 38n1; Adorno 25–27; 

autonomy 30–31; conflict 31; critical theory 8; 
cultural dopes and role of creativity 32; 
domination after Freud 143–144; elitism 
in Adorno’s culture of industry thesis 33; 
Enlightenment project 122; Habermas 
28–30, 33–34; historical and intellectual 
development 21–23; Horkheimer, reason 
and enlightenment 23–25; instrumental 
rationality, critique of 24; knowledge 
31–32; Marcuse, one-dimensional man and 
unconscious 27–28; technocratic dream 25

Franklin, A. S. 376
Frank, M. 41, 50, 51; What Is Neostructuralism? 50
Fraser, N. 33, 35, 91
‘free association’ 141
Freedom’s Right (Honneth) 35
free market capitalism 26
French Revolution 116
Freud and Philosophy (Ricoeur) 140
Freud, S. 6, 9, 13, 27, 37, 61, 70, 82, 87, 108, 

127, 128, 130, 131, 137, 140, 314; American 
post-Freudian tradition 143; British school 
of object relations 143; death drive, notion of 
144; ego, id and superego 13, 46, 126, 131; 
epigram 153; fundamental division, notion of 
13; identification 125–126; narcissism, theory 
of 147; Oedipus complex 142; psychoanalysis 
141–143; repressed unconscious 141–142; 
sexuality, theory of 144; subjectivity and 
knowledge 141–142; Three Essays on the Theory 
of Sexuality 123; uncanny 373

Friedan, B. 76; The Feminine Mystique 78; liberal 
feminist 79

Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace 338–339
Fromm, E. 6, 127, 134, 143; bourgeois 

nuclear family 144; Escape from Freedom 145; 
psychoanalysis 123; revisionism 145; The 
Sane Society 145; and satisfactions of ideology 
122–124; socialization approach 124; theory 
of unconscious 144

Frosh, S. 159
Fukuyama, F. 367–368
fundamental division, Freudian notion of 13
Furlong, A. 169

Gale, N. 176

Garfinkel, H. 61, 68
Garvey, M. 315
Gates Jr, H. L. 310, 315
gay and lesbian studies 267–268, 270



Index

388

Geertz, C. 211
gender identities and sexual politics 11
Genesis 7
genomics 376
The German Ideology (Marx and Engels) 116, 

118–120, 130, 220
Giddens, A. 5, 11, 34, 41, 135, 168, 199, 360, 

363; Beyond Left and Right: The Future of 
Radical Politics 64–65; Capitalism and Modern 
Social Theory 58; Central Problems in Social 
Theory 58; The Consequences of Modernity 
58, 62; The Constitution of Society 58; 
‘democratizing of democracy’ 66; digital 
revolution 66–67; discursive consciousness 
61; duality of structure 59; family and 
self-identity 63–64; identification 52–53; 
linguistic turn 59; marital separation 64; 
methodological bracketing 61; Modernity 
and Self-Identity 58, 62; The Nation-State and 
Violence 58; New Rules of Sociological Method 
58; ontological security 52–53, 61, 70; plastic 
sexuality 63; Politics, Sociology and Social 
Theory 58; positive welfare 66; post-scarcity 
order 66; practical consciousness 51–52, 61, 
69; rational individualism 53; reflexivity, 
concept of 62, 65, 74; risk and insecurity 65; 
routinization, concept of 69–70; rules and 
resource 59–60, 68; ‘Runaway World’ 64; 
self-consciousness 74; self–society problem 
58; social theory of 58; stratification model 
60; structure, definition of 52; subjectivity, 
agency and agent 68; theory of structuration 
51, 58–61, 67–70; The Third Way 64–65, 
74; time-space distanciation 360; The 
Transformation of Intimacy 63; trust and risk 
62–63

Gill, N. 300, 301
Gilman, C. P. 76
Gilroy, P. 19, 226, 310, 313, 322, 371; The Black 

Atlantic 315; black identity and consciousness, 
formations of 314–315; black peoples and 
cultures 240–241, 242; complexity of 
national cultures 241; critique of racialized 
modernity 239; cultural cosmopolitanism 
241; cultural identity 242; democracy and 
modernity 240; discursive construction of 
self 240; dispassionate scientific inquiry 240; 
intellectual ambition 241–242; national camp 
240; and postcolonial 239–242; questions 
of identity 240; Against Race 315; racialized 
visual culture, impact of 240; recovery of 
non-racialized imagination 242; There Ain’t 
No Black in the Union Jack 314

Giroux, H. 334
Gitlin, T. 320
Glazer, N.: Beyond the Melting Pot 318; Ethnicity: 

Theory and Experience 318

global flows 359
globalisation, theorisations of 290
globalization theory: acceleration of 206; 

anticipated future developments 209–212; 
claims and key contributors 201–207; concept 
of 200–201, 290; contemporary phase 206; 
creative destruction 204–205; creolization of 
identities 204; criticisms 208–209; ‘cultural 
blossoming’ process 205; cultural complexities 
203–204, 206; definition of 208–209, 210; 
economic issues 207; economic view of 203; 
explanandum or explanans 208–209, 211; fluid 
and mobile 207; historical and intellectual 
development 200–201; hyperglobalist account 
of 201–203; ‘intellectually redundant’ 
209–210; longer-term historical phenomenon 
212; ‘out-there’ phenomenon 101, 205; phases 
of 200–201; ‘post-mortem’ on 209, 212; 
sceptical view 201; scholarship on 211; society 
and region 207; transformationalist position 
202, 205–206; twenty-first century 200

glocalization 204
Godden, M. 374
Goethe, J. W. 379
Goffman, E. 61, 68
Goldberg, D. T. 309–310
Google Goggles 377
governmentality 170
Gramsci, A. 100, 114, 117, 129, 243, 252, 313, 

314; agent and promoter of action 101–102; 
on Bauman, influence of 102–103; common 
sense 111–112; everyday consciousness and 
scientific knowledge 101; revolution, concept 
of 102

grand theory approach 173
Grossberg, L. 6, 19, 251, 252, 254; Cultural 

Studies 251; humanistic Marxism and anti-
humanist Althusserian structural Marxism 
252; Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture 
251; modernity on culture 252; social 
structures and everyday life 252

Grosz, E. 159
Grove, W. R. 185
Guattari, F. 154, 155, 373; Anti-Oedipus 154; 

virtual social ecology 372
Guntrip, H. 143
Guy, W. A. 185

Habermas, J. 7, 8, 9, 18, 21, 23, 35, 36, 50, 325; 
communicative lifeworlds 356; critical theory 
of society 9, 31; discourse ethics 33–34, 37; 
distorted communication 128; explanation of 
culture 29; first-generation critical theorists 
29, 30; and ideology 127–129; internal 
colonization, process of 129; Knowledge 
and Human Interests 34, 127–128; linguistic 
turn in critical theory 29; On the Logic of the 



Index

389

Social Sciences 127; new social movements 9; 
preoccupation of 8; public sphere, purpose 
of 328–329; rationality, use of 34; reason, 
truth and discourse 28–30; second generation 
of critical theorists 29; The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere 34; system 
and lifeworld, clash of 8–9, 24; The Theory of 
Communicative Action 28, 33, 129

habitus, concept of 70–71, 73, 174, 177, 321
Hagner, A. B. 186
Haiti earthquake (2010) 297
Hall, S. 6, 12, 18, 19, 226, 243, 244, 310, 313, 

322; cultural intervention 237; democracy and 
freedom 237; historical specificity 313–314; 
issues of race and representation 314; Marxism 
Today 236, 239; ‘Old and new identities, old 
and new ethnicities’ 314; Policing the Crisis 313; 
post-structuralism 314; question of identity 
239; reading of hegemony 237–238; real 
conditions of existence 237; social Darwinism 
238; societies, ‘structured in dominance’ 313; 
Thatcherism’s ability 236–238

Halperin, D. M. 267
Hannam, K. 294
Hannerz, U. 204
Han, S. 12, 19
Harada, T. 293
Haraway, D. 76, 94
Hardt, M. 221
Hartmann, H. 143
Hartsock, N. 76
Harvey, D. 290, 362–363
Hayles, N. K. 367
Hebdige, D. 6
Hegel, G. W. L. 22, 220, 257, 379
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (Mouffe) 138
hegemony, concept of 234
Heidegger, M. 13, 46, 50, 104, 257; maxim 104; 

world disclosure, notion of 36
Held, D. 75, 201
Herder, J. G. 379
Herman, E. S. 259
Hewson, W. 184
Heyman, B. 176
hierarchy 165
high culture 255
Hill Collins, P. 76, 91, 310, 317, 321
hippy collectivism (1960) 372
Hirst, P. 202
history, concept of 54
History of Sexuality (Foucault) 267
Hitler, Adolf 143; rise to power 23, 122
Hogan, S. 268
Hoggart, R. 5, 12, 19, 226, 238, 239, 240, 242, 

243, 244, 251; democratic egalitarianism 
229; mass culture 229; working-class ulture 
228–229, 232

Honneth, A. 7, 9, 18, 35, 127; adoption of 
psychoanalytic theory 9; Disrespect 35; 
Freedom’s Right 35; praxis, notion of 9; 
recognition, notion of 35

Hood, C. 178
Hoover, Herbert (President) 248
Hopkins, A.G. 202
Horkheimer, M. 6, 7, 8, 21, 22, 27, 28, 34, 37, 

248, 249, 250, 251; conception of critical 
theory 32; Dialectic of Enlightenment 7, 
23–25, 143; Eclipse of Reason and Dialectic of 
Enlightenment 23–24; Enlightenment project 
24; instrumental rationality, critique of 29; 
reason and enlightenment 23–25; reliability 
of truth 25

Horlick-Jones, T. 176
Horney, K. 143, 145
Horton, Robert: The Covid-19 Catastrophe 4
How We Became Posthuman (Hayles) 367
Hsu, E. 18
Hudson, L. 268
human agency 4–6
human-machine hybrid 377
human, notion of 375
human subjectivity, formation of 85
Humboldt, A. 379
Hurston, Z. N. 257
hypercomplexity of social space 351

identity, concept of 379
identity politics 320
ideology: and Adorno 125–127; and Althusser 

129–133; concept of 84, 116, 137–138; 
Frankfurt School 122; and Fromm 122–124; 
and Habermas 127–129; historical overview 
116–118; Marx and Engels 117, 118–122; 
Napoleon’s characterization of 116–117; 
political power and conflict 117; through 
language 117–118; truth or falsity 117; Zižek 
133–137

ideology and ideological state apparatuses (ISA) 
130–132

The Imaginary Institution of Society  
(Castoriadis) 156

imaginative mobilities 289
immaterial labour 221
India’s independence movement 193
individualists 165
individualization, concept of 168–169
industrial capitalism 16
industrial revolution 194
inferior races 306
information society 16
Inglis, F. 244
intentionality 46
intermodal transport networks 190
Internet subcultures, emergence of 336



Index

390

interpersonal (or culturalist) model of 
psychoanalysis 143

intersectional theory 91
intersubjectivity 9, 362
Ionesco, E. 250
Irigaray, L. 76, 80, 87, 159; To Be Two 152; An 

Ethics of Sexual Difference 152
Islamophobia 316
islanding effect 297
isomorphism 183

Jacoby, R. 281
Jagose, A. 267
Jakobson, R. 250
Jameson, F. 6, 12, 17, 18, 150, 159, 249, 272, 

333, 338; critique of the Frankfurt School 
position 255; cultural politics 254, 256; 
culture and capitalism 255; dominant 
culture 257; late capitalism 255–256; mass 
culture–pop culture 255–257; revolutionary 
consciousness (or critical rationality) 256

Jonas, H. 250
justice 35

Kahneman, D. 177
Kahn, R. 336
Kant, I. 22, 219, 220, 222, 309, 379; critical 

minds 356; Critique of Pure Reason 222; 
idealism 222

Kaufmann, E. 321
Kaufmann, V. 289, 291, 297, 300
Kelley, R. D. G. 261, 262; symbol of black 

manhood 262
Kellner, D. 333–334, 336
Kirsch, M. 19
Klein, M. 143, 377
Kleist, H. 379
Knight, F. 162, 175
Knowledge and Human Interests (Habermas) 34
Kołakowski,, . . 00,, 01,, 02
Kompridis, N. 35; Critique and Disclosure 36; 

model of disclosure 36; third generation of 
critical theorists 36

Kris, E. 143
Kristeva, J. 9, 16, 40, 41, 76, 80, 87, 88, 152; 

abjection 373; Black Sun 153; femininity 153; 
New Maladies of the Soul 153; Revolution in 
Poetic Language 152

Kuhn, T. 291, 298
Kurzweil, R. 368, 379

Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts 
(Latour and Woolgar) 188

Lacan, J. 9, 15, 50, 61, 87, 88, 278; account of 
culture 149; account of ‘Real’ 373; ‘empty 
subject’ 47; equation of language 148–149; 
function of misrecognition 47; Lacanian 

doctrine 151–152, 158; loss and selfhood 147; 
‘Mirror stage’ essay 46–47, 131, 147–149; 
notions of consciousness of self 373; Oedipal 
process 148; psychoanalysis 148, 150–151; 
reduction of feminine 152; re-reading 
of Freud 148–149; sense perception 147; 
structuralist determinism 373; symbolic, 
notion of 373; symbolic order, concept of 134; 
theory of split 133; ‘wall of language’ 131

Laclau, E. 136, 138, 282
Lancaster, R. 268, 269
Landgraf, E. 379
Laplanche, J.: enigmatic significations 157–158; 

message, concept of 158; struggle for 
representation 158; thing-presentation 157

Lara, M. P. 36, 37
Lash, S. 41, 53, 167, 191
late capitalism 255–256, 270–271, 282
Latouche, S. 203
Latour, B. 188, 192, 221, 223, 293, 376; ANT 

121, 191; Laboratory Life: The Construction 
of Scientific Facts 188; Reassembling the Social 
222–223; technological networks 189

Law, J. 376
Leavis, F. R. 5
Leavisism 12
Lectures on Negative Dialectics (Adorno) 125
Lefebvre, H. 290; construction of autonomous 

spaces 356; division of labour 347; 
foundational status of social space 351; 
The Production of Space 290, 342, 344; 
representations of space 345, 346; sense of 
economic production 344–345; sense of social 
production 344; sense of spatial production 
345; social space, contributions 344–346; 
spaces of representation 345, 346; spatial and 
economic relations 347–348; spatial practices 
345–346

Lemert, C. 19, 40, 75, 77, 202, 203
Leonardo, M. di 268, 269
lesbianism 86
Leviathan (Hobbes) 183, 184, 192
Levi-Strauss, C. 41–46, 250; Elementary Structures 

of Kinship 43; levels of myth 43; primitive 
religion 43; primitive societies’ systems of 
cultural symbols 44; The Savage Mind 43, 44; 
structural anthropology and appreciation 44

liberal feminism 78
liberal psychology 80–81
Libidinal Economy (Lyotard) 155
libidinal rationality, notion of 146
Life at the Speed of Light (Venter) 374
life sciences and biomedicine 369
lifeworld, notion of 8
Lilla, M. 269
‘the linguistic turn’ 14, 29, 42
Liquid Modernity (Bauman) 290



Index

391

Living on Borrowed Time (Bauman) 113
The Long Revolution (Williams) 230–231
Lord, A. 76
Lorde, A. 317
Lovell, T. 12
Lowenstein, R. M. 143
Lowenthal, L. 23
Luhmann, N. 8, 173, 174
Lyotard, J.-F. 17, 49, 65, 155, 273, 278

machinic intentionality 379
Mahatma Gandhi 193
‘mail-order culture’ 254
Make Poverty History campaign 338
The Making of the English Working Class 

(Thompson) 232
male domination, analysis of 11–12
‘male domination–female subordination’ 94
Malik, K. 310
malleability 361
Mandel, E. 255, 271
man, notion of 373
Marcuse, H. 6, 9, 21–23, 27, 37, 145, 251; Eros 

and Civilization 145; An Essay on Liberation 30; 
field of critical theory 27–28; Five Lectures 145; 
individual needs 28; libidinal rationality 146; 
One-Dimensional Man 27–28; performance 
principle 146; psychological repression 145–
146; reality principle 145; reconceptualization 
of psychoanalysis 145; surplus repression 146; 
use of Freud 27; vision of liberation 28

market capitalism 6
Marxism 42
Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture (Nelson 

and Grossberg) 251
Marxist-Leninist model 337
Marxist-socialist feminism 83–84, 91–92
Marx, K. 6, 9, 22, 27, 57, 62, 73, 77, 83, 100, 

101, 108, 110, 116, 117, 185, 220, 221, 257, 
276, 278–279, 281, 314, 342, 344, 345, 348, 
351; approach to autonomy 30; Capital: A 
Critical Analysis of Capitalist Production 185; 
Capital I 220; capitalism 121, 136; critique of 
political economy 7; The Eighteenth Brumaire 
of Louis Bonaparte 119; and Engels 118–122; 
fetishism of commodities 136; first-generation 
critical theorists 31; The German Ideology 
118–120; The Manifesto of the Communist Party 
120; Marxist framework 129; and political 
economy 280; purposeful activity, creation of 
356; theory of ideology 121–122

masculinism 370
masculinity 82, 85–86
Massey, D. 290, 361, 363
Massumi, B. 218
Mazlish, B. 202, 206
McChesney, R. W. 258–260

McGuigan, J. 243
McKenzie, J. J. 7, 18
McNay, L. 75
McRobbie, A. 19, 72, 226
media and cultural identity: claims and 

development, Benjamin, Brecht and Adorno 
326–328; criticisms 330–335; democracy, 
media and civic culture 335–340; Habermas 
and Williams 328–330; historical and 
intellectual development 325–326

Meethan, K. 299
Melucci, A. 336, 338
Merriman, P. 295, 299
message, concept of 158
metahistory 54
micro-fascisms 372
migration 359
Miles, R. 312
Millett, K. 11, 81
Minh-ha, Trinh T. 76
Minima Moralia (Adorno) 25
Mitchell, J. 84, 85, 86, 87, 91, 92, 151, 170; 

analysis of gender 151
mobile sociology 290
mobilities 359
mobility justice, concept of 297
The Mode of Information (Poster) 53–54
modern citizens, lives of 333
modernity: concept of 161; institutional  

analysis of 375
Modernity and Self-Identity (Giddens) 58
Modernity and the Holocaust (Bauman) 309
molecular biopolitics 370
Mollering, G. 175
Moore, S. 185
motility, concept of 289
Mouffe, C. 138, 282
Mountz, A. 301
Mouzelis, N. 67
movements 194; contributions 194; metaphors of 

186–187; theorizing 191–192
Moynihan, D.: Beyond the Melting Pot 318; 

Ethnicity: Theory and Experience 318
Mulhern, F. 258, 260
multiculturalism 5
multinational capitalism 6
multiplicity 361
Mulvey, L. 6
Mythen, G. 162, 169
Mythologies (Barthes) 42

Nandy, A. 310
nanotechnology 376
Nash, C. J. 297
national camp 240
National Magazine 185
nations 307



Index

392

The Nation-State and Violence (Giddens) 58
naturalistic determinism 351
Nazi Germany 22–24
Nazism, rise of 28
Negative Dialectics (Adorno) 25, 26
Negri, A. 221
Negritude movement 312
Nelson, C.: Cultural Studies 251; Marxism and the 

Interpretation of Culture 251
neoliberalism 256, 335, 340
neo-liberal revolution 244
neostructuralism 50
network capital 189, 190–191, 194, 195
A Networked Self (Papacharissi) 183
networks: actor network theory 188–189; 

anatomies 183–185; capillary power 187–188; 
capital 190–191; dilution 196; elements 186–
187, 191–193; enmeshed in 181–183; futures 
196; mobilities 186; movements 186–187, 
191–192, 194; powers 186–187, 191–193; 
societies 185–186; technicality 195–196; 
thinking 194–195

network society 334, 335–336, 359
new communication technologies 16
New Maladies of the Soul (Kristeva) 153
new mobilities paradigm 186; artificial 

intelligence and advanced robotics 303; 
auto- or aero-mobility 289–290; ‘capacity 
for spatio-social mobility’ or motility 289; 
communicative travel 289; complex mobility 
systems 292, 293–295; constitutive power 
of mobilities 291; contemporary novel 
relations 299; corporeal travel of people for 
reasons 289; criticisms of 298–300; critique 
of 296–297; definition 288; description 
288–289; digital technologies 296; hyper-
mobile cosmopolitan subject 300; imaginative 
mobilities 289; inequalities 297, 298; justice 
297, 298; kinopolitics 297; LGBTQ people 
297; ‘lock-in’ system features 294–295; 
methodologies 295–296; mobile subjectivity 
300; (im)mobilities 302; network capital 
294; new way of studying world 287–288; of 
objects 289; ontology 292–293; participatory 
methodologies 296; petroleum-fuelled 
automobility system 295; political nature of 
292, 296–298; positive feedback mechanisms 
294; post-disaster recovery-based mobilities 
297; research of 292; scholarship 298–299; 
social orders of movement 295–296; social 
scientific analysis 298–299; sovereign 
mobilities (case study) 300–302; textual 
analysis 296; time space diaries 296; 
traditional methods 299; turn 288, 290–291; 
types of 289; virtual travel 289

new racism 315
New Rules of Sociological Method (Giddens) 58

new social movements 339
Nietzsche, F. 257
9/11, events of 334
nonmorality 50
‘non-places’ motivated analysis 291
non-representational theory 291, 293
Novak, M.: The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics 319

Oakley, A. 11
Offe, C. 7
Ogden, T. 159
Ohmae, K. 201
One Dimensional Man (Marcuse) 27
On Rhetoric (Aristotle) 217, 218
ontological continuum 360
ontological security, notion of 53
organic food provision 336
Ossowski, S. 100
Our Posthuman Future: Consequences of the 

Biotechnology Revolution (Fukuyama) 367
Outline of a Theory of Practice (Bourdieu) 70

Pandemic!: COVID-19 Shakes the World (Žižek) 4
Papastergiadis, N. 300
Park, R. 312
Parsons, J. 184; analysis of muscular motion 184
Parsons, T. 8, 58, 85, 102
patriarchy 11, 84
Pfohl, S.: Death at the Parasite Café 55
Philosophical Posthumanism (Ferrando) 379
PIGS (Poles, Italians, Greeks and Slavs) 319
Platonism 45
political fundamentalism, rise of 334
politics 64–67
The Politics of Life Itself (Rose) 369
Politics, Sociology and Social Theory (Giddens) 58
post-capitalist society 16
The Post Card (Derrida) 140
postcolonial feminist theory 92
postcolonialism 5
Poster, M. 41, 53; The Mode of Information 53
‘post-feminism,’ definition of 80
post-feminist theories: historical context 77–80
The Posthuman (Braidotti) 371, 373
posthuman identity 368
posthumanism: intellectual development and 

key contributors 368–374; key criticisms and 
future developments 374–379

posthumanism, or post-anthropocentrism 371
posthumanization of identity: sense of extensity 

380; sense of impacts 380; sense of intensity 
380; sense of social acceleration 380

posthuman sensibility 367
post-industrialism 6
post-industrial society 16
post-Lacanian feminism 152
postmodern capital, age of 244



Index

393

postmodern feminist theory 92–95
postmodernism 16, 40; radical 19n9; reflexive 

19n9; strategic 19n9
postmodernity 16, 17
Postmodernity and Its Discontents (Bauman) 108
postmodern theory 153–155
post-structural feminist theory 92–95
post-structuralism: centre, origin and totality 

46–47; criticisms of 50–53; importance and 
future developments of 53–55; major claims 
and developments of 44–46; rise of 226; 
‘structuralism of structuralism’ 44

power of structures 10
powers 192–193; contributions 192–193; 

metaphors of 186–187; theorizing 191–192
practical consciousness, notion of 69
The Practice of Everyday Life (Certeau) 253
Prager, J. 75
praxis, notion of 9, 103–104, 108–109
A Primer for Daily Life (Willis) 254
Primitive Culture (Tylor) 219–220
primitive religion 43
primitive societies’ systems of cultural  

symbols 44
The Production of Space (Lefebvre) 290, 341
psychoanalysis 153–155
Psychoanalysis and Feminism (Mitchell) 85
‘psychoanalysis in reverse,’ notion of 126
psychoanalytic feminist theories: analysis 

of ‘doing gender’ 90; of construction of 
gendered subjectivity 85–91; depression 89; 
French feminism 87; gender and identity 
89; male breadwinner–female homemaker 
arrangement 86–87; masculine–feminine 
hierarchy 87–90; sex-gender system 96; social 
theorists 91; subjectivity in patriarchal society 
88–89

psychoanalytic social theory: Althusser 149–150; 
Castoriadis, radical and social imaginaries 
155–157; feminism and psychoanalysis 
150–152; Frankfurt School: domination after 
Freud 143–144; Freud 141–142, 142–143; 
Fromm 144–145; future developments 155; 
Kristeva 152–153; Lacan 147–149; Laplanche, 
enigmatic significations 157–158; Marcuse 
145–146; psychoanalysis and postmodern 
theory 153–155

psychologism 122
Purity and Danger (Bauman) 106
purity, notion of 106

queer theory: as academic movement and subject 
275–276; and building of communities 
273–274; from collective identity politics to 
abstract individualism 276–278; competitive 
capitalism and industrialization 277; 
continuing debates and criticisms 282–284; 

definitional beginnings 265–266; difference 
and inequality 284; ego-centred individual 
272; emotional communities 272; essential 
criticisms and debates 271–273; gay and 
lesbian and identity studies 267–268; 
historical and intellectual development 
266–267; human consciousness 280; making 
queer theory 268–269; metanarrative 281, 
283–284; objectification of the individual 
273; otherness of 272; of paradoxes, theory 
and politics 281–282; postmodernism and 
post-structuralism 273–274, 278–280, 283; 
postmodernity and late capitalism 270–271; 
queer identities 276–277; reconsidering Marx 
and political economy 280; sexuality and 
gender 273; to social change (1960) 274–275; 
social movements and everyday life 282–284; 
theory and politics 269–270

race/ethnicity 240, 309; biological race 309; 
British contributions 312–315; contributors 
and criticisms 307–309; cultural racism and 
whiteness 315–317; definition 309; Du Bois 
and Fanon 310–312; enlightenment and 
modernity 309–310; ethnic group, definition 
of 307–308; ethnic revival and theorizing 
ethnicity 318–321; French or German 307; 
future developments 321–322; Hall, CCCS 
and Gilroy 312–315; historical and intellectual 
development 306–307; inferior races 306; and 
modernity 309–310; organizing social life 
307; ‘race relations’ Acts 312

race relations 312–315
racialized modernity, notion of 310
Racist Culture (Goldberg) 309
radical culture of English 233
Radical Enlightenment 310
radical feminist perspectives: on sex and gender 

81–83
Radway, J. 249, 254, 262
Randell, R. 298
rational discourse, process of 34
rationality, concept of 175
rational thinking, process of 34
Reagan, Ronald (President) 259, 282
‘real’ conditions of existence 237
Reassembling the Social (Latour) 221, 222–223
recognition, notion of 35
reflexive modernization, concept of 167
reflexivity, concept of 74
reformism 234
Reich, Wilhelm: Character Analysis 144
relationality 361
repressed desire, notion of 140
repression, notion of 37, 70
repressive desublimation, concept of 144
The Reproduction of Mothering (Chodorow) 85



Index

394

research design 258
resistance identity 270
revolt, Camus’s notion of 103
revolution, concept of 102
Rex, J. 312, 313
The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics (Novak) 319
risk: Beck and risk society thesis 166–168; 

behavioural economics approaches 177; 
categories of ‘risk perceivers’ 165; charismatic 
needs 178; colonization 178; concept of 
modernity 161; cultural approaches, critiques 
of 165–166; definition of 163–164; Douglas 
and cultural theory of risk 162–165; Foucault, 
knowledge and governmentality 169–172; 
governmentality approach, critiques of 172–
173; historical overview of risk theorizing 
161–162; individual and group level of analysis 
177–178; logics and priorities 173–174; as one 
strategy amongst many 174–176; probabilistic 
calculation 163; rationality, application 
of 175–176; Royal Society definition of 
174–175; significance of sociological analyses 
177–178; society approach, critiques of 
168–169; sources of risk 163; type of 164; and 
uncertainty 162, 177

Risk and Culture (Douglas and Wildavsky) 166
Risk Society (Beck) 162
Robertson, R. 203
robotics 374–375
Roediger, D. 316, 317
Romanticism 36, 226
Rorty, R. 36, 42, 258
Rose, N. 368–369, 376–377
Rosenberg, J. 208, 209, 210, 211
Rothstein, H. 177, 178
routinization, concept of 69
Routledge Handbook of Social and Cultural Theory 

18–19
The Rules of Sociological Method (Durkheim) 

221–222
Ruskin, J. 227, 228, 230, 244, 245; violence of 

capitalism and cash nexus 228
Rust Belt 275

The Sane Society (Fromm) 145
Sartre, J.-P.: existentialism 46; intentionality, 

concept of 46
Sassen, S. 76, 290, 361–363
Saul, J. R. 208, 210
Saussure, F. de 40, 41, 148, 314; analysis of 

culture and literature 42; Course in General 
Linguistics 42

The Savage Mind (Levi-Strauss) 43
scepticism 47
Schleiermacher, F. 50
Scholte, J. A. 206, 210, 211
Schutz, A. 218

science and technology studies (STS) 188
second modernity 360
The Second Sex (Beauvoir) 78
Second World War 7, 23, 99; end of 26
Sedgwick, E. 76
Segal, L. 159
self experiencing, concept of 378
semiology 42
Sheller, M. 288–289, 291–292, 297–298, 300, 302
Simmel, G. 77, 102, 103, 217, 218, 219, 342,  

344, 363
The Singularity Is Near (Kurzweil) 368
Smith, A. 308
Smith, D. 76
social, concept of 5, 223
social forces 4
socialist feminism 84
socialization, notion of 71
social movements, history of 337
social network analysis (SNA) 182, 183, 195
social practices 4
social space, criticisms and limitations: are 

visible realms 357; collective realms 356–357; 
commodifiable realms 358; complex realms 
358; constructed realms 357; contestable 
realms 359; controllable realms 358; 
divisive realms 358; historical realms 358; 
human realms 356; ideological realms 357; 
idiosyncratic realms 357; interpenetrable 
realms 358; polycentric realms 358; 
productive realms 357; relational realms 357; 
structural realms 357; transformable realms 
359; ubiquitous realms 357; usable realms 358

social space, historical and intellectual 
development: in classical sociology 342–344; 
commodifiability of 354; complexity of  
351–352; constructability of 347; 
contestability of 355; controllability of 
354; economy of 347–348; historicity of 
351; humanity of 346; ideology of 348; 
interpenetrability of 352–353; Lefebvre’s 
contributions 344–346; polycentricity of 352; 
rationality of 350; relationality of 348–349; 
separability of 353–354; sociality of 346–347; 
structurality of social space 349; transformability 
of 355–356; universality of 350–351; usability of 
354–355; visibility of 349–350

social systems 4
social theory: action vs. structure 11; ‘great 

globalization debate,’ rise of 18; human 
subjectivity 9; individual vs. society 11; male 
domination, analysis of 11–12; self and  
society 6–12, 10–11; sex and gender 11; 
subject vs. object 11; women’s movement,  
re-emergence of 11

Social Theory and Psychoanalysis in Transition 
(Elliott) 158



Index

395

society, concept of 5, 125, 185–186, 207
sociodicies 178
sociology 223
Sociology Beyond Societies (Urry) 290–291
Soja, E. W. 290, 360–361, 363
Solomos, J. 313
Sontag, S. 248, 250
sovereign mobilities (case study): correct 

and incorrect travellers 301–302; political 
communities 300; scholarship 300–301; state 
mobility 301

space, concept of 342–344, 361, 362 see also 
social space

spatial arrangements 360–361
Spatial Divisions of Labour (Massey) 290
spectacular capitalism, development of 333–334
spectacular domination 334–335
speech acts 42
Spezzano, C. 159
Spinoza’s monism 372
Spivak, G. 76
Stevenson, N. 12, 19, 313
structuralism: contributions of 46–49; criticisms 

of 50–53; existentialism and Marxism 42; 
historical and intellectual development 
41–44; importance and future developments 
of 53–55; major claims and developments of 
44–46; understanding of language 42

The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere 
(Habermas) 34

structuration, notion of 67
structuration theories: action approaches or 

structural analysis 57; Bourdieu, criticism of 
70–74; cultural capital and symbolic violence 
72–73; digital revolution 66–67; future 
developments 74–75; Giddens’s theory of 
structuration (see Giddens, A.); historical and 
intellectual development 57–58; modernity 
reappraised 61–64; objectivist social theories 
57; politics 64–67; post-scarcity order 66; 
post-traditional social order 65–66; radical 
forms of democratization 66; social theory 
58; subjectivist categories 57; The Third Way 
64–65; welfare state 66

structure, definition 52
Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) 270
subjectivity 153–154
subjectivity, concept of 379
The Sublime Object of Ideology (Žižek) 133
Suicide (Durkheim) 222
Sullivan, H. S. 143, 145
Sunstein, C. R. 177
super-diversity 322
superstructure 123
Susen, S. 19
symbolic order, concept of 134
symbolic violence 72–73

‘talking cure’ 141
Tarde, G. 222
temporality 362
terrorism, fear of 334
Tester, K. 18
Thaler, R. H. 177
theodicy, Weberian concept of 178
theory 217
The Theory of Communicative Action (Habermas) 

8, 28, 33
The Third Way (Giddens) 64–67
Third World 203
This Is Not a Diary (Bauman) 113
Thompson, C. 143
Thompson, E. P. 5, 19, 226, 239, 240; culture as 

agency and radical history 231–235; Customs 
in Common 233; experiences of ordinary 
people 232; ‘freeborn Englishman’s’ emphasis 
233; The Making of the English Working Class 
232; process of struggle and opposition 
231–232; protest movements 232–233; radical 
conservatism 233; radical culture of the 
English 233–234; reformism 234; working-
class consciousness 233–234

Thompson, G. 202
Thompson, J. B. 68, 75
Thousand Plateaus (Deleuze) 223
3D printers 374
Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality  

(Freud) 123
Thrift, N. 291, 293, 362, 363
time-space compression 360
Tocqueville, A. 247; American cultural 

theory 248; Democracy in America 247–249; 
individualism 248

Tomlinson, J. 203, 204
Towards the Abolition of Whiteness (Roediger) 317
Tracy, A. D. de 116, 117
tradition and ideology 38n3
The Transformation of Intimacy (Giddens) 58
Transition Movement 338–339
translocational positionality 322
Trop, G. 379
The Tropics of Discourse (White) 54
Trump, Donald (President) 208
trust relations 62
Turner, B. S. 68, 207
Turner, C. 113
Tversky, A. 177
Tylor, E. 219, 220

Understanding Everyday Racism (Essed) 321
Understanding Popular Culture (Fiske) 253
unitary subjectivity, notion of 371
Urry, J. 191, 192, 207, 289–296, 301, 302, 359, 

363; Sociology Beyond Societies 290–291
The Uses of Literacy (Hoggart) 12



Index

396

Venter, C. 374
Vertovec, S. 322
A Vindication of the Rights of Women 

(Wollstonecraft) 78
virtual travel 289

Wacquant, L. 75
The Wages of Whiteness (Roediger) 316
Waitt, G. 293
Walker, R. 374
war on terror 334, 339
Waters, M. 320, 321
‘waves’ of feminism 77
Weatherby, L. 379
Web 3.0 16
Weber, M. 6, 22, 29, 57, 62, 77, 307–308, 

342; concept of theodicy 178; iron cage of 
rationality 24, 29, 62; theodicy, concept of 178

Weeks, J. 272
Wellman, G. C. 298
Wellmer, A. 7, 12, 35, 36; contributions to 

critical theory 36; ‘rational acceptability’ 36
Wells, H. G. 186
Werbner, P. 322
Western humanism 370
What Is Neostructuralism? (Frank) 50
White: emplotment 54; metahistory 54; The 

Tropics of Discourse 54
White Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP)  

culture 319
Whitebook, J. 35, 37; Perversion and Utopia 37
White Fragility (DiAngelo) 317
White, H. 41, 54
whiteness 315–317
White Women, Race Matters (Frankenberg) 316
Wildavsky, A. 163, 165, 178; Risk and  

Culture 166

Wilkinson, I. 162, 178
Williams, R. 5, 12, 19, 240, 243, 244, 251, 258, 

325, 333, 337, 339–340, 375; alienated human 
capacities 330; cultural materialism 238; 
democratic communication system 330, 332; 
grand cultural history 231; hegemony  
234–235; The Long Revolution 230–231, 
329–330, 335; media of mass communication 
330, 332; working-class culture 229–231

Willis, S. 249, 254, 262
Winnicott, D. W. 143
Wolf, E. 266, 271
Wolin, R. 331
Wollstonecraft, M. 78, 79; liberal feminist 

perspective 78–79; A Vindication of the Rights 
of Women 78

Wolpe, H. 313
women’s movement, re-emergence of 11
Wood, E. 273
Woolf, V. 76
Woolgar, S. 188; Laboratory Life: The Construction 

of Scientific Facts 188
The Words to Say It (Cardinal) 140
working-class movement 228–230
world disclosure, Heidegger’s notion of 36
Wright, R. 257
Wrong, D.: ‘the oversocialized conception  

of man’ 124

Zimmermann, S. E. 288, 301
Zinn, J. 175
Žižek, S. 12, 18, 118, 121, 133, 134, 137, 150, 

159; enjoyment and depoliticization 133–137; 
expansive writing 136; Pandemic!: COVID-19 
Shakes the World 4; psychic reality 136–137; 
The Sublime Object of Ideology 133; The Ticklish 
Subject 135, 137; truth, issue of 137, 138


	Cover
	Half Title
	Title Page
	Copyright Page
	Table of Contents
	List of Contributors
	Acknowledgements
	Part I: Contemporary Social Theory
	1 The Trajectories of Social and Cultural Theory
	2 Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School
	3 Structuralism and Post-Structuralism
	4 Structuration Theories: Giddens and Bourdieu
	5 Feminist and Post-Feminist Theories
	6 Zygmunt Bauman and Social Theory
	7 Ideology and Social and Cultural Theory
	8 Psychoanalytic Social Theory
	9 Social Theories of Risk
	10 Net Works
	11 Globalization Theory

	Part II: Contemporary Cultural Theory
	12 Cultural and Social Things: Is there a Difference?
	13 British Cultural Theory
	14 American Cultural Theory
	15 Queer Theory
	16 The New Mobilities Paradigm and Social Theory
	17 Race/ethnicity and Social and Cultural Theory
	18 Media and Cultural Identity
	19 The Place of Space in Social and Cultural Theory
	20 Posthumanism

	Index



