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Abstract 

Conserving the Left: The “Left Conservative” Critique of 
Postmodernism and Post-Marxism – An Intellectual Debate 

In 1998, at the University of California, Santa Cruz, a group of Left-
leaning postmodernists and post-Marxists convened a workshop to 
discuss an intellectual force which they described as ‘Left conservatism’ 
and which they saw as inimical to the aims and achievements of the 
postmodern or cultural Left.  The cohort of intellectuals pejoratively 
described as ‘Left conservatives’ is largely comprised of Marxists who 
see the influence of postmodernism and post-Marxism to have 
undermined the Left in significant ways during a period in which the 
Right has been in the ascendancy.  In the process of countering these 
influences this group of so-called ‘Left conservatives’ aims to conserve 
the most valuable aspects of the grand tradition of the Left.  For this 
reason, while the description ‘conservative’ is clearly intended as an 
insult by their postmodern and post-Marxist critics, the aim of these ‘Left 
conservatives’ in engaging in this debate nevertheless renders such a 
description as apt, and so therefore acceptable in this qualified sense of 
the term.  In the flier advertizing the workshop at the University of 
California, Santa Cruz, Chris Connery wrote on behalf of the conveners: 
‘Identifying Left Conservatism, and discussing its historical, political, 
ideological, and theoretical character, is the focus of this workshop.’  
While the representation of the Left Conservative critique of 
postmodernism and post-Marxism in this thesis fulfills the stated aim of 
the postmodern and post-Marxist conveners of the workshop it does so in 
a way in which this group of scholars is unlikely to approve.  Also, while 
the intellectual faction described as ‘Left conservative’ was identified as 
such at an academic workshop in the United States the debate is not 
confined to the intellectual realm of that country alone.  This thesis 
represents the arguments of scholars from throughout the Anglo-sphere, 
though the debate extends to other countries as well. 

The thesis is divided into six chapters wherein the ‘Left conservative’ 
critique of the work of postmodernists and post-Marxists is represented.  
The chapters of the thesis are titled and ordered as follows: The Historical 
and Intellectual Context of the Debate; A Defense of Marxism; Social 
History; The Sokal Hoax; Feminist Conflicts, and, last of all, Race, 
Identity Politics and Multiculturalism. The thesis also includes a table of 
contents, a preface, an introduction, a conclusion and a bibliography. 
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Preface 

 

The seeds of the idea for my thesis were planted when I read a book 
loaned to me by a friend, Wade Matthews.  The book, by the American 
Marxist Russell Jacoby, is called The End of Utopia: Politics and Culture 
In An Age of Apathy.  Reading Jacoby’s book affected me deeply for a 
variety of reasons which relate to my own personal history.  As a young 
woman in the late sixties and early seventies, as with countless others of 
my age all over the world, I was open to the influence of the radical era.  
However, my response to this tumultuous and stimulating period was 
filtered through the influence of my father’s deeply held politics and my 
Catholic education.  A concern with class and social justice were matters 
already close to my heart.  As my understanding of politics developed I 
have held to the view that while the Left encompasses a wide range of 
concerns, a concern with class is crucial to the very notion of the Left.  
And it is this understanding of the Left which has brought me into 
conflict with politically-minded friends who have, for the most part, 
rejected a concern with class in favor of a commitment to cultural politics.  
When I read Jacoby’s book I discovered that I was not alone and that 
there were other Leftists who were similarly bothered by the focus on 
cultural politics on the parts of those who professed to be of the Left. 
While the conflict over the nature and direction of the contemporary Left 
is at the heart of the debate which is the concern of my thesis it is a 
conflict in which I have also been involved personally.  For this reason, 
while I have aimed to represent both sides of the debate as fairly and 
accurately as possible throughout the thesis, I make no apology for 
identifying with the so-called Left conservatives.  Undoubtedly my own 
experience enables me to empathize with their embattled position.  I also 
respect and admire these committed scholars for the intellectual caliber of 
their work, for standing up for what they believe in and for going against 
academic fashion.  

A number of people have assisted me in bringing this project to fruition.  
First of all, I would like to thank Graeme Rymill for his assistance in 
finding material, a task which at times required considerable patience on 
his part.  Also, I feel a debt of gratitude to my friend Benedict Moleta 
who read the entire thesis.  My friend Jane Leahy has not only followed 
the development of the thesis from beginning to end but has also been 
hugely supportive and encouraging throughout the entire process.  And 
without Russell Jacoby I am not sure that I would ever have conceived the 
idea for the thesis.  Last of all my thanks go to my supervisor, Rob Stuart, 
who taught me as an undergraduate during the seventies.  Rob has been a 
superb supervisor in every possible way.  He is conscientious, has been 
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unfailingly supportive and has given me the freedom to find my own way.  
Without Rob’s help and encouragement the writing of this thesis would 
not have been the enjoyable experience it has been nor would the project 
have come to fruition. 
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Introduction. 
 

Since the early 1980s an intense and sometimes acrimonious intellectual 
debate has raged within a sector of the academic community throughout 
the Anglo-sphere.1 The opposing factions of this debate, which has its 
origins in the decline of the Old Left and the changes generated by the 
radical era of the 1960s and early 1970s, are hostile to one another for 
many and varied reasons, but in particular, because in some sense they 
once shared the same political heritage and still claim certain important 
common concerns.  Most of the contributors to this debate were either 
politically active during this turbulent era or were students of those who 
had been involved in this way.  For this reason the intellectual concerns 
and theoretical tools of both intellectual factions reflect the imprint of this 
period of intense social and political upheaval and its aftermath.2 Because 
both factions of this debate advocate oppositional politics, this intellectual 
conflict has called into question the very nature of the contemporary Left.  
The conflicted nature of the contemporary Left was made clear in a 
workshop entitled ‘On Left Conservatism’, which was held at the 
University of California, Santa Cruz, in 1998, in whose proceedings the 
broad contours of this debate, and also the prominence given to it, are 
evident.3 While the pejorative nature of the title (no one on the Left 
wishes to be identified as ‘conservative’) clearly indicates something of 
the animosity which exists between the opposing factions, the depth of 
this feeling, which is not always contained within the parameters of 
purely intellectual exchange, is also reflected in the workshop 

                                                        
1 While most of those whose arguments are represented in this thesis live in the United States, Canada 
and the United Kingdom, the debate is one which extends throughout the intellectual milieu of the 
English-speaking world, which, for the sake of brevity, throughout the thesis is referred to as the 
Anglo-sphere. Similar debates have raged in non-English speaking realms, but cannot be dealt with in 
this thesis.  

2 B. Epstein,  ‘The Marginality of the American Left: The Legacy of the 1960s,’ in Ruthless Criticism 
of All That Exists: The Socialist Register, edited by Leo Panitch, (The Merlin Press, New York: 1997), 
p. 138. E. Meiksins Wood,  ‘A Chronology of the New Left and Its Successors, Or, Who’s Old-
Fashioned Now?’ The Socialist Register, 1995, pp. 38, 46.   

3 The proceedings of the workshop were later published by T. Dumm and A. Norton,  ‘On Left 
Conservatism,’ Theory and Event, 2, 2, and 2, 3, 1998. 
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proceedings.  The flier advertising the workshop, which was written by 
Chris Connery, one of the organizers, reveals both the emotional tone and 
the general outline of this debate, albeit from the perspective of the 
faction organizing the workshop and then, of course, in only an 
abbreviated form.  He writes: 

A spectre is haunting U.S. intellectual life: the spectre of Left 
Conservatism.  Within academia and without, in events such as the 
Sokal affair, in the anti-theory polemics in The Nation and the 
Socialist Review, in work by authors such as Katha Pollitt, Alan 
Sokal, Nancy Fraser, and Barbara Ehrenreich, there is evidence of a 
phenomenon which could properly be labeled Left Conservatism; 
that is, an attack by self-proclaimed ‘real leftists’ on those portrayed 
as theory-mongering, hyper-professional, obscurantist pseudo-
leftists.  Left Conservatism tends in general to be as hostile to the 
anti-rationalist politics of the 1960s as it is to anti-foundationalist 
theoretical work in the eighties and nineties.  The current polemics 
raise long unresolved questions about how the left conceives the 
nature and stakes of critical work, over the past fifty years and into 
the future.  There seems to be at present an attempt at consensus-
building among Left Conservatives that is founded in notions of the 
real, and of the appropriate language with which to analyze it.  We 
can see, in the work of some of the writers listed above and in other 
work, claims for a certain kind of empiricism, common sense, and 
transparency.  Post-structuralist thought, often lumped together in 
all of its varieties, is in the Left Conservative view guilty of not only 
its own intellectual failings, but of taking the wrong turn for left 
analysis in general.  Polemics against ‘postmodernism’ by 
Ehrenreich and Roger Kimball have more in common than 
Ehrenreich would perhaps like.  And Alan Sokal has written that he 
was moved to write his parody after reading Paul Gross and Norman 
Levitt’s Higher Superstition: The Academic Left And Its Quarrels 
With Science, an openly anti-left polemic.  A discussion of the 
stakes in this division is important and timely.  U.S. University 
humanities departments are among the few locations in this country 
where critical analysis of society, culture, thought, and ideology 
takes place, and the attacks on critical theory are not without effect.  
Identifying Left Conservatism, and discussing its historical, 
political, ideological, and theoretical character, is the focus of this 
one day workshop at UC Santa Cruz.4  

 

While those described as Left conservatives might well take offence at 
being linked with the Right in the way in which Chris Connery has done 
in this flier, this group of intellectuals would undoubtedly concur with the 
brief description of the broad contours of the debate as set out here by its 

                                                        
4 T. Dumm and A. Norton,  ‘On Left Conservatism,’ Theory and Event, 2, 2, 1998, p. 1. For similar 
observations on the nature of this debate, see J. Butler,  ‘Merely Cultural,’ New Left Review, 1, 227, 
Jan-Feb 1998, pp. 33-34. A. Sokal and J. Bricmont,  Intellectual Impostures: Postmodern Philosophers’ 
Abuse of Science, (Profile Books, London: 2003), pp. 196-197. K. Pollit,  ‘Pomolotov Cocktail,’ The 
Nation, 10 June 1996, p. 9. 
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critics.  Who are these so-called Left conservatives who have provoked 
such hostility, and who are their critics?   

To begin with, the critics of the group identified as Left conservatives are 
intellectuals whose theoretical positions are guided by a postmodern 
sensibility and who therefore repudiate the Left’s Enlightenment heritage, 
which includes Marxism and its attendant concepts and political agenda.  
For the most part, these intellectuals are advocates of identity politics.  
This faction of the debate might loosely be described as the cultural or 
postmodern Left and has as its most prominent advocate Judith Butler, 
who participated in the workshop at Santa Cruz.  Joan Scott, Linda 
Nicholson, Patrick Joyce and Gareth Stedman Jones are other well known 
scholars who have contributed to this debate from the postmodern 
perspective.  Because those who belong to this faction of the debate are 
referred to as postmodernists throughout this thesis a number of 
qualifications need to be made in relation to the use of this term.  First of 
all, the term postmodernism has a double meaning in as much as it 
describes both a theoretical trend and a cultural form.5 Other than when it 
is indicated to the contrary, throughout this thesis the term 
postmodern/postmodernist will be used to refer to the variety of 
poststructuralist theory that has been adopted by many feminists and other 
politically progressive academics and presented as a theory of radical 
politics.  In the literature surveyed for this thesis, as is common practice, 
the terms postmodernist/poststructuralist are often used interchangeably, 
as Chris Connery obliquely notes in the flier for the workshop on Left 
Conservatism.  However, some scholars described as postmodernists 
object to the term as they see it as too capacious to be of any value.  
While important differences and even contradictory positions 
undoubtedly exist between theorists who fall within this category, it is the 
shared aspects which the term describes and which makes it useful.6 
                                                        
5 D. Harvey,  The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change, 
(Blackwell, Cambridge, MA and Oxford: 1989). F. Jameson,  ‘Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of 
Late Capitalism,’ New Left Review, 145, May-June 1984. 

6 B. Epstein,  ‘ “Political Correctness” and Collective Powerlessness,’ in Cultural Politics and Social 
Movements, edited by  Marcy Darnovsky, Barbara Epstein and Richard Flacks, (Temple University 
Press, Philadelphia: 1995), pp. 13-14. B. Epstein,  ‘Why Poststructuralism is a Dead End For 
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While not all postmodernists are post-Marxists, some scholars on this side 
of the debate could well be described as post-Marxists in that they fit 
Stuart Sim’s following description of the term:  

One could sum up post-Marxism as a series of hostile and/or 
revisionary responses to classical Marxism from the poststructuralist 
/postmodernist/ feminist direction, by figures who at one time in 
their lives would have considered themselves as Marxists, or whose 
thought processes had been significantly shaped by the classical 
Marxist tradition.7   

Given the nature of the theoretical frameworks utilized by scholars on this 
side of the debate - that is, that they are expressions of what has 
commonly come to be termed the linguistic turn - these frameworks are 
referred to variously as discourse or cultural analysis or discursive, 
cultural, postmodern or post-Marxist approaches.     

The other faction contributing to this debate, those pejoratively termed 
Left conservatives, is largely comprised of Marxists.  This faction 
includes, amongst others, such important figures as Barbara Epstein, 
Terry Eagleton, David Harvey, Bryan Palmer, Ellen Meiksins Wood, 
John Bellamy Foster, Alex Callinicos and Neil Lazarus.  As with the term 
postmodernist, the label Marxist is elastic but useful for its description of 
a certain broad commonality.  While the initial response to being called 
Left conservatives may well be to feel offence at the intended and 
calculated insult which the term conveys, on reflection these deeply 
committed scholars of the Left might nevertheless accept a qualified use 
of the label invented by their postmodern critics.  In light of the fact that 
the postmodern juggernaut has triggered an overriding ambition in this 
relatively small group of scholars to conserve the most valuable aspects of 
the grand tradition of the Left, these scholars may indeed accept being 
                                                                                                                                                               
Progressive Thought,’ Socialist Review, 25, 2, 1995, pp. 86, 91. B. Epstein.  ‘The Marginality of the 
American Left: The Legacy of the 1960s,’ p. 155. B. Palmer,  Descent Into Discourse: The Reification 
of Language And The Writing Of Social History, (Temple University Press, Philadelphia: 1990), pp. 3-
47. T. Eagleton,  The Illusions of Postmodernism, (Blackwell Publishers, Oxford, U.K. and Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, U.S.A.: 1996), preface, vii. D. Harvey.  The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry 
Into the Origins of Cultural Change, pp. 7, 9. A. Callinicos,  Against Postmodernism: A Marxist 
Critique, (Polity Press in association with Basil Blackwell, Oxford and Cambridge, U.K.: 1989), pp. 1-
3. J. Butler in the proceedings of the workshop, ‘On Left Conservatism,’ presented by T.  Dunn and A. 
Norton in Theory and Event, 2, 2 and 2, 3, 1998, p. 3. 

7 S. Sim,  Post-Marxism: A Reader, (Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh: 1998), pp. 2. See also, S. 
Sim,  Post-Marxism: An Intellectual History, (Routledge, New York and London: 2000), pp. 1-3.  
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described as conservative.  However, it is only in this qualified sense that 
these proud inheritors of an immensely impressive intellectual and 
political tradition which reaches back into the nineteenth century might 
accept the label Left conservative.  For this reason, and because they have 
been identified as such by their postmodern critics who see them as a 
significant intellectual faction which badly needs challenging, these 
scholars are referred to as Left conservatives throughout the thesis.  A few 
of those who fit within the category Left conservative are not Marxists 
but, because they support the general Marxist position in various aspects 
of the debate which is represented in the thesis, they are also considered 
to be part of this intellectual cohort.  For example, while Alan Sokal, 
Nancy Fraser and Martha Nussbaum are not Marxists, each can be 
included in the Left conservative category for this reason.  That both 
Sokal and Fraser are identified as Left conservatives in the flier 
advertising the workshop entitled ‘On Left Conservatism’ also indicates 
that their postmodern critics see them as part of this group.  Furthermore, 
while the list of scholars whose names appear in the bibliography of this 
thesis is not exhaustive of the category of Left conservatives, the thesis 
assumes that the arguments represented herein can be considered as 
representative of this intellectual community.   

In terms of the sheer number of scholars making up each of the factions 
and the extent of influence of their respective bodies of ideas both within 
and beyond academia, this debate is clearly not a balanced one.  First of 
all, Marxism has only ever exerted a peripheral influence within the 
intellectual milieu of the Anglo-sphere, with most of this influence being 
confined to the way in which Marxism shaped the development of social 
history during the 1960s and 1970s.  Also, while for a short time during 
the radical era a little more interest was shown in Marxism, it always had 
less influence within the intellectual milieu of the U.S.A. than elsewhere 
in the Anglo-sphere.  Since the early 1980s it is only a small number of 
scholars within the intellectual community of the Anglo-sphere who 
would describe themselves as Marxists.  However, being such a small 
minority in no way detracts from the force or worth of the intellectual 
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tools of analysis wielded by these scholars.  In contrast to the position of 
Marxism, since the rapid taking up of postmodern approaches from 1980 
onwards, the influence of this theoretical framework has burgeoned to the 
point where it has come to dominate many humanities and social science 
departments of not only the elite academic institutions throughout the 
Anglo-sphere but also their less prestigious counterparts.  Postmodernism 
has not only flourished and exerted a degree of influence which Marxists 
could only aspire to in their wildest dreams, but this success has been 
accompanied by a relentless attack on Marxism.  For this reason, in 
addition to constituting only a small minority within the intellectual 
milieu of the Anglo-sphere, for the past several decades Marxists have 
had to work in an environment which is increasingly hostile to them.8  

This conflict between the two factions centers on the political 
implications of postmodernism on the one hand, and of the Left 
conservative theoretical framework on the other.  As such it can be seen 
as a conflict over the nature and direction of the contemporary Left.  The 
very nature of what is at stake in this debate makes clear why it has 
engendered such feelings of hostility among its participants; on both sides 
the stakes are exceedingly high.   The following outline of the broad 
criticisms that each faction makes of the other might further elucidate the 
reasons for the antagonism between them while at the same time making 
the contours of the debate clearer.   

Postmodernists argue that the epistemological foundations on which 
Marxism and other modernist theories are premised are faulty so that the 
categories of analysis and notions of truth and reality which flow from 
them are without value.  Furthermore, postmodernists accuse Left 
conservatives of ignoring the interests of oppressed people such as 
women, gays and lesbians and various racial and ethnic minority groups, 
while the Left conservative obsession with class has supposedly meant 
that they have focused only on economic factors and then only those 
relating to white working class men, a group which has all but 

                                                        
8 D. Harvey,  Spaces of Hope, (University of California Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles: 2000), p. 5. 
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disappeared.  The economic reductionism which characterizes Marxism, 
postmodernists argue, renders all forms of cultural oppression invisible.  
In short, according to postmodernists, Marxism and other modernist 
theories are no longer viable as frameworks upon which to base radical 
social and political programs. 

Left conservatives are similarly critical of the epistemological 
underpinnings of postmodern theoretical approaches.  According to Left 
conservatives, the anti-realist stance of discourse analysis and the 
epistemic relativism which flows from this stance precludes a realistic 
analysis of society and prevents making the necessary judgments which 
the construction of a radical social and political agenda requires.  Because 
the anti-essentialism and deconstructionism which characterizes 
postmodern approaches deems categories such as ‘women’, ‘capitalism’ 
and ‘class’ the products of a redundant form of modernist 
conceptualization, and therefore destined for the intellectual dustbin, Left 
conservatives argue postmodern theorizing is unable to utilize categories 
of analysis fundamental to the development of the type of radical politics 
which might benefit the majority of those most in need.  For example, 
Left conservative feminists maintain that is it not possible to develop a 
feminist agenda that has any hope of improving the lives of the majority 
of oppressed women without utilizing the categories of ‘women,’ 
‘capitalism’ and  ‘class’.  The inability of postmodern theory to provide 
the basis for an effective oppositional politics, Left conservatives argue, is 
clearly manifest in the form of politics it has produced which is generally 
described as identity politics, cultural politics or multiculturalism.  Left 
conservatives argue that identity politics not only ignores class but that 
the conception of culture on which this form of politics is based also 
denies the relation between the cultural and the economic.  In her book 
Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the “Postsocialist” Condition, 
Nancy Fraser echoes the sentiments of other Left conservatives in making 
this very point.9 Furthermore, according to Left conservatives, identity 

                                                        
9 N. Fraser,  Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the “Postsocialist” Condition, (Routledge, 
New York: 1997). 
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politics not only weakens oppositional politics by its inherent repudiation 
of solidarity but also fosters the pitting of one group against another.   
The most telling failure of identity politics, however, these critics 
maintain, is that during the decades when this form of politics has become 
the dominant form of oppositional politics throughout the Anglo-sphere, 
the conditions of the lives of many members of racial and ethnic minority 
groups and women - the very groups which are the supposed beneficiaries 
of cultural politics - have actually deteriorated.  Also, during this same 
period the Right has gained momentum.  According to Left conservatives, 
the prime beneficiaries of cultural politics have been affluent, educated 
members of the upper middle class.  In this sense Left conservatives see 
the politics generated by postmodernism as a definite form of class 
politics.  In short, Left conservatives argue that the very nature of 
discourse analysis makes it incapable of generating the type of social and 
political theory which can be utilized as the basis of a political agenda 
designed to benefit the large majority of those most in need.  

Left conservatives argue that the conception of Marxism attacked by 
postmodernists can be described as a distorted, vulgarized caricature, a 
straw-person Marxism at best.  These scholars go on to point to the huge 
body of work produced by Marxists on gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity 
and the environment, in addition to a wide array of other topics which 
they argue makes clear that the expansion of the concerns of the Left with 
the development of the new social movements during the late 1960s and 
early 1970s was not only one which Marxists welcomed, but one in which 
they participated energetically.  And Marxists - as with other Left 
conservatives - make no apology for seeing the analysis of class as crucial 
to the construction of an egalitarian project, especially in light of the 
phenomenal expansion and feminization of the global working class over 
the past several decades.    

This particular debate needs to be understood as a more recent 
development in the decline of the Left, a topic which has generated an 
extensive scholarly literature.  In respect to this thesis, that postmodern 
theory exercises such a powerful influence within the intellectual milieu 
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of the Anglo-sphere and also that identity politics has come to be the 
dominant form of oppositional politics within this region of the globe in 
itself makes an analysis and representation of the responses of Left 
conservatives to these developments both timely and important and, 
moreover, is a topic which has not yet been systematically studied. 

The first chapter of this thesis analyses the Left conservative 
understanding of the historical and intellectual origins of the debate 
between this group of scholars and their postmodern critics.  According to 
Left conservatives, in order to understand the ready acceptance of 
postmodern approaches on the part of so many academics throughout the 
Anglo-sphere it is necessary to recognize the way in which the following 
influences laid the groundwork for this development: the radical era of the 
late nineteen sixties and early nineteen seventies; the rise of the New Left; 
the effect of the defeat of the Left on many of its former supporters and, 
last of all, the absence in the U.S.A. of a vibrant Left comparable, for 
example, to those which had existed in Western Europe or the U.K.  This 
latter influence is seen by Left conservatives as particularly pertinent 
because, despite the fact that the most influential postmodern theorists are 
French, the U.S.A. is generally regarded as not only the engine which 
drives the spread of postmodern approaches but also the society which 
has had most influence on the way in which these theoretical frameworks 
have been shaped.  

The second chapter of this thesis represents the responses of Left 
conservatives to the postmodern attack on Marxism.  The chapter begins 
with a discussion of the origins of this particular debate which is then 
followed by a laying out of the central aspects of the critique of Marxism 
by the prominent post-Marxist critics, Ernesto Laclau and Chantelle 
Mouffe, in their immensely influential work, Hegemony and Socialist 
Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, which was published in 
1985.  The remaining and major part of the chapter  discusses the Left 
conservative critique of what these scholars  regard as Laclau and 
Mouffe’s distorted and caricatured conception of Marxism, albeit one 
which has gained wide currency within postmodern circles and beyond.  
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The third chapter of the thesis represents the responses of Left 
conservatives to the postmodern attack on science.  The chapter begins 
with a discussion of the Sokal Hoax of 1996 which stimulated a highly 
charged international debate about the postmodern critique of science.10 
The following section lays out the central aspects of the postmodern 
critique of science.  The last and major part of the chapter studies the Left 
conservative critique of this attack by postmodernists.  As the 
epistemological discussion entailed in this critique underpins the central 
arguments represented in the preceding chapter, and also the following 
three chapters, it can therefore be seen as fundamental to the entire debate 
with which this thesis is concerned.  

The fourth chapter of this thesis studies the Left conservative response to 
the postmodern critique of social history.  The chapter begins with a 
discussion of the way in which social history in the nineteen sixties and 
seventies burgeoned under the influence of a reinvigorated Marxism 
which developed in opposition to Stalinism.  The following part of the 
chapter lays out the central aspects of the postmodern critique of social 
history as articulated by its most influential proponents, Patrick Joyce and 
Gareth Stedman Jones.  The final part of the chapter studies the Left 
conservative critique of this attack.  

The fifth chapter of this thesis illuminates the responses of Left 
conservatives to the postmodern understanding of race, multiculturalism 
and identity politics.  The chapter begins with a discussion of the 
development of identity politics and multiculturalism which is followed 
by an explanation of the postmodern approach underlying these 
phenomena and its critique of the Marxist notion of race. The major part 
of the chapter studies the Left conservative critique of the postmodern 
understanding of race and multiculturalism/ identity politics. 

                                                        
10 This debate was precipitated by the publication of an essay by a physicist from New York University 
which, while purporting to be a scholarly article about the postmodern philosophical and political 
implications of twentieth century physical theories, was in fact, a parody of postmodernist studies of 
natural science. See, A. Sokal,   ‘Transgressing the Boundaries: Toward a Transformative 
Hermeneutics of Quantum Gravity,’ Social Text, 46/47, Science Wars, Spring-Summer 1996. 
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The sixth chapter of this thesis considers the responses of Left 
conservative feminists to the postmodern critique of second wave 
feminism.  The chapter begins with a discussion of the development of 
second wave feminism and the role Marxism played in its evolution.  The 
following section of the chapter begins with a discussion of the principles 
underpinning postmodern feminist theory and the implications of these 
for its earlier modernist counterpart.  Central aspects of  postmodern 
feminism are then presented through the work of two key postmodern 
feminist scholars, Judith Butler and Joan Scott. The remaining section of 
the chapter analyses the Left conservative feminist critique of postmodern 
feminism. 

The final section of the thesis is the conclusion wherein an overall 
assessment is made of the arguments presented in the thesis and of the 
strategic objective of Left conservatives in engaging in this debate.  The 
aim of this thesis is to present the arguments of Left conservatives in their 
attempt to conserve what they see as the finest aspects of the Left 
tradition which are under attack from postmodernists.  
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Chapter One. 

 

The Historical and Intellectual Origins of the Debate 

 

In the late sixties and early seventies a wide range of groups and 
organizations, all of which described themselves as radical or Left, 
existed within the Anglo-sphere.  This vibrant Left culture which 
flourished in most major cities and universities and attracted enormous 
numbers of young people was part of a world-wide radical movement.  
For the most part the members of these various groups and organizations 
were opposed to societies based on inequalities of wealth and power and 
believed that better societies could be achieved through collective action.  
While major differences of opinion existed as to whether race, gender or 
class demanded prime focus, general opposition to all of these forms of 
inequality was intensely felt.  Members of the civil rights/Black Power 
movement, the women’s movement and the anti-war movement, along 
with various other groups and organizations, all regarded one another as 
part of a common struggle.  Though only a minority of participants in 
these movements would have identified themselves as socialists, most 
activists were radicalized by their involvement because radicals 
invariably set the agendas.  At this time a symbiotic relation existed 
between the radical activists on the one hand and the intellectual arena on 
the other; intellectuals concerned with the issues of the day were often 
also activists which meant that each sphere shaped, influenced and 
provided momentum for the other.11 

                                                        
11 For a useful discussion of this moment, see B. Epstein,  ‘The Marginality of the American Left: The 
Legacy of the Sixties,’ in Ruthless Criticism of All That Exists: The Socialist Register 1997, edited by 
Leo Panitch, (The Merlin Press, New York: 1997), pp. 138, 141. B. Epstein,  ‘At a Time of Danger and 
Opportunity, the Academic Left Should Take a Critical Look at Itself,’ in Mistaken Identities: The 
Second Wave of Controversy Over “Political Correctness”, edited by Cyril Levitt, Scott Davies and 
Neil McLaughlan, (Peter Lang, New York, Washington, D.C., Baltimore, Boston, Bern, Frankfurt, 
Main, Berlin, Brussels, Vienna, Canteburry: 1999), p. 302. L. Chun,  The British New Left, (Edinburgh 
University Press, Edinburgh: 1993), p. xiii. D. Sassoon,  One Hundred Years of Socialism: The West 
European Left in the Twentieth Century, (I. B. Tauris Publishers, London and New York: 1996), pp. 
383, 387-390. S. Burns,  Social Movements of the 1960s: Searching For Democracy, (Twayne 
Publishers, Boston: A Division of G. K. Hall and Co: 1990), pp. xi-xiv. G. Eley,  Forging Democracy: 
The History of the Left in Europe, 1850-2000, (Oxford University Press, New York: 2002), pp. 338, 
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By 1980 the vibrant Left of the late sixties and early seventies which had 
been intertwined with a set of social movements and whose aim was the 
structural transformation of society had all but disappeared: the activism 
which characterized the Left during this period of vigorous radicalism had 
come to an end.  This period which marked the end of the radical era also 
saw the beginning of the decline of the socialist Left on a wider, global 
level.  Post-war settlements throughout the Western world gradually 
broke down as democratic governments moved to the Right.  The 
elections in 1979 and 1980 of the Thatcher and Reagan governments in 
the U.K. and the U.S.A. were the clearest manifestations of this change in 
the political trajectory.  In addition to this general rightward move, when 
the repressive, anti-democratic regimes of the the eastern European 
communist states and the Soviet Union collapsed between 1989 and 1991 
many commentators interpreted these events as a final confirmation of the 
death of the Left.  Not only did these events indicate that Marxism had 
come to an end, they argued, but these dramatic upheavals also 
demonstrated capitalism’s indisputable triumph, a triumph which 
heralded the end of history.12 

                                                                                                                                                               
341-343. J. B. Judis,  ‘The Spirit of ’68,’ The New Republic, August 31, 1998, p. 20. E. Willis,  
‘Radical Feminism and Feminist Radicalism,’ in The 60s Without Apology, edited by S. Sayres, A. 
Stephanson, S. Aronowitz and F. Jameson, (University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, in cooperation 
with Social Text: 1984), p. 93. J. Gilbert,  ‘New Left: Old America,’ in The 60s Without Apology, 
edited by S. Sayres, A. Stephanson, S. Aronowitz and F. Jameson, (University of Minnesota Press, 
Minneapolis, in cooperation with Social Text: 1984), pp. 244-247. M. Donnelly,  Sixties Britain: 
Culture, Society and Politics, (Pearson Longman, London, New York, Boston, San Francisco, Toronto, 
Sydney, Singapore, Hong Kong, Seoul, Taipei, New Delhi, Cape Town, Madrid, Mexico City, 
Amsterdam, Munich, Paris, Milan: 2005), pp. 143-148. W. Breines,  Community and Organisation in 
the New Left: 1962-1968, (Praeger, South Hadley, Massachusetts: 1982), p. xi. S. Evans,  Personal 
Politics: The Roots of Women’s Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement and the New Left, (Vintage 
Books, A Division of Random House, New York: 1980), pp. 3-24. 

12 For this argument, see F. Fukuyama.  ‘The End of History?’ The National Interest, 16, Summer 1989. 
For discussion of this time see the following: D. Sassoon,  One Hundred Years of Socialism, pp. 446, 
648-649. G. Eley,   Forging Democracy: The History of the Left in Europe, 1850-2000, pp. 443-451. A. 
Callinicos,  Theories and Narratives: Reflections on the Philosophy of History, (Polity Press in 
association with Blackwell Publishers, Oxford, U.K.: 1995), pp. 15-16. H. Kaye,  The Education of 
Desire: Marxists and the Writing of History, (Routledge, New York and London: 1992), pp. 1-2. R. 
Jacoby,  The End of Utopia: Politics and Culture in an Age of Apathy, (Basic Books, New York: 1999), 
pp. 8-10, 13-18. B. Ehrenreich, ‘Truth, Justice, and the Left,’ Z Papers, 1, 4, 1992, pp. 63-64. N. 
Lazarus, S. Evans, A. Arnove and A. Menke,  ‘The Necessity of Universalism,’ Differences: A Journal 
of Feminist Cultural Studies, 7, 1, 1995, p. 79. S. Sim,  Post-Marxism: An Intellectual History, 
(Routledge, London and New York: 2000), p. 4. A. Gamble,  ‘Why Bother With Marxism?’ in 
Marxism and Social Science, edited by Andrew Gamble, David Marsh and Tony Gant, (Macmillan 
Press, London: 1999), pp. 1-5. S. Sim, ‘Introduction: Spectres and Nostalgia: Post-Marxism/Post-
Marxism,’ in Post-Marxism: A Reader, edited by Stuart Sim, (Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh 
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By 1980 yet another change in the trajectory of the Left was also 
becoming apparent; one of a different, but related nature.  A major shift 
within the intellectual realm of the Anglo-sphere, particularly in the 
humanities, had been set in motion by many scholars’ ready acceptance of 
a set of theories which might loosely be described as postmodernism.  A 
crucial feature of this set of theoretical perspectives is its repudiation of 
Marxism and any concern with a Marxist conception of class.  Whereas 
class had been central to the concerns of the Left for much of the previous 
century, postmodern theories instead lead to the promotion of a cultural 
conception of injustice which largely ignores the influence of political 
economy.  Furthermore, the postmodern theoretical perspective abjures 
the broad-based collective movement which had characterized the Left 
until the radical era and instead promotes a fragmented identity politics.13 
Because of these differences between the political concerns and modus 
operandi of postmodernists and Left conservatives, the rapid adoption of 
postmodern theories, followed by their burgeoning influence over the past 
several decades, has caused a deep division within the community of 
scholars who see themselves as committed to the Left.  On the one hand, 
postmodernists who identify with the Left have welcomed the way in 
which postmodern approaches have come to exert a dominating influence 
within the humanities as they see this set of theories as an effective 
intellectual weapon with which to deal with injustices, particularly those 
relating to gender, sexuality, race and ethnicity, concerns with which they 
are most preoccupied.  Marxism, from this particular vantage point, is 
considered to be not only irrelevant but inimical to the pursuit of such 
political projects.14 In the preface to the third edition to their book, 

                                                                                                                                                               
and Cambridge: 1998), p. 8. V. Gosse,  The Movements of the New Left, 1950-1975, (Bedford/St. 
Martin’s, Boston, New York: 2005), p. 35. 

13 E. Laclau and C. Mouffe,  Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, 
(Verso, London and New York: 1990), pp. 152-153. S. Sim,  Post-Marxism: An Intellectual History,  p. 
5. For a Left conservative critique of this position, see N. Fraser,  Justice Interruptus: Critical 
Reflections on the “Postsocialist” Condition, (Routledge, New York and London: 1997), pp. 1-3.  B. 
Epstein,  ‘At a Time of Danger and Opportunity, the Academic Left Should Take a Critical Look at 
Itself,’ p. 297. N. Lazarus,  ‘Doubting the New World Order: Marxism, Realism, and the Claims of 
Postmodernist Social Theory,’ Differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies, 3, 3, 1991, p. 94.  

14 E. Laclau and C. Mouffe,  Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, 
pp. 165-167. S. Aronowitz,  Roll Over Beethoven: The Return of Cultural Strife,  (Wesleyan University 
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Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic 
Politics, a work which was first published in 1985 and more than any 
other represents the postmodern Leftists’ repudiation of Marxism, Ernesto 
Laclau and Chantal Mouffe tell us that 

In the mid-1970s, Marxist theorization had clearly reached an 
impasse.  After an exceptionally rich and creative period in the 
1960s, the limits of that expansion  …  were only too visible. 15  

They continue:  

To reread Marxist theory in the light of contemporary problems 
necessarily involves deconstructing the central categories of that 
theory.  This is what has been called our ‘post-Marxism’. … Many 
social antagonisms, many issues which are crucial to the 
understanding of contemporary societies, belong to fields of 
discursivity which are external to Marxism, and cannot be 
reconceptualized in terms of Marxist categories – given especially, 
that their very presence is what puts Marxism as a closed theoretical 
system into question, and leads to the postulation of new starting 
points for social analysis.16  

In a similar vein Stuart Sim argues that                                     

A ‘grand narrative’ theory such as Marxism has a problematical 
status in a cultural climate, such as ours, favouring skepticism 
towards grand narratives in general.  To the extent that theories like 
poststructuralism, postmodernism and second-wave feminism 
represent direct challenges to traditional notions of intellectual and 
political authority, we now live in a world that is ‘post’- most of 
what modernity stood for as a cultural movement.  Marxism’s 
continuing commitment to material progress and universal solutions 
to political problems marks it out as a theory still essentially rooted 
in modernity and the ideals of the ‘Enlightenment project’, thus out 
of step with the generally skeptical – and often highly pessimistic – 
tone of recent intellectual enquiry.17  

On the other side of the divide within the intellectual Left, Left 
conservatives lament the repudiation of Marxism’s influence on the Left 
and its replacement with postmodernism and cultural politics, changes 
which they see as detrimental to the fortunes of the Left.  To these critics, 
                                                                                                                                                               
Press, Hanover and London: 1993), p. 223. S. Sim,  Post-Marxism: An Intellectual History, pp. 2-3. P. 
Goldstein,  Post-Marxist Theory: An Introduction, (State University of New York Press, Albany: 2005), 
pp. 1-2. L. Nicholson,  ‘Introduction,’ in Feminism/Postmodernism, edited by Linda Nicholson, 
(Routledge, New York and London: 1990), pp. 1-5. 

15 E. Laclau and C. Mouffe,  Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, 
(Verso, London and New York: 2001), p. viii. 

16 E. Laclau and C. Mouffe,  Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, 
pp. ix-x. 

17 S. Sim,  Post-Marxism: An Intellectual History, p. 4. For a similar view, see S. Sim,  ‘Introduction: 
Spectres and Nostalgia: Post-Marxism/Post-Marxism,’ pp. 6-7. 
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a Left which repudiates a Marxist conception of class as a central 
category of analysis is either a much reduced Left or not a Left at all.  The 
antagonism between these two camps within the intellectual Left has been 
intensified by the fact that, much to the chagrin of Left conservatives, the 
postmodern subculture which has developed in the past several decades 
has generally come to be considered representative of the Left.  Barbara 
Epstein expresses an aspect of this discontent when she contrasts the Left 
of the radical era, which was interconnected with a set of social 
movements, to this contemporary postmodern Left subculture which, in 
her words, has existed only as ‘an intellectual milieu, a climate of 
opinion, with no coherent, collective relationship to movements of social 
change.’18 That the radical era of the sixties and early seventies looms 
large in the minds of those within the intellectual Left, that is, the 
postmodernists on one side of this divide and Left conservatives on the 
other, is not in question.  In contrast to their counterparts on the Right 
who see the radicalism of the late sixties and early seventies in a negative 
light, both these groups of scholars on the Left see this era as one which 
brought concerns of immense importance to the fore of political 
consciousness and, therefore, as a long overdue expansion of the Left’s 
purview.19 However, despite agreeing that the radical era enriched the 
Left in significant ways, it is the profound differences between the 
political implications of the theoretical perspectives of these two groups 
of scholars which have prompted the intense and sometimes bitter debate 
in which they are engaged. 

                                                        
18 B. Epstein,  ‘The Marginality of the American Left: The Legacy of the Sixties,’ p. 138. For a similar 
point, see B. Epstein,  ‘Postmodernism and the Left,’ in The Sokal Hoax: The Sham That Shook the 
Academy, edited by the editors of Lingua Franca, (University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln and London: 
2000), pp. 130-131. 

19 T. Gitlin,  ‘From Universality to Difference: Notes on the Fragmentation of the Idea of the Left,’ 
Contention, 2, 2, Winter 1993, p. 32. B. Epstein,  ‘ “Political Correctness” and Collective 
Powerlessness,’ in Cultural Politics and Social Movements, edited by M. Darnovsky, B. Epstein and R. 
Flacks, (Temple University Press, Philadelphia: 1995), pp. 16-17. B. Epstein,  ‘At a Time of Danger 
and Opportunity, the Academic Left Should Take a Critical Look at Itself,’ pp. 302-303. D. Harvey,  
Spaces of Hope, (University of California Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles: 2000), p. 5. E. Meiksins 
Wood,  ‘What is the “postmodern” agenda?’ in In Defense of History: Marxism and the Postmodern 
Agenda, edited by E. Meiksins Wood and J. B. Foster, (Monthly Review Press, New York: 1997), p. 3. 
E. Laclau and C. Mouffe,  Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, 
(Verso, London and New York: 1990), p. 1. S. Aronowitz,  Roll Over Beethoven: The Return of 
Cultural Strife, p. 52. 
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How do Left conservatives explain the historical and theoretical origins of 
the debate in which they and postmodernists have been engaged for the 
past several decades?  And furthermore, how do these scholars explain 
the widespread acceptance of postmodernism within the intellectual 
milieu of the Anglo-sphere?     

The term the New Left was generally identified with the broad range of 
political formations generated by the radical student movement in the late 
1960s in various countries.20 Ellen Meiksins Wood is representative of 
Left conservatives in characterizing the New Left as follows: ‘But to the 
extent that all these formations had something fundamental in common 
what made the New Left new was above all its dissociation from the 
traditional forms of ‘Old’ Left politics, both Stalinist Communism and 
social democracy.  More particularly, the various New Lefts shared a 
commitment to emancipatory struggles apart from - or at least in addition 
to - traditional class struggle, especially the student, anti-Vietnam War, 
and the black liberation movements.’21 At this time, Frederick Jameson 
explains, the entrance onto the centre of the political stage of social and 
political categories such as the colonized, race, marginality and gender 
precipitated ‘something like a crisis in the more universal category that 
                                                        
20 L. Chun,  The British New Left, p. xiii. M. Gettleman,  ‘We Didn’t Know It Would Be So Hard: the 
Short, Sad, Instructive History of the US New Left,’ in New Left, New Right and Beyond: Taking the 
Sixties Seriously, edited by Geoff Andrews, Richard Cockett, Alan Hooper and Michael Williams, 
(Palgrave, Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire and 175 Fifth Ave, New York: 1999), p. 53. E. 
Meiksins Wood,  ‘A Chronology of the New Left and Its Successors, or: Who’s Old-Fashioned Now?’ 
The Socialist Register, 1995, p. 24. For further discussion, see S. Burns,  Social Movements of the 
1960s: Searching For Democracy, p. 58. C. Carson,  In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of 
the 1960s, (Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts: 1995), p. 175. G. Katsiaficas,  The 
Imagination of the New Left: A Global Analysis of 1968, (South End, Boston, Massachusetts: 1987), p. 
4. M. Davis,  ‘The Marxism of the British New Left,’ Journal of Political Ideologies, 11, 3, October 
2006, pp. 336-337. 

21 E. Meiksins Wood,  ‘A Chronology of the New Left and Its Successors: or, Who’s Old-Fashioned 
Now?’ p. 24. For a similar view see also S. Burns,  Social Movements of the 1960s: Searching For 
Democracy, p. 58. G. Katsiaficas,  The Imagination of the New Left: A Global Analysis of 1968, pp. 4-
5. J. B. Judis, ‘The Spirit of ’68,’ p. 21. T. Steele,  ‘Hey Jimmy: The Legacy of Gramsci in British 
Cultural Politics,’ in New Left, New Right and Beyond: Taking the Sixties Seriously, edited by Geoff 
Andrews, Richard Cockett, Allan Hooper and Michael Williams, (Palgrave, Hampshire, U.K. and New 
York: 1999), pp. 26-28. M. Klimke and J. Scharloth,  ‘1968 in Europe: An Introduction,’ in 1968 in 
Europe: A History of Protest and Activism, 1956-1977, edited by Martin Klimke and Joachim 
Scharloth, (Palgrave Macmillan, New York: 2008), p. 3. M. Davis,  ‘The Marxism of the British New 
Left,’ pp. 336-337. M. Davis,  ‘The Origins of the British New Left,’ in 1968 in Europe: A History of 
Protest and Activism, 1956-1977, edited by Martin Klimke and Joachim Scharloth, (Palgrave 
Macmillan, New York: 2008), p. 45. W. Breines,  Community and Organization in the New Left: 1962-
1968, pp. 8-10, 13-17. 
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had hitherto seemed to subsume all the varieties of social resistance, 
namely the classical conception of social class.’22 This expanded 
conception of politics promoted by the New Left was based on the notion 
that all political projects for socialism had to relate to the actual 
experience or lived culture of ordinary people, an idea which had 
currency within the Old Left but had not been given such prominence.23 
In focusing on the cultural aspects of life, and so broadening the Left’s 
purview, the New Left redefined the ground of politics and, in doing so, 
challenged assumptions about where radical agency could be found.  This 
process necessarily complicated notions about the very nature of the 
Left.24 

Left conservatives point out that in contrast to the New Left in the USA 
its British counterpart was directly connected to an earlier and rather 
different New Left which was composed largely of dissident Communists 
and which had strong roots in the labor movement.25 Lyn Chun explains 
                                                        
22 F. Jameson,  ‘Periodizing the 60s,’ in The 60s Without Apology, edited by S. Sayres, A. Stephanson, 
S. Aronowitz, F. Jameson, (University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, in cooperation with Social 
Text: 1984), p. 181. 

23 L. Chun,  The British New Left, p. 26. P. Buhle,  Marxism in the United States: Remapping the 
History of the American Left, (Verso, London and New York: 1991), pp. 159, 229-230. M. Davis,  ‘The 
Marxism of the British New Left,’ pp. 340, 346. For similar views, see G. Eley,  Forging Democracy: 
The History of the Left in Europe, 1850-2000, pp. 338, 352.  J. Farrell,  The Spirit of the Sixties: The 
Making of Postwar Radicalism, (Routledge, New York and London: 1997), pp. 5-10. D. Dworkin,  
Cultural Marxism in Postwar Britain: History, the New Left, and the Origins of Cultural Studies, (Duke 
University Press, Durham and London: 1997), p. 79. H. Nehring,  ‘Great Britain,’ in 1968 in Europe: A 
History of Protest and Activism, 1956-1977, edited by Martin Klimke and Joachim Scharloth, (Palgrave 
Macmillan, New York: 2008), p. 340. S. Hall,  ‘The “First” New Left,’ in Out of Apathy: Voices of the 
New Left 30 Years On, edited by the Oxford University Socialist Discussion Group, (Verso, London 
and New York: 1989), pp. 24-27. 

24 G. Eley,  Forging Democracy: The History of the Left in Europe, 1850-2000, p. 353. See also the 
discussion of this change in political sensibility as manifest in the Port Huron Statement which Students 
for a Democratic Society produced in 1962, in P. Buhle,  Marxism in the United States: Remapping the 
History of the American Left,  (Verso, London: 1991), pp. 231-232. Furthermore, see  the description of 
the contemporary Left and the origins of its particular character from a postmodern perspective in S. 
Aronowitz,  Roll Over Beethoven: The Return of Cultural Strife, p. 21. S. Hall,  ‘The “First” New Left,’ 
pp. 23-26. 

25 E. Meiksins Wood,  ‘A Chronology of the New Left and Its Succesors: or, Who’s Old-Fashioned 
Now?’ p. 24. M.  Davis,  ‘The Origins of the British New Left,’ pp. 45-47. M. Davis,  ‘The Marxism of 
the British New Left,’ p. 337. For further discussion of the first and second New Lefts from a Left 
conservative perspective, see chapters one and two in P. Blackledge,  Perry Anderson, Marxism and the 
New Left, (The Merlin Press, London: 2004). For a similar view, see S. Hall, ‘The “First” New Left,’ 
pp. 13-15. M. Kenny,  The First New Left: British Intellectuals After Stalin, (Lawrence and Wishart, 
London: 1995), pp.11-12. D. Dworkin,  Cultural Marxism in Postwar Britain: History, the New Left, 
and the Origins of Cultural Studies, pp. 45-46, 61, 67. 
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that the British New Left ‘never gave up what C. Wright Mills called the 
“labour metaphysic”, even though it was not itself located in the 
organized Labour movement.’26 Furthermore, because the Communist 
Party of Great Britain had been a party of highly accomplished 
intellectuals the influence of the dissident Communists on the British 
New Left meant that it was profoundly influenced by Marxist theories 
and therefore played a leading role in advancing Marxist scholarship and 
radicalizing the national culture.27 By contrast, Marvin Gettleman 
observes, in the USA the New Left differed from New Lefts elsewhere in 
that it ‘exhibited the most stunted sense of historical continuity with 
earlier movements both in the US and abroad.’28 Because the Old Left in 
the USA had been destroyed in the decade prior to the radical student 
movement by government repression during the McCarthy era the New 
Left in the USA was deprived of a generation of elders who might have 
passed on their political understanding and historical and internationalist 
perspective. However, despite this rupture between the Old and New 
Lefts in the USA, Gettleman points out, subtle, organic ties did exist 
between these two generations of political activists in as much as many 
New Leftists were ‘red diaper babies’, that is, the children of parents who 
had once been members of the Communist Party of the USA.29 

A major point of difference between the Old and the New Left, and one 
which was to have a profound influence on the direction of the Left, was 
the replacement of the working class by students and intellectuals as the 
proposed revolutionary agents, a change which was accompanied by an 
                                                        
26 L. Chun,  The British New Left, p. xv.  

27 L. Chun,  The British New Left, pp. xiii, xvii, 3, 17, 98-99, 109. M. Davis,  ‘The Marxism of the 
British New Left,’ pp. 340-341. For further discussion of this point, see D. Sassoon,  One Hundred 
Years of Socialism, p. 385. D. Dworkin,  Cultural Marxism in Postwar Britain: History, the New Left, 
and the Origins of Cultural Studies, pp. 45-48. H. Nehring,  ‘Great Britian,’ pp. 126-127. S. Hall,  ‘The 
“First” New Left,’ pp. 20-21. 

28 M. Gettleman,  ‘We Didn’t Know It Would Be So Hard: the Short, Sad, Instructive History of the US 
New Left,’ p. 51. For a similar observation, see W. Breines,  Community and Organization in the New 
Left: 1962-1968, p. 8. 

29 M. Gettleman,  ‘We Didn’t Know It Would Be So Hard: the Short, Sad, Instructive History of the US 
New Left,’ p. 51. For further discussion of this point, see J. Gilbert,  ‘Intellectuals and the First New 
Left,’ in History and the New Left, edited by P. Buhle, (Temple University Press, Philadelphia: 1990), 
p. 122. W. Breines,  Community and Organization in the New Left: 1962-1968, pp. 14-15.  
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emphasis on the autonomy of ideological struggle.  Meiksins Wood 
argues that this substitution of revolutionary agents can be seen as one 
which ‘binds some strands of yesterday’s student radicalism with today’s 
intellectual fashions which focus on discourse as the constitutive practice 
of social life and tend to regard the academy as the central arena of 
emancipatory politics.’30 Not only do Left conservatives see this 
replacement of the labour movement by students and intellectuals to have 
had extremely significant implications, but they argue that this transition 
developed during the late 1960s when many advanced capitalist countries 
had only recently experienced a revival of working class militancy, when 
Marxist theory was enjoying a revival and when socialist intellectuals 
were not as isolated in the academy as they had been in previous 
decades.31 In the following observation Meiksins Wood reflects on 
aspects of the relation between the New Left and the labour movement 
during the radical era:  

If Paris ’68 represents a moment in which students and intellectuals 
play a prominent role in alliance with workers the British miners’ 
strikes of 1972 and 1974 are hardly representative of working class 
retreat, but they do epitomize another kind of divergence from 
student radicalism or cultural struggle.  These were outbreaks of 
class militancy belonging entirely to organized labour and in no way 
congenial to the aspirations of intellectuals as the vanguard of 
revolution, cultural or otherwise.32   

In light of the upsurge in working class militancy between 1968 and 
1975, she continues, the  change in the notion of revolutionary agency 
which was promoted by the New Left was obviously not a response to the 
deficiencies of the labour movement at that time but rather suggests that 
‘…among the various emancipatory impulses that made up the student 
                                                        
30 E. Meiksins Wood,  ‘A Chronology of the New Left and Its Successors, or: Who’s Old-Fashioned 
Now?’ p. 30. For further discussion of this substitution of revolutionary agent, see W.  Breines,  
Community and Organization in the New Left: 1962-1968, pp. 96-110. 

31 E. Meiksins Wood,  ‘A Chronology of the New Left and Its Successors, or: Who’s Old-Fashioned 
Now?’, pp. 30-31. L. Chun,  The British New Left, pp. 110-111.  A. Callinicos,  Against 
Postmodernism: A Marxist Critique, (Polity Press in association with Basil Blackwell, Oxford and 
Cambridge, U.K.: 1989), p. 167. M. Davis,  ‘The Marxism of the British New Left,’ pp. 340-341. For a 
similar view, see D. Sassoon,  One Hundred Years of Socialism, pp. 383, 385, 386, 389 

32 E. Meiksins Wood,  ‘A Chronology of the New Left and Its Successors, or: Who’s Old-Fashioned 
Now?’, p. 34. For further discussion of this moment see A. Callinicos,  Against Postmodernism: A 
Marxist Critique, pp. 167-168. A. Lent,  British Social Movements Since 1945: Sex, Colour, Peace and 
Power, (Palgrave, New York: 2001), pp. 47-48. 
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movement, there existed a political tendency whose belief in class politics 
was always subordinate to faith in the revolutionary efficiency of 
intellectuals, radical students, and cultural revolution.’33 Left 
conservatives argue that the post-war period of economic growth which 
enabled a massive expansion of post secondary education throughout the 
capitalist world, albeit to varying degrees and with different effects in 
different countries, helps explain the New Left’s change of revolutionary 
agent.  Furthermore, at this time, there occurred an almost perfect 
correspondence between the dramatic expansion of numbers in higher 
education and the emergence of student radicalism, that is, the necessary 
conditions for the development of a mass student/intellectual oppositional 
movement came into being.34  Moreover, because there was no major 
influx of working class students into higher education in the 1960s and 
because the vast majority of students belonged to the considerably 
enlarged middle class politics at that time was necessarily being shaped 
by middle class concerns.  Meiksins Wood argues:  

One important point stands out: whatever the immediate causes of 
the student revolt and whatever deprivations may have played a part 
in it, the student movement occurred not in a context of economic 
decline or stagnation but in a moment - and as a result - of capitalist 
prosperity.35  

While the fine details of the mechanism by which material prosperity 
produced widespread rebellion may not be easily teased out, she 
continues, it is clear that the experience of material prosperity shaped the 
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culture of the sixties Left.36 Left conservatives maintain that the 
experience of affluence also throws light on the differences between those 
of the New Left and earlier Leftists.  The conception of capitalism and its 
limits and possibilities, and the politics accompanying such an 
understanding which typified earlier Leftists were shaped by the 
Depression, the struggle against Fascism and the Second World War.  For 
this earlier generation of Leftists these experiences were clear 
manifestations of capitalism in decline while the social interaction and 
contact between people of all classes which the Second World War 
generated served to reinforce their anti-capitalist politics.   By contrast the 
politics of those on the New Left were shaped by the obverse: - a buoyant 
capitalism in the ascendancy.37 The youth culture and the radical 
movement were enabled by low rents, low prices, the availability and 
possibility of students supporting themselves on part-time work and the 
confidence that they could resume either study or a career sometime in 
the future.  Full employment and financial prosperity gave the youth of 
the 1960s a sense of confidence in their economic future which permitted 
them to concern themselves with wider non-material issues.38 
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The New Left’s expanded conception of politics, with its emphasis on the 
personal and culture, expressed a utopian vision in that it aimed at the 
structural transformation of society by extending protest against injustice 
to the realm of personal relations.  How do Left conservatives see this 
New Left understanding of politics, which focused on creating a better 
society, to have paved the way for the development of postmodern 
cultural politics which, in the words of Epstein, is ‘a deconstructionist 
stance that pursues criticism for its own sake, regards truth as an illusion 
and values as matters of preference’?39 How do Left conservatives see 
identity politics, with its claims constructed on the basis of identity 
defined by race, gender, or sexual orientation, and its tendency to 
reinforce these identities by emphasizing the differences between any 
given identity group and others, to have developed out of the common 
struggle of the New Left?  In attempting to understand aspects of these 
developments it is important to keep in mind the influence which the 
social movements in the U.S.A. exerted on social movements elsewhere 
in the Anglo-sphere, which is not to deny the existence of national 
differences.40 It is also important to note that while postmodernism has 
burgeoned throughout the intellectual realm of the entire Anglo-sphere 
the U.S.A. has had a singular influence on the development of its 
depoliticized nature and also on its widespread influence.41 The influence 
of the U.S.A. in this regard has meant that during the past several decades 
it has been instrumental in shaping the Left - or distorting or undermining 
it, depending on one’s perspective - throughout the entire Anglo -sphere.  

Left conservatives consider the New Left’s conception of cultural and 
personal politics to have laid the groundwork for the development of 
postmodern identity politics when the bond which had once united the 
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various social movements as part of a common struggle began to 
disintegrate.  This process of fragmentation of the New Left’s common 
struggle began with the civil rights movement in the U.S.A. which was 
once the common interracial commitment of the entire New Left in that 
country and which was also instrumental in the shaping of other social 
movements which followed in its wake.42 The civil rights movement 
began by demanding equal rights for blacks, especially the right to vote.  
In its early years the main New Left civil rights organization, the Student 
Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, was dominated by people who 
believed in liberal values and were outraged by their violation.  The shift 
from liberalism to radicalism within the civil rights movement was 
stimulated by the frustration activists experienced when they were faced 
with the lack of support from liberals within the Democratic Party which 
forced them to realize that in order to bring about change the system had 
to be opposed from the outside.43 The shift from liberalism to radicalism 
was further accelerated by the failure of federal authorities to provide 
adequate protection in the South for those activists and others who faced 
violent assault.  As a consequence of these frustrations and 
disappointments the non-violence and passive resistance which had 
characterized the movement in its early phase gave way to a more militant 
attitude. The feelings of discouragement and pessimism which came to 
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dominate black civil rights activists reached a head in 1966 when SNCC 
expelled whites and urged them to organize on their own, while at the 
same time renouncing non-violence and soon afterwards adopting the 
slogan of Black Power.44 This move on the part of SNCC, along with the 
growth of the Nation of Islam and the Black Panther Party not only 
isolated SNCC and lead to its destruction but also had a profound effect 
on the New Left as a whole in that it greatly accelerated its dissolution.45  

The birth of the civil rights movement in the U.S.A. had a powerful 
influence on stimulating black consciousness elsewhere in the Anglo-
sphere.  Throughout the nineteen fifties and sixties the U.K. experienced 
an influx of migrants from the New Commonwealth which brought racial 
issues to the fore of political consciousness at the very time when the civil 
rights movement in the U.S.A. was attracting attention worldwide.  While 
conditions relating to race in the U.K. were different from those in the 
U.S.A. it is nevertheless possible to discern a similar trajectory to that 
which took place in the U.S.A. in that as black activists in the U.K. 
became radicalized by the influence of their American counterparts they 
too became more militant and demanded the right to pursue their 
objectives separately.46  

Left conservatives maintain that the women’s movements within the 
Anglo-sphere followed the example of SNCC and other anti-racist 
organizations in also taking a separatist stance.  While these scholars hold 
that there were good reasons for women establishing separate 
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organizations, as there were for blacks, they argue that feminists’ desire to 
pursue their objectives independently, as with the civil rights 
organizations, contained in it yet another element in as much as at this 
time feminist separatism implied a conception of radicalism that involved 
attenuating or breaking ties with men.  Furthermore, once radicalism had 
been equated with separatism, and a separatism which was characterized 
by hostility towards former or potential allies, first by blacks, then by 
women, the groundwork for the development of postmodern cultural 
politics had been laid.47   

A further influence on the development of postmodern cultural politics, 
according to Left conservatives, was the way in which radicalism 
developed at this time.  By the late sixties the concept of radicalism 
constituted a loose intellectual framework for all of the various 
movements and had developed a critique of liberalism which constituted a 
major contribution to Left social and political analysis.  However, in 
addition to the positive political contribution of radicalism at this time 
radicalism had also come to involve the notion of rejecting limits of all 
kinds simply because they were there and such rejection had come to be 
seen as an end in itself.  As the Old Left understanding of radicalism had 
involved the notion of change for the better and not simply change for its 
own sake the understanding of the term which emerged during this 
period, and which came to influence identity politics, these Left 
conservatives argue, was to have serious political implications for the 
Left.48  

The conception of radicalism which developed at this time and its 
accompanying intensification, according to Left conservatives, were also 
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greatly influenced by the campaigns throughout the Anglo-sphere against 
American involvement in the war in Vietnam. Prior to these anti-war 
campaigns the U.S.A. had already excited fierce criticism from the New 
Left because of foreign policies which promoted the Cold War.  The tenor 
of the student movements throughout the Anglo-sphere was greatly 
altered by the rapid influx of anti-war activists into major New Left 
organizations, the sheer number of young people who joined these 
campaigns, and their intense hostility towards the policies of the United 
States.  The immense energy, anger and extent of the various anti-war 
movements had the effect of accelerating the growing militancy of all 
other movements which in turn resulted in activists tending to abandon 
the arena of electoral politics and instead focus on direct action, protest in 
the streets and cultural radicalism.49 This change of focus of political 
action was another development which these scholars consider 
foreshadowed the growth of postmodern cultural politics and which they 
see as having enormously debilitating consequences for the Left.  Epstein 
explains: ‘The fact that the renunciation of electoral politics came to be 
regarded by many people as a measure of radicalism was not a major 
problem at the time.  The problem is that continued lack of interest in the 
electoral arena on the part of the Left has meant abandoning the arena to 
the right.’50  

The move towards separatism on the parts of the different social 
movements and the notion of radicalism which developed during the era 
of radical student activism were two crucial developments which Left 
conservatives consider as having set the stage for the growth of identity 
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politics and cultural radicalism which postmodernists have so effectively 
promoted in the past several decades. 

Postmodernism first entered American universities in the late seventies 
and early eighties and from there extended its influence within the 
intellectual realm to the remainder of the Anglo-sphere.  It drew upon the 
work of a group of French theorists who identified with the radical 
student movement whose emblematic moment was May 1968 in Paris.  
Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan and Jean-Francois 
Lyotard were major figures within this intellectual milieu which was, for 
the most part, characterized by its opposition to Marxism.51 While Terry 
Eagleton recognizes that aspects of his following description of 
postmodernism might well be qualified or even rejected in the work of 
any one of these particular theorists, he maintains that it is nevertheless a 
description which has come to represent a widely accepted understanding 
of this theoretical approach.  

      Postmodernity is a style of thought which is suspicious of classical 
notions of truth, reason, identity and objectivity, or the idea of 
universal progress or emancipation, of single frameworks, grand 
narratives or ultimate grounds of explanation.  Against these 
Enlightenment norms, it sees the world as contingent, ungrounded, 
diverse, unstable, indeterminate, a set of disunified cultures or 
interpretations which breed a degree of skepticism about the 
objectivity of truth, history and norms, the givenness of natures and 
the coherence of identities.  This way of seeing, so some would 
claim, has real material conditions: it springs from an historic shift 
in the West to a new form of capitalism – to the ephemeral, 
decentralized world of technology, consumerism and the culture 
industry, in which the service, finance 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, decentred, ungrounded, self-reflexive, playful, 
derivative, eclectic, pluralistic art which blurs the boundaries 
between ‘high’ and ‘popular’ culture, as well as between art and 
everyday experience.52 
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While postmodernism expresses one element of the radicalism of May 
1968 in that it challenges all authority and all prevailing institutions and 
ideas, Epstein argues, it also represents a rejection of other aspects of that 
symbolic moment.  For example, the fact that the student radicals made 
claims about the existing social order which they held to be true 
contravenes a central tenet of postmodernism in that postmodernism 
repudiates the notion of truth.  Furthermore, these radical students relied 
upon collective human action to bring about social transformation and in 
doing so assumed the possibility of not only coherent selves but of a 
coherent collective entity, concepts which, again, are contrary to 
postmodern principles.   Moreover, these students were acting on the 
basis of values which they held to be universal, yet another concept which 
is antithetical to the tenets of postmodernism.53 Epstein echoes the views 
of other Left conservatives in pointing out that postmodernism runs 
counter to the overall aim of the radical era in that its ‘across-the-board 
criticism of all claims and all values leaves it without any set of values 
against which existing society might be measured or which might provide 
the basis for a vision of a better society.’54 On such a basis, Left 
conservatives conclude, one cannot claim that the Left’s view of society 
is of any more value than that of the right.55 The most significant change 
which the influence of postmodernism has had on the intellectual Left, 
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and one which in important ways also distances it from the New Left, 
these scholars maintain, is that this body of theories has been instrumental 
in promoting a shift from a focus on political economy to a focus on 
cultural analysis and language, the political implications of which are 
profound.  That postmodernists reject the type of broad based movement 
which has characterized the traditional Left and instead promote a 
fragmented identity politics is seen by Left conservatives as yet another 
change of immense political consequence for the Left.56 

A major factor which Left conservatives see as contributing to the way in 
which postmodern theories gained ready acceptance at this time, 
particularly among young intellectuals interested in feminism or 
gay/lesbian politics, was the influence of Foucault.  These critics maintain 
that Foucault’s view that power relations exist not only between the state 
and its subjects, or between labor and capital, but that they permeate the 
whole of society gave legitimacy to the idea that the personal is political, 
an idea which had been widely promoted by feminists during the radical 
era.  Furthermore, this novel understanding of power relations gave 
legitimacy to the study of sexuality, feminism and family relations, areas 
of intellectual concern which were then only in their infancy.57 In addition 
to the influence of Foucault, paradoxically, the interest in Marxism which 
was generated during the sixties also paved the way for the acceptance of 
postmodernism in as much as it fostered an interest in social theory in 
general.58    

In the following discussion, Julie Stephens argues that a further influence 
which contributed to the rapid and widespread acceptance of 
postmodernism in as much as it actually prefigured this theoretical 
approach was the influence of what she terms the anti-disciplinary politics 
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of counter-cultural groups such as the Diggers and the Yippies.  While the 
counter-culture was not part of the New Left, the dividing line between 
these two elements of the radical youth movement was always porous.  
The Diggers and Yippies, along with certain factions within SDS, 
distinguished their actions from conventional politics in that they rejected 
the politics of bureaucratic organizations and in doing so attacked the 
following: conventional methods of political mobilization, the idea of 
leadership, concepts of strategy and planning, the aim of ideological 
coherence and the idea that political action required sacrifice.59 These 
same groups rejected Enlightenment notions of rationality; they held that 
reality amounted to nothing more nor less than a series of mediated 
images while they saw language as no longer adequate for the purposes of 
generating understanding.60 ‘This distinctive strain of sixties protest,’ she 
explains, ‘attempted to dismantle the discipline of traditional Left politics 
in an almost Foucauldian sense.’61 In the same way that Foucault 
questioned any political program which presented itself as in some way 
superior to a prevailing regime, members of the counter-culture pointed 
out what they saw as the dangers inherent in the normative criteria of any 
given political program.  In problematizing the very notion of resistance 
in this way these groups also called into question the possibility or 
desirability of the modern revolutionary model of political change.  The 
anti-disciplinary politics of the counter-culture also has a certain affinity 
with Foucault’s understanding of the modern social order as a disciplinary 
society wherein power circulates in a variety of ways producing effects at 
the level of desire and knowledge.62 ‘The language of an anti-disciplinary 
politics that prided itself in having no aims, no ideology, no party and no 
list of demands,’ she explains, ‘was expressed and understood by a range 
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of sixties movements.’63 This understanding of politics was amply 
expressed in a variety of much publicized events by members of the 
counter-culture such as the mock levitation of the Pentagon, throwing 
money on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, nominating a pig 
for president of the USA and dressing in a guerilla uniform while carrying 
a toy M-16 and chanting ‘Om’ in a Chicago courtroom.  In all of these 
ways the promoters of anti-disciplinary politics were actively repudiating 
Marxism.  Stephens concludes: ‘Indeed, the post-sixties questioning of 
the project of grand social transformation - coming from postmodern 
theorists but also from more popular sources - can be traced as much to 
the success of this anti-disciplinary version of politics as to the purported 
failure of sixties radicalism.’64 

Yet another factor which Left conservatives maintain contributed to 
postmodern approaches being so readily taken up was the defeat of the 
Left and the various responses to this defeat on the parts of the 1968 
generation.65 Eagleton explains: 

Whatever else postmodernism may spring from – ‘post-industrial’ 
society, the final discrediting of modernity, the recrudescence of the 
avant-garde, the commodification of culture, the emergence of vital 
new political forces, the collapse of certain classless ideologies of 
society and the subject – it is also, and centrally, the upshot of a 
political failure which it has either thrust into oblivion, or with 
which it has never ceased to shadow box.66  

Alex Callinicos reflects the view of other Left conservatives in arguing 
that by the 1980s the circumstances of those who had either been radical 
activists during the late sixties and early seventies, or whose politics were 
shaped by that tumultuous time, had changed significantly and it is the 
changed circumstance of this cohort which also contributes to throwing 
light on the rapid spread of postmodern theories at this time.  He explains:    
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This was the decade when those radicalized in the 1960s and early 
1970s began to enter middle age.  Usually they did so with all hope 
of socialist revolution gone – indeed, often having ceased to believe 
in the desirability of any such revolution.  Most of them had by then 
come to occupy some sort of professional, managerial or 
administrative position, to have become members of the new middle 
class, at a time when the overconsumptionist dymanic of Western 
capitalism offered this class rising living standards….This 
conjuncture – the prosperity of the Western new middle class 
combined with the political disillusionment of many of its most 
articulate members – provides the context to the proliferating talk of 
postmodernism.67 

Meiksins Wood elaborates on this argument.  She begins by arguing that 
the vast majority of radical students during the late sixties and early 
seventies, while fiercely committed to a range of social justice issues, was 
not opposed to capitalism.  ‘To the extent that people did think about the 
capitalist economy many were probably thinking less about abolishing it 
than about including excluded groups in it.’68 Furthermore, most radical 
activists were either closet Keynesians or unconscious social democrats 
whose highest aspiration was, if they thought about capitalism at all, 
‘some more humane and democratic kind of capitalism – without racism 
and without imperialism but still basically capitalism.’69 The sixties 
generation grew up in what people call the golden age of capitalism, she 
explains, and ‘if there was ever a real historic shift in the 20th century, it 
was surely between the generation that grew up in that context and the 
previous generation.’70 She argues that the sixties generation had more 
reason to believe in the possibilities of capitalism than any generation 
before it, particularly those reared in the nineteen thirties.  However, 
according to her, it also had its own specific reasons for being 
disappointed as this particular generation ‘may have been the first to 
experience a relatively successful capitalism and at the same time to 
confront, in fairly dramatic ways, what capitalism even at its most 
successful cannot deliver.’71 In Meiksins Wood’s view, the 
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disappointment that a more humane capitalism did not develop at a time 
when the members of this generation believed it could have led to their 
loss of faith in the possibility of radical social change, which in turn 
contributed to their susceptibility to postmodernism.72 

Left conservatives maintain that the long drawn-out public debate over 
the culture wars and political correctness reflects something of the 
connection between the influence of former radicals within the 
postmodern academic Left and their experience of political defeat.  In the 
following discussion these critics lay out  their argument.  The term 
‘political correctness’ which is closely allied to identity politics, describes 
a trend within the postmodern academic Left which promotes self 
censorship in relation to racism, sexism and homophobia and, in doing so, 
severely limits the terms of debate around such issues which makes 
normal intellectual discussion impossible.  This trend is characterized by 
its being more oriented towards moral rather than strategic thinking and, 
in keeping with its postmodern sensibility, generally more concerned with 
what discourse is used rather than with what changes are made in the 
social structure.  Political correctness can be explained, in part, by the fact 
that, while progressive academics have considerable cultural influence 
within the intellectual arena, they have no political potency and, therefore, 
their feeling of political impotence leads to the fierce policing of 
language.  For many of those progressive academics who had been 
students in the sixties and either took part in or identified with the 
movements of the time, their incorporation into academia involved a 
profound defeat in that they had had high hopes of transforming the 
university in ways which never came to fruition.  For these reasons it is a 
sense of collective powerlessness on the parts of these former radicals 
which helps explain political correctness and the cultural politics which 
accompanies it.73  In Epstein’s words: 
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The right’s ascendance to power in the late seventies has left us with 
a poor set of options.  The current progressive culture is shaped by 
the odd situation of being a radicalized generation caught both in an 
era dominated by the right and in an institution in which the 
possibility of radical transformation has come to seem remote.  In 
this sense “political correctness” is a substitute for radical politics, a 
wish for a radical community that we don’t have, and for the ability 
to make changes that seem beyond our reach.74 

Eagleton argues that many progressive scholars who were disillusioned 
because of the defeat of the Left found that, when presented with the 
novel theoretical approaches, they were no longer able to maintain the 
same confidence in some of the classical epistemologies which had 
underpinned the Left and for this reason began to take up postmodern 
approaches.  As many of these progressive scholars have interpreted 
defeat to mean that the system could not be breached, he argues, so the 
radical impulse has been forced to migrate to ‘those ambiguous, 
indeterminate spots where its power seemed less implacable,’75 to those 
few surviving enclaves such as language and sexuality ‘where it [the 
system] could at least be momentarily transgressed.’76 This shift of focus 
in the radical sensibility leads to a celebration of the marginal and the 
minority as being inherently positive without recognizing the logical 
consequences of such thinking.  He explains:  ‘Fascinated by these fault-
lines, one might even come to imagine that there is no centre to society at 
all; but while this might be a convenient way of rationalizing one’s own 
lack of power, it could only be at the cost of acknowledging that there can 
logically be no margins either.’77 Once large-scale political transformation 
is no longer considered a possibility, he argues, it is not surprising that the 
capitalist system comes to be regarded as either impregnable or 
incomprehensible and that a cult of ambiguity and indeterminacy 
develops in place of the rigorous, determinate knowledge that is necessary 
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to comprehend and transform the system.  While those postmodern 
intellectuals who discredit the concepts of system and totality have no 
particularly pressing need to locate their own existence within a broader 
political framework, he continues, there are others who are not as 
fortunate.  He explains: ‘Just to be free and happy, some people need to 
grasp the way their specific situation interlocks with a larger context, 
whose logic helps to determine their destiny.’78 In Eagleton’s view the 
concept of totality is necessary for those who simply might wish to 
speculate on ‘whether there might not be certain regular effects in our 
daily life which we can make plausible sense of by positing the impact 
upon it of a coherent, if invisible set of forces.’79 The postmodern 
rejection of the concept of totality, he argues, is tantamount to a refusal to 
examine capitalism which may, in part, be explained thus: ‘How “global” 
your thinking is depends … on where you happen to be standing, not least 
if you would prefer to be standing somewhere else.’80 Furthermore, the 
postmodern rejection of the concept of totality can also be seen as an 
attempt at providing some much-needed consolation in light of the defeat 
of the Left.  He explains:   

For in a period when no very far-reaching  political action seems really 
feasible, when so-called micropolitics seems the order of the day, it is 
relieving to convert this necessity into a virtue – to persuade oneself 
that one’s political limits have, as it were, a solid ontological 
grounding, in the fact that social totality is in any case a chimera.  It 
doesn’t matter if there is no political agent on hand to transform the 
whole, since there is in fact no whole to be transformed.  Totalities, 
after all, have to exist for someone…81   

There is a necessary connection between the postmodern rejection of a 
human subject sufficiently unified to embark on significantly 
transformative action, Eagleton argues, and its rejection of the ‘concept of 
totality,’ as the latter implies a subject for whom some comprehension of 
the whole might make a difference.82  
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Eagleton maintains that the realist assumptions implicit in the Left’s 
practice no longer seem as convincing to many progressive scholars in 
light of the defeat of the Left.  He elaborates:     

                  When a radical movement is making headway, its epistemology is 
likely to be closely conditioned by its practice.  It requires no 
esoteric theory at such times to recognize that the material world is 
at least real enough to be acted upon and altered; or that it is also, 
for rather too much of the time, dense and autonomous enough to 
resist one’s designs upon it; or that one’s theoretical doctrines or 
political desires may need to be reshaped to suit its imperious 
demands.83   

Eagleton points out that as questions of epistemology are closely 
connected to political history it is not surprising that postmodern 
approaches emphasize the influence of culture almost to the exclusion of 
all else, a perspective, he explains, ‘…which drastically undermines what 
men and women have in common as natural, material creatures, foolishly 
suspects all talk of nature as insidiously mystifying, and overestimates the 
significance of cultural difference.’84 

Because the postmodern theoretical approach is very much an American 
product, Left conservatives argue, in order to understand the extent of its 
influence it is necessary to understand the way in which two crucial and 
related factors have made the USA such fertile ground for 
postmodernism. On the one hand, the absence of a significant Left such as 
has existed in Western Europe and the U.K. and, on the other, the 
powerful influence of race on American society.  These scholars point out 
that the absence of a strong Left in America has meant that during those 
times in which one has attempted to develop it has had the additional 
burden of having to remake itself anew, which was very much the case in 
relation to the New Left in the U.S.A.  Furthermore, the absence of a 
robust Left also meant that there was no effective countervailing 
influence to postmodernism.  And, in regard to race, the absence of an 
effective Left in the U.S.A. cannot be properly understood without 
recognizing the way in which the influence of race and ethnicity have 
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contributed to this absence which is sometimes termed American 
‘exceptionalism’.85   

The fact that the population of the USA has been made up of wave after 
wave of immigrants, of slaves and of indentured laborers has not only had 
a profound effect on the society in general, but on the fortunes of the Left 
in particular.86 Richard Flacks explains: 

      More than any other industrial society, the United States embodied 
conditions that fostered the fragmentation and particularization of 
working-class consciousness.  Great waves of forced and voluntary 
migration created a laboring population that is a mosaic of ethnic 
and racial subcultures.  The American political economy was not a 
melting pot; the groups that came over [to the USA] did not 
randomly diffuse through the occupational landscape.  Immigration 
occurred in successive waves; as particular ethnic groups 
established themselves in particular niches, they came to perceive 
succeeding groups as potential competitors for scare opportunities 
or as willing to undercut them in the labor market.87 

Because the members of particular racial or ethnic groups tended to speak 
the same language, live in the same locality and sometimes share similar 
skill levels or occupations, these critics maintain that they saw it as in 
their interest to organize on the basis of their particular group.  According 
to Flacks:  

The cleavages and bonds that resulted from this ethnic 
differentiation and stratification were fundamental to the structuring 
of working class mobilization and organization.  When workers 
looked for the most practical means to protect their livelihoods they 
were likely to find these in the controls their ethnic subculture had 
achieved over particular economic niches.88  
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In Flacks’ view it was equally practical for political representation and 
strategy to be based on ethnically based voting blocs which were 
mobilized by political entrepreneurs from particular ethnic groups and 
financed by ethnically based businesses.  ‘Accordingly,’ he explains, ‘the 
dominant mode of working-class political organization in the first 
decades of efforts by workers to achieve political voice was the ethnically 
grounded urban political machine.’89   

In surveying the history of the relationship between white and nonwhite 
labor in the USA, Richard Iton observes that it ‘is hardly remarkable in 
that the conflicts within the house of labor are no different from those 
found in every other area of American history.’90 An exception to this 
pattern was the phenomenal success on the part of the Communist Party 
during the nineteen thirties in establishing a racially integrated union 
movement.  By 1935 eleven percent of the party’s roughly twenty seven 
thousand members were black and in the South blacks comprised an even 
higher percentage of the membership.91 ‘In this regard,’ Iton observes, 
‘compared with the achievements of previous Leftist movements, the 
CPUSA’s efforts constituted a milestone … No socialist organization 
before or since has touched the life of the African-American community 
so profoundly.’92  

The development and maintenance of a collective identity which the Left 
requires in order to advance not particular interests but rather a vision of 
universal emancipation conflicted with the way in which the racial and 
ethnic heterogeneity of American society shaped labor relations.  Flacks 
explains:   
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            When the Left called on the workers to organize as a class, it was 
not, in the United States, proposing a strategy that could make sense 
as a practical route to collective power, but rather it was asking large 
numbers to forgo the practical advantages they were more certain of 
getting through more particularistic organization.93  

While the development and maintenance of a collective identity as 
required by the labor movement depended on a clear delineation of the 
differences between the interests of capital and those of labor, Iton argues, 
in the USA ‘labor has functioned in an environment in which “the other,” 
more often than not, has not been capital.’94 The labor movement in the 
USA, he explains, ‘failed to make political links when other labor 
movements in other contexts were doing so and defined its interests in 
opposition to Asians, Hispanics, blacks, unskilled workers, and women as 
often as it challenged capital.’95 

In short, Left conservatives conclude, America’s lack of a significant Left 
combined with the immense weight of race and ethnicity on that society 
greatly influenced the acceptance and burgeoning of postmodernism in 
the U.S.A. and, in doing so, have effectively undermined the Left 
throughout the remainder of the Anglo-sphere. 

In their analysis of the intellectual and historical origins of the debate 
which is the subject of this thesis Left conservatives have argued that in 
order to understand the widespread enthusiasm for postmodern 
approaches throughout the Anglo-sphere during the past several decades 
it is necessary to look to the radical era of the sixties and early seventies.  
These scholars maintain that the New Left’s emphasis on cultural and 
personal politics, its replacement of the working class as revolutionary 
agent by students and intellectuals, the effect of affluence on the shaping 
of its concerns, the disintegration of the common struggle into separate 
pursuits and the concept of radicalism which developed at this time are all 
influences which contributed to setting the stage for the acceptance of 
postmodern approaches and identity politics.  Left conservatives also 
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identify a range of other factors which they see as having contributed to 
the initial and continued enthusiasm for the set of imported French 
theories: the appeal of Foucault to those interested in the new areas of 
feminism and gay and lesbian relations, the influence of the anti-
disciplinary politics of counter-cultural groups such as the Diggers and 
Yippies, the various ways in which the defeat of the Left affected the 
attitudes and choices of progressive intellectuals whose politics had been 
shaped by the radical era and, most importantly, the absence of a robust 
Left in the U.S.A. which might have provided an effective counterbalance 
to the imported intellectual juggernaut.  Left conservatives consider the 
radical era a time of great promise in which important gains were 
undoubtedly achieved through the expansion of the Left’s purview.  
However, these scholars argue, this enormously influential period was 
also one in which the groundwork for the acceptance of postmodern 
approaches and identity politics was laid, developments which have either 
worked to undermine what has remained of the Left, or, have so reduced 
and distorted the notion of the Left as to rob it of its best aspects.  The 
way in which progressive politics developed under the influence of 
postmodernism in the aftermath of the radical era, Left conservatives 
argue, while undoubtedly bearing the imprint of that influential period, 
also makes clear that much of what the New Left stood for has been 
repudiated by those who followed in its wake.                                        
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Chapter Two 

 

Marxism Under Attack 

 

By the early 1980s postmodern theories had become ensconced within the 
intellectual milieu of the Anglo-sphere while at the same time Marxism 
was not only rapidly falling out of intellectual fashion but had assumed an 
important negative role.  On the one hand, Marxism was seen to be a 
dominant ideology which had to be vigorously countered, while on the 
other, this much maligned tradition was commonly held to be deficient in 
the following important ways.  First of all, the Marxist concept of class 
was accused of being economistic and reductive in that it was said to deal 
only with the economic conditions of white working class males, a class 
which, in any case, had all but disappeared.  Most importantly, Marxist 
analysis was also said to be incapable of dealing with a wide array of 
important questions such as gender, race, sexuality, human desires and 
the environment, areas of concern which had either come to the fore or 
gained momentum during the radical era of the late 1960s and early 
1970s.  Furthermore, not only was Marxist analysis considered incapable 
of dealing with a wide range of important questions which required an 
analysis of cultural processes, but it was thought to be inherently 
antagonistic towards alternative formulations.  In short, those mounting 
the postmodern bandwagon argued that, as Marxist theory was incapable 
of dealing with cultural analysis, it was therefore incapable of dealing 
with the world’s most pressing concerns and, as such, was an outmoded 
form of analysis which needed relegation to the intellectual dustbin.96 

                                                        
96 L. Nicholson,  ‘Introduction,’ in Feminism/Postmodernism, edited by Linda Nicholson, (Routledge, 
New York and London: 1990), pp. 1-5. N. P. Mouzelis,  Post-Marxist Alternatives: The Construction of 
Social Orders, (Macmillan, London: 1990), pp. 1-3. S. Sim,  Post-Marxism: An Intellectual History, 
(Routledge, London and New York: 2000), pp. 4-6, 104, 124-127, 139.  P. Goldstein,  Post-Marxist 
Theory: An Introduction, (State University of New York Press, Albany: 2005), pp. 1-2, 9. S. Sim,  
‘Introduction: Spectres and Nostalgia: Post-Marxism/Post-Marxism,’ in Post-Marxism:  A Reader, 
edited by Stuart Sim, (Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh: 1998), pp. 3, 6, 9. For comments on the 
cultural turn by Left conservatives, see S. Robotham,  Promise of a Dream: Remembering the Sixties, 



 

 48 

The final blow to any credibility which Marxism may still have had came 
with the double revolutions of 1989/91, when the Stalinist regimes of 
Eastern Europe collapsed, followed by the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union.  These events, which Francis Fukuyama, in his essay ‘The End of 
History’ and his subsequent book The End of History and the Last Man, 
interpreted as the final triumph of the market economy and liberal 
democracy, gave credence to the much vaunted slogan ‘the death of 
Marxism.’97 Despite the fact that the vast majority of Marxists within the 
West and the USA had for decades believed the Soviet regime and its 
satellite states, in the words of Victor Wallis, ‘to embody a  clear 
departure from the democratic vision of working class rule that Marx 
expressed,’98 these events were widely interpreted as demonstrating 
Marxism’s bankruptcy.  That most Western Marxists had long regarded 
‘actually existing socialism,’ with some hostility did nothing to diminish 
in the minds of Marxism’s critics the idea that Marxism was synonymous 
with Stalinism.99  

In the 1980s there appeared to be a revival of what Ellen Meiksins Wood 
ironically termed ‘a new “true” socialism’ which, in her words, ‘has 
virtually excised class and class struggle from the socialist project’ and 
whose most distinctive feature she sees as the autonomization of ideology 
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and politics from any class foundation.100  ‘This theoretical tendency to 
autonomize ideology and politics is, at its most extreme,’ she explains, 
‘associated with a drift toward the establishment of language or 
“discourse’” as the dominant principle of social life, and the convergence 
of certain “post-Marxist” trends with post-structuralism, the ultimate 
dissociation of ideology  and consciousness from any social and historical 
base.    …What is most important from our point of view is how this 
approach has been harnessed to a political strategy which assumes that 
social and political forces are constituted by discourse itself, with little 
foundation in social relations.’101 The book which most clearly epitomizes 
this new true socialism, according to critics on both sides of this debate, 
and which in the words of Barbara Epstein ‘has done more than any other 
single piece of work to set the terms for the discussion of cultural politics, 
or radical democracy … and [has been] taken by many as the 
authoritative statement of the implications of poststructuralism … for 
radical politics’102 is Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a 
Radical Democratic Politics, which was written by Chantal Mouffe and 
Ernesto Laclau and published in 1985.103 At the outset the authors 
announce that the Left must change its ways: 
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Left wing thought today stands at a crossroads.  The ‘evident truths’ 
of the past – the classical forms of analysis and political calculation, 
the nature of the forces in conflict, the very meaning of the Left’s 
struggles and objectives – have been seriously challenged by an 
avalanche of historical mutations which have riven the ground on 
which those truths were constituted … a question mark has fallen 
more and more heavily over a whole way of conceiving both 
socialism and the roads that should lead to it.104  

Laclau and Mouffe argue that ‘the rise of the new feminism, the protest 
movements of ethnic, national and sexual minorities, the anti-institutional 
ecology struggles waged by marginalized layers of the population, the 
anti-nuclear movement, the atypical forms of social struggles in countries 
in the capitalist periphery’105 have precipitated a theoretical crisis in that 
this plurality of struggles has called into question  the traditional notion of 
socialism which rests upon the centrality of the working class.  The 
authors make clear that they reject the primacy of class politics in favor of 
the cultural politics promoted by the social movements of the 1960s and 
1970s.106 Their intellectual project, they announce, is both post-Marxist 
and post-Marxist.107 

A fundamental criticism which the authors of Hegemony and Socialist 
Strategy direct at Marxism is that they consider its theoretical 
underpinnings make for an obsession with unity, which, in turn, results in 
simplified explanations of social and political processes.  According to 
the post-Marxist Stuart Sim, Laclau and Mouffe challenge what they see 
as Marxism’s essentialism in the following way:   

In textbook deconstructive style, the concept of unity is called into 
question, and diversity, even paradox, pursued instead. To follow 
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the deconstructionist line of thought on such issues, there is no 
centre to discursive phenomena, therefore unity is an illusion: the 
centre is never wholly present; always partly somewhere else; never 
graspable in its entirety.108 

Laclau and Mouffe explain that ‘we must begin by renouncing the 
conception of “society” as founding totality of its partial processes.  We 
must, therefore, consider the openness of the social as the constitutive 
ground or “negative essence” of the existing.’109 They elaborate on this 
argument: ‘But insofar as the social is an infinitude not reducible to any 
underlying unitary principle, the mere idea of a centre of the social has no 
meaning at all.’110 Throughout the book, these authors often refer to ‘the 
open, non-sutured character of the social.’111 As the Left conservative 
Norman Geras explains of Laclau and Mouffe’s argument, according to 
their perspective, if society can be ‘determined from, and intelligible by 
reference to, one foundation or origin,’112 then society is conceived as a 
closed totality, or, to use their vocabulary, sutured, on which basis 
Marxism is condemned.113 Left conservatives point out that in Laclau and 
Mouffe’s discussion of a number of Marxist writers, they attribute to 
them all the same kind of deficiency: the reductionist assumption of an 
original essence which the authors term ‘essentialism’.  These critics go 
on to explain that in the eyes of Laclau and Mouffe, this single theoretical 
failure takes a wide variety of forms such as monism, economism, 
classism, closure, transparency or sutured totality.  A logical extension of 
the theoretical approach employed by Laclau and Mouffe, Geras argues, 
is that ‘virtually any framework of historical explanation – any principle 
of sociological intelligibility, can be condemned in the name of “the 
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openness and indeterminancy of the social”.’114 In his view, Laclau and 
Mouffe ‘have embraced an obscurantism, capable of disparaging every 
explanatory project, because an “essence” will always be discoverable in 
whatever principle or principles of explanation it may put forward.’115 

According to Left conservatives, Laclau and Mouffe base their assault on 
Marxism on a caricatured conception of the tradition, on a gross 
misrepresentation of it.  Geras explains: ‘Marxism is defined by Laclau 
and Mouffe in the most uncompromisingly necessitarian or determinist, 
most rigidly economistic, and - if one must - most simplifyingly 
“essentialist” terms; and then dismissed for being determinist, economist, 
“essentialist”.’116 An example of this caricatured treatment of Marxism, 
these critics claim, is evident in the way in which Laclau and Mouffe 
launch their attack on what they consider to be the ‘last redoubt of 
orthodox essentialism,’ the fundamental assumptions of Marxist ‘class 
reductionism’.117  

This attack by Laclau and Mouffe can be summarized as follows: these 
post-Marxist critics reject the Marxist view that there is a correspondence 
between economics and politics in general and that economic class 
interests can be translated into political terms.  In their words: ‘It is not 
the case that the field of the economy is a self-regulated space subject to 
endogenous laws; nor does there exist a constitutive principle for social 
agents which can be fixed in an ultimate class core; nor are class positions 
the necessary location of historical interests.’118  For this reason they 
conclude ‘that fundamental interests in socialism cannot be logically 
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deduced from determinate positions in the economic process.’119 Thus, as 
the working class has no fundamental interest in socialism the formation 
of a socialist movement is then, in principle, independent of class.120 
Laclau and Mouffe’s following view of the Marxist understanding of 
working class unity and the objective interests of the working class 
throws light on their perspective:   

Here the alternative is clear: either one has a theory of history according to which  
this contradictory plurality will be eliminated and an absolutely united working 
class will become transparent to itself at the moment of proletarian chiliasm – in 
which case its ‘objective interests’ can be determined from the very beginning; or 
else, one abandons that theory and, with it, any basis for privileging certain 
subject positions over others in the determination of the ‘objective’ interests of 
the agent as a whole – in which case this latter notion becomes meaningless.121 

In short, according to Laclau and Mouffe’s interpretation of these Marxist 
notions, working class unity must exist as a direct consequence of 
capitalist development, that is, ‘the unity and homogeneity of social 
agents, constituted at the economic level, must result from the very laws 
of motion of this level,’ and not be dependent on any mediating 
influences in order for the Marxist understanding of the objective interests 
and particular role of the working class in relation to socialism to be 
credible.122  

In contrast to Laclau and Mouffe’s stark choice that either economic 
necessity alone unifies the working class or there is complete 
fragmentation and no such thing as objective interests, Left conservatives 
hold to the possibility of relative rather than absolute unity; that a large 
majority of the working class could become sufficiently unified so as to 
become not ‘transparent to itself at the moment of proletarian chiliasm’,123 
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as Laclau and Mouffe argue, but more clear about what is wrong with the 
present social order and then persuaded of a realistic alternative.  Geras 
explains:  

          We may consider that the revolutionary transformation of that social order, 
painfully difficult of achievement, would be, not a religious consummation or 
event, just the condition for a marked improvement in millions of people’s lives.  
And on the strength of this judgment – that it would be an improvement – for 
their health and their welfare, their possibilities of self-fulfillment and happiness, 
and one they could themselves come to recognize and fight for – we may hold 
that we are entitled to speak of objective interests.124  

According to Left conservatives, in contrast to Laclau and Mouffe’s 
perspective, despite the wide diversity within the working class, an array 
of shared features such as lack of autonomy at work, unpleasant work 
conditions, insecurity of employment all contribute to providing a solid, 
objective basis for a unifying socialist politics.125  

In the process of countering Laclau and Mouffe’s interpretation of the 
Marxist understanding of working class unity and the objective interests 
of the working class and therefore its role in socialism, Meiksins Wood 
begins by laying out the Marxist conception of class struggle: 

          Class struggle is the nucleus of Marxism.  This is so in two separate senses: it is 
class struggle that for Marxism explains the dynamic of history, and it is the 
abolition of classes, the obverse or end product of class struggle, that is the 
ultimate objective of the revolutionary process.  The particular importance for 
Marxism of the working class in capitalist society is that this is the only class 
whose own class interests require, and whose own conditions make possible, the 
abolition of class itself.  The inseparable unity of this view of history and this 
revolutionary objective is what above all distinguishes Marxism from other 
conceptions of social transformation, and without it there is no Marxism.126 

Left conservatives argue that to dislodge the working class from the 
socialist project in the way in which Laclau and Mouffe do is to redefine 
both the means and the ends of this project.  Meiksins Wood explains 
thus: ‘for to locate the impulse of socialist transformation is also at the 
same time to define the character and limits of socialism itself and its 
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promise of human emancipation.’127 That Marxism places the working 
class and its struggles at the heart of social transformation and the 
building of socialism, these critics explain, is a conclusion based on the 
historical/materialist principle which places the relations of production at 
the centre of social life and regards their exploitative character as the root 
of social and political oppression.128 On this understanding, Meiksins 
Wood points out, certain propositions follow:  

          1) the working class is the social group with the most direct objective interest  in 
bringing about the transition to socialism; 2) the working class as the direct 
object of the most fundamental and determinative - though certainly not the only 
- form of oppression, and the class whose interests do not rest on the oppression 
of other classes, can create the conditions for liberating all human beings in the 
struggle to liberate itself; 3) given the fundamental and ultimately unresolvable 
opposition between exploiting and exploited classes which lies at the heart of the 
structure of oppression, class struggle must be the principle motor of this 
emancipatory transformation: and 4) the working class is the one social force that 
has a strategic social power sufficient to permit its development into a 
revolutionary force.129 

Underlying this Marxixt analysis, these critics explain, is an emancipatory 
vision  which aims at a reorganization of a range of power relations 
including those of labour and the state.  Therefore, they continue, to 
displace the working class from its position in the struggle for socialism 
in the way in which Laclau and Mouffe do is to either make an enormous 
strategic error or to challenge this analysis of social relations of power.130  

In their analysis of the Marxist notions of working class unity and the 
objective interests of the working class, Laclau and Mouffe attribute to 
Marx a definition of the economic from which social relations have been 
excluded, so that the economic is in fact identified with technology, and 
economic laws with a neutral, natural development of productive 
forces.131 Meiksins Wood explains of Laclau and Mouffe’s representation 
of the Marxist notion of the economic that,  
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Instead of beginning, as Marx himself did, by defining production as an 
irreducibly social phenomenon, these critics of Marxist ‘economism’ treat the 
‘economic’ sphere as fundamentally asocial … It is only by means of an 
artificial, a priori separation of the social from the ‘economic’ or ‘material’ - 
which is the very antithesis of Marx’s own materialism, and his critique of 
political economy - that they can sustain their attack on the ‘last redoubt of 
essentialism’ and on the Marxist case for grounding politics in the material 
relations of class.  This detachment of the ‘social’ from the ‘economic’ or 
material has the further effect of uprooting history from any specific 
determination or causality, apart from the contingent logic of ‘discourse’.132 

Meiksins Wood argues that in denying the objective interests of the 
working class and viewing the working class as no different from other 
social agents in the degree to which their interests coincide with the aims 
of socialism, Laclau and Mouffe are not simply acknowledging that 
material interests do not spontaneously translate into political objectives, 
or into concerted political action, a view she herself holds, but rather that 
their argument implies the following: 

that material interests do not exist unless they are translated into political 
objectives and concerted political action.  This must mean that the conditions of 
capitalist exploitation are no more consequential in determining the life-
situations and experiences of workers than are any other conditions and 
contingencies which may touch their lives (which probably also means putting in 
question the very first principle of historical materialism, concerning the 
centrality of production relations and exploitation in the constitution of human 
social life).  The implication is that workers are no more affected by capitalist 
exploitation than are any other human beings who are not themselves the direct 
objects of exploitation.133 

Laclau and Mouffe’s argument also implies, Meiksins Wood continues,  

that capitalists derive no fundamental advantage from the exploitation of 
workers, that workers derive no fundamental disadvantage from their 
exploitation by capital, that workers would derive no fundamental advantage 
from ceasing to be exploited, that the condition of being exploited does not entail 
an ‘interest’ in the cessation of class exploitation, that the relations between 
capital and labour have no fundamental consequences for the whole structure of 
social and political power, and that the conflicting interests between capital and 
labour are all in the eye of the beholder.134  

The above interpretation of the Marxist understandings of working class 
unity and the objective interests of the working class by Laclau and 
Mouffe is one which Left conservatives see as being premised on a 
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‘simple determinism’ and therefore, as a misrepresentation of the Marxist 
tradition.135 

In place of the Marxist conception of socialism, Laclau and Mouffe 
propose bringing together various discursive identities or subject 
positions, social movements and struggles into a democratic coalition 
which is constituted and organized on the ideological plane rather than 
being based on class conflict or class allegiance.136 As the post-Marxist 
critic Philip Goldstein explains, Laclau and Mouffe’s central claim is 
‘that the discursive conflicts by which contending political parties seek to 
impose their hegemony explain values and identities more fully than 
ruling - class interests or social structures do.’137 Laclau and Mouffe 
explain what they base their novel understanding of socialism on, which 
they term radical democracy, and which puts into question the Marxist 
political imaginary: ‘The rejection of privileged points of rupture and the 
confluence of struggles into a unified political space, and the acceptance, 
on the contrary, of the plurality and indeterminancy of the social, seems 
to us the two fundamental bases from which a new political imaginary 
can be constructed, radically libertarian and infinitely more ambitious in 
its objectives than that of the classic left.’138 According to Laclau and 
Mouffe, the democratic coalition which they propose is to be constructed 
by means of hegemonic articulation.  The conception of hegemony 
developed by these authors, it needs to be noted, is one far removed from 
the Marxist understanding of the notion.139 According to Laclau and 
Mouffe, their particular conception of hegemony ‘supposes a theoretical 
field dominated by the category of articulation.’140 They explain: ‘It is 
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because hegemony supposes the incomplete and open character of the 
social, that it can take place only in a field dominated by articulatory 
practices.’141 Laclau and Mouffe go on to describe articulation as ‘any 
practice establishing a relation among elements such that their identity is 
modified as a result of the articulating practice.’142 Their central problem, 
according to these authors, ‘is to identify the discursive conditions for the 
emergence of collective action, directed towards struggling against 
inequalities and challenging relations of subordination [and also] … to 
identify the conditions in which a relation of subordination becomes a 
relation of oppression, and thereby constitutes itself into the site of an 
antagonism.’143 They explain that by relation of subordination they mean 
‘that in which an agent is subjected to the decisions of another’ and by 
relations of oppression they mean ‘those relations of subordination which 
have transformed themselves into sites of antagonisms.’144 According to 
Laclau and Mouffe, a relation of subordination becomes an antagonism 
only when the discourse by which it is constructed is challenged by other 
discourses.  For example, they explain, ‘ “Serf”, “slave”, and so on, do 
not designate in themselves antagonistic positions; it is only in terms of a 
different discursive formation, such as “the rights inherent to every 
human being”, that the differential positivity of these categories can be 
subverted and the subordination constructed as oppression.’145 While 
Laclau and Mouffe refer to a hegemonic subject or the subject of 
articulatory practices, they repudiate the notion of a unifed subject, along 
with the associated conception of human nature, as essentialist.146 In their 
words: 

          Wherever we use the category of ‘subject’ in this text we will do so in the sense 
of ‘subject positions’ within a discursive structure.  Subjects cannot, therefore, be 
the origin of social relations – not even in the limited sense of being endowed 
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with powers that render an experience possible – as all ‘experience’ depends on 
precise discursive conditions of possibility.147  

In response to Laclau and Mouffe’s view that everything - subjects, 
experience, identity, struggles and movements - has discursive conditions 
of possibility, Left conservatives point out that Laclau and Mouffe seem 
not to ask what might be the conditions of possibility of discourse itself.  
Left conservatives regard Laclau and Mouffe’s theoretical approach as 
being based on what Geras describes as ‘an overweening social ontology, 
itself without conditions, unlimited, unquestionable.’148 Geras goes on to 
ask how such an approach helps in explaining whether some hegemonic 
practices are more likely to prevail than others, and if so, in what 
conditions?  Furthermore, these critics continue, Laclau and Mouffe’s 
theoretical approach entails not only the dissolution of social reality into 
discourse but in doing so denies history and the logic of historical 
processes.  Meiksins Wood explains thus: 

What it [Laclau and Mouffe’s conception of history, or lack thereof] effectively 
means is that, where there is no simple, absolute, mechanical, unilinear, and non-
contradictory determination, there is no determinancy, no relationship, no 
causality at all.  There are no historical conditions, connections, limits, 
possibilities.  There are only arbitrary juxtapositions, ‘conjunctures’, and 
contingencies.  If anything holds the discrete and isolated fragments of reality 
together, it is only the logic of discourse.149 

Rather than being obliged to choose between the inflexible alternatives 
which Laclau and Mouffe suggest, Left conservatives defend the notion 
of relative autonomy which Geras elucidates by means of the following 
example.  He explains that if a length of chain secures him by the ankle to 
a strong post it imposes certain limits on his behavior but also allows him 
a certain freedom.  He provides examples of the things he could do while 
in this situation, such as read or sing, and also the sorts of things which he 
could not do, such as attend political meetings or social functions.  Geras 
argues that his example is sufficient to show that ‘between explaining 
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everything and determining nothing, there are real determinants able 
merely to account for a great deal.’150 

According to Left conservatives, Laclau and Mouffe’s concepts of 
relations of subordination and relations of oppression are without value as 
a yardstick by which to measure social progress, or to provide a basis for 
Left politics.  In reference to the notion of relation of subordination, 
Geras points out that one is subjected to the decisions of others on a 
regular basis, as for example in the case of bus conductors, neighbours 
and employers.  The notions of relations of subordination and relations of 
oppression, he continues, completely relativize what counts as 
oppression; for example, on this understanding, capitalists who firmly 
believe that trade unions ought to be outlawed could be seen as 
experiencing a relation of oppression.151  Left conservatives point out that 
Laclau and Mouffe’s definitions depend on unspoken assumptions about 
unfair power relations or other forms of unacceptable behaviour, rather 
than making clear what standard these judgements are based upon.  As a 
consequence of Laclau and Mouffe’s theoretical approach, Left 
conservatives point out, the following three standard bases of a 
progressive or Left orientation are not available to them: a notion of 
objective interests, the satisfaction of which might serve as a 
measurement of social progress; a general underlying anthropological 
principle such as the concept of human nature which would imply a 
conception of essential human qualities and needs; a concept of 
exploitation or something similar in which trans-historical principles of 
fairness or justice are implied.152  Geras echoes his fellow Left 
conservatives in the following explanation:  

By locating the meaning of oppression within so many discourses of mere 
antagonism and thereby scattering it to the four winds, they have robbed 
themselves of the very criteria they need here, objectivist, universal, or just plain 
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determinate … we are left with a normative vacuum.  If we take the authors at 
their word, their concepts of subordination and oppression can supply no useful 
index of what is progressive, since the breadth of the first and the fluidity 
implicit in the second combine to merge together the ugly realities of human 
oppression with mere vexations, cases of special pleading, the defense, even, of 
exploitation and privilege.153  

The arbitrary quality of Laclau and Mouffe’s definitions, according to 
Left conservatives, is yet another expression of the ever-present 
indeterminancy which characterizes their approach and results in a 
theoretical construct which could support any kind of politics.154 Left 
conservatives ask Laclau and Mouffe where might the will and capacity 
to create the discursive identities which will supposedly make up the 
democratic coalition which they are proposing come from; who might 
give political purpose and direction to the project of radical democracy?  
The implication in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy that the natural 
constituents of socialism seem to be right- minded people, particularly 
intellectuals, concerns Left conservatives.  Meiksins Wood expresses the 
concerns of Left conservatives thus: 

 The question can be posed this way: if not the abolition of class, then what other 
objective?  If not class interest, what other motive force?  If not class identity and 
cohesion, what other collective identity or principle of unity?  And underlying 
these programmatic questions, more fundamental historical ones: if not class 
relations, what other structure of domination lies at the heart of social and 
political power?  More basic still: if not the relations of production and 
exploitation, what other social relations are at the foundation of human social 
organization and historical process? If not the material conditions for sustaining 
existence itself, what is the ‘bottom line’ ?155 

 One matter wherein Left conservatives are in agreement with Laclau and 
Mouffe is that both parties regard the way in which the authors replace 
the Marxist notion of socialism with their own concept of radical 
democracy as representing not only a rejection of traditional socialist 
goals, which can no longer be identified with the abolition of class, but 
also as a rejection of the materialist analysis of social and historical 
processes.   
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Laclau and Mouffe have been instrumental in promoting the widely held 
view, particularly amongst those adopting postmodern approaches, that 
Marxism is incapable of dealing with a range of social ills such as those 
involving race, ethnicity, gender and sexuality, a view which has shaped 
identity politics and which entails a repudiation of class-based 
movements whose aim is overall social transformation.  According to 
Left conservatives, this view of Marxism’s deficiencies is born, in part, 
from the way Laclau and Mouffe misrepresent and distort central Marxist 
notions, as, for example, where Laclau and Mouffe maintain that 
Marxism is grounded in a deterministic political economy wherein 
political economy is seen as being separate from the realm of culture.156 
Left conservatives argue that further fuel is given to the view that 
Marxism is incapable of dealing with social ills other than that of class by 
the notion of indeterminancy which underpins postmodern approaches 
and which earlier parts of the chapter make clear permeates Hegemony 
and Socialist Strategy.  Because the notion of indeterminancy holds that 
social relations cannot be mapped, fundamental connections cannot be 
specified, priorities cannot be enumerated without totalizing or 
essentialising, Alan Sears and Colin Mooers explain that this approach 
leads to the view that the ‘whole becomes the product of an intersection 
of systems each with its own set of dynamics.  This leads to the view that 
society and history can only be understood in fragmentary, partial 
terms.’157 On this understanding different social ills need to be addressed 
and dealt with separately; - hence identity politics is seen as a more 
effective form of progressive politics than the traditional Left class- based 
movement. 

Left conservatives point out that the materialist understanding does not 
separate the economic from the cultural, as Laclau and Mouffe claim, but 
rather sees determinate interconnections between the various realms.  
Paul le Blanc explains that in The German Ideology Marx and Engels 
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note that ‘by producing food, man indirectly produces his material life 
itself.’158  He then quotes part of their elaboration of this understanding:  

The way in which man produces his food depends first of all on the nature of the 
means of subsistence that he finds and has to reproduce.  This mode of 
production must not be viewed simply as reproduction of the physical existence 
of individuals.  Rather, it is a definite form of their activity, a definite way of 
expressing their life, a definite mode of life.  As individuals express their life, so 
they are.  What they are … coincides with what they reproduce, with what they 
produce, and how they produce.159  

According to the materialist approach, Le Blanc further suggests, the 
‘way we each make a living, taken together, adds up to our way of life; 
the activities and relationships we enter into for the purpose of securing 
our subsistence is what is meant by an economy.’160 He then quotes from 
The Poverty of Philosophy to make Marx’s point clearer: ‘economic 
categories are only the theoretical expressions, the abstractions, of social 
relations of production.’161 Because Marx sees economics 
anthropologically, according to the materialist understanding the concepts 
of culture, society and economy overlap, Le Blanc explains that this 
‘means that culture is necessarily permeated with the economic realities 
from which it is inseparable.’162 Class, for Marx and Engels, John 
Bellamy Foster points out, ‘was defined first of all by the relation of 
individuals, families and groups to the process of exploitation, the way in 
which surplus product is appropriated from the direct producers.  Classes 
were seen as the centre of societies’ metabolism, the whole dynamic 
process of the constitution of power.  The ruling relations of power in 
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class societies were ultimately class relations in that they had to do with 
the appropriation of surplus product.’163 

In contrast to Laclau and Mouffe, who argue that ideology, politics, 
culture and economy are relatively autonomous, Left conservatives point 
out that at the heart of the Marxist method is an insistence on conceiving 
the capitalist mode of production as a totality which means that these 
categories and the realities which they reflect are seen as interconnected, 
as parts of the whole.164  In the words of Le Blanc: 

The fundamental class relationships arising from the structure of the economy – 
the basis of human subsistence – do not obliterate, but do permeate and connect 
all other forms of oppression which exist in capitalist society.  The 
interpenetration of the various dimensions of human identity and relationships 
must be grasped in order to achieve a more complete understanding of social 
dynamics: an understanding of the distinct dynamics of sexual oppression, of 
gender oppression, of racial oppression are essential for grasping the social 
totality, but this must be combined with an understanding of class oppression if 
we want to illuminate the realities of race, sexuality, gender and class.165  

While Left conservatives maintain that forms of oppression other than 
class cannot be properly understood as separate from class, they are not 
proposing that these forms of oppression ought to be collapsed into class 
relations but rather that an understanding of the specific ways in which 
capitalist social relations have shaped and configured these forms of 
oppression is crucial to addressing them.  According to Left 
conservatives, it is only a class based movement which has the capacity to 
reshape society in fundamental ways which would enable it to address 
other forms of oppression adequately.  John Bellamy Foster elaborates on 
this point:  

What we need to recognize, however, is that these new social movements, 
though raising vital concerns, cannot accomplish their objectives except in very 
limited ways - as mere supplicants to power - outside the class-based movement, 
which alone has the potential to overturn the dominant relations of production, 
that is, the very means of ruling class domination.  The historical record tells us 
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that only a class movement constitutes a world historical  force capable of 
shaping - reshaping the entire mode of production and moving from one mode of 
production to another.  It is in this sense that history remains the history of class 
struggle.  It is a serious mistake to view the working class… as cut off from 
issues of race, gender, culture and community.166  

Left conservatives maintain that the turn towards radical democracy and 
identity politics, and the associated turn away from class as a key 
category of Left politics, has been accompanied by a loss of interest in the 
form of politics which relates to who controls states and other governing 
institutions.  Epstein points out that workers’ rights, civil rights in relation 
to race, gender, sexual orientation and other social categories, social 
welfare and many other gains which have had lasting implications for the 
quality of most people’s lives, have all been achieved through struggles 
and engagement with  states. ‘The shift away from class and state power 
… is a big mistake,’ Epstein maintains, ‘especially at a moment when 
class polarization is proceeding rapidly both in the United States and 
internationally, and when economic globalization is raising the question  
of who will hold power and what those who hold it will do with it.’167 She 
echoes other Left conservatives in pointing out that the postmodern Left 
‘whose discourse of radical democracy has been framed by the 
assumptions of cultural politics, by the view that the object of radical 
democracy is to take control of discourse,’168 is in danger of becoming 
entirely irrelevant to the major shifts that are taking place nationally and 
internationally.169 According to Left conservatives, standing aside from 
the arena of the state is tantamount to handing control of it to the right.170 

The move away from class and the absence of an interest in state power 
prompts Meiksins Wood to point out that, ‘…this historical moment, the 
one we’re living in now, is the best not the worst, the most not the least 

                                                        
166 J. Bellamy Foster interviewed by Evrensel Kultur,  ‘It is not a Postcapitalist World, Nor is it a Post-Marxist One,’ 
p. 45. See also M. Tomasky,  Left For Dead: The Life, Death and Possible Resurrection of Progressive Politics in 
America, (The Free Press, New York, London, Sydney, Singapore: 1996), pp. 75, 80. 

167 B. Epstein,  ‘Radical Democracy and Cultural Politics: What About Class? What About Political Power?’ p. 129. 

168 B. Epstein, ‘Radical Democracy and Cultural Politics: What About Class? What About Political Power?’ p. 135. 

169 B. Epstein,  ‘Radical Democracy and Cultural Politics: What About Class? What About Political Power?’ p. 129. 

170 B. Epstein,  ‘Radical Democracy and Cultural Politics: What About Class? What About Political Power?’ p. 136. 



 

 66 

appropriate moment to bring back Marx … this is the moment when Marx 
should and can come fully into his own for the first time - not excluding 
the historical moment when he actually lived.’171 She explains that she is 
making this claim for one simple reason: 

          we’re living in a moment when, for the first time, capitalism has become a truly 
universal system.  It’s universal not only in the sense that it’s global, not only in 
the sense that just about every economic actor in the world today is operating 
according to the logic of capitalism, and even those on the outmost periphery of 
the capitalist economy are, in one way or another, subject to that logic.  
Capitalism is also universal in the sense that its logic - the logic of accumulation, 
commodification, profit maximization, competition - has penetrated just about 
every aspect of human life and nature itself, in ways that weren’t even true of so-
called advanced capitalist countries as recently as two or three decades ago.  So 
Marx is more relevant than ever, because he, more effectively than any other 
human being then or now, devoted his life to explaining the systemic logic of 
capitalism.172 

Globalization, Meiksins Wood explains, is simply a code word, and a 
misleading one at that, ‘for a system in which the logic of capitalism has 
become more or less universal and where imperialism achieves its ends 
not so much by the old forms of military expansion but by unleashing and 
manipulating  the destructive impulses of the capitalist market.’173 She 
suggests that because of capitalism’s universal spread we need to return 
to Marx’s analysis of capitalism as a self-enclosed system so as to better 
understand the working out of capitalism’s own internal laws of motion.  
She explains thus:  

And that might make it easier to see the universalization of 
capitalism not just as a measure of success but as a source of 
weakness.  Capitalism’s impulse to universalize itself isn’t just a 
show of strength.  It’s a disease, a cancerous growth.  It destroys the 
social fabric just as it destroys nature.  It’s a contradictory process, 
just as Marx always said it was … it can’t be universally successful 
and prosperous.  It can only universalize its contradictions, its 
polarizations between rich and poor, exploiters and exploited.  Its 
successes are also its failures.’174  

In contrast to those adopting postmodern approaches who experience the 
universal spread of capitalism as rendering it invisible, Meiksins Wood 
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argues that the universalization of capitalism should not be regarded 
simply as a defeat for the Left, but rather as an opportunity ‘… and that, 
of course, above all means a new opportunity for that unfashionable thing 
called class struggle.’175 

David Harvey concurs with Meiksins Wood’s view of the necessity of 
turning to Marx for guidance at this particular historical juncture.  He 
points out that in its description of capitalism’s ‘raw, unmodified, and 
most barbaric nineteenth century state’, Marx’s Capital ‘teems with ideas 
as to how to explain our current state.’176  He explains that many topics 
commonly reported in the press, such as the mere pittance that thirteen 
year old children in Honduras are paid to produce clothing sold by Wall 
Mart, or the conditions of women who work in sweatshops in New York 
to do the same, or the whole brutal history of downsizing, or the scandals 
of child labor in Pakistan in the manufacturing of carpets and soccer balls, 
or the appalling conditions of Nike workers in Indonesia and Vietnam, or 
how technological change is destroying employment opportunities, or the 
weakening of the institutions of organized labor and the simultaneous 
increasing of the length and intensity of working hours, are all central 
themes in Marx’s chapter in Capital, entitled ‘Machinery and Modern 
Industry’.177 

The exhortation for workers of all countries of the world to unite in anti-
capitalist struggle, which Marx expressed in the Communist Manifesto, 
Harvey observes, is more important than ever, given the conditions of 
global working-class formation in the latter half of the twentieth century.  
In 1995, Harvey continues, the World Bank estimated that ‘the global 
labor force doubled in size between 1966 and 1995.  By the latter date, an 
estimated 2.5 billion men and women had become active participants in 
labor markets and thereby captive of the conditions of wage labor.  Most 
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of this wage labor force was living under the most appalling 
conditions.’178  Harvey quotes directly from the World Bank report:  

[T]he more than a billion individuals living on a dollar or less a day depend 
… on pitifully low returns to hard work.  In many countries workers lack 
representation and work in unhealthy, dangerous, or demeaning conditions.  
Meanwhile 120 millions or so are unemployed worldwide, and millions more 
have given up hope of finding work.179  

Harvey goes on to explain that this ‘condition exists at a time of rapid 
growth in average levels of productivity per worker (reported also to have 
doubled since 1965 world - wide) and a rapid growth in world trade 
fueled in part by reductions in costs of movement but also by a wave of 
trade liberalization and sharp increases in the international flows of direct 
investments.’180 While women were always an important component of 
the workforce in the early stages of capitalist development, he notes, in 
recent decades their participation has become much more general and at 
the same time more concentrated in what has come to be termed 
‘unskilled’ occupations.181 

According to Harvey, the material conditions which prompted the moral 
outrage expressed in the Communist Manifesto have not gone away, but 
are embodied ‘in everything from Nike shoes, Disney products, GAP 
clothing to Liz Clairborne products.’182 He observes that the export-
oriented garment industry in Bangladesh which hardly existed twenty 
years ago now employs more than a million workers, eighty per cent of 
whom are women and half of them crowded into Dhaka.  He points to 
cities such as Jakarta, Bangkok and Bombay which, he argues, ‘have 
become meccas for the formation of a transnational working class - 
heavily dependent on women - living under conditions of poverty, 
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violence, chronic environmental degradation, and fierce repression.’183 
Harvey explains his argument as follows: 

         The setting for the Manifesto has not, then, radically changed at its basis.  The 
global proletariat is far larger than ever and the imperative for workers of the 
world to unite is greater than ever.  But the barriers to that unity are far more 
formidable than they were in the already complicated European context of 1848.  
The workforce is now far more geographically dispersed, culturally 
heterogeneous, ethnically and religiously diverse, racially stratified, and 
linguistically fragmented.  The effect is to radically differentiate both the modes 
of resistance to capitalism and the definitions of alternatives.  And while it is true 
that means of communication and opportunities for translation have greatly 
improved, this has little meaning for the billion or so workers living on less than 
a dollar a day possessed of different cultural histories, literatures, and 
understanding (compared to international financiers and transnationals who use 
the new forms of telecommunications all the time.)184 

At a time when class struggle has receded as a unified force in the 
advanced capitalist world, Harvey explains that Marxists are still 
concerned with ‘…the millions whose daily existence is shaped through 
an often traumatic and conflictual relation to the dynamics of capital 
accumulation.’185 The arguments analyzed in this chapter make clear that 
the two factions of this debate within the intellectual Left do indeed see 
the world through markedly different lenses. 

Left conservatives reject Laclau and Mouffe’s overall thesis that the 
development of the new social movements in the late 1960s and early 
1970s has rendered the traditional Left redundant, and with it, Marxism 
itself.  Left conservatives also reject what they see as Laclau and 
Mouffe’s distorted misrepresentation of Marxism while acknowledging 
how pervasive such a view has become. The critique of Marxism 
presented in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, according to Left 
conservatives, is an example of a straw-person syndrome wherein a 
distorted, caricatured interpretation of Marxism is held up for scrutiny 
and then, not surprisingly, demolished.  While Left conservatives 
condemn what they see as Laclau and Mouffe’s intellectual vacuity they 
are nevertheless forced to recognize the powerful influence which 
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy has exerted on progressive politics 
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within the intellectual realm throughout the entire Anglo-sphere.  Left 
conservatives see these two factors, the intellectual caliber of Laclau and 
Mouffe’s project and the influence exerted by this work, as being in 
inverse proportion to one another.  And contrary to the accusation that 
Marxism is concerned with class only, Left conservatives point out that 
Marxist scholars welcomed the broadening of the Left’s purview with the 
development of the new social movements in the radical era, and that they 
not only saw this development as one which was long overdue but also 
participated vigorously in the important expansion of the Left’s concerns 
at the time. It is not the widening of the Left’s concerns which has 
prompted Left conservatives’ engagement in the debate which is the 
subject of this thesis, but rather that this development simultaneously 
entailed a repudiation of class, a category of analysis which has been 
central to Marxist radical thought and which has shaped the Left for more 
than a hundred and fifty years.  This rejection of class signifies a rupture 
of dramatic proportions within the Left, a rupture which some maintain 
marks the death knell of this immensely influential tradition.  According 
to Left conservatives, the repudiation of class and its replacement with 
cultural politics has resulted in the so-called postmodern Left, whose 
main areas of concern are those social ills relating to race, gender and 
sexuality, being unable to arrest the deterioration in the material 
conditions of working-class women and also those racial and ethnic 
minority groups belonging to this same socio-economic category.  While 
Left conservatives maintain that none of the social blights relating to race, 
gender or sexuality can be reduced to class, and recognize that theoretical 
perspectives other than Marxism are necessary in understanding these 
various forms of oppression, Left conservatives also see Marxism’s 
theoretical tools of analysis as crucial to this purpose.  In the following 
chapters a representation of Left conservative arguments make this case.  
Left conservatives’ concern with the repudiation of class is felt most 
acutely because, in the past several decades, during the time in which the 
category of class has fallen from intellectual favor, capitalism has not 
only spread to the four corners of the world but its logic has come to 
penetrate almost every aspect of human life and nature also.  The extent 
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of capitalism’s reach and the class polarization which has accompanied it 
make the need to recreate a class-based movement - one which includes 
struggles against other forms of oppression such as race, gender and 
sexuality, struggles which cannot be divorced from that of class - an 
exceedingly urgent one according to Left conservatives.  And crucial to 
this project, this small cohort of embattled Left conservatives argue, is a 
reinvigoration of Marxism within the intellectual realm.  The following 
comment on the influence of postmodern approaches on the Left by 
Harvey not only echoes the sentiments of his fellow Left conservatives 
but also aptly expresses the consequences of the repudiation of Marxism 
during the past several decades: ‘Cutting ourselves off from Marx is to 
cut off our investigative noses to satisfy the superficial face of 
contemporary intellectual fashion.’186 
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Chapter Three 

The Sokal Hoax 

 

In early 1996, the appearance in a scholarly journal of a hoax article by 
Alan Sokal, a theoretical physicist at New York University, triggered an 
intensely charged academic debate which quickly entered the public 
arena.  This hoax provides an effective vehicle for representing aspects of 
the debate with which this thesis is concerned for the following reasons.  
First of all, among the array of discussions stimulated by this cause 
célèbre, Sokal (and subsequently his co-author Bricmont) prompted an 
epistemological debate which focused on the postmodern critique of 
science and the ways in which this critique is seen to have undermined the 
Left.  Furthermore, this epistemological debate and its implications is one 
which underpins the major arguments represented throughout this thesis.  
And finally, the dividing line between the pro and anti-Sokal positions 
generally reflects that between Left conservatives whose arguments are 
represented in this thesis and the postmodern Leftists whose views they 
are countering.187 

In 1994 Sokal submitted an article to Social Text, a leading journal in the 
field of cultural studies.  While purporting to be a scholarly consideration 
of the postmodern philosophical and political implications of twentieth 
century physical theories, the article, entitled ‘Transgressing the 
Boundaries: Toward a Transformative Hermeneutics of Quantum 
Gravity,’ was in fact a parody of postmodernist studies of natural 
science.188 Sokal begins by establishing his supposedly postmodern 
credentials; he derides scientists for clinging to  
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the dogma imposed by the post-Enlightenment hegemony over the 
Western intellectual outlook, which can be summarized briefly as 
follows: that there exists an external world, whose properties are 
independent of any individual human being and indeed of humanity 
as a whole; that these properties are encoded in ‘eternal’ physical 
laws; and that human beings can attain reliable, albeit imperfect and 
tentative, knowledge of these laws by hewing to the ‘objective’ 
procedures and epistemological strictures prescribed by the (so-
called) scientific method.189  

He claims that this so-called dogma has already been undermined by the 
theories of general relativity and quantum mechanics and that physical 
reality has been shown to be ‘at bottom a social and linguistic 
construct’.190  He then moves on to his central thesis: that recent 
developments in quantum gravity substantiate not only postmodern 
denials of the objectivity of truth but also the beginnings of a kind of 
physics that would be genuinely ‘liberatory’ and of real service to 
progressive political causes.191 

After being reviewed by five members of Social Text’s editorial board the 
article was accepted as a serious academic piece and then published in the 
1996 Spring/Summer issue of Social Text.  This particular double issue of 
Social Text was especially organized in order to provide a representation 
of postmodernist perspectives in the debate which had come to be 
described as the ‘science wars’ and, as Paul Boghossian explains, was 
‘devoted to rebutting the charge that cultural studies critiques of science 
tend to be riddled with incompetence.’192   Following the publication of 
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Impostures: Postmodern Philosophers’ Abuse of Science, p. 2. 
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Sokal’s piece in Social Text an article of his appeared in the May/June 
issue of Lingua Franca revealing that his essay in Social Text had been a 
hoax whose publication called into question the validity of current trends 
in cultural studies and literary theory.193 At the same time he sent Social 
Text an ‘Afterword’ in which he offered his own account of the political 
significance of his essay and invited a response from the editors.  The 
editors of Social Text declined to publish Sokal’s ‘Afterword’ which was 
later published by the editors of Dissent who considered the issues raised 
in Sokal’s original article as ‘both engrossing and important.’194  In the 
‘Afterword’ Sokal wrote:  

Like the genre that it is meant to satirize – myriad exemplars of 
which can be found in my reference list – my article is a mélange of 
truths, half-truths, quarter-truths, falsehoods, non-sequiturs, and 
syntactically correct sentences that have no meaning whatsoever. 
….I also employed some other strategies that are well established 
(albeit sometimes inadvertently) in the genre: appeals to authority in 
lieu of logic, speculative theories passed off as established science, 
strained and even absurd analogies, rhetoric that sounds good but 
whose meaning is ambiguous, and confusion between the technical 
and everyday senses of English words. (N.B. All works cited in my 
article are real, and all quotations are rigorously accurate, none are 
invented.)195   

He explained that while one of his goals was ‘to make a small 
contribution toward a dialogue on the left between humanists and natural 
scientists – “two cultures” that contrary to some optimistic  
pronouncements (mostly by the former group) are probably further apart 
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in mentality than at any time in the past fifty years’, his main objective 
was political:   

I confess that I’m an unabashed Old Leftist who never quite 
understood how deconstruction was supposed to help the working 
class.  And I’m a stodgy old scientist who believes, naively, that 
there exists an external world, and that there exist objective truths 
about the world, and that my job is to discover some of them.  But 
my main concern isn’t to defend science from the barbarian hordes 
of lit crit … Rather, my concern is explicitly political: to combat a 
currently fashionable postmodernist/poststructuralist/social-
constructivist discourse – and more generally a penchant for 
subjectivism – which is, I believe, inimical to the values of the 
future left.196  

In the same article Sokal quotes an observation by Alan Ryan on the 
influence of postmodern theory on Left politics: 

It is, for instance, pretty suicidal for embattled minorities to embrace 
Michel Foucault, let alone Jacques Derrida. The minority view was 
always that power could be undermined by truth….. Once you read 
Foucault as saying that truth is simply an effect of power, you’ve 
had it….But American departments of literature, history and 
sociology contain large numbers of self-described leftists who have 
confused radical doubts about objectivity with political radicalism, 
and are in a mess.197 

The intensity of the intellectual furore generated by the revelation of 
Sokal’s hoax had not been anticipated by either Sokal or those few 
colleagues who knew of his plan.  Not only had Sokal and his supporters 
not anticipated such a response, but nor in their wildest dreams could they 
have possibly hoped for a reaction of such proportions.198  The hoax 
quickly acquired the status of a classic succès de scandale which rapidly 
spread beyond the United States to the United Kingdom and other English 
speaking countries including India, to Europe where it received 
particularly extensive coverage in France and Italy, and to Latin America, 
with the most energetic debate on that continent taking place in Brazil.  
The debate generated by the ‘Sokal hoax’ was not confined to academic 
journals and periodicals; articles on the topic also appeared in most of the 
major newspapers both in the United States and in those other countries 
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where the debate had excited interest: for example, The New York Times, 
The Los Angeles Times, The Independent, The Observer, The Guardian, 
The Daily Telegraph, The Irish Times, Le Monde, Libération, La 
Recherché, Folha de Sao Paulo, Il Manifesto and the Evening Standard 
are amongst those which published articles triggered by Sokal’s hoax.  
Public forums devoted to the topic were organized with especially packed 
sessions being held at the most prestigious academic institutions in the 
United States.  The internet also provided another means for the conduct 
of this cause célèbre.199  The book, Intellectual Impostures: Postmodern 
Philosophers’ Abuse of Science, which Sokal later wrote with Jean 
Bricmont, Professor of Theoretical Physics at the University of Louvain, 
Belgium, elaborated on his initial article.200 ‘With carefully sharpened 
pens,’ Kristina Zarlengo comments of this book, ‘the two physicists set 
out to catalogue the scientific abuses of the most celebrated of the French 
theorists: Jacques Lacan, Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray, Gilles Deleuze 
and Felix Guatarri, Paul Virilio, Jean Baudrillard, Bruno Latour, as well 
as many of their cadre from England and the United States.’201  The book 
was first published in French and within a short space of time became a 
bestseller in both France and Belgium.  The interest stimulated by the 
publication of Intellectual Impostures resulted in it later being translated 
into English, Catalan, Dutch, Farsi, German, Italian, Japanese, Korean, 
Polish, Brazilian Portuguese, Portuguese, Spanish, Turkish, Chinese and 
Russian.202 With the publication of their book, Sokal and Bricmont 
suddenly found themselves in the international spotlight with a busy 
schedule of television and other public engagements lecturing and 
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debating in Europe, Latin America and the USA.203 Sokal expresses his 
view of the way in which the phenomenal success of his hoax has come to 
affect his life thus: ‘No matter what else I may do in my life, the hoax 
will almost certainly make up the start of my obituary.’204 Viewing the 
success of his hoax on a broader intellectual plane, Zarlengo points out 
that the extent of the response to Sokal’s unorthodox intervention into 
intellectual affairs accurately reflected the degree of influence of its 
object, postmodernism.205 

In Intellectual Impostures, wherein Sokal and Bricmont lay out their 
argument, they describe postmodernism as  

an intellectual current characterized by the more-or-less explicit 
rejection of the rationalist tradition of the Enlightenment, by 
theoretical discourses disconnected from any empirical test, and by 
a cognitive and cultural relativism that regards science as nothing 
more than a ‘narration’, a ‘myth’ or a social construction among 
many others.206  

In short, according to Sokal and Bricmont and the other Left 
conservatives, it is postmodernism’s anti-realist stance and the epistemic 
relativism which flows from it that is the essence of this particular 
intellectual debate.207 Sokal echoes the views of these other critics and 
sums up the essence of their opposition to this popular theoretical 
perspective when he describes postmodernism as being ‘inconsistent with 
producing a realistic analysis of society that we and our fellow citizens 
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will find compelling.’208 He goes on to add:  ‘It seems to me that truth, 
reason and objectivity are values worth defending no matter what one’s 
political views: but for those of us on the Left, they are crucial – without 
them, our critique loses all its force.’209 The link which has developed 
during the past several decades between postmoderism and a large 
number of so-called progressive or Leftist intellectuals, Sokal and 
Bricmont argue, ‘constitutes, prima facie, a serious paradox.’210 These 
critics go on to explain that, 

For most of the past two centuries, the left has been identified with 
science and against obscurantism, believing that rational thought 
and the fearless analysis of objective reality (both natural and social) 
are incisive tools for combating the mystifications promoted by the 
powerful – not to mention being desirable human ends in their own 
right.211  

It is the rejection of this Enlightenment legacy and the associated 
embracing of various postmodern approaches on the part of a large 
number of intellectuals, these defenders of science maintain, which has 
made for this egregious about-turn.212  

Many of those contributing to the postmodern critique of science maintain 
that their promotion of epistemic relativism is born of the very same 
concern as that enunciated by Sokal - a defense of the Left.  According to 
these postmodern critics who draw on a variety of social constructivist 
approaches such as standpoint epistemology, situated knowledges, ethno-
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science, post-colonial science and some types of feminist theory, it is 
precisely the aim of providing the intellectual tools with which to 
promote a more egalitarian perspective in order to counter the oppressive 
and destructive effects of modern science which motivates their 
critique.213  

These postmodern critics reject the scientific method and its purported 
universal character which is said to be an effect of the supposed capacity 
of this method to gain access to reality.  The view that the scientific 
method is able, in some sense, to transcend culture and to reach 
conclusions which are true for all cultures is therefore repudiated by 
postmodern critics of science.214  Marcus Raskin argues that those who 
defend the scientific method do so because they do not see the way in 
which science is enmeshed in ideology and, for this reason, ‘they hang 
tightly to the story that the phenomena scientists think they analyze or 
think about is separate from the institutions in which the work is carried 
out or the economic and social ground upon which such enquiry is 
predicated.’215 Raskin goes on to explain that ‘the quest for laws and 
regulations we choose to call reality, whether social or physical, is 
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mistaken’ and that, therefore, ‘we should believe that the knowledge we 
construct around what we choose to see as reality is nothing more than an 
approximation, or a belief about it which comes through our 
manufactured reality, the machine.’216 Because objective perception of 
reality is not possible, these postmodern critics argue, and therefore all 
knowledge is completely culture bound, modern science ought to be 
regarded as no more true or objective than local knowledge systems such 
as those which might be found in traditional societies or those of 
marginalized subgroups.  In short, modern science is considered merely 
one among many local knowledge systems.217 In the words of Sandra 
Harding, ‘the conceptual framework and content of any and all scientific 
and technological traditions, including that of modern European sciences, 
will be culturally local.’218 She argues that sciences based on traditional or 
other local knowledge systems would have different purposes and 
therefore ‘could generate other, perhaps sometimes conflicting, 
descriptions and explanations of nature’s regularities and underlying 
causal tendencies.’219  

That science cannot be separated from the historical and cultural context 
in which it has developed and flourished is a crucial aspect of the 
postmodern critique of science.  Harding explains that ‘the distinctive 
social/political history of the development of modern sciences is not 
external to their content: it appears in the image of nature’s regularities 
and the underlying causal tendencies that they produce, in the very “laws 
of nature” that form their cognitive/technical core.’220  These postmodern 
critics of science point to what they see as an intimate relation between 
the advance of science and the West’s colonizing of much of the world 
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with the expansion of capitalism.  On this understanding, science has not 
only been utilized in the subjugation of non-European peoples but has 
gained impetus from the process.  Moreover, the purposes for which 
science has been utilized have invariably benefited those in the West 
while most often working to the detriment of the least privileged people 
in the world.221 In keeping with their argument that science is shaped by 
particular social, cultural, and historical forces, these critics also draw 
attention to the ways in which feminist critiques of science have argued 
that ‘modern science evolved out of a conceptual structuring of the world, 
e.g., of mind and nature – that incorporated particular and historically 
specific ideologies of gender.’222 Again, drawing on feminist critiques of 
science, many of these critics argue that the notion of reason, which is a 
crucial component of the scientific method, is ideologically loaded and 
has been utilized in the oppression of women and those in weaker 
positions generally.223 ‘This modern, dominant form of rationality,’ 
Frederique Marglin argues, ‘is characterized by being disembedded from 
the body, from metaphorical thought, from ethical thought and from the 
world.’224  She explains that ‘The imperialism, racism, and classism of 
much middle class anglo-american feminism is an inevitable outcome of 
the colonizing form of rationality lodged at the heart of the modern 
dominant system of knowledge.’225 Whaneema Lubiano, who is similarly 
disparaging of the notion of reason, argues as follows: ‘Reason’s 
production of better knowledge is the progressivist justification for 
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believing that reason can help us to a better world; however, it is also a 
false assurance.’226 Lubiano concludes: ‘We can learn to live without 
relying on rationality, reason, or science as charms to get us through the 
dark of a complex world.’227 The universality of science, these 
postmodern critics argue, is not due to the epistemology underpinning the 
scientific method as defenders of science maintain, but rather a 
consequence of the colonizing role in which science has been implicated 
throughout its history.228 Because, in the words of Gita Chadha, 
‘epistemic relativism…makes the space for truth a contested one, 
allowing truths to have only provisional and partial validity’ these 
postmodern critics of science advocate the adoption of standpoint 
epistemology or situated knowledges as the basis for creating sciences 
from the perspective of marginalized knowledge systems. ‘Standpoint 
epistemology,’ Harding explains, ‘sets the relationship between 
knowledge and politics at the centre of its account in that it tries to 
explain the effects that different kinds of political arrangements have on 
the production of knowledge.’229 According to these critics, the types of 
science based on traditional knowledge systems or the perspectives of 
marginalized groups would advance democracy, sustainable development 
and a more egalitarian way of life while avoiding many of the destructive 
effects of modern Western science.230 Chadha explains the reasoning 
underpinning the postmodern critique of science: ‘When scientific facts, 
or the method of science help humanist and egalitarian values, they can 
offer a critical edge but when they fail to provide a basis for these, as they 
often do, then an alternative interpretive scheme is needed.’231 
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Left conservatives identify two aspects of the postmodern critique: first, 
the epistemological and, second, the way in which science is seen as 
being shaped by a variety of influences and, as a consequence, for the 
most part put to unjust and destructive uses.  While these critics concur 
with many of the arguments promulgated by those promoting postmodern 
approaches to science, their major area of disagreement lies with the 
postmodern epistemological position.   

By the early 1980s the social constructivist view of science, that is, that 
scientific facts are not constrained by nature but are socially constructed 
or made up in the laboratory by scientists, had come to dominate the 
sociology of science and the interdisciplinary field called the social 
studies of science.  The rapid acceptance of postmodern approaches in the 
humanities at this time and the misappropriation of Thomas Kuhn’s 
classic work, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, (1970), were major 
influences on the burgeoning of the social constructivist position in 
relation to science.232 However, Left conservatives point out, the idea that 
science, as with all other forms of human knowledge, is socially and 
culturally mediated long predates postmodernism and can be traced to the 
tradition of the sociology of knowledge which includes such seminal 
figures as Karl Marx, Karl Mannheim, and more recently, Robert 
Merton.233 For example, Meera Nanda agrues, Marx held the view that 
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science is socially mediated and also a social practice.  Scientific 
knowledge for him always implies the independent reality of natural 
forms, and the relatively independent reality of social ones.  He saw 
scientific knowledge as emerging from the interplay between the social 
practices of science and the material world which exists independently of 
human perception.   Nanda explains: 

The historicity of knowledge, for Marx, is always in an ever-
changing dialectical relation with the objectivity of the material 
world: a constant give and take between our historically located 
categories of thought and the world that exists independently of 
these categories continually transforms our categories of thought, 
putting them to the test of scientific experiment and anchoring them 
with an increasing accuracy to the objects of the material world.234 

While there are undoubtedly connections between the ideas promoted by 
the classical sociologists of science and those advanced by postmodern 
critics of science, Left conservatives argue, none of those belonging to the 
former group was an anti-realist or denied that science, though always 
situated in specific social and historical contexts, nevertheless helps 
understand the reality which exists independently of scientists’ practices.  
All of the classical sociologists of knowledge believed that while science 
works through social practices and institutions, these critics continue, the 
logic of science is justified by empirical evidence from the real world.  
Furthermore, while the classical sociologists of knowledge recognized 
that competing social interests could generate competing scientific 
theories, they nevertheless believed that eventually some theories would 
come to be accepted as more valid than others because they were more 
consonant with nature.235 Stephen Cole points out that Kuhn himself 
rejected the postmodern epistemological position, as is clear from the 
following extract from his presentation of the 1992 Rothschild Lecture: 

‘the strong program’ (another term for the relativist-constructivist 
approach) has been widely understood as claiming that power and 
interest are all there are.  Nature itself, whatever that may be, has 
seemed to have no part in the development about beliefs about it.  
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Talk of evidence, or the rationality of claims drawn from it, and of 
the truth or probability of those claims has been seen as simply the 
rhetoric behind which the victorious party cloaks its power.  What 
passes for scientific knowledge becomes, then, simply the belief of 
the winners.  I am among those who have found the claims of the 
strong program absurd: an example of deconstruction gone mad.236 

Left conservatives maintain that postmodern theorists often present a 
crude form of empiricism as the only alternative to the postmodern 
position while in fact numerous epistemological standpoints accord 
neither with crude forms of empiricism nor with the postmodern 
perspective.237 These critics reject the leap from the notion that, because 
our perception of reality is mediated, the only reality we can ever have 
access to is that which is internal to our particular system of 
representation, which in turn implies that conflicting truth claims from 
different cultural perspectives are of equal validity.238 Nanda explains that 
‘The realization that we can only access the world through our cultural 
and social categories by no means vitiates knowing the world in a manner 
that can transcend our cultural and social categories.’239 The particular 
epistemological position which Left conservatives see as underpinning 
the scientific method is articulated clearly by the Marxist philosopher of 
science, Roy Bhaskar, who, Neil Lazarus explains,  

distinguishes between the transitive and intransitive objects of 
scientific investigation, arguing that that while scientific theory 
certainly produces the former, it produces only the ‘conditions for 
identification’ of the latter, not the latter itself.  The intransitive 
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objects of scientific investigation remain independent of scientific 
theory.240  

Lazarus points out that Bhaskar argues convincingly for the realist 
principle of ‘existential intransitivity of objects, [the view] that things in 
general exist and act independently of their descriptions.’241 Lazarus notes 
that Bhaskar describes his own position as ‘transcendental’ or ‘critical’ 
realism, and that he distinguishes it from both postmodernism and most 
forms of empiricism in that on this understanding: ‘(a) there is no way of 
knowing the world except under particular more or less historically 
transient descriptions and (b) what is known exists and acts independently 
of those descriptions.’242 

Left conservatives acknowledge that the radical skepticism which 
constructivists use to defend their position - that is, while a real world 
exists it is impossible to obtain reliable knowledge of it - is irrefutable in 
the same way that the flat earth thesis is irrefutable to a determined 
adherent of that view.  Also, these critics continue, even the most 
ordinary knowledge in our everyday lives depends entirely on the 
supposition that our perceptions do not systematically mislead us and that 
these perceptions are related to, or in some way correspond to, objects 
which actually exist.  And for this reason it is a perfectly reasonable 
hypothesis to explain the persistence of our sensations by assuming that 
they are caused by agents outside of our consciousness.  These critics 
conclude by pointing out that, as postmodernists are not systematically 
skeptical with respect to ordinary everyday belief in the reality of objects, 
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their systematic skepticism about matters relating to science seems 
contradictory.243  

Left conservatives argue that scientists are able to gain reliable 
knowledge of the world by, first, adhering to the following general 
epistemological principles which go back to the seventeenth century - , 
that is, to be skeptical of a priori arguments, revelation, sacred texts and 
arguments from authority - ; and, second, by adhering to a series of 
general methodological principles such as the replication of experiments, 
the use of controls and the elaboration of theories linking hypotheses to 
one another, all of which need to be justified by rational argument - in 
short, the systematic test of theory by observations and experiments.  
These critics go on to point out that the scientific method employs 
rationality in the same way in which it is used in other aspects of life.244 
Sokal and Bricmont explain that, 

Historians, detectives and plumbers – indeed, all human beings – 
use the same basic methods of induction, deduction and assessment 
of evidence as do physicists or biochemists.  Modern science tries to 
carry out these operations in a more careful and systematic way, by 
using controls and statistical tests, insisting on replication, and so 
forth.  Moreover, scientific measurements are often much more 
precise than everyday observations; they allow us to discover 
hitherto unknown phenomena; and they often conflict with 
‘common sense.’  But the conflict is at the level of conclusions, not 
the basic approach.245  

In response to the postmodern critics of science who maintain that science 
has no more purchase on truth than does witchcraft or any other type of 
local knowledge, Left conservatives cite the successes of science as 
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evidence of the veracity of  its method, and hence its universal quality.246 
In the words of Richard Dawkins: ‘Show me a cultural relativist at thirty 
thousand feet and I will show you a hypocrite.  Airplanes built according 
to scientific principles work.  They stay aloft and they get you to a chosen 
destination.’247  

In contrast to the postmodern critics of science who regard rationality or 
reason as inherently oppressive and therefore of no value in the process of 
solving  problems confronting humanity, Left conservatives explain that 
this concept can best be thought of as a set of ground rules which 
underpins the process of attempting to gain truth.  Barbara Ehrenreich 
offers the following example to illustrate this point: ‘If I have a plumber 
coming because I have a leak in the basement, I would not expect him or 
her to start out by saying we’re not going to use reason and we’re not 
going to pay any attention to the idea of truth in analyzing where this leak 
is coming from.’248 Left conservatives are careful to explain that the truth 
may mean the best that can be done at the time with the facts that are 
available, and which may well change with further investigation and in 
light of additional information.249 Barbara Epstein elaborates the position 
of these defenders of science in regard to the notion of truth: ‘We would 
argue that although we do not possess ultimate truth and never will, it is 
nevertheless possible to expand our understanding, and it is worth the 
effort to gain more knowledge - even if that knowledge is always subject 
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to revision.’250 In short, Left conservatives argue, it is necessary to start a 
discussion or investigation with the idea that truth, albeit possibly of a 
provisional nature, can be gained; otherwise there seems to be no value in 
discussion as a collective enterprise.  These critics ask how any argument 
would be settled and what would constitute proof if rationality and truth 
are to be regarded as outdated tools of analysis.  Moreover, on what basis 
would decisions be made about which explanations to support, which 
policies to implement and which tasks to undertake, all of which are 
surely crucial to a Left agenda.251 Ehrenreich explains that ‘Rationality 
has often been a central tool of the oppressed.  It is one of the ways you 
discredit the oppressor.  It is how you demystify and expose.’252 Left 
conservatives maintain that the postmodern repudiation of rationality and 
truth undermines the capacity to criticize the existing social order, thereby 
robbing the Left of its capacity to defend the oppressed.253 

In contrast to the postmodernists who attribute different types of 
rationality to different types of people, Left conservatives maintain that 
despite cultural and other differences all people share the capacity for 
rationality, that it is a type of lingua-franca in that it is a universal means 
of arriving at some form of common ground.254 Michael Albert explains: 
‘Despite differences in culture, values and knowledge, in fact, we all 
think the same way as each other and we are all rational to the extent that 
we pay attention to evidence and logic while we are not rational to the 
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extent that we let our desires or fears overrule evidence and logic.’255 
Barry Gross observes a contradiction on the part of the postmodern critics 
of science when he points out that ‘it would be tedious but not difficult to 
show that the various attacks on science all accept implicitly what we 
loosely call reason.’256 

Left conservatives maintain that many postmodern scholars confuse 
reason with truth and seem unable to recognize that a person may argue 
rationally and at the same time be wrong.  And in a similar way many of 
those adopting epistemic or cultural relativism confuse the notion of truth 
with that of belief, a confusion which is apparent in an article written by 
the co-editor of Social Text, Bruce Robbins, in the 1996 
September/October issue of Tikkun magazine, wherein he attempts to 
defend the postmodern subversion of conventional notions of truth.  
Robbins asked  

Does subverting conventional notions of truth really have anything 
to do with being politically progressive? ....Is it in the interests of 
women, African-Americans, and other super-exploited people to 
insist that truth and identity are social constructions?  Yes and no.  
No, you can’t talk about exploitation without respect for empirical 
evidence and a universal standard of justice.  But yes, truth can be 
another source of oppression.  It was not so long ago that scientists 
gave their full authority to explanations of why women and African-
Americans (not to speak of gays and lesbians) were inherently 
inferior or pathological or both.  Explanations like these continue to 
appear in newer and subtler forms.  Hence there is a need for a 
social constructionist critique of knowledge.257 

Left conservatives readily admit that Robbins is correct in saying that 
some people say things about African-Americans, women and other 
members of marginalized groups which are not true.  However, these 
critics argue, it does not follow that for this reason the concept of truth 
ought to be rejected, but rather, instead, false assertions ought to be 
rejected, including when they are made in the name of science or reason.  
Left conservatives insist that the simple fact of claiming something as a 
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truth does not make the claim true, a distinction which seems lost on 
epistemic relativists, and that the utmost care and rational scrutiny ought 
to be exercised when examining the evidence underlying truth claims.  
Throughout Robbins’ article, these critics maintain, Robbins 
systematically confuses truth with claims of truth, fact with assertions of 
fact and knowledge with pretentions to knowledge, confusions which 
typify postmodern arguments.258 Sokal echoes the view of other Left 
conservatives when he makes clear that it is not easy to determine which 
claims of truth are in fact truths:  

Trying to make that distinction is, after all, what all of our 
intellectual work is about; and if it were so easy, then we’d be out of 
a job. …What I’m saying is that it’s crucial to distinguish between 
the concept of ‘truth’ and the concept of ‘claim of truth’; if we don’t 
do that, we give away the game before it starts.259 

The postmodernists’ confusion of truth with truth claims, Left 
conservatives argue, often arises from their much promulgated view that 
truth is relative to a particular perspective.  An article in The New York 
Times of October 22, 1996, concerned with the conflict between two 
views of the origins of Native American populations provides such an 
example.  The scientific archaeological account holds that humans first 
entered the Americas from Asia some ten to twenty thousand years ago 
when they crossed the Bering Strait, while the Native American 
creationist accounts hold that native peoples have always lived in the 
Americas since the time when their ancestors first emerged onto the 
surface of the earth from a subterranean world of spirits.  Left 
conservatives note that in the article it is observed that many 
archaeologists who are pulled between their scientific temperaments and 
their appreciation of native culture have been driven close to a 
postmodern relativism in which science is considered just one more belief 
system.  In the article, Roger Anyon, a British archaeologist who has 
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worked for the Zuni people, is quoted as saying that: ‘Science is just one 
of many ways of knowing the world…[The Zuni’s world-view is] just as 
valid as the archaeological viewpoint of what prehistory is about.’260 Left 
conservatives argue that if being considered equally valid is a claim about 
truth, justification or purpose, none of these claims is remotely plausible.  
As a claim about truth, these two views cannot be considered as equally 
valid as the claims contradict one another.  As a claim about evidence or 
justification, according to the available evidence the archaeological 
evidence is far better confirmed than the Zuni myth.  As a claim about the 
purpose which the myth serves, it is irrelevant to the issue at hand 
because unless the Zuni myth is taken to compete with the archaeological 
theory as an accurate account of prehistory, it cannot cast doubt on the 
objectivity of the account delivered by science.  In this case, these critics 
argue, Roger Anyon’s claim that the two competing accounts of the 
origins of Native Americans are equally valid is a result of his allowing 
his political and cultural sympathies to distort his reasoning.261  In 
general, Left conservatives argue, epistemological or cultural relativism 
involves a confusion of the psychological and social functions of a system 
of thought with its cognitive value and also ignores the strength of the 
empirical arguments which might support one system of thought over 
another.262  

In contrast to their response to the epistemological aspects of the 
postmodern critique wherein Left conservatives find themselves at odds 
with their postmodern counterparts, Left conservatives, while differing in 
certain important ways, concur with much of the latter aspect of the 
critique which is directed at the array of extra-scientific influences on the 
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development of scientific projects and also on the uses to which science is 
put.  Much of this latter aspect of the critique, these critics concede, has 
contributed to undermining a once commonly held, simplistic, view of 
science  while at the same time promoting an understanding of the ways 
in which science can be used for the benefit of humanity, an 
understanding which is crucial to those on the Left.263 

The postmodernists’ argument that science, as a social institution, 
functions within a particular social, historical and cultural context, and 
has therefore developed hand in hand with capitalism, is one with which 
Left conservatives readily concur.264  In the words of Paul Gross and 
Norman Levitt: ‘Science is, after all, well integrated into the 
technological, industrial, and military machinery of the capitalist system; 
in turn it relies on that system for the material basis of its continuing 
progress, at least in those fields where a substantial investment of money 
is necessary for fruitful research.’265 In light of what they see as a 
symbiotic relationship between science and capitalism, Left conservatives 
readily concede that the uses to which science is put sometimes have 
disastrous consequences, as in the case of the current ecological crisis 
facing the planet.  Left conservatives also acknowledge that the projects 
taken on by science and the funding provided for particular projects in 
any given period invariably reflect the interests, beliefs and even the 
prejudices of the ambient culture.266  Gross and Levitt explain that, 
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Science … thrives … in the heart of the contemporary world. What 
is more, it is an indispensable prop to the politics and commerce of 
that world.  It builds the bombs for the Pentagon and fiber optic 
networks for the stock exchanges of the world.  It computes the 
macroeconomic projections of the neoclassical economists and the 
demographic projections of cynical political operatives.  It creates 
an enormous environmental mess and then charges us an arm and a 
leg to clean it up.  It has us all by the throat.267 

Left conservatives also agree with their postmodern counterparts in 
holding that there is no such thing as an enquirer who approaches his or 
her topic devoid of any prior assumptions, values or biases.268 Moreover, 
they also acknowledge that science, as a body of knowledge, is always 
fallible and that sometimes scientists’ errors are a consequence of various 
social, political, religious or philosophical prejudices.269 

While Left conservatives concur with many aspects of the postmodern 
argument which maintains that science is a social enterprise and as such, 
bears the imprint of various influences, at the same time these critics also 
disagree in certain crucial respects.  Gross and Levitt express this 
difference as follows:  

Yet those who insist that science is driven by culture and by politics, 
by economics, by aesthetics, even by a species of understated 
mysticism, are not for that reason alone to be dismissed as 
wrongheaded. On the contrary, these assertions, if ‘driven’ is 
replaced by ‘influenced,’ come near to being truisms.270 

The crucial difference between Left conservatives and their postmodern 
counterparts is that the postmodernists extrapolate from the idea of 
science as a social enterprise to the view that scientific knowledge is 
socially constructed, that is, that scientific knowledge is nothing more 
than the product of social negotiation.  In contrast, these defenders of 
                                                                                                                                                               
Postmodernist Myths About Science, edited by Noretta Koertge, (Oxford University Press, Oxford and 
New York: 1998), p. 127. A. Sokal and J. Bricmont,  Intellectual Impostures: Postmodern 
Philosophers’ Abuse of Science, p. 191.  
267 P. Gross and N. Levitt,  Higher Superstition: The Academic Left and Its Quarrels With Science, p. 
27. 

268 P. Boghossian,  ‘What the Sokal Hoax Ought to Teach Us,’ p. 27. P. Kitcher,  ‘A Plea For Science 
Studies,’ p. 36. S. Haack,  ‘Towards a Sober Sociology of Science,’ p. 262. 

269 N. Koertge,  ‘Postmodernisms and the Problem of Scientific Literacy,’ p. 266. P. Kitcher,  ‘A Plea 
For Science Studies,’ p. 35. A. Sokal and J. Bricmont,  Intellectual Impostures: Postmodern 
Philosophers’ Abuse of Science, p. 191. N. Koertge,  ‘Wrestling With the Social Constructor,’ p. 272. 

270 P. Gross and N. Levitt,  Higher Superstition: The Academic Left and Its Quarrels With Science, p. 
234. 



 

 95 

science maintain that while scientific theories are of course devised, 
articulated and developed by scientists and that concepts such as electron, 
gene, force and such like are the creation of scientists, it does not follow 
that electrons, genes and force are brought into being by the scientists 
who create these concepts.271  Susan Haack explains that,  

True, as science proceeds, instrumentation and theory get more and 
more intertwined, and one increasingly encounters claims that refer, 
not to natural, but to what one might call ‘laboratory,’ phenomena.  
But that such phenomena are created in the laboratory does not 
mean that they are made real by scientists’ theorizing.272 

For Left conservatives, despite the myriad influences on scientific 
enquiry, and in contrast to the ways their postmodern counterparts see this 
process, it is always a reality-driven enterprise.  Gross and Levitt observe 
of this conviction:  

Reality is the overseer at one’s shoulder, ready to rap one’s knuckles 
or to spring the trap into which one has been led by overconfidence, 
or by a too-complacent reliance on mere surmise. Science succeeds 
precisely because it has accepted a bargain in which even the 
boldest imagination stands hostage to reality. Reality is the 
unrelenting angel with whom scientists have agreed to wrestle.273  

While Left conservatives readily concede that there have been scientific 
theories which supported racism as there have been others which have 
attempted to justify various other social ills, they point out that it was 
nevertheless possible to discredit such theories, if they were unfounded, 
through the routine application of the self-corrective mechanisms which 
are part of the process of scientific enquiry.  Left conservatives also 
acknowledge that such methodological procedures do not always operate 
effectively and at times can be subverted by political pressure.274 

However, in addition to maintaining that it is possible to counter misuses 
of science by better quality science, defenders of science also argue that 
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while the generating of truth claims by science is a difficult process, when 
science succeeds in this way it can be used in the service of the 
oppressed.  Noretta Koertge provides the following example: she argues 
that DNA testing ‘promotes more justice for rape victims than do the 
special pleadings of feminist psychologists about the veracity of female 
plaintiffs.  At the same time, DNA testing can promote justice for those 
African-American men who have been falsely accused of rape.’275 Left 
conservatives maintain that it is precisely because the science underlying 
DNA testing is universal, rather than being based on an ethnoscience, that 
it can be used to arbitrate between disputing parties in such a way that the 
interests of the less powerful can be protected.276 

While Left conservatives readily concede that social variables are able to 
influence the cognitive content of science, as their postmodern 
counterparts claim, these critics differ with the postmodern argument in 
the way in which they understand how such influence might occur.  This 
crucial difference between the postmodern position and that of Left 
conservatives flows from their respective epistemological positions.  
According to Left conservatives, there are three different ways by which 
social factors might influence the cognitive content of science: first, in the 
nature of the problems scientists choose to study, that is, the foci of 
attention; second, the rate at which certain scientific problems will be 
solved, that is, the priority given to particular problems; third, the actual 
substance of solutions to specific scientific problems.  Left conservatives 
agree with postmodernists in noting that the problem of choice is 
influenced by social factors while the rate of advance of a particular 
project may also reveal such influence.  However, and this is a crucial 
aspect of their argument, Left conservatives maintain that the postmodern 
critics fail to show how social processes have had a significant effect on 
what has come to be accepted as true by the scientific community and 
therefore come to be regarded as core knowledge of the discipline.  In 
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other words, according to Left conservatives, the weakness of the 
postmodern critique is that the postmodernists fail to show how a 
particular social variable has come to influence the actual cognitive 
content of some piece of science, rather than the foci of attention or the 
rate of advance; that is, they fail to show how the cognitive content turned 
out one way rather than another because of some social process.277 
Stephen Cole sums up the position of the defenders of science:  

Clearly social factors play an important role in the evaluation of new 
knowledges; but so does evidence obtained from the natural world.  
The sociologist of science should study how social factors and such 
evidence interact in the evaluation process. This is perhaps the most 
crucial question of the discipline. …Yes, science is socially 
constructed, but yet how it is constructed is to various degrees and 
extent constrained by nature.278 

Contrary to the way in which their postmodern counterparts view the 
intellectual tools needed for the investigation of the interplay of cultural 
and social factors with the workings of scientific research, Left 
conservatives consider that while this pursuit requires many and varied 
capacities, an intimate appreciation of the field of science in question is 
needed above all else.279 

Left conservatives have presented an array of arguments in order to 
demonstrate the way in which the intention of postmodern critics to create 
a type of science which would benefit the disadvantaged of the world is 
undermined by the epistemological relativism which underpins 
postmodern approaches.  While these defenders of science readily 
concede that the uses to which science has been put have often brought 
about negative consequences of varying degrees of magnitude they 
nevertheless maintain that the answer to this problem is not to be found in 
generating ethnosciences.  The problem, according to these critics, lies 
not with the epistemological underpinnings of science but rather with the 
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variety and nature of the influences which shape scientific projects.  For 
this reason, Left conservatives maintain that it is of paramount 
importance to critique the nature of these influences while simultaneously 
working towards the development of science in the interests of all 
humanity, particularly the oppressed.  In short, throughout this chapter, 
we have seen how Sokal and other Left conservatives have attempted to 
demonstrate that a realist epistemology and the accompanying notions of 
truth, objectivity and reason are crucial not only to science, but to the 
construction of a Left political program.  In the process of doing so, Left 
conservatives have also attempted to show the ways in which the 
postmodern alternative undermines this objective.  Left conservatives of 
all hues not only applauded Sokal’s intervention in the debate with 
postmodernists but must also have taken comfort from the phenomenal 
response which he stimulated.  For such an embattled intellectual 
community, Sokal’s achievement undoubtedly provided a much-needed 
boost to Left conservative morale. 
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Chapter Four 

                     Social History      

 

During the 1960s and 1970s academic history throughout the Anglo-
sphere underwent a rapid expansion, an expansion which saw a 
particularly dramatic burgeoning within the sub-discipline of social 
history.   At this time the social history which was taught and written in 
the English-speaking world was greatly influence by a group of British 
Marxist historians which included Rodney Hilton, Christopher Hill, 
George Rudé, V. G. Kiernan, Eric Hobsbawm, John Saville and E. P. 
Thompson, all of whom had belonged to the Communist Party Historians’ 
Group between 1946 and 1956.  The suppression of the Hungarian 
uprising by the Soviet Union in 1956 and Khruschev’s denunciation of 
Stalin in that same year prompted most of these historians to reject 
Stalinism and, at the same time, to abandon their long-time commitment 
to the Communist Party of Great Britain.  As a consequence of this major 
rupture in their political lives, this group of activist-intellectuals was 
motivated to reinterpret and reinvigorate Marxism in the process of 
writing social history – a process which they believed would promote 
change through the development of social and political thought.280 

In addition to the influence of this original group of British Marxist 
historians, the particular energy and dynamism which characterised social 
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history during the 1960s and 1970s was further fuelled by the entry into 
the field of a generation of scholars who were sympathetic to, inspired by, 
and actively engaged in contemporary struggles such as the campaigns for 
civil and social rights for racial and ethnic minorities and the poor, the 
anti-Vietnam war and anti-imperialist movements, the women’s 
movement and the labour movement.  As in the case of  their intellectual 
forebears, the concerns and experiences of these scholars also shaped 
their teaching and research projects, which in turn resulted in an 
expansion of the topics considered worthy of historical investigation.  For 
example, Marxist historians were amongst the pioneers of women’s and 
black history and for this reason had a profound impact on the direction in 
which social history developed.  Moreover, many of the scholars who 
were drawn to social history at this time, as with the earlier generation of 
British Marxist historians who set the intellectual train in motion, did so 
precisely because they also believed in the importance of working 
towards the creation of more egalitarian and democratic societies through 
the writing of history.281 Harvey Kaye explains that these scholars were 
driven by a ‘radical-democratic vision of the purpose and promise of 
historical study and thought,’ one which ‘conceived of historians as 
having a significant part to play as citizen scholars in the formation and/or 
reformation of political and social thought and, thus, in the actual making 
of history.’282 In short, during the 1960s and 1970s, throughout the Anglo-
sphere, social historians were most often committed, activist intellectuals 
who believed in the possibility of creating a better world.283 

By 1980, social history in the English-speaking world - as with the 
discipline of history in general - had begun to come under fierce attack 
from postmodern critics who were intent on ridding the sub-discipline of 
the influence of a ‘reductionist’ Marxism and thereby subjecting it to a 
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complete theoretical and political refurbishing.  The postmodern critique 
of social history marked the beginning of the erosion of the confidence 
and vigour which social history had come to enjoy in the previous two 
decades.284  

Through their engagement with social history as activist intellectuals, the 
British Marxist historians reinvigorated Marxism and, in the process, 
developed a theoretical tradition of their own.  In their desire to distance 
themselves from Stalinism, Bryan Palmer explains, this group of highly 
motivated historians ‘Articulated the need for a socialist humanism that 
would stand in stark contrast – theoretically and practically – to the moral 
nihilism, anti-intellectualism, and denial of the creative agency of human 
labour and the value of the individual that many claimed 1956 exposed as 
fundamental to Stalinism.’285 For these historians, the actual writing of 
social history provided a vehicle for the development of the theoretical 
underpinnings of their work: these two aspects of their academic 
preoccupations were necessarily intertwined.  Also, in contrast to most 
conservative historians of the time, the engagement with theory on the 
part of these historians was explicit.286   

The British Marxist historians were eager to develop a Marxist 
historiography which was far removed from what they considered a 
narrowly economic understanding of class, premised on a notion of the 
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base and superstructure which they rejected.287 Kaye explains of this 
particular interpretation of the base and superstructure:  

Marxism has long been wedded to a conception of the 
social totality based on the model, or metaphor, of base 
and superstructure, wherein the base is defined as the 
determining technological and/or economic 
dimension(s) and the superstructure is defined as the 
determined political, juridicial, cultural, and ideological 
dimension.288  

Such a conception of the social totality has often been attributed to Marx 
on the basis of the following quotation from his preface to his 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy where he is seen to 
have presented his approach to historical and social analysis. 

The general conclusion at which I arrived and which, 
once reached, became the guiding principle of my 
studies can be summarized as follows.  In the social 
production of their existence, men inevitably enter into 
definite relations, which are independent of their will, 
namely relations of production appropriate to a given 
stage in the development of their material forces of 
production.  The totality of these relations of production 
constitutes the economic structure of society, the real 
foundation, on which arises a legal and political 
superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of 
social consciousness.  The mode of production of 
material life conditions the general process of social, 
political and intellectual life.  It is not the consciousness 
of men that determines their existence, but their social 
existence that determines their consciousness.289 

The British Marxist historians rejected the interpretation of the base-
superstructure model as outlined above by Kaye and instead developed an 
understanding of the social totality as, in his words, ‘a continuous 
structure of social relations and forms with varying degrees of distance 
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from the immediate process of production and appropriation.’290 On this 
understanding the social relations of production are simultaneously 
economic, political, cultural and moral.  Palmer makes the following 
observation of E. P. Thompson’s contribution in regard to this theoretical 
reinterpretation.   

Thompson worked this theoretical resistance to the 
metaphorical notion of a base and its reflective 
superstructures into writings of unparalleled historical 
richness, wrestling with determination in ways that could step 
outside of the rigidities of the base/superstructure metaphor.  
Yet none of this argument was ever meant to imply that 
critical processes of historical formation, such as class, 
exercised an independence of ‘objective determinations’ or 
could be ‘defined simply as cultural formation.’291  

Palmer points out that Raymond Williams, a prominent member of this 
influential group of Marxist historians, was also relentless in his pursuit 
of ‘the limitations of orthodoxy and, in particular, in his insistence that 
the base be conceived in such a way as to allow entry to the materiality of 
areas presumably once relegated irrevocably to the superstructure.’292 

In short, while these Marxist historians were successful in overcoming the 
degree of economic determinism inherent in the base-superstructure 
model which they had repudiated, they neither rejected structural 
determination in favour of voluntarism nor the proposition that social 
being determines social consciousness.293 This dialectical interpretation 
on the parts of the British Marxist historians resulted in their developing a 
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greatly enlarged conception of class in contrast to both existing 
sociological practice and earlier Marxist studies.   For example, on the 
basis of their understanding, the lower-class was viewed as having 
agency, but within a structured process.294 Palmer points out that in 
Thompson’s writings of the 1960s and 1970s, including in his seminal 
work The Making of the English Working Class (1963),  

class formation was never simply collapsed into the formulae 
of economism but, rather, was lived out at the intersection of 
agency and structure as a web of determination that set the 
limits of what was possible, limits within which society and 
economy, culture and politics, developed and changed.295  

While much was gained in rejecting an undialectical and rigidly 
structuralist implementation of the notion of base and superstructure by 
these British Marxist historians, Palmer argues that, nevertheless, through 
no fault of their own, these Marxist historians laid the groundwork for the 
discursive approach.  For example, the theoretical claims of Thompson 
and Williams, he argues:  

were all too easily incorporated into an emerging orthodoxy  
that closed its nostrils to the foul smell of economism without 
reflecting on the extent to which it was also, simultaneously, 
shutting its eyes to materialism and the process of historical 
determination.  The cultural became the material; the 
ideological became the real.  The Thompson - Williams 
rethinking of base and superstructure thus unintentionally 
paved the way for the denigration of the material and the 
reification of the ideal.  ‘Culturalism’ arrived, not with 
Thompson and Williams, but through a process of 
appropriation that disfigured their actual projects, that listened 
only to part of their statement.296   

In addition to their reinterpretation of Marxist theory, in contrast to 
history written from the perspective of the elites or the ruling classes 
which was common at that time, the British Marxist historians developed 
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a perspective known as history from below, or history from the bottom 
up.  The aim of this perspective was to bring to light the experiences and 
agency of the lower orders, an aim which is expressed by E. P. Thompson 
in the following much-quoted sentence from The Making of the English 
Working Class: ‘I am seeking to rescue the poor stockinger, the Luddite 
cropper, the “obsolete” handloom weavers, the “utopian” artisan and even 
the deluded follower of Joanna Southcott, from the enormous 
condescension of posterity.’297  

 In the process of establishing history from below these historians 
developed an approach to historical study which has been termed class-
struggle analysis, an approach  based on Marx’s historical proposition in 
the Communist Manifesto that ‘the history of all hitherto existing society 
is the history of class struggles.’298 This form of analysis meant that these 
historians consistently viewed their various topics of concern in the 
context of historically specific class relations and confrontations.   For 
these historians, class relations are invariably political in that they always 
involve domination and subordination, struggle and accommodation. 
Class struggle analysis also brought to the fore the way in which the 
lower classes have been active participants in the making of history, 
rather than simply its passive victims.299 ‘Moreover,’ Kaye explains, ‘they 
show that such struggles and movements have been significant to the 
totality of historical development, that is, to values and ideas as much as 
to political economy, and that they have, therefore, also contributed to the 
experiences and struggles of later generations.’300 By the early 1980s the 
British Marxist historians had certainly succeeded in their objective of 
shaping social history according to a revitalised Marxist framework, an 
influence which was to excite particularly intense hostility from their 
postmodern critics.  However, because these activist intellectuals also 
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unwittingly laid the groundwork for the postmodern approach to social 
history, their very success might be seen as containing within it the seeds 
of its eventual erasure.  Social history provides a particularly intense 
aspect of the debate between Left conservatives and postmodernists as 
what is at stake are the hard won gains of an extraordinarily imaginative 
and prolific group of highly motivated Marxist historians.   

The postmodern critique of social history challenges the underlying 
assumptions on which the sub-discipline was based.  For example, 
foundational categories such as ‘materialism’, the social and society, 
class, the economy, the ‘real’ and the self, along with such notions as 
structure and agency, most of which are fundamental to Marxism, are 
seen from the postmodern perspective as redundant, historically 
transcended conventions, - that is, as idealised or essentialised 
foundations which need to be exposed as such, along with the political 
implications which accompany their utility.  According to the postmodern 
critique, social history is part of modernity’s normative project which 
aims to create the world in its own particular political and intellectual 
image.301 One of social history’s fiercest critics, the postmodern historian 
Patrick Joyce, explains the difference between Marxist social history and 
a postmodern approach in this regard:  

knowledge in the old dispensation was about 
transforming the object of its attention (women, classes, 
the oppressed).  The political aim was clear.  Knowledge 
in the new dispensation is seen to reveal the operations 
of power, and not itself to confer power through access 
to objective truth.  The political aim is now no longer 
clear.302  

Joyce interprets the crisis in social history as follows: 

the ‘discontents’ of social history are those of a 
modernity at last coming to reflect upon itself.  If social 
history comes to be seen as the outcome of the project of 
modernity then this may be the signal of its end ... 
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However, while marking an end, a self-reflective and 
historicised understanding of ‘social history’ may point 
beyond this end, to a reconfigured social history, to 
something new.303  

These postmodern critics repudiate the basic Marxist idea that class and 
politics are rooted in the realities of material life and instead promote a 
Foucauldian understanding of discourse.  On such a basis, social 
structures such as class are not considered to exist prior to, outside of, or 
beyond language.304  

Gareth Stedman Jones and Patrick Joyce are the two scholars whose work 
most amply demonstrates social history’s ‘linguistic turn’ and who have 
been instrumental in promoting the postmodern critique of this sub-
discipline.  In their writings on modern Britain, particularly on the 
nineteenth century working class, Stedman Jones and Joyce are 
consciously rewriting and revising the Marxist interpretation of that 
period, an interpretation which dominated social history until the rise of 
postmodernism in the 1980s.  In light of the fact that the debate on 
Chartism’s class content was initiated by the publication of E. P. 
Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class, Stedman Jones’s 
influential collection of essays entitled Languages of Class, and Joyce’s 
similarly important book, Visions of the People, can be seen as seeking to 
transform, and even reverse the terms of these arguments.305 

In his famous essay, ‘Rethinking Chartism’, in contrast to the Marxist 
interpretation, Stedman Jones argues that the mobilizations of 1830s and 
1840s England were not the product of class antagonisms and struggles, 
but rather of the cross-class language of eighteenth century radicalism.  
For Stedman Jones, Chartism was not the first expression of the modern 
industrial proletariat but rather a movement for parliamentary reform, and 
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as such, its rhetoric was not the expression of the working class but rather 
of the vaguer notion of what he termed ‘the people.’  According to his 
interpretation, the dominant influence on the formation of the Chartists 
was not the structured relations of exploitation and accumulation, but 
rather a linguistic paradigm based on their attachment to natural rights 
and their fears that such rights were being undermined.306  

Historical enquiry, Stedman Jones explains, ought to begin from the 
understanding that language does not refer to some ‘primal anterior 
reality’ and that, rather than looking through language to underlying real 
interests as Marxists do, historians must ‘study the production of interest, 
identification, grievance and aspiration, within political languages 
themselves.’307 This perspective on the part of Stedman Jones reveals the 
influence of Saussure, who, he explains, argued that language ought to be 
understood to be ‘a self-contained system of signs the meaning of which 
were determined by their relationship with each other rather than to some 
primordial or transcendental extra-linguistic terrain.’308 In the following 
passage Stedman Jones explains his rejection of the Marxist notions of 
the social and class in preference for a discursive approach: 

In particular, I became increasingly critical of the prevalent 
treatment of the ‘social’ as something outside of, and logically ... 
prior to its articulation through language.  The title, Languages of 
class, stresses this point: firstly, that the term ‘class’ is a word 
embedded in language and should thus be analysed in its 
linguistic context; and secondly, that because there are different 
languages of class, one should not proceed upon the assumption 
that ‘class’ as an elementary  counter of official social 
description, ‘class’ as an effect of theoretical discourse about 
distribution or production relations, ‘class’ as the summary of a 
cluster of culturally signifying practices or ‘class’ as a species of 
political or ideological self-definition, all share a single reference 
point in an anterior reality.309 
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In a similar vein Stedman Jones problematizes the concepts of experience 
and consciousness: 

What both ‘experience’ and ‘consciousness’ conceal – at least as 
their usage has evolved among historians – is the problematic 
character of language itself.  Both concepts imply that language 
is a simple medium through which ‘experience’ finds expression 
– a romantic conception of language in which what is at the 
beginning inner and particular struggles to outward expression 
and, having done so, finds itself recognised in the experience of 
others, and hence sees itself to be part of a shared experience.  It 
is in some such way that ‘experience’ can be conceived 
cumulatively to result in class consciousness.  What this 
approach cannot acknowledge is all the criticism which has been 
levelled at it since the broader significance of Saussure’s work 
was understood – the materiality of language itself, the 
impossibility of simply referring it back to some primal anterior 
reality, ‘social being’, the impossibility of abstracting experience 
from the language which structures its articulation.310 

Joyce explains why class has lost its primacy as a category of analysis in 
the following passage from his book, Democratic Subjects: The Self and 
the Social in Nineteenth Century England: 

There is a powerful sense in which class may be said to have 
‘fallen’.  Instead of being a master category of historical 
explanation, it has become one term among many, sharing 
rough equality with these others (which is what I meant by 
the ‘fall’ of class).  The reasons for this are not hard to find.  
In Britain, economic decline and restructuring have led to the 
disintegration of the old manual sector of employment, and 
what was, mistakenly, seen to be a ‘traditional’ working class.  
The rise of the Right from the 1970s, and the decline of the 
left, together with that of the trade unions, pointed in a similar 
direction to that of economic change, towards a loosening of 
the hold class and work-based categories had, not only on the 
academic mind, but also on a wider public.  Changes going on 
in Britain were mirrored elsewhere, but the greatest change of 
all was the disintegration of world communism, and with it 
the retreat of intellectual Marxism.311  

In the following passage from an article in the January 1993 issue of 
Social History Patrick Joyce echoes the discursive approach adopted by 
Stedman Jones: 

The salutary effect of post-modernist thought might be said to lie 
in its invitation to question the idea of a clear distinction between 
representation and the ‘real’.  The result of so doing is to upset 
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the sacred categories of so much social history, especially those 
with which historians have aimed to police their version of the 
‘real’, categories such as ‘experience’ (which Joan W. Scott has 
so effectively questioned recently), or the ‘social’ (as in the 
continuing historiography of class of which myself and Stedman 
Jones are part), or ….the body (a category, of course, so 
effectively questioned by much feminist history and theory).312 

In Visions of the People Joyce also challenges those Marxist accounts of 
the Victorian working class which trace the growth of class consciousness 
during the nineteenth century.  In his view the late nineteenth century saw 
the development of various forms of populism which he describes as ‘a 
set of discourses and identities which are extra-economic in character, 
and inclusive and universalising in their social remit in contrast to the 
exclusive category of class.’313 In the following passage Joyce explains 
the implicit rejection of class as an explanatory concept in the discursive 
approach he has adopted:  

This is a book chiefly about social identities and about 
discourses concerning the social order…Interests are not 
somehow given in the economic conditions of workers, but 
are constructed through the agency of identities.  Indeed, such 
identities are as real as any ‘interests’ ever were.  The 
formation of social identities is not therefore something 
peripheral to a broader social and cultural history, but is quite 
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central to it. And this formation was something accomplished 
in and by language.314 

Elsewhere Joyce makes a similar point: ‘...if gender cannot be derived 
from an external referent, then the same follows for class.  It cannot be 
referred to as an external “social” referent which is its foundation or 
cause.  This referent, the “social”, is itself a “discursive” product of 
history.’315    

The adoption of Saussurian-influenced discourse analysis on the parts of 
such influential historians as Stedman Jones and Joyce has resulted in this 
approach being widely taken up by historians throughout the Anglo-
sphere.  James Vernon’s book, Politics and the People, for example, 
follows the direction taken in Visions of the People and Languages of 
Class.  In this book Vernon also explores popular politics and languages 
in nineteenth century Britain and, in the same way as Stedman Jones and 
Joyce, argues that the dominant rhetoric was that of the people or 
populism rather than that of class.316 In the journal Social History, as 
elsewhere, Vernon has also been active in promoting the postmodern 
critique of social history.317 In the United States the social historians Leon 
Fink and Sean Wilentz are examples of historians who have also adopted 
a discursive approach to their study of the American working class.318 
Moreover, in addition to the reinterpretation of the nineteenth century 
working class by means of discourse analysis, the influence of Stedman 
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Jones and Joyce has also extended to other periods of social history which 
were once strongly associated with a materialist conception of history, 
including that of the French Revolution.  Lyn Hunt’s Politics, Class and 
Culture in the French Revolution is one such example.319 

Contrary to the claims of the postmodern social historians under 
discussion, who argue that it is their engagement with postmodern 
theories which has enabled them to initiate their concern with language, 
Left conservatives point out that Marxist historians have not neglected 
this most important area of enquiry and that, moreover, the Marxist 
categories of ideology, hegemony, superstructure and consciousness are 
all concerned with the relationship between language and history.  These 
critics draw attention to historians such as Asa Briggs, E. P. and Dorothy 
Thompson, Iorwerth Prothero, Robbie Gray and Geoffrey Crossick, all of 
whom have most effectively reconstructed nineteenth century languages 
of class, the ‘people’, the ‘producing’ or ‘useful’ classes, and the 
multifaceted languages of Chartism and mid Victorian respectability.320 
Neville Kirk explains of this effort: 

these studies have paid due regard to the complexities, 
nuances and ambiguities of language and meaning; have 
demonstrated scrupulous attention to context, linkages and 
change; have been conducted from within both materialist and 
non-materialist frameworks of analyses; and have been 
undertaken largely prior to, and uniformly outside of, the 
frameworks of postmodernism and poststructuralism. 
Similarly, these linguistic reconstructions challenge both the 
alleged novelty of the notion of ‘populism’ and the 
indispensability of post-modernism to the empirical 
investigation of language and identity.321  
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Left conservatives argue that in abandoning realist assumptions and 
methodologies in favour of the conceptualization of the social as a 
discursive construct the postmodern historians under discussion are 
reducing reality to language.  This conflation of reality and language, 
these critics argue, makes it impossible to link the social, the political and 
the linguistic, a linkage fundamental to historical materialism.322 On the 
basis of a discursive approach, Kirk argues, 

All we can engage are idealist discourses of politics, the 
economy and society. Discourses mysteriously emerge, 
circulate and command ‘history’, unencumbered by mundane 
‘modernist’ or ‘realist’ considerations of materiality, power 
and inequality, and empirical controls.  But opposition to 
‘social determinism’ does not signify equality in the 
discursive universe; the languages of politics are asserted, 
rather than demonstrated, to exert hegemonic influence.  
Thus, whereas Althusser’s theoretically constructed system 
was ultimately determined by the ‘economy’, Joyce’s, 
Vernon’s, and Stedman Jones’s idealist world is ironically 
‘determined’ by ‘political languages’.323  

Left conservatives argue that because the postmodern historians make no 
attempt to situate the writings and speeches of the Chartists within the 
wide range of social relations from which they were derived, that is, to 
critically examine language in relation to material and other structures, 
they seem to accept that the Chartists meant precisely what they said or 
wrote.324 Gramsci’s thesis that an intrinsic feature of capitalist society is 
that the ruling class works to win ideological consent to its rule and is 
generally fairly successful in achieving this aim, Left conservatives 
explain, further undermines the postmodern acceptance of taking what 
people say at face value.325 Furthermore, John Foster argues that the way 
in which Stedman Jones links specific words into a wider subjectively-
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constructed language system reveals yet another flaw in the discursive 
approach.  Stedman Jones’s construct ‘radicalism’, Foster argues, is based 
on the idea that economic ills can be attributed to a political source, an 
idea  which depends on a sharp conceptual distinction between the 
economic and the political spheres of a social system, a distinction which 
Marxists reject as they see the relationship between the two as inherently 
dialectical.  The problem with Stedman Jones’s non-referential 
conception of language, Foster concludes, is that it ‘permits its own 
subjective definition of terms and then excludes other meanings.’326 In 
contrast to a Marxist understanding of language, these critics conclude, 
the discursive approach ignores the crucial nexus of social practice, 
language and consciousness.  

Left conservatives maintain that they share with historians influenced by 
the linguistic turn the view that language is a central part of social being 
and the idea that language and systems of discourse play active as 
opposed to passive or merely reflective roles in the construction of reality.  
In holding such a position, these critics point out, they are necessarily 
rejecting an empiricist/positivist view of reality which considers 
consciousness to have direct access to reality and therefore to have no 
need of a discursive intermediary.327 While Marxists see reality as it is 
given to the subject as socially constructed, the effect of a variety of 
social practices which together produce what Gramsci called common 
sense, Left conservatives point out that there are nevertheless significant 
differences between the way in which Marxists conceptualise the 
relationship between language and social being and the way in which 
those who are the subject of their critique do so.  The crucial difference, 
Alex Callinicos observes, is that Marxism denies that discourses are 
autonomous, which means, ‘first, our talk has extra-discursive referents; 
secondly, among those referents are the social practices partially 

                                                        
326 J. Foster,  ‘The Declassing of Language,’ p. 41. 

327 N. Kirk,  ‘Class and the “linguistic turn” in Chartist and post-Chartist historiography,’ p. 99. A. 
Callinicos,  ‘Postmodernism, Post-structuralism, Post-Marxism?’ Theory, Culture and Society, 2, 3, 
1985, p. 89. 



 

 115 

constitutive of discourse.’328 Marxism, he adds, is committed to realism in 
the sense that ‘a theory of meaning must involve an account of the way in 
which expressions succeed or fail in referring to extra-discursive 
objects.’329 While emphasising the interaction between agency and 
inherited structure in the creation of social life, the Marxist philosopher of 
science Roy Bhaskar argues that,  

                     while social structures are dependent upon consciousness 
which the agents who reproduce or transform them have, they 
are not reducible to this consciousness.  Social practices are 
concept dependent; but, contrary to the hermeneutical 
tradition in social science, they are not exhausted by their 
conceptual aspect.  They always have a material dimension.  
This is an important consideration, as reflection on the 
prevalence and impact of the phenomena of hunger, 
homelessness and war upon so much of human history 
shows.330  

While Marx and Engels did not specifically develop a theory of language, 
these critics point out, the basis of one is implicit in their conception of 
historical materialism, as is clear from the following often-made point 
stated in The German Ideology: ‘the production of ideas, of conceptions, 
of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the material activity 
and the material intercourse of men, the language of real life … 
consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence.’331 In 
the same vein, these critics continue, Marx and Engels explain that 
language, as the concrete form taken by consciousness, ‘is as old as 
consciousness, language is practical consciousness that exists also for 
other men, and for that reason alone it really exists for me personally as 
well; language, like consciousness, only arises from the need, the 
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necessity of intercourse with other men.’332 This materialist argument, 
Left conservatives continue, was later developed into a theory of language 
by a number of Marxist linguists, the most successful of whom was the 
Russian victim of Stalin, Mikail Bakhtin, who published a number of 
books, including  Marxism and the Philosophy of Language which was 
published in 1929 under the name of his follower, V. N. Volosinov.333  

In contrast to Saussure and the postmodernists who followed in his wake, 
Left conservatives point out, Bakhtin argued against those who reify 
words and meanings because, in his view, language is not primarily an 
independent self-referential system of signs, but rather a process of social 
interaction; it is one aspect of a multifaceted nexus of social relations, as 
the following quotation from Marxism and the Philosophy of Language 
illustrates: 

                    Every sign ... is a construct between socially organised 
persons in the process of their interaction.  Therefore, the 
forms of signs are conditioned above all by the social 
organisation of the participants involved and also by the 
immediate conditions of their interaction.  When these forms 
change, so does the sign.  And it should be one of the tasks of 
the study of ideologies to trace this social life of the verbal 
sign.  Only so approached can the problem of the relationship 
between sign and existence find its concrete expression; only 
then will the process of the causal shaping of the sign by 
existence stand out as a process of genuine existence-to-sign 
transit, of genuine refraction of existence in the sign.334 

 While Saussure and Bakhtin both reject the notion of a naive one-to-one 
correspondence between words and reality, Left conservatives observe, 
unlike Saussure Bakhtin is insistent on the centrality of the referential 
dimension, as is clear from his statement that  
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Discourse lives, as it were, beyond itself, in a living impulse 
toward the object; if we detach ourselves completely from 
this impulse, all we have left is the naked corpse of the word, 
from which we can learn nothing at all about the social 
situation or about the fate of a given word in life.335  

For Bakhtin, these critics argue, because language takes place within the 
context of a broader set of social relations, including those of class, 
language therefore expresses ideology and is also an arena of class 
struggle.336 In short, Left conservatives conclude, for Bakhtin, the most 
pertinent aspect of linguistics is the social context of language which 
means that, in contrast to the postmodern view, discourses grow out of 
actual social experiences, especially those related to modes of 
production.337  

In keeping with the discursive approach to language, Left conservatives 
argue, an analysis of the works of these postmodern historians reveals a 
lack of appreciation of the extent to which the Chartist movement was 
dominated by notions of class, not only in relation to economic matters 
but to experience in general.  According to Left conservatives, class 
overshadowed other forms of identity in the Chartist movement and 
continued to do so, albeit in a somewhat diluted form, in post-Chartist 
popular movements.338 Dorothy Thompson, long regarded as a leading 
authority on Chartism, makes the following observation in relation to this 
argument in an essay entitled ‘Chartism and the Historians’ which was 
published in 1993: 

Until very recently few writers have questioned the definition 
of Chartism as a class movement.  The nineteenth century 
was imbued with the concept of class, and all its earlier 
historians saw the social divisions within British society as 
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the main motivations of the Chartist movement.  Some 
historians have questioned Frederick Engels’ description of 
Chartism as ‘the compact form of their (the proletarians’) 
opposition to the bourgeoisie’, but their objections until 
recently tended to stress the influence of middle-class thought 
and leadership on the movement’s programme  and policy 
rather than to dismiss the concept of class altogether.  In 
recent times, however, the very omnipresence of the word and 
concept ‘class’ and its frequent use without precise definition 
has suggested to some writers that the term is of no value as a 
historical category.339 

On the basis of his own extensively documented examination of Chartist 
and post-Chartist popular languages, Neville Kirk echoes the views of 
Left conservatives in arguing that 

leading Chartists in both the factory districts of Lancashire 
and Cheshire and in centres of ‘artisan’ production, such as 
Birmingham and London, articulated an unmistakeable, if 
largely non-socialist, critique of exploitation in production.  
Growing out of practical experience rather than theoretical 
abstraction, this critique suggested that an ‘unnatural’ and 
oppressive capitalist system, based upon full-blown 
commodity production, profit maximisation, ‘wage slavery’, 
the subordination of  labour to capital, and the replacement of 
the ‘honourable’ master by the ‘dishonourable’ capitalist 
‘tyrant’ or ‘steamlord’, was becoming hegemonic within 
production.  Workers were losing their independence, 
customary notions of reciprocity and fairness were being 
undermined, and the capitalist was consciously intent upon 
the exploitation and oppression of labour at work.340 

According to Left conservatives, it was because the Chartists held notions 
of production-based oppression along with earlier notions of political and 
exchange-based exploitation that they saw the achievement of universal 
manhood suffrage as the ultimate means of working-class emancipation.  
These critics insist that the absence of a theory of exploitation of a 
Marxist kind should not blind historians to the actual extent of Chartist 
perceptions of exploitation in production as in the years before 1848 
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Marx had not established the fundamentals of his theory of surplus value 
based on exploitation under conditions of commodity production.341   

Not only do the postmodern historians under discussion grossly 
underestimate the role of class in Chartism, Left conservatives argue, but 
they use a distorted and limited notion of the concept throughout their 
various works.  While the postmodern historians interpret class as a 
subjective construction, that is, they equate class with class 
consciousness, these critics argue, those employing discourse analysis 
deny the notion of class as an objective reality which reflects an 
underlying social structure.   In denying the existence of social reality 
independent of its articulation through thought and discourse, these critics 
maintain, the postmodern historians under discussion are repudiating the 
idea that societies are shaped by social and economic forces.  In short, 
Left conservatives continue, those adopting discourse analysis reject the 
notion of structural determination which is integral to Marxism, as it is to 
most other theories of history, and in doing so are casting a Marxist 
notion of class into the intellectual dustbin.342  

Marxists explain the notion of structure as part of a theory of history as 
that aspect which provides some account of the fundamental relationships 
constitutive of a particular kind of society.  Callinicos explains that  

These relationships have a number of important properties: 
their existence does not depend on the participation in them of 
particular named persons; they are sets of empty places, 
which can be filled by any suitably trained and motivated 
individuals.  Moreover, structures exist independently of 
those occupying them being aware of their existence: the 
most important social relationships are those which, as Hegel 
put it, go on behind the backs of the human beings making up 
the society in question.343 
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Therefore, in contrast to their postmodern counterparts, Left 
conservatives argue, on the basis of this notion of structure the accounts 
given by particular individuals in any given society cannot be taken at 
face value, but rather must be subjected to critical scrutiny if they are to 
be taken as evidence of the nature of that society.  If this were not the 
case, these critics observe, the historian would be left with little to do.344 
An underlying explanatory structure, according to a Marxist perspective, 
operates as a causal power beneath empirical observations of the world 
and, in the words of Paul Blacklege, can be understood as ‘a mechanism 
immanent to something through which it may or may not bring about 
change in the world.’345 Marxists are careful to make clear that underlying 
structures can only act as tendencies because they act in open systems 
wherein numerous different sorts of powers interact with one another in a 
dynamic and complex manner.  For example, Blackledge explains, ‘... 
while the shared experience of exploitation might tend to provoke 
workers to see themselves as a distinct social class, countless other forces 
will mediate against this eventuality.’346 In light of this understanding of 
structure, Left conservatives argue, Marxist history cannot emphasise the 
operation of just one of those underlying structures to the exclusion of all 
others in the reductive way in which it is accused of doing by postmodern 
critics.  The very core of Marx’s project, these critics point out, involved 
a repudiation of the reification of concepts such as the political, the 
economic and the sociological as distinct levels in society.  Also, Left 
conservatives explain, the notion of the dialectic, which is fundamental to 
classical Marxism, is based on the unity of opposites such as the dynamic 
interaction of the economic and non-economic.347 In the following excerpt 
from a letter which Engels wrote to Joseph Bloch on the 21st of 
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September, 1890, Blackledge points out, Engels repudiates economic 
reductionism: 

According to the materialist conception of history, the 
ultimately determining element in history is the production 
and reproduction of real life.  Other than this neither Marx nor 
I have ever asserted.  Hence if somebody twists this into 
saying that the economic element is the only determining one, 
he transforms that proposition into a meaningless, abstract, 
senseless phrase.  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 after a successful battle, etc., juridicial 
forms, and even the reflexes of all these actual struggles in the 
brains of the participants, political, juristic, philosophical 
theories, religious views and their further development into 
systems of dogmas – also exercise their influence upon the 
course of the historical struggles and in many cases 
preponderate in determining their form.  There is an 
interaction of all these elements in which, amid all the endless 
host of accidents (that is, of things and events whose inner 
interconnection is so remote or so impossible of proof, that 
we can regard it as non-existent, as negligible), the economic 
moment finally asserts itself as necessary.  Otherwise the 
application of the theory to any period of history would be 
easier than the solution of a simple equation of the first 
degree.348  

It follows from a Marxist conception of structure, Left conservatives 
conclude, that if social class can be inferred from the existence of class 
struggles in the world, then historians ought to ask questions about the 
class structure of a society when examining it.349 

Left conservatives point out that a Marxist concept of class cannot be 
reduced to either status or consciousness, but rather, in the words of 
Geoffrey De Ste Croix, class is an objective ‘expression of the fact of 
exploitation,’ and describes a ‘group of persons in a community identified 
by their position in the whole system of social production, defined above 
all according to their relationship (primarily in degrees of control) to the 
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conditions of production … and to other classes’.350 De Ste Croix points 
out that class conflict ‘is essentially the fundamental relationship between 
classes involving exploitation and resistance to it, but not necessarily 
either class consciousness or collective activity in common.’351 While the 
Marxist understanding of class is primarily objective, Left conservatives 
explain, the degree to which a class becomes aware of its own interests 
and struggles to satisfy them is subjective.  For this reason, these critics 
continue, Marx made a distinction between a class-in-itself, a class in the 
objective sense, and a class-for-itself, once it has become conscious of its 
own material interests.  According to a Marxist understanding, in contrast 
to the discursive conception of class which sees the existence of class as 
being dependent on and restricted to class consciousness, Left 
conservatives argue, class exists even in the absence of class 
consciousness.352 Callinicos reflects on the capacious nature of the 
Marxist concept of class:  

Conceiving class in this way as an objective relationship 
rooted in the process of exploitation does not require that we 
ignore all the aspects of human existence highlighted by the 
‘linguistic turn’ – discourse, subjectivity, culture, and so on.  
On the contrary, Marxist class theory provides a framework 
within which all this can be understood, not as a free-floating 
process, but as the ways in which human beings located in 
contradictory relations of production seek to make sense of 
the world, and develop strategies for coping with, and 
sometimes for changing it.353 

According to Left conservatives, the narrow equation of class with a 
particular linguistic construct on the parts of the postmodern historians 
denies not only the structural aspect of class but, with it, the historical 

                                                        
350 P. Blackledge,  Reflections on the Marxist Theory of History, p. 28, citing G. De Ste Croix,  Class 
Struggles in the Ancient Greek World, (London: 1981), pp. 43-44. For a discussion of a Marxist 
understanding of class, see also  A. Collier,  Marx, (One World, Oxford: 2004), pp. 38-39.  

351 P. Blackledge,  Reflections on the Marxist Theory of History, p. 28, citing G. De Ste Croix,  ‘Class in 
Marx’s Conception of History, Ancient and Modern,’ New Left Review, 146, July-August 1984, p. 100. 
For the same argument, see C. Harman,  ‘History, Myth and Marxism,’ p. 15. M. Perry,  Marxism and 
History, pp. 38, 43. 

352 M. Perry,  Marxism and History, pp. 38, 43. C. Harman,  ‘History, Myth and Marxism,’ p. 15. 

353A. Callinicos,  ‘Marxism and the Crisis in Social History,’ p. 39. 



 

 123 

investigation of the vast space which lies between class structure and 
class consciousness. 354 

In response to Joyce’s argument as to why class is no longer considered a 
master category of historical explanation, Left conservatives agree with 
Joyce in acknowledging that as a consequence of capitalism’s 
restructuring since the 1970s the traditional working class is no longer 
manifest in its previous forms, that the power of trade unions has 
diminished under the aegis of the Right, and that class politics have 
undoubtedly taken a severe battering since the Stalinist implosions and 
the capitalist counterrevolutions of the post-1989 years.  However, Left 
conservatives argue, neither capitalism nor its characteristic forms of 
exploitation have disappeared and as more and more of humanity faces 
the ravages of capitalism’s destructive impulses the continued use of class 
as both a category of analysis and agent of transformation is 
imperative.355 And, furthermore, apropos the postmodern rewriting of 
nineteenth century British working class history, Palmer asks of Joyce 
and Stedman Jones: ‘What possible relevance can the fall of a 
degenerated and deformed set of workers’ states (the Soviet Union, 
Poland, Hungary, etc) have on our exploration of the tangible class 
composition of early nineteenth century society?’356 

Left conservatives point out that the particular conception of Marxism 
which shaped social history is far removed from the vulgar understanding 
of the tradition associated with Stalinism which postmodern critics deride 
and seem to see as the only form of Marxism.357 In his discussion of 
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Western Marxism, Perry Anderson explains that between the 1930s and 
1960s Marxism developed a variety of different strands.  Some of these 
strands remained formally connected to official Communist parties such 
as those in France and Italy while the Frankfurt School and various 
responses to the work of Gramsci and Althusser in the 1960s represented 
yet other strands.  Anderson explains that after 1956 and then even more 
so after 1968 there were many attempts to free Marxism from the need to 
identify with or defend the Soviet Union.358 This variegated history of 
Marxism, Left conservatives maintain, most often goes unnoticed by 
postmodern critics of social history. 

Left conservatives also take issue with the postmodern repudiation of the 
notions of totality and metanarrative - of which Marxism is taken to be 
the prime example - on the grounds that such large scale theorising 
invariably leads to either totalitarian dictatorship or intensifies the project 
of subordination.359 According to a Marxist perspective, Callinicos 
explains, reconstructing the historical context requires understanding it as 
‘a network of social relations which constitute a contradictory whole 
operating according to a distinctive logic of crisis, struggle, and 
transformation.’360 He maintains that the necessity of totalisation arises, 
not as postmodernists argue,  

from some totalitarian urge to dominate and control, but from 
the fact that, as it happens, the capitalist mode of production, 
under which we all live, operates according to a logic that is 
in the most literal sense global, incorporating and 
subordinating every aspect of social life everywhere to the 
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drive to accumulate.  We may not like the fact that capitalism 
is a totality, but the truth is that it is, and if we want to 
achieve a world that is freer, more open and plural, we had 
better start to understand it as such.361  

Similarly, Left conservatives take issue with the postmodern 
condemnation of the Enlightenment in general.362  Palmer explains that:  

                  However incomplete the Enlightenment project, compromised 
as it was in its origins in the bourgeois proclamation of 
egalitarianism as a property-based legal right rather than as a 
social condition of fulfilment, it was a revolutionary 
transcendence of the feudal order, which had been confined 
for centuries in caste-like conceptions of social station and the 
incarcerating thought of superstition, divinity, and 
absolutism.363  

Palmer goes on to argue that it was the aim of Marxism ‘to materialize 
and radicalize Enlightenment rationality, extending its potential not just to 
this or that privileged sector of society, but to all of humanity.’364 He 
likens the way in which Marxism extended Enlightenment ideas to the 
way in which Mary Wollstencraft also did.  Palmer describes her as 
taking the possibilities inherent in the Enlightenment’s notion of equality 
and extending her defence of the French Revolution and Thomas Paine’s 
Rights of Man to a feminist articulation of the rights of woman.  In the 
same way that Mary Wollstencraft extended the idea of equality to 
feminist ideals well beyond the thinking of bourgeois patriarchy, he 
explains, ‘so too did Marx build on Enlightenment idealism to construct 
its oppositional challenge, historical materialism.’365  

It is not only historical materialism, with its project of understanding the 
past in order to change the future, which has come under attack, Left 
conservatives argue, but the discipline of history itself has also taken an 
intellectual battering during the past several decades.  In the words of 
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Palmer: ‘This is not a good time to be a historical materialist.  It is not 
even a good time to be an historian.’366 According to Left conservatives, 
this crisis in history has its origins in the radical era of the late 1960s and 
early 1970s which was followed by the breakdown of the post-war 
liberal/democratic settlement in the U.S.A and the social/democratic 
settlements in countries within the remainder of the Anglo-sphere with 
the rise of the New Right.  It was this particular conjuncture which 
generated what Kaye terms ‘a crisis in the grand-governing narratives’, 
which he describes as those ‘presiding fictions that allow us to behold 
ourselves and make sense of the historical world’;  the nature of this 
crisis, he explains, entailed a profound change in the conception of 
knowledge.367 Kaye  argues that the ‘loss of confidence in, and 
commitment to, the existing form, content and proclaimed utility of 
historical education on the part of both students and academic authorities’ 
was a consequence of the same  forces of social dislocation and the 
resulting crisis in the grand national narratives.368 

 The dominance of postmodern approaches in social history, as in other 
historical sub-disciplines, and with it, its vehement anti-Marxism, Left 
conservatives argue, can best be understood as an ideological expression 
in the guise of theory of the same political climate which prompted 
Francis Fukuyama’s end of history declaration, which itself was an 
affirmation of the ascendancy of the Right.369  Gramsci’s notion of 
hegemony which sees the labours of intellectuals as being pivotal in 
presenting the dominant classes’ own imperatives, interests and 
aspirations as being reflective of those of the society as a whole, these 
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critics maintain, throws light on the role of those historians promoting 
discourse analysis.370 

According to Left conservatives, it is these past decades when 
postmodern approaches to social history have burgeoned while the 
influence of Marxism has diminished which is the very time when a 
Marxist approach has been most needed.  It is during this period, these 
critics maintain, that the ascendancy of the Right has allowed capitalism’s 
unbridled expansion, a development of great consequence to the lives of 
billions.  Such a moment, Left conservatives argue, is not the time to 
repudiate historical materialism in favour of discourse analysis.  Kaye 
echoes the views of other Left conservatives in explaining that what is at 
stake in this crisis within history as a whole, including the sub-discipline 
of social history, is ‘the very purpose and promise of historical study and 
thought and, ultimately the visions of the past, present and possible 
futures to prevail in our public cultures.’371 For this reason he goes on to 
conclude that ‘it is now time to recall and reassert that vision which drew 
so many of us to the discipline in the 1960s and early 1970s: a vision of 
historians as citizen-scholars who by their labours contribute directly to 
public culture and debate, to the democratic formation and re-formation 
of political and social thought.’372   
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Chapter Five 

Feminist Conflicts 

 

During the late 1960s and early 1970s, throughout the Anglo-sphere and 
in many other parts of the world, the women's movement erupted with a 
vigour, intensity and radicalism that shook the foundations of the 
societies which experienced this social upheaval and in significant ways 
altered them permanently.  The development of academic feminism was 
part of this process of working towards achieving justice and equality for 
women.  Feminist theory and practice were understood to be 
interconnected, which explains why feminist scholars of the time were 
invariably activists.  However, by the end of the 1970s, the phenomenal 
energy and activism which had characterised what had come to be called 
‘second wave feminism’ had come to an end: the movement had 
disintegrated.  A further change of similarly dramatic proportions was 
triggered in the life of feminism within the Anglo-sphere at about this 
time.  By the early 1980s the now well established intellectual feminism 
in the most prominent academic institutions began to come under the 
influence of postmodernism, an influence which was to burgeon to the 
point of dominance in the decades to follow.  It is this transformation 
within the realm of the most influential form of academic feminism which 
has prompted the critique which is represented in this chapter.  What was 
it about the nature of this momentous change in the direction of feminist 
scholarship that Left conservative feminists objected to? 

The influence of postmodernism on feminism, Left conservative feminists 
argue, has made for a movement which isolates issues of sexuality and 
gender from their material conditions and focuses only on the cultural and 
discursive realms.  In doing so, according to these critics, postmodern 
feminism has repudiated the rich legacy of second wave feminism, and 
with it the contribution made to feminism by Marxism.  The concern with 
the material realities of women’s daily lives and the aim of radical social 
transformation, both of which were widely shared by second wave 
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feminists of significantly diverging perspectives, these critics claim, have 
been abandoned.  In short, Left conservative feminists consider 
postmodern feminism to have robbed second wave feminism of its radical 
impulse and political effectiveness.  The irony of this situation, these 
critics continue, is that this change in the direction of feminism’s 
trajectory has occurred during a period when the ravages of capitalism 
have intensified and taken a bitter toll on the lives of women not only 
within the Anglo-sphere but throughout the world in general.373 At a time 
when the need for a feminism which retains the best of the legacy of its 
second wave is more urgent than ever, these critics maintain, postmodern 
feminism’s focusing on the concerns of only a narrow sector of affluent 
and highly educated women, while ignoring those of the vast majority of 
women within the Anglo-sphere and throughout the remainder of the 
world, is deeply disturbing.  In the words of Carole Stabile: ‘A grim irony 
inheres in the fact that as capitalism’s attacks on the working class, the 
poor, and social programs intensify, at a time when the division of wealth 
is deepening, intellectuals discover that identity is actually fluid and 
discursive, that the economy is really discursively constructed, and that 
class no longer really matters.’374 Postmodern feminism, according to this 
perspective, reflects the neo-liberal Zeitgeist of the Anglo-sphere during 
the past several decades, the period in which the influence of 
postmodernism on feminist theorising has accelerated.  Furthermore, 
these Left conservative feminists consider the cultural turn in feminism to 
have called into question the raison d'être of feminism itself.  While 
recognising that feminism has always been a contested terrain, these 
critics maintain that a feminism whose theoretical underpinnings include 
the deconstruction of the categories of women and gender prompts a 
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number of crucial questions.  First of all, what is the purpose of this form 
of feminist theorising?  Next, what is the efficacy of the particular notion 
of politics employed by postmodern feminism?  And, most importantly, 
who are the supposed constituents of this feminism of the ‘cultural turn?’  
Left conservative feminists argue that postmodern feminisms’ relegation 
of concepts such as capitalism, exploitation and labour to the theoretical 
dustbin makes for a feminism which ignores the conditions of the vast 
majority of women within the Anglo-sphere and across the globe.  Crucial 
to a Left conservative feminist understanding of a broad-based and 
effective feminism is the Marxist understanding of the connection 
between gender and class and the socially transformative politics which 
accompanies such an understanding.375 In the Left conservative critique of 
postmodern feminism, it is this position which is being defended, the aim 
of which is to conserve what these critics consider to be the most valuable 
aspects of second wave feminism, albeit in an updated form. 

While feminism was not new to the twentieth century, in the late 1960s 
and 1970s second wave feminism flourished with unprecedented 
dynamism at a time of intense political radicalism and social turbulence 
throughout the Anglo-sphere, as in many other parts of the world.376 This 
period was one in which women entered the paid workforce and higher 
education at a greater rate than ever before and, as a consequence of this 
change, some began to question the traditional expectations of their 
roles.377  Many feminists of this period had been activists in the New Left 
and the civil rights movement and it was their disenchantment with their 
roles in what they saw as male dominated organisations which prompted 
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them to organise a separate women's movement.  These second wave 
feminists began to establish their own organizations in order to challenge 
the conventional understandings of what it meant to be a woman, 
understandings which they considered unjust.378 Some of these feminists, 
particularly those who came to be described as socialist feminists, 
continued their political activism either in New Left or in other 
organisations after joining the women’s liberation movement.  For many 
of these feminists, their engagement with a Marxist-Leninist tradition of 
revolutionary thought and practice through their involvement with New 
Left organizations meant that the women’s movement which they were 
creating was also part of a wider struggle to make a more egalitarian 
world.379 An additional influence of the New Left on the women’s 
movement was the idea that there is a connection between personal and 
cultural matters on the one hand and economic and political affairs on the 
other.380 The phrase coined at the time, ‘the personal is political,’ which 
expanded the definition of politics to include sexual and domestic 
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relations, succinctly expressed this understanding.381 While feminists of 
this period differed on many matters, and considerable antagonism 
developed between various schools within the movement, they all 
believed that women suffered from systemic social injustices because of 
their sex and that women were universally oppressed and exploited.  
These second wave feminists also believed that only through the 
recognition of this common situation could women begin to change the 
structures that oppressed them.  For these reasons, feminists of this period 
invariably emphasised the shared needs of women.  The idea of the sex-
gender distinction which enabled the questioning of the so-called natural 
status of female subjection to male control, confinement to the home, 
responsibility for housework and childcare, and sexual passivity was 
developed at this time.  Some second wave feminists also used this 
understanding to question the dominance of heterosexuality.382    

Within a short time the feminist activists of this period established 
thousands of non-hierarchical, local, consciousness raising groups on 
campuses, in communities and in workplaces throughout the Anglo-
sphere.  It was through such groups, Imelda Whelehan explains, that these 
feminists aimed to ‘interrogate the social and material conditions of 
individual women’s existences, often with the longer term aim of creating 
an agenda for political transformation of the social and economic status of 
women.’383 These feminist activists demonstrated, picketed, campaigned 
and organised for the establishment of child care facilities, women’s 
health care centres, education and skill training, abortion on demand, rape 
crisis centres, improved work conditions and pay, non-discriminatory 
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work practices, legislative change and women’s refuges.384 Issues such as 
the sexual division of labour, the family, sexual freedom, contraception, 
legalised abortion and domestic violence were all discussed and analysed 
by these women.  This project of redefining, reinterpreting and 
transforming the social world was also taken into academia.  A rapid 
growth in publishing by women and for women took place within a brief 
period as women’s bookstores, journals, magazines, information networks 
and professional associations were established to provide the necessary 
support for the development of feminism and for its establishment within 
academia.385   Feminist scholars were invariably activists who not only 
involved themselves in the type of concrete projects outlined above but, 
in the words of Martha Nussbaum, ‘made it a point of honour to be 
academics of a committed practical sort, eyes always on the material 
conditions of real women, writing always in a way that acknowledged 
those real bodies and those real struggles.’386 By the mid 1970s feminists 
had built large organisations using grant money to support advocacy, 
direct action and services for women.  These activists had also created 
extensive community networks and institutions which fostered the 
development of feminist ideals.  In addition to lobbying for legislative 
changes, second wave feminists challenged men individually and 
collectively to reform their behaviour in relation to women. ‘The 
women’s movement was not only successful in building a “world apart” 
during these years;’ Nancy Whittier points out, ‘it also was highly visible 
in the mainstream culture and implemented programs that concretely 
affected policy and practice related to women, particularly at the state and 
local levels.’387 The hallmark of the women’s movement at this time was 
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success.  Not surprisingly, in light of these achievements, second wave 
feminists were optimistic about the possibility of achieving socio-
structural change on a large scale.388 

‘Feminist theory’ is distinct from the ideas which were associated with 
the type of women’s issues which were promoted by government activists 
and liberals in the 1960s, the women who later were to become 
‘mainstream feminists’.  Despite the fact that much of the activism on 
behalf of women during the 1960s was achieved by liberal feminists, and 
liberal feminism continued to flourish well after the development and 
demise of  the second wave feminist movement, Judith Grant explains,  
‘liberal feminism in the 1960s was curiously atheoretical.’389 It was not 
necessary for liberal activists to develop a feminist theory because liberal 
theory per se could explain the arguments which generated the 
governmental and legal changes which these activists worked for and 
promoted.390 Liberal feminists located women’s oppression in the denial 
of rights and opportunities and therefore aimed to accord to women the 
rights that men already enjoyed.  In concentrating on women’s individual 
autonomy and their right to self determination, the main goal of liberal 
feminism was to achieve equality for women within the system.   The 
language of liberty, rights and legal equality, the language employed by 
liberal feminists, is the language of liberalism.391 

In order to understand the way in which feminist theory developed it is 
important to recognise that this groundbreaking work in the area of 
female socialization and sexuality was forged in a complicated and 
sometimes acrimonious dialogue with the Left.  First of all, as many in 
the women’s movement had been or continued to be active in the New 
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Left, the academic roots and intellectual nature of that movement meant 
that these young feminists were predisposed to consider theory, and 
usually Marxist theory, as being essential to politics.392 Furthermore, the 
desire on the part of feminists to create a theory of personal politics was 
foreshadowed by the cultural radicalism of the 1960s and the emphasis 
placed by the New Left on the congruence between personal life and 
political commitment.393 Second wave feminism was also shaped by the 
influence of those women in the movement whose parents had been 
members of the American Communist Party and therefore part of the Old 
Left.  These so-called Red Diaper Babies brought with them to the 
women’s liberation movement the generally unacknowledged influence of 
a small group of Old Left feminists.  Between 1945 and 1956 this latter 
group had worked in organisations connected to the American 
Communist Party which, at that time, was the centre of a large 
progressive movement whose influence extended beyond the socialist 
Left.  These earlier feminists sought to expand the then narrow Marxist 
understanding of women’s oppression which focused on economic 
structures to explain women’s inferior status.  As a consequence of their 
efforts, Kate Weigland explains, these Old Left feminists ‘transmitted 
influential terminology, tactics, and concepts to the next generation of 
feminists.  Their bold new thinking about the interdependence of gender, 
race, and class, and about the personal and cultural aspects of sexism, 
shaped modern feminism - both directly and indirectly - and laid 
absolutely crucial groundwork for the second wave.’394 While the Left 
provided political and theoretical resources for some feminists at this time 
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there were others who saw this tradition as not only inadequate, but 
inimical to their needs.395  

By the mid 1970s the rapid burgeoning of the women’s liberation 
movement had produced a rich, diversified and complex body of feminist 
theory which provided the impetus for a new kind of scholarly enterprise.  
Within this heterogeneous body of thought two broad trends consolidated: 
radical feminism and socialist feminism.  However, the nature of the 
concerns of feminists at this time meant that it was not always possible to 
draw a clear dividing line between the two theoretical strands as some 
degree of cross-fertilisation was invariably taking place.396  

Radical feminists held that the primary source of women’s oppression 
was the structure of male domination which they termed patriarchy.  
Women as a social group were seen to be oppressed by men as a social 
group.  That women were considered to form a group which could be 
likened to a social class was an inherent aspect of radical feminist 
theory.397 For radical feminists, Lydia Sargent explains, ‘the division of 
labour by sex preceded and gave birth to the division of labour by class 
and race.  Strategically, then, the elimination of sex oppression would 
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bring about the elimination of all other oppressions.’398 The total 
revolution of the social structures and the elimination of the processes of 
patriarchy were seen by radical feminists as being essential to the 
liberation of women.  An important idea underpinning radical feminist 
theory was the view that feminism was created by women for women.  
The notion of sisterhood employed by these feminists promoted the view 
that in order to undermine male power women needed to form a united 
revolutionary group.399 Radical feminists also stressed women’s bodily 
integrity and autonomy as essential to their liberation, as women’s bodies 
were seen as a primary site of their oppression.  On the basis of this 
understanding these feminists produced a powerfully charged critique of 
heterosexuality and the power relations which they saw as accompanying 
it.  This critique in turn led to the promotion of lesbianism and with it the 
formation of separatist organisations.400 Crucial to both radical and 
socialist strands of feminist theory at this time was the idea that theory 
had to be based on the actual experiences of women.  The consciousness 
raising sessions which so characterised this dynamic period in the history 
of feminism provided the experiences which formed the basis of the 
theory which feminists developed at this time.401   

The term socialist feminism describes the efforts of those second wave 
feminists who, in a wide variety of ways and to varying degrees, utilised a 
Marxist framework in their attempt to understand the source of women’s 
oppression.402   ‘Socialist feminists’ Lise Vogel explains, ‘hoped to meld 
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a materialist analysis of class domination with the best insights of radical 
feminism - its searing critique of male domination, its insistence that the 
personal is political, its creative development of non-hierarchical 
structures, its strategy of organisational autonomy and its commitment to 
free sexual choice and expression.  Their goal was a collectivist 
transformation of society that would be simultaneously feminist and 
socialist.’403  

In the early debates generated by socialist feminists the Marxist concept 
of class was closely analysed.  First of all class was criticised for failing 
to account for the relatively greater subordination and exploitation 
experienced by women compared to that of the men who shared the same 
class location.  Class was seen to rest on an implicit image of the male 
worker which ignored the different conditions and contexts of women’s 
paid and unpaid work.  For these reasons, it was argued, the concept of 
class was not the gender neutral concept it was claimed to be in that it 
either ignored women altogether or assumed that women’s class positions 
were simply determined by those of the men to whom they were 
attached.404 The various attempts to rectify what socialist feminists 
considered to be the defects in Marxist class theory can be roughly 
grouped under the headings of political economy of housework or the 
domestic labour theories on the one hand, and capitalism/patriarchy or 
dual systems theories on the other.405 The domestic labour debate located 
women’s oppression in the family household system and the sexual 
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division of labour while the dual systems theories debate argued that 
patriarchy, a system of male dominance and control over women, 
functions in connection with capitalism.  The basis of patriarchy and the 
relations between patriarchy and capitalism were interpreted differently 
by different theorists.  Both of these debates were extensively criticised 
and defended without providing a satisfactory resolution to the relevant 
theoretical problems.  However, the dual systems theories debate had a 
debilitating effect on socialist feminists’ use of the Marxist concept of 
class in as much as, by creating the separate system of patriarchy to 
explain the social subordination of women, these theories were able to 
ignore the problems of class analysis which then left in place the concept 
of class that had been criticised as implicitly based on a model of the male 
worker.406 According to Joan Acker, a further criticism of these dual 
system theories is that ‘they posit analytically independent structures, 
such as gender and class, implying that some social relations are gender 
relations whereas others are something else.  This conceptualisation 
seems to ignore the actuality that many gender relations are 
simultaneously class relations and that class relations, as concrete 
practices rather than as theoretical abstractions, are often also gender 
relations.’407 As a consequence of attributing women’s subordination to 
patriarchy, class came to be seen as less important for explaining 
women’s subordination than for explaining men’s subordination in 
capitalist societies.  Despite the extent of these debates, the conception of 
class which had been criticised for containing the very assumptions that 
were said to make women invisible was left unaltered.408 
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The battering that the Marxist concept of class took in these debates 
generally undermined the influence of Marxist theory on the development 
of feminist theory.  By the time a paper entitled ‘The Unhappy Marriage 
of Marxism and Feminism,’ began to circulate within the socialist domain 
of the women’s movement in 1975, it expressed the increasing scepticism 
that many socialist feminists had developed towards the value of Marxist 
theory and practice.  The authors of this seminal paper, Heidi Hartman 
and Amy Bridges, argued that while Marxist categories could be used to 
analyse women’s situation in relation to the economy they could not be 
extended to elucidate women’s subordinate relationship to men.  In order 
to understand this latter dynamic, they claimed, it was necessary to 
recognise two systems of power: on the one hand, that of gender and 
patriarchy and on the other, that of class and capitalism.  From the 
perspective of these critics the Marxist framework could not integrate 
these analytical categories.409 The circulation of this paper marked a 
turning away on the part of many socialist feminists from their previous 
concern with class, and with it the Left's critique of capitalism. 

A small number of second wave socialist feminists, while acutely aware 
that Marxist theory was insufficiently developed in relation to the 
subordination of women, argued that the problem was neither the inability 
of Marxist theory to explain this phenomenon, nor the inevitability of 
feminist and anti-racist goals being subsumed within the class struggle, as 
was being argued.  These defenders of Marxism insisted, in contrast to 
those who promoted the dual systems theories,  that the historical 
materialist methodology provided feminists with the necessary theoretical 
tools which were simply in need of further development.410  According to 
this small group, many of the contributions to the early socialist feminist 
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debates were based on a straw Marxism, that is, in the words of Lise 
Vogel, ‘a conception of Marxism that is itself inadequate and largely 
economistic.’411 According to Martha Gimenez, much of the theoretical 
work produced by socialist feminists at this time, ‘despite the use of 
Marxist terms and references to capitalism, developed as a sort of 
feminist abstract negation of Marxism.’412 By this time, however, the 
claims of this small group were drowned in a barrage of criticism at what 
had come to be widely perceived as a seriously inadequate theoretical 
tool.413   

The taking up of postmodern approaches on the parts of feminist theorists 
dealt the final blow to the influence which Marxism had exerted on this 
novel and flourishing form of scholarship.  Both the socialist and radical 
strands of feminist theory were expressions of the modernist impulse, and 
as such, were repudiated by those attracted to the new form of 
theorizing.414 Under the influence of Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida and 
particularly that of Michel Foucault, feminist theory underwent a massive 
epistemological transformation, the ramifications of which were to be felt 
not only within this particular intellectual domain but within other areas 
of scholarship as well.415 As postmodern feminism developed it came to 
be dominated by the following principles: a deconstructive version of 
anti-essentialism, anti-foundationalism, the notion of contingency, social 
constructionism, discourse analysis, the rejection of metanarratives, the 
privileging of the notion of difference, a Foucauldian conception of power 
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and, in keeping with these various principles, the rejection of claims of 
truth or value.416 On the basis of this new intellectual approach, the 
conceptual underpinning of second wave feminism was relegated to the 
intellectual dustbin.  For example, second wave feminists’ seeking the 
cause of women’s oppression at the level of social structures such as 
patriarchy, an exploitative economic system, or the structural relationship 
between home and workplace, was regarded as resting on a faulty 
modernist conceptual framework.  Similarly, the category of woman as 
utilized by second wave theorists, and which was premised on the 
modernist notion of a rational, unified subject, was also found wanting by 
postmodern feminists who see the subject as produced within discourse 
and therefore necessarily fragmented, contradictory and multiple.  For this 
reason the employment of universal assumptions about women on the part 
of second wave feminists came in for much criticism from postmodern 
feminists as such assumptions were seen to be the product of an 
essentialist notion of the subject on which the category of women is 
based.  Such an essentialist conception of the subject was considered by 
postmodern feminists to have a detrimental effect on the interests of black 
women and lesbians in particular.417 These criticisms of the theoretical 
undergirding of second wave feminism provide some sense of the nature 
of the theoretical transformation - and its implications - which took place 
with the relatively rapid adoption of postmodern approaches on the part of 
feminists.  The new and groundbreaking area of scholarship born of 
second wave feminism was turned on its head. 
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A brief overview of the central arguments of the prominent postmodern 
feminist Judith Butler’s much acclaimed work, Gender Trouble, throws 
further light on the rupture between second wave feminism and its 
postmodern counterpart.  Early in the work, which exemplifies a 
Foucauldian approach, Butler makes the following observation: ‘For the 
most part, feminist theory has assumed that there is some existing 
identity, understood through the category of women, who not only 
initiates feminist interests and goals within discourse, but constitutes the 
subject for whom political representation is pursued.’418 The central 
argument of Gender Trouble revolves around a contestation of these 
assumptions.   

                    Butler argues that the assumption that the term ‘women’ denotes a 
common identity creates a political problem for feminism in as much as 
the category of ‘women’ entails, in her words, ‘coercive and regulatory 
consequences ... even when the construction has been elaborated for 
emancipatory purposes.’419 ‘In other words,’ she explains, ‘the insistence 
upon the coherence and unity of the category of women has effectively 
refused the multiplicity of cultural, social and political intersections in 
which the concrete array of “women” are constructed.’420 For this reason, 
Butler maintains that ‘a radical rethinking of the ontological constructions 
of identity appears to be necessary in order to formulate a representational 
politics that might revive feminism on other grounds.’421 She adds: 
‘Perhaps, paradoxically, “representation” will be shown to make sense for 
feminism only when the subject of “women” is nowhere presumed.’422 
Butler challenges the second wave feminist distinction between sex (the 
biological female) and gender (the culturally prescribed woman) and 
instead proposes that sex, too, is a cultural construction used to mask the 
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political mechanisms which make for the way in which compulsory 
heterosexuality regulates gender and desire.  She explains that ‘If gender 
is the cultural meanings that the sexed body assumes, then a gender 
cannot be said to follow from a sex in any one way.  Taken to its logical 
limit, the sex/gender distinction suggests a radical discontinuity between 
sexed bodies and culturally constructed genders.’423 According to Butler, 
sexual difference is constructed performatively, by which she means 
through repetitive acts such as the wearing of clothes, the making of 
gestures, or the performing of tasks considered appropriate to one sex or 
the other.424 Butler’s conception of politics is based on the understanding 
that, with this knowledge of the constructed nature of subjectivity, it is 
possible for people to create categories which are in some sense new.  In a 
world constrained by a gendered hierarchy, Butler argues, agency lies in 
the everyday opportunities given to individuals to subvert gender roles by 
parodying them.  And, she explains, it is precisely through such acts of 
parodic performance that people are able to reject the way in which 
compulsory heterosexuality regulates gender and desire.  Thus, according 
to Butler, politics does not have to proceed from unity and solidarity, but 
rather, a politics of subversion means that coalitions must recognize the 
contradictions and fragmentations within their constituency and take 
action with those factors in mind.  It is this conception of political agency 
and strategy which Butler sees as an important corrective to feminist 
politics.425 

 In her seminal article, ‘The Evidence of Experience,’ Joan Scott, another 
postmodern feminist academic whose work has exerted immense 
influence, not only within feminism but also further afield, argues that the 
category of experience as used by historians is foundational and 
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essentialist and as such ‘weakens the critical thrust of historians of 
difference.’426 She goes on to explain that,  

When experience is taken as the origin of knowledge, the vision 
of the individual subject (the person who had the experience or 
the historian who recounts it) becomes the bedrock of evidence 
on which explanation is built. Questions about the constructed 
nature of experience, about how subjects are constituted as 
different in the first place, about how one’s vision is structured - 
about language (or discourse) and history - are left aside. The 
evidence of experience then becomes evidence for the fact of 
difference, rather than a way of exploring how difference is 
established, how it operates, how and in what ways it constitutes 
subjects who see and act in the world.427 

According to Scott, the historians’ use of experience renders categories 
such as desire, homosexuality, heterosexuality, femininity, masculinity, 
man, woman, black, white and sex as fixed entities or natural rather than 
historicizing these categories themselves.  For example, in feminist 
histories based on women’s experience, Scott explains, the category of 
women is universalized and ‘the possibility of politics is said to rest on, to 
follow from, a pre-existing women’s experience.’428 In her view such a 
usage precludes analysing the ideological system which produces these 
categories in the first place.  While Scott recognizes that when a historian 
makes the experience of a different group visible he or she is exposing the 
existence of repressive mechanisms, she argues that nevertheless this 
foundational mode of conceptualizing does not reveal how difference is 
relationally constituted.  ‘For that,’ she explains, ‘we need to attend to the 
historical processes that, through discourse, position subjects and produce 
experiences.  It is not individuals who have experience, but subjects who 
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are constituted through experience.’429 In short, in Scott’s view, that 
subjectivity is produced by discourse renders the foundational use of the 
concept of experience by historians redundant.  She explains: ‘But it is 
precisely the discursive character of experience that is at issue for some 
historians because attributing experience to discourse seems somehow to 
deny its status as an unquestionable ground of explanation.’430 

This brief overview of the central arguments of these immensely 
influential works by Butler and Scott makes clear the distance between 
the nature of second wave feminist theorizing and its accompanying 
concerns and that of its postmodern counterpart.  This discussion also 
illuminates the enormity of the task confronted by Left conservative 
feminists in their aim to revive the best aspects of second wave feminism. 

The Left conservative feminist critique of postmodern feminism is based 
on the understanding that, in the words of Gimenez, ‘Marx’s most 
important contribution to feminist theory and politics … is the aspect of 
his work that most feminists ignored: his methodology.’431 In contrast to 
postmodern feminism which repudiates analyses of capitalism and class, 
and associated concepts such as exploitation and structure, an historical 
materialist understanding gives the mode of production and changes 
therein a determinate role in historical change and social organisation 
which means that the conditions which create women’s oppression and 
shape subjectivity are understood as always mediated by the particular 
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mode of production in which they manifest.432 For this reason, in contrast 
to the postmodern position according to which the discursive and non-
discursive (if such exists) exist side by side without any necessary relation 
between them, Left conservative feminists hold to the following Marxist 
principle: ‘It is not the consciousness of men that determines their 
existence but their social existence which determines their 
consciousness.’433 

Left conservative feminists repudiate the discursive approach and its 
accompanying anti-essentialism on which postmodern feminists premise 
the notion of difference - that is, the view that there is no agent behind or 
prior to the social forces that produce the self, social relations or relations 
to the natural world, and that everything needs to be understood as 
socially or discursively constructed and is therefore open to being socially 
or discursively reconstructed.  It was on this understanding that Foucault, 
Derrida and Lacan argued that all group categories could, and should, be 
deconstructed as essentialist.434 Barbara Epstein explains that this 
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postmodern position conflates two issues, as is evident in Scott’s critique 
of the category of experience:  

On the one hand it is true that our perceptions of and feelings 
about the world,  and our experience in it, are filtered through 
assumptions and values that are socially aquired; that it would be 
impossible to make sense of experience without categories for 
ordering it, and culture plays a role in the construction of those 
categories.435   

Epstein goes on to argue that the reason that we have categories for 
sorting reality is that a real world actually exists, and that we need to 
understand it if we are to function effectively in it.  ‘We will never have a 
comprehension of reality that is absolutely true in the sense of being 
unmediated by categories of perception.’ she argues, ‘but that does not 
mean that perception is entirely shaped by these categories and has 
nothing to do with the reality that is being perceived.’436 Epstein points 
out that if deconstructive anti-essentialism were followed rigorously, it 
would destroy not only theory, but language itself as a vehicle of 
communication.437  

Left conservative feminists hold to the notion of gender employed by 
second wave feminists wherein gender describes the socially, 
psychologically and culturally constructed aspects of subjectivity, while 
sex refers to the biological, anatomical aspects.  In short, these critics 
maintain that while certain aspects of subjectivity are constructed, others 
are not, an idea which, while popularized by second wave feminists, is 
also evident in works dating back as far as those of Plato, John Stuart Mill 
and, more recently, Freud.438 Furthermore, while the category of woman 
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has undoubtedly been a contentious one for feminism, the capaciousness 
of the category does not invalidate it as such.  The notion of a category 
such as that of ‘woman’ does not mean that all those considered as 
belonging to it have to share identical characteristics, these critics explain, 
but rather, that out of a set of defining characteristics each woman will 
exhibit a number of them.439 Left conservative feminists observe that in  
her book, Gender Trouble, Butler does not provide a clear argument 
against the idea of a biological influence on subjectivity, but rather, 
premises her notion of performativity on this assumption.  In contrast to 
the postmodern view that subjectivity is discursively constructed, Left 
conservative feminists maintain the validity of the Marxist notion of 
alienation which implies that human beings have at least some pre-
cultural or innate desires such as those for food, for comfort, for cognitive 
mastery and for survival, which are either frustrated or met to varying 
degrees in different social contexts.440 Epstein explains the implications of 
this position: ‘If there are innate human needs and capacities, however 
malleable, however subject to being constructed differently in different 
societies, then one may judge social orders by the degree to which they 
meet these needs and allow these capacities to be developed.’441 On the 
other hand, if according to the deconstructive anti-essentialist perspective 
there is no human nature outside of human construction, no needs or 
capacities other than those constructed by particular discourses, then there 
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is no basis for social criticism or for the political movements which are an 
extension of such criticism.442 

In the same way as Left conservative feminists argue that the discursive 
construction of subjectivity robs feminism of a basis for social criticism, 
these critics also regard the Foucauldian conception of power which 
undergirds postmodern notions of subjectivity to be similarly 
problematic.  According to Foucault, modern power functions at the 
capillary level of society through everyday micro-practices: it circulates 
through the entire social body continually increasing its own force in the 
course of its exercise by a process of utilising opposing forces rather than 
by negating them.  On this understanding power is a complex, shifting 
field of relations in which everyone plays a part.443   Furthermore, power 
not only functions negatively in the sense of simply denying what are 
considered illicit desires, needs, acts and speech, but power is involved in 
producing all of these.  In short, according to Foucault, power is a 
multiplicity of forces that produces its own resistance; it is local, 
contingent, productive, capillary, exhaustive and unable to be eliminated; 
it is not a property which could be possessed by some persons or classes 
and not by others.   On this understanding the only possibility of 
generating social change is through the body which Foucault argues is 
able to resist the power inherent in discourse.444 

In keeping with the postmodern notion of discourse which makes for a 
conception of subjectivity which has no connection to capitalist class 
relations, Left conservative feminists argue, the Foucauldian conception 
of power which focuses on individualized power relations, wherein the 
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only possibility of generating change is through the body, is similarly 
lacking.  In short, Left conservative feminists argue, a Foucaldian notion 
of power is not able to conceptualise differences in terms of the relation 
between two social categories wherein the privilege of one occurs at the 
expense of the other and as such, is unable to provide an understanding of 
the way in which capitalism links the oppression of first- and third-world 
women in exploitative relationships, precludes an understanding of the 
emergence of feminism in the West, and encourages the analysis of the 
gendered subject which ignores the necessary connection to the racial and 
class subject.  Furthermore, because the notion of patriarchy is premised 
on a hierarchical conception of power, these critics argue, the 
Foucauldain conception of power is completely at odds with the notion of 
patriarchy and therefore redundant for the purposes of feminism.445  

Left conservatives maintain that there is a further weakness in the 
Foucauldian notion of power.  If, according to Foucault, these critics 
argue, it is a feature of the way in which modern power manifests that it 
proliferates liberationist discourses in order to mask the actual functioning 
of domination, then the liberal and radical normative frameworks must 
also be considered forms of domination.  Furthermore, in contrast to both 
of these frameworks the Foucauldian conception of power provides no 
basis for distinguishing forms of power that involve domination from 
those that do not.446 Nancy Fraser goes on to point out that while Foucault 
ostensibly rejects a normative framework he contradicts himself in as 
much as his use of terms such as domination, subjugation and subjection 
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appear to depend on ‘a tacit appeal to the notion of rights, limits, and so 
forth.’447 

The implications of the postmodern notion of subjectivity for feminist 
politics prompts further cause for concern on the part of Left conservative 
feminists.  For example, if the group category ‘woman’ has been 
deconstructed as essentialist and considered inherently repressive, as 
Butler maintains, then the basis of a feminist politics has been eliminated; 
without women there is no feminist constituency.  Furthermore, if 
women’s experience as a basis for feminist theory and politics is to be 
renounced as theoretically redundant, as Scott argues, then the basis of 
feminist theory and politics has also been eliminated.  And, last of all, 
these critics repudiate the idea that political activity, rather than being a 
collective enterprise, is something done on an individual basis as 
encapsulated in Butler’s notion of parodic performance.  The postmodern 
notion of politics not only limits the very nature of what is understood to 
constitute feminist politics, but then limits the activism to only a small 
sector of educated women, while leaving unchanged the structures which 
shape subjectivity and generate inequality.   Left conservative feminists 
point out that the activists who worked to eliminate the institution  of 
slavery and the second wave feminists who changed institutional 
structures which shaped women’s live in negative ways could never have 
achieved what they did had they employed Butler’s notion of parodic 
performance as their mode of activism.448 

In contrast to the postmodern notion of subjectivity which sees the subject 
as inherently fragmented, unstable and multiple, Left conservative 
feminists defend the modernist notion wherein the subject is seen to be 
integrated, as having the capacity for rational thought and, as such, as 
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being able to exercise a degree of autonomy.  These critics maintain that 
it was this Enlightenment understanding of subjectivity which made 
possible the second wave feminist notion of gender.  Coupled with this 
modernist notion of subjectivity is the view that the goal of politics is the 
realisation of reason in practice, that is, the means by which social and 
political tendencies can be assessed as progressive or otherwise.449 Since 
its invention, Sabina Lovibond explains, the ideal of an integrated or 
centred subjectivity has been linked to the notion of positive liberty or 
autonomy, which means to be free in the sense of being emancipated from 
the beliefs and desires which critical judgement considers irrational.450 
This process of working towards positive liberty or autonomy is termed 
transcendence, she explains, and is connected to the idea of universal 
reason.  For example, Lovibond continues, Marxism is a form of 
transcendence in that it ‘encourages us to work towards freedom in this 
sense by gaining insight into the capitalist economic order and the 
ideology that goes with it.’451 She adds that the type of feminism which is 
based on the modernist promise of social reconstruction is yet another 
expression of transcendence.452 Contrary to the postmodern notion of 
subjectivity and the political implications inherent to it, Left conservative 
feminists defend the notion of a subject capable of acting rationally, with 
some degree of autonomy from surrounding structures and prevailing 
ideologies, as exemplified by second wave feminists.453  

                                                        
449 B. Epstein,  ‘Why Poststructuralism is a Dead End For Progressive Thought,’ p. 104. S. Lovibond,  
‘Feminism and Postmodernism,’ New Left Review, 178, 1999, p. 6. C. Di Stefano,  ‘Dilemmas of 
Difference: Feminism, Modernity and Postmodernism,’ pp. 63-65, 75. L. Gordon,  ‘The Trouble With 
Difference,’ pp. 41-42. T. Ebert,  Ludic Feminism and After: Postmodernism, Desire and Labor in Late 
Capitalism, p. 149. L. MacLaughlin,  ‘Beyond Separate Spheres: Feminism and the Cultural 
Studies/Political Economy Debate,’ p. 339.  

450 S. Lovibond,  ‘Feminism and Postmodernism,’ p. 9. C. Di Stefano,  ‘Dilemmas of Difference: 
Feminism, Modernity and Postmodernism,’ p. 64. 

451 S. Lovibond,  ‘Feminism and Postmodernism,’ p. 9. 

452 S. Lovibond,  ‘Feminism and Postmodernism,’ pp. 9-10. 

453 B. Epstein,  ‘Why Poststructuralism is a Dead End for Progressive Thought,’ p. 100. T. Ebert,  Ludic 
Feminism and After: Postmodernism, Desire and Labor in Late Capitalism, p. 158. L. MacLaughlin,  
‘Separate Spheres: Feminism and the Cultural Studies/Political Economy Debate,’ p. 341. C. Di 
Stefano,  ‘Dilemmas of Difference: Feminism, Modernity and Postmodernism.’ p. 75. 



 

 154 

Gender relations, as with all other social relations, Left conservative 
feminists argue, cannot be abstracted from capitalist class relations as 
postmodernists claim.  According to a historical materialist understanding 
production, the exchanges between humans and nature, is twofold in that 
it entails the production of things and the production of life.  Gimenez 
explains that ‘Production presupposes reproduction: the reproduction of 
life, biologically, physically, and socially, is part of the material basis of 
social organisation.’454 Second wave feminists identified the family 
household and the associated division of labor as the way in which social 
reproduction is organized in capitalist societies and held that this 
particular form of social reproduction was central to the oppression of 
women in capitalism.  Left conservative feminists concur with this 
argument, maintaining that the mode of production conditions the 
organisation of reproduction in that it establishes its material conditions 
of possibility within relatively narrow structural limits.455  

In her analysis of the development of the sexual division of labor in 
capitalism, and the formation of the family-household system within the 
context of the contradiction between capitalist dynamics of production 
and the exigencies of biological reproduction, Johanna Brenner elucidates 
the argument that production conditions reproduction and vice versa.  She 
maintains that ‘a materialist account of women’s oppression simply must 
consider the way in which the class-structured capitalist system of 
production can incorporate the biological facts of reproduction, and the 
extent to which biological differences, considered in such a context, 
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condition women’s participation in economic/political life, their capacity 
for self-organisation in defense of their interests and needs, and so 
forth.’456 Brenner notes, as Marx and Engels argued, that on the one hand 
there is a distinct tendency in capitalist accumulation to pull women into 
wage labor and so lay the material basis for their independence from men, 
while on the other hand the exigencies of biological reproduction - 
pregnancy, childbirth and lactation - ‘have historically posed a significant 
barrier to the full development of this tendency.’457 In the pre-industrial 
economy, she argues, ‘reproduction could be accommodated to the 
demands of production because the organisation of production remained 
in the hands of the artisanal or home-based workers themselves.  The rise 
of factory production fundamentally altered this situation by robbing the 
workers of control of the production process.’458   

Brenner observes that studies of women’s work in the nineteenth century 
indicate that for the most part women withdrew from full-time work in 
factories and shops with the birth of their first child and from then on 
supplemented the family wage by doing part-time work, homework, 
seasonal work or taking in boarders.  She argues that women’s withdrawal 
from full time work is attributable to the fact that the combined wages of 
a husband and wife were not sufficient to allow them to purchase the 
range and quality of domestic services which the wife performed and that 
both parents remaining in the workforce on a full time basis jeopardised 
the survival of their children.  At that time, she explains, the working 
class was in no position to pressure capital into providing the range of 
support services which would have enabled the wife to work full time.459 
‘When women spent much of their married life bearing and nursing 
children,’ Brenner argues, ‘as they did throughout the nineteenth century, 
the logic of the sexual division of labor embodied in the family - 
                                                        
456J. Brenner,  Women and the Politics of Class, p. 26.  See also M.  Gimenez,  ‘The Production of 
Divisions: Gender Struggles Under Capitalism,’ in Marxism in the Postmodern Age, edited by Antonio 
Callari, Carole Beweiner and Stephen Cullenberg, (The Guilford Press, New York: 1995), p. 256. 

457J. Brenner,  Women and the Politics of Class, p. 26. 

458J. Brenner,  Women and the Politics of Class, p. 28. 

459 J. Brenner,  Women and the Politics of Class, p. 28. 



 

 156 

household system was overwhelming.’460 According to this analysis, 
women’s intermittent participation in waged labor and the supplementary 
character of their wage earning weakened their bargaining position in 
relation to their employers.  This situation, in turn, Brenner argues, 
resulted in women’s wages generally being lower than those of men, and 
also in the sex-segregation of jobs.461 She goes on to argue that despite the 
increase in the number of women in the waged workforce from the mid 
twentieth century onwards the lack of affordable childcare and other 
support services has meant that women continue to shoulder the main 
responsibility for child rearing and domestic labour and so work for lower 
wages than men.462 

While Left conservative feminists readily concede that gender ideology 
and socialisation have played some part in producing the unequal 
relations between men and women, these critics understand this 
phenomenon to be, in large part, the structural effect of a complex 
network of macro-level processes through which production and 
reproduction are inextricably connected.463 Gimenez explains, ‘This 
network sets limits to the opportunity structures of propertyless men and 
women, allocating women primarily to the sphere of 
domestic/reproductive labour and only secondarily to paid labour, thus 
establishing the objective basis for differences in  their relative economic, 
social and political power.’464 Furthermore, as it is structurally impossible 
for capitalism to produce full employment, and pay all workers, 
regardless of gender, a wage sufficient to support themselves and their 
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families, a stable union becomes increasingly more difficult to maintain 
for the most vulnerable sectors of the working class.465 

In keeping with an historical materialist analysis, Left conservative 
feminists maintain that changes within capitalism, including the major 
restructuring of the global economy since the early 1970s, have had a 
paradoxical effect on the lives of women across the globe.  For example, 
the spread of feminism during the 1970s was not simply a cultural 
phenomenon but also a consequence of capital’s need for an increased 
labour supply coupled with the availability of effective contraception and 
the development of domestic labour saving devices, all of which 
combined to bring women into the paid workforce on an unprecedented 
scale.466 According to Hester Eisenstein, the powerful taboo against 
married women in the workforce was overcome by a combination of the 
economic need for a dual worker household and the ideology of 1970s 
feminism.467 She goes on to explain that the resilience and reach of the 
women’s movement was a consequence of ‘a complex interaction 
between a set of corporate and government strategies to maximise 
profitability, and a social movement that sought to maximise options for 
women, most centrally, their economic opportunities.’468 In her view, the 
greatest impact of the women’s movement was in the workforce where 
feminism ‘came to mean individualism and the right to participate in the 
market economy in one’s own name, separate from one’s role as a wife 
and/or mother.’469 While the inclusion of married women in the workforce 
is considered a major gain, these critics observe that this development 
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also aided capital in keeping wages down and in the abandonment of the 
concept of a family wage.470 Gimenez sums up the connection between 
certain developments within the capitalist accumulation processes and the 
influence which these exerted on the development and spread of 
feminism: ‘The possibility of thinking of women as “women,” and of 
women’s problems, rights and needs as abstracted from other social 
relations within which women’s lives are unavoidably embedded, 
required material conditions that arose only in the context of advanced 
capitalism.’471  

Capitalism’s class system, while objectively linking all women, in the 
words of Hennessy and Ingraham, also ‘pits women against each other, 
dividing those allied with the private and corporate control of wealth and 
resources from the dispossessed.’472 For example, the prime beneficiaries 
of the women’s movement have been educated and relatively privileged 
women, while the circumstances of most other women who work in low-
paying, sex segregated jobs have worsened during the past several 
decades.  Furthermore, in the U.S.A., the home of the most powerful 
feminist movement in the world working women must provide for 
themselves and their families on less than two thirds of the wages earned 
by men.  Moreover, women and people of colour constitute a 
disproportionate number of those living in poverty in the U.S.A., as they 
do of those working in poorly paid, insecure, unskilled jobs with little 
organised protection, a situation which is reflected elsewhere within the 
Anglo-sphere.  Thus, while the abolition of gender barriers to education, 
employment and career advancement are important aspects of the struggle 
against the oppression of women, Left conservative feminists argue, these 
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gains are nevertheless limited achievements in that the structures which 
generate inequality are left intact.473  

Left conservative feminists draw attention to the way in which the lives of 
women have been affected during the past four or so decades by 
capitalism’s increased mobility, a development which resulted in the 
moving of production sites from the advanced capitalist countries to those 
in underdeveloped regions in order for capitalists to make use of the 
cheapest possible labour.  This change in capitalist accumulation 
processes has resulted in millions of women being drawn into the global 
wage labour force, a development which is often described as ‘the 
feminization of poverty.’  In the words of Jennifer Cotter, this 
feminization of the global waged workforce has ‘engendered a 
tremendous unevenness in development in which the majority of people 
on the planet - and increasingly women of colour living in the third world 
- are subordinated to the interests of a relatively small international ruling 
class.’474  

The application of neoliberal policies by international financial 
institutions in the process of restructuring national economies after the 
debt crisis in the 1980s has also had ramifications of enormous 
consequence for women, according to Left conservative feminists.   The 
implementation of these policies, Eisenstein points out, resulted in the 
privatization of formerly public sectors of national economies, deep cuts 
in expenditures, the dismantling of social provisions and the so-called 
flexibilisation of labor contracts.  Eisenstein argues that states withdrew 
funds and institutional support from the services most needed by women 
and in doing so forced increasing numbers to work as sex workers and to 
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migrate in search of employment.  ‘The workings of capital, then,’ she 
argues, ‘systematically dismantle the structures, however inadequate, that 
protect women and their children - ranging from health care, education, 
housing, to  affordable food and fuel - thus creating intensified poverty, 
disease, and unprecedented levels of wealth polarisation.  But they 
simultaneously invite women into the market economy, arguing that this 
is the path to liberation and equality.  The legitimisation of feminism 
masks the radical restructuring of the world economy, and the glitter of 
economic liberation disguises the intensification of poverty for the vast 
majority of women.’475 According to Left conservative feminists, the rise 
of a powerful and affluent class of working women in advanced capitalist 
countries has been made possible by the exploitative relationship which 
exists between those countries and their less developed counterparts, in a 
system where the wealth of the few is predicated on the exploitation and 
poverty of the many.476 

Left conservative feminists maintain that feminist theory and politics do 
not exist in a vacuum, but rather reflect the Zeitgeist in which they 
develop and flourish.  For this reason, that second wave feminism 
burgeoned during a period of intense political radicalism while 
postmodern feminism has come to dominate the intellectual arena during 
decades of a resurgent political conservatism is no surprise to Left 
conservative feminists.  However, in light of the fact that the global move 
to the Right since 1980 seems only to be gaining momentum, the attempt 
on the part of this small group of embattled feminists to conserve and 
promote the best of second wave feminisms’ legacy in some sense runs 
counter to their understanding of the way in which each of the different 
types of feminism have been shaped by the particular political milieu 
within which it flourished.  While it may well be that Left conservative 
feminists are hoping against hope - that they are fighting a losing battle - 
given the worsening conditions of the lives of so many women throughout 
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the world theirs is an aim which they feel morally obligated to pursue.  
Not only is this aim on the part of these enormously committed Left 
conservative feminists a most timely one but, in placing themselves in the 
path of the juggernaut of postmodern feminism, it is also a courageous 
one, for, as each of these scholars is acutely aware, it takes more than 
good arguments to go against the grain of intellectual fashion, and 
especially one as entrenched and influential as postmodernism.     
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Chapter Six. 

Race, Multiculturalism and Identity Politics. 

 

The social movements which came into being during the radical era of the 
late sixties and early seventies triggered changes of profound 
consequence within the intellectual realm throughout the Anglo-sphere.  
These changes in turn set into motion developments of a related nature in 
the various national education systems within the region.  Due to the 
efforts of academics and activists, many of the values and concerns of 
these social movements came to be reflected in the educational curricula 
of both schools and universities, as well as in the policies and practices of 
other social institutions.  For the first time, full voice was given to 
previously marginalized groups such as women, gays and lesbians and 
various oppressed ethnic and racial groups – a process which, from the 
perspective of those on the Left, was a much welcomed and long overdue 
expansion of the Left’s purview.477  Throughout the Anglo-sphere, as 
elsewhere in the industrialized West and to varying degrees in other parts 
of the world, the ramifications of the radical era precipitated a dramatic 
alteration of the zeitgeist.478  Several decades after this tumultuous period 
Kenan Malik observes a legacy from these historic changes: ‘The 
celebration of difference, respect for pluralism, avowal of identity 
politics; these have come to be regarded as the hallmarks of a progressive, 

                                                        
477 T. Gitlin,  The Twihlight of Common Dreams: Why American Is Wracked By Culture Wars, 
(Metropolitan Books Henry Holt and Company, Inc, New York: 1995), pp. 144-146, 148. T. Gitlin,  
‘The Rise of “Identity Politics”,’ in Race and Ethnicity in the United States: Issues and Debates, edited 
by Stephen Steinberg, (Blackwell Publishers, Malden, Massachusetts: 2000), pp. 326-327. S. Smith,  
‘Mistaken Identity – or Can Identity Politics Liberate the Oppressed?’ International Socialism, 62, 
1994, p. 3.  

478 N. Fraser,  Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the ‘Postsocialist’ Condition, (Routledge, 
New York: 1992), pp. 1-3. S. Aronowitz,  The Politics of Identity: Class, Culture, Social Movements, 
(Routledge, New York and London: 1992), pp. 253-255. T. Brennan,  Wars of Position: The Cultural 
Politics of Left and Right, (Columbia University Press, New York: 2006), pp. ix-xi. D. Downey,  ‘From 
Americanization to Multiculturalism: Political Symbols and Struggles for Cultural Diversity in 20th 
Century American Race Relations,’ Sociological Perspectives, 42, 2, 1999, pp. 252. T. Gitlin,  ‘Time to 
End the Movement’s Fragmentation,’ Progressive, 54, 11, November 1990, pp. 24-25. 



 

 163 

anti-racist outlook and as the foundation of modern liberal 
democracies.’479  

In order to understand how the expansion of the egalitarian agenda which 
took place during the radical era has come to play out in the way in which 
Malik has described - in a way far removed from the original impulse of 
that tumultuous period which was significantly influenced by the Left - it 
is necessary to briefly summarize the origins of identity politics and 
multiculturalism.  The disintegration of the New Left into a number of 
separate and distinct social movements by the end of the sixties was 
fuelled, in part, by the rejection of the Left notions of commonality and 
universality, notions which had come to be seen as justifications for the 
domination of white males and heterosexual and Eurocentric worldviews.  
In keeping with this process, by the time the interests and concerns of 
these various social movements were taken up and given expression 
within academia each of the particular causes tended to be treated as a 
separate subject area, as, for example, in the case of the establishment of 
women’s studies as a discipline within the humanities.480 Identity politics 
came into being as the various social movements rejected being part of a 
broad movement and pursued their particular interests separately.  The 
process began with each group establishing its common experience of 
marginality in relation to systems of entrenched power and, in so doing, 
re-evaluating the characteristics which once deemed the group inferior in 
such a way as to provide it instead with a basis for distinction.  Integral to 
this process of establishing group identity was the cultivation of distinct 
histories, customs and ways of seeing, or what the various groups came to 
term their particular ‘culture.’  The notion of identity politics is premised 
on the following postulates: first, a conviction that the fundamental unit 
of radical politics should be groups formed on the basis of collectivities 
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such as those of gender, sexual preference, race or ethnicity, and, second, 
that the objective of political mobilization is the assertion and vindication 
of group identity, or what has come to be known as cultural recognition, 
rather than socioeconomic transformation. The most common use of the 
capacious term ‘multiculturalism’ denotes the phenomenon of identity 
politics particularly when given expression within the intellectual arena 
and also in the areas of education and social policy.   The term 
multiculturalism also describes the existence within a given society of a 
wide range of distinct groups including, but not only limited to, those 
based on gender, sexuality, race and ethnicity.  In this chapter the term 
multiculturalism is discussed in relation to the way in which race and 
ethnicity are elaborated in academia by postmodernists and post-Marxists 
as difference theory wherein difference, marginality and fragmentation 
function as guiding theoretical principles, and also in orienting enquiry 
into a multiplicity of voices and distinct group perspectives.481 ‘In that 
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“Identity Politics”,’ pp. 321-322. S. Smith,  ‘Mistaken Identity – or Can Identity Politics Liberate the 
Oppressed?’, International Socialism, 62, Spring 1994, pp. 3-5. B. Agger, Critical Social Theories: An 
Introduction, (Westview Press, New York: 1998), pp. 56, 69, 70, 72. T. Gitlin,  The Twihlight of 
Common Dreams: Why America Is Wracked By Culture Wars, p. 148. V. Scatamburlo-D’Annibale and 
P.  McLaren,  ‘The Strategic Centrality of Class in the Politics of “Race” and “Difference”,’ Cultural 
Studies: Critical Methodologies, 3, 2,  2003, pp. 150, 152. K. Malik,  ‘Making a difference: culture, 
race and social policy,’ p. 362. D. J. Downey,  ‘From Americanization to Multiculturalism: Political 
Symbols and Struggles for Cultural Diversity in 20th Century American Race Relations,’ p. 251. L. A. 
Kaufman,  ‘The Anti-Politics of Identity,’ Socialist Review, 20, 1990, pp. 67-68. J. Higham,  
‘Multiculturalism and Universalism: A History and Critique,’ American Quarterly, 45, 2, Special Issue 
on Multiculturalism, June 1993, pp. 202-206. A. Sahay,  ‘Transforming Race Matters: Toward a 
Critique of Cultural Studies,’ Cultural Logic, 1, 2, 1998, p. 1. A. Reed,  Class Notes: Posing as Politics 
and Other Thoughts on the American Scene, (The New Press, New York: 2000), p. xiv. M. Marable,  
Beyond Black and White: Transforming African-American Politics, (Verso, London and New 
York: 1995), p. 119. A. F. Gordon and C. Newfield,  ‘Multiculturalism’s Unfinished Business,’ in 
Mapping Multiculturalism, edited by Avery F. Gordon and Christopher Newfield, (University of 
Minnesota Press, Minneapolis and London: 1992), pp. 76-79. B. Barry,  Culture and Equality, (Polity 
Press, Cambridge and Oxford: 2001), p. 5. J. Niemonen,  ‘Deconstructing Cultural Pluralism,’ 
Sociological Spectrum, 19, 4, 1999, pp. 401-408. L. M. Alcoff and S. P. Mohanty,  ‘Reconsidering 
Identity Politics: An Introduction,’ in Identity Politics Reconsidered, edited by Linda Martin Alcoff, 
Michael Hames Garcia, Satya P. Mohanty and Paula M. L. Moya, (Palgrave Macmillan, New York: 
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sense,’ Adolph Reed observes, ‘as a practical academic politics this 
radicalism has functioned in ironic contrast to its theoretical commitments 
to ‘decentring’ and suspicion of ‘totalizing’ projects; it has operated 
rather more like a language of nation-building, or, at minimum, interest 
group aggregation.’482 

The establishment of multiculturalism and identity politics as the 
dominant form of oppositional politics throughout the Anglo-sphere 
signaled a marked shift in political sensibility which was articulated by 
Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclu in their influential post-Marxist work, 
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic 
Politics.483  This shift was fuelled by the crisis of the Left, not only within 
the Anglo-sphere but within the West generally, the development of the 
new social movements in the 1960s and 1970s, and was given added 
momentum by the revolutions in Eastern Europe and the collapse of the 
former Soviet Union during the period 1989-91.  Crucial to this change of 
political sensibility was a rejection of socialism as a goal of the Left and 
with it the aim of social equality which could be brought about by socio-
economic restructuring: the associated notion of a broad-based movement 
which aims to unite people of different races, genders, sexualities, 
religions and classes in an effort to create a better society for all was also 
repudiated at this time.  Nancy Fraser describes the character of this 

                                                                                                                                                               
2006), pp. 1-3. L. Langman and V. Scatamburlo,  ‘The Self Strikes Back: Identity Politics in the 
Postmodern Age,’ in Alienation, Ethnicity and Postmodernism, edited by Felix Geyer, (Greenwood 
Press, Westport, Conneticut and London: 1996), pp. 127-132.  H. R. Diner,  ‘Some Problems With 
Multiculturalism; or The Best Laid Plans…’ American Quarterly, 45, 2, 1993, pp. 301-304. For a 
postmodern/post-Marxist perspective on multiculturalism and identity politics see the following: D. T. 
Goldberg,  ‘Introduction: Multicultural Conditions,’ in Multiculturalism: A Critical Reader, edited by 
David Theo Goldberg, (Blackwell, Oxford UK and Cambridge USA: 1995), pp. 1-33. J. Letche and G. 
Bottomley,  ‘Difference, Postmodernity and Imagery in Multicultural Australia,’ in Multiculturalism, 
Difference and Postmodernity, edited by Gordon L. Clark, Dean Forbes and Roderick Francis, 
(Longman Cheshire, Melbourne, Australia: 1993), pp. 22-27. A. Rattansi,  ‘Changing the Subject? 
Racism, culture and education,’ in Race, Culture and Difference, edited by James Donald and Ali 
Rattansi, (Sage Publications in association with The Open University, London, Newbury Park, 
California, Greater Kailash, New Delhi: 1995), pp. 11-15. 

482 A. Reed,  Class Notes: Posing As Politics and Other Thoughts on the American Scene, p. xv. For a 
similar observation see also T. Gitlin,  ‘The Rise of “Identity Politics”,’ p. 322. 

483 C. Mouffe and E. Laclau,  Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic 
Politics, (Verso, London: 1985).  See Chapter Two of this thesis for representations of arguments 
relating to this change of political sensibility and for observations on the influence of this work. 
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change as follows: ‘With this shift, the most salient social movements are 
no longer economically defined “classes” who are struggling to defend 
their “interests,” end “exploitation,” and win “redistribution.”  Instead, 
they are culturally defined “groups” or “communities of values” who are 
struggling to defend their “identities,” end “cultural domination” and win 
“recognition.”  The result is a decoupling of cultural politics from social 
politics and the relative eclipse of the latter by the former.’484 In short, this 
shift in political sensibility entailed the repudiation of the Old Left, in 
favor of a new postmodern Left whose political project is expressed 
through multiculturalism and identity politics.  

The topic of identity politics/multiculturalism is an exceedingly charged 
aspect of the debate between Left conservatives and their postmodern 
counterparts for a number of reasons.  According to postmodernists and 
also to conventional wisdom, all people opposed to racism, sexism, 
homophobia and a range of other social ills are necessarily supporters of 
multiculturalism and identity politics.  For this reason, for Left 
conservatives to criticize this form of politics is to leave these scholars 
open to the charge of not being interested in countering the type of social 
ills which the Old Left has been accused of ignoring and, instead, 
focusing only on class. 

In his book, The Politics of Identity: Class, Culture, Social Movements, 
Stanley Aronowitz offers an explanation as to why identity politics has 
come to supersede class politics. 

the historically exclusive focus of class-based movements on a 
narrow definition of the issues of economic justice has frequently 
excluded gender, race, and qualitative issues, questions of workers’ 
control over production, and similar problems.  The almost 
exclusive emphasis on narrow quantitative issues has narrowed the 
political base of labour and socialist movements and made all but 
inevitable the emergence of social movements which, as often as 
not, perceived class politics as inimical to their aims.485 

                                                        
484 N. Fraser,  Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the ‘Postsocialist’ Condition,  p. 2. For a 
similar discussion of this change of political sensibility see E. Meiksins Wood,  Democracy Against 
Capitalism: Renewing Historical Materialism, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge: 1995), pp. 
256-257. 

485 S. Aronowitz,  The Politics of Identity: Class, Culture, Social Movements, (Routledge, New York 
and London: 1992), p. 67. 
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And in the following discussion Madan Sarup expresses a view widely 
held by proponents of multiculturalism who have deemed Marxism 
inadequate as a tool of analysis in dealing with forms of oppression other 
than class. 

Post-Marxists like Laclau and Mouffe are critical of Marxists 
because the latter assume that class is the primary form of collective 
agency, and that other oppressed groups such as women and blacks 
must, in the last instance, be subsumed to class.  Post-Marxists 
challenge Marxists to explain the existence of national, racial, ethnic 
and gender oppression.  Laclau and others argue that the 
straightforward oppositional structure of capital and class does not 
work any more.  If we think in terms of Hegel’s master-slave 
dialectic, then rather than the working class being the obvious 
universal subject-victim, many others are also oppressed: women, 
particularly black women, gays, ethnic minorities. Now, any single 
individual may belong to several of these, but the forms of 
oppression, as of resistance or change, may not only overlap but 
may also differ or even conflict.  As soon as there is no longer a 
single master and a single slave, then the classical Hegelian reversal 
model, on which Marxism depends and on which it bases its theory 
of revolution, is no longer adequate.486 

In the following discussion Left conservatives argue that the period 
wherein identity politics and multiculturalism have prevailed as the 
dominant form of progressive politics within the Anglo-sphere has 
coincided with the growth of an aggressive economic liberalism and a 
rapidly expanding capitalism.  Moreover, these developments have 
resulted in a massive increase in class inequality and a collapse of public 
services throughout the globe.  In almost every nation in the world as the 
disparities in incomes have grown so also have disparities in access to 
clean water, education, health care, paid work and nutritious food: in 
short, the life conditions of billions of people have worsened during this 
time.  Within the Anglo-sphere similar trends in less extreme forms can 
be discerned, particularly in the deterioration in the capacity of the 
welfare state and the profound disparity between the wealth and power of 

                                                        
486 M. Sarup,  Identity, Culture and the Postmodern World, (Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh: 
1996), p. 55.  For a similar explanation of what is deemed to be Marxism’s reductionism in relation to 
race, see M. Omni and H. Winant,  Racial Formation in the United States: From the 1960s to the 
1990s, (Routledge, New York and London: 1994), p. viii. The authors write in their preface as they 
explain their particular approach to race: ‘As we examined these currents – right, left, and center – we 
were struck by their reductionism.  They shared a common tendency (perhaps the only thing they 
shared) to diminish the significance of race, to treat it as a mere manifestation of some other, 
supposedly more important, social relationship.’  See also Chapter Two of this thesis for a 
representation of a similar argument being made by E. Lacalu and C. Mouffe in their book, Hegemony 
and Socialist Stragegy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics. 
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the elite and that of working people, including many of those whose 
interests the advocates of identity politics supposedly promote.487 Todd 
Gitlin echoes the laments of other Left conservatives in noting the 
impotence of identity politics and multiculturalism in the face of these 
disturbing developments when he makes the following observation:  ‘No 
significant political counterforce insists on reducing the staggering 
inequality that has come to be accepted as normal.’488 Fraser notes the 
irony of this same conjuncture. ‘Struggles for recognition occur in a 
world of exacerbated material inequality.’489 

Why, according to Left conservatives, have identity politics and 
multiculturalism thus failed the vast majority of their supposed 
constituents?  In other words, what is it about this widely accepted form 
of oppositional politics which these scholars use to justify their intense 
concern and consequent critique?   And furthermore, what is it about 
postmodern/post-Marxist theoretical approaches, particularly in relation 
to conceptions of race and culture, which Left conservatives see as 
inimical to the pursuit of justice for most of the members of oppressed 
racial and ethnic groups?   

The sociologist Ali Rattansi describes the anti-essentialism which 
characterizes Post-Marxist and postmodern theoretical approaches 
underpinning multiculturalism as follows: 

De-essentialization is an intimately related manoeuvre, cutting the 
ground from conceptions of subjects and social forms as reducible 
to a timeless, unchanging, defining and determining element or 
ensemble of elements – ‘human nature’, for example, or in the case 
of the social, the logic of the market or the mode of production.490 

                                                        
487 N. Fraser,  Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the ‘Postsocialist’ Condition,  pp. 3, 11. T. 
Gitlin,  The Twihlight of Common Dreams: Why America Is Wracked By Culture Wars, p. 225. B. 
Barry, Culture and Equality, p. 3. E. San Juan,  Racism and Cultural Studies: Critiques of 
Multiculturalist Ideology and the Politics of Difference, (Duke University Press, Durham, N.C.: 2002), 
p. 29. M. Marable,  Beyond Black and White: Transforming African-American Politics, pp. 224-226.  

488 T. Gitlin,  The Twihlight of Common Dreams: Why America Is Wracked by Culture Wars, p. 226. 

489 N. Fraser,  Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the ‘Postsocialist’ Condition, p. 11. 

490 A. Rattansi,   ‘ “Western” racisms, ethnicities and identities,’ in Racism, Modernity and Identity: on 
the western front, edited by Ali Rattansi and Sallie Westwood, (Polity Press, Cambridge: 1994),  p. 29.  
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In keeping with the post-Marxist approach Rattansi rejects the possibility 
of conceiving of society as a whole seeing it rather as inherently 
heterogeneous and diverse, ‘as a product of practices of regulation, 
resistances and representation rather than a pre-given entity which 
reproduces itself through agencies of socialization.’491 In opposing the 
view that social forms can be defining or determining, Rattansi is instead 
espousing a position of indeterminancy, an outlook which renders all 
determinate relations contingent, bereft of any inner necessity.  This 
theoretical position, Left conservatives argue, has serious negative 
implications for the analysis of oppressed groups within society, 
particularly those based on race, and therefore for the political projects 
which flow from such analyses.  Malik reflects the views of other Left 
conservatives in his following response to the indeterminancy which 
characterizes Rattansi’s perspective as it does all anti-essentialist 
approaches. 

Repudiating such certainty, and celebrating ambivalence, denies us 
the ability to grasp social phenomena in their specificity.  

He continues: 

We could, for instance, argue about whether the essence of 
capitalism should be seen in the logic of the market, in the particular 
mode of production, in some other aspect, or in some combination 
of these.  But unless we can characterize the essence of capitalist 
society, in other words, the specific content of capitalism as a social 
form, we cannot distinguish it from other types of societies, nor 
understand how any particular social phenomenon or fact is 
rendered specific within the context of capitalist society.  We would 
be unable to understand, for instance, what is specific about the 
modern concept of race, and would instead be forced into the kind 
of ahistoric explanation in which race becomes an eternal feature of 
human societies.492 

                                                        
491 A. Rattansi,  ‘ “Western” racisms, ethnicities and identities,’ p. 30.  Rattansi, as with many other 
critics who adopt post-Marxist and postmodernist approaches, is heavily influenced by E. Laclau and C. 
Mouffe’s book, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, (Verso, 
London: 1985). On page 31 he writes: ‘The decentring and de-essentialization of the subject and the 
social, and the related critiques of the search for universal  guarantees and foundations of knowledge, 
lead on to a critique, as Laclau and Mouffe (1985) have highlighted, of epistemologically privileged 
subject positions, and politically privileged collective subjects – classes, nations, ‘races’ – charged with 
a unique role in political opposition and transformation.’ He continues, ‘Laclau and Mouffe’s work 
represents an important advance in the construction of a decentred, de-essentialized conception of the 
social, extending in particular the work of Derrida, and it undoubtedly has relevance for issues of 
racism, ethnicity and forms of anti-racist politics.’ See Chapter Two of this thesis for a representation 
of Laclau and Mouffe’s discussion of an anti-essentialist view of society. 

492 K. Malik,  ‘Universalism and Difference: Race and the Postmodernists,’ pp. 5-6. Malik makes the 
same argument in his article, ‘The Mirror of Race: Postmodernism and the Celebration of Difference,’ 
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The following anti-essentialist account of the formation of race is 
provided by David Theo Goldberg in his book Racist Culture: Philosophy 
and the Politics of Meaning:  

Race creation emerges out of the creations – the fabrications – of 
real social actors in their constructed reproductions and 
transformations of established discursive formations and 
expressions.  These creations are products of relations: It is real 
people, who express themselves by means of a discourse or set of 
discourses, who make meaning and history. These social 
(self)creations come as though given, fixed from on high, seemingly 
natural phenomena imposed almost unchangingly upon an innocent 
and so nonresponsible social order.  Racial constitution is what 
gives one racial identity, what makes one (up) as a racial member, 
what inscribes one racially in society and in the law and identifiably 
gives substance to one’s social being.493 

Goldberg further elaborates: 

It strikes me accordingly as altogether misleading to inquire into the 
determinants or causes of racism as such, for I want to insist that 
there is no generic racism, only historically specific racisms each 
with their own sociotemporally specific causes.  There is no single 
(set of) transcendental determinant(s) that inevitably causes the 
occurrence of racism – be it nature, or drive, or mode of production, 
or class formation. There are only the minutiae that make up the 
fabric of daily life and specific interests and values, the cultures out 
of which racialized discourse and racist expressions arise.  Racist 
expressions become normalized in and through the prevailing 
categories of modernitiy’s epistemes and institutionalized in 
modernity’s various modes of social articulation and power.494 

Left conservatives argue that, given Goldberg’s anti-essentialist 
theoretical stance, his explanation of race, as with other accounts based 
on post-Marxist and postmodern approaches, necessarily ignores the 
interplay between the social relations of production and the racialization 
process.  Moreover, this crucial theoretical deficiency helps explain why 
the focus of difference theory is limited to the uncovering of relations of 

                                                                                                                                                               
in In Defense of History: Marxism and the Postmodern Agenda, edited by Ellen Meiksins Wood and 
John Bellamy Foster, (Monthly Review Press, New York: 1997), pp. 113-114. 

493 D. Goldberg,  Racist Culture: Philosophy and the Politics of Meaning, (Blackwell, Oxford, U.K. and 
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494 D. Goldberg,  Racist Culture: Philosophy and the Politics of Meaning, p. 90. For a conception of 
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the 1960s to the 1990s,’ in The Inequality Reader: Contemporary and Foundational Readings in Race, 
Class and Gender, edited by David Grusky and Szonja Szelenyi, (Westview Press, Boulder, Colorado: 
2007). 



 

 171 

power in a variety of cultural or ideological practices while ignoring 
socio-economic considerations.495   

In contrast to the anti-essentialist approach which underpins difference 
theory, in the following discussion Left conservatives argue that today’s 
racial groups were formed as part of the process of the development and 
expansion of the capitalist world system.  As European capital developed 
capitalists found it necessary to explore various regions of the world in 
search of new markets and raw materials which also involved the need for 
labor.  Because the non-Europeans with whom the Europeans came into 
contact tended to be less advanced technologically and militarily, and 
generally had weaker forms of government unequal relations were 
established from the outset.  That the peoples with whom the Europeans 
came into contact differed from them physically and also in their customs 
meant that their inferior technological, military and governmental 
position in relation to Europeans came to be seen as reflective of these 
physical and cultural characteristics.  This same process came into play 
when capital’s need for labor prompted people from less economically 
developed countries to migrate to the more advanced in response to this 
need.496 James Geschwender and Rhonda Levine explain the racialization 
process as follows:  

the physical characteristics of the solidarity come to be related to the 
position that the solidarity occupies in the social organization of 
production and/or exchange.  The collective position occupied in the 
social structure is generative of stereotypes that form the 
underpinning for a collective social evaluation of the solidarity and 
the ultimate development of an ideology of racial 
superiority/inferiority.  This ideology thus reinforces structural 

                                                        
495 J. Niemonen,  ‘Deconstructing Cultural Pluralism,’ pp. 401, 405-407. V. Scatamburlo – D’Annibale 
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constraints which serve to keep the ‘racial’ solidarity in a 
disadvantaged position.497 

According to Left conservatives it is in this way that the Africans 
transported to what would later become the United States came to occupy 
the iniquitous position in the social hierarchy of that society marking the 
beginning of the modern understanding of racism: because capitalism 
relied on slave labor the ideological justification of the inferiority of black 
peoples was a necessary corollary.498 Racism in the USA, San Juan 
argues, needs to be understood as an effect of US imperialism and the 
logic of the capital accumulation process, and therefore as ‘one mediation 
between the dynamics of the capitalist world economy and the structural 
crisis of the US social formation.’499 In short, in certain situations racism 
tends to develop in tandem with the extraction of surplus.500  Manning 
Marable offers the following brief overview of the evolution of race as 
part of a discussion of contemporary African-American politics:  

Ironically, the historical meaning and reality of race was always 
fundamentally a product of class domination.  Race, in the last 
analysis, is neither biologically nor genetically derived.  It is a 
structure rooted in white supremacy, economic exploitation, and 
social privilege.  It evolved in the process of slavery and the 
transatlantic slave trade.  Racism has power only as a set of 
institutional arrangements and social outcomes which perpetuate the 
exploitation of black labor, and the subordination of the black 
community’s social and cultural life.  But all of this is masked by 
the prism of race to those who experience the weight of its 
oppression. The oppressed perceive domination through the 
language and appearance of racial forms, although such policies and 
practices always serve a larger class objective.501 
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498 T. Allen,   The Invention of the White Race, Volume One: Racial Oppression and Social Control, 
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 Left conservatives argue that racism in the U.S. evolved from the 
following: the suppression of the native inhabitants, the 
institutionalization of slavery and the post-Civil War segregation, the 
conquest of territory from the Mexicans, the Spaniards and the 
Hawaiians, and finally, the subordination of Asian labor.502  

Crucial to the Left conservative conception of race is the way in which 
race is shaped by both the practices of civil society and those of the state 
in various historical conjunctures.  Jack Niemonen explains that  

At one level, the state plays an important role in the process of racial 
and ethnic group formation and identity; at another level, it 
structures their relationships. The state plays a significant role in 
forming, establishing, structuring, mediating and reproducing racial 
and ethnic relationships in specific historical contexts; it sets 
parameters on the political capabilities of racial and ethnic groups to 
effect social change.503 

He continues: 

the state is not a neutral arbiter. It is simultaneously an object, 
product, and determinant of racial and ethnic relations understood 
within the context of the contradictory imperatives of capital 
accumulation and legitimation and the degree to which the 
institutions of the state are at any point in time in the hands of 
various factions of the capitalist class.504 

Left conservatives argue that state legislation and coercion have been 
instrumental in shaping the various racial minority groups within the 
Anglo-sphere, as has been the case elsewhere on the globe.505 Contrary to 
the accusations of many of their critics, Left conservatives are adamant 
that the category of race cannot be subsumed into that of class.  Rather, 
race is seen to have its own historical logic but a logic which is 
intertwined with that of class.  On this understanding, that the racial 
dynamic can seem to take on a life of its own which is independent of the 
                                                        
502 E. San Juan,  Racism and Cultural Studies: Critiques of Multiculturalist Ideology and the Politics of 
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influence of class explains why many of those who suffer racial 
oppression are unaware of the larger social and economic forces which 
shape this social ill and are easily persuaded that race is either entirely or 
mostly a cultural phenomenon.506   

According to Left conservatives, the inability of difference theory to 
engage in analysis at a macro structural level severely limits 
multiculturalists’ ability to understand how developments within 
capitalism, and therefore states, shape and influence the variety of social 
phenomena with which multiculturalists are concerned, including the 
phenomenon of multiculturalism itself. 

Left conservatives point out that as a consequence of the civil rights 
movement the American state, followed by others in the Anglo-sphere, 
set into motion legislation which was designed to foster equality for the 
various groups whose grievances were articulated during this period.  
However, just as the states set about righting the wrongs in relation to 
these previously marginalized groups, global capitalism developed in 
such a way as to force a disengagement from domestic commitments in 
pursuit of transnational objectives: the economic deregulation which was 
adopted at this time promoted and intensified capital flight which 
accelerated the shriveling of the states’ commitment to domestic support 
through public spending.507 Jon Cruz explains of this conjuncture: 

For as the polity began to give racial groups the recognition of 
political subjects with civil rights, the economy began to move in 
directions that would quite quickly strip away the political resolve to 
underwrite this important cultural turn. As capitalism began to spin 
centrifugally outward, dispersing and dispensing more and more of 
its material resources to maintain transnational trenches and 
alliances, liberal democracy was challenged by conservative 
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realignments, and in some spheres became increasingly frail, 
embattled, and brittle, particularly over public expenditures 
associated with fiscal liberalism.508  

It is at this conjuncture, Left conservatives argue, that multiculturalism 
emerged to broker the crisis within the state.509 Dennis Downey offers the 
following explanation: 

Any agenda that suggested state activism promoting social equity 
was virtually doomed to failure.  That tended to funnel agendas for 
race equity into narrow areas.  All that is left, if government 
intervention in housing and the economy is not going to work, is 
education.  The result was the concentration of accumulated 
conflicts and frustrations concerning race/ethnic relations into 
institutions of education and toward a narrowly defined realm of 
culture.510 

Left conservatives maintain that the circumstances outlined above 
elucidate the conservative nature of multiculturalism, that is, its focus on 
cultural politics while ignoring burgeoning socio-economic inequality.  
Cruz offers the following explanation: ‘Culturalism becomes one of the 
few weapons of the weak … within an economically abandoned and 
fragmented civil society.’511 Moreover, this combination of factors is seen 
by Left conservatives to also explain why multiculturalism has flourished 
in a period of political conservatism and why the celebration of diversity 
on the part of multiculturalists is misplaced.  Cruz explains of this latter 
point that   

social groups are increasingly compelled to define their identity 
boundaries, which locate them and mark them as distinct. Moreover, 
these boundaries of distinction have to be increasingly defended.  
Multiculturalism is, in part, about groups struggling to achieve 
moral solidarity, a precious good in an era of profound 
transformation and instability.  But there is a deeper social logic to 
this development that makes the antagonisms of identity formations 
much more complex than being composed simply of self-willed acts 
of collective volition.512  
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From a Left conservative perspective then, while multiculturalism is, as 
its proponents claim it to be, a political project which aims at promoting 
cultural justice for historically marginalized groups, it is also a symptom 
of the disjuncture between the global and domestic economies which are 
necessarily intertwined.  In short, these critics view multiculturalism as a 
consequence of the state’s failure to fulfill its obligations to previously 
excluded groups.  

In the following discussion, Left conservatives explain how the deeper 
social logic of which multiculturalists have little understanding also 
includes the way in which race and gender have occupied a central role in 
the restructuring of capitalism which has taken place since the 1970s.  
During this period less advanced economies have experienced an 
explosion in low-wage factory jobs which has resulted in the feminization 
of wage-labor throughout the world while within the more advanced 
economies global cities such as New York, Los Angeles and London have 
seen the coming home of sweatshops to take advantage of the home 
market and cheap immigrant labor.  The burgeoning apparel industry in 
Los Angeles, which depends on a sub-minimum wage workforce from 
Mexico, Central America and Southeast Asia, provides an example of this 
latter development.513 This industry is racially stratified along the 
following lines: the upper stratum of the industry which reaps the 
principal profits is comprised of big retailers who source clothing from 
the factory owners and is almost entirely white, largely male, and 
disproportionately Jewish; the thousands of small factories are mainly 
owned and run by small immigrant entrepreneurs from Mexico, 
Guatemala, El Salvador, Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and South Korea, 
‘…many of whom,’ Richard Appelbaum explains, ‘are barely a rung on 
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the ladder above the workers they exploit’;514 the workers are almost 
entirely female, undocumented immigrants.  The Los Angeles apparel 
industry is one, Richard Appelbaum argues,  

where no one is likely to be held responsible for labor abuses – 
where there are no sheriffs.  It is an industry ready-made for 
exploitation along lines of race and ethnicity, in which a white 
manufacturer might place an order to a struggling Korean 
contractor, who employs a Latino workforce that can neither 
understand his language nor fathom his culture.  Such a situation is 
ripe for racial and ethnic resentment, an explosive situation in an 
already explosive city.515 

Because the postmodern and post-Marxist theoretical approaches abjure 
analysis of capitalism and therefore analysis of the class dimensions of 
race and gender, Left conservatives argue, multiculturalists ignore the 
way in which race and gender are important elements of the system of 
class exploitation and in doing so ignore one of the most important 
engines of racial and gender oppression.  While Left conservatives 
maintain that capitalist exploitation is not inextricably linked with 
categories such as race and gender they nevertheless argue that capitalism 
is likely to co-opt whatever extra-economic oppressions are historically 
and culturally available in any particular setting.516  Ellen Meiksins Wood 
goes on to explain that 

Such cultural legacies can, for example, promote the ideological 
hegemony of capitalism by disguising its inherent tendency to create 
underclasses.  When the least privileged sectors of the working class 
coincide with extra-economic identities like gender or race, as they 
so often do, it may appear that the blame for the existence of these 

                                                        
514 R. Appelbaum,  ‘Multiculturalism and Flexibility: Some New Directions in Global Capitalism,’ p. 
312. 

515 R. Appelbaum,  ‘Multiculturalism and Flexibility: Some New Directions in Global Capitalism,’ pp. 
312-313.  Appelbaum explains why he describes the industry as being one in which no one is likely to 
be held responsible for abuses: ‘Because the manufacturers subcontract to factory owners they have 
until recently been treated as legally exempt from factory violations, so long as they employ licensed 
contractors; because contractors are small, economically unstable, and can easily procure fictitious 
licenses, they are virtually impossible to hold accountable.’ p. 13. 

516 E. Bonacich,  ‘The Class Question in Global Capitalism,’ p. 319. R. Appelbaum,  ‘Multiculturalism 
and Flexibility: Some New Directions in Global Capitalism,’ p. 313. E. Meiksins Wood,  Democracy 
Against Capitalism: Renewing Historical Materialism,  p. 266.  ‘Multiculturalism and Universalism: A 
History and Critique,’ pp. 202-203. H. R. Diner,  ‘Some Problems With Multiculturalism; or The Best 
Laid Plans…’ p. 306. Ahmad, A.  ‘Issues of Class and Culture: An Interview with Aijaz Ahmad,’ by 
Ellen Meiksins Wood, Monthly Review, 48, 5, October 1996, p. 15. B. Berberoglu.  ‘Class, Race and 
Gender: The Triangle of Oppression,’ p. 76. 



 

 178 

sectors lies with causes other than the necessary logic of the 
capitalist system.517 

In short, Left conservatives maintain that in any system which is based to 
a large degree on the exploitation of one group of people by another, as in 
the case of capitalism, distinctions such as race and gender provide a 
useful mechanism for justifying class inequality.518 

In addition to the way in which Left conservatives see postmodern and 
post-Marxist approaches to the concept of race and the formation of racial 
groupings within society as deficient, therefore having serious negative 
implications for the project of multiculturalism, these critics also maintain 
that other aspects of the notion of difference are similarly problematic.  

Multiculturalists regard the existence of a wide variety of what they term 
‘cultures’ within a given society as an important social good and the 
preservation of these cultures as the foremost objective of their political 
project.  If a ‘culture is decaying’, Avishai Margalit and Joseph Raz 
argue, then ‘the options and opportunities open to its members will 
shrink, become less attractive, and their pursuit less likely to be 
successful’.519 Bhiku Parekh begins his explanation by noting the 
following: ‘The liberal is in theory committed to equal respect for 
persons’.  He then goes on to argue that ‘Since human beings are 
culturally embedded, respect for them entails respect for their cultures and 
ways of life.’520  Iris Young writes has argued that ‘Groups cannot be 
socially equal unless their specific experience, culture, and social 
contributions are publicly affirmed and recognized.’521 She adds: 
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‘Injustice should be defined primarily in terms of oppression and 
domination.’522   

In response to the multicultural understanding of culture, Niemonen 
begins by arguing that culture, rather than constituting a separate and 
autonomous realm as multiculturalists claim, needs to be understood as ‘a 
process linked to the forces and relations of production constituting a 
particular mode of production.’523 Michael Parenti explains that, because 
culture is mediated through a social structure, ‘What we call “our culture” 
is largely reflective of existing hegemonic arrangements within the social 
order, strongly favoring some interests over others.’524 Also, according to 
Left conservatives, the concept of culture has become so multifarious that 
it now tends to obscure rather than clarify understandings of the social 
world.  They suggest that rather than using this overly capacious term it is 
more valuable to consider religious beliefs, rituals, belief systems, moral 
values and such like separately when analyzing certain social phenomena.  
While Left conservatives maintain that they too are opposed to any form 
of cultural imperialism and are supportive of the promotion of cultural 
diversity, they nevertheless disagree with the multiculturalist attitude 
towards culture in a number of ways.525 For example, in according rights 
to particular cultures multiculturalists are seen to be treating such cultures 
as having fixed boundaries.  In order to illustrate the problematic nature 
of this position, Malik asks the following question:  
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In what way is a sixteen-year-old British boy of Pakistani origin 
living in Bradford of the same culture as a fifty-year-old man living 
in Lahore? Does a sixteen-year-old white boy from Bradford have 
more in common culturally with his fifty-year-old father than with 
that sixteen-year-old ‘Asian’?526 

Moreover, the multicultural aim of preserving cultures is considered 
tantamount to suggesting people ought do X because their ancestors did 
X, an argument which entails a slippage between the idea of humans as 
culture-bearing creatures, an idea with which no one would argue, and the 
idea that humans are bound to bear a particular culture, which is a 
different proposition altogether.527 Malik explains the implications of this 
distinction:  

                          To view humans as culture-bearing is to view them as social beings 
and, hence, as transformative beings. It suggests that humans have 
the capacity for change, for progress and for the creation of 
universal moral and political forms through reason and dialogue. To 
view humans as having to bear specific cultures is, on the contrary, 
to deny such a capacity for transformation. It suggests that every 
human being is so shaped by a particular culture that to change or 
undermine that culture would be to undermine the very dignity of 
that individual.  It suggests that the biological fact of, say, Jewish or 
Bangladeshi ancestory somehow makes a human being incapable of 
living well except as a participant of Jewish or Bangladeshi culture. 
This would only make sense if Jews or Bangladeshis were 
biologically distinct, in other words, if cultural identity was really 
about racial difference.528 

                   The multicultural view that people ought to do what their ancestors have 
done is considered by Left conservatives, in certain circumstances, to 
make for very rigid, conforming prescriptions for the behavior of 
members of minority groups.  For example, these critics ask, does this 
view mean that if a Muslim woman rejects Sharia law she would not be 
preserving her culture, and therefore, for her own sake, the good of her 
culture and the good of society, should be advised to do so?  Moreover, 
while identity is supposed to be an expression of an individual’s authentic 
self, identity, according to the multicultural understanding, may 
sometimes function to deny individual agency in the name of the superior 
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good of cultural integrity.529 Malik concludes:  ‘Far from giving voice to 
the voiceless, in other words, the so-called politics of difference appears 
to undermine individual autonomy, reduce liberty and enforce 
conformity.’530 

  Left conservatives are critical of the multicultural aim of preserving 
cultures in as much as they maintain that such a position implies that all 
cultures are of equal worth and that there is no universal yardstick with 
which particular cultural practices might be measured.  These critics point 
out that contrary to this view, within some cultures cruel and inhuman 
practices are widely accepted and the lives of those belonging to such 
cultures would be much improved by the elimination of such 
degradations.  Moreover, in order to live a tolerably decent life all human 
beings require the satisfaction of certain needs and forms of protection 
and that the struggle to preserve cultural diversity should not give carte 
blanche to anyone in any society to violate basic human rights.531  Parenti 
explains: 

Many patriarchal cultures, for example, are replete with ‘sacrosant 
customs’ that, on closer examination, promote the worst kinds of 
gender victimization, including the mutilation of female children 
through clitorectomy and infibulations, and the sale of young girls 
into sexual slavery.532  

He continues: 

For most of U.S. history, slaveholders and then segregationists 
insisted that we respect the South’s ‘way of life.’  In Nazi Germany, 
anti-Semitism was an ongoing part of the political culture.  Many 
evildoers might rally under the banner of cultural relativism.  The 
truth is, as we struggle for human betterment, we must challenge the 
oppressive and destructive features of all cultures, including our 
own.533  
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Furthermore, as Malik points out, the multicultural perspective brings into 
question the very notion of equality:  

For much of the past two centuries important strands of both liberal 
and radical thought drew upon Enlightenment insights to view 
equality as requiring the state to treat all citizens in the same fashion 
without regard to their race, religion or culture.  Most contemporary 
multiculturalists, on the other hand, argue that people should be 
treated not equally despite their differences, but differently because 
of them.534 

Equality presumes a human essence, that is, the notion of a common 
humanity without which equality would be a meaningless concept.   
However, these critics point out that the concept of a human essence runs 
counter to the anti-essentialist approaches which underpin 
multiculturalism.535 

Left conservatives consider that the notion that cultures ought to be 
preserved because people can only flourish within their own particular 
culture is one which resembles the ideas which underpinned the ethnic 
conception of nationalism which developed in Europe in the nineteenth 
century in opposition to its republican counterpart.  Similarly, the 
multicultural aim of different treatment for members of different 
collectivities is one which is also seen to have characterized hierarchical 
societies.536 In addition to these disturbingly conservative strains 
exhibited by multiculturalism, Left conservatives argue, the irony of the 
multicultural objective is that at a time when the globalization of 
capitalism has precipitated a process of rapid cultural homogenization 
throughout the globe while simultaneously stimulating the formation of 
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new racial groupings within a range of societies, multiculturalists -  who, 
for the most part ignore political economy - seem oblivious to these 
processes and promote difference as the prime social good.537  

Because Afrocentrism is one of the most influential expressions of 
identity politics and multiculturalism, a discussion of it provides a useful 
vehicle for an extension and elaboration of the Left conservative 
arguments which this chapter has represented so far.  Afrocentrism is a 
social theory which was first articulated systematically in 1980 by Molefi 
Kete Asante of Temple University, Philadelphia.  This theory was 
specifically designed to counter what was widely considered to be the 
destructive discrimination inherent in the hegemonic Eurocentric 
perspective.  In short, the development of Afrocentrism was an effort to 
place the concerns of people of African descent at the centre of social 
analysis and to challenge the taken-for-granted, and often racist, 
assumptions which underpinned various branches of mainstream 
scholarship.538  Within a short period Afrocentrism had left its imprint on 
areas such as literature, historiography, geography, mass communications 
and psychology.  This intellectual movement quickly inspired a virtual 
explosion of children’s literature and textbooks of various kinds which 
resulted in the development of alternative Afrocentric curricula.  As 
Marable explains:  

By 1991, approximately 350 Afrocentric academies and private 
schools were educating more than 50,000 African-American 
students throughout the country.  Many large public school districts 
adopted Afrocentric supplementary and required textbooks, or 
brought in Afrocentric oriented educators for curriculum 
development workshops.  Several public school systems, notably in 
Detroit, Baltimore and Milwaukee, established entire ‘Afrocentric 
schools’ for hundreds of school-aged children, transforming all 
aspects of the learning experience.  On college campuses, many 
Black studies programmes and departments began to restructure 
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many of their courses to reflect the general approach of the 
Afrocentric philosophy.539 

As the Afrocentric perspective extended its influence beyond the confines 
of academe and developed a cultural aspect it came to be widely 
embraced by the African-American community.540 

In their desire to formulate and expound discourses capable of countering 
the dominant Eurocentric ideology, Afrocentrists echoed the sentiments 
of  proponents of other forms of identity politics in dismissing Marxism 
as being fundamentally Eurocentric, economically reductive and virtually 
devoid of explanatory power when applied to the African diaspora.   
According to Asante, ‘because Marxism emerged from the Western 
consciousness, it is mechanistic in its approach to social understanding 
and development’541 and, furthermore, ‘everything is a reflection of 
economics for Marxism.  There is almost no understanding of race and 
culture.’542 Asante explains his conception of culture as follows: ‘in an 
Afrocentric use of the term “culture” I mean the generative expression of 
a people’s myths, motifs, and celebration of their history.  Economic 
relations become the results of cultural relations, the most elementary of 
human expressions, e.g., religion.’543 In a similar vein, Asante argues that, 
‘in reality, the entire social fabric of oppression is dictated by symbols of 
hierarchy and intellectual theories rooted in Eurocentric viewpoints.’544 
Yet again, in a discussion of African-American oppression Asante 
stresses ‘the primacy of the cultural crisis in the context of a 
heterogeneous racist society.’545 Such an understanding of culture, 
Christopher Williams explains, results in Afrocentrism constituting a 
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cultural paradigm wherein ‘culture is posited as the determinative 
infrastructure upon which other elements of a social formation may 
develop.’546 He goes on to argue that Afrocentric scholars  

have construed racism as an ideological, theoretical, conceptual and 
discursive phenomenon, first and foremost, and, peripherally, as a 
material and structural reality.  Culture is considered the bedrock of 
racial oppression, whereas political economy is essentially 
epiphenomenal and, accordingly, plays an auxiliary role in the 
reproduction of racism. 547 

It is on the basis of such an understanding of race that Asante explains 
that those committed to an anti-racist agenda ‘must create, innovate, and 
bombard the communication channels with positive images, which will 
constitute a revolutionary response to racist oppression.’548 Stephen 
Steinberg reflects the view of other Left conservatives when he argues 
that ‘ideas have little “life of their own” independent of the social 
structures in which they are embedded.  It will be possible to dispel myths 
about race and ethnicity only when the conditions that produce and 
nourish these myths are changed.’549 In a similar vein, Leith Mullings 
explains: 

While ideas can act as a material force and the struggle for power 
involves the struggle for interpretation, white supremacy, as we all 
know, is not merely a cultural or literary project.  As we are 
reminded every day – by hundreds of thousands of homeless, 
unemployed African-Americans, by nearly six in ten African-
American children growing up in poverty, by every African-
American imprisoned and executed by the state, by the young men 
shot down in the flower of their youth, by all our assassinated heroes 
– at the foundation of racism is a system of savagely unequal 
economic and political relations.550 

It is the dominating concern with culture on the part of Afrocentrists, as 
with promoters of other forms of identity politics, which Left 
conservatives consider has resulted in this exceedingly influential form of 
identity politics failing to improve the lives of most of its constituents.  
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These critics point out that during the time in which the influence of 
Afrocentrism has burgeoned, the general conditions of most African-
Americans have worsened: the proportion of high school graduates who 
go to college has declined, the incomes of younger workers have fallen 
sharply, standards of health-care have fallen, the life expectancy of men 
has dropped, one third of all families live below the federal government’s 
poverty line while the level of incarceration of males has increased.551 
Left conservatives argue that there are two key elements which explain 
the socio-economic crisis which millions of African-Americans have 
faced during the past four or so decades: the deep structural crisis of the 
economies of major American cities and the fiscal crises of the federal, 
state and local governments, both of which are consequences of the 
restructuring of global capitalism which has taken place during this 
period.552 

Again, as in keeping with other forms of identity politics, Left 
conservatives argue, the deliberate ignoring on the part of many 
Afrocentrists of class, and particularly class stratification within the 
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massive economic process.’ For a similar set of observations, see also, M. Marable,  ‘Beyond Racial 
Identity Politics: towards a liberation theory for multicultural democracy,’ p. 117.  
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African-American community, has resulted in their promoting the 
interests of all black people as being essentially the same - from the likes 
of Colin Powel or Condoleeza Rice to the black unemployed and 
homeless in America’s decaying urban ghettos.   In Marable’s view such 
an obscuring of reality is not surprising in light of the fact that many of 
the strongest advocates of racial identity politics have come from the most 
privileged sectors of the black, upper middle class.  He explains: 

The dogmatic idea that ‘race’ alone explains virtually everything 
which occurs within society has a special appeal to some African-
American suburban elites who have little personal connection with 
the vast human crisis of the ghetto – unemployment, black-on-black 
crime, rampant drugs, gang violence and deteriorating schools.553 

He continues: 

Afrocentrism was the perfect social theory for the upwardly mobile 
black petty bourgeoisie.  It gave them a vague sense of ethnic 
superiority and cultural originality, without requiring the hard, 
critical study of historical realities.  It provided a philosophical 
blueprint to avoid concrete struggle within the real world, since 
potential white ‘allies’ were certainly non-existent and all cultural 
change began from within.  It was, in short, only the latest 
theoretical construct of a politics of racial identity, in a world view 
designed to discuss the world, but never really to change it.554 

Yet another criticism which Left conservatives direct at Afrocentrism is 
that, as with other forms of identity politics, it has reinforced the barriers 
between the members of its own group and those of other groups, in this 
case Latinos and Korean-Americans.  According to these critics, because 
of Afrocentrism’s focus on cultural politics many African-Americans 
have difficulty in seeing what it is that they have in common with 
members of these other racial groups.  Marable explains that, when, in 
May, 1991, Latinos, who felt alienated from and largely ignored by the 
political processes, took to the streets in Washington D.C. hurling rocks 
and looting stores in response to the shooting of a Salvadorean man by 
local police, ‘the black administration in Washington D.C. used the power 
of the police and courts to suppress the grievances of Latinos – just as a 
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white administration had done against black protesters during the urban 
uprisings of 1968.’555 Marable goes on to point out that from the mid 
1970s Latinos and African-Americans had experienced the greatest 
declines in real incomes and some of the greatest increases in poverty 
rates in the US.  ‘Thus,’ he writes, ‘on a series of public policy issues – 
access to quality education, economic opportunity, the availability of 
human services, and civil rights – Latinos and African-Americans share a 
core set of common concerns and long-term interests.’556 Yet another 
example of this type of inter-racial conflict noted by Left conservatives 
occurred in Los Angeles in 1992 when the acquittals of four white police 
officers for the violent beating of Rodney King triggered massive outrage 
on the parts of African-Americans who directed their grievances, not at 
the state, but at Korean-Americans, looting and burning one and a half 
thousand of their stores.  From the 1970s onward many middle-class 
Korean immigrants in Los Angeles had developed small family-owned 
businesses in the apparel and other industries which excited fierce 
antagonism from other racial groups.557 Marable observes of this 
situation: ‘It did not take long before Latino and black petty hostilities 
and grievances against these new ethnic entrepreneurial groups began to 
crystallize into deep racial hatred.’558  

In addition to its understanding of race and culture, another major 
limitation which Left conservatives see in the the notion of difference is 
that the categories which multiculturalists privilege suggest that these are 
the most important aspects of a person’s identity and are more important 
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than, and separate from, class.  As is clear from the Left conservative 
arguments in relation to race represented earlier in this chapter, a Marxist 
understanding of that category, as with those of gender and sexuality, 
does not see these as separate from but rather intertwined with that of 
class.559 In the words of Scatamburlo-D’Annibale, ‘Difference needs to be 
understood as the product of social contradictions and in relation to 
political and economic organization.’560 Furthermore, while Left 
conservatives readily concur with multiculturalists who argue that, in 
many instances, people are marginalized on the basis of their race, gender 
and sexual orientation, these critics nevertheless maintain that these are 
neither the only, nor necessarily the most important, aspects of an 
individual’s identity serving as the vehicles of their oppression.  
Moreover, as Sharon Smith observes of identity politics  

separate struggles do not neatly correspond to ‘separate 
oppressions.’  Oppressions overlap, so that many people face more 
than one different form of oppression: many people are both female 
and black, and so on.  Only in the world of abstraction can 
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autonomous struggles against ‘criss crossing antagonisms’ be fought 
separately.561  

David Harvey’s discussion of an industrial accident in the small town of 
Hamlet, North Carolina, at a chicken processing plant run by Imperial 
Foods, on Tuesday, September 3rd, 1991, elucidates a number of Left 
conservative arguments in relation to the notion of difference.  Harvey 
describes how, during the 1980s, broiler chicken production and the 
associated chicken processing industry, in what is known as the ‘Broiler 
Belt’ of the USA, grew into a vast agribusiness employing enormous 
numbers in a situation where the decline of agricultural employment had 
‘left behind a relatively isolated industrial reserve army… which is far 
more vulnerable to exploitation than its urban counterpart.’562 When the 
chicken processing plant at Hamlet caught fire, Harvey notes, twenty five 
of the two hundred workers employed in the plant died and a further fifty 
six were seriously injured: many of the exit doors were locked at the time 
of the fire.  Harvey points out that the state of North Carolina had long 
promoted a business-friendly climate which was characterized by low 
wages, hostility to unions and no enforcement of laws on occupational 
health and safety.  The Hamlet plant had not been inspected in its eleven 
years of operation, Harvey notes, which explains why, in an industry 
where fires at such plants occur regularly, there were no fire 
extinguishers, no sprinkler system and no safety exit doors.  Those 
employed at the plant had a take-home pay which was below the poverty 
line for a single-headed household with children, he observes, had little or 
no alternative opportunity of employment and were vulnerable to 
exploitation because, in the previous decade, unions and other traditional 
forms of protection for blue-collar workers had been dismantled.  Harvey 
compares the employment conditions at the chicken processing plant in 
Hamlet, that is those, ‘in a recently established industry in the most 
powerful, advanced industrial capitalist country in the world’, to 
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nineteenth century levels of exploitation in Britain and argues that the 
former conditions ‘could easily be inserted as a description into Karl 
Marx’s chapter on ‘The Working Day’ in Capital (published in 1867) 
without anyone noticing much of a difference.’563 

Harvey draws attention to the almost complete lack of political response 
and the scant media attention given to the cataclysmic event at Hamlet 
and contrasts this with the intense political and media debate stimulated 
by both the Clarence Thomas Supreme Court nomination hearings and the 
beating of Rodney King in Los Angeles.  He notes that the Clarence 
Thomas hearings ‘focused on serious questions over race and gender 
relations in a professional rather than a working class context’ and that 
the beating of Rodney King dealt with racial oppression, ‘while the deaths 
of twenty five people through exploitation in a rural factory setting 
provoked almost no reaction at all.’564 Harvey argues that the contrast 
between the lack of political and media attention given to the accident at 
Hamlet and the enormous focus on the other two situations is made more 
significant in light of the fact that of the twenty five people who died in 
the Hamlet fire, eighteen were women and twelve were African-
American.565  Harvey points out that: ‘The commonality that cuts across 
race and gender lines in this instance is quite obviously that of class’566 
and stresses ‘the most obvious implication of the North Carolina fire: that 
the pursuit of working class politics might protect, rather than oppress and 
marginalize, interests based on gender and race even if that working class 
politics makes no explicit acknowledgement of the importance of race 
and gender.’567 According to Harvey ‘it was raw class politics of an 
exploitative sort which created a situation in which an accident (a fire) 
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could have the effects that it did.’568  During the 1970s and 1980s, Harvey 
argues, business in the USA used its financial influence and power to 
effectively capture the Republican Party as its class instrument and to 
forge a coalition which opposed the welfare state and various other forms 
of government intervention, including the enforcement of workplace 
safety regulations.  By the time of the fire at Hamlet, Harvey explains,  

not only were the working class institutions which might have taken 
up the cause greatly weakened, both in their ability to react as well 
as in their access to the media, but the very idea of any kind of 
working-class politics was likewise on the defensive (if not 
downright discredited in certain ‘radical’ circles), even though 
capitalist-class interests and an increasingly captive Republican 
Party had been waging a no-holds-barred and across-the-board class 
war against the least privilege sectors of the population for the 
previous two decades.569 

Harvey echoes the sentiments of other Left conservatives when he argues 
that, while the weakening of working class politics can be attributed to a 
range of factors, a significant influence has been the increasing 
fragmentation of ‘progressive’ politics as identity politics have become ‘a 
working and practical alternative to class politics of the traditional sort 
and in some instances have exhibited downright hostility to such class 
politics.’570 With the exception of Jesse Jackson and the Rainbow 
coalition, Harvey observes, neither African-American, Hispanic nor 
women’s organizations ‘saw fit to engage politically with what happened 
in Hamlet, North Carolina.’571 Lyn Segal explains that, ‘despite the 
existence of the largest, most influential and vociferous feminist 
movement  in the world, it is US women who have seen the least overall 
change in the relative disadvantages of their sex, compared to other 
Western democracies’ during the past twenty years.  She goes on to 
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explain that the huge gains made in the US by women within the ‘most 
prestigious and lucrative professions’ have been offset entirely by a life of 
increasing frustration, impoverishment, and powerlessness for the rest.572  
For this reason, Segal continues, ‘at at time when the advances made by 
some women are so clearly overshadowed by the increasing poverty 
experienced so acutely by others (alongside the unemployment of the men 
of their class and group),  it seems perverse to pose women’s specific 
interests against rather than alongside more traditional socialist goals.’573 
Segal’s observation concurs with those of other Left conservatives who 
maintain that identity politics’ focus on culture generally benefits those 
belonging to the professions and the upper middle class while achieving 
little for those on the lower rungs of society.574 

Insofar as identity politics considers difference to be the conceptual 
framework with which to understand political life it undermines 
establishing the broad, class-based political movement which has 
characterized the Left throughout its history.  Reed explains that ‘Because 
identity politics does not grow from a coherent position of how society 
should work, it cannot build broad unity around a coherent common 
program.  Instead, its model of movement building revolves around 
constructing and imposing formal images of representativeness.’575 Reed 
adds:  

The logic of identity as an ideological position impels toward 
defining issues narrowly enough to fasten them to specific groups.  
That logic also leads to a proliferation of the groups thus 
recognized, if only by virtue of ever more precise specifying of 
identities.  The result is an inertial tendency for the list to expand in 
number and to become steadily more diffuse as a totality.576  
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Harvey observes a significant difference between the traditional Leftist  
political movement based on solidarity and identity politics: ‘A politics 
which seeks to eliminate the processes which give rise to a problem looks 
very different from a politics which merely seeks to give full play to 
differentiated identities once they have arisen.’577  

The idea of the Left, Left conservatives point out, arose from ideas of the 
Enlightenment, particularly the notion of a common humanity and the 
accompanying belief in the capacity of humankind to improve its lot.  
Gitlin explains that  

For two centuries after 1776 and 1789 believers in a common 
humanity everywhere clustered around two great progressive ideals: 
a liberal one enshrined in the Declaration of Independence, the US 
Constitution, and the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and 
Citizen; and a radical or socialist one that crystallized as Marxism.578 

Eric Hobsbawm elaborates on the breadth of the Left’s 
agenda: 

the mass social and political movements of the Left, that is, those 
inspired by the American and French revolutions and socialism, 
were indeed coalitions or group alliances, but held together not by 
aims that were specific to the group, but by great, universal causes 
through which each group believed its particular aims could be 
realized: democracy, the Republic, socialism, communism of 
whatever.579  

Hobsbawm goes on to explain that the British Labour Party in its heyday 
was both a party of class and, among other things, of the minority nations 
and immigrant communities of mainland Britainians.  He continues:  

Let us not misunderstand its claims to be essentially class-based.  
The political labour and socialist movements were not, ever, 
anywhere, movements essentially confined to the proletariat in the 
strict Marxist sense.  …Trade unions pursued the sectional interests 
of wage-earners, but one of the reasons why the relations between 
labour and socialist parties and the unions associated with them, 
were never without problems, was precisely that the aims of the 
movement  were wider than those of the unions.580  
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In response to the much repeated accusation that the Old Left has 
emphasized class to the exclusion of other concerns, Milton Fisk explains 
that,  

even from the perspective of those suffering other forms of 
oppression than class exploitation, the most useful general 
background for understanding their situation and for strategizing 
their liberation is the economic one of the capitalist system.     …this 
does not mean their understanding and strategizing can be realized 
without making preeminent the character of their own specific 
oppression.  It only means that they must take account of the way 
the character of their own oppression is shaped and will be changed 
by the background conditions of capitalism.581 

In a similar vein, Reed argues: 

there is a pragmatic justification that is sufficient for taking class as 
the identity around which to organize.  The goal of building a mass 
movement – and there is no way other than such a movement to 
pursue progressive social transformation with any chance of even 
partial or contingent success – requires proceeding from those 
identities that unite as much of the society as possible around  a 
vision and program that most directly challenge the current power 
relations.  For the vast majority of people in this country – of all 
racial classifications or identities, all genders and sexual orientations 
– the common frame of reference is the employment relation, the 
fact of working, or being expected to work, a job.582 

According to Left conservatives the wide agenda of the Left as it has 
existed throughout its history means that it has always supported various 
identity groups which, in turn, have looked to it to advance their causes.  
However, with the development of identity politics in the 1970s there has 
been an increasing tendency to see the Left essentially as a coalition of 
minority groups and interests based on race, gender, sexual orientation 
and such like.  Left conservatives maintain that these identity groups are 
not committed to the Left as such, but rather simply seek to advance their 
particular causes wherever possible.583 Hobsbawm points out that while 
identity politics represents only the interests of the members of specific 
groups the purview of the Old Left is much broader: ‘The political project 
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of the Left is universalist: it is for all human beings.  However we 
interpret the words, it isn’t liberty for shareholders or blacks, but for 
everybody.’584  

In contrast to the politics of difference, Left conservatives maintain that a 
cosmopolitan vision which entails considering the entire human 
community as the source of moral obligations is the one on which to base 
political agendas and movements.  Such a vision, Michael Cohen 
explains, does not deny local or other identifications but rather allows for 
the maintenance of plural loyalties.  According to a cosmopolitan 
perspective, he continues, individuals might think of themselves as 
standing within a series of concentric circles which represent a range of 
affiliations and identifications such as those based on family, neighbours, 
fellow city dwellers, nationality, ethnicity, language, shared history, 
profession, religion, gender and sexual orientation.  While recognizing 
that identity is constituted partly by such identifications, Cohen argues, it 
is also important to keep in mind what it is that is shared by people 
throughout the world.585 Gitlin makes an observation of a related nature:  

There is no necessary contradiction between a recognition of 
difference and the affirmation of common rights.  To the contrary, it 
is in the universalist grain to protect women from genital mutilation; 
to defend gay men and women against being assaulted because of 
whom they love; to oppose racial discrimination in hiring, housing, 
lending, even in the meting out of the death penalty.586 

In the arguments represented throughout this chapter, and contrary to 
popular wisdom, Left conservatives have made clear that they regard 
multiculturalism and identity politics to work against the interests of most 
of the supposed beneficiaries of this form of so-called progressive 
politics.  First of all, rather than being regarded as an effective vehicle for 
the promotion of justice which emerged as a consequence of previously 
excluded groups being given voice during the radical era of the late 
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sixties and seventies, Left conservatives consider this contemporary form 
of politics as a symptom of the failure of the state to fulfill the promises 
made in relation to these various groups.  In short, according to Left 
conservatives, multiculturalism and identity politics function to 
accommodate the forces of the Right in that this type of politics 
diminishes the strategic role of politico-economic and class forces in the 
shaping of the social order, while also fragmenting and weakening 
oppositional politics.  In the various ways in which this so-called radical 
form of oppositional politics is seen to work to accommodate the Right it 
is also seen to simultaneously undermine the Left.  Sharon Smith echoes 
the sentiments of other Left conservatives when she writes that ‘Only a 
movement organized on the basis of genuine solidarity between all those 
who are exploited and oppressed by capitalism, under the leadership of 
the working class, holds the potential to wipe out oppression in all its 
forms.’587  
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  Conclusion 

For more than three decades postmodernists and Left conservatives have 
engaged in the debate which is the subject of this thesis and which, with 
the publication of Allan Sokal’s article, broke the bounds of academia and 
spilled out into the international public realm - a rare achievement indeed 
for a conflict between academics and one which clearly indicates its 
importance and the strength of feeling it generates.  Furthermore, that 
scholars from a wide range of disciplines such as physics, philosophy, 
history, sociology and social theory have felt motivated to contribute to 
the various aspects of this debate demonstrates not only the breadth of 
influence of postmodern approaches but also the wide-ranging nature of 
the contribution made by Left conservatives during this long period of 
intellectual warfare.  The variety of topics analyzed in this thesis is 
evidence of the broad parameters of the debate. 

In their analysis of the intellectual and historical origins of the debate Left 
conservatives have set out to explain why postmodern approaches were 
adopted so readily and therefore why identity politics has become the 
dominant form of oppositional politics within the Anglo-sphere.  These 
scholars have argued that the radical era of the late sixties and early 
seventies brought about changes of profound consequence for the Left.  
While the Left’s purview was expanded in important ways during this 
period, Left conservatives have argued, the seeds of its destruction were 
simultaneously being sown.  These scholars have argued that the move 
away from a concern with class and state power to a focus on cultural 
politics is explained in large part by the fact that the various social 
movements were predominantly made up of, and dominated by, activists 
from the middle class.  According to this perspective, once those from the 
more affluent sectors of society took control of shaping the Left and 
claimed it as their own it is no surprise that its raison d’être was also 
profoundly altered.  The defeat of the socialist Left globally and the 
feelings which this situation engendered in many progressives, the 
influence of the counter culture and the splintering of the social 
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movements are other influences which Left conservatives have identified 
as contributing to the widespread adoption of postmodern approaches 
throughout the Anglo-sphere.  

The debate between Left conservatives and their postmodern and post-
Marxist critics is ultimately founded on the difference between their 
epistemological positions - the realist stance on the part of the Left 
conservatives as opposed to the anti-realist stance of their intellectual 
opponents - and the political implications of these positions.  In various 
arguments analyzed throughout the thesis Left conservatives have 
attempted to demonstrate the way in which postmodern and post-Marxist 
epistemology - and the epistemic relativism which flows from it - 
precludes a realistic analysis of society and prevents the necessary 
judgments which the construction of a radical social and political agenda 
require.  Left conservatives have attempted to show how the various 
principles which govern postmodern approaches - anti-essentialism, 
deconstructionism, anti-foundationalism, a Foucaultian conception of 
power, indeterminancy, cultural and moral relativism -  militate against 
creating the type of social theory on which a radical egalitarian agenda 
could be based.  That anti-essentialism and deconstructionism  inhibit the 
use of categories of analysis such as ‘woman’, ‘society’, ‘structure’, 
‘capitalism’ and ‘class’ and, if carried to their logical conclusions, would 
prohibit the use of any explanatory framework and also destroy language 
as a form of communication, are some of the arguments which Left 
conservatives have developed to support their overall position. 

The type of oppositional politics advocated by Left conservatives and 
their postmodern and post-Marxist counterparts is another major aspect of 
the debate between these two groups of scholars.  Left conservatives have 
argued that identity politics is unable to provide the basis for an effective 
oppositional politics because, amongst other reasons, this form of politics 
completely ignores class and because the conception of culture on which 
it is based denies the relation between the cultural and the economic.   
These scholars have argued that low wage-earning women and people 
from ethnically and racially marginalized groups would benefit more 
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from class politics than cultural politics.  In their discussion of 
multiculturalism and Afrocentrism and their critique of postmodern 
feminism, Left conservatives have attempted to illustrate these arguments 
- particularly the way in which they see the focus on culture as benefiting 
those from the upper echelons of society while largely leaving unaffected 
their counterparts on the lower rungs.  A further criticism which Left 
conservatives have leveled at identity politics is that, by its very nature, 
this form of politics is divisive in that it pits one group against another 
and repudiates solidarity.  According to these scholars the most telling 
aspect of identity politics is that during the period when this form of 
politics has dominated oppositional politics within the Anglo-sphere the 
conditions of many members of the very groups who are its supposed 
beneficiaries have actually deteriorated and the Right has gained 
momentum.  In short, Left conservatives have argued that the type of 
collective class-based movement which includes a concern for various 
forms of oppression is a far more effective means of promoting an 
egalitarian agenda and countering social ills such as those associated with 
race, ethnicity and gender than is multiculturalism. 

The thesis also describes how Left conservatives have attempted to 
counter the view of Marxism promulgated by postmodernists and post-
Marxists.  In their critique of the influential post-Marxist work Hegemony 
and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, Left 
conservatives have argued that much of Laclau and Mouffe’s attack on 
Marxism is based on a distorted conception of the tradition.  The 
accusation that Marxism’s purview is limited to class and, as such, is 
inadequate to the task of dealing with forms of injustice such as those 
relating to race, ethnicity and gender is a major criticism which Left 
conservatives have attempted to counter.  In the chapter on feminism, the 
thesis discusses Left conservative feminists’ affirmation of the 
contribution made by Marxism to second wave feminism and their view 
that many second wave socialist feminists, in contrast to their 
contemporary Left conservative counterparts, were insufficiently familiar 
with Marxist methodology to utilize it effectively at that time.  A 
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historical materialist understanding of gender, Left conservative feminists 
have argued, holds that while gender cannot be reduced to class, it 
nevertheless needs to be understood in the historical context of the wider 
class formation which shapes it.  Left conservative feminists have also 
argued that their focus on the economic conditions of women, a concern 
widely held by second wave feminists and largely ignored by their 
postmodern counterparts, does not reduce a feminist agenda to class but 
rather recognizes a crucial factor shaping the lives of oppressed women.  

In the same way that a historical materialist understanding sees gender 
and class as intertwined, Left conservatives have argued that while race 
cannot be reduced to class, and sometimes even appears to exist 
independently of it, an understanding of the concept of race also requires 
recognition of its class component.  In contrast to the postmodern 
perspective on race and gender which sees these phenomena as 
disconnected from political economy, Left conservatives have defended 
conceptions based on the methodology of historical materialism which is 
to recognize the interconnections between surface appearances and deeper 
features.  Left conservatives have also attempted to counter the 
postmodern and post-Marxist view that a concern with class is no longer 
necessary as the working class has all but disappeared.  First of all, these 
scholars have argued that the social ills relating to race, ethnicity and 
gender cannot be properly understood or dealt with when conceptualized 
as separate from class in the way in which postmodernists and post-
Marxists do.  Next, Left conservatives have argued that a significant 
sector of the workforce within the Anglo-sphere work for exceedingly 
low wages while its global counterpart has grown exponentially in the 
past several decades and is largely comprised of women, a phenomenon 
sometimes described as the ‘feminization of poverty’.  For these reasons, 
and also because during the past several decades capitalism has spread to 
the four corners of the world and permeated human existence to a degree 
previously unimaginable, Left conservatives have argued that an analysis 
of class and capitalism is more necessary than ever before.     
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The debate which is the subject of this thesis is a crucial aspect of the 
wider and intensely analyzed debate on the decline of the Left and, as 
such, makes a contribution in filling a gap in this immensely important 
topic.   The powerful arguments represented in this thesis demonstrate 
that in the battle to conserve the finest elements of the Left tradition in the 
face of their postmodern and post-Marxist opponents, this relatively small 
group of Left conservatives has marshalled a formidable intellectual 
armory to mount its case.  However, despite the quality of the Left 
conservative effort, these committed scholars nevertheless remain on the 
losing side of this battle.  To understand why Left conservatives are in 
this position, one has to look to larger forces at work during the past thirty 
or more years, that is, the move to the Right throughout the globe - a 
move which took a particularly intense form within the U.K and the 
U.S.A. - and the way in which this development has transformed political 
mentalities.  Prior to this change in the political trajectory public life in 
liberal democracies was conducted within the parameters of a debate 
between defenders of capitalism on the one hand, and its critics who were 
usually promoting some form of socialism on the other.  However, by 
1980 this debate had all but come to an end.  The very nature of the 
questions asked and the political and social possibilities able to be 
conceived of altered profoundly from this time onwards.  And it is during 
this period in which the burgeoning Right has shaped the political 
imagination that postmodernism and identity politics have flourished.  
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