
BIROn - Birkbeck Institutional Research Online

Kumar, Ashok and Gebrial, D. and Elliott-Cooper, A. and Iyer, S. (2018)
Marxist interventions into contemporary debates. Historical Materialism 26
(2), pp. 3-20. ISSN 1465-4466.

Downloaded from: http://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/id/eprint/23403/

Usage Guidelines:
Please refer to usage guidelines at https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/policies.html or alternatively
contact lib-eprints@bbk.ac.uk.

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Birkbeck Institutional Research Online

https://core.ac.uk/display/199197054?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/id/eprint/23403/
https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/policies.html
mailto:lib-eprints@bbk.ac.uk


An Introduction to the Issue of Identity Politics 

  

2017 was, in many ways, the year debates around identity politics came to a head. No longer 

exclusively the stuff of intra-Leftist mudslinging, the contrived opposition between ‘class politics’ 

and ‘identity politics’ resurfaced in mainstream political and media parlance. After having 

spectacularly misjudged two of the West’s most significant political shocks of the decade – 

Brexit and the election of Donald Trump – talking heads were quick to blame the rise of the far-

right on the crushing hegemony of ‘political correctness’. This discursive framework purportedly 

side-lined the so-called ‘white working class’ in its desperate, emasculating attempts to appeal 

to women, people of colour and other marginalised communities. 

  

Despite the categorically bourgeois interests behind UK Leave / Remain campaigns, and the 

fact that, for example, lower-income Americans were less likely to vote for Trump than the upper 

classes (Gould 2016)[1], both moments were prematurely framed as cries of revenge from 

white, working class men. A category defined by class as well as race, and yet dispossessed 

not by capitalism, but by a multiracial metropolitan elite preoccupied with showing superficial 

tolerance towards minority identities. White nationalist and former Chief Strategist in Trump’s 

White House Steve Bannon neatly summarised this framework – and its efficacy for his project 

of the so-called ‘alt-right’: 

  

“The Democrats - the longer they talk about identity politics, I got ‘em. I want them to talk about 

racism every day. If the left is focused on race and identity, and we go with economic 

nationalism, we can crush the Democrats.”[2] 

  

Indeed, the set up here becomes untenable for any serious, comprehensive Left project. The 

struggles of raced, gendered, sexual marginalities are situated in opposition to economic 

dispossession – which in turn, is experienced exclusively by white people, specifically white 

men, who curiously are not themselves implicated in a politics of identity-formation. In a further 

stretch of the imagination, the root of this economic dispossession is not located in the structural 

conditions of capital, but in the unjust squandering of resources on the less deserving – on 

migrants, people of colour and queer people. As such, resistance to this economic 

dispossession lies not in the dismantling of capitalism, but in the intensification of its racial and 

gendered violence: more incarceration, more detention and more jingoistic grandstanding. The 

implicit logic here is that the greater the dispossession of the racial and gendered Other, the 

higher the pile of scraps under the table of the capitalist class. Such a strategy effectively 

destroys all grounds for mass, anti-capitalist solidarity and resistance. 

  

The original impetus for this Special Issue, which seeks to explicitly intervene in this 

contradictory discursive context, came in late 2015 – before the aforementioned political 

upheavals. It came in response to the Left’s ongoing internalisation of these terms, and the 

cycle of self-defeat it was leading to. Indeed, just as all identity categories are spatially and 

temporally contingent – socially constructed, yet naturalised – so too is this current bifurcation 

between ‘class politics’ and ‘identity politics.’ This opposition is itself a constructed, naturalised 

and – crucially – effective, innovation of the Right’s many incarnations. It was clear to us that the 



Left’s failure to articulate a compelling, rigorous history of identity formation and, by extension, 

identity oppression as being rooted in capitalist dynamics left a dangerous explanatory vacuum. 

Furthermore, it created an organisational culture of individualised, positionality politics that 

precluded the possibility of broad-based co-operation – a necessity in the fight against capital in 

its contemporary form. If only the personal can be political, solidarity ceases to be desirable - let 

alone achievable. 

  

Tackling this mystification of the politics of identity formation, the politics of capital and their 

mutual constitution, is an urgent site of intervention for Marxists today. As many of the 

contributions to this Special Issue show, there has been a fundamental ideological concession 

in the discourse regarding the role and nature of identity: of what we are talking about when we 

talk about identity. Chapters by Yunqi Shi and Annie Olaloku-Teriba in particular elegantly 

demonstrate how the Left has forfeited the notion of identity as being materially rooted, and 

contingent on historical and geographical context. In its place, we see the hegemonic 

acceptance of an inherently reactionary alternative: one which perceives race, gender, sexuality 

as dearly held, self-fashioning and self-justifying essences. Such a concession has not only 

reinforced the class/identity binary, but led to a stifled political imagination, in which identity-

based politics can only be conceptualised within liberal capitalist logic. The acceptance and 

valorization of one’s identity as the both the start and end point of politics, leaves us with 

diversification within contemporary power structures as the only conceivable goal. Identity-

based organizing spaces have become an end in themselves, rather than being seen as part of 

the labour of building meaningful, constructive solidarity between oppressed groups. In turn, 

exploring one’s personal identity is no longer the beginning of a deeper, theoretical exploration 

of oppression and resistance strategies, but the political project tout court.  

  

A form of identity politics that has always strained resistance movements – one that conceals its 

roots in historical power dynamics behind a fog of contradiction and homogenisation – has 

therefore emerged as dominant. This Special Issue aims to unpack this phenomenon, and begin 

to carve out alternative understandings of identity and its relationship to political economy. 

Specifically, the aim is to do this in a way that can effectively rise to the challenges of the 

contemporary world. It asks: how can we begin to understand identities such as race as not just 

– to extend Stuart Hall’s formulation – a “modality” in which class, and therefore capitalism, is 

“lived”, but also through which its power is continually made and remade? Most importantly, how 

can we use such theoretical formulations as the guiding principle of our organizational 

strategies? 

  

Identity politics and neoliberalism 

  

Marxists have long made a case for the analytical connection between the rise of a particular 

kind of dematerialised identity politics and neoliberal hegemony. It is within this academic 

trajectory that this intervention sits. 

  

The story goes as such: in the West, the late 1960s and 70s saw the demise of a dominant form 

of capitalist production (‘Fordism’) - associated with high levels of employment, rising wages 



and increased welfare spending - all of which fed into a culture of mass consumption. The 

Fordist years are widely understood as a concordat between capital and labour, where the latter 

was allowed a minor share in the former’s gains. Neoliberal measures however, championed by 

Reagan and Thatcher, brought this “virtuous spiral” to an end, and a new kind of political 

organizing grew. Surin identifies two popular positions on the rise of this new politics – one is 

that spreading prosperity under Fordism rendered a class-based politic less indispensable for 

working people, allowing new forms of collectivity to emerge (the civil rights movement, feminist, 

peace, ecology, and gay liberation movements) (Surin 2009)[3]. The second prefers to see the 

growth of identity politics alongside neoliberalism as a quintessentially post-World War II 

American phenomenon, whereby a new multiculturalism emerged that was linked to the 

implementation of structural adjustment and Western-led humanitarian interventions. This 

operated as part of the US’s need to assert itself within a context of newly emerging 

independent states in Africa and Asia, along with the internationalization of the world economy 

(ibid, p.142-46). In both interpretations, the identitarian conjuncture of the 1970s is situated as 

distinct from any iteration that may have prefigured it; it is a historical break in which the 

predominant political articulations dethroned a more conventional idea of class-based politics. 

This reading sees identity politics as emerging from a historical moment that opposes the 

development of a mass anti-capitalist politics, and being symptomatic of this failure, cannot 

possibly generate resistance to it. 

  

Many of these assumptions are reflected in the Axel Honneth and Nancy Fraser debate, where 

the two competing goods are those of ‘recognition’ and ‘redistribution’. Recognition is the 

demand by oppressed groups that their distinctiveness be recognized, and the predominance of 

this vocabulary is occurring alongside the “decline in claims for egalitarian redistribution” of 

material resources and goods (Fraser 2000). The demand for recognition is seen as the only 

viable demand that can be made, in a world where a credible “feasible socialism” does not 

seem possible, and there remain doubts about the viability of the erstwhile Keynesian social 

democratic order (ibid). Fraser identifies two problems with a politics of recognition – the first 

being that it displaces struggles for redistribution by remaining silent on economic inequality, 

and two that it reifies group identities, in a manner that freezes them and offers no possibility of 

overcoming them. In this way, “cultural proponents of identity politics simply reverse the claims 

of an earlier form of vulgar Marxist economism: they allow the politics of recognition to displace 

the politics of recognition” (ibid).   Fraser sees recognition as offering a valuable path for 

liberation, in that it can chart out a way to overcome the institutional misrecognition of 

oppressed groups (the status model), (i.e. racial profiling, homophobia, the stigma attached to 

single mothers, etc.)  without valorising the specificity of the group itself (the identity model). In 

confronting institutionalised discrimination, politics centred around recognition offer the 

possibility of seeing economic inequalities as barriers to full citizenship and participation in 

social life, tying  the oppression of identity groups into questions around the distribution of and 

access to resources.  

 

 In this sense, identity politics is positioned in a variety of Marxist frameworks  as ineffectual; as 

a politics founded on difference, it is inherently incapable of building the broad-based movement 

needed to destabilize capitalism. These arguments rely on seeing identity politics as not just 



historically linked to the neoliberal moment, but as a manifestation of a neoliberal logic itself. 

Under the thesis that neoliberalism is not simply an economic moment, or set of economic 

policies, but a logic unto itself - turning “all conduct into economic conduct”[4] - identity politics 

has been understood as a configuration of this neoliberal rationality. Where neoliberalism 

economizes previously non-economic spheres and practices, the human being now becomes 

human capital, and “is both a member of a firm, and itself a firm” (ibid, p.34). Indeed, according 

to Feher, the primary distinction between the neoliberal subject and the subjects that preceded 

her is that homo economicus is now concerned with enhancing its portfolio value in all domains 

of life.”  

  

So how might identity politics figure into this idea of neoliberal rationality? For one, as the 

Foucauldian narrative goes, the hallmark of neoliberal reason is competition, the market’s root 

principle. Political collectivities formed around insular, demarcated (albeit frequently changing) 

identities might therefore be conceived as groups competing for representative primacy and 

limited resources. As Adolph Reed (2016) and Walter Benn Michaels (2008) put it, on this 

model of identitarian liberation, capitalist society is faultless as long as within the 1% that 

controls 90% of all resources, there is a proportional representation of women, racial minorities, 

and LGBT people[5]. Toure Reed’s (2015) interpretation identifies discourses which lead to 

groups like Black Lives Matter presenting racism in policing and prisons as somehow separate 

to capitalism. While he chooses a media interview from a BLM activist, rather than the material 

the movement produces (which is quite explicit about the links between capitalism and prisons), 

his critique speaks to a wider trend in categorising prisons as a ‘race’ problem, and universal 

healthcare and free education as offering a class reductionist approach to social injustice. Much 

of this critique, articulated by both Adolph Reed and Toure Reed, is linked to their frustration 

with anti-racism overlooking the ways in which the Bernie Sanders campaign disrupts neoliberal 

hegemony. While groups like BLM are dissatisfied with Sanders’ position on policing and 

prisons, their aforementioned critics consider the commitments to healthcare, education and 

other social-democratic policies as a fundamentally positive contribution to struggles for social, 

economic and racial justice. This conception of identity politics also opens it up to critique on the 

lines of strategy – - whereby collectives organized around the principle of difference will be 

reduced to trying to win concessions under capitalism for the groups that they represent. 

Therefore, as political affiliations organised around differential identity brackets cannot confront 

capital or class, it ought to be dispensed with.  

 

Brown (2015) identifies this sort of despair as part of neoliberal logic, that market institutions are 

unassailable and that there is no prospect of change. Rather, these critics see identity politics 

as itself a manifestation of class politics: the class politics of a “professional-managerial class” 

which does not seek to dismantle class structures - thinking this is either impossible, or perhaps 

even undesirable - but seeks instead to ensure the representation of minorities among the 

capitalist class. Replacing an analysis that situates capitalism at its heart, the root of systemic 

injustice in popular discourse is then increasingly relegated to the ahistorical and individualising 

domain of ‘intolerance’ and ‘prejudice’. It is then no surprise that the rise of this mode of political 

organisation and, most crucially, political imagination, happens through and alongside the 



dismantling of unions and of the possibility of envisioning an alternative to a world thoroughly 

marketised. 

  

This is not to consign all forms of identity-based movements as unfortunate mistakes - or worse, 

‘false consciousness’. Indeed, even these critics admit to there being a utility to identity politics 

when leveraged against the state for legal remedies – but the contestation is that this strategic, 

or operational, essentialism must be only that - it cannot contribute to a political vision of 

liberation, or even one that sees anti-racism and women’s liberation as part of a program for 

social justice. The claim is, in part, that ascriptive identities (like race, gender, or sexual 

orientation) shift from being understood as, to extend Stuart Hall’s formulation, modalities 

through which class is “lived” and experienced (Hall, 1996, p51)[6] to attributes of individuals 

that attach to them. It becomes part of their ‘portfolio,’ categorizing individuals on the basis of 

what they are rather than what they do. In this sense, identity operates as a commodity, 

whereby the historical specificity of racism and sexism’s emergence through and alongside a 

capitalist mode of production is mystified. 

  

The emergence of identity politics is therefore also embedded in the liberal democratic state, 

and the ability to mobilize around gaining concessions or formal rights from it. These are, in the 

liberal democratic framework, intended to translate into material and symbolic equality. The 

precondition for this collectivization, however, is the claim that the collective group is oppressed 

and has been injured in some way. Brown (2015) cautions that this approach politicizes identity 

by re-entrenching its own pain, and its continued success is contingent on not overcoming this 

pain; in other words, the collective identification is premised on a past exclusion rather than an 

imagination of future liberation. Nair  goes further, saying that the ideal subject of neoliberalism 

is a subject of trauma, and the corollary, in movements, is a culture of confessing one’s 

individual trauma, necessitating a certain personal experience and fulfilling a demand for 

authenticity that is seen to stifle organizing rather than creating the conditions for solidarity and 

effective resistance (Kinnucan 2014)[7]. 

  

The question remains, however: given their predominance in the contemporary moment, can 

identitarian movements be a viable part of anti-capitalist political formations? What character 

would they take if so? Can identity collectives be predicated on their own eventual destruction, 

or do they necessarily solidify the formations they seek redress for? It remains unclear whether 

they offer no meaningful interim reparation, or that the moment of their emergence necessarily 

precludes these movements from taking on an anti-capitalist character. Of course a politics of 

identity that is simply an extension of liberal democracy, and only conceives of itself in those 

terms, ought to be dismissed outright as having any revolutionary prospect (and, it must be 

added, they have no pretensions of having any). And as Surin points out, there have been a 

number of historical struggles that confronted economic dispossession in a way that has centred 

gender and race analysis as core modes through which such dispossession has been made 

possible (such as the Zapatista movement in the Chiapas, or the Wages for Housework 

movement). Perhaps it remains most useful not to see identity movements as having 

supplanted class-based organizing, but as a development that is itself structured by a continuing 

class conflict, regenerated by the financial crisis of 2008 and continued through the latest 



political crises of 2016. But if identity movements are to have anti-capitalist energy, the abolition 

of class and identity distinctions will have to be part of their vision for the future, the society that 

they struggle for. 

  

The identity politics of whiteness 

  

The critique of identity politics in recent years, been shouted loudest by the right. Reducing a 

range of struggles which decentre the West, or overtly problematize whiteness, to matters of 

‘identity’ is used to dismiss critiques of European imperialism and its legacies. Yet, it is the 

identity politics mobilised by the right which has seen Empire recaptured in the minds of 

Europe’s citizens most effectively. Take the UK referendum to remain or leave the European 

Union, as a case-in-point. We witnessed the evocation of Britishness, and by extension 

whiteness, as an identity, mobilised through a range of signifiers and symbols. 

  

While Britain’s political establishment was somewhat divided on the issue, those in the Leave 

camp seized the moment, in an unmasking of racism which was shocking to some. When 

Barack Obama made a presidential visit to Britain, urging it to remain in the European Union, 

Boris Johnson, Secretary of Foreign Affairs, remarked that Obama holds Britain in contempt due 

to his Kenyan roots. Combining an acknowledgement of imperial crimes with the ongoing 

nostalgia of Empire itself was perhaps only shocking as far as it was directed at the head of the 

old Empire’s most successful legacy. Yet it is Brexit which provided the antidote to both Britain’s 

post-imperial melancholia and the political correctness (now apparently thrusted upon Britain 

from a European, rather than a darker outsider) which dampens its proud legacies. The 

popularity of this white identitarianism wasn’t missed by the press, hoisting the far-right Nigel 

Farage to public stardom. Even the often liberal Channel 4 News, invited Farage into the studio 

to discuss Empire, as the living survivors of Britain’s gulags in 1950s Kenya forced their old 

colonial masters to publicly acknowledge their crimes. Neither lawyer nor historian, Nigel 

Farage’s sole purpose was to posit an identitarian position, reassuring viewers that white British 

was an identity of which to be proud, and importantly, an identity under attack. Flip-flopping 

between post-colonial immigration threats and those from continental Europe was, and remains, 

a seamless transition. Farage’s UKIP demonstrated this with their flagship advertising 

campaign, which identified the apparent failings of EU migration policy with an image of darker-

skinned migrants who have come from beyond Europe’s borders, falsely implying that it is EU 

membership which leads to migrants from beyond Europe entering the UK. 

  

But of course, herein lies the power of identity politics – even the most basic level of consistency 

can be explained away, with Leave voters citing a range of xeno-racist explanations from their 

position. From the threat of ‘radical Islam’ or the job-seeking Europeans, to the ominous ‘Take 

Back Control’, with clear echoes to the equally nostalgic ‘Make America Great Again’ being 

sung across the Atlantic. Interestingly, both Brexit and Trump were interpreted by many on the 

liberal left as being part of a working class (read: white working class) revolt. The assumption 

that the xeno-racist bigotry of Brexit/Trump is the preserve of the (white) working class, is not 

particularly new to the common sense of the liberal establishment. But the platforms afforded to 

the extreme-right by the liberal press, as citizens in both the US and Europe went to the ballot, 



points towards an encouragement of such a (white) uprising [in times of working class dissent, 

the liberal media affirmed a dangerous historical precedent that it is the Right wing that has the 

knowledge and the answers]. While the complementary relationship between liberalism and 

white racism has long been documented (Cesaire 2000)[8], it is within this political moment that 

far-right and fascist forces, emerging from Europe and North America’s capitalist class, was 

presented as something quite different. Studies following the election of Trump and the British 

referendum on Europe clearly indicate that working class people, racialized as white, were not 

the primary demographic driving these reactionary electoral outcomes (Bhambra 2018)[9]. A 

complex mesh of educational attainment, property-ownership, public/private sector work, age 

and of course race, appear to be stronger determinants as to the position taken in these battles 

over identity. 

  

Further cementing the white politics of identity abroad became apparent with Prime Minister (at 

the time of writing) Theresa May’s post-Brexit tour. Visiting Australia, New Zealand, Canada and 

the United States, the Conservative government enthusiastically championed more migration 

between these historically aligned white settler colonies. No longer a colonial favourite, South 

Africa was left off the list of former colonies with which Britain wished to maintain such close 

ties. And while Modi's India has been widely praised by Britain’s political class, his proposal for 

skilled migrants to be afforded more open access to a post-Brexit Britain was swiftly rejected. 

Consistent with the rhetoric around international migration, the greatest indicator of how the 

identity politics of whiteness remains wrapped up in establishment politics is perhaps through its 

foreign policy. While some commentators speculated that Trump could lead to great isolationism 

on the part of America, US aggression in Syria and towards North Korea suggest otherwise. As 

Sai Englert points out in his analysis of identification with Israel and the Trump campaign in this 

special feature, even the rampant anti-Semitism of these white nationalisms has done little to 

deter white identities globally, which continue to mark the international fault-lines which 

facilitates the settler-colonial project taking place in what was formerly Palestine. Indeed, the 

violence of white nationalisms which have emerged across Ango-America since the Trump-

Brexit alliance began to take hold, may well be reproduced on the international scale. This 

should perhaps come as little surprise, for a movement which relies so heavily on a whitened 

version of an imperial past.  

  

Identity politics and the international 

  

Beyond the Anglo-American context within which the editors of this special feature are situated, 

identity politics has also been mobilised across the post-colonial world. Two key examples are 

the key regional powers in Southern Africa and South Asia: South Africa and India. In India, the 

identity politics of Hindu nationalism has gone further in strengthening neo-colonial capitalism 

and repressing the darker masses. While the BJP espouses a nationalism that, it often argues, 

is anti-colonial, in it’s harking back to a pre-colonial Hindu culture, it has in fact, re-entrenched 

neoliberalism. Constructing an identity politics which imposes a school curricula promoting 

Sanskrit, but also RSS literature and a patriotic ‘defence studies’ is used to legitimise BJP 

reforms. Like the far-right in Europe and North America, the BJP has blamed the inequalities of 

neoliberal capitalism, on liberal elites which favour minorities, such as Muslims (Vanaik 2001: 



55)[10]. Thus, neoliberalism continues to shape the political economy of the subcontinent, with 

its reproduction cemented, and resistance to it repressed, through a populist party defined by 

identity. 

In South Africa, on which Richard Pithouse writes, identity politics is continually mobilised to 

promote a black capitalism which has left the vast majority of black South Africans as 

impoverished as they were during apartheid. The ANC’s shift towards a neo-colonial capitalism 

has been masked with a rhetoric championing a black capitalism. The rhetoric of the latter is 

demonstrated through BEE, the Black Economic Empowerment Act of 2003, the promotion of 

economic transformation to "enable meaningful participation of black people in the economy" 

Section 2(a). It has, however, only reached a thin layer of South Africa’s black population 

(Nattras & Seekings 2001: 66)[11], particularly those with close links to the ANC government 

(Bond 2004)[12]. For example, the ANC-aligned owners of the wine industry have used BEE to 

avoid land redistribution and improvements in worker conditions (see Du Toit et al 2008)[13]. 

Moreover, a BEE deal involving state forests in Komatiland had to be cancelled after the 

recipient, Mcebisi Mlonzi, was accused of paying Andile Nkuhlu of the public enterprises 

R55,000 before the deal was sealed (Gumede 2005: 296)[14]. 

Frantz Fanon grappled with the pitfalls of the post-colonial state, as the black bourgeoisie 

serviced the former colonial masters, manifested in the enduring presence of white monopoly 

capital in South Africa. As Paul Gilroy (1998: 842)[15] puts it, anti-racism prescribes us 

the pious ritual in which we always agree that ‘race’ is invented but are then required to defer to 

its embeddedness in the world and to accept that the demand for justice nevertheless requires 

us to enter the political arenas that it helps to mark out. 

Yet, in attempting to overcome such a contradiction, he affirms that identity should be the basis 

for our politics, not our politics in itself. Thus, it is being racialized as black, and all that it brings, 

that provides the basis for the radical anti-racist, anti-capitalist and anti-imperialist politics of 

social movements in South Africa, and many other post-colonial contexts. Navigating this 

strategic deployment of identity is as urgent in both the under and over-developed worlds. But 

rather than making clear divisions between them, this special issue instead focuses on the 

genealogies of identities, their relationship with the state and the extent to which they can help 

or hinder solidarities. 

  

This special issue is organised into three sections: genealogies, the state, and solidarity. 

  

Genealogies 

We begin with Marie Moran’s ‘No Identity before Identity Politics’. Moran analyses the 

relationship between economic transformation and political struggle by following the changing 

meaning and application of the word ‘identity’ throughout the twentieth-century. Moran argues 

that the emergence of the central role of identity in social and political practice is an outgrowth 

of particular social forces and pressures. In this context, prior to the 1950s identity was 



discussed only by a small group of philosophers and in a fundamentally different way to how it 

has emerged in popular culture since the 1950s. Identity politics in its more contemporary form 

arose in the second half of the 20th century as a direct response to the inequalities of the post-

war consumer boom. In short, through the changing articulation of ‘identity’ and its move, over 

time, from the political periphery to its core, ‘identity’ in its current expression is both specific to 

advanced capitalism and a historical novelty 

In March 2016, at the height of her campaign for the White House, Hillary Clinton effusively 

tweeted about the ‘complex, intersectional set of challenges’ faced by the United States. 

Whether it was Clinton herself or a high priced social media strategist behind the tweet is 

neither here nor there; what is clear is that intersectionality is now part of popular parlance and 

hegemonic discourse. In “Intersectionality and Marxism: A Critical Historiography” Ashley 

Bohrer places the emergence and proliferation of intersectionality against and within a Marxist-

Feminist framework. These debates have rested on the antagonism between Marxism, which 

tends to place gender and race as secondary or epiphenomenal to class, and intersectionality, 

in which class remains underdeveloped or absent altogether. Ultimately, Bohrer locates 

capitalism as the source of modern class, gender, sexuality, and race systems of oppression but 

does not position class as the primary or privileged axis of oppression. As such an 

intersectional-Marxism is necessary to both understand capitalist exploitation and oppression 

and mobilize to overthrow it. 

Hannah Proctor’s “History from Within: Identity and Interiority” is best read as a critique of the 

critiques of identity politics. It aims to break with some of the conditional reflexes in debates over 

identity politics, in particular the assumption that considerations of subjective experience 

somehow invariable reify liberal individualism. In this kaleidoscopic approach, Proctor delves 

into 20th century psychological texts that preceded the ‘age of identity politics’, drawing on 

seemingly disparate experience to draw out the distinction between identification, recognition, 

integration and subjectivity. Through the case of veiled Muslim women in Soviet Uzbekistan, 

Proctor asks whether Alexander Luria's Cognitive Development can be read to understand 

something of his research subjects' experiences, free of the interpreter’s cultural assumptions. 

Arguing against Fraser and others that individual psychology is indeed interwoven with identity - 

and thus social relations - the paper explains how Luria set out to show that cognitive capacities 

corresponded to externally manifest social attributes and material conditions. 

However, Luria saw veiled Muslim women as 'backward' and thus in need of 'cognitive 

development'. This is situated within Luria's broader Stalinist-teleological view of progress that 

was both shaped by Russian nationalism and hostile to racial essentialism. Proctor 

demonstrates how Luria's reports show a top-down conception of emancipation based on the 

abstract understanding of pre-approved concepts, rather than a subjectivity rooted in experience 

of oppression. Within this framework Luria sees Muslim women as especially repressed and 

psychically backward, thus in need of education. Finally, Proctor critiques a normative impulse 

in Fanon via Moten, explaining this latter's politics of non-identity, non-recognition and non-

'framing' (as against identity politics through a demand for recognition). Ultimately, Proctor helps 

complicate the contemporary formations of identity by exploring the political importance of 



interiority. In doing so she breaks with a the linear understanding of the relationship between the 

social and psychological – asking how the social informs the psychic and how the psychic 

informs the social. 

In ‘Afro-pessimism and the (Un)Logic of Anti-Blackness’ Annie Olaloku-Teriba examines the 

formation and limitations of ‘anti-Blackness’ as a theory and a practice. Olaloku-Teriba 

understands ‘Anti-Blackness’ in its Afro-pessimistic formulation. In this dominant variant, the 

basis for ‘anti-blackness’ is a uniform, transhistorical and universal racial hierarchy and static 

categories with white people at the top and black people at the bottom. In this social order, 

one’s proximity to whiteness determines their place on the ladder. Consequently, the charge of 

‘anti-blackness’ is mobilized against non-black people of colour. The theory and its practice, 

Olaloku-Teriba argues, emerged due to number of factors including the collapse of diverse 

political traditions represented in the black liberation struggles of the 1960s and the separation 

between domestic (anti-racist) and international (anti-imperialist) resistance. Through historical 

analysis, Olaloku-Teriba wrenches back the Black Panther Party and Franz Fanon from the 

pessimists, reclaiming them for revolutionaries. She uses Hugh P. Newton’s concept of 

intercommunalism, with its conception of race as historically contingent and its aim to abolition 

race altogether, as a rejoinder to theories of Afro-pessimism. Ultimately, Olaloku-Teriba 

intervenes in contemporary debates through a critique of the growing Afro-pessimism literature, 

in an attempt to revive the idea of racial solidarity and the possibility of revolutionary politics. 

The State 

In “Feminism Against Crime Control” Koshka Duff addresses the tension between the struggle 

against sexual violence and seeking justice through the criminalizing state. How can the power 

of the state – perhaps the biggest single perpetrator of sexual violence - be wielded against 

perpetrators of sexual violence? Are we either rape apologists or state apologists? To answer 

this, Duff disrupts these entrenched battle lines by exploring the work of Catharine MacKinnon – 

known as ‘Governance Feminisms’ most important theorist and advocate. Duff, in a similar vein 

to Yunqi Shi’s paper, situates these debates within the current of ‘identity thinking’, whereby a 

critique of the carceral state can reproduce its logic - which relies on a clear victim/perpetrator 

binary -  outside the state, leading Duff to highlight the need for a more complicated 

engagement with a multifaceted and contradictory state. 

In ‘The State, Zionism and the Nazi Genocide’ Sai Englert interrogates the relationship between 

Jewish identity, Zionism and official Holocaust memory, as shaped by contemporary identity 

politics discourse. Englert describes two distinct but overlapping formations of Jewish identity, 

one shaped by and for the needs of the settler-colonial state and another constructed through 

political contestation. Englert argues that despite the rationale of preventing anti-Semitism, 

state-led anti-Semitism has resulted in the Jewish community’s identification with Israel and 

Zionism and a whitewashed reading of the Nazi genocide that obscures the role of Western 

states and capital. 



Richard Pithouse’s ‘Forging New Political Identities in the Shanty Towns of Durban’ sets up two 

conflicting paths to political power in South Africa – accumulation via the state (authoritarian 

nationalism organized around forms of clientalism) and accumulation via the market (racial 

capitalism). However, this conflict between elites, the mandarins of the state and proprietors of 

capital, found common ground against popular movements. To support this claim, Pithouse 

takes us through a political history of post-apartheid South Africa and the discursive disjuncture 

between the articulation of ‘identity politics’ by political elites and the exercise of popular politics 

by counter-elites or ‘ordinary citizens’. The result has been a deepening fissure between party 

politics and popular politics and between established trade unions and social movements. 

Solidarity 

Peter Hudis’ ‘Racism and the Logic of Capitalism’ speaks to Fanon’s understanding of the 

production of race-class, and race taking on a life of its own. Rather than abandon class 

analysis, Fanon expands it to a more relational understanding of society and change. The thesis 

that racism is ‘at the inner core of the dialectic of capital accumulation’ (p. 4) rests on two lines 

of argument: that capitalism emerged on the basis of the Atlantic slave-trade, and that the 

ensuing racism has had a unique impact on its victims by reaching down into a psychic level 

deeper than anything found in the relation between capital and labour. If the slave-trade is the 

proof that racism is at the inner core of capital, then the key question remains: can there be 

capitalism without racism, or was racism built into modern capitalism through certain historical 

events? Is racism truly essential to the operations of capital (on a par with the extraction of 

surplus-value), or rather is it a matter of contingent history? Alongside interrogating Fanon’s 

understanding of these questions, Hudis delves into Fanon’s critiques of fixed and essentializing 

tendency of Negritude. Critically, Hudis’ article is an implicit argument against Afro-pessimist 

misreadings of Fanon and its relation to Marxism, and should be read as a companion to Annie 

Olaloku-Teriba’s paper. 

Lucy Freedman’s “A ‘Beautiful Half Hour of Being a Mere Woman’: The Feminist Subject and 

Temporary Solidarity” observes the role of gender identity in addressing the contentious and 

seemingly intractable debate over womanhood. Drawing on the poetry of Loy and experiences 

of gender-based activist groups, Freedman describes a world in which solidarity and identity 

have become antagonistic. Borrowing the concept of ‘soft abolitionism’, Freedman argues for a 

deeper analysis of temporality to find an alternative to the binary between identity and identity 

abolition. Freedman explores the relationship between class formation and gender-oppressed 

people, asking: when do women and others oppressed by gender move from being a collection 

of individuals sharing a common experience, toward a collective acting with shared interests to 

challenge and even abolish these categories? Freedman argues that a more malleable and 

temporary gender identification could enable solidarity among women and gender queer people. 

To Freedman, temporary gender identification provides an answer to an impasse from long-

standing contradictions in feminist politics - the tension between a choice of reifying gender or 

undermining its own basis for connecting subjects. 



In recent years debates over the political relevance of cultural appropriation have often served 

as a heated dividing line between radicals and radical-liberals. In ‘Cultural Formation and 

Appropriation in the Era of Merchant Capitalism’ William Crane situates this question within the 

transition-to-capitalism literature to identify a place and time when the discourse of cultural 

appropriation went wrong. Crane historicises the emergence of cultural signifiers, taking the 

spice and textile trade of the Dutch United East India Company (VOC) and the slaves and 

sailors recruited by the VOC as early examples cultural formation as a process of the 

appropriation of human labor. In this context, Crane argues, cultural appropriation is more 

appropriately understood as the cosmopolitanism of capital and labour. 

Yunqi Shi’s paper, ‘Defining My Own Oppression: Neoliberalism and the Demands of 

Victimhood’, addresses a central paradox of the form of identity politics that has grown out of 

neoliberalism, positing the question: ‘why do we look for recognition from the very institutions we 

reject as oppressive?’ To Shi, contemporary activist circles maintain a contradictory position in 

their praxis. While ‘identity politics’ itself is derided, in practice identity, with its emphasis on 

experiential accounts of oppression, has become a barometer of legitimacy. ‘The collective’ 

conceived through intentional construction, as a product of agency and with a final aim towards 

dismantling the oppressions themselves, is now congealed through experiences of trauma 

produced by the structures of domination. From this, Shi unpacks how frameworks of 

‘intersectionality’  - once introduced as a rejoinder to identity politics - have come to function as 

its new iteration. Here, differential identities are continually multiplied, flattened out and 

naturalised in the name of representation and recognition - a process that sacrifices analytical 

depth for an unavailing form of breadth. The result of this political culture, organized ostensibly 

in opposition to these systems of oppression, is to make these social relations more durable. 

At its core, the aim of this special issue is to intervene in what are make-or-break questions for 

the Left today. Specifically, we hope to provoke further interrogative but comradely conversation 

that works towards breaking down the wedge between vulgar economism and vulgar 

culturalism. We call for an intellectual and organizational embracement of the complexity of 

identity as it figures in contemporary conditions; being a core organizing principle of capitalism 

as it functions today, a paradigm that Leftist struggle can be organised through and around - 

and yet all with a recognition of the necessity of historicizing, and ultimately abolishing, these 

categories along with capitalism itself. 

Critically, this work is not new. Looking back at the legacies of our strongest points in history - 

from the Black Panthers, to Fanon, to radical queer interrogations of gender - we stand in a long 

tradition of reconciling the material and the symbolic as inextricable components of oppression 

today. We invite scholars and activists to review this history, and re-orient its questions to the 

present day. In particular, we invite people to engage with areas that we did not cover - 

particularly around the pressing issues of Islamophobia, sexuality and debates around digital 

technology and subjectivity.  

Finally, this volume would not have been possible without the (often thankless) labour of dozens 

of scholars who served as blind reviewers - we extend gratitude for their work. 
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