Book launch of ‘What is Radical Politics Today?’

1.30pm, 25th November 2009, Canada House, Trafalgar Square, London.

Hosts: Catherine Fieschi (Director of Counterpoint, The Think Tank of the British Council), Jonathan Pugh, Dan Porter (Marketing Executive, Palgrave Macmillan).

Speakers: Doreen Massey, Saskia Sassen, David Chandler and Jonathan Pugh.

Catherine Fieschi: Thank you very very much for coming everyone; it’s a real pleasure to have you here and to be able to launch this wonderful book. 

I’m Catherine Fieschi, I’m the Director of Counterpoint, which is The Think Tank of the British Council, and I’m particularly happy to be hosting this with Jonathan here at Canada House because we have a specific interest at Counterpoint in looking at the relationship between very local mobilisation and its repercussions at the global level and visa versa, how global forces and global events impact the way we lead our daily lives both here of course in the UK but really across Europe and across the globe. I think that many of the chapters in this book edited by Jonathan Pugh really shed some light as to the relationship between these micro events and the macro forces that sometimes seem to be crashing in on our lives without much warning and leaving us with a sense of vulnerability, a sense of perhaps our irrelevance in a world where we might feel either locked out and powerless outside some of the networks that seem to govern our lives. Counterpoint and The British Council are particularly interested in looking at those networks that help us to regain a sense of control, to rebuild relationships and to be able to face this globalised world with the tools that we feel that we need to do so. 

Overall though it’s also a very good question and this is why I was interested in this topic and in doing this with Jonathan: What is Radical Politics Today?  Some of us would also think where is radical politics today? Where is it happening? Where is it occurring? 

Those of us who listen to the radio or pay any attention to the media, to the conversations around us, whether it be in our own living rooms or in the pub, we might feel that there are reasons to be outraged, reasons to expect mobilisations, reasons to expect people to want to engage in more radical, forceful, fresh ways. And yet, I think that possibly some of us share the sentiment that this mobilisation or certainly this fresh thinking is taking a long time coming despite the extraordinary circumstances that we’ve all gone through in the past year or year and a half.

It’s a very good question and Jonathan set out to answer this question and got a group of authors with him to try and answer it and three of them are here today to give us, in a nutshell, the gist of their contribution in this book and to engage with you and to engage with each other on this matter.

Before I introduce everyone let me just tell you we’re going to have short presentations by each of the authors, including the author and editor who is right here to my left and then we are going to have a small discussion, probably amongst the panel, to try and draw up some of the similarities and differences between the viewpoints that are going to be expressed here today. And then, of course, we’re going to open it up to you for responses and views and challenges.

Jonathan Pugh: I’m not going to give too much of my opinion at the moment, I’ll chip in and get involved in the debate later on. I just want to tell you a little bit about the project and where it came from.

Of all the different crises, of all the shocking events surrounding the banks, neo-liberalism, the State over the last couple of years – and let’s be blunt, it’s been quite absurd at times when you think about what happened yesterday, sixty billion taken out of taxpayers’ money without us even being consulted – it’s absolutely shocking what’s going on at the moment. But, despite all this, one thing now clearly stands out as Catherine was saying: A radical alternative is not emerging to mobilise the masses. This is a truly shocking situation. It begs the question ‘What is radical politics today?’  

Now we asked that question a couple of years ago, the idea for the book came from a debate that we did at The Royal Geographical Society with Tony Benn, Bernard Crick (who’s sadly no longer with us), Hilary Wainwright and Dave Chandler at the end. At the end of the discussion we just turned around and said, ‘Well, what is radical politics today?’ You know, what’s become of it? 

Obviously as the crisis started to unfold a few months later that issue becomes particularly important and, so, we decided to just stand back and ask this question, ‘What is the nature, the character and the spirit of radical politics in our times?’ 

When we say, ‘Someone is being radical’ or ‘Doing radical politics’ what do we actually mean?  And so, I was very fortunate enough to get 30 leading contributors on this topic, I mean they really are world leaders in that field, from politicians (with Clare Short here today), academics, journalists and activists – okay mostly from the Left but it’s not just about the Left – the point is it’s about the broader question of what is radical politics? We have a number of environmentalists who very much disagree with traditional Left questions we’ve written for the book.

The book results in 30 essays and I’m pleased to see a number of the contributors are here today. As I say, I’m not going to give my opinion now, I just want to thank Doreen, Dave and Saskia for coming along and Doreen’s going to speak now for a few minutes and then Dave and then Saskia. 

So, over to Doreen on the question of, ‘What is radical politics today?’

Doreen Massey: I want to start off almost a bit parochially, both in time and in space, because one of the themes in the piece – and, of course, we wrote these pieces, what? I don’t know six months ago? I mean the production has been fantastic, this is not a critique of the production process, but, of course, it is a while ago and things have moved on really fast. One of the things I’m arguing in my piece is that we need to take hold of the narrative of what is going on otherwise it will be captured by the Right. Of course, now on the day that the book is published I feel as though I’m living in a complete hall of mirrors; the narrative has been utterly captured by the Right. 

I mean, we are told (and we are also told that people almost universally believe) that the big problem in the United Kingdom at the moment is the existence of a deficit. We are told (some people appear to be believe) that this deficit is caused overwhelming by too much governance. We are told that in order to address this fundamental problem in our economy there’s going to have to be public sector spending cuts. David Cameron in his speech at The Tory Party Conference never even mentioned bankers – as far as I remember there wasn’t a single mention of bankers – and that’s going on when we know damn well that the deficit is not the major problem at this moment. That it was precisely government intervention that just saved us from potential massive financial collapse.

And, actually, six months ago, even while we were writing these pieces, we were talking about the end of neo-liberalism as a viable narrative with which to understand society. We were talking about the fact that market forces could no longer be claimed as something by which we could run society. Yet that seems almost entirely to have disappeared from popular discourse. This could be, this should be in a way, a progressive moment. Yet it seems to me we have utterly lost control of the narrative.

In the case of Cameron that’s obvious and you’d expect it, but New Labour has totally bought into the problem of being the public deficit and, in popular discourse if you listen to phone in programs (I listen to Radio Five Live all the time) and the background understandings of the situation that we are in is of that nature. And yet, although neo-liberalism and everything it stands – the individualism, the consumerism, the market forces, the competitiveness – all of that is now a deeply ingrained commonsense. It’s actually only 30 years’ old. It was in the 1980s that this stuff was really made into the overarching framework by which not only the hegemony of society would be constructed, but also our individual subjectivities would be aligned. It’s only been 30 years and it took a real struggle, both internationally and in this country (from Chile to Nicaragua to London to the Municipal Councils) to establish this thing as an overriding hegemony. 

Now, what we need is a struggle to dislodge it again and to question the fundamental assumptions that have so quickly become commonsense. It seems to me that now, even when kind of good things happen we don’t construct them in terms of an overall narrative. So, when I woke up one morning to be startled out of my wits to find that Gordon Brown was now in favour of a tax on financial transactions it was, in a sense, just a policy. It wasn’t woven into a bigger narrative, a bigger story, a radical counter-narrative with different visions and values. The reason that that is necessary is to turn this from being fundamentally only an economic crisis to which there will be arguments (technical arguments) about the solution, to turn it from being that into a genuinely political crisis which questions the values and the motive, behaviour and the assumptions about the way in which society works. So we need a counter-narrative and we don’t have one and I think absolutely definitely have lost, for the moment, that battle.

That relates to the second point I want to make (there are only three points). This second point is that I think we’ve got very little sense on the Left at the moment of the potential social forces, either nationally or internationally, that could be in a sense recruited to our side. I think there are whole load of reasons for this. One thing is that this is, in a sense, their crisis: we didn’t create it. This isn’t like the end of social democracy, when it was pressure on wages and the Trades Unions that were putting pressure on capital and there were social forces out there, even if not necessarily the only ones who would want to take us forward. But this time there aren’t those social forces that have produced the crisis that we’re in. They, themselves, imploded and so there’s kind of immediately a vacuum. Then if you look at party politics it’s totally engaged with Westminster manoeuvring, the Labour Party having lost what it has always thought of as its natural face seems totally unable to construct a new one out of the current situation and I think David is going to address these points later in what he says, but some of the more radical alternative groups, particularly around say climate change or (alter-globalisation), with whom I have in their politics an enormous amount of sympathy, have not found a way to address groups that are not immediately in favour of what they’re on about. They don’t know how to address those wider constituencies out there. I could go on, perhaps we can talk later about what I think is a failure of universities and progressive academics in this regard as well.

But the point is we need what we had 30 years ago at the inauguration of this period of neo-liberalism is what we called conjunctural analysis. A deeper standing back and understanding of the ways in which this is more than an economic crisis, this is a crisis of culture too. It’s a crisis of political discourse and it involves differentially a whole load of what are not now social forces but potential political constituencies, potential social forces. It seems to me that there are, out there, a whole host of potential social forces, political constituencies that are thoroughly fed up and they’re fed up in a whole variety of different ways and we need to know how to interpolate that, how to speak to the ways in which people are at this moment discontented with the ways in which things are going on.

One document which is referred to I think by myself, but also by a number of others in the book is The Green New Deal, which is published by The New Economics Foundation but which brings together a host of people from economics, from climate change and from the peak oil argument. It does talk about how one might go about, or begins to talk about, how one might go about constructing alliances, in their case particularly against the domination of finance both in this country and internationally, and how one needs to address different groups of people for the particular ways in which they are being caught up in the current disaster.

The third and final point I want to make and which would be one of the things I would want to do with The Green New Deal is that we need to think more internationally. This must be a moment for internationalism and because we’re all so caught up in this here, this disaster at the moment at home, maybe we have forgotten that a little (and maybe we can come back to it) and I just want to make two points about what I think we ought to be doing.

The first concerns taking responsibility for Britain’s role in the world. Obviously there’s all the arguments over Afghanistan and Iraq and then there is the beginning to take responsibility for things like climate change and the degree to which we contribute to it by being a high consuming country but there’s also thinking about what the effects are, over the planet as a whole, of the way in which we run our economy. The World City Book that you mentioned, Catherine, at the beginning that I wrote 2007 talks about this quite a lot. When we attack finance in this country we should also be attacking it for the effect it has around the world. We tend to blame global forces or the United States for the financial crisis but actually the City of London (capital ‘C’) is one of the places where financial neo-liberalism is born. It is one of the places from which it has been most effectively disseminated around the planet. ‘They’ have argued for our perpetrators – de-regulation, privatisation – around the planet. ‘They’ are host to vulture funds that buy up debt of countries in the global South and then hold those countries to ransom. ‘They’ are hosts to tax havens, which effectively rob the global South, as well as us, of billions of pounds every year. So, we need to think of this thing that calls itself the ‘golden goose’ of our economy, not just challenging it on its home ground but challenging it for the ways in which it operates around the world and, I would argue, the extremely reactionary effects that it has. So, one thing then is taking responsibility for our place in the world in a wider way than we often do.

The other thing is I think we need a much more explicit, active, vocal solidarity with the goods things that are happening around the world. When I talked about the latter relation between radicalism and political constituencies’ one of the places that is happening and where I am quite a lot involved is in Latin America. There are some incredible imaginations of possible new futures and serious thinking about democracy and of alternative economic ways of running the economies going on in a whole range of Latin American countries, across quite a range of politics as well. We almost don’t look at it. It’s only occasionally on the Left that we have meetings about it, and it doesn’t figure in the wider political discourse. We made, quite correctly, in the newspapers, a whole fuss about the problems of the election in Iran, for instance. Well on June 28th this year the Honduran Government was overthrown, the president was whisked out of the country – we all know this – landing at an American base on his way out and yet we heard hardly anything in this country about that. There are elections going to take place on the 29th which will basically ratify that coup in the sense that there will be elections in which the Left is not participating, cannot participate. They are elections organised by the perpetrators of the coup, they are elections in which there will not be a voice because of clamps down on the media for the Left, and yet we hear very little about it. Obama has already said that he’s likely to agree to the results of those elections, and an attack on Honduras is the way of saying to other countries in Latin America ‘Be careful, the age of intervention and of overthrowing the Left could be back’. It is a real kind of toe in the door and it’s a mirror also of the coup that was attempted against Chavez in 2002 in Venezuela. This is another of those moments of saying ‘You be careful’ by the supposedly elite social forces in Latin America. WITH, because of our silence, a kind of complicit by us, even though the EU and Britain have made. We want a much more active, I think, international understanding of the social forces in other continents and other places that could be part of constructing a progressive alternative to the neo-liberalism which is crashing around our ears at the moment.

David Chandler: I don’t know, ‘what is I radical politics?’ I think that radical politics is a problem, not as much as it’s an absence but in terms of it being a presence. I think as long as we cling to something that we call radical politics we evade being honest about the situation in the world and we set up barriers to addressing it. 

If only we lived in a world where we could just sit around and write chapters, and we’ll think of an idea that would mobilise the masses, as Jon was saying. Or, as Doreen was saying that we could just turn this economic crisis into a political crisis. If only we could take up this thing called radical politics and give it to the sad and unenlightened, we could begin to do something. 

I don’t think that we live in a world like that, where there’s ‘the masses’ and the social forces that can be mobilised. We don’t live in a world where the ideas that can mobilise the masses can just be taken off a peg. If we lived in a world like that then we can have a meaningful discussion about what radical politics might be. I think that often when we discuss this question there’s a reason why it’s a question. As Doreen talks about a vacuum let’s just pursue what a vacuum might be and turn that little vacuum, that minor problem, into what might be a larger abyss of darkness.

Maybe the problem that we’re trying to negotiate, when we don’t know, for some people radical politics is something that we do every day when we think about the environment or say ‘no’ or think ‘no’ or think about other people and their struggles and their imaginations and how I might imagine their imaginations. For other people radical politics might be an impossibility and I think that the question we face is a disjunction between politics – how we imagine ourselves, how we imagine our capacity to intervene, to control, to shape things, to be heard, to count – how we imagine the distance between that and power, whatever we imagine power to be. Traditionally, our discussion about the crisis has got something to do with globalisation or the global and, normally, I think behind all these things there’s a consensus that says that power has escaped the reaches of politics and quite often that’s understood as politics is something that we do inside States with political parties and equality under the law and voting and all that sort of stuff and it appears that power has migrated upwards to this global sphere and there’s an interesting contradiction. 

Doreen is right to say that there’s a narrative. The narrative is that States are now powerless. That power is beyond what we used to call power and that makes politics quite difficult because – not the people on the panel necessarily – a lot of radical people have a view that power has disappeared into the global flows of cyberspace. There’s a perception that we don’t really know where power is, where it’s located and governments don’t really help because governments says ‘Hey, there’s power everywhere. Take where we are. Don’t going thinking about us as being responsible for something, it’s globalisation’.

Gordon Brown is brilliant, you know, there’s global problems that need global solutions. ‘Me? I’m just an activist like you. I run a campaign to save the environment, I feed people in Africa, solve the credit crunch, but we don’t have any power, I don’t have any power’. And the more that governments don’t have any power, and the more that there’s a narrative about the global, it’s like, well: what do we do or what would we do? What would make it sense? 

It seems that power has all the trump cars. For Doreen power is giving us the narrative and reshaping our minds and making us think that these things are natural. For other radicals power is also dominating us and intervening directly in this global world where power seems to be free from the constraints of the political. Then we talk about (sometimes, not always, not necessarily here) how can we get politics to the global level? How can we create mechanisms in which what meaning can be there? How do we do activities that can constrain this global power? Or, as Saskia will tell us, how do we get the States to think about doing something to constrain global power?

All I want to say is that I don’t think power and politics have been divorced. When we say that, that power is suddenly somewhere out there amorphously, and we have to rethink what politics is, and we try and bridge that gap in different ways using different strategies and different tactics, by using States, by having a rainbow coalition and green and nice people that have other good causes and getting together. All I’m saying is that I don’t think that that’s right. I have a much darker vision but it’s quite a contingent vision that what we’re witnessing, this implosion, this disjunction between power and politics hasn’t come from outside, hasn’t got to do with globalisation and economic and social courses. But actually, our heads have changed much more. Our experiences of ourselves and our capacities collectively and our experience of States and what they can do has been diminished and diminished and diminished, and I think that our lack of engagement in the world of politics, our lack of engagement in political parties and other collective frameworks means that we see the world differently to how we used to. We don’t have a clear collective mediating view, whether it’s nationally – we don’t feel particularly nationalistic or regionalistic or political or ideological. All the different mediative frameworks that gave our identities something beyond us as individuals seem to have worn away, and in that wearing away we confront the globe unmediatedly as individuals and as we all might know the more we experience something as individuals – if you go somewhere to a country on your own or you’re speaking at a conference without anyone that might agree with your view – you’re a bit more timid. You can’t really see the wood for the trees, and I think the world looks complex and impossible to manage because our heads have changed, our relationships to our own societies have changed. I don’t think that power has suddenly got all the answers and all the tricks, or emigrated to the global level. I think that what we call politics and what we call power exists with us essentially. I think that we can’t just think about a magical solution to our lack of engagement in the world, we have to create the frameworks of engagement. We have to create ways of thinking and connecting with people and creating collectivities. Because there is no academic solution to the problem of what’s happened to radical politics, there’s no life transitional programme that Trotsyists might have, no wonderful thing about the environment … Because as long as we just see the world as individuals, even if we did radical politics it would be ethics. If we don’t know where power is how are we going to be involved instrumentally or strategically? How can we test our ideas out? What forces us to engage with people?

The thing with at least having an idea where power is and it really existing at a State level is at least you can say ‘Well how do we get control of power?’ Power used to be a good thing if you wanted to change the world and all I’m suggesting (I’m not fetishising States or saying that they have power, in fact some of them don’t have power); I’d argue that where power resides is within us as collectivities and the withdrawal of us from politics means that politics doesn’t exist. It means that power doesn’t exist as a political and conscious and meaningful thing, all we have is the world and things happening and all we can do is respond to them or be resilient. The impossibility of politics, which is what I would see the world that we live in now, isn’t something that’s imposed because suddenly we have the internet or financial things exist or something. The impossibility of politics exists because we aren’t taking responsibility for thinking in a vacuum, for thinking in an abyss, and for thinking if we want politics to exist it’s our responsibility to construct it and to think it and the more that we discuss something called radical politics, the more we probably think that there are shortcuts or solutions or some petition we can send to a government, that is not going to resolve the political crisis.

Politics doesn’t exist without people and we are the only solution. As long as we think that someone else is going to do it for us there’ll never be a solution. So I want to be positive and say that the death of politics, or our inability to grasp what radical politics might be, isn’t something that’s imposed or necessarily. But to re-embrace it we’re the only people that can do it.

Saskia Sassen: I agree with a lot of what has been said. We’ve covered the fact that a lot of what has been said here pertains to the global North (rich developed countries) and one issue is that we have become consumers of our citizenship, of our democracy, of politics and if you look around the world there’s actually quite a bit of radical politics that is being made. In China there are revolts every day, there are people who are fighting for freedom of expression. The global South, I mean Latin America – is extraordinary what is going on there. So we do need this global perspective. However, we in the North have a very serious problem. So I agree with what David said (but I see it as very much the story of the North). I want to share two or three thoughts.

One thought is this: how do we in the North get out of this notion of just consuming the existing politics? You know, we have to make the political. Now, a framing sort of umbrella for me when I’m doing my research on the present and this present, our modernity should we say in the global North, is that it is a time when the stabilised meaning have become unstable. The meaning of politics, for me the form of political apparatus barely engages in politics. The State is an administrative capability, it makes policies etc; it is not a political entity. I think political parties are a bit along those lines as well. So, the question then is in our global North, in our rich developed countries etc, where is politics being made?

Now if you work with immigrants you know that we all are aware of that. Actually they are making politics. Apparently it’s to survive and certain rules and they go to court on human rights issues. The judiciary becomes a place for making politics if you have a protestatory claim that you bring to a court. Culture festivals are a way of making politics, and they matter but it’s clearly not enough.

For me, one of the critical issues that I get to in the book (What is Radical Politics Today?) is: how can we re-appropriate our State? The starting point here is that, again coming back to this notion that stabilised meanings have become unstable – (by the way, I should say I don’t think any meaning is permanently stable, that there are periods when histories, geographies, projects of power, projects of those without power, come together and generate a certain kind of stability of meaning. 

For me the State today has become an unstable meaning, and there are two issues I want to talk about. I can’t really develop them completely here, but one of them concerns the internal differentiations within the State. They have long existed, the State is a site for conflict. The other thing is that the Executive Branch of the Prime Ministerial Office (whatever the regime) has gained enormous power because of globalisation. I also contest this notion that if we have globalisation then the State has no power. Many parts of the State have lost power but not the Executive Branch of Government. It is powerful always, the least democratic and the one where we, the citizens, have the least standing. For me Blair epitomises this, with his kitchen cabinet and all of that. So one of the issues for me is really how to re-appropriate the State.

I play around a bit with this notion of the State in my chapter. If I take a detached look at what has been happening with these so-called liberal democracies in the last 20 years, what I see is a rather strong disposition towards internationalism. The problem it’s a certain kind of internationalism. It wants to make a global corporate company, to make the possibilities for a global financial market (well certain parts of the State want to do that, especially the Executive Branch of the Government). So the question for me is, can one take this and look at the State as a capability that is actually far more complex than the richest multi-national corporation, which is basically a rather elementary organisational form. Ultimately with a rather centralised control, a project that spreads throughout all its different parts. 

Let me just nail it down, let me be pragmatic for a minute here and say all kinds of government functions have learnt really how to work with the government functionaries of other countries; around questions of terrorism, around questions of global trade, around questions of global finance, a lot of negative things. However, the question is, as the State developed some international muscles, can we re-appropriate it, can it be re-geared towards global environmental issues, global justice issues?

I want a de-nationalised capability that is a State and I think it has to be a collaborative international kind of State of operations for certain kinds of projects. That means that a lot of politics has to be done that goes beyond perhaps existing political parties.

The other aspect for me, it’s a question that David kept bringing up, which is the question of power and there again one of the propositions, the umbrella ideas that I work with, is starting again from the notion that certain meanings have become unstable. I think today, not in our global North countries, not in our fat, liberal democracies (which by the way have a lot of poverty too and inequality), but when the powerlessness is false and an unstable meaning. I want to launch like a working hypothesis and it is that under certain conditions powerlessness becomes complex and I want to stay within powerless. It’s not about empowerment. Empowerment is another matter. I asked myself even if you remain powerless, is your powerlessness actually on certain conditions complex and in that complexity then is there the possibility of making a history, making a politics? I think what we’ve seen in the global South, we’re seeing the revolts in China for example, is that. 

One of the things that I wrote in this book and I worked on for many years, is the question: ‘Do those without power get to make history?’; very often they do. They do under certain conditions and they also need more time. It often is a multi-generational project but a temporal dimension that is very different from what it is with those who have power. In that sense I think that when we look at outside our liberal democracies, our rich countries, or our countries with lots of rich people what I do see is that powerlessness is unstable right now, in the sense that it is complex and you sense the potential of making history.

Final point, when you look historically (and I went back to medieval times etc in this last book of mine) no formalised system of power has been brought down by a greater power. That is very rare but there are battles, there are wars but the real bringing down of a system takes quite a bit. Look at the Roman Empire, look at all the big empires. It’s interesting to see how empires end. For the military dictatorships in Latin America it’s not that the US came and liberated them, no, no. They imploded – too much blood, too much abuse. 

So I think the question is, is it is actually those without power who have perhaps the keenest interest to bring that power down? That in their own multiple ways often with truncated histories and often with invisible histories, who actually contributes in a very significant way to bring power down? The question of narration, which is one that Doreen brought up, is who narrates our histories? What are the categories? We’re very stuck on power and powerlessness as absolute total conditions and power and it’s constructed, it’s needs conditionality (that is what the State did with the Executive Branch of Government), make the power, contributed to make the power of the global corporate sector etc and powerlessness is made. If these are made they can also be unmade but it takes making.

So, for me, the question of radical politics ultimately – and I’ve really become a pragmatist I must say – it’s the making of it. We have to make it and in this countries, I mean like the US and the UK, we seem to be having far more difficulty in making it than in other countries where people are dying, including the human rights lawyers in the post-Soviet domain who are dying for it, but there is a lot of radical politics happening it’s just in our rich democracies: where it is?
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