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Preface

A very warm welcome to this, the XXI edition of the Social and 
Political Review of Trinity College Dublin. The essays within 
this edition range from those outlining the failings of the Eu-
ropean Union foreign policy in its policies surrounding Iraq to 
an analysis of the successful democracy in Mali; from an explo-

ration of the social issues surrounding the French banlieus and the Chicago 
ghetto, to an analysis of Nozick’s Entitlement theory – each of our essays 
highlights the time, effort and talent of undergraduate students from a wide 
variety of disciplines, without whom our journal would seize to exist, and the 
efforts and commitment of a dedicated production team.

The contribution of each individual editorial board member involved has 
formed an invaluable part of the final journal with their endless commitment 
to fund-raising, editing and publishing and I would like to take this oppor-
tunity to thank the production team for their continued support throughout 
the process. I must likewise acknowledge the widespread support the So-
cial and Political Review has enjoyed across College, with students, staff and 
alumni joining to ensure that the Review is of the highest standard. I am also 
extremely grateful to the various bodies both within and outside of College, 
who contributed to our endeavours, during this difficult financial context.

As always it has been the goal of the Social and Political Review to provide 
an outlet for vibrant, engaging debate among today’s students. This need for 
intelligent sociological and political discourse has rarely been more press-
ing. As we try to move away from the recent upheaval and look towards the 
future, it is ever more vital for Trinity students to engage in such discussions. 

Sarah Pocock,
EDITOR
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“In any free society, the conflict between 
social conformity and

individual liberty is permanent,  
unresolvable, and necessary”

Kathleen Norris (1947-)
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Are fathers necessary?

CLARE DELARGY
Senior Sophister 
Psychology

The assumption that the biological differences between men and 
women result in qualitatively different parenting is widespread, 
and is one held by society at large. Many social science research-
ers believe that fathers are an integral part of the family unit and 
that growing up without a father leaves a child at a developmen-

tal disadvantage (Popenoe, 1996).  In a survey conducted by the Iona Insti-
tute, 92% of the 1009 respondents agreed with the statement that ‘In general, 
a child has a right to a mother and father where possible’ (Iona Institute press 
release, 2009).  The ‘Essential Father’ theory holds that boys need a father 
to allow them to develop a masculine identity, while for girls they serve as a 
role model for future relationships and deter teenage pregnancy and prom-
iscuity (Popenoe, 1996). However, when the methods used to experimentally 
investigate such claims are subjected to analysis, they face criticism. Studies 
which gauge the necessity of fathers by studying children growing up without 
a father are overly simplistic and do not separate parental gender from other 
variables which may influence child outcomes. Researchers arriving at con-
clusions based on such studies are also accused of approaching the research 
within the context of their own political and social views (Silverstein & Au-
erbach, 1999; Biblarz and Stacey, 2010). 
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hood are not controlled in these experiments; choosing to become a single 
parent is very different to finding oneself a single parent following divorce 
or separation (Biblarz and Stacey, 2010). Families headed by single mothers 
tend to be poorer and thus the developmental outcomes seen in children 
raised by a single mother may be due to the negative effects of poverty rather 
than the absence of a father (McLoyd, 1998). Similarly, two parents may be 
in a better position to provide both economic and emotional resources to 
their children than a single parent (Amato, 2005). Upon closer inspection, 
studies which initially claim to examine the effects of growing up without a 
father may in fact also be ascertaining the impact of divorce or single parent-
hood upon children and drawing inaccurate conclusions about fatherhood 
based upon this. Thus, using this research as the basis for arguments about 
the necessity of fathers and public policy formation may lead to an erroneous 
conclusion, and is a factor to be considered in future research.

In a review, Sarkadi, Kristiansson, Oberklaid and Bremberg (2007) ex-
amined the effect an involved father has on a child. They found that engaged 
fathers can contribute to a range of positive outcomes for children such as 
good cognitive development and low rates of delinquency, behavioural prob-
lems in sons and psychological difficulties in daughters. Nevertheless, stud-
ies which demonstrate the positive effects of fatherhood cannot answer the 
question as to their necessity. Biblarz and Stacey (2010) draw on research 
which compares the children of lesbian couples with those of heterosexual 
married couples. If children raised by two mothers without a father display 
normal development, then fathers might not be crucial to development. In 
the studies examined in the review, there were more similarities observed be-
tween the children assessed than differences. Biblarz and Stacey (2010) sug-
gest that unmarried lesbian parents are raising children at least as effectively 
as heterosexual parents. Lesbian mothers were seen as more available and 
dependable; their children forged more secure attachment bonds and exhib-
ited less behaviour problems or aggressive behaviour than their counterparts 
(Vanfrauseen, Ponjaert-Kristoffersen & Brewaeys, 2002).

Gatrell and Bos (2010) carried out a national longitudinal study on adoles-
cents who were conceived by Donor Insemination (DI) and raised by lesbian 
co-parents. They found that these children were rated considerably higher in 
school performance and overall competence; they also demonstrated lower 
social problems, rule breaking and aggression, pointing to a healthy psycho-
logical adjustment. However, this study only ascertained the mothers’ per-
spective and did not ask the opinions of the adolescents themselves, so it may 
be possible that asking them about their own adjustment may have produced 

If research suggests that fathers are indispensable, this may have wide 
ranging implications for public policy, impacting upon governmental sup-
port and incentives for married couples, the legality of homosexual marriage 
and influencing who is permitted to adopt children. The question of whether 
fathers are necessary or not is difficult to quantify; fathers can contribute 
greatly to the upbringing of their children, and influence them positively in 
many different ways. However, it does not automatically follow that the ab-
sence of a father figure in a child’s life will have negative developmental con-
sequences. Biblarz and Stacey (2010) challenge the notion that there are any 
parenting roles, besides lactation, which are gender specific. This essay will 
attempt to establish whether the father is a critical component of child devel-
opment. It will do this by evaluating previous research which has been used 
to justify their importance and examining what the developmental outcomes 
are for children raised without a father by looking at the children of lesbian 
parents and single mothers.

The belief that fathers are essential when raising a child has been propa-
gated by many social scientists such findings have a bearing on public policy, 
particularly with regard to the question of whether children should be al-
lowed to be raised by single parents or homosexuals and the state support 
offered to married couples. If fathers are specifically necessary for raising 
children, then it can be argued that to allow children to be raised without 
a father, for example by a single mother, is not in the child’s best interests. 
The findings of studies which indicate that fathers are indispensable have 
been called into disrepute (Silverstein & Auerbach, 1999; Biblarz & Stacey, 
2010). Critics hold that these studies fail to isolate parental gender as a vari-
able and suggest that their methodologies contain many confounding vari-
ables which could themselves influence developmental outcomes. Tradition-
ally, these studies compare the children of single mothers to those with two 
heterosexual parents and use the differing outcomes of children from these 
households to conclude that fathers are crucial to child rearing.  McLanahan 
& Sandefur (1994) found that children raised with single parents are more 
likely to have behavioural and psychological problems, to drop out of high 
school and to have children outside of marriage than those raised by hetero-
sexual married parents. 

However, these studies cannot claim to offer conclusive data on the effects 
of fatherlessness, as the mitigating effects of having one parent versus two 
parents and the relationship status of parents confound the results. Princi-
pally, the poorer outcomes of such children cannot conclusively be attributed 
to the absence of a father.  In addition, the different routes into single parent-
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gender development can occur with the absence of a father.   
A comparison of single fathers and single mothers can help to reveal 

whether fathers are necessary or not. It ensures that the number of parents is 
held constant in any analysis and compares men and women directly. It must 
be noted that often markedly different processes result in men and women 
becoming single parents. Women are more likely to become single parents 
deliberately whereas men become single fathers predominantly through the 
loss of a spouse or divorce (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010). Studies comparing sin-
gle parents have found that single mothers are better able to control their 
children, likely due to a greater amount of rules and supervision being im-
posed (Demuth and Brown, 2004). This demonstrates that single mothers 
had an increased involvement with their children and a better understanding 
of developmental styles of parenting. Lee, Kushner and Cho (2007) examined 
the effects of single parent gender, child gender and parental involvement on 
adolescent’s academic performance. The study found no significant differ-
ences between households according to gender; instead, the level of parental 
involvement interacted with the gender of the parent and child to influence 
achievement. This indicates that the gender of the parent does not influence 
children’s school performance, and thus contradicts the assertion that chil-
dren must be raised by both a man and a woman in order to develop  prop-
erly.  Biblarz and Stacey (2010) suggest that a study of single mothers and fa-
thers who adopted children in infancy would allow for a further examination 
of the effects of gender on parenting and child outcomes, as it would mean 
that the route to single parenthood would not be a potential confounding 
factor. 

Few studies examine how the parental gender affects children without 
excluding conflating variables such as sexual identity of parents, number of 
parents, biogenetic relationship to children and marital status (Biblarz and 
Stacey, 2010). Emerging research comparing lesbian couples who choose to 
have children through DI or adoption and heterosexual couples can shed 
light on the impact of growing up without a father on children. However, 
these studies are not without their methodological problems as they cannot 
examine parental gender independent of parental sexual identity. Moreover, 
the samples used in such studies are predominantly white and middle class 
due to the costs associated with DI and adoption. These women have made 
a concerted choice to become parents, and a superior comparison may be to 
examine the differences between lesbian couples and heterosexual couples 
who have chosen to become parents through adoption or IVF.  The samples 
used in such research may also be self selecting; perhaps lesbian parents who 

different results. Studies of lesbian parents are relatively recent, and the sam-
ple sizes remain small. Yet they allow for researchers to examine how chil-
dren cope and develop when growing up without a father. Biblarz and Stacey 
(2010) conclude that, despite the many strains of raising children in a legal 
and social environment which may not be entirely supportive; it may be that 
women co-parents are more effective and successful than heterosexual cou-
ples. These findings may provoke hesitation when asserting that fathers are 
an integral part of child development.   

An argument often raised to highlight the necessity of being raised by 
both a man and a woman is that children need a parent of the same sex in 
order to teach them gender roles (Freud, 1949; Rossi, 1984). This same sex 
parent will teach the child masculinity or femininity and if they are absent 
the child will not form a correct picture of their gender. In fact, research 
suggests that children raised by lesbian couples develop gender identity in a 
similar manner to children of heterosexual parents (Patterson, 2004). There 
is no indication that these children are more likely to become homosexual 
themselves (Golombok & Tasker, 1999).  Moreover, Lev (2010) disputes the 
idea that if children of homosexual parents identify as homosexual this is a 
negative outcome or a situation to be avoided. Powell and Downey (1997) 
found no evidence that living with an opposite sex parent affected a child’s 
relationships with others, their view of themselves or academic achievement.  
Objections to raising children without a father often centre around the per-
ceived inability of boys to develop their masculinity in the absence of a male 
role model. 

In fact, when tested aged 12, though boys raised by lesbian co-mothers had 
higher results on femininity scales than their peers, they exhibited similar 
results on masculinity scales, suggesting that they had achieved greater gen-
der flexibility than other children (MacCullum & Golombok, 2004).  These 
children were less likely to view males as superior to females and did not dif-
fer to other children according to gender behaviour. Moreover, children of 
lesbian parents do not show a markedly different propensity to be influenced 
by peer pressure or to conform to gender norms (Bos, van Balen, Sandfort 
& van den Boom, 2006). For girls raised in such environments, there were 
no differences found in masculinity or femininity scales. Children of lesbian 
co-mothers are also found to be more open minded than comparison groups 
(Fulcher, Sutfin & Patterson, 2008). Children with two lesbian parents do not 
have different conceptions of gender roles to their peers, nor is their develop-
ment of masculinity or femininity impaired. In fact, they may be more open-
minded about sexuality and gender than their peers. This suggests normal 
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parenting provided to children is a much better predictor of outcomes than 
the gender of a parent (Patterson, 2006). The ways in which fathers influ-
ence their children are similar to the ways in which mothers do, and a child 
is more likely to be well adjusted when its parents are nurturing and caring 
(Lamb, 2010). Pleck (2010) surmises that while fathers may not be ‘essential’ 
to development, they are certainly important and are one of many such influ-
ences upon a child’s development.  Fathers who raise children have a major 
impact on their lives, and the role of the father has been neglected in devel-
opmental literature, with the primary focus being on the role of the mother 
(Phares et al., 2005). A longitudinal study comparing heterosexual and ho-
mosexual couples who have chosen parenthood through adoption or DI may 
prove fruitful. An increased examination of the role fathers play in a child’s 
life is surely warranted, however given the literature on the positive outcomes 
of children who are raised by lesbian co mothers and the vast methodological 
failures of studies which purport to show that normal development cannot 
occur in the absence of a father, it must be asserted that fathers are not neces-
sary for optimal development.

function better are more likely to volunteer for the research (Pleck, 2010), 
especially if they are aware of the policy implications of any research examin-
ing this issue.  

Goldberg (2010) argues that any attempts to investigate the impact of gen-
der on child outcomes may be futile. All the variables previously discussed 
necessarily interact to influence the child as they grow up. These immedi-
ate influences are coupled with influences from a societal level, such as the 
parents’ legal and social context; for instance, gay men may be less likely to 
try to adopt sons because they are aware of the societal stereotype linking 
homosexuality to paedophilia. Goldberg (2010) also suggests that the gender 
role played by a person is largely shaped by the gender of the person they 
co-parent with, whether it is a woman or a man will impact upon parenting 
style.  Kane (2006) found that even if the behaviour seen in differing rela-
tionship contexts is similar, the motivations for it may be different; for in-
stance, women in heterosexual relationships may promote gender conform-
ity to their sons because they feel they are accountable to their husbands, 
whereas the same behaviour seen in lesbian co-parents could be attributed 
to the fear their children would be judged to be poor parents by society if 
their children did not conform to gender norms. Goldberg and Allen (2007) 
also challenge the notion that lesbian families are synonymous with father-
less families; many lesbian co-parents want to ensure that their children will 
have a male role model who will remain involved in their lives, and wish to 
avoid scrutiny or criticism that they are raising a child without a father. As a 
result, they make a point of including father figures in their children’s lives. 
However, this is not to suggest that any of the successes seen by lesbian par-
ents in raising children is attributable to the presence of a father figure in the 
child’s life (Goldberg, 2010). 

The problems associated with lesbian parent studies indicate that they 
may be unable to definitively answer whether fathers are necessary or not. If 
women select themselves into parenthood and maintain the high standards 
and expectations that the literature indicates they have (Brines and Joiner, 
1999) it is not surprising that they will raise well adjusted children. The dif-
ficulty of studying gender independent of its relational context and the other 
variables which influence it must also be assessed. 

Given the potential pitfalls of all the research described in this essay, and 
the political motivations behind much of the research described, what can 
be ascertained about the necessity of fathers? Perhaps it is more pertinent 
to question whether parenting is gender specific; are parents of any gender 
necessary to raise a well adjusted child? Research suggests that the quality of 
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Blinded by his own  
‘Illumination’?: The Flaw in 
Canetti’s Crowd Theory
ALEXANDER JAMES ELLSWORTH LAING 
Senior Sophister 
European Studies

‘Canetti has a house in Hampstead. Its doorbell doesn’t work. 
Apparently it once did, but it went wrong in about 1960 and 
he decided not to bother to have it fixed.’ (Rushdie, 1987, 
pp.83) Taken alongside a reading of Canetti’s academic work, 
in particular ‘All the distances which men create round them-

selves are dictated by this fear. They shut themselves in houses which no-one 
may enter, and only there feel some measure of security’, Salman Rushdie’s 
anecdote regarding the Nobel Laureate highlights a fundamental characteris-
tic of Elias Canetti’s academic method: the deduction of theoretical concepts 
from personal experience  (Canetti, 2000, pp.15). Through this approach 
emerged a unique take on crowd theory, ‘everything is created afresh’ (Wat-
son, 1969, pp.198) in the monumental Crowds and Power, which, in moving 
away from the perception of a ‘...raging cauldron boiling o’er’, ‘a seven-headed 
and ten-horned beast’, (Visser, 1994, pp.298) depicts a crowd whose primary 
characteristic is its appeal, or attraction, to the individual. 

This essay suggests that the major novelty of Canetti’s work is supported 
by a flawed academic model.  Principally, that the revelation that the crowd 
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could suggest that the epithet ‘elitist’ is that which would most succinctly 
characterise his writings on the degeneration of mob rule into tyranny – a 
thought echoed by Arlene Saxonhouse, commenting that, ‘an elitist Plato, 
opposed to democracy and hostile to the masses, fills the literature.’ (Saxon-
house, 1988, pp.273) The invitation to ‘see the Athenian demos as an ignorant 
and irrational crowd always likely to be turned into a mob by its demagogues’ 
presented the crowd as an essentially negative phenomenon (McClelland, 
1989, pp.1). Furthermore, it was this narrow focus on the danger of the mob 
that shaped much of the following political thought and its treaties on politi-
cal rule, from Livy’s dismissal of the Roman mob (McClelland, 1989, pp.4) 
to the genre-defining La Psychologie des Foules of Le Bon. McClelland com-
ments that ‘Later thinkers always had the past’s anti-crowd theory to draw 
on,’ (McClelland, 1989, pp.4) and highlights the legacy of Platonic crowd im-
ages (McClelland, 1989, pp.3-4)

Alongside this developing perspective of the mob, a second line of thought 
emerged which saw ‘good’ in the crowd. This too was explored through the 
narrative of political theory, and can be seen as beginning with the writings 
of Machiavelli. Regardless of the differences of emphasis, with McCormick 
having recently argued that the ‘Cambridge school’ are flawed in their sugges-
tion that Machiavelli supported the notion of a republic, (McCormick, 2003, 
pp.615) instead preferring to stress the author’s belief in democracy (McCor-
mick, 2003, pp.617), there is agreement with the depiction of Machiavelli as 
‘the crowd’s first theoretical champion’ (McClelland, 1989, pp.4). The progres-
sion of this sympathetic line of thought can be traced through Montesquieu, 
the American Patriots, and the Jeffersonians. These ‘were to see ‘riot and se-
dition’ as the means to hold free government true to its republican principles’ 
(McClelland, 1989, pp.5). However, it can be argued that these postulations 
about the crowd remained hampered by their continued discussion through 
a Platonic discourse of political theory, the focus is not on the masses, rather 
they are commented upon as a justification for forms of rule.

The nineteenth century is generally accepted as bearing witness to the 
moment in which crowd theory emerged as a discipline unto itself  (McClel-
land, 1989, pp.3).  The focus now was on the crowd as an agent of historical 
change; the French Revolution having illustrated its undeniable political sig-
nificance. The two lines of thought expounded above flourished, crystallising 
and hardening around their respective positions. Whilst one saw it necessary 
to ‘restrain the crowd and repress the urges which keep the crowd in being’, 
the other longed to release its revolutionary energy, ‘whose primitiveness is 
its virtue, not its vice’ (McClelland, 1989, pp.31). Critical too was the promi-

is attractive to the individual is based upon a crowd whose very definition 
is limited so as to make its magnetism inherent. In presenting this criticism 
of Crowds and Power this essay will place Canetti’s theory in its academic 
context by commenting upon the evolution of crowd theory from its initial 
proponents up to the twentieth century. Secondly the novelties of Crowds 
and Power with specific emphasis on the suggestion that the magnetism of 
the crowd is the major revelation of the work will be explored. The final part 
of this essay will then expand upon the flaw in this ‘turning point’ of crowd 
theory.

‘Traditional’ crowd theory

In a bid to place Canetti’s remarkable Crowds and Power in the history of 
the representation of crowds, masses and mobs, this first section will trace 
and comment upon ‘traditional’ crowd theory. The importance of such an 
exercise is that whilst Canetti’s work can be seen as radically novel in its suc-
cess in unravelling ‘that impasse’ in crowd theory, (McClelland, 1989, pp.233) 
and despite explicit reference to other popular thinkers in Crowd and Pow-
er being conspicuous only through its absence, (Sontag, 1987, pp.104) the 
work was written in response to perceived academic failures (Canetti, 1999, 
pp.126). Indeed, Canetti goes so far as to borrow directly from the writings of 
his predecessors, albeit without acknowledgement. 

Although crowd theory did not blossom as a discipline of its own until 
the nineteenth century, the notion of the threat and uncritical susceptibil-
ity of the crowd can be seen in Plato onwards, albeit explored through the 
discourse of classical political theory. ‘The compulsion to treat the ruled as 
a crowd and a mob began very early in the political thought of the West’ 
(McClelland, 1989, pp.1). Indeed, Dean Hammer’s very persuasive essay Who 
Shall Readily Obey?: Authority and Politics in the ‘Iliad’ sees such thoughts as 
emerging even earlier arguing that a general critique of the nature of political 
authority is an important aspect of Homer’s work (Hammer, 1997, pp.4). Mc-
Clelland too makes reference to the trouble-making potential of the Homer-
ian crowd, ‘‘Who Gives a Whit Who Fucks Soft Helen?’’ (McClelland, 1989, 
pp.3). Meanwhile, Virginia Hunter’s essay Thucydides and the Sociology of the 
Crowd writes of Thucydides’ oft-depicted crowd: ‘A negative picture? Yes, en-
tirely’ (Hunter, 1988, 26). 

Nonetheless, it is the influence of Plato’s Republic that will resonate 
through the centuries, and as such this essay sees Platonic disdain for the 
unenlightened masses as crucial. Regarding the nature of Plato’s work, one 
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had merely described them [the crowd], Tarde merely analysed them and 
said what they were... Freud tried to explain them and say why they were 
what they were.’ (Moscovici, 1985, pp.222)

The other half of this ‘impasse’ was provided by writers who revelled in the 
revolutionary energy of the masses. ‘It could recruit Rousseau, Herder and 
Vico; it could include the Romantics and Nietzsche, and it could include any-
one who had ever contrasted the enervating qualities of contemporary life 
to the rude, vibrant, energies of a real or imagined past’ (McClelland, 1989, 
pp.30). Similarly, Marx and Engels’ belief in the inevitable rise of the work-
ing class is based on the recognition of the potential of that particular crowd. 
Leszek Kolakowski, in his seminal work on this ideology, speaks of the appre-
ciation of ‘a specific historical mission of the proletariat, and the interpreta-
tion of revolution... as a fulfilment of its innate tendency.’ (Kolakowski, 2005, 
pp.105) Clearly, in Marxism the crowd was very much ‘the bearer of those en-
ergies which had been tamed by progress traditionally conceived.’ (McClel-
land, 1989, pp.30) This dichotomy in crowd theory is succinctly expressed by 
juxtaposing Taine’s comment on the workers’ chains with Marx and Engels’ 
famous statement, ‘The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains.’ 
(Marx and Engels, 2009, pp.46)

The novelty of Canetti’s crowd theory

Despite the evident difficulties in situating a work as eclectic and fragmen-
tary as Crowds and Power in its academic context, one can see a clear break 
with ‘traditional’ crowd theory in Canetti’s work. Arnason and Robert’s belief 
that ‘The crucial step, decisive for everything that follows, is his [Canetti’s] 
reinterpretation of the crowd phenomenon,’ (Arnason and Roberts, 2004, 
pp.89) is one echoed by McClelland, whilst Moscovci boldly speaks of a ‘radi-
cal rejection of the whole of crowd psychology, as if it had never existed and 
no one had ever written a word about it’ (Moscovici, 1987, pp.46)

This essay sees the major novelty of Crowds and Power as laying in the 
presentation of crowd theory that depicts the crowd as an attractive phenom-
enon, seen from the inside. In harmony with the theme of Canetti presenting 
an attractive crowd seen from the inside, much merit can be seen in the argu-
ment of Arnason and Roberts. Sustaining that Canetti’s theory is formulated 
as a response to the perceived shortcomings of Freud and Durkheim, it is 
suggested that the novelty of Canetti lies in three particular ideas. Firstly, 
there is focus on moving from one social world to another in the throwing off 
of all distinctions and boundaries on entering a crowd. Secondly, this trans-

nence that scientific method played in the formulation of crowd theory.
Post French Revolution, Plato’s mantle in stressing the negativity of the 

‘newly-powerful’ crowd was most immediately taken up by Taine in his Ori-
gins of Contemporary France. ‘Taine’s anxieties about the French mind’ (Pitt, 
1998, pp.1043) firmly placed the revolutionary mob at the centre of Europe-
wide horrors. Whilst his oeuvre had far reaching implications in the ques-
tioning of modern political doctrines, it is sufficient to note his belief that 
‘men without their chains could be seen murdering in the street, in any great 
riot.’ (McClelland, 1989, pp.9) This same underlying premise can be seen in 
many other works of the time.

It was Gustave Le Bon, ‘the scientist manqué’, and his ‘epoch-making’ La 
Psychologie des Foules of 1895 (Park, 1975, pp.24, quoted in Moscovici, 1985, 
pp.56), who destroyed the social optimism of the ‘them and us’ espoused by 
Taine, and through his analyses of the mentality and behaviour of crowds, 
hoped to develop techniques of political control and leadership (Arnason 
and Roberts, 2004, pp.82). The most notable aspect of his writing was the 
suggestion of an unconscious ‘group mind’ that acted apart from the mind of 
the individual, namely the Law of the Mental Unity of Crowds, and the sug-
gestion that anyone could fall prey to the crowd. Moscovici notes, ‘the basic 
characteristic of crowds is the fusion of individuals into a common spirit and 
feeling... this is what happens whatever the level of education and culture 
or the social class of those involved’ (Moscovici, 1985, pp.74) Furthermore, 
the academic ‘silence’ surrounding Le Bon and his ideas of mass psychol-
ogy should not mislead the reader into doubting the influence of his work. 
Moscovici, despite his rejection of Le Bon’s basic arguments, quotes Milgram 
and Toch in writing that ‘there is scarcely a discussion in his book that is not 
reflected in the experimental social psychology of this century’ (Moscovici, 
1985, pp.55).

1921 saw the publication of Freud’s essay Group Psychology and the Analy-
sis of the Ego; ‘a dynamic interpretation of Le Bon’s description of the mass 
mind’ (ibid, pp.57)  whose main ideas can be seen as the suggestion of a bind-
ing, libidinal drive involving a common relation to the leader, and a focus 
on the hypnotic effect that the crowd enjoys over the individual. To briefly 
expand upon the former: the author writes of ‘identification’ and of a shared 
emotional investment in the leader (Pick, 1995, pp.45).  Essentially, the work 
was an attempt to give the study of crowd behaviour a firmer psychological 
base (Arnason and Roberts, 2004, pp.84). Like his predecessors, Freud too 
was terrified by the prevalence of the unconscious in the crowd. His role in 
the evolution of crowd theory has been suggested as the following, ‘Le Bon 
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this kind that you can begin to see that crowds and power can be alternatives.’ 
(McClelland, 1989, pp.296) Whilst the crowd has been seen in various ways 
by diverse thinkers and languages, Crowds and Power presents a crowd that 
is strictly defined as people amongst whom occurs a moment of ‘discharge’. 
‘The most important occurrence within the crowd is the discharge. Before 
this the crowd does not actually exist; it is the discharge which creates it.’ 
(Canetti, 2000, pp.15) The term ‘discharge’ refers to the transient moment in 
which distinctions between individuals that keep them apart are removed, 
and one feels equal to all others. It is the sole opportunity for an individual 
to be released from the ‘fear of being touched.’ ‘It is only in a crowd that man 
can become free of this fear or being touched. That is the only situation in 
which the fear changes into its opposite’  (Canetti, 2000, pp.15). The ‘fear of 
being touched’ is a self-explicit phrase that Canetti sees as the cause for all 
distinctions and distances between individuals. ‘All the distances which men 
create round themselves are dictated by this fear.’  (Canetti, 2000, pp.15) Put 
simply, a crowd is defined as a crowd rather than merely a mass of individuals 
by the occurrence of ‘discharge’, in a bid to free the individuals from the dis-
tance that separates them. ‘Only together can men free themselves from their 
burdens of distance; and this, precisely, is what happens in a crowd.’ (Can-
etti, 2000, pp.18) The moment of ‘discharge’ from the ‘fear of being touched’ 
is attractive. ‘...the satisfaction of being higher in rank than others does not 
compensate for the loss of freedom of movement. Man petrifies and darkens 
in the distances he has created’ (Canetti, 2000, pp.18). Indeed, it is for this 
magnetic ‘discharge’ that an individual joins a crowd. ‘It is for the sake of this 
blessed moment, when no-one is greater or better than another, that people 
become a crowd.’ (Canetti, 2000, pp.18) Having therefore established that the 
crowd is defined by the occurrence of ‘discharge’, and that ‘discharge’ is in-
herently desirable: one may say that a mass of people defined as a crowd by 
Canetti is inherently attractive to the individual.

As discussed above, the innovation of Canetti’s crowd theory is his percep-
tion of the crowd as magnetic, from the perspective of an eye-witness, rather 
than as a dangerous mob or a positive historical agent, from the outside. Fol-
lowing on from the statement that a mass of people as defined as a crowd 
by Canetti is inherently attractive, it is therefore argued that the underlying 
premise of the magnetism of the crowd as presented in Crowds and Power 
works as an academic theory only because Canetti limits his personal defini-
tion of what constitutes a crowd to those masses of people that are attractive. 
In short: limiting his definition of the crowd to attractive crowds, Canetti 
proceeds to write that all crowds are attractive. An abstraction is made from 

formation occurs at an elementary level based on the ‘reversal of the fear of 
being touched’. Thirdly, the crowd is thus, ‘the experiential basis of imagined 
alternatives to the social order’  (Arnason and Roberts, 2004, pp.91-93). 

The explicit emphasis on the critical role of the ‘reversal of the fear of being 
touched’ is also made by Moscovici, ‘In contrast to Freud’s claim, the primum 
movens of our behaviour is not love…but rather the very opposite’ (Mosco-
vici, 1987, pp.47). Richie Robertson too expresses this sentiment, cloaked in 
the language of Hobbesian individualism. (Robertson, 2004, pp.210)  Mean-
while, the attractiveness of the crowd is explicitly noted by McClelland, in 
questioning the connection between the historical and contemporary crowd: 
‘Canetti’s answer is simple: man, from his earliest beginning, wanted to be 
a crowd... the simple truth that man always wanted ‘to be more’.’ (Canetti, 
quoted in McClelland, 1989, pp.107)

In contrast, others have, in moving away from the rather abstract notion 
of the ‘social world’ as presented by Arnason and Roberts, preferred to fo-
cus upon other specific theoretic novelties as explored in Crowds and Power. 
Perhaps the most radical of these is the revelation that crowds do not have 
to be led. McClelland argues that Canetti overcame ‘the awkwardness of the 
fact that the demagogue’s pedigree is already two-and-a-half millennia old’ 
(McClelland, 1989, pp.223); whilst Canetti himself is keen to distinguish his 
thought from that of Freud’s on this theme, ‘Another point of disagreement 
is that Freud really speaks of crowds that have a leader. He always sees an 
individual at the head of a crowd.’ (Adorno, 2003, pp.197) In this essay, it is 
important to note any such line of thought does not undermine an argument 
as to the ‘empathetic’ nature of Canetti’s crowd theory.

The flaw in Canetti’s crowd theory

A more detailed explanation of crowd theory as seen in Crowds and Power 
suggests that Canetti, in forming a crowd theory based on the underlying 
premise of the inherent attractiveness of the crowd, has fallen into the aca-
demic trap of making an abstraction from a fact, then declaring that the fact 
is based upon the abstraction (Marx and Engels, 1959, pp.261). One can argue 
that such ‘circular’ use of a selective definition of the crowd must lead to a 
re-evaluation of that work with the focus on seeing Canetti’s crowd theory 
as a detailed evaluation of certain types of crowds, rather than the traditional 
consensus that his writings reveal a general truth as to all crowds.

Canetti places great emphasis on the definition of the crowd – ‘...Canetti 
thinks it matters a great deal because it is not until you make a distinction of 
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In 1996, Loïc Wacquant contributed a comparative assessment of the 
American ghetto, especially on the South Side of Chicago, and the 
French banlieue, in particular La Courneuve. While the French me-
dia spread the idea of an American-like ghettoization of the degraded 
French suburbs, Wacquant acknowledged both the superficial parallels 

between the two localities and delineated the qualitative differences between 
them, focusing on stigmatization, segregation, criminality, and interaction 
with the welfare state with particular reference to the role of education. Over 
a decade later it is important to re-examine the aforementioned areas and 
find any indications of possible convergence or new types of divergence be-
tween the American black belt and the French red belt. This paper seeks to 
show that, while the majority of Wacquant’s assertions remain true, there 
has been considerable change since its publication, particularly with regards 
to increasing levels of racial segregation and violence in the banlieues, and 
welfare convergence toward the neo-liberal model. However, despite some 
low-level convergence, the qualitative differences that distinguish these two 
areas from one another are still significant and further research into the field 
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resulted from the relatively young history of les cités in the banlieues. Hav-
ing been built in the 1950s, the housing projects were primarily designed for 
working class families as an intermediate stage before buying a house of their 
own. After the end of seemingly unlimited economic growth in the 1970s, 
de-industrialization and a change in the labour market caused increased un-
employment, especially among industry workers. This turned the housing 
projects, previously seen as symbols of modernity, into dilapidated and stig-
matized areas (Cesari, 2005). Although still occupied by a multicultural pop-
ulation including immigrants and natives, the number of the latter is declin-
ing whereas it is only the number of Africans that continues to increase (Pan 
Ké Shon, 2009). Today, moving into the marginalized banlieues can lead to a 
vicious circle of unemployment, poverty, stigmatization, and discrimination. 
In contrast to Wacquant (1996a, 1996b), Castel (2009) explains the emer-
gence of ethnic segregation by the simultaneous processes of pauperizing 
and ethnicization, claiming that stigmatization in the banlieues refers to the 
pairing of ethnicity and residence, although there are still no ethnic enclaves 
occupying the housing projects. However, whereas European immigrants be-
come invisible in French society, it is especially the North African population 
that is increasingly victimized by discrimination. Pan Ké Shon (2009), for 
example, found that ethnic segregation in France has increased, with North 
Africans having less chance of residential upwards mobility. Likewise, Castel 
talks about an ‘invisible cap’ describing the discrimination of applicants with 
non-European names on the labour market (2009, p.42). While in 1996 Wac-
quant rightly recognizes that discrimination in the banlieue is mainly aimed 
at youth, the ethnic component of segregation has crept into French society 
since his publication. In this sense, he aligns himself with the majority of 
society and politics that overlooked ethnic segregation over a long period, 
on the one hand due to the burden of France’s colonial heritage, and on the 
other hand because of the inconsistency of discriminatory practices with the 
republican principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity. The assessment of 
segregation in the black belt can, by and large, be maintained, whereas the 
French case has experienced important changes that are worth mentioning. 
However, these changes are still far from the intensity of American black seg-
regation and have not led to equivalent levels of US racial-ethnic discrimina-
tion. Along with dissimilar forms of segregation, Wacquant asserts that the 
nature of crime in the Red Belt and Black Belt differs greatly. The Red Belt is 
marked by youth delinquency and petty crime. Acts of vandalism and theft 
are products of boredom and expressions of frustration. Physical violence is 
not a major concern and even the drug scene cannot compare to that of the 

should acknowledge this. 
A superficial similarity of American ghettos and French suburbs arises 

from the fact that both spaces are inferior territories occupied by segregated 
or discriminated groups of society. However, according to Loïc Wacquant 
(1996a, 1996b), the nature of the French segregation differs significantly from 
the American case resulting in a dissimilar composition of inhabitants in its 
banlieues. Wacquant contends that exclusion and relegation into the margin-
alized US ghettos derives its origin from the dichotomous racial discrimi-
nation between blacks and whites – the emergence of ‘American Apartheid’ 
(Wacquant, 1996a, pp. 259). The combination of socioeconomically lower 
class, black skin colour and discrimination on the property market domi-
nated by whites forced the American black population to move to inferior 
territories and to endure the dual negative stigmatization attached to their 
heritage and residence. The result of this type of segregation is a culturally 
and racially homogeneous entity inhabiting the black belt of US metropoli-
tan cities. On the contrary, Wacquant states that the French red belt com-
prises a mixture of multicultural and ethnic minorities including immigrants 
and native citizens. Segregation in the French case is based on socioeconomic 
factors, while the stigmatization is of pure residential nature and the quotid-
ian discrimination is targeted at the youth epitomizing the societal enemy 
(Wacquant, 1996a).

It is undeniable that Wacquant’s results made a significant contribution to 
the discussed issue. However, in the light of more up-to date events in France 
and academia, it might be justified to mitigate his assertions. The history of 
slavery and the consequent racial discrimination of blacks in the US have 
caused a strict us/them divide and caste consciousness that encompasses eve-
ryday life of black belt inhabitants and neither can nor will be changed over a 
short period of time. Nevertheless, some academics argue that racial discrim-
ination has decreased over the last few decades and that the mere focus on 
race as a factor of exclusion is not sufficient to grasp the whole problem. On 
the basis of the analysis of the black-white dissimilarity index and the black 
isolation index between 1900 and 2000 Massey et al. conclude that ‘the walls 
of the black urban ghetto fell slowly but surely in the last third’ of the twen-
tieth century (Massey et al., 2009 p.79). Moreover, they detected an increase 
in socioeconomic segregation between 1970 and 2000 proved by higher in-
come isolation and dissimilarities of affluent and poor households generated 
by a significant rise in income inequality throughout the US. Despite these 
results, however, the race factor still remains predominant. 

 The socioeconomic segregation in France posed by Wacquant (1996a) 
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tor, with further cuts in federal and state funding leading to the degradation 
of social services, education and access to health. It is exacerbated not only by 
the fact that state activity is limited, but when it does take place more money 
is spent in the richer areas focusing on the further development of the white 
middle class (Wacquant, 1996a, p.255).   Wacquant’s article was written at 
a time in which the social welfare state was undertaking huge changes. The 
Clinton administration enacted legislation that resulted in huge cuts to the 
welfare system and focused on creating a ‘conservative opportunity society’. 
(Figuerina-McDonough, 2004, p.181). However changes have occurred since 
this time, and the inauguration of the Obama administration has led to the 
suggestion of a new American stance towards health care and welfare, with 
the attempted overhauling of previous system and institution of welfare as a 
public good. Despite this, these proposed changes have been met by severe 
backlash, and the recent Tea Party movement can be seen to be reinforc-
ing, if not strengthening previously held attitudes towards welfare (Alcenat, 
2010). These historically grounded attitudes teemed with the social cleav-
ages between the individualistic white majority and the marginalised black 
community that make up the ghettos have meant that any reform proposals 
‘swim against a very strong current’ (Figuerina-McDonough, 2004, p.191). 
As a result of this, one can deduce that Wacquant’s previous descriptions and 
estimations of U.S attitudes and actions regarding welfare still hold today. 

Conversely, the French approach to welfare is based on the ‘conserva-
tive welfare regime’ that focused on Bismarkian stability and insurance, and 
involves a more active government than that of the U.S (Epsing-Anderson, 
1990). This translates itself on to the urban scene in the banlieues of Paris, in 
which there are numerous initiatives and services aimed at the health, edu-
cation and community sectors (Wacquant, 1996a, 1996b). Despite this pres-
ence, Wacquant highlights that the approach of active government does not 
seem to be working. The over-representation of state services as opposed to 
other formal organisations leads to cyclic problems caused by a lack of youth 
services and activities. This has led to petty crime, which is synonymous with 
the area, and is compounded by the subsequent closing down of more busi-
nesses, shops and bars and cinemas in the interests of safety. He outlines that 
‘dependency’ on and ‘dissatisfaction’ with the welfare state forms a vicious cy-
cle and a Catch-22 situation for the French government (Wacquant 1996a, 
pp.252-3). Since the late 1990s, the Jospin government in France deviated 
from the previous ‘Bismarkian’ approach to social welfare, and launched a 
number of new initiatives targeted at reducing social segregation. These dif-
fered from the previous policies that focused on ‘support’, and instead were 

United States. The Black Belt, in contrast, is an area of genuine danger. Ille-
gal activity, usually in the form of drug trafficking, is the major functioning 
economy in the ghetto, replacing the traditional wage-labour market (Wac-
quant, 1996a). Pettit and Western claim that spending time in prison is an 
expected part of an American black male’s life, commonly marking his pas-
sage to adulthood (Pettit and Western, 2004). Statistically, young black males 
are far more likely to serve a prison sentence than young white males. Wac-
quant’s view on crime and imprisonment in the American ghetto still hold 
true, but his more innocent description of the banlieues must be reassessed. 
In light of the riots of 2005 and 2007 in the banlieue, both causing significant 
property damage and the latter considerable injury, the suburbs of Paris no 
longer seem as non-violent as Wacquant describes them in 1996. In 2005, 
more than 10,000 vehicles were burned during some 20 days of riots and, in 
2007, hundreds of police were injured during more riots (BBC, 2007). While 
the riots of recent years can be interpreted as isolated incidences, the unex-
pected scale of their violence indicates that the banlieues are becoming more 
dangerous, even if violent crimes characteristic of the ghetto have not yet 
become daily occurrences.   

To live in one of Chicago’s ghettos is to live in a ‘dilapidated pocket of 
despair’ riddled by crime, disease and substandard living conditions with 
unemployment at a staggering 28%. The growth of the underclass and lev-
els of poverty throughout the 20th century in the deindustrialised areas of 
both Chicago and Paris has become a serious issue, permeating many sec-
tions of society. The banlieues of Paris too suffer from gross unemployment 
and social degradation, though comparatively speaking there is a ‘sizable gap’ 
between the rates of poverty and social exclusion, with the situation in the 
U.S being the extreme (Wacquant 1996b pp.547-547). Wacquant suggests that 
these differences stem from the dramatic variations in approach to tackling 
these situations between the two locations. In France one witnesses institu-
tional growth and active government participation in the welfare state, as op-
posed to the state abandonment and low levels of welfare support in ghettos. 
The individual approaches to addressing the underclass problems has led to 
qualitative differences in the severity and level of inequality in the ghettos 
and banlieues (Wacquant, 1996a, pp.251-8).   

Historically, the American approach to welfare has been one of minimal 
state input. The welfare state is residual in the sense that the market is in con-
trol, with state services being used as a ‘safety net’ for market failure (Epsing-
Anderson, 1990). However, as Wacquant outlines, in the problem areas of 
Chicago they have witnessed deep and wide retrenchment of the public sec-
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in the 1990s most schools ceased to exercise forced bussing policies (Laurent 
and Wilson, 2010). In France, the state has been very active in trying to soften 
ethnic segregation in education. Since the 1980s it has launched programs 
such as ‘Education Prioritaire’ and ‘Espoir Banlieues’ to decrease social and 
economic inequalities in public schools (Minsitère de l’education nationale, 
2010). Despite this, ethnic segregation still exists. Georges Felouzis speaks 
of ‘ghetto scolaire’, schools in which nobody wants to go because most so-
cially and scholarly disadvantaged pupils are regrouped there. These children 
are predominantly North African, African or Turkish (Felouzis, 2005, p.41). 
However, most children in France still go to public schools (Felouzis, 2003).   

With regards to third level education, divergent trends exist between the 
USA and France. The American university system is characterised by strong 
inequalities in access to higher education. The poor inhabitants of ghettos 
lack the resources to pay university fees. Moreover, financial aid for students, 
originally designed to help less privileged children, is used to attract the most 
talented students, whatever their background (Marcus, 2005, in Hirsch-Kre-
insen and Jacobson, 2008). Positive discrimination has neither influenced 
nor promoted the insertion of African Americans in the elite universities 
(Lewis, 2004, in Hirsch-Kreinsen and Jacobson, 2008).   In contrast, French 
universities embody fewer inequalities because their fees are comparatively 
not as high as in the U.S. However, for the ‘Grandes Ecoles’, the private elite 
universities of France, a similar issue to the U.S appears. Although there have 
been initiatives, which since 2001 have established policies in favour of so-
cially disadvantaged students, such as the Science Po policy to directly re-
cruit students from ZEP (zone d’éducation prioritaire) schools in underprivi-
leged areas, they fall short of fully addressing the problem, and inequalities 
still persist (Saubaber, 2006).  Differences still hold nowadays between the 
American and the French education system. Both systems embody ethnic 
segregation, but France to a lesser extent than the USA. 

The centralised education system in France and decentralised education 
system in the USA are key factors explaining the difference in fighting against 
inequalities.   Much of Wacquant’s 1996 analysis of the ‘Red Belt’ and ‘Black 
Belt’ still applies to contemporary society, though with important nuances 
in each category of investigation. Racial segregation, high levels of criminal-
ity and the residual welfare regime reinforcing social inequality still shape 
and determine everyday life in American metropolitan ghettos. Despite 
these more or less gridlocked structures and characteristics, it seems that the 
French case experienced more significant changes. First, ethnic discrimina-
tion increased due to continuous immigration, stronger competition on the 

geared toward labour market cohesion. Policies such as ‘prime pour l’emploi’ 
highlight the emergence of neo-liberal ideologies aiming to solve unemploy-
ment and social problems through the activation of the market (Palier and 
Mandin, 2004, p.120). This movement falls in line with that of the American 
system, creating what Palier and Mandin describe as a ‘second world of so-
cial protection’, where traditional national welfare movements are usurped 
by budgetary precautions (2004, p.128). Despite this trend of global conver-
gence, the divergent properties of historically encoded beliefs on welfare and 
role of the state in institutions impacting on the varied levels of poverty are 
still of significance. Although not all groups in the U.S are completely ‘for-
gotten’, poverty is an issue that is still addressed more widely in France and 
across Europe (Alesina et al, 2004, p.49). As fundamentally as different they 
began, this difference in approach still persists and Wacquant’s diagnosis, 
though perhaps not as emphatically, holds true.   

Similar to the issue of welfare is that of education, as it involves the actions 
of the state in providing and producing a public good. In the article ‘Red Belt, 
Black Belt: … ‘, Wacquant (1996) describes public schooling in the US in the 
1990s as an ‘academic reservation for poor minorities’ with a very high per-
centage of black pupils and a lack of resources, in contrast to private schools 
where most whites and middle-class families fled. In relation to the French 
education system, the author highlights that a significant portion of schools 
in banlieues are financed and assisted by the state (Wacquant, 1996). Gary 
Orfield, of the Harvard Graduate School of Education, states:

‘...American public schools are now 12 years into the process of continu-
ous re-segregation... During the 1990s, the proportion of black students in 
majority white schools [had] decreased ... to a level lower than in any year 
since 1968’ 

(Falkenberg, Lee and Orfield, 2003, p.1). 

The American education system is characterised by high inequalities in 
terms of facilities and the socio-economic background of children depend-
ing on the location of the schools (Gottfredson, 2001). Moreover, the funding 
system, based half on property taxes, and the disinterest of politicians to fight 
against this problem increase ethnic segregation in public schools. In addi-
tion, since the 1980s, states projects, such as mandatory bussing, and private 
projects, such as ‘charter schools’ have been launched to decrease segregation 
in public schools (Le Monde, 2010). Nevertheless, many wealthy white fami-
lies living in suburbs decided to move their children to private schools and 
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‘The issue of maternal mortality has reached a turning point, 
we know what works, we know what should be done” (Don-
nay, 2000). This is the confident message with which a med-
ical professional and member of the Technical and Policy 
division of United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) con-

cluded her speech on the collaboration of all international interest groups, in 
order to solve the problem of maternal mortality in certain parts of the world. 
A decade later, however, and although numerous efforts have been made to 
reach a specific Millennium Development Goal by 2015, a significant amount 
of women are still dying during childbirth. This essay adapts a cross-cultural 
perspective for the purpose of revealing the underlying factors that have led 
to the disappointing results regarding certain strategies and the reasons for 
their poor implementation. It furthermore stresses the importance of re-ori-
enting global policies towards embracing traditional knowledge and prac-
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recognition by the government does not necessarily mean that officials ap-
preciate their knowledge and skills. According to the authors, it is due to the 
lack of financial and human resources to provide institutional facilities to all 
women that TBAs find a formal place in this society and therefore their train-
ing based on specific guidelines is considered essential.

The emphasis of this case study is placed on the quality of the education 
that the birth attendants receive. The 15-day course provided to the midwives 
relies entirely on international standard procedures and can be extremely 
complicated especially for elderly and illiterate women. Based on western 
models of training, the intense course does not allow smooth collaboration 
between modern and local practices. On the contrary, its main purpose is 
the quick and sharp imposition of scientific knowledge upon the pre-existing 
traditional knowledge. Cosminsky (1977) had already argued that the bio-
medical perspective of the training courses does not encourage the use of 
previous skills and hence inevitably limits the crucial role of the TBA as a 
counsellor, an advisor and a teacher. The inappropriateness of the education 
system provided to these local women results in the creation of an imperme-
able barrier between two competing realities. Either angry or confused with 
the bulk of information TBAs find it very difficult to comply with the ‘new 
rules’ and end up in many cases following an unsafe route for example the 
refusal to refer to a health facility when necessary.

CASE STUDY II - INDIA 

‘…removing the woman from her own territory to the unfamiliar envi-
ronment of the hospital has a frightening effect…’ 

(Greer, 1984, pp. 20)

In a comparative study between two different Indian regions, Basu (1990) 
investigates the reasons behind the reluctance of women to give birth in an 
institution. This research highlights the low standard of health services pro-
vided in a hospital environment in these areas and discusses their poor uti-
lization. Interestingly, Basu emphasizes that the women who participated in 
this work generally shared the same positive attitudes towards modern medi-
cine; notably however, this was not the case in relation to childbirth.

According to the findings of this research even when public facilities were 
present the avoidance of delivering in a hospital was caused by feelings of fear 

tices, in order to achieve the effective management of a phenomenon that 
affects every year thousands of women around the world.

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2007) almost 
600,000 women, the majority of whom live in the developing world, die 
every year due to pregnancy and childbirth related complications. Haemor-
rhage, infection and eclampsia have been documented by a plethora of medi-
cal researchers as the primary reasons that have been leading to maternal 
death (Maine and Rosenfield, 1999). Global interest was initially drawn and 
focused upon this issue through the Safe Motherhood Initiative, launched 
in 1987. Its primary objective was the promotion of clean and safe delivery 
for all women world-wide through several interventions, most importantly 
the training of traditional birth attendants and the antenatal risk screening 
(Starrs, 2006). Although a huge amount of time has been expended and mon-
ey invested for the purpose of implementing these particular public health 
strategies, they have not proven to be successful (Miller et al, 2003). Three 
different case studies have been utilised for the purpose of this work. Each 
strives to point out the significance of anthropological research on bringing 
to light social and cultural issues that could help in identifying factors that 
lead to poor implementation of certain techniques. Following the examina-
tion of childbirth in varying cultures, the second part of the essay draws at-
tention to the continuous conflict between western and traditional ideologies 
and the impact of disrespecting local knowledge and practices can have to 
women experiencing childbirth in different parts of the world. 

CASE STUDY I - ZIMBABWE

‘You think you are now educated, you do not want to listen to our edu-
cation’

(Mathole et al, 2005, pp. 947).

Mathole et al, studied in detail the pluralistic model that exists in Zimba-
bwe; a system that involves both biomedical and traditional practices. The 
provision of antenatal care in the specific country is facilitated through tra-
ditional, modern scientific and church medicine. Although the role of tra-
ditional birth attendants (TBAs) has been central in the practice of African 
medicine for centuries (Mutambirwa, 1989), the researchers claim that their 
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support groups that ensure that Mayan women enjoy through discussion and 
sharing experiences a familiar, friendly and safe environment before and af-
ter delivering. Bradby (1999), on studying migrant Bolivian women has em-
phasized the women’s active participation in the hospital birth process.

The second part of the essay will consider the underlying factors that have 
resulted in the ineffective policy decisions and poor strategy implementa-
tions that have been going on for decades and have not allowed the proper 
management of global health issues and in particular that of the reduction of 
maternal mortality rates.

POWER AND KNOWLEDGE

At the heart of the problem lies the use of the term ‘developing’ by official 
international institutions when defining and describing societies that do not 
fully adhere to the western model. Developing societies, according to western 
beliefs, are considered to be slowly progressing and continuously struggling 
to fully adapt to modern practices and knowledge. Long and Long (1992) in 
Battlefields of Knowledge effectively elaborate on this modernization theory 
which views ‘development’ in terms of technological sophistication and insti-
tutional complexity. Traditional societies are constantly bombarded with this 
dominant ideology and are expected to follow certain stages of technological 
development in order to be regarded equal.

A closer look at the first case study might help us realize that the transfer 
of knowledge to the midwives through the training courses is based on the 
domination of this exact philosophy, the enforcement of which aims to elimi-
nate the presence of any pre-existing belief and knowledge. Through a formal 
education programme modern societies attempt to alter former traditional 
perceptions and practices relating to childbirth and stress the importance 
of adhering to contemporary, western techniques. This technocratic train-
ing system allows for traditional midwives to be handled like machines; any 
previous information is deleted and they are programmed to work and care 
in a completely new way. However, the western world forgets something very 
important, namely that these women are human beings. 

Teaching systems that do not respect the power of previous knowledge 
but rely solely on imposition of a ‘superior’ knowledge succeed only in cre-
ating two social poles. Jordan (1993) has distinguished between two signifi-
cantly different models of knowledge transfer - the formal education system 
mainly used by western societies and the ‘apprenticeship mode of learning’ 

and distress that these unfamiliar institutions were creating. Specifically, fear 
of the threat of compulsory sterilization which is based on a traditional belief 
that having their babies taken away from them would result in them being 
exchanged with something ‘worse’, a ‘changeling’, rendered the women de-
fensive towards the ‘hostile’ health centres. Taking into account that medical 
professionals routinely use post-partum hygiene techniques and separate the 
mother from the child once born, it is not surprising that the culturally sen-
sitive Indian women feel threatened and vulnerable when giving birth under 
such circumstances. In addition, one crucial factor that enforces the nega-
tive attitude towards impersonal, institutionalized births is the isolation from 
familiar faces during this important moment. These women would feel safe 
delivering, even completely unattended by trained midwifes, as long as their 
circle of family and friends was present.

CASE STUDY III - CASA MATERNA PROJECT

‘There is as sense of comfort here, like a womb where our basic needs 
for shelter, affection and solidarity are met...’ 

(Casa Materna patient, Schooley et al, 2009, pp. 417)

Schooley et al’s (2009) research provides significant evidence for the suc-
cess of certain strategies regarding maternal mortality once these are imple-
mented within a culturally sensitive framework. Goldman and Glei (2003) 
have previously shown the difficulties in the provision of quality health ser-
vice in Guatemala due to inappropriate training methods and discrimination 
against traditional midwives. 

The Casa Materna Project is based on the establishment of a maternity 
waiting home attached to a maternity hospital where provision of pre and 
post natal care for high risk groups takes place. This setting situated in the 
country’s western mountains is a fantastic example of how smooth inte-
gration of modern techniques and traditional practices is enabled through 
proper co-operation between several interested parties. In particular obste-
tricians, general doctors (both male and female), nurses, volunteer pressure 
groups and traditional midwives all contribute to the implementation of this 
model. The latter’s role is particularly acknowledged as the key link for the 
women’s referrals when needed. However, the effectiveness of this system is 
also highly associated with the formation within Casa Materna of maternal 
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GENDER AND MEDICINE

Interwoven with both the concepts of power, knowledge and technologi-
cal determinism are the historical factors undermining of the female’s role in 
the medical profession. For several centuries in Europe medicine was con-
sidered solely a male professional discipline and midwifery was not taught 
in formal educational institutions because it was not considered a valid part 
of science. Hogberg (2004) points out that the emergence of male obstetri-
cians coincided with midwives acquiring a secondary role in the child birth 
processes. It is since the 14th century that reproduction in the western world is 
not seen as a normal, natural process but as a medical condition that requires 
professionals. 

This historical process forms the basis of the major continuous conflict 
between medical professionals and traditional midwives in certain parts of 
the world. Oakley (1976) discusses the distinct differences between the male 
professional dominance in childbearing in modern industrialized societies 
against the female traditional expertise in developing societies. She postu-
lates that the tension that arises between the two separate groups is due to 
their distinctly different perception and understanding of the whole process. 
According to her the male controlled, technologically based view focuses on 
the safety of the infant while the mother is treated as a passive carrier present 
in a dangerous and risky procedure. On the other hand, the traditional view 
embraces women as the primary actors in childbirth. Bradby’s (2001) ‘denial’, 
‘by-passing’, ‘exclusion’ and ‘ incorporation’ of traditional midwives to the of-
ficial health system highlights the creation of a power relationship between 
the representatives of these two contradictory disciplines. The researcher ex-
pertly proves the subordination of traditional midwives to the western model 
of medicine. The Casa Maternal Project however provides a wonderful ex-
ample of how interdisciplinary respect and appreciation can create a safe and 
pleasant environment for the women of these communities.

Although the problem of maternal mortality in certain parts of the world 
has been identified and a plethora of attempts has been made for several 
years to achieving a solution, it is only through anthropological research 
that the real reasons behind it can be discovered. Insufficient and insensitive 
midwifery education programmes, hostile institutional environments, and 
continuous conflicts between western and local knowledge are revealed. Ar-

that indigenous populations are accustomed to. Therefore confusion is cre-
ated not only because of the complicated information that local midwives 
come in contact with during these courses but also due to the different teach-
ing method that is used to implement this new reality rapidly. Unfortunately, 
most of them end up misinterpreting information, feeling disoriented and 
frustrated. The training programme’s failure is reflected in situations such as 
childbirth complications and non-referrals, when although the presence of 
technology and institutions might be proved beneficial, many TBAs decide 
to turn to something they understand.

NATURE AND TECHNOLOGY

Due to the unlimited inherent possibilities of technology the essence of 
the machine has been perceived by the industrialised world as a God-like fea-
ture able to confront and manipulate nature (Cooper, S. 1992). Hence, even 
when it comes to natural occurring phenomena such as childbirth the pres-
ence and impact of technological features is considered crucial. This theory 
forms the basis of the second argument of this essay, which will provide an 
explanation behind the whole ideology of the domination of a highly techno-
logical pattern of childbirth management in contemporary societies. 

Davis Floyd in her Birth as an American Rite of Passage (2003) describes 
with sophistication the technocratic model of birth which views the female 
human body as an unpredictable machine that could malfunction or even 
breakdown at any point. Her symbolic analysis shows how this dominant 
technological pattern of childbirth management disregards the natural as-
pect of the childbirth process and allows for institutions like hospitals to be 
considered essential environments for the safe delivery of a baby. The wheel-
chair, the hospital gown, the foetal monitor, the IV drip but most of all the 
provision of no other alternative than the lithotomy position are just some of 
the standardized practices most of which are based on devices that are used 
by medical personnel for the purposes of treating their ‘sick’ patients. 

Thus it is unsurprsising that traditional Indian women feel uncomfortable 
and threatened when entering these ‘factory like’ environments (Case study 
II).In there childbirth adopts an impersonal character where the women be-
come part of an assembly line, their bodies left defenceless at the service of 
the machines and the people that operate them.
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It is a commonplace of social theory that civic engagement is stronger in 
those who enjoy a greater amount of social capital. Conversely, a sense 
of responsibility to contribute to the smooth functioning of society is 
said to be weaker in those groups who have less of a stake in that so-
ciety. (Giddens, 2006, pp. 673-675). This essay argues that this model 

requires modification to take into account a decline in civic responsibility in 
the west, which prevails not merely amongst social groups which are tradi-
tionally thought of as excluded, but is widespread in society as a whole. This 
decline has its roots in profound cultural changes that have taken place over 
the past thirty years, which are a consequence of the neoliberal political con-
sensus in this period, and a mindset which this ideology has fostered in our 
society, in which the logic of markets, consumerism and personal autonomy 
have come to eclipse collectivist notions of social and civic responsibility.
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responsibility, such coercion by the market tends to define social irresponsi-
bly,  as a desirable commodity to be aspired to by a privileged few, in that the 
higher one’s income is, the higher one’s capacity to waste water.  

The cultural consequences of neoliberalism

Arguments such has Hayek’s have become familiar during the last three 
decades of neoliberal ascendancy in the political arena, to the point that state-
ownership of any enterprise has come to be seen as an inherently lamentable 
thing. It would be easy to forget the reason why many utilities were nation-
alised in the first place. Early fire services, to give just one example, were run 
as private insurance companies, and would only put out the fires of buildings 
that displayed a plaque affirming that the resident was a subscriber. For this 
reason, and the fact that fires are just as likely to spread to insured as unin-
sured buildings, it was found more convenient over time for cities to form 
their own publicly-funded fire departments that offered their services to all. 
(Anderson, 1979) A re-emergence of the former model has been reported 
in the United States, where a home-owner living on the outskirts of South 
Fulton, Tennessee was told by the fire services that they would not act to put 
out the fire because he hadn’t paid the $75 fire protection fee. Indeed, they 
had arrived at the scene of his burning house only to protect his neighbour’s 
house, which was covered under the subscription program. (Murphy, 2010)

While it has often been contended that state intervention has a corrosive 
effect on personal responsibility, what has been less remarked upon is the 
consequences for civic responsibility resulting from the laissez-faire econom-
ic model. By this, I do not refer to the behavioural patterns that result from 
economic incentives, but rather those which result from the cultural conse-
quences of neoliberalism. Accepting that neither state nor market interven-
tion do much to promote responsibility raises the possibility that these ends 
are not brought about by political or economic systems at all, but that their 
presence or absence is in fact a cultural phenomenon. This in itself suggests 
the question: what kind of cultural conditions does the free-market create, 
and what effect do these conditions have on the way people relate to the so-
ciety around them?

The burden of society

Margaret Thatcher’s famous response to a question on the subject of socie-
ty was to assert that no such thing existed, only individuals and their families. 

The irrationality of the free-rider

During the cold spell of weather that affected Ireland in December 2010 
Dublin’s local authorities were forced to introduce restrictions on the use of 
water due to supply shortages. This was because there had been a surge in 
demand, reportedly due to some householders leaving their taps running all 
night in order to prevent the pipes freezing (Michael, 2010). The fact that it 
became necessary for these restrictions to be put in place evoked little com-
ment in the media but, if examined a little more closely, reveals something 
quite remarkable. The householders who were attempting to serve their own 
interests in this case would have been doing so if they alone had thought of 
the idea. Of course, too many of their fellow consumers had the same idea to 
make it workable. The upshot of a considerable amount of consumers behav-
ing in this fashion was simply that the supply ran out for everybody. While 
the logic of this appears childishly simple, the fact was apparently not obvi-
ous enough for the public to police itself in the event; restrictions had to be 
imposed from without.

This anecdote bears many features of what theorists call a ‘free-rider prob-
lem.’ This occurs when some members of a group partake of a public good 
while avoiding any personal cost to themselves. More obvious examples of 
‘free-riding’ would include fare-dodging on public transport or a worker 
benefiting from a wage-increase that results from strike action in which they 
took no part (Marshall and Scott, 2010). What is common to all these exam-
ples is that the free-rider may enjoy the benefits of the public good concerned 
only if the majority of his or her fellow-consumers continue to bear the cost 
of its maintenance. One of neoliberalism’s founding fathers, Friedrich Hayek, 
argued that this is a problem inherent to any collectivised enterprise, in that 
no incentive is provided for the individual to take personal responsibility un-
der such circumstances and that the effect of such a system, no matter how 
lofty the ideals which gave birth to it, would always be ‘antimoral’ (Hayek, 
2001, pp. 217-218).

Hayek’s modern counterpart might advocate the privatisation of the water 
services in this case, arguing that, when customers are forced to pay accord-
ing to the amount of water they consume, they will no longer be so ready to 
waste the resource. While this may be true on some level, it misses a funda-
mental point, which is that it does not stimulate personal responsibility at all; 
it merely replaces one form of coercion, that of state intervention, in this case, 
to restrict the availability of the water supply, with another form—the ‘invis-
ible hand’ of the market. In fact, rather than fostering a sense of individual 



53

Theory

52

Theory

that cyclists have less rights on the roads because they do not pay road tax. 
The fact that this is inaccurate is irrelevant; it is the logic of the assertion 
which is telling—that payment of taxes is akin to a specific fee for the specific 
service, only available to those who can afford it. (Walker, 2010) This attests 
to a fundamental misunderstanding of the principle of public spending and 
taxation; it is the mentality not of the citizen but of the consumer. This is 
only one of many areas in which the mindset of consumerism has left many 
ill-equipped to understand basic economic concepts. This has become par-
ticularly apparent from the public response in many western societies to the 
financial crisis of the last few years.

Think yourself rich

This response has revealed a prevalent lack of knowledge about how 
capitalism as an economic system functions. The relationship which exists 
between Capital and Labour, or even the fact that such separate classes ex-
ist, has been largely ironed-over or blurred in the media and has resulted 
in widespread bafflement at this particular downturn in the business cycle. 
During the Celtic Tiger period, it was ‘our’ economy which was spoken of as 
doing well, even though some benefited to a much greater extent than oth-
ers and that at its height, economic inequality in Ireland was reported to be 
second only to that of the U.S. amongst western nations. (Chrisafis, 2004) 
Likewise, since the bubble has burst, it is ‘we’ who must tighten our belts to 
put the public finances on an even keel once more. In the shadow of such 
discourse, basic economic concepts such as surplus value, despite being vital 
to an understanding of how profit is created, are unfamiliar to the public and 
the Marxist concept of class conflict (or God forbid, class war) almost sounds 
as if it could arouse accusations of hate speech. Likewise, the growing stress 
on individual responsibility for one’s fate, what Gordon has referred to as ‘the 
managerialization of personal identity and personal relations which accom-
panies the capitalization of the meaning of life’ (Gordon, 1991, p. 44), has en-
couraged a belief that we are all equally to blame for the economic difficulties 
facing us, and has made it possible for Brian Patterson, former chairman of 
the Irish Financial Services Regulatory Authority, to claim that ‘everybody’ 
was responsible for the property boom and bust which led to Ireland’s eco-
nomic ruin (Molloy, 2010).

It is in such a context of bewilderment and anger that the Tea Party move-
ment has grown to prominence in the United States. Espousing a free-market 
brand of Libertarianism and borrowing much of its rhetoric from positions 

(Keay, 1987) The difficulty with this is that society is itself a social construct, 
just as individuals and families are social constructs; and just as they are cre-
ated and reproduced by culture, so too can they be destroyed. In their own 
brutal way, movements such as the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia attempted 
to eradicate the institution of the family. If by society we mean a structured 
network of interdependencies which transcend individual or narrow group 
interests, such as the family or a club, then an attempt has been made in the 
last three decades by the more determined of neoliberalism’s acolytes to un-
make much of this structure. Unlike the crude schemes of the Khmer Rouge, 
however, this project is not one that has been centrally-planned by a specific 
political party, but has emerged organically from the requirements and inter-
ests of an elite business class and has been articulated only by its ideologues 
in neoliberal and, more prominently since the financial crisis set in, free-
market libertarian circles. The most obvious ideological example of this at-
tack on the constraints imposed by society is their critique of the payment of 
taxes. While few in mainstream political discourse have argued for the total 
abolition of taxes, the impression has nevertheless become widespread that 
taxes are an imposition (even the phrase ‘tax burden’ has become common in 
everyday discourse, especially in the United States) on the population from 
without—a necessary evil perhaps, but an evil nonetheless. (Aldred, 2009, pp. 
79-102) This perception has become so deeply-rooted that few politicians are 
willing to admit their intention to raise taxes, even when the necessity to do 
so is glaringly obvious. Likewise, it has become difficult to openly discuss the 
spending cuts that necessarily follow cuts in taxation, or the consequences 
that will follow from them.

Given that many have, in the past, benefited from publicly-funded enter-
prises, why are they now so unwilling to pay for them? It may be on account of 
a perception that taxes raised are not being utilised in the public’s interest, or 
that inefficiency and overspending are problems endemic to publicly-funded 
services. Support for this impression has come in Ireland from the state itself, 
by a succession of ministers anxious to cut spending on the health service. 
There may, however, be something more irrational taking place here—a be-
lief which has not come about as a result of experience with taxes, but instead 
reflects a deeper scepticism towards public spending in principle. It is not in 
the form of a political theory that this ideology has tended to filter through to 
the public consciousness. Instead it has had its most lasting impact through 
the medium of advertising and consumerism—a world-view which place’s 
the individual and his or her interests above all else.

An example of this is the apparently growing belief amongst motorists 
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neoliberal economic programme for obvious reasons, and has been mani-
fested in popular culture in other, less obvious ways. The growing interest in 
new-age religion (in varying degrees of dedication) is an interesting example 
of this. It has borrowed selectively from Buddhism and Hinduism to stress 
the importance of the individual and his or her control over their own fate. 
Filtered through western capitalism, the concept of karma can be made to 
lend a spiritual legitimacy to what appears a rather cut-throat doctrine; it 
also provides a comforting organising principle in a world where the individ-
ual’s fate often appears far from in their own hands. This tendency to direct 
energies towards personal instead of social transformation can be traced to 
the post-Nixon years in America, when that politically-active segment of the 
hippie movement grew disenchanted with the possibility of changing Amer-
ica politically, and focussed instead on fulfilling the dictates of Gandhi’s oft-
quoted direction to be the change you wish to see in the world (Curtis, 2002). 
The extent to which this disposition has entered the popular consciousness 
is reflected in the huge sales of self-help books, many of which preach some 
sort of new-age beliefs alongside a surprisingly materialist ethos. Titles such 
as Attract money by best-selling author Robert Griswold and Think Yourself 
Rich by Joseph Murphy, attest to the correlation. Poverty, the latter writer in-
sisted, is a disease of the mind. (Murphy, 2006, p.121)

Conclusion

Such beliefs accord well with an ideology that posits the potential for eve-
ryone to be a millionaire. Of course, it is a false promise. Not everybody can 
be a millionaire because wealth cannot exist without its correlative in pov-
erty. Likewise, not everybody can leave the tap running all night to stop the 
pipes from freezing. I have attempted, in this essay, to show how the precepts 
of a political ideology, neoliberal capitalism, have filtered through to the cul-
tural bedrock of modern society and have manifested themselves in vari-
ous ways. Ultimately, a lack of civic engagement in activities such as labour 
unions or co-operatives is in the interests of Capital. It is in such a cultural 
climate that western society has undergone a degree of atomisation, in which 
individuals compete with each other relentlessly, ostensibly in the pursuit of 
their own self-interest; such competition is in fact far from in the interests of 
the participants.

as radical as anarcho-capitalism, it represents in essence a more populist 
and strident version of the neoliberal views which have become orthodox 
amongst the ruling elite in America since the introduction of Reaganomics 
in the eighties. Despite the fact that lack of regulation has led to some of the 
worst excesses which brought about the financial crisis, the Tea Party’s driv-
ing aspiration seems to be less regulation and interference by government 
and the liberation of an entrepreneurial spirit which, it is believed, will bring 
the economy out of recession. This is an essentially negative theory in that it 
defines freedom as the mere absence of constraint, rather than proposing any 
positive measures to enable people to exercise their freedom. There is, in fact, 
good reason to believe that the Tea Party is little more than a campaigning 
platform for the Republican party, disguising itself as a grassroots political 
movement as it seeks to reinvigorate itself in the aftermath of electoral defeat 
to Barack Obama (Krugman, 2009). While commandeering the language 
of freedom, it actually represents a blueprint for society which favours rule 
by business interests ahead of the state—in other words, more of the same. 
Indeed, Noam Chomsky has likened its potential attractiveness to a belea-
guered population to that of Nazism in Weimar Germany (Rothschild, 2010).

It is interesting to compare the public response to this latest crisis of capi-
talism in the West and in Latin America. In the relatively affluent nations 
of the West (or rather ‘the North’ as this socio-political block is more often 
referred to in Latin America) the population has, ostensibly, greater access to 
information and educational resources than the poorer classes of central and 
south America. It is nevertheless amongst the latter that a coherent ideologi-
cal resistance to the neoliberal paradigm has emerged and a vigorous political 
alternative from grassroots movements in countries such as Venezuela and 
Bolivia (Eckstein, 2001). It is tempting to see the higher levels of ‘education’ 
in the west, especially in the managerial stratum of society, as at least part-
ly representing higher levels of indoctrination. As Chomsky has observed, 
propaganda is largely directed towards the privileged; for the mass of the 
population, there is distraction in  forms such as sport or celebrities (Chom-
sky, 2005). An example of this indoctrination, to which children are exposed 
from an early age, is the cult of the entrepreneur. This has been promoted for 
some time in both the media and official government policy. So prevalent has 
it become in western popular culture that it goes almost unnoticed.

The ideology of movements such as the Tea Party is also informed by the 
notion that economic growth is stimulated primarily by unleashing the inner 
forces of enterprise to which government can only provide an obstacle. An 
emphasis on self-reliance and personal development dovetails neatly with the 
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‘Heuristic’ means proceeding to a solution by trial and er-
ror by rules that are only loosely defined (Pearsall, 2007, p. 
452). This means that for Marx’s theory of history and so-
cial change to have heuristic value, it must be flexible and 
allow for various adaptations and interpretations. This es-

say will therefore focus on the extent to which Marxist historians are not lim-
ited by Marx’s ‘base-superstructure’ metaphor. By examining later attempts 
at adapting Marx’s theory it will consequently be argued that the theory does 
not allow for sufficiently flexible reinterpretation due to the pervasive influ-
ence of its foundations in economic determinism and so has little heuristic 
value. This essay will then conduct an evaluation of whether the theory is sci-
entific, based on the works of Karl Popper and will illustrate that the theory’s 
inability to be falsified proves that it is not scientific. Firstly however, this es-
say shall explain Marx’s theory of historical materialism.
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consciousness and their philosophical or political ideals do not affect the 
structure of society. Rather these ideals are created by the economic base of 
that period in history, which governs the whole underlying idea of historical 
materialism. In interpreting a specific historical epoch, any decision on the 
structure of society, its laws or even international relations, will be analysed 
as being due to the economic circumstances of that period. Essentially one 
can argue that when the material forces of production come into conflict with 
the relations of production, an era of social revolution begins. 

Thus a Marxist interpretation of history always has economics as the pre-
dominant factor in human history and based on this the conclusion must be 
drawn that, at its core, historical materialism is economic determinism. In 
other words, history is determined by economics, which leaves no place for 
innate ideas or free will. However, Marx and Engels attempt to dismiss this 
type of interpretation (Rigby, p. 8). Moreover subsequent Marxist historians 
have also attempted to refute this fatalistic interpretation by reinterpreting 
the base-superstructure metaphor. The fundamental question regarding the 
heuristic value of Marx’s theory is the ability to re-interpret this metaphor 
and to give different emphases and interpretation to economic determinism.

Re-interpretations of the base-superstructure metaphor

Maurice Dobb accepted that historical materialism and economic deter-
minism share an insistence that material events are to govern the interpreta-
tion of history (1932, p. 14). However, he attempted to distance himself from 
economic determinism by accepting this only in a practical sense; ‘knowl-
edge of history is given solely in scientific study of historical experience and 
not in intuition or a priori logic’ (Ibid.). Dobb claimed that historical mate-
rialism does not abstract separate events into ‘material’ (or economic) and 
‘ideal’ (non-economic), where the former plays an active role in historical 
causation and the latter a passive one. As these ideas of human thought do 
not solely play a passive role in historical causation they must also be ‘facts’ of 
historical research (Ibid., p. 15); the ‘history of ideas’ also contributes towards 
historical causation. The inference being that not all history is determined by 
economics. Thus by interpreting Marx’s view that life conditions conscious-
ness differently and allowing him to claim that ‘ideals’ play an active role in 
history one can deduce that Dobb was illustrating the adaptability and hence 
heuristic value of the theory of historical materialism.

The reason Dobb is able to do this is because ‘conditions’ does not imply 
totality, as the term ‘determines’ would. Though Marx used the word ‘deter-

Explanation of historical materialism

Historical materialism is the classical Marxist view of history. Engels de-
scribed it as seeking:

‘the ultimate cause and the great moving power of all important historic 
events in the economic development of society, in the changes in the modes 
of production’. (Blackburn, 2008, p. 167)

Marx believed that the essential element of human existence was the fact 
that we produce goods and so the ‘mode of production’ was a definite form of 
activity of individuals which was a manner of expressing their life (Marx and 
Engels, 1974, p. 42). The mode of production is the manner upon which indi-
viduals produce – the way production is carried out. Marxist writers also use 
the phrase to describe the wider ‘social character of production’, as a syno-
nym for the ‘relations in which productive forces are developed’ (Rigby, 1987, 
p. 24). This highlights the ambiguity and difficulty of defining Marx’s con-
cepts, as depending upon the text, their meanings varied. This makes it hard 
to consider his theory as scientific because he did not commit himself and 
his followers to a body of scientific concepts but rather to the use of a certain 
body of vocabulary (Ibid., p. 17).

Marx’s theory states that these modes of production along with other eco-
nomic considerations are the foundations of society. An important factor 
in this would be ‘relations of production’. ‘Relations of production’ are the 
relationships between the individual person (or group of individuals), with 
either another person (or group of persons) or a productive force (or group 
of productive forces) (Ibid.). An example of this would be the relationship be-
tween a factories’ workforce and their employer or the relationship between a 
farm labourer and agricultural productive forces. These relations of produc-
tion play a crucial part in any work based on historical materialism as the 
theory states that they constitute the economic structure of society. Marx be-
lieved this to be the foundation on which a legal and political superstructure 
arose and to which forms of social consciousness correspond (1971, p. 20).

This is the fundamental concept upon which the majority of Marxist 
history is based – his base-superstructure metaphor. Mankind enters into 
relations of production according to how advanced the material forces of 
production are. For example, whether the forces of production are still pre-
dominantly agrarian or industrial. These economic foundations are the ba-
sis of society. Marx and Engels stated that ‘Life is not determined by con-
sciousness, but consciousness by life’ (1974, p. 47). He believed that human 
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still governed by a belief that economics is the overriding factor in social and 
historical change. The political and ideological modes of production were, it 
could be said, his version of the superstructure.

Therefore, the base-superstructure model and its major implication, eco-
nomic determinism, can only be adapted in a very limited form. It is possible 
to use one’s own terms and put more emphasis on other factors then simply 
relations of production, yet this is the extent of the heuristic value of his-
torical materialism (in relation to this specific aspect of it) because Marxist 
works must have economics as the ultimately determining element in histori-
cal causation. They all, to a greater or lesser extent, have the concept of eco-
nomic determinism ingrained in their interpretations of history. 

The falsifiability of historical materialism

This paper shall now deal with another major issue, whether or not his-
torical materialism should even have a heuristic element if it is meant to be 
scientific. Marx wrote that ‘Empirical observation must in each separate 
instance bring out empirically [...] the connection of the social and politi-
cal structure with production.’ (Marx and Engels, 1974, p. 46). Marx wanted 
works of historical materialism to be based on empirical observation, like a 
science. This meant for Marx that the material transformation of the eco-
nomic conditions, in a specific historical epoch, and its effect on the super-
structure could be determined with the precision of natural science. (Marx, 
1971, p. 21) Historical materialism is meant to be based on the same principles 
that make a scientific theory a scientific theory and not a pseudo-scientific 
theory. It is a paradigm for historical research. One aspect of what makes 
historical materialism heuristic is the fact that it can be loosely applied to any 
period in history; that is, any historical epoch or transition between epochs, 
can be explained in terms of relations of production, new development of 
productive forces and so forth. For example the social changes that effected 
Britain during the Black Death can be explained in terms of the changes to 
the relations of production during this period. It was not the deaths of a large 
percentage of the population that altered society but the economic changes 
during this period. This is the most beneficial heuristic element of historical 
materialism for a Marxist historian as it allows him to argue that the totality 
of historical events is governed by relations of production. No historical fact 
will contradict their interpretation of historical causation.  

Unfortunately for historical materialism, its ability to interpret all events 
within the Marxist framework is where the major weakness in the theory lies 

mines’, with regards to consciousness, there are places where he uses less defi-
nite terminology. Nevertheless, Dobb still cannot get away from economic 
determinism, stating that if ‘ideas’ were conceived to be more significant in 
shaping historical plot, any Marxist would have to emphatically deny ‘ideas’ 
as having any reality or significance (Ibid.). He cannot allow the base to be 
superseded by the superstructure. Dobb’s interpretation may superficially al-
low the superstructure some freedom, in the sense that you can have ‘ideas’ 
that are not due to the economic base, but the superstructure is still predomi-
nantly dominated by the base, i.e. by relations of production. Economics are 
thus still the integral factor in historical causation.

Other Marxist historians have also attempted to deviate from the strict 
‘base-superstructure’ model. Genovese argued that if historical materialism 
was to be based on a more sophisticated version of economic determinism 
and a denial of a totality of human history, then historical materialism was 
a flawed theory (Kaye, 1995, pp. 56-57). His interpretation of the base-su-
perstructure model was that a particular base or mode of production would 
generate a corresponding superstructure but that this would develop accord-
ing to its own logic as well as in response to the base’s development (Ibid.).

This implies that the superstructure could develop beyond what would 
be expected from the economic base. This, like Dobb’s belief that ‘ideas’ are 
part of history, has the same intrinsic flaw – superstructural changes that are 
not due to the base cannot be as fundamental as those caused by the base. 
If the base generates the superstructure then, even if the superstructure has 
developed beyond this, when the base changes, a whole new superstructure 
will be generated. The relations and modes of production still dominate the 
way society is structured and economic determinism is still the guiding force 
behind it. 

Other arguments include Perry Anderson’s, which moved completely 
away from base-superstructure model, arguing that mode of production has 
three levels; economic, political and ideological. At any given historical mo-
ment a particular level may make a particular contribution to a historical 
outcome (Kaye, 1995, pp. 58-59). This would be the most strident example 
of there being a potentially heuristic quality to historical materialism as his 
work is totally devoid of the base-superstructure model, whilst still keeping 
within the general framework of Marxist theory.  Nevertheless, these views 
can still be traced back to the base-superstructure metaphor. Anderson stat-
ed that even though all three levels can make a contribution to history, the 
economic level is ultimately determining; (Ibid., p. 59) this economic level 
being Anderson’s version of the base. His view of historical causation was 
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p. 101) However, falsification is only used in order to ascertain whether or 
not the theory is scientific; its usefulness in confirming a prediction is al-
most a bonus. A theory should not be given up just because it has been fal-
sified; otherwise ‘we shall never find out where the real power of our theo-
ries lies.’(Chalmers, 206, p.103) If historical materialism had been falsified, 
it would actually be a better theory because one could assess why certain 
historical epochs support the theory and why other periods of history have 
different determining factors. Historical research would not be constrained 
by trying to analyse an event in terms of relations of production etc.  

Conclusion

Marx’s theory of historical materialism is undoubtedly governed primar-
ily by the base-superstructure metaphor contained within it. This paper has 
demonstrated that this metaphor allows for only a limited heuristic interpre-
tation of the theory and ensures that all subsequent works of historical mate-
rialism are based on economic determinism illustrating the inflexible man-
ner of the theory. Furthermore it has been shown that the fact that this theory 
is not falsifiable does not allow it to be considered to have the scientific-based 
quality, which Marx wished it to possess. Consequently historical material-
ism may be characterised as an intrinsically flawed and therefore somewhat 
redundant method of historical analysis.

because this heuristic element makes the theory totally non-scientific. Es-
sentially basing a theory on inductive experimentation, in this case simply 
empirical observation, is not enough to make a theory scientific as it be-
comes impossible to distinguish science from a pseudo-science like psychol-
ogy. (Popper, 1998, p. 4) What makes a theory scientific is the fact that it is 
falsifiable. For any theory it is always possible to find evidence that confirms 
and verifies the theory, but in order to be truly scientific, confirmation should 
only be important if it is ‘the result of risky predictions’. (Ibid., p. 7) Therefore, 
the criterion for the scientific status of a theory is its falsifiability, refutability, 
or testability. (Ibid., p. 7) This does not mean that the theory has to be correct 
only that it can be proved false. Historical materialism does not fulfil these 
criteria because it can, like Freud and Adler’s psychological theories, be ap-
plied to any situation, explain it, and cannot be proven false. 

Surely a historian should objectively assess the empirical evidence first 
then establish an interpretation or theory which would be testable and the 
correctness of the theory ascertainable, rather than deciding on an interpre-
tation and then finding evidence to support it. Marxist historians do the lat-
ter. Immanuel Wallerstein, an eminent Marxist historian, stated that ‘Con-
ceptualisation should determine research, at least most of the time, not vice 
versa.’ (Wallerstein, 1974, p. 8). The Marxist historians simply use ‘facts’ that 
support the theory in any particular historical period without taking into 
account those that may prove it wrong. Therefore, in applying the theory to 
their research means their historical research is not carried out in a scientific 
manner; as research comes before conceptualization in science. However, 
this is not a solely philosophical point. Other historians have also pointed 
out this weakness in the theory. Peter Novick stated about that same principle 
of falsification:

‘Historical facts are seen as prior to and independent of interpretation: the 
value of an interpretation is judged by how well it accounts for the facts; if 
contradicted by the facts, it must be abandoned.’ (Novick, 1988, p. 2)

If we return to the Black Death example, historical materialism does not 
seem to correctly account for the facts, yet by heuristically altering the theory 
they are able to account of it within a Marxist framework. Therefore, it can-
not be proven false. The heuristic element of Marxism is what makes it a 
flawed theory.

Yet, this criticism can be questioned. A. F. Chalmers rightly pointed out 
that if falsification was the correct criteria for scientific theory, then many 
scientific theories would be falsified and cast aside, which were actually cor-
rect because the technology was not there to test it properly (Chalmers, 1999, 
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In Anarchy, State and Utopia, Robert Nozick offers a compelling de-
fence of free-market libertarianism - the position that advocates the 
maximisation of individual rights on the moral grounds that agents 
initially fully own themselves and can be morally justified in acquiring 
property rights in external things (Blackburn, 2006, p. 210; Vallentyne, 

2010). The corollary of Nozick’s theory of justice is that ‘the minimal state is 
the most extensive state that can be justified’ (Nozick, 1974, p.27); hence, its 
role is restricted to collective deface and the protection of negative rights, 
with all other duties being left to private institutions operating within the, 
inherently just, free market (Feser, 2005). Although Nozick makes reference 
to the practical benefits of such a structure, his defence of libertarianism is 
strictly a moral one, grounded on the thesis of self-ownership. 

This paper seeks to outline the two-part moral argument from which Noz-
ick believes his entitlement theory of distributive justice follows, and then ex-
pose the internal inconsistencies with this argument. Two lines of refutation 
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In fact, the ‘central theoretical device’ of Anarchy, State and Utopia, ac-
cording to Scanlon (1976, p.4), is the classification of principles of justice as 
‘historical’, ‘end-result’, and ‘patterned’ (Nozick, 1974, pp.153-160). Nozick 
maintains that standard theories of distributive justice can be classified in one 
of two ways. They are either a-historical ‘end-result’ theories or they are pat-
terned historical theories. In assessing the justice of a distribution of wealth 
in a society, the former hold that the only thing that matters is who ends up 
with what, irrespective of historical considerations like how the distribution 
came to be (Ibid., pp. 153-155). Conversely, patterned historical theories spec-
ify that a distribution is ‘to vary along with some natural dimension’ or some 
combination of such dimensions (Ibid., p. 156). According to this theoreti-
cal framework, Nozick’s entitlement conception of justice is unique in that it 
is established on un-patterned historical principles: the justice of any given 
distribution is not determined by it fitting any specified pattern, but by the 
historical consideration of how people get what they have, and specifically, 
that this process of appropriation is consistent with the aforementioned prin-
ciples of justice in holdings. 

In defence of this position Nozick employs a thought-experiment involv-
ing the basketball player, Wilt Chamberlain. Nozick first asks his reader to 
imagine a society in which the distribution of wealth fits a particular struc-
ture favored by a non-entitlement conception of justice, say, for instance, 
strict equality. Henceforth, the resulting initial distribution (D1) is just ex 
hypothesis, on account of the fact that Nozick has allowed the opponent of 
libertarianism to himself determine it (Feser, 2005). Then Nozick supposes 
that Chamberlain is a member of this society, and that he, due to his skill as 
a basketball player, has as a condition in his contract that stipulates that each 
person coming to see his team’s basketball game is required to put twenty-
five cents into a special box at the gate of the sports arena, the contents of 
which will go to him. By one million such fans voluntarily paying this small 
fee, Chamberlain amasses a sum of $250,000. This distribution (D2) thereby 
represents the distribution in which this particular sportsman ends up with 
a much larger sum than others in his initially-equal society. Nozick argues 
that Chamberlain is entitled to this extra income on account of the fact that 
people voluntarily transitioned from D1, the necessarily-just distribution, to 
D2. As a result of the fact that ‘liberty upsets patterns’, Nozick asserts that any 
theory of justice based on patterned principles cannot be realised without 
‘continuous interference with people’s lives’ (1974, p. 163). This level of inter-
ference, Nozick argues, is unacceptable because it violates the principle of 
self-ownership, for, if people have true ownership over their property, it must 
follow that they have the right to dispose of it as they choose. 

are offered to this end, one directed against each part of Nozick’s argument. 
Taken together, these prove fatal for his entitlement theory by exposing it as 
libertarianism ‘without foundations’ (Nagel, 1975). 

The Entitlement Theory

Nozick takes the entitlement theory of justice to be the logical outcome of 
a two-part, linear moral argument, whereby the principle of treating people 
as ends-in-themselves is taken to be causally related to the principle of self-
ownership, and from this it is taken to follow that absolute property rights 
exist. The argument, therefore, is two-pronged, as it is built on the two causal 
relationships between the three constitutive elements, (A à B) and (B à C). 

The first, foundational element (A) is the idea enshrined in the second 
maxim of the Kantian imperative that individuals are inviolable ends-in-
themselves, which is employed to argue for the moral equality of all persons 
(Kymlicka, 2002, p. 107). The second element (B) – the crux of this moral 
defence of libertarianism – is the thesis of self-ownership, which posits that 
each person is the morally rightful owner of his own person and powers, and 
consequently, that each is ‘free to use those powers as he wishes, provided 
that he does not deploy them aggressively against others’ (Cohen, 1995, p. 
67). The problem with the first part of the moral argument (A à B) is that it 
is based on the ‘unargued premise’ (Nagel, 1975, p. 138) that individuals have 
certain inviolable rights that act as ‘side-constraints’ upon the actions to be 
done by other individuals or the state (Nozick, 1974, p. 9, 30). 

Nozick then adds a third element (C) to his moral argument: self-owner-
ship necessarily yields absolute property rights, providing that the property is 
appropriated in accordance with three specified principles of justice in hold-
ings (Ibid., pp.150-153). The result is Nozick’s ‘purely procedural’ entitlement 
theory of distributive justice, which specifies that a distribution of wealth in 
a society is considered a just distribution if everyone in that society is entitled 
to what he holds on account of the fact that the holdings were gained in ac-
cordance with the principles of justice in acquisition, transfer and rectification 
(Schmidtz, 2006, p.203). This second part of the argument (i.e. B à C) con-
tends that the redistribution made necessary by other theories of justice, such 
as those proposed by Rawls and utilitarians, is incompatible with recognis-
ing people as self-owners: coercive intervention by governments in market 
exchanges does not respect the fact that every individual has full property 
rights over ‘her body, skills and labour’ (Christman, 1990, p.28). Unlike the 
first part of the argument, Nozick posits a theoretical base for this second 
contention. 
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that self-ownership does not yield absolute property rights, it is necessary 
only to prove that one of these premises is incorrect. However, to ensure that 
the causal link between self-ownership and property-ownership is dissolved, 
this essay chooses to focus its attention on highlighting the problems inher-
ent with both the second and third premises. 

The first problem with Nozick’s entitlement theory is the difficulties with 
his account of what counts as ‘worsening the situation of others’ with regard 
to acquiring absolute property rights (Nozick, 1974, p. 178). In Self-Owner-
ship, Freedom, and Equality, G. A. Cohen highlights two such difficulties. To 
begin with, he points out that Nozick defines ‘worse off ’ solely in terms of 
material welfare, and argues against this on account of the fact that this ef-
fectively neglects ‘the value people may place on the kind of power relations 
in which they stand to others’ (Cohen, 1995, p. 80). Cohen asserts the need to 
include autonomy, not just material well-being, in our account of not wors-
ening the conditions of others (Kymlicka, 2002, p.162). The second difficulty 
with this part of Nozick’s argument relates to Cohen’s argument from coun-
terfactual considerations. Nozick’s proviso stipulates that an act of appropria-
tion must not worsen the condition of others that would have pertained had 
that resource remained in general use. Cohen asserts that the corollary of this 
is that ‘the only counterfactual situation relevant to assessing the justice of 
an appropriation is one in which [the resource] would have continued to 
be accessible to all’ (1995, p. 78). However, this ignores a number of relevant 
counterfactual alternatives that may have been ‘fairer or more efficient, or 
better [for] people’s material interests or their autonomy’ (Kymlicka, 2002, p. 
118). Thus, Cohen concludes that it is inadequate to test the justice of prop-
erty-ownership only with respect to benefits relative to the state of common 
holdings.

The second problem with Nozick’s theory of property arises due to his as-
sumption that the world is initially un-owned. According to left-libertarians, 
joint-ownership is a possible counterfactual to Nozick’s system of absolute 
property rights, and this alternative makes it possible still to hold the premise 
of self-ownership while rejecting the inegalitarian consequences that follow 
from the appropriation of initially unheld resources (Vallentyne, 2000, p. 1). 
In this way, Nozick’s contention that the world is initially unowned is shown 
to be defective on account of our strongly-held intuition regarding the in-
justice of undeserved inequalities, which is not necessarily in conflict with 
our intuition about the truth of self-ownership. The result of this is that any 
plausible principle of initial acquisition, revised in light of these criticisms, 
will yield ‘only limited property rights’ (Kymlicka, 2002, p. 116). Nozick is 
therefore mistaken in holding that self-ownership necessarily yields absolute 

II: Problems with moving from self-ownership to property-ownership

This theory succeeds only if, as Exdell asserts, Nozick is able to ‘formulate 
principles which identify the morally legitimate means of coming to own 
things’ (1999, p. 143). Nozick asserts that self-owners are morally justified in 
having absolute property rights over any external resources that result from 
the exercise of their personal powers in the marketplace – a process of ap-
propriation that was first established by Locke’s Second Treatise of Govern-
ment, whereby a self-owner appropriates an unheld resource by mixing his 
labour with it (thereby, according to Nozick, adding value to it), and that 
this right to property necessarily involves the right to transfer that property 
to another. The legal right to a good is not grounded exclusively in the ex-
ercise of one’s talents or labour, but is dependent on the ‘validity of previous 
property rights’, according to the principle of justice in transfer (Kymlicka, 
2002, p. 110). Hence, as Kymlicka points out, establishing the validity of one’s 
property rights requires going back down the ‘chain of transfers’ to an assess-
ment of the validity of the initial acquisition of that natural resource (2002, 
p. 111; Rousseau, 1955, p. 192). How, though, is an initial acquisition ever to be 
deemed morally legitimate, given that the thesis of self-ownership does not 
cover property that is not created by our personal powers?

To this end, Nozick posits the first principle of his entitlement theory. The 
principle of justice in initial acquisition expounds the traditional Lockean 
position, but develops it in certain ways. According to Nozick, an appropria-
tion can be deemed legitimate if it does not worsen anyone’s overall condi-
tion. This ‘Lockean proviso’, can however, be understood in one of two ways. 
The first way is to take it in its stronger form, whereby an appropriation is 
only legitimate if it does not worsen other people’s right to appropriate goods. 
The second way is weaker, holding that an appropriation is legitimate if it 
does not worsen other people’s right to use things (Nozick, 1974: 178-182). It is 
this weaker form that Nozick claims supports his contention that self-owner-
ship yields private property. Hence, Nozick’s account of fair initial acquisition 
can be expressed in the following form: (1) people are self-owners; (2) the 
world is initially unowned; (3) absolute rights over a disproportionate share 
of the world can be acquired, as long as this does not worsen the condition of 
others; and (4) it is relatively easy to accomplish these absolute rights over the 
world without worsening other people’s condition (Kymlicka, 2002, p. 116 [cf. 
Cohen, 1986]). Therefore, once people have appropriated private property, ‘a 
free market in capital and labour is morally required’ (Kymlicka, 2002, p. 116). 
In order to show that this argument is internally inconsistent, and therefore 



73

Theory

72

Theory

both formal and substantive forms of self-ownership, as it should, then the 
entitlement theory is an inadequate account of distributive justice. As the 
example of the property-less worker shows, it is necessary to have both re-
sources and liberties in order to exercise any meaningful self-determination, 
and hence, to have full self-ownership. Further, due to the separateness of 
persons, everyone should have an equal claim to these resources and liber-
ties. On these grounds, it is argued that the redistributive policies that are ad-
vocated by liberal egalitarian theories of justice, such as Rawls’ ‘justice as fair-
ness’ model, are a fairer way of promoting self-determination. It is granted 
that such a system would restrict the self-determination of the well-off ‘to a 
limited degree’, for instance by taxing the rewards of their undeserved natural 
talents (Kymlicka, 2002, p. 124). However, these redistributive policies do not 
disadvantage anyone in their substantive self-ownership; instead, the fairer 
distribution that they produce provides self-determination to many people 
who previously lacked it. By this reasoning, Rawlsian principles respect and 
advance the full self-ownership of persons more than Nozick’s entitlement 
theory.  

Libertarianism ‘without foundations’

This essay has highlighted two serious inconsistencies within Nozick’s en-
titlement theory, which together have dealt it a fatal blow. Recall that the 
entitlement theory is the result of a linear moral argument, whereby the Kan-
tian imperative is causally related to the principle of self-ownership, which 
itself is causally related to the existence of absolute property rights. On the 
one hand, this essay has argued against Nozick’s claim that self-ownership 
necessarily yields property-ownership; on the other, it has shown that Noz-
ick’s understanding of the thesis of self-ownership is not the necessary corol-
lary of the Kantian imperative. Therefore, Nozick’s argument is categorically 
defeated. This being the case, this essay posits that a better way of theoris-
ing about distributive justice would take account of both our egalitarian and 
liberty-focused intuitions, and hence, should assess social institutions and 
their procedures by reference ‘both to their respect for individual right and 
liberty, and to their tendency to promote desirable ends like the general wel-
fare’ (Nagel, 1975, p. 146).  

property rights (B à C), which in turn acts as a strong refutation of Nozick’s 
entitlement theory.

The faulty move from moral equality to self-ownership

Having established that the entitlement theory can be refuted on the 
grounds that self-ownership does not necessarily yield a moral defence of 
capitalism, the paper moves onto refute the initial part of the argument, 
namely, the idea that self-ownership, as Nozick construes it, follows from the 
Kantian notion of the moral equality of all persons (A à B). This second line 
of refutation is essentially a development of the point just made about the 
tension between our two moral intuitions with regards to distributive justice: 
the first being egalitarian (or welfarist) in nature and the second being our in-
tuition about individual liberty of action (Nagel, 1975, p. 136). Why does Noz-
ick act on the latter intuition and not the former given that his theory of dis-
tributive justice is based on the Kantian imperative? To answer this question 
it is necessary to distinguish between two different types of self-ownership: 
formal self-ownership, that is, legal rights, and substantive self-ownership, 
that is, self-determination (Kymlicka, 2002, pp. 122-123).  

Although Nozick makes reference to both types of self-ownership (1974, p. 
51), he explicitly recognises that libertarianism can only guarantee the formal 
type (Kymlicka, 2002, p. 123). Nozick explains that in his entitlement con-
ception of justice not everyone is able to translate their guaranteed formal 
self-ownership into substantive self-determination. On Nozick’s account, a 
property-less worker who ‘is faced with working or starving’ (1974, p. 262) 
still has full self-ownership, because they possess formal rights of self-owner-
ship. But how can someone be said to possess full self-ownership if economic 
necessity forces them to enter into an ‘unpalatable’ contract with a capitalist, 
within which it is not possible for them to determine central areas of their 
lives (Nozick, 1974, p. 263)?

It seems that the total force of Nozick’s argument vanishes when we con-
sider that the entitlement theory does not protect or advance substantive self-
ownership for two reasons: (a) Nozick’s conception of self-ownership cannot 
follow from the Kantian principle of treating people as ends not means (¬[A 
à B]), because libertarianism makes the propertyless worker a resource for 
others; and (b) the entitlement theory of justice loses its defining character, 
namely, the prominence that it claims to give to our strongly-held intuition 
about individual liberty of action, taken to mean liberty of action according 
to one’s conception of the good.

Therefore, if the thesis of self-ownership requires the advancement of 
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Turkey’s accession to the EU has been a long and difficult process. 
It has been plagued by reform fatigue and polarised political elite 
on both sides of the negotiating table. The difficulties inherent in 
this process not only underline possible problems for Turkey-EU 
relations but also raise questions as to the future viability of the 

European project itself. Turkey has recently begun to assert itself on the in-
ternational stage, becoming ever more assured in its geopolitical identity. It is 
a strong regional actor and has established dialogue with the Middle East and 
neighbours such as Iran, of which the EU can only be envious. It has learned 
to use strengths, such as its gateway position for oil supplies, as political lev-
erage. This is in contrast to the external relations policy of the EU which rests 
on a weak legal footing, is marked by double standards and is often remark-
able for its lack of strategic vision. However, these characteristics are merely 
external manifestations of an internal problem; a lack of assurance within the 
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EU as to its own identity. There has been a distinct and recurrent failure of 
European actors to engage in dialogue with civil and political society in order 
to construct a coherent image of Europe. What does it mean to be European? 
What are the values which should be the foundation of the social and politi-
cal project that we call the EU? These are questions that have been asked be-
fore, but the current negotiations with Ankara underline the need for Europe 
to re-engage with this oft neglected issue.

Firstly this paper will re-examine some of the more common arguments 
for and against Turkish accession to the EU. Secondly, this paper will dem-
onstrate that many of these arguments, and in particular the ‘clash of civilisa-
tions’ thesis, bear the distinct flavour of Orientalism, whether they oppose 
accession or not. This is itself a symptom of the EU’s lack of understanding 
of its own cultural imagination. Finally it will be argued that Turkey’s acces-
sion to the EU is a necessary reminder, to all actors involved in the European 
Project, of the need to redraft the blueprint of European identity.    

The Arguments For and Against Turkish Accession

2010 has been a ‘tumultuous’ economic year for the EU (DG for Economic 
and Financial Affairs, 2010). Plagued by the sovereign debt crisis in Ireland 
and Greece, Europe is in the midst of one of the worst global economic cri-
ses since the 1930s. Despite the encouraging bottom line GDP of 1.75% for 
the year 2010 the EU is determined not to lose sight of the complexities of 
the problem and particularly the long term economic difficulties caused by 
demographic and energy security concerns. It is these two points which are 
frequently cited by those in favour of Turkish accession to the EU. 

In a communication from the Commission in 2006 it was noted that ‘The 
dependency ratio is set to double and reach 51% by 2050, which means that 
the EU will change from having four to only two persons of working age for 
each citizen aged 65 and above’ (EC, 2006). This poses significant challenges 
for the economic future of Europe. The establishment of the European Al-
liance for Families in 2007 and the holding of regular Demographic Fora 
indicate the renewed focus of the EU on issues such as active ageing and 
the privatisation of maintenance obligations towards elderly relatives. Turkey 
had a fertility rate of 2.1 in 2008, (World Bank, 2010) compared to a rate of 
1.52 for the EU (DG for Economic and Financial Affairs, 2009). It has been 
suggested that Turkey’s relatively young population would be of benefit to the 
EU in providing for such future economic challenges.

The issue of energy security is also a key concern for the EU as indicated 

by the publication of the EU Directive Imposing an Obligation on Member 
States to Maintain Minimum Stocks of Crude Oil and/or Petroleum Products 
in 2009 (EC, 2009). The signature and ratification of the Nabucco pipeline 
intergovernmental agreement in July 2009 was considered a significant ad-
vance in this regard for the EU. This pipeline is part of the more ambitious 
Southern Corridor project which attempts to connect the rich oil sources 
of the Caspian, Middle East and Egyptian Regions with the EU and ensure 
energy security for the EU into the foreseeable future. The Turkish state is 
a considerable stakeholder in this project and could use this fact as politi-
cal leverage in its accession negotiations. However, Turkey may also be an 
economic liability for the EU. Expenditure under the Regional Development 
Programme for Turkey, part of the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance, 
reached a total of €524m for the period 2007-2009 alone (EC Regional Policy 
Inforegio, 2009). This may be just the tip of the iceberg in relation to the ex-
penditure required in order for accession to become a viable possibility and 
does not take into account further post-accession financial responsibilities 
towards the region. Turkey is now the EU’s seventh largest trading partner 
and so economic arguments on either side of the debate must be closely ex-
amined (EC Directorate General Enlargement, 2010).

There is also concern that the political landscape of the EU will be ir-
retrievably altered by Turkish Accession. Turkey will have one of the larg-
est populations of any Member State and thus the qualified majority voting 
system and the voting patterns in the Parliament will be dramatically altered. 
There is also an increasing unease over the possible move of the power core 
of the EU away from the north-western founding states such as France and 
The Netherlands towards the Mediterranean Basin or Black Sea area. A num-
ber of possibilities have been mooted for the changes in power distribution 
which may occur with Turkish accession; (i) it is possible that Turkey will 
adopt the role of an outsider such as the UK, with a large proportion of its 
elite being euro-sceptic and stressing its own individual identity through 
derogations and use of the veto (ii) it may rebalance the power towards the 
Mediterranean and Black Sea (iii) it may assimilate with the current role of 
this latter region and adopt a passive position within the Union (iv) or Tur-
key may become the unknown quantity in the EU equation resulting in an 
impossibility of innovation since its response to any new development will 
become impossible to predict and thus dis-incentivise the early stages of po-
litical strategy formulation (Dyson, 2007). The Cyprus question also remains 
problematic and will cause tensions, in particular with Greece.

Turkey has had an increasingly important role in stabilisation and region-



83

Ireland & Europe

82

Ireland & Europe

al dialogue. The EU institutions have recognised Turkey’s ‘key role in region-
al security and the promotion of dialogue between civilisations’ (EC, 2009). 
The EU has also acknowledged its role in the stabilisation of the Southern 
Caucasus, the Middle East and other regions (Ibid). A number of crises in 
the recent past (the rise of fundamentalist terrorism and the growing power 
of Iran, Lebanon and Syria as regional and global actors) have shown Turkey 
that it must increase regional stability in order to secure its own interests. It 
has increased dialogue with actors such as Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan 
in an attempt to assert its dominance in this region, employing instruments 
such as the Black Sea Energy and Economic Forum. The status of Turkey as 
a transit country for energy supplies is one important bargaining chip in its 
arsenal. The 2010 forum took place in Istanbul as a symbol of the integral role 
that Turkey plays in this issue. Turkey’s increasing ties with Russia and Iran 
on the issue of energy will not damage EU-Turkey relations but will in fact 
be an important weapon at Turkey’s disposal in her negotiations with an EU 
plagued by energy security concerns (Wilson, 2010). 

There has also been an increasing desire within Turkish political elite to 
harness the ‘soft power’ of economic and cultural investments with regional 
and other actors and to draw on its heritage in North Africa and the Middle 
East to assert itself on the international stage (Meral, 2010). This is in contrast 
to the EU’s foundering Foreign Policy. Criticism of the new European Exter-
nal Action Service and in particular Baroness Ashton’s leadership of this unit 
has been widespread. The EU has not yet asserted itself in this field and this is 
due in part to a lack of assurance in its own political identity. Turkey could be 
a valuable political asset to the EU; offering a ‘gateway to the East’, a portal to 
those Islamic countries with which the EU has traditionally had difficulty en-
gaging and which have in recent times been a source of security threats. But 
this cultural factor is also termed the ‘clash of civilisations’ thesis. It is argued 
by opponents that the values and ideals which make up Turkish civilisation 
are simply too different to those which are constitutive of European identity 
to allow the former to be subsumed within the latter. This ‘culturising’ of af-
fairs has been criticised in many quarters and in particular when it is com-
pared to the ‘Back to Europe’ rhetoric of the EU in relation to many of the 
post communist member states of the 2004 enlargement (Jorgensen, 2007).  
The cultural gulf with countries that had spent many years behind the iron 
curtain was in reality just as wide as it is today between the EU and Turkey. 
The speedy entry of Bulgaria into the EU, a country which has strong histori-
cal and cultural ties to Turkey, with minimal reference to issues of culture, is 
also seen as an example of the EU’s perennial problem of making paradoxical 

statements and setting double standards (Meral, 2010).

Orientalism, ‘Other-ing’ and the Turkish Accession Process

It is arguable that many of these propositions bear the mark of an essen-
tially orientalist perspective. Orientalism concerns the ‘ideological supposi-
tions, images and fantasies’ relating to an intellectual construction of certain 
parts of Asia and Asian culture (Said, 1985). The line dividing Europe and 
Asia, or European and Asian culture is one of ‘imaginative geography,’ it is 
essentially a human construction (Ibid). This process of intellectual construc-
tion however has resulted in ‘ontological violence’ since it has become ‘a tool 
for the West to construct hegemony over the east’ and it has ‘erased the dif-
ferences between nations’(Becan, 2007). Through this form of cultural bias 
the Islamic world has come to be viewed variously as ‘a hostile politico-ide-
ological structure, a different civilisation and an alien economic region and 
when the Orient was no longer a major threat...a romantic other’ (Ibid). This 
indicates the inherent malleability of Orientalism as a concept. There is an el-
ement of residual Orientalism present on both sides of the accession debate, 
most particularly in relation to the ‘clash of civilisations’ thesis. By portraying 
the Middle East as homogenous in nature, those in favour of Turkish acces-
sion can further their own ‘gateway to the East argument.’ But Turkey cannot 
be seen as representative of the whole of Islamic Asia (Ibid). This is a gross 
over-simplification of what is, in reality, a complex and diverse geographic 
and human landscape. 

Orientalism is not simply fuel for the accession debate, it is also indica-
tive of a deeper problem threatening the European Project. Jacques Derrida 
argued that identification is relative and relational; identity can only exist in 
contrast to its difference. Collective social identification, without the exist-
ence of an ‘other,’ a contrasting entity, is impossible (Ibid). The Orientalist 
nature of EU-Turkey relations is merely an example of Europe attempting 
to compensate for its own inability to engage in productive dialogue with 
civic and political society as to its own identity. Europe’s self identity and the 
values which constitute European society are so unclear, that it must pounce 
on the supposed difference of some ‘other’ state, in order to clumsily attempt 
to define and characterise itself. By doing this the EU not only damages its 
relations with partners such as Turkey but also threatens the realisation of 
its own internal objectives. A change in strategy is necessary; arguments in 
favour of Turkish accession must turn to focus on existing commonalities 
between the two actors. This would not only re-invigorate the stagnant acces-
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sion process but would encourage the EU to re-engage with the values which 
constitute European society.  

Orientalism in relation to Turkey can be seen in action in a constitutional 
context. Despite the recent constitutional reforms of 12 September 2010 which 
reduced the powers of the military in political society and included articles 
related to gender equality and the rights of the child and the restructuring of 
the judiciary, there have been many calls for the complete transformation of 
the Turkish constitution. Many have commented that this latest reform will 
only be effective if seen as a ‘springboard’ for the engagement of civil society 
in a positive dialogue in order to reach a broad social and political consensus 
on the ideological foundations for a new constitutional text (Zeynalov, 2010). 
This in itself is highly unusual given that none of the previous twenty-seven 
member states of the EU have felt the need to take this step. Many have made 
amendments to provide for the supremacy of international law, to allow the 
integration of the EU’s legal acquis within their domestic legal orders. Some 
have changed constitutions to escape dictatorship such as Spain, Greece and 
the former communist bloc states. But none have felt the need to complete-
ly overhaul their constitutional foundations. This is even more remarkable 
when it is remembered that the constitution of Turkey is itself ideologically 
close to many constitutions of the current member states.

The Republic of Turkey was founded in 1923. Its founding father Ataturk 
ensured that this state was constructed along the lines of an ideology now 
referred to as Kemalism and is based on six over-arching principles: Repub-
licanism, populism, secularism, reformism, nationalism and statism (Tocci, 
2001). Many of these ideals are enumerated in the first articles of the con-
stitution and provide the basis for Turkey’s political identity. These articles 
are untouchable in the sense that any amendment or even proposed amend-
ment of them is forbidden. (Soysal, 2001). But the Turkish Republic’s legal 
system is greatly influenced by the penal and civil codes of Western Europe 
and also by the Constitutional thought of this region. The Constitution of 
Turkey reflects many of the Jacobin principles that are present in the Consti-
tution of the French 5th Republic of 1958 (Ibid). It includes a commitment to 
the protection of human rights and the respect of the rule of law similar to 
the French Constitution. The commitment to the absolute nature of sover-
eignty, to the unity and indivisibility of the national territory, to the republi-
can, democratic, secular and social nature of the state is also present in both 
texts. Therefore many of the tenets of Kemalism, albeit in a more nuanced 
form, are also constitutive of the national identity of one of the founders of 
the European Union.

The suggestion that changes to the fundamental principles of the Turkish 
Constitution are necessary in order to facilitate the integration of the Euro-
pean acquis within the domestic legal order are fallacious. They are merely a 
cover for the less palatable desire of certain commentators and actors to en-
sure that they can exert influence over any new text which would be drafted. 
It bears the hallmarks not only of a soft form of cultural imperialism but also 
of a thinly disguised version of Orientalism (Becan, 2007). It is therefore nec-
essary for the EU to have regard to the commonalities of social and cultural 
identity which exist between it and the Turkish state, in the hope that this 
will foster a renewed search for the kernel of what it means to be European.

The Blueprint of European Identity: The Need for New Specifica-
tions

The adoption of the Lisbon Treaty was something of a missed opportunity 
in relation to the construction of European identity. The previous Treaty es-
tablishing a constitution for Europe, which was rejected by France and The 
Netherlands, provided some limited suggestions in this regard including a 
number of new European symbols such as a European anthem. The Lisbon 
treaty did not include such elements, which were seen as too politically sen-
sitive for many Member States. The Preamble to the Treaty on the European 
Union makes a commitment to ‘the principles of liberty, democracy and re-
spect for human rights and fundamental freedoms and the rule of law’ as well 
as the ‘cultural, religious and humanist inheritance of Europe’. But clarifica-
tion of the content of these vague and ambiguous principles is not forthcom-
ing. 

The Union is also characterised by an essential paradox. While referring 
to certain points of convergence such as those cited above, it also makes con-
stant reference to the diversity of European society and the need to respect 
the national traditions of Member States. The first sentence of the Preamble 
to the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union makes reference to 
the commitment to an ‘ever closer union among the peoples of Europe.’ It is 
of course true that the political nature of the EU, characterised by a need for 
constant compromise between the protection of national sovereignty and the 
deepening of European integration, makes such internal contradictions par 
for the course. But it is arguable that this tactic has become somewhat outdat-
ed in view of the growing need for Europe to assert itself on the international 
stage as a counterweight to powers such as USA and China. It is also true 
that the construction of a true European value system may not necessarily be 
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incompatible with the national values of Member States. There is no reason 
why certain common values, though limited, cannot be found. The problems 
of Turkish accession indicate that this has now become an imperative for the 
European project. 

While the major part of accession negotiations have traditionally taken 
place within the institutional framework of the state, the EU, in the wake of 
the previous wave of enlargement in 2004, has made a renewed commitment 
to the engagement of civil society in the accession process (EC, 2005). The 
Union supports the expansion of NGO’s within Turkey and funds the Euro-
pean Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights as well as creating links 
with social partners such as trade unions and employer’s organisations. The 
EU also made a renewed guarantee to support gender equality projects, lo-
cal community cooperation and encourage open and public debate through 
internet and other media fora. 

It is highly ironic that these initiatives of the EU have begun to facilitate 
the process of self-identification within Turkey while ignoring the necessity 
for such a debate within the borders of the EU itself. The bottom-up process 
of transforming Turkish society into one with a strong European perspec-
tive must of course be fully engaged with. But it is equally important that the 
EU not only analyse the traditional Orientalist stance which it has taken in 
its relations with Turkey but also examine the underlying reason for such a 
stance; the failure to construct a clear and coherent European identity. At the 
moment it seems that Europe is putting the cart before the horse; encourag-
ing Turkish society to adopt a strong ‘European’ perspective, without the EU 
actually being entirely sure what such a concept entails.
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The Iraq War and the  
failure of European Union 
foreign policy 
ELSA SANCHEZ
Senior Sophister 
History and Political Science

Scholar Akan Malici has noted ‘international crises have a habit of 
embarrassing the EU’ (Malici, 2008, p.4). The European Union’s 
(EU) reaction towards the outbreak of the Iraq War in 2003 is just 
one of many examples which support Malici’s observation. In 2003 
the EU proved to be incapable of speaking with a unified voice on 

Iraq and failed to agree on a common European position towards the con-
flict. This event clearly demonstrated the inefficacy of the EU’s Common For-
eign and Security Policy (CFSP). Political scientists have put forward an ar-
ray of explanations in attempts to account for the impotence of the EU in 
foreign policy. Firstly this paper introduces the CFSP and will go on to dis-
cuss the major variables of analysis outlined by scholars which help to ex-
plain the deficiency of the CFSP in regards to the Iraq War incident. The var-
iables discussed will first focus on the divergent national interests amongst 
the member states, secondly the inherent weaknesses of the CFSP, and lastly 
the role of the US in European foreign policy. This paper will conclude with 
an outline of some of the changes to EU foreign policy as introduced by the 
Lisbon Treaty and a discussion on how these changes might impact the EU’s 
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capacity for future foreign policy coordination.
 The CFSP was established by the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 and al-

tered by the Amsterdam Treaty in 1999 and by the Lisbon Treaty in 2009. The 
creation of the CFSP institutionalised foreign and security policy within the 
EU policy framework (Chari & Kritzinger, 2006). In theory the CFSP is an 
integral element of the EU as it was originally one of the three pillars consti-
tuting the EU’s overarching institutional structure. However, in practice the 
CFSP has failed to live up to its expectations. While the predecessor to the 
CFSP, European Political Cooperation (EPC), was successful in facilitating a 
common policy in the Middle East in the 1970s, the CFSP has been generally 
unsuccessful in its dealings with international conflicts (Chari & Kritzinger, 
2006, pp.191-211). Since its inception the CFSP has largely been viewed as a 
disappointment by the international community. 

 The main objectives of the CFSP are outlined in Article 11 of the EU 
Treaty and essentially consist of supporting the common values of the UN 
Charter, strengthening the security of the EU, preserving peace and strength-
ening international security, promoting international cooperation, and pro-
moting democratic values and respect for human rights (Chari, 18/3/2010). 
The CFSP is endowed with three legal instruments at its disposal to be used 
in pursuit of these objectives: joint actions, common positions, and common 
strategies (Europa Glossary, 2010). These instruments have been used spar-
ingly over the years and in the event of the Iraq War the CFSP failed to utilise 
these tools to establish a common foreign policy stance. While the fifteen 
members states did agree to issue a joint declaration conveying their united 
support for UN Resolution 1441 in February of 2003 before the declaration of 
war, when the US actually decided to go to war the EU took no further action 
(Puetter & Weiner, 2007, pp.1065-1088). At this point the member states were 
unable to develop a common position on Iraq via the CFSP.

Divergent Interests

 The first explanation for this failure of policy coordination between 
member states is consistent with realist and intergovernmentalist theories of 
international relations and widely supported by scholars and observers. It is 
commonly argued that the divergent interests of the fifteen member states 
are to blame for the failure to create a common position. From the outset the 
various member states held very different opinions on the war and were set to 
pursue their own interests, putting their national interests before that of the 
common European interests. From this it is evident that member states seek 

to retain a high level of national sovereignty when it comes to matters of for-
eign policy. Within the EU, member states are effectively caught between the 
desire to act collectively on the world stage and the desire to retain national 
autonomy and this continuous struggle is evident in the policy outcomes of 
the CFSP (Smith, 2008, pp. 1-23). 

From the beginning the UK was adamant in its support of the US’s war 
with Iraq. The Blair administration sought to preserve the special relations 
between the two countries, seemingly ranking the transatlantic relations as 
more important than European relations. Additionally, it is argued that the 
UK perceived Iraq to be more of a threat than the other EU countries and 
therefore saw military action in Iraq as more of a necessity to the preser-
vation of national security (Stahl, 2010, pp.1-23). Spain, Italy, Denmark, the 
Netherlands and some of the newly incorporated Eastern and Central Euro-
pean countries joined the UK in support of the US, forming the so-called ‘co-
alition of the willing’ (Chari, 19/3/2010). However, even among the coalition 
of the willing the actual attitudes towards the war were highly fragmented, 
ranging from ‘mere rhetorical support (Netherlands) to massive military en-
gagement (UK),’ demonstrating the extent to which the individual interest of 
each state varied (Stahl, 2010, pp.1-23).

The group of countries opposed to military action in Iraq was led by 
France and Germany. Whereas Britain, Spain and some of the other coun-
tries of the coalition of the willing sought to solidify transatlantic ties to the 
United States, France and Germany sought to strengthen the ties between EU 
member states and to reinforce their traditional positions as leaders of the EU 
(Chari & Kritzinger, 2006, pp.206-7). While Britain was quick to pursue an 
aggressive foreign policy towards Iraq, France and Germany were extremely 
hesitant to follow and firmly advocated the use of political means in conflict 
resolution. The leaders of both countries were very outspoken against the use 
of force in Iraq and were backed up by populations vehemently opposed to 
the war. 

The different approaches taken by France, Germany and Britain amount-
ed to a fundamental disagreement on foreign policy between the three most 
influential member states, creating a huge roadblock to collective action and 
foreign policy coordination on Iraq. The Council is the only EU institution 
with discretion in CFSP matters; the European Parliament and the Commis-
sion possess no decision-making powers and are essentially irrelevant in the 
area of foreign policy coordination. As the exclusive decision-making actor 
within the CFSP the Council is responsible for adopting common positions, 
common strategies and joint actions. The ministers of the Council direct-
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ly represent the member states and thus the divergent interests of all of the 
member states are aggregated within the Council. Common positions, etc., 
require unanimous agreement between the ministers within the Council and 
in the case of Iraq member states were unable to achieve this consensus as 
individual interests were too fragmented. According to intergovernmentalist 
theory this is the main cause of the ineffectiveness of the CFSP in developing 
a common European foreign policy with regards to the Iraq War.

Inherent Weaknesses of the CFSP
A second major explanation for the impotence of the CFSP with regards 

to the Iraq War and foreign policy coordination in general, focuses on the in-
herent weaknesses of the CFSP as opposed to the role of member states. From 
the beginning the CFSP has been plagued by the ambiguity of its main objec-
tives, ‘weak institutionalisation of supranational decision-making structures,’ 
and highly complex and confusing institutional procedures (Chari & Cava-
torta, 2003). Fraser Cameron has described the structure and objectives of 
the CFSP as ‘schizophrenic’ and fundamentally ‘confused’ (Cameron, 2007).  
It is argued that this lack of structural clarity and clear mandate serves to se-
riously limit the capabilities of the CFSP by inhibiting rather than facilitating 
coordination between the member states.        

Chari and Kritzinger maintain that the sense of ambiguity which domi-
nates the main elements of the CFSP is one of the institution’s greatest weak-
nesses (Chari & Kritzinger, 2006, 191-193). The CFSP objectives outlined in 
the EU treaty and mentioned above are incredibly vague and underdevel-
oped. The established objectives are simply norms without any clear frame-
work outlining how to go about pursuing these norms. This leads to what 
Puetter and Weiner deem ‘normative divergence,’ in which member states are 
left to interpret and act upon the norms of the CFSP in their own ways (Pu-
etter & Weiner, 2007, pp.1065-1088). The fact that member states have made 
a commitment to share the common set of norms within the CFSP is not a 
strong enough basis for foreign policy consensus. There is an obvious need 
for clear mechanisms to facilitate consensus between member states and the 
instruments currently available to the CFSP are clearly insufficient. 

Christopher Hill expands upon the inadequacies of the CFSP and sug-
gests that because the CFSP is not a state the EU simply does not have the 
capacity to be an influential actor in the field of foreign policy (Hill, 1993, 
pp.1-24). Hill’s argument is consistent with realist assumptions of interna-
tional relations which maintain that the state is the basis of power on the 
international scene because states possess the legitimate use of force. Thus 
a supranational institution such as the EU, which is simply an organisation 

of rules and norms, will never be able to exert the same amount of influence 
in the arena of international relations as the individual states. Hill maintains 
that a capability-expectations gap exists in which the CFSP does not have the 
resources or the capacity to fulfil the foreign policy objectives it is expected 
to realise (Hill, 1993, pp.1-24). Michael Smith also maintains that the EU is 
inherently incapable in the area of foreign policy, arguing that the CFSP’s 
failure to create a common position on the Iraq War ‘underlined the funda-
mental weakness at the core of the EU’s pretensions to international influ-
ence and identified the notion of European foreign policy as a key area of 
self-deception’ (Smith, 2003, pp.556-575).

US Dominance

Lastly, a third explanation goes beyond developments at both the domes-
tic and supranational levels and instead focuses on those at the international 
level, suggesting that EU behaviour as an international actor is conditioned 
by the national interests of the United States (Chari & Cavatorta, 2003). This 
approach maintains that the US is the most influential actor in European 
foreign relations and that the US is responsible for the EU’s inability to play 
a significant role in the international policy arena.  Some proponents of this 
approach believe that the US has pursued divide-and-rule tactics towards 
Europe and has deliberately manipulated the preferences of member states 
in order to prevent policy coordination on the supranational level (Smith, 
2003). Others argue that the US has the capability to simply bully the EU 
into keeping out of international affairs as in the Arab-Israeli conflict when 
Europe was ‘pushed aside and told to be quiet in Washington’ (Chari & Cava-
torta, 2003). The US is motivated to restrain EU involvement in international 
affairs by the desire to maintain US hegemony in international relations and 
prevent the EU from becoming powerful enough to rival the US. 

Former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger once famously remarked 
‘Who speaks for Europe?’ (Chari, 19/3/2010). In asking this question Kiss-
inger was making a comment on the lack of unity between European na-
tions in foreign affairs. Nearly forty years after Kissinger asked this question 
the answer is still unclear. Although the CFSP was designed to develop and 
articulate a coherent European position on foreign policy issues it has been 
largely ineffective in doing so. The situation at the outbreak of the Iraq War 
in 2003 and Europe’s failure to agree on a common position reiterated this 
fact and demonstrated the need for extensive analysis and assessment of the 
efficacy of the CFSP. 
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Changes introduced by Lisbon and the Future of EU foreign policy

With the Lisbon Treaty, officials within the European Union have set out 
to improve the structure and increase the effectiveness of the CFSP through 
institutional changes. The treaty created the new official position of the High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy to which European 
Council appointed Catherine Ashton to this post in November 2009. The 
post of High Representative does not create new powers but rather consoli-
dates functions previously exercised by the six-month revolving presidency, 
the High Representative for CFSP and the Commissioner for External Rela-
tions. The consolidation of these roles under one official is intended to avoid 
duplication and confusion between various officials and increase efficiency. 
Additionally, a new agency, the European External Action Service (EEAS), 
has been created to assist the High Representative in coordinating the EU’s 
external actions and developing foreign policy. 

These measures have been designed to streamline the EU’s foreign policy 
mechanisms and increase the coherence of all aspects of the EU’s external 
actions. However, while these changes may help to overcome some of the 
institutional weaknesses and inefficiencies of the CFSP discussed above, the 
other factors impeding foreign policy coordination remain. The changes im-
plemented through the Lisbon Treaty may remove some of the barriers to EU 
policy coordination but the supremacy of national governments in the for-
eign policy arena, the divergent interests of member states, and the influence 
of the US still exist as formidable obstacles. 

The changes instituted by the Lisbon Treaty have made the CFSP more 
coherent and less convoluted but ultimately EU foreign policy is not effective 
unless member states agree to act collectively by transferring national sover-
eignty in the foreign policy arena to the supranational level. Thus, the prefer-
ences of member states serve as the most crucial determinant in the success 
or failure of the CFSP.
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Intergovernmentalism & 
Supranationalism in  
European Union politics: 
Theories of Explanation
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The European Union has undergone many changes in its fifty-plus 
years and the supranational and intergovernmental theories of 
governance offer explanations for the continuing evolution of 
institutions and policies in the Union. With regard to this, this 
article seeks to achieve a greater understanding of ‘how Europe 

works’ by utilizing these theories in relation to three key ideas. Firstly, the 
role of institutions themselves, and to consider whether they are merely fo-
rums for interstate bargaining and mechanisms to lower transaction costs, or 
actors in their own right: the European Court of Justice will provide a case 
study. Secondly, the policy process and the actual influence of the institutions 
discussed above will be explored. Finally, the role of interest groups and how 
they interact with both the domestic and supranational levels will be exam-
ined, and how their activities feed arguments about the scope of suprana-
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tional action and influence. 

The Role of the Institutions: Two approaches    

    The two theories can both be viewed as snapshots of the EU at different 
stages in its history. Starting at the very beginning, the foundation of the Eu-
ropean Coal and Steel Community, the precursor to the European Economic 
Community, was an exercise in supranational integration, pooling authority 
in the vital coal and steel sectors; the Community also had authority in re-
lated sectors like pricing, wages and competition (Dinan, 2005, p. 27). This 
demonstrates the key ‘spill-over thesis’ of supranationalists: transfer to the 
supranational level of one policy will lead to demands for greater integration 
in other, related sectors (Sandholtz and Stone Sweet, 1998, p. 15). Th is argu-Sandholtz and Stone Sweet, 1998, p. 15). Th is argu- This argu-
ment is still central for those who argue for supranational agency. However, 
the moves towards even greater integration with the formation of the Eu-
ropean Economic Community in 1957 produced a backlash from Member 
States concerned with the impact on their sovereignty. The Empty Chair Cri-
sis and the subsequent Luxembourg Compromise, which effectively guaran-
teed Member States a veto in the Council of Ministers, has been a key episode 
in intergovernmentalists’ claims that Member States are the primary driv-
ers, and also the brakes, of European integration (Dinan, 2005, pp. 49-51). 
However, this is not to suggest that policies are either solely supranational 
or intergovernmental in character; the debates surrounding them indicate as 
much. An example of how both theories can be seen working in tandem is 
the Single European Act: the Commission undoubtedly played a key role, for 
example advising that there should be a single document as the end-product 
of the intergovernmental conferences (Dinan, 2005, p. 108). However, Mem- (Dinan, 2005, p. 108). However, Mem- However, Mem-
ber States were instrumental in negotiating the Act, mindful of each other’s 
concerns with regard to, for example, the national veto, thus indicating si-
multaneously a strong intergovernmental character to the Act (Dinan, 2005, 
p. 109). Such examples from the EU’s history indicate the perils of examining 
theories in isolation and arguing for their absolute universalism in explain-
ing what is at work in the EU; consideration of context and allowing for the 
interplay of theory is crucial.

         What is the role of institutions in the workings of the EU? For inter-
governmentalists, institutions are useful tools for lowering transaction costs 
and ensuring enforcement of agreements between Member States. They are 
purely functional and at the service of Member States and their preferences. 
Institutions also help to bridge the information gap of Member States; they 

gather information from across the EU about different policies and prefer-
ences, and play a coordinating role in providing this information to Member 
States during negotiations (Moravcsik, 1999, p. 283). Such ideas came from 
the international relations literature of writers like Robert Keohane, who ar-
gued for the utility of international institutions in lowering transaction and 
information costs for national actors, and ensuring compliance by providing 
mechanisms for punishing defections (Keohane, 2005, pp. 7-8, 89). The EU 
certainly fits such a model: the Commission implements the policies created 
by the Council, and the European Court of Justice (ECJ) can condemn and 
punish those Member States that deviate from those agreements. 

    Supranational theories would contend such a reading of the role of in-
stitutions, arguing that they are co-equal actors with domestic governments 
and are thus crucial in the operation of the EU. One source of such a conten-
tion is the power of the Commission in terms of agenda-setting and policy 
initiation. However, other arguments disputing the idea of supranational in-
stitutions as passive administrators and arbiters have emerged with the grow-
ing importance of supranational agencies charged with delivering policy, 
usually concerning harmonisation and uniformity (Peters and Pierre, 2009, 
p. 99). These bodies, like the Drug Monitoring Centre and European Food 
Safety Agency, have considerable scope to deal with problems of uniformity 
and compliance, but also have a role in determining such policy; for example, 
the highly complex pharmaceuticals sector has been successfully harmonised 
under the supervision and guidance of the Drug Monitoring Centre (De-
housse, 1997, pp. 257-9). Supranational agency in this kind of policy indicates 
that they are more than mere facilitators. 

The ECJ and supranationalism: A case study    

    The debate surrounding the role of the European Court of Justice (ECJ) 
in advancing the cause of supranationalism for this paper will act as a case 
study. The Court, taking advantage of its image as an impartial, apolitical 
arbiter in fact exercised a kind of ‘quiet political power’, in reacting to events 
in the political arena (Burley and Mattli, 1993, p.44). The legal and political 
aspects of the EU do not exist in complete isolation from one another, but 
courts do enjoy a certain amount of insulation from political pressures; it was 
from this relatively protected position that the ECJ acted as a force for further 
integration in the 1960s and 1970s in particular (Burley and Mattli, 1993, p. 
71). The Court was aggressively supranational in its reading of the Treaty of 
Rome, arguing for the supremacy of the European over national legislation; 
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in cases like Costa vs. Enel, the Court articulated a strongly pro-supranational 
position, asserting the pre-eminence of Community over domestic law when 
a conflict arose (Burley and Mattli, 1993, p. 66). Similarly the ECJ established 
the supranational level as a new layer of judicial action, but as the supreme 
layer: using Article 177 of the Treaty of Rome it enabled private litigants to 
bring cases before it, thus effectively reserving the right of ultimate interpre-
tation of the Treaty to itself, and at the expense of national courts (Burley and 
Mattli, 1993, pp. 58-9). The ECJ is an excellent example that supranational 
institutions are not merely administrators or arbiters, but actors in their own 
right; this is in contrast with the intergovernmentalists’ more passive inter-
national institutions.

Initiating EU Policies: Competing ideals

     Where does the initiative for European policies come from? Inter-
governmentalism and supranationalism pose different answers to this prob-
lem. For intergovernmentalists, Member States are rational actors who seek 
to achieve the best possible outcome for their state, in terms of goals like 
wealth, security and power (Moravcsik, 1993, p 481). Thus they are heavily 
involved in policies that are likely to affect them, and this is how intergov-
ernmentalists argue for their dominance in determining policy at the Euro-
pean level. An example of such an argument surrounds the formation of Eco-
nomic and Monetary Union (EMU). Moravcsik contends, against claims for 
the decisive role of Commission President Jacques Delors, that the impetus 
for EMU came from national actors, particularly Helmut Kohl and François 
Mitterrand (Moravcsik, 1999, p. 291). Furthermore, the rotating presidencies 
of Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands were all very influential in achiev-
ing a deal, much more so than the Commission which took the French and 
Italian position against a German proposal for an autonomous Bundesbank-
style European Central Bank (Moravcsik, 1999, pp. 291-2). Such arguments 
highlight the idea of dominant national actors in European policy formation. 
Delegation of policy formation to supranational actors does occur, but inter-
governmentalism argues that such delegation only occurs under very partic-
ular circumstances of Member State preferences. Where Member States share 
common goals and preferences, they will pool sovereignty in supranational 
institutions to achieve these shared goals, as the political risk is outweighed 
by the potential benefits of a common policy administered by a supranational 
body (Moravcsik, 1993, pp. 509-10).  Member States thus still act as the pri-
mary drivers of such policies. They decide which policies will be granted such 

delegation of authority; some policy areas remain simply too sensitive to be 
placed under supranational control (Moravcsik, 1993, p. 509).    

        In contrast, theories of supranationalism argue for the autonomous 
agency of supranational institutions in policy initiation. Sandholtz and Stone 
Sweet posit the theory of ‘loop of institutionalisation’: by creating a policy in 
one area, supranational actors find the link for moving into a related policy 
area, acting on their own initiative (Sandholtz and Stone Sweet, 1998, p. 15). 
A good example is the policies of integration in trade and the Single Market 
providing the platform for moving into areas surrounding the environment 
and health and safety; the Commission spotted ‘regulatory gaps’ in policies 
regarding the Single Market and took the initiative in filling these gaps, si-
multaneously augmenting its influence and power (Dehousse, 1997, p. 251). 
This is the ‘spill-over thesis’ adopted from neofunctionalism, which sees links 
between policies as space for supranational agency (Niemann and Schmitter, 
2009, p. 49). Supranational actors are not merely passive administrators of 
policies initiated and bargained by Member States; they have policy prefer-
ences of their own, and push for greater harmonisation and higher standards 
among Member States, which in turn increases its own role and influence 
(Niemann and Schmitter, 2009, p. 50). In particular the Commission’s jeal-
ously-guarded privilege of sole right to initiate policy is the prime source of 
its power, and, it has been argued, has no precedent in either presidential or 
parliamentary systems: nowhere else has the executive the absolute sole right 
to propose policy (Majone, 2009, pp. 44-5). This lends credence to arguments 
for the autonomy for supranational institutions, especially the Commission, 
for it holds the agenda-setting ‘trump card’ in the policy process.

          What about actors beyond domestic governments and EU insti-
tutions? Intergovernmentalism and supranationalism again offer different 
ideas about the role of interest and societal groups. For intergovernmental-
ists, preferences emerge from the configuration of interests within Member 
States, and are then acted upon by governments in the international arena. 
Moravcsik argues that the largest influence on a state’s foreign policy, includ-
ing its dealings with the EU, will be the interests of societal groups within 
that state; the benefits and costs of potential policies will determine how such 
groups view these policies, and the groups that best agitate for their posi-
tion will see it represented as the preference of the Member State (Moravcsik, 
1993, p. 483). The range of beliefs motivating such groups is vast, including 
economic and social benefits, security and the preservation of sovereignty, as 
well as pro-European views like federalism; of course, in certain policy areas 
there may not be strong feelings surrounding it, thus giving governments 
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considerable scope to determine policy (Moravcsik, 1993, p. 484). In general 
however, in trying to ascertain how states arrive at their policy positions it is 
imperative to look at the society operating within a state. A good example of 
this is again EMU, where actors like businesses and the Bundesbank in Ger-
many were heavily in favour of the agreement, thus influencing the bargain-
ing position of their Member States (Moravcsik, 1999, pp. 291-2). Such a view 
is very much in keeping with intergovernmentalist thought, placing heavy 
emphasis on the agency of domestic actors in determining outcomes at the 
supranational level. 

Deciding Policy Priorities  

      In explaining the emergence of policy preferences, supranationalist 
arguments stress more than merely Member States aggregating group inter-
ests. Undoubtedly Member States do table policy proposals which end up as 
European legislation; the concept of multilevel governance emphasises the 
interdependent nature of supranational and national levels, with implemen-
tation shared between the two levels (Peters and Pierre, 2009, p. 96). The 
web of cooperation and interaction undoubtedly extends to sharing policy 
ideas. The supranational institutions, however, also cultivate interest groups 
for their own purposes. The ‘policy network’ approach emphasises the agen-
cy of European institutions in establishing networks of groups; these groups 
then press for particular policies, providing a further source of expansionary 
power for the Commission in particular, legitimised by the involvement of 
societal interests (Peterson, 2009, p. 121). A good example of this is the Com-
mission and ECJ’s involvement in work for gender equality. The Commission 
responded to pressure from groups within Member States on this issue, pro-
ducing a number of directives; the ECJ subsequently further strengthened 
the policy by hearing cases brought by women’s groups, forcing member state 
action on the issue (Pierson, 1998, pp. 50-1). ‘Lobbying is a legitimate part of 
the democratic system’ argues the transparency Green Paper of the Commis-
sion: the interaction of interest groups with supranational institutions is to 
be welcomed, as it strengthens their position in the policy-making process 
(European Commission, Green Paper, p. 5). Supranational theories stress the 
importance of transnational actors and ‘transnational exchanges’ in promot-
ing supranational action, because for those pro-integration groups, harmoni-
sation and further cooperation reduce the transaction costs of interaction in 
Europe (Niemann and Schmitter, 2009, p. 54). The activity of interest groups 
is thus characterised by the shifting of their activities to the European lev-

el, recognising that the supranational institutions have influence in shaping 
policy (Sandholtz and Stone Sweet, 1998, pp. 9, 11). Thus supranationalists, 
in contrast with intergovernmental approaches, recognise not only the exist-
ence, but also the importance of a European level of interest groups. The Lis-
bon Treaty’s provision for a Citizens’ Initiative acts as an example of this. The 
Lisbon Treaty allows Europeans, through a petition of over a million citizens 
in a third of Member States, to call for the Commission to produce policy 
proposals (Europa, Treaty of Lisbon). This mechanism further strengthens 
supranational arguments about the transferring of interest group activity to 
the European level: the Citizens’ Initiative allows people to ‘leapfrog’ their 
domestic governments and bring their concerns directly to the supranational 
level. The provision is just one interesting policy that tries to encourage more 
activity at the supranational level itself, rather than groups acting through 
their Member State alone.       

The future of the Union? The impact of Lisbon

    On the question of the future of the Union after the Treaty of Lisbon, 
the picture still remains unclear: much scholarly work has still to be done 
in assessing how the changes introduced by Lisbon will affect the workings 
of the EU’s institutions and policy networks, and whether they will move 
in a more supranational or intergovernmental direction. However, several 
points are worth considering. The high-profile appointment of a President 
of the European Council, and the High Representative for Foreign Affairs, 
appear to strengthen supranational approaches: the creation of a ‘single 
voice’ for Europe serves to emphasise wider European concerns over indi-
vidual Member States. However the effectiveness of this single voice is de-
pendent on the personality of the appointed, and how strong a role they are 
willing to play. Other reforms introduced included increasing the power of 
the European Parliament, extending its decision-making remit into more 
policy areas in conjunction with the Council. If language alone is symbolic, 
the change in terminology from ‘co-decision’ between Council and Parlia-
ment to ‘Ordinary Legislative Procedure’ indicates a greater role for the lat-
ter. A strengthened Parliament reinforces the supranational interpretation, 
for it is a pan-European body elected by citizens across the EU. However, 
the German Constitutional Court’s ruling on Lisbon in 2009 should caution 
against an overzealous European interpretation. It ruled that the Parliament, 
rather than being an assembly of European citizens, was ‘a representation of 
the peoples of the Member States’, so questioning its depiction as a strong  
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supranational body (German Constitutional Court, 2009). In addition, other 
elements of the Treaty would query this move towards a greater supranation-
alism. The aforementioned European Council, despite being in existence for 
many years, is a formal institution of the EU since Lisbon: this is a strongly 
intergovernmental body, composed of heads of state or government leaders 
of the Member States, and its leadership role would suggest a greater inter-
governmentalism. In addition, the changes to Lisbon brought about by the 
Irish referendum ‘No’ vote, altered the composition of the Commission, that 
most supranational of bodies. The ability of Member States to keep ‘their’ 
commissioner, despite its paradoxical nature, allows for the continuation of a 
certain national tinge to the Commission’s work. Until the full implementa-
tion of Lisbon, and careful observation of how it works in practice, its theo-
retical implications will however remain merely educated guesses.

It is clear that intergovernmentalism and supranationalism, when de-
ployed in tandem, can help achieve a greater understanding of the deci-
sion-making mechanisms, channels of influence and outlooks of the some-
times-labyrinthine EU institutions. However, as the examples drawn from 
European history show, neither of the theories can universally explain the 
phenomenon of European integration: but through utilising their ideas, a 
greater understanding of exactly ‘how Europe works’ is possible. 
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Candidate selection in the US Republican Party is one of the cen-
tral pillars of American democracy. It lies at the ‘heart of demo-
cratic politics’ (LaRaja, 2010, Ch.9) and has been described as 
‘the choice before the choice’ (Rahat, 2007). Indeed, some au-
thors, such as Jupp (1968), go so far as to say it is the only mean-

ingful activity in which modern parties engage. It is, for all its importance, an 
opaque topic, described variously as the ‘secret garden of (sic.) politics’ (Gal-
lagher & Marsh, 1987, ix) and ‘one of the best points to observe the distribu-
tion of power within a party’ (Schattschneider, 1942, p. 64). This opacity is, 
perhaps, the reason for the dearth of study of the candidate selection despite 
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its being considered ‘[a] far more significant battlegrounds than annual con-
ferences that adopt resolutions’ (Ranney, 1965, p. 11). 

This paper will consider candidate selection in the Republican Party in the 
United States of America, ostensibly the most open and transparent of can-
didate selection processes worldwide, offering nearly full access to the entire 
process and, as a result, in theory, a unique opportunity to gain a glimpse 
into the ‘secret garden’. When considering the central issues in relation to 
candidate selection in the Republican Party, in light of my research to date 
on this topic, and given the brevity and parsimony this paper demands, I will 
consider three key points. This paper will first outline how candidate selec-
tion occurs in the Republican Party and how unusual and subtly complex this 
is in a comparative perspective. Secondly this paper will consider the impact 
of the invisible primary as an empirical explanation of a little understood 
process. Finally this paper will consider the implications for our understand-
ing of modern candidate selection in the Grand Old Party (GOP). Viewing 
the process as one essentially controlled by elites despite the appearance of 
being ‘wide open’, this paper concludes that a paradox exists, where the gen-
eral public and the media believe the Republican candidate selection pro-
cess is winnable by any candidate who wishes to run, whereas the empirical 
research on the topic shows that, in fact, it is nearly without exception that 
the candidate with the most major party endorsements and campaign funds 
emerges victorious from this exercise. And all of that is decided before the 
first primary vote is cast.

Candidate selection in the GOP: American Exceptionalism?

In the USA, as in Australia, the parties nationally do not dictate a process 
of candidate selection and, as a result the method varies from state to state 
(Gallagher & Marsh, 1987, p. 236). This being the case, there is no such thing 
as a method of candidate selection in the Republican Party. We see much 
variation in method but the elections themselves are state regulated as Alan 
Ware notes succinctly:

‘The distinctiveness of the American experience lies not so much in the use 
primaries per se nor in the state regulation of the nomination process, but 
in the sheer extent of state involvement in this aspect’ 

Ware, 1995, p. 260.

Like many others van Biezen (2004) attributes the role of political par-

ties in modern America as public utilities to understanding why the state 
reaches out to regulate the affairs of private organisations. An understanding 
of how the American system reached this outcome can be seen through a 
detailed analysis of the history of the old party boss systems, through to the 
La Follette reforms of the early 1900s and up to the McGovern-Fraser Com-
mission of the latter part of the 1960s—all of which is a luxury space does not 
afford this author but is well considered in Scott & Hrebenar (1979, pp. 122-
126). Today if one wished to run for office under the Republican Party label, 
they are afforded automatic ballot access for that primary, though 

‘some states also provide for a party convention or committee recommen-
dation in conjunction with a primary. In many states, no primary election is 
held for a particular office if the candidate is unopposed for nomination’ (Of-
fice of the Clerk of the U.S. House of Representatives Website). 

The reason one might find themselves unopposed is considered below in 
the form of incumbency. The type of nomination process a candidate faces 
varies from state to state. Some states use caucuses—registered voters of the 
party attend a meeting to decide who their candidate will be—while oth-
ers rely on primaries, either closed primaries where voters cannot vote for 
another party’s candidate if they are registered for a party. Open primaries 
are those where voters have one vote to vote for any candidate in any party; 
alternatively, the non-partisan blanket primary, which exists today only in 
Louisiana, allows all candidates from all parties to contest the same primary 
with a run-off between the top two afterwards. Further to this, the specific 
rules for each vary from state to state.

All of the various types of primaries and caucuses are usually termed ‘the 
primaries’ and are taken very seriously as duties of statehood for the states 
who vote first as theirs is the belief that they are vetting the nations candi-
dates. A recent open letter to a New Hampshire Republican group outlines 
their role in ‘a profound responsibility shared by New Hampshire voters of all 
persuasions: picking Presidents’ (www.redhampshire.com). Is this role truly 
theirs to protect or is the game already decided by the time candidates make 
their first speech in Nashua NH? Are primaries all farce if the outcome is al-
most certainly decided before the game begins?

The invisible primary: The choice before the choice before the 
choice?

As Mayer et al. (Mayer et al., 2007, Ch.1) note; between 1980-2000 all ma-
jor party nominees were front runners prior to the Iowa Caucus, bar one—

http://www.redhampshire.com
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Mike Dukakis, a leader in fund raising but not polls. Further to this, Arthur 
Hadley had before him found that in the twenty nomination contests be-
tween 1936-1972, seventeen nominees had been ahead prior to the first pri-
mary, and so he went on to surmise that ‘the invisible primary is where the 
winning candidate is actually selected’ (Hadley, 1976, xiii) In truth, prospec-
tive candidates face four hurdles to nomination:  Incumbency, Fund-Raising, 
Endorsement, and Winning votes.

Incumbency

The reality is that in state and local elections, the effect of incumbency is 
massive and always has been (Gelman & King, 1990; Geer & Zaller, 1998; and 
Kazee, 1983), even during the high rates of turnover during the nineteenth 
century (Kernell, 1977). The fact that it is getting stronger is perhaps indica-
tive of greater advances in technology leading to newcomers to congress to 
lock in their re-election better than senior members in what is described as 
the sophomore surge (Erikson, 1972). At a presidential level it is also a strong 
effect but is delimited somewhat by term limits. The task of trying to recruit 
members to challenge incumbents falls to the Republican National Congres-
sional Committee (RNCC) and the Republican National Senatorial Commit-
tee (RNSC) who are motivated to do so as Kelly Patterson lucidly puts across:

‘The political parties hope to recruit, develop and elect candidates who 
are more de- pendent on the political party than the incumbent members of 
Congress’ (Patterson, 1996, p. 16). 

Fund-raising

There is a degree of endogeneity to the study of this variable because if a 
candidate is seen to be raising money then they appear more ‘electable in the 
fall’ and thus there is a strong effect on polls and probability of endorsements 
of their candidacy. Fund-raising is viewed as a highly important aspect of 
winning the nomination—estimated independently to be at a +.65 correla-
tion in (Mayer et al., 2007, p. 20)—of the Republican Party but it far from 
guarantees it. A good example of this can be seen ‘across the aisle’ in the 
Democratic presidential primary of 2004, where Howard Dean raised more 
money than any candidate in history, but due to comparatively lacking en-
dorsements faired extremely poorly (Mayer et al., 2007, p. 20). This is more 
in line with the reality that when controlling for polls and endorsements the 
independent effect of fund-raising is a 1.8% increase in delegates won for 

every 10% increase in a candidate’s share of campaign funds raised (ibid.). 
This reality is in contrast with the view that the invisible primary is simply 
the ‘money primary’ (Brownstein, 1987).

Endorsements

While it is important to note that data and research on the invisible prima-
ry are thin on the ground, and that they focus predominantly on presidential 
elections, there is no reason to expect that the rules are drastically different 
at state and local level (LaRaja, 2010, Ch.9). However one difference might a 
reduced effect of ‘major’ political endorsements, due to the inherently lower 
profile of local endorsers. At a presidential level, Governors endorsing can-
didates has a huge impact estimated to be an 8.9% increase in the number of 
delegates a candidate has prior to the first Iowa caucus, for every 10% increase 
in a candidate’s share of major endorsements, such as those by governors. 
Here we see an interesting feature of the Republican primaries in compari-
son to those of the Democratic Party. Republican Governors more often offer 
endorsements of any kind, i.e. they involve themselves, perhaps at the behest 
of the Republican National Committee (RNC), and influence the primaries 
greatly, prior to their beginning. In the past thirty years (after 1980), an aver-
age of 78.6% of Republican Governors have endorsed a candidate compared 
with 36.1% in the Democratic Party (ibid.). This is a practice where one has 
staggering influence over candidate selection in these two parties, and it oc-
curs over twice as often in the Republican Party.

Winning votes in the primary

It is the view of this paper that, when running for an open seat, winning 
votes in the primary should be a foregone conclusion should the above re-
quirements of high levels of funds and political endorsements, be met. Re-
ducing what is considered to be the most exciting race in world politics to a 
formula and stripping it of its mysticism. There is nothing exceptional about 
this American experience.

Is this really candidate selection?

One might be forgiven for questioning what role parties even play in the 
process of candidate selection. The reality I have laid out above is that rules 
and norms in the form of informal institutions dictate that the candidate with 
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the most money and political endorsements at the beginning of the prima-
ries wins the nomination (Mayer et al., 2007, Ch.1). There are, of course, once 
in a generation candidates who buck this trend, however it must be asked 
whether the facilitation, in extreme circumstances, of an exceptional leader 
rising to the fore from the position as a beltway outsider really constitutes 
what candidate selection reformers were truly after?

A shift toward oligarchy?

In light of  the enthusiasm and eagerness of authors such as LaRaja (2010, 
Ch.9), Michels (1915, pp.183-4), Kirchheimer et al. (1966, p. 198), and Green-
stein & Polsby (1975, p. 219) to praise candidate selection as a central demo-
cratic process, if controlled by members, then the emergence of more ‘open’ 
primaries must have been viewed as a progressive movement. In light of the 
emergence of a stage of pre-selection of candidates by party elites and eco-
nomic elites, it is worth noting that the wire pullers whom Ostrogorski (1982) 
so frequently discusses achieve their ends. Though it is the nature of much of 
Marxist critique that it has the benefit of being un-testable and un-provable, 
Ostrogorski is correct in this instance in stating that:

‘the procedure laid down by the rules for the selection of the candidate... 
is simply a formality which just puts the finishing touch on the work of the 
wire-pullers’ (Ostrogorski, 1982, p. 448) as cited in (Gallagher & Marsh, 1987, 
p. 5).

There is a practical applicability here for the purpose of this paper. The Re-
publican Party prior to 1900 selected its candidates in smoked filled rooms. 
After the emergence of open primaries we see a new reality emerge with a 
veneer of bottom-up pluralistic democracy. But, in truth, the only change 
which has occurred is that ‘many actors within the party (and perhaps some 
outside it) have different degrees of influence but none had complete control’ 
(ibid.). If we are to believe the analysis presented above on invisible prima-
ries, especially in the work of Mayer et al. (2007, Ch.1) and Hadley (1976), 
then the transparency afforded to us by the open primaries in the USA, and 
the state regulation of them, does not really give us much insight into the se-
cret garden of candidate selection in the GOP.

 Major political endorsements have a profound statistical effect on who 
wins the party nomination, but quite simply, we will never know if the nomi-
nations are acts of conscience or the work of Ostrogorski’s wire pullers in the 
form of encouragement given to Governors, Mayors, and interest groups, by 
the RNC, the RNCC and the RNSC. The walls of the secret garden are indeed 

high.
This paper has outlined the nature of candidate selection in the GOP, the 

emergence of invisible primaries, and the implications of understanding 
those first two topics on our conception of just how remarkable the Ameri-
can way of doing things really is. No doubt the same commentariat who an-
nounce US elections as the ‘greatest political show on earth’ (Webb, 2008) do 
not lament the days of political bosses in smokey back rooms deciding who 
the party’s candidate would be, yet there is no hurry for these same com-
mentators to take note of the fact that a smoky back room, to some degree 
still exists, if in a diminished capacity, and their decisions merely have to be 
made earlier. We have made a transition from ‘the choice before the choice’ 
Rahat (2007) to ‘the choice before the choice before the choice’. Though it is 
undoubtedly true that elections and primaries in the Republican Party are 
incredibly exciting and often capture the imagination of the English speak-
ing world, this is more to do with media portrayal of how close these races 
actually are, inaccurate polling, and a lack of politically scientific research 
to redress misconceptions. The data outlined in this paper undoubtedly de-
tracts from this excitement but explains the true nature of candidate selection 
in the US Republican Party. Primaries that ‘lie at the heart of the democratic 
process’ (LaRaja, 2010, Ch.9), that give a sense that anyone can win, and that 
spur authors such as (Hagen et al., 2000) to conduct systematic studies of 
all of the candidates in the Republican primaries and to accentuate just how 
competitive these races are, when the reality of the situation is somewhat at 
odds with their analysis. Indeed, it is clear that there is a gulf between belief 
and reality with respect to the candidate selection process in the GOP. There 
is a belief in the hearts of many Americans that if one is to pull themselves up 
by their bootstraps then opportunity is boundless, and so great is this belief 
that the reality highlighted in this paper is too frequently ignored. We as po-
litical scientists have a duty to cast a cold and critical eye over a process that, 
while it certainly provides fanfare and excitement, has a lot more in common 
with the nineteenth century selection process than we might wish to admit. 
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Economic performance and prosperity are often considered impor-
tant factors in the consolidation of new democracies (Kapstein 
and Converse, 2008, pp. 57-58). However, this essay will discuss 
how different institutional designs are considered to be conducive 
for democracy to endure, by looking at the single case study of 

Mali. For almost two decades Mali has been the democratic success of Africa. 
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Yet, the reasons for its success are difficult to explain, given that there are only 
a few countries with less hospitable conditions for democracy (Kapstein and 
Converse, 2008, pp. 61-62).  Mali, is highly ethnically fragmented, is ranked 
fifth from the bottom at the United Nations ‘Human Development Index’, 
making it one of the poorest and most vulnerable countries in the world, 
life expectancy is 48.1 years, infant mortality rate is among the highest, illit-
eracy is nearly 80 % and 40 % of the population live without access to clean 
water (UNDN, 2010). The complete absent of prosperity makes it difficult to 
explain Mali’s democracy as a consequence of economic development. This 
essay will explore whether Mali’s success can be explained by its choices of 
institutions. Focusing upon the executive the essay will first examine the dif-
ferent theories explaining the executives’ impact on democracy and secondly 
compare the theoretical findings with the situation in Mali.   

Different institutional frameworks promote different political outcomes 
and are considered to have various capacities in solving conflicts (Foweraker 
and Landman, 2002, p. 43) and thus must become an important factor when 
discussing democratic consolidation. Statistics reveal that presidential sys-
tems tend to collapse more often than parliamentary systems. Furthermore, 
the average survival rate for presidentialism is 21 years, compared to parla-
mentarism which is 73 years (Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub and Limongi, 
2000, pp. 128-136). The instability of presidential systems can be explained by 
their rigid acting in the political process compared to the more flexible parlia-
mentary system (Linz, 1990, pp. 55, 64). Linz argues that one of presidential-
ism main flaws is its concentration of power within a single body, which re-
duces pluralism and instead encourages a winner-take-it-all mentality (Linz, 
1990, pp. 53-58). However, it might be tempting in a new fragile democracy 
to give extensive power to a single ruler in order to achieve stability and an 
effective government (Fish, 2006, p. 12). Nevertheless, extensive power does 
not necessarily mean an effective, stable government. It would be difficult to 
reach consensus and for a weak legislature to provide the necessary checks 
and balances needed in order to avoid abuse of power (Cheibub, 2007, pp. 
99-115, Fish, 2006, p. 18). In a divided majority, where the opposition controls 
the legislature, the risk for conflict and regime crises become even greater, 
as it can constrain and limit policy making (Cheibub, 2007, p. 12, Linz, 1990, 
pp. 60-62). Linz further argues that this problem does not occur in a parlia-
mentary system to the same extent. This is in part due to the fact that they 
are more conducive to plurality and more willing to participate in coalitions 
in order to prevent political deadlock (Linz, 1990, p. 57).  However, another 
argument suggests that presidentialism fails more frequently than parlamen-

tarism because of its military legacy. Presidentialism is more often adopted in 
ex-military dictatorships, which are more likely to collapse, compared to ex-
civilian dictatorships, due to the uncontrollability of the military (Cheibub, 
2007, pp. 1-25, Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub and Limongi, 2000, pp. 128-136). 

Another reason for the instability of presidentialism according to Linz is 
the fixed term. It is almost impossible to remove a president from office be-
fore his term has come to an end, compared to a prime minster who can be 
removed from office in a vote of no confidence (Linz, 1990, pp. 52-55). In rela-
tion to the fixed terms there is also the problem of presidential re-election. In 
a parliamentary system the government holds office for as long as they have 
necessary legitimacy and support. The same logic is rarely applied in a presi-
dential system; since there is the risk that a president facing unlimited re-
election would abuse his position in order to assure continuous re-election 
(Sartori, 1994, pp. 173-176). Fixed terms and limited re-election would there-
fore be adapted by most presidential systems, although the time limitation 
can appear inflexible and stress unwise policy implementations (Cheibub, 
2007, pp. 165-174, Linz, 1990, p. 66). 

Presidentialism has often been accused for increasing ethnic tension with-
in an ethnically divided society since it promotes a winner-takes-it-all at-
titude and promotes the concentration of power within a single ruler. This 
relationship also reduces the number of political parties into a two-party-
system. Multiparty presidential systems are rare and most scholars agree that 
a high level of party fragmentation decreases the stability in a presidential 
system as it becomes more difficult to seek consensus and cooperation (Chei-
bub, 2007, pp. 165-174,  Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub and Limongi, 2000, 
Sartori, 1994, pp. 173-181). However, the numbers of parties within a politi-
cal system is not a fundamental consequence of whether presidentialism or 
parlamentarism are adopted; it is also highly dependent upon the electoral 
system. The electoral system in fact has a strong effect both on political out-
comes as well as on voting behavior, though this essay will not further discuss 
its impact (Horowitz, 2003, pp. 115-116). 

In addition to the ideologies of presidentialism and parlamentarism there 
is also a mixed system; semi-presidentialism, which takes into account the 
drawbacks of both presidentialism and parlamentarism. Semi-presidential-
ism has a dual authority structure, where the president shares the executive 
power with a prime minister. This option has become very popular within the 
third wave of democratization, as it both combines a strong figurehead leader 
with a unified majority. Further to this semi-presidentialism appears better 
equipped to handle split majorities than pure presidential regimes (Sartori, 
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1994, pp. 121-140). However, the concept of semi-presidentialism is some-
what problematic given its lack of clear definition, as the level of presidential 
power differs between countries. Considering the problems mentioned when 
discussing presidentialism this would suggest that semi-presidential systems, 
which tend to have strong and powerful presidents, would face a more prob-
lematic relationship with the legislatives than those systems, which have bal-
anced or weak presidential power (Elgie, 2005, pp. 98-112). The strength of 
the executive can be measured in different ways, for example to what extent 
the president is able to exert influence over the budget or use of a veto (Chei-
bub, 2007, pp. 99-115). Nevertheless, there are interesting findings suggesting 
that in many African countries presidents in semi-presidential regimes enjoy 
more extensive powers compared to presidents in presidential system or even 
those in non-democracies (Van Cranenburgh, 2008, pp. 957-971). African 
politics is vastly personalized and the quality of the state is often judged by 
the performance of individual leaders (Bratton, Coulibaly, Machado, 2002, 
pp. 229-230) which one can argue it the result of strong presidential power 
(Van Cranenburgh, 2008, pp. 952-953). Mali’s ex-president Alpha Omar Ko-
naré has stated that a vast problem within African politics is that few leaders 
would accept a peaceful retirement (Pringle, 2006, p. 32) highlighting this 
strong presidential power.

The West African country of Mali has been considered a democracy since 
the collapse of its military dictatorship in 1991. Despite the fact that Mali is 
one of the poorest countries in the world, per capita income being $1090 in 
2008, there have been four general elections and two peaceful transitions of 
power since 1991 (World Bank). Freedom House ranks the country as free, 
scoring 2 out of 7 in political rights and 3 out of 7 in civil liberties (Freedom 
House, 2009). However, this is not Mali’s first attempt at being a democratic 
country; after its independence from France in 1960 the country had a short 
period of presidential power before it was overturned by the military.  It can 
be argued that this previous foray into democracy had an impact upon Mali’s 
transition in the early 1990s, in combination with external influences, the 
most influential being Mali’s neighbouring country, Benin. A new consti-
tution was considered crucial, given that “constitutions are, first and for an 
above all, instruments of government which limit, restrain and allow for the 
control of the exercise of political power” (Sartori, 1994, p. 198). In order to in-
clude citizens in the process of transition the transition government, inspired 
by the example of Benin, arranged a ‘National Conference’ to negotiate a new 
constitution (De Jorio, p. 830, Wing, 2008, pp. 20-22). As the national con-
ference was negotiating the new constitution, theories of institutional design 

were probably taken into consideration, facing the usual dilemma between 
stability and representation.  Mali’s ethnic diversity was also probably taken 
into account, as well as its previous history of strong presidential power. The-
ories of institutional design would suggest that parlamentarism with propor-
tionate representation or possibly semi-presidentialism with a weak presi-
dency would be the best solution for Mali. However, adoption of institution 
in African countries has more often become influenced by their colonial past 
than of institutional theory (Van Cranenburgh, 2008, p. 954), Mali is no ex-
ception; the new constitution of 1992 ended up adopting a semi-presidential 
system inspired by France, with strong executive and weak legislative power 
(Pringle, 2006, p.32). Alpha Omar Konaré was elected president and surpris-
ingly the transition government lead by Amadou Toumani Touré, peacefully 
reassigned the power (Drisdelle, 1997, pp. 22-26, Wing, 2008, pp. 35-44). 

The choice of executive might not seem like a wise option, considering 
Mali’s multiple inhospitable conditions for democracy. However, it corre-
sponds well with the theory that presidentialism often follows military dicta-
torship. That the Malian army was poorly disciplined and still posed a threat 
to the democratic regime became evident in the mid 1990s during a Tuar-
eg rebellion in the north (Drisdelle, 1997, p. 32). Furthermore, the president 
came to possess quite extensive powers. The president is popularly elected by 
a two-ballot vote and he subsequently appoints most high officers, including 
the prime minister. He also chairs cabinets meetings, plays a central role in 
foreign policy, has extensive veto powers and may even be able to dissolve 
legislation (Van Cranenburgh, 2008, pp. 957-960). The presidential term is 
five years and allows one re-election. The fact that Konaré peacefully handed 
over the presidency to his successor Amadou Toumani Touré after his two 
terms had come to an end might have been an important factor in supporting 
Mali’s democratic success (Pringle, 2006, p. 32). As in other African countries 
Mali’s political life is highly personalized, which may suggest a popular sup-
port for a strong presidency. Citizens appear to be more satisfied with the 
performance of the elected president than the representation in the National 
Assembly and the judiciary (Bratton, Coulibaly and Machado, 2002, p. 212).

Even though the Malian constitution established a strong presidency it 
also placed a myriad of checks and balances within it, in order to restrain the 
president to some extent. The power of the state is in fact divided between 
eight different institutions. The president, the government led by the prime 
minister, the National Assembly, the Supreme Court, the Constitutional 
Court, the High Court of Justice, the High Council for Territorial Collec-
tiveness and the Economic and Social Council (Wing, 2008, pp. 56-59). The 
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effectiveness of all those institutions is debatable. However, the effectiveness 
of the central government seems to be of little importance to the ordinary 
citizen of Mali. The low participation in elections (never above 50%) suggests 
that citizens of Mali have little interest in politics, probably due to poverty 
and low education (Bratton, Coulibaly and Machado, 2002, pp. 199-232, Ven-
groff, 1993, pp. 541-562). 

Mali has in addition to the mentioned institutions implemented decen-
tralization in order to further limit the president’s power. After decades of 
unsuccessful rule, concentrated on the central government in the capital 
Bamako, the new constitution, again inspired by the example from Benin, 
introduced a shift in power to the local communities. Power over budgeting 
and development issues are now delegated to the 700 newly established mu-
nicipal councils, each ruled by a major (Wing, 2008, pp. 81-100).  To assure a 
fair representation of different interest local elections are held by proportion-
ate representation, explaining why Mali is one of few countries with a presi-
dent in a multiparty system. Multiparty presidentialism has been suggested 
to be less conducive to democracy; however one would argue that in this 
particular case it would explain the unexpected democratic outcome. De-
centralization in Mali has limited the president’s power as well easing poten-
tial ethnic conflicts by empowering the local community. In relation to this, 
another important thing to take into consideration is that political parties 
in Mali cannot be based on ethnicity, religion, regional or gender in accord-
ance with the constitution. This will further reduce potential ethnic tension, 
as political organizations are based around regional interests or/and strong 
personalities instead (Freedom House, 2009). 

Mali has been considered a democratic state since 1991, despite its inhos-
pitable conditions; poverty, high illiteracy, ethnic fragmentation and previ-
ous experiences of military dictatorships. In addition, different theories of 
democratization consider the executive relations established within Mali as 
not being conducive to democracy. Mali has adopted a semi-presidential sys-
tem, which is generally believed to be more stable than a pure presidential 
system, due to its flexibility and shared power between the president and the 
prime minister. However, the Mali president is entitled to exercises extensive 
authority, which might encourage abuse of power and thus create instability. 
Further to this, the country has also created a rare combination of multi-
party presidentialism, by introducing a hybrid electoral system, which mixes 
a two-ballot voting system in the national elections with proportionate rep-
resentation in the local elections, which is suggested to further increase in-
stability. One would argue that originally the constitution aimed for stability 

when adopting semi-presidentialism and the two-ballot vote and to promot-
ed fairness by creating a multiple-party system and proportionate represen-
tation. However, these arrangements could be argued to have caused a more 
unstable system than necessary. By adding these factors to Mali’s already in-
hospitable conditions, one would consider it unlikely that the democracy in 
Mali will sustain. Nevertheless, Mali has remained a democracy since 1991 
and has already passed several suggested thresholds without collapsing. The 
reasons for this remarkable outcome are contested, but one would suggest 
that decentralization has had a positive impact on the democratic Mali.
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The politics of the state of Israel have frequently been termed 
unique due to the extreme cleavages within Israeli society. A na-
tion-state supported by a diversity of populations that remain 
to a great extent separate, is bound to produce unusual politics. 
However, academics may have overstated the exceptionality of 

the situation. Provided that the societal cleavages are taken into consider-
ation, existing political science literature adequately assesses the Israeli po-
litical world. This essay will apply existing political science literature from the 
wider world, particularly Western Europe, to Yisrael Beiteinu, an Israeli Rus-
sian immigrant party. It shall analyse and demonstrate the appropriateness 
of this literature to the case of Israel. The purpose of this essay is to provide 
sufficient evidence to claim that Yisrael Beiteinu is a party of the radical right 
family. In order to do so, this essay will first address the discussion in the 
literature regarding the definition of a radical right party and then establish 
criteria to be used in the essay. Using these criteria, we shall proceed to ad-
dress the policies of Yisrael Beiteinu and demonstrate its compatibility with 
features widely accepted as defining the radical right party family. Lastly, this 
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essay will address the seemingly inherent contradiction of an immigrant par-
ty being labeled as ‘radical right.’

Preliminaries: Defining the Radical Right

The first step towards establishing Yisrael Beiteinu as a radical right party 
is defining what constitutes the radical right party family. Unfortunately, as 
Hainsworth notes

 

‘it is not easy to provide neat, self-contained and irrefutable models of ex-
treme rightist which might successfully accommodate or disqualify each 
concrete example or candidate deemed to belong to this political family’

(Hainsworth, 2000, p. 4).

 Von Beyme critiques that the existing literature has ‘failed to provide a 
convincing concept for ‘right-wing extremism’ (von Beyme, 1988, p. 3), but 
part of the issue is certainly due to the politically charged nature of the no-
menclature for this party family. Traditional parties frequently self identify 
themselves within a particular party family in one of two ways. Some parties, 
such as the British Conservative Party name themselves with the party family 
label. Other parties, such as the Greens, form transnational coalitions within 
structures like the EU, linking themselves to others within the party family. 
Terminology such as ‘radical right,’ on the other hand, is more frequently uti-
lized to describe the opposition and incite the electorate against them. Even 
among scholars, the nomenclature of this party family has caused a struggle 
in differentiating between the politically charged language and the academic 
jargon. Norris argues that the term ‘new right’ is inappropriate as it has con-
notations of Reaganism and Thatcherism and that the name ‘extreme right’ 
is equally problematic as it suggests groups connected with illegal and vio-
lent tactics (Norris, 2005, p. 45). Kitschelt has similarly dismissed the term 
neofascist by pointing out major differences in ideology and constituency 
between these groups and historic fascism (Kitschelt and McGann, 1997, p. 
116). According to many scholars such as Norris, ‘radical right’ is the least 
problematic term. The few criticisms aimed at this label stem primarily from 
German and American literature, which merely view the term as outdated 
and overly broad, respectively (Mudde, 1996, p. 231). Therefore, aside from 
quotations that will be referenced in original form, this essay will employ the 
term ‘radical right.’

In examining which characteristics define radical right parties in twenty-
six existing studies, Mudde discovered no less than fifty-eight different char-
acteristics (Mudde, 1996, p. 229). Some studies focused on a single character-
istic, such as anti-immigrant stances, while others focused on a combination 
of several different characteristics. For example, Taggart’s definition of new 
populism focuses on ‘issues of taxation, immigration and nationalism or re-
gionalism’ (Taggart, 2000, p. 75). Immigration policies, particularly negative 
policies towards immigration, are a common identifier of radical right par-
ties in the existing literature. Many scholars insist that multiple characteris-
tics are necessary, such as Falter and Schumann’s idea that ‘a good indicator 
of right-wing extremism should comprise several items from each [of ten] 
dimension[s]’ (Falter and Schumann, 1988, p. 101). More common than re-
quiring an unrealistically large number of features as necessary to charac-charac-
terise a party as radical right, is a failure to address the amount of features 
necessary at all (Mudde, 1996, p. 229). Mudde notes that five of the character-
istics appeared in over half the studies he examines. These traits are national-
ism, xenophobia, racism, anti-democratic sentiment and a call for a strong 
state (Mudde, 1996, p. 229). Carter maintains that nationalism, xenophobia, 
racism and a call for a strong state are all indicators of the fifth feature, anti-
democratic sentiment, which Carter identifies as the primary factor defining 
this party family as extremist. She identifies ‘a rejection of the principle of 
fundamental human equality’ as the feature that causes these parties to be 
defined as right-wing (Carter, 2005, p. 17). Another feature implicit in many 
studies is a ‘rejection of the prevailing mode of politics and particularly the 
dominant political parties’ (Taggart, 2000, p. 75).

Rather than utilizing a single definition of a radical right party, this es-
say will attempt to show that Yisrael Beiteinu possesses the primary charac-
teristics for most definitions of radical right parties. While Carter is correct 
in identifying that these four features do not form the core of what makes 
a radical right party, she perhaps dismisses Mudde’s five characteristics too 
quickly as they can be useful indicators of radical right parties. Taggart’s idea 
of rejecting the establishment, while not useful on its own, helps build a more 
thorough understanding of parties. Mudde’s four indicators, Carter’s anti-
democratic sentiment and rejection of human equality, and Taggart’s rejec-
tion of the establishment and established parties, therefore, will be used as 
the basis for suggesting that Yisrael Beiteinu is a radical right party.
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Zionism, Racism, Xenophobia and Fear 

Nationalism is one of Mudde’s indicators of radical right tendencies. In 
Yisrael Beiteinu’s case, nationalism can be found even in its name. Yisrael Be-
iteinu literally translates as either ‘Israel is our home’ or ‘Israel, our home.’ In 
addition, specific proposals of the party are extremely nationalistic, such as a 
2009 draft amendment to the current citizenship legislation. Yisrael Beiteinu 
ministers in the Knesset submitted a revision which would produce a manda-
tory requirement for all present and prospective citizens to swear an oath of 
loyalty to the Israeli state as ‘a Jewish, Zionist, and democratic state’ (Saban, 
2010, p. 17). Furthermore, the draft reiterates the nationalistic inherence of 
the party with its reference to a citizen’s duty of military service to the state.

Mudde’s features of both xenophobia and racism exhibit themselves in 
Yisrael Beiteinu policies towards Arabs. These policies are widely acknowl-
edged as racist and/or xenophobic with journalists such as Goldberg calling 
it the ‘anti-Arab Israel Beiteinu party’ (Goldberg, 2009, p. 2). This position 
of established racism towards the Arab population dates back to the found-
ing of the party. Yisrael Beiteinu split from another Russian immigrant party, 
Yisrael B’aliya, due to dissatisfaction with concessions to the Arab population 
(Khanin, 2002, p. 41). In one illuminating study a Russian immigrant from 
Yisrael Beiteinu’s support base was asked why all citizens, specifically Arabs, 
should not be treated equally, the participant responded, ‘Because a Jewish 
state is a Jewish state and other people are other people!’ (Al-Haj, 2004, p. 
690). Thus one can see racism and xenophobia in the attitudes of the voters 
supporting the party, the policies of the party, and an open acknowledgement 
from the external community of these opinions.

Yisrael Beiteinu’s call for a strong state is visible in the party’s policies, 
which combine both the external and internal threats to the state and por-
tray the combination as a ‘complex entity that abuts the future of the nation 
in a concrete danger’ (Mustafa and Ghanem, 2010, p. 29). By emphasising a 
need for defense due to a threat to the very existence of the state, the party 
calls for strong measures in order to secure Israel. Merging the external secu-
rity threat with their anti-establishment view of the fragmentation of politics, 
they present the case that the state needs to be strengthened to successfully 
fend off threats. In fact, some scholars, such as Mustafa and Ghanem have 
compared the political rise of Yisrael Beiteinu as a rightist party through a 
‘nation under siege’ mentality to the rise of the fascist parties in Italy, Ger-
many, Spain and Turkey following World War I (ibid., p. 30).

 

The Anti-Establishment Core of Yisrael Beiteinu  

The key characteristic that Carter utilises to define this party family as 
right wing is a fundamental rejection of the principle of human equality. Yis-
rael Beiteinu challenges fundamental human equality in regard to Arab citi-
zenship. A recent proposal of the party to limit suffrage to a select population 
of Arabs has caused criticism from many academics. This included Saban 
who emphasised that ‘the main point to understand about Yisrael Beiteinu’s 
proposal is its significance in spelling out for the Palestinian citizens of Israel 
how fragile and potentially temporary their citizenship is’ (Saban, 2010, p. 
10). Disenfranchisement challenges the position of the Arab population as 
equal to the majority and denies the principle of fundamental human equal-
ity. This same proposal provides an excellent example of the characteristic 
Carter uses to establish parties as extremist. As enfranchisement is the key to 
any democracy, the disenfranchisement of a minority population is indica-
tive also of anti-democratic sentiment.

Taggart’s feature of anti-establishment politics is common in some coun-
tries even among mainstream parties and is therefore a disputable indicator of 
radical right party status. However, given that anti-establishment sentiment 
is uncommon in Israeli politics, this feature demonstrates a degree of radical-
ism when it does appear in a party. Yisrael Beiteinu has gone much further 
than any other party in attacking established norms of the Israeli government 
and Israeli parties. Avigdor Lieberman, the leader of Yisrael Beiteinu, began 
his political campaign ‘with an unprecedented attack on the Israeli establish-
ment whom he called ‘oligarchs,’ including the State Prosecutor’s Office and 
the Investigations Division of the Israel police’ (Khanin, 2002, p.43).

Illogicality: can an identity in a common Jewish religion explain 
the anti-immigrant stance of a Russian-immigrant party? 

Yisrael Beiteinu proves somewhat of a contradiction. Some, such as 
Mustafa and Ghanem, have overtly described the party as radical right with 
assertions that Yisrael Beiteinu and Lieberman act ‘as a leader of the extreme 
right in Israel’ (Mustafa and Ghanem, 2010, p. 28). Yet, Yisrael Beiteinu is a 
party founded by Russian immigrants and continues to take the majority of 
its patronage from the Russian immigrant community. This poses the ques-
tion of how an immigrant party can be part of the radical right family when 
anti-immigrant sentiment is one of the most common features of this party 
family. Al-Haj writes that the majority of Russian immigrants in his study 
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‘support(s) a Jewish, but non-religious state…one that has an ethno-national 
character’ and this is made possible by ‘the immigrants’ perception of Jewish-
ness as a nationality’ rather than a religion (Al-Haj, 2004, p. 690). This allows 
the Russian immigrant group to simultaneously define themselves as within 
the ethno-national majority and also embrace xenophobia against the Arab 
population of Israel. This alternative concept of citizenship allows the party 
to be xenophobic and to reject the principle of human equality while promot-
ing a unique hybrid identity that encompasses Russian immigrants. It is ac-
complished by using a different concept of national character.

Applying the concepts of xenophobia, racism and anti-immigrant senti-
ment to a more specific population than ‘immigrants’ is not as uncommon 
as it might initially seem. Redefinition of terms for political aims is quite 
widespread across the globe. Some of the parties most commonly accepted 
as radical right parties in the literature, such as the Belgian Vlaams Blok (VB) 
and the Austrian Freiheitliche Partei Österreich (FPÖ), redefine the term 
‘immigrant’ to mean a more specific group than just any migrant population 
in their country. In western European countries, anti-immigrant generally 
translates into animosity towards non-Western cultures. For example, an im-
migrant from the United States to France is not the type of immigrant that 
the French National Front is looking to expel as there is no racial difference 
between the racial majorities of the United States and France (Mitra, 1988, 
p. 48). Eatwell writes that the VB in Belgium was committed not only to 
anti-immigrant policies but specifically to ‘anti-(coloured) immigrant poli-
cies’ (Eatwell, 2000, p. 409), indicating a specific type of immigrant targeted 
in xenophobia, not just immigrants in general. Similarly, the FPÖ explicitly 
targets Muslim immigrants. Andreas Mölzer, a Member of the European Par-
liament from the FPÖ, has identified Muslim immigrants of Turkish and Af-
rican extraction specifically despite the FPÖ’s opinion that Islam in general, 
‘is not compatible with Western life and society’ (Mölzer in Krumova, 2010).

 
Conclusion

 As an immigrant party Yisrael Beiteinu might not seem to be the most 
compatible with the traditional concept of a radical right party. However, on 
closer inspection one can see policies and attitudes within the party that fit 
with the traditional indicators of being a member of the radical right party 
family. As demonstrated above, these indicators include sentiments that are 
xenophobic, anti-establishment, anti-democratic and anti-equality in na-
ture. Although the idea of an immigrant party as radical right might seem 

paradoxical, an examination of the definition of immigrant used by radical 
right parties in Europe reveals similarities in the way in which both Yisrael 
Beiteinu and Western European radical right parties redefine the word ‘im-
migrant’ to mean a specific subset of immigrants. Demonstrating that radical 
right literature is indeed applicable in the Israeli situation reveals a deeper 
connection between Israel’s politics and that of the rest of the Western world. 
Perhaps the Israeli political situation is not as unique as some would like to 
believe.
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Japan has been described as a society and civilisation unique to itself. 
According to Huntington’s theory this prevents it from ever really estab-
lishing binding links with its regional neighbours. In a globalised and 
fragmented world, this matters. The 21st century promises to be a radi-
cally different era to the one that has shaped the international struc-

tures, institutions and systems that have until now determined the nature and 
functioning of international relations.  Two factors are key in this. Fragmen-
tation in the balance of world power, and globalisation: that is to say an in-
creased interdependence between all actors due to the rising of a truly global 
economy and the advances in technology that have enabled this to come to 
pass. With the United States experiencing a lessening of its hegemonic power 
that it has disposed of since 1991, it follows that new security dynamics must 
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necessarily evolve. Japan, as the second largest economy in the world and 
also as a state with a close alliance to the US, is, in consequence, highly af-
fected by these two changes, perhaps more so than most states. Described as 
the aikido state and as an economic giant but a political and military pygmy, 
Japan occupies a role that is highly unorthodox in international relations. It 
is thus instructive to ask: How will Japan evolve as an actor in a globalised yet 
fragmented world? Japan is currently in a situation of flux due to the shifting 
nature of both the geo-political world in which it subsists and also its own 
paradigmatic approach to international affairs. Whilst this situation cannot 
endure, it is perfectly possible that Japan has the tools at its disposal to step 
into a new role – a role that it can embrace only by embracing a multiplicity 
of foreign policy options.

Perhaps the most intriguing paradox in Japanese foreign policy is that 
whilst it is capable of undergoing rapid shifts in outlook (witness the shift 
from the Meiji to the Konoye consensus) it remains at the core profoundly re-
alistic and pragmatic. This is crucial for understanding the evolution of Japan 
in the international sphere as in the rapidly changing world that we live in. 
We can be confident that Japan will act in a rational manner, as throughout 
its history it has shaped its policies and aims on such grounds. Depending on 
whether one views Japan as a reluctant or as a persistent realist, one can con-
struct an analytical prism through which it is possible to comprehend Japan’s 
actions. Our understanding of Japan’s actions is enhanced by the fact that as 
it acts in a rational way, it follows that it pursues goals that are, by their ra-
tional manner, recurring. They are those of prestige and autonomy, and they 
are acquired by either economic or military means. Another key element in 
the comprehension of the evolution of foreign policy is the difference with 
which they perceive time from the Western world. Western leaders are often 
under pressure from a public that desires quick change whilst Japanese lead-
ers and, most importantly, the Japanese people, tend to view change as being 
necessarily a slow business: the margin for manoeuvre is thus correspond-
ingly greater. 

One way of describing Japan’s foreign policy is that it has existed in a 
‘greenhouse’ provided by the United States. Japan has, since 1945, operated 
its foreign policy along the lines of the Yoshida Doctrine. That is to say the 
emphasis on economic matters, a desire to maintain its alliance with America 
and the maintaining of a quiet diplomatic profile. This policy functioned in 
the Cold War where there was no vacuum of power, and the U.S. provided 
public goods in the shape of peace, security and a liberal economic market. 
With the relative decline of U.S. power, the classic hegemon’s dilemma sur-

faces: the narrowing of the gap in power reduces its incentive to provide these 
goods, thus fundamentally altering the shape of the international sphere. Ja-
pan’s strategy has rested on the bilateralism of an alliance that is now un-
dergoing changes inherent to the shifts in the balance of power. As the U.S. 
increasingly demands more from Japan, thus reducing the asymmetrical na-
ture of the alliance, fluidity will develop with decisions being taken in both 
Tokyo and Washington. This will require an increased assertiveness from Ja-
pan, something that has, as we shall now see, increasingly been embraced by 
the new politicians that have come to power in Japan in the 21st century. A 
crucial component in understanding the evolving nature of the U.S. - Japan 
relationship, which remains central to Japanese foreign policy, is that it is not 
the decline of the U.S. in itself that has determined the nature of Japan’s reac-
tion to it. Rather it is the increase of U.S. unilateralism and the rise of China 
that has triggered shifts away from the old subservient bilateralism. 

With these evolutions, we have also seen the rise of the anti-mainstream 
conservatives in Japan since 2000, in what has been described as the most 
significant political change in Japan since 1945. With Koizumi as Prime Min-
ister, the political system underwent profound changes that were possible due 
to both his personal popularity and also a broadening consensus in Japanese 
society that change was necessary in order for Japan to respond effectively to 
international issues. There was a desire to avoid a repeat of the humiliation of 
the Gulf War, where Japan was incapable of decisive action and was reduced 
to writing cheques, suffering the approbation of the international commu-
nity. The key changes implemented were a decrease in the influence of the 
bureaucracy on foreign affairs and an increase in the presidential nature of 
the office of Prime Minister. These reforms, first legislated for in 2001, also in-
cluded the creation of the Cabinet Office (Naikakufu) that streamlined pro-
cedures. It is important to note that this new generation should be perceived 
as still very much a product of the Japanese political system. Therefore, these 
reforms should be viewed not as definitive, but rather as transitional.

An immediately observable effect of this shift in Japanese politics came 
in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 9/11. Koizumi was able to issue a 
decisive statement pledging his country’s support to the U.S. Japan was able 
to take on a new, assertive role in world affairs, and this manifested itself in 
military developments. For the first time, the press in Japan was no longer 
reflexively anti-militarist. The expansion of the Japanese Coast Guard can 
be viewed as one of the most evident attempts to circumnavigate stringent 
pacifist laws in order to build up military capabilities. Classed as investment 
in maritime safety and international co-operation, the Japanese fleet is now 
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one of the most impressive in the world, backed by one of the largest defence 
budgets. Japanese peacekeeping forces, the Self Defence Force, are now ac-
tive around the globe, from Kosovo to Iraq, and discussions on whether or 
not to develop a nuclear deterrent are becoming increasingly mainstream. 
Japan began to seek with increased vigour a permanent seat on the United 
Nation Security Council. Finally, Article 9, the keystone of Japanese pacifism 
in the legal sense, is now coming under increased scrutiny, as it increasingly 
appears to be out of touch with the realities of the globalised, fragmented 
world. Japan, having long viewed the expansion of its own defensive power as 
inferior in importance to the expansion of its economic power, is beginning 
to realign its priorities and cautiously flex its muscles. 

In many ways this is due to the shift in security issues since the end of the 
Cold War. Previously, the Soviet threat loomed over Japan. Unquestionably, 
the best possible defence against such a threat was the bilateral alliance, that 
is to say coming under the U.S. nuclear umbrella. With the fragmentation 
and therefore regionalisation of the world, security issues are far more local-
ised – the rise of China, the rogue state that is North Korea, and terrorism 
all call for a radical shift in defence strategy and increased multilateralism. 
In 2004, the National Defence Program Outline identified China as a threat 
for the first time. This is a sign of the shift in focus of Japanese foreign policy. 
China is a key reason why the Yoshida doctrine can no longer wholly hold 
sway over the evolution of Japan, as China is both a crucial trading partner 
and a very real threat. The splitting of the economy from the military no 
longer makes sense if one’s economic activities are building up a military 
menace. In order to maintain both its economic interests and its security, 
Japan needs to acquire more military strength. Japan is now one of the fore-
runners in developing ballistic missile defences with the US: evidence of its 
response to the proliferation of nuclear weapons and the greater potential of 
their use. Furthermore, Japan is still viewed with suspicion by many of the 
states of East Asia, with the scars of WWII still to heal. As Japan has consid-
erable economic interests in the region and indeed views Asian regionalism 
as an important part of its strategic future, it therefore has to tread extremely 
carefully as it expands militarily in order to safeguard its interests. 

However, one could also describe the era of globalisation as in many ways 
creating new spheres for Japanese soft power. With the rise of international 
organisations, forums and non-state actors as means with which to resolve is-
sues of an international nature, it is increasingly possible to project soft pow-
er beyond one’s frontiers in an effective manner. The importance of this in 
determining the future of Japanese foreign policy cannot be overstated. One 

of the reasons that it is often difficult to comprehend Japan’s policy as a whole 
is that the Japanese are adept in the use of multilevel diplomacy, that is to say 
that they use a variety of methods and levels of interaction in order to pursue 
their goals. This is due to the fact that as they operated under considerable 
restraints in the post-war era, they were obliged to seek alternative ways of 
acting. This has dovetailed nicely with the new constraints that all states are 
now facing due to globalisation. Japan, the quiet diplomat, is finding that its 
methods honed from its own unique history are now increasingly effective, 
due to their flexibility, in a globalised world that requires actors to be multi-
faceted. Despite the globalisation of the world, states are still the key players 
in the world of international relations. The situation of Japan, a state well-
versed in the harnessing of the new tools of foreign policy in the globalised 
world means that it is potentially very well placed to exert considerable influ-
ence over world affairs.

Japan has the capabilities to prosper in a globalised world. Its multilevel 
diplomacy, use of Non Government Organisations to implement state policy 
and its unique history give it unparalleled scope for activity in this domain. 
Furthermore, a new generation of Japanese are now deciding issues and are 
ready to cast off the post-war mantle. As Inazo said, ‘internationalism must 
begin at home.’ As the Hensei generation are nonetheless products of the 
old system, we can say that they will still formulate policy along the lines 
of seeking prestige and autonomy. This leads to various strains, such as the 
normal nationalists or the neo-autonomists. However, the world has also be-
come fragmented. This forces states to embrace a new real-politik. In this 
context the Yoshida doctrine is still of some relevance, as the bilateral alli-
ance is necessary for Japan’s security. Japan must also be ready to expand its 
own military power in an increasingly regionalised world. The new Japanese 
consensus may well be a non-consensus, or post-consensus. Hedging is thus 
a necessity. In a globalised yet fragmented world, Japan, particularly with its 
political, economic, military and geostrategic location, cannot afford to be 
too one-dimensional in its foreign policy aims. Rather it must seek flexibility, 
adaptability and awareness in difficult and treacherous times in order to best 
prosper in a highly dynamic, dangerously tense and rapidly evolving world.
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Is American Politics  
Becoming More Polarised?

DANIEL JEROME REILLY
JUNIOR SOPHISTER  
History & Politcal Science 

‘There is a religious war going on in America, a cultural war as critical to 
the kind of nation we shall be as the Cold War itself. For this war is for the 
soul of America.’ 

(Fiorina, 2005, p.1)

With these ringing words, political commentator Pat Buchanan quick-
ened the pulses of party members at the 1992 Republican National Conven-
tion. Proponents of the ‘culture war’ argue that the United States is divided 
between two moral and cultural systems known as red and blue states. The 
red states are traditional, religious and patriotic and have a tendency to sup-
port the Republican Party. Blue States are perceived to be more moderate, 
progressive and secular and lean toward the Democratic Party. Polarisation 
has deepened amoungst the political elites and party activists over time. The 
media has created a false climate of polarisation and it is clear that the Ameri-
can electorate are no more polarised today than they were two to three dec-
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ades ago.
Polarisation is any general move or moves of political actors, whether they 

are elite or of the masses, from centrist to extreme political positions. This 
Political polarisation can be divided into three aspects. First, there is parti-
san polarisation by which ideologues find a political home in one of the two 
major parties. Second, there is issue alignment which examines the degree to 
which issue positions correlate with each other. The more that issue positions 
correlate, the more polarisation exists. Third, there is opinion radicalisation, 
which will be discussed in relation to mass polarisation. This involves people 
gravitating from the centre towards more extreme positions on issues.

Scholars who study the Unites States parties in the electorate, continue 
to characterise them as weak and in decline. On the elite level however, par-
ties have experienced a resurgence in the last two decades. Parties have in-
deed become more polarised, at least when measured by the way they vote 
in Congress. Republicans have been consistently more conservative, whilst 
Democrats appear more liberal in their voting patterns on the main left-right 
dimension of legislative voting. This has seen major changes over time. From 
the end of the Second World War until the recession of the 1970s, both par-
ties moved closer together. There was a greater domestic consensus on an 
enlarged welfare state and a foreign policy consensus on the Cold War. How-
ever, between the last Congress of the Carter administration and the second 
Congress of the Reagan administration, a significant growth in elite polari-
sation occurred. Some scholars have attributed this to the liberal direction 
taken by Congressional democrats in the late 1970s, which in turn led to the 
Grand Old Party uniting around economic reform and moral conservatism 
during Ronald Reagan’s Presidential campaign. In Novermber 2010, an ar-
ticle by Laura Kalman in American Prospect stated that, outraged by new 
lifestyles, Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society, and a divisive war, conserva-
tives joined forces across religious and ethnic lines. Meanwhile, white elites 
and minorities united to expel hard hats and machine politicians from the 
Democratic Party, yoking it to an agenda of sexual and racial equality, envi-
ronmentalism, and economic justice. That new politics attracted secular and 
religious liberal Americans on the left and repelled counter-revolutionaries 
on the right. 

By the early 2000s, Republicans had acquired a much more ideologi-
cally cohesive profile by locating themselves quite close to President Bush’s 
agenda. The Democrats were also becoming more cohesive especially on civil 
liberties and foreign policy issues. In a survey conducted in 2006, contin-
ued support for US military involvement in Iraq was supported by 80% of 

Congressional Republicans compared to just 20% of Democratic elites. Party 
elites were also questioned at the end of the Reagan Presidency on whether 
they believed inflation increased or decreased under his administration. The 
majority of Democrats believed the problem had worsened despite statistics 
revealing that inflation decreased from 13% to 4%. Ideology has become so 
strong that it is almost impossible for opposing sides to have a reasoned dis-
cussion or even agree on an underlying set of facts about the world. Parties 
are divided over issues such as civil liberties, abortion, taxation and foreign 
policy. Congress has become bitterly partisan with once routine nominations 
to the federal courts becoming occasions for ideological warfare.                                                                                                                           

The theory of conflict displacement suggests that increases in party po-
larisation on racial and moral issues should have coincided with a decline in 
party conflict on social welfare and other issues. Yet, this has not happened; 
divergent views on the social welfare agenda have grown; differing views on 
racial and cultural issues have grown and new partisan conflicts have not 
displaced old ones. Conflict has instead been extended and there is a great 
degree of elite polarisation with little sign of it waning. This year many mod-
erate Democrats either retired or were sacked. ‘There is much too much par-
tisanship and not enough progress,’ Evan Bayh lamented as he announced his 
retirement from the Senate. So, from January, Congress will include a higher 
proportion of left-leaning Democrats and a new crop of conservative Repub-
licans. Keith Poole, a political scientist from the University of California, San 
Diego, believes the 112th Congress will be the most divided since the end of 
the civil war. These party conflicts take shape along an a liberal-conservative 
cleavage, suggesting that racial and cultural concerns, which used to divide 
the parties internally more than externally, have now joined economic and 
social welfare issues as clear sources of interparty cleavage and intraparty 
homogeneity.

Popular accounts increasingly suggest that a growth in party polarisation 
reflects a growing polarisation in broader society. These writings paint a pic-
ture of a society that is separated into two Americas – with vastly different 
religious orientations, values and lifestyles staring each other down in a bit-
ter ‘culture war’. McKay argues that there has been a discernible ideological 
polarisation of the electorate, with more people calling themselves liberal or 
conservative suggesting that voters are more ideologically committed than 
they were in the past. Yet one is inclined to agree with Fiorina and other writ-
ers who argue that the ‘Culture War’ is a myth, resting on misinterpretations 
of election results, lack of hard examination of polling data, systematic and 
self-serving misinterpretation by issue activists and selective coverage by an 
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uncritical media more concerned with what they see as ‘news value’. 
Fiorina’s argument came into sharp focus in the first weeks of January 

2011 when a lone gunman went on a shooting spree in Tucson in the histori-
cally Republican state of Arizona. Once again American politics had been be-
smirched by an attempt at political assassination. Three people died during 
the incident but the main target of the alleged gunman Jared Lee Loughner, 
who is currently awaiting trial, appeared to be Congresswoman Gabrielle 
Giffords.  

The shooting which took place on a Saturday morning sparked a media 
frenzy. Firstly, Congresswoman Giffords who sustained bullet wounds to the 
head was erroneously reported as dead before a hasty correction was news-
flashed by Cable Network News, Fox News and other networks, and globally 
by the BBC, who had also broadcast the incorrect report. However, in the 
days that followed it could be argued that the conduct of the media was even 
more flawed than the original mistakes in the basic facts.  The actions of one 
man, whose political views and motives were unclear, allowed the liberal me-
dia to attribute his actions to the polarised and toxic political environment 
in Arizona and the United States as a whole. Liberals were quick to blame 
the Tea Party movement and the sometimes-militant rhetoric employed by 
its standard-bearers. They repeatedly referred to the remarks of Sharron An-
gle, the unsuccessful Senate Republican candidate in Nevada, who last year 
advocated ‘second-amendment remedies’ to some of the nation’s problems. 
They also focused on the map posted by former Alaska governor Sarah Palin 
and Vice- presidential nominee, which depicted crosshairs over the states 
where she hoped to oust Democratic incumbents. As an aside, the role of the 
ultra conservative lobby the National Rifle Association was also analysed. 
The right to bear arms, a bulwark of the American right was also the subject 
of intense scrutiny by the liberal media with headlines such as ‘In Glock We 
Trust?’ typical of the debate on whether such potent weapons should be eas-
ily available to the masses. 

 An influential blog, The Daily Kos suggested that a comment made during 
the midterm election by Sarah Palin that Giffords’ eighth Arizona Congres-
sional district was a ‘target’ for electoral defeat may have spurred the violence 
against the Congresswoman. Palin condemned the shooting and denied any 
suggestion that she may have influenced Loughner:

‘There are those who claim political rhetoric is to blame for the despicable 
act of this deranged, apparently apolitical criminal. And they claim politi-
cal debate has somehow gotten more heated just recently. But when was it 
less heated? Back in those ‘calm days’ when political figures literally settled 

their differences with duelling pistols? In an ideal world all discourse would 
be civil and all disagreements cordial. But our Founding Fathers knew they 
weren’t designing a system for perfect men and women. If men and women 
were angels, there would be no need for government.’ 

 The right-wing media’s emphasis on the Tea Party movement has painted 
a picture of a highly polarised political environment amongst the grassroots 
electorate that is following the example of the increasing polarisation at the 
elite level. Yet an October 2010 Washington Post canvass of local Tea Party or-
ganizers found 87% saying ‘dissatisfaction with mainstream Republican Party 
leaders’ was ‘an important factor in the support the group has received so far’. 
Within the ranks of the Tea Party movement there exist a variety of differ-
ent political philosophies and backgrounds with Matthew Continetti of The 
Weekly Standard suggesting that,

‘There is no single Tea Party. The name is an umbrella that encompasses 
many different groups. Under this umbrella, you’ll find everyone from the 
woolly fringe to Ron Paul supporters, from Americans for Prosperity to reli-
gious conservatives, independents, and citizens who never have been active 
in politics before. The umbrella is gigantic.’ 

Yet despite the selective and undoubtedly biased coverage from both the 
liberal and conservative media, scholars have shown that there is little in-
dication that most Americans are becoming more polarised, even when we 
look at touchstone issues of the ‘culture war’, such as abortion. If anything 
political opinion has grown more centrist on such issues and more tolerant of 
the divergent views, values and behaviour of other Americans. Hetherington 
argues that Americans since the 1990s are more likely to think of one party 
positively and the other negatively and that greater ideological polarisation 
in Congress has clarified perceptions of party ideology, which has produced 
a more partisan electorate. However, one is inclined to agree with Gelman’s 
argument that Americans are only polarised in their impressions of both par-
ties and that each person maintains a mix of attitudes within him/herself. In 
a survey conducted in 2004, 40% of Americans saw themselves as Republi-
cans but only 23% viewed themselves as both Republican and Conservative, 
with only 6% of those opposing abortion and espousing conservative views 
on healthcare and affirmative action. Out of the 49% of Americans who view 
themselves as Democrats, 36% of them labelled themselves as liberal with 
over 90% of  democrats taking a non-liberal view on at least one of the three 
aforementioned issues.

Correlation between party identification and opinion on issues is low. 
This supports David Brooks’ notion of red and blue Americans as cultural 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matthew_Continetti
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constructs rather than bundles of class positions. ‘Although there are some 
differences between red and blue America, there is no fundamental conflict. 
There may be cracks but there is no chasm.’ Ansolabehere et al argue that 
there is no great divide across states with the difference between ‘strongly 
democratic’ California and ‘strongly republican’ Kansas being only eight per-
centage points of the vote in the 2004 election.                           

Scholars generally argue that a large majority of Americans are mostly 
near the centre in their attitudes on most issues. At the same time voters are 
concerned about polarisation and are often unsatisfied with the Democratic 
and Republican parties. A polarised political class makes the citizenry appear 
polarised, but it is only that; an appearance. Elections are close, but voters are 
not deeply or bitterly divided. IN both red and blue states a solid majority of 
voter see themselves as positioned between two relatively extreme parties.                                                                                                                         

If the majority of the electorate are moderate and centrist in their views 
and if the political elites depend on votes to stay in office, what is the expla-
nation for the elites being so polarised? Fiorina argues that elites are natu-
rally more polarised because they take time and effort to participate in poli-
tics and/or hold office, therefore they have strong opinions on certain issues. 
Layman and Gelman attribute elite polarisation to party activists, who are 
regarded as the principal catalysts in the recent growth in ideological polari-
sation. Activists tend to have more ideologically extreme views and pull can-
didates away from the median voter with candidates needing their influence 
in obtaining financial support in order to secure nomination.

Thus, American politics is becoming more polarised at the elite level with 
politicians having become substantially more ideologically polarised over 
time, which is reflected in the divergence of the two main parties in Con-
gress. On the mass level however, the American electorate is no more polar-
ised than it was twenty or thirty years ago with most Americans remaining 
ideologically moderate on important issues. The attitudes of Americans have 
become no more variable in recent years. What has changed in the electorate 
is its level of partisanship.
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Kashmir: The Limit of  
Indian Democracy?

CAELAINN HOGAN
SENIOR SOPHISTER 
ENGLISH STUDIES

India has rapidly become a new economic powerhouse. The largest de-
mocracy in the world, it has a reputation as a soft power with a liberal 
nature. To preserve this reputation the West seems to turn a blind eye 
to what India demands is an integral part of its existence but ironically 
is the site of an oppressive system and draconian law which questions 

the limits of Indian democracy: Kashmir. On a visit to India in July 2010, Da-
vid Cameron, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, made no official com-
ment on Kashmir. Just an hour’s flight from Delhi, the Kashmir region was 
at crisis point. Mounting civilian fatalities and the unrestrained tactics of In-
dian security forces had resulted in widespread anti-India protests. In Srina-
gar, the summer capital of Kashmir, the unrest of summer 2010, would claim 
the lives of over 110 people. Public protests became a daily occurrence, media 
sources were restricted and intimidated, and a military-enforced curfew left 
people as prisoners in their own homes, even in cases of medical emergency. 

Kashmir has been a flash point of political and social unrest, a terri-
tory which Pakistan and India have fought three wars over. It is located in 
the north-western region of the Indian subcontinent, with a population of 
four million inhabitants. Engulfed in a history of conflict between Separa-
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tist militancy and Indian forces, hostility in the Kashmir valley reached its 
peak during the 1990s. The ‘Line of Control’ between India and Pakistan, 
which encapsulates the Kashmir region, is still a ceasefire line and not an of-
ficial border. After the 1948 ceasefire, the UN demanded a plebiscite for the 
Kashmiri people to decide which country they would join. This was never 
conducted and India and Pakistan remain in conflict over the issue to this 
day. Indeed, many Kashmiris feel unjustly occupied by India and denied 
their affirmed right to choose. Article 370 of the Constitution of India asserts 
Kashmir’s unique autonomy, with its own flag and constitution. It prevents 
any non-Kashmiri from purchasing land or property in the State and limits 
India’s influence in the region to the fields of defence, communication and 
foreign policy. Nevertheless, a history of rigged elections and coerced vot-
ing has left the Kashmiri people with the view that their regional govern-
ment is little more than a puppet of India, and its New Delhi administration. 
Sumantra Bose, in his book ‘Kashmir – Roots of Conflict, Paths to Peace’, at-
tests to the fact that ‘the purposeful denial of democratic rights has been 
the defining theme of democratic India’s policy toward Kashmir consistently 
since 1947’. Such ‘anti-democratic, authoritarian policies’ of successive Indian 
governments have created a sense of political disillusionment and alienation 
amongst the people of Kashmir. 

There tends to be a general misinterpretation of separatist movement ef-
forts in Kashmir as a campaign for unity with Pakistan, rather than a genu-
ine demand for independence. Interestingly, Kashmiris have chosen the title 
‘Quit Kashmir’ for their campaign, named after Gandhi’s ‘Quit India’ move-
ment which led to Indian independence from British rule in 1947.There is an 
unfortunate trend in the media to focus on associating the current unrest 
with militancy or influence from Pakistan. The reality is that the current re-
sistance and pro-freedom campaign is predominantly a civilian movement. 
It is not militants or terrorists but hundreds of ordinary Kashmiris, from all 
classes and backgrounds, men, women and children who are taking to the 
streets to make a democratic stance and to raise their voices against what 
they see as an unjust regime. ‘Go India, Go’ is painted on the walls of build-
ings and on road surfaces throughout Srinagar. Children as young as four 
stand beside their parents in the streets calling for ‘Azadi’ or freedom.

The main cause for anti-India sentiment amongst Kashmiris is the record 
of human rights violations and atrocities committed by Indian forces in the 
Valley. According to a report by the Associated Press in 2001, the conflict has 
claimed an estimated 60,000-80,000 civilian lives. The Irish Times put the 
number of fatalities at more than 65, 000 in a December 2010 article, which 

also highlighted the issue of the thousands of people forcibly disappeared 
in Kashmir, an estimated 8,000 to 10,000 since the conflict began in 1989. 
A protest to demand official investigation into these cases is held on the 10th 
day of every month in Srinagar by The Association of Parents of Disappeared 
Persons. The recent WikiLeaks cables revealed that US officials had evidence 
of widespread torture by Indian police and security forces in Kashmir. They 
state that Washington had been briefed in 2005 by the International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross (ICRC) about the use of electrocution, beatings and 
sexual humiliation against hundreds of detainees. The cables revealed that 
as recently as 2007, the ICRC was worried about widespread human rights 
abuses at the hands of Indian security forces and the reliance on torture for 
confessions. 

In the summer unrest of 2010 over 110 civilians were killed at the hands 
of Indian security forces, the majority being young men and boys, some as 
young as 8 and 9. The death of 17 year old Tufail Matoo, killed by a tear gas 
canister on 11 June, sparked the unrest, beginning with a cycle of protests 
and strikes organised by the separatist All Party Hurriyat Conference. This 
tension steadily escalated into civilian-initiated demonstrations, in spite of a 
routine military- enforced curfew. The Indian army were deployed to the re-
gion in July in an attempt to suppress public agitation, but protests persisted 
despite shoot-on-site policies announced over loudspeakers in September, as 
reported by the Washington Post. 

Civilian fatalities were predominantly the result of indiscriminate firing 
by security forces, often into crowds of unarmed protesters. Public outrage 
was intensified by the excessive use of force and the young age of victims. The 
public were further frustrated by a lack of accountability and the question-
able nature of official reports. According to the official records of the State 
Home Department, nine year old Sameer Ahmad Rah died of cardiac arrest, 
with the police report claimed he had been trampled by a crowd of demon-
strators. However, neighbours who were present claimed they witnessed the 
boy beaten to death by Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF), a story which 
was widely published by local and national media, including the nationalist 
paper The Hindu. 

The Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act, 1958 (extended to Jammu and 
Kashmir, July 1990) is a prime example of undemocratic practice imposed 
in the region. It has resulted in the enforcement of the equivalent of perma-
nent martial law for the last two decades. Article 4 (a) of The Armed Forces 
(Jammu and Kashmir) Special Powers Act, 1990 (AFSPA) grants security 
forces the power to fire upon or otherwise force, even to the causing of death, 
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against any person who is acting in contravention of any law, to search and 
enter any premises without warrant, and to arrest and detain people on mere 
suspicion. In her statement at the National Human Rights Commission in 
Delhi on the 29 March 2009, Navanethem Pillay, then UN Commissioner 
for Human Rights, described the AFSPA as one of the ‘dated and colonial 
era laws that breaches contemporary international human rights standards’ 
which India must repeal. The Act states that ‘No prosecution, suit or other 
legal proceeding shall be instituted … against any person in respect of any-
thing done or purported to be done in exercise of the powers conferred by 
this Act.’ No legal proceeding therefore can be brought against any member 
of the armed forces acting under the AFSPA, giving security forces no in-
centive to practice restraint as they will be legally immune from their ac-
tions. The frequency of incidences where security forces have opened fire 
on crowds of unarmed civilians during protests, rather than use non-lethal 
tactics, is telling of the consequences of enforcing such a law. It also means 
that victims of actions committed by the armed forces have no access to legal 
recourse and therefore no closure.

With no official figures released, the estimated number of soldiers sta-
tioned in Kashmir is between 500, 000 and 700, 000. According to the CIA 
World Factbook 2010, Kashmir remains the site of the world’s largest and 
most militarized territorial dispute. Although militant activity in the region 
is now minor, many streets in Srinagar are punctuated with a camouflaged 
military bunker swathed in razor wire, or a member of the Indian paramili-
tary CRPF, carrying an AK47. Locals are stopped on the streets and forced to 
produce identification cards, or to stand aside while their vehicle is checked. 
The magnificent fort of Hari Prabat, visible from almost anywhere in the 
city, is occupied by the army. Even on dirt roads through Dachigam National 
Park, CRPF convoys speed through, sirens blaring. ‘Tension’ is one of the 
most frequently used words by Kashmiris. Feelings of claustrophobia inhibit 
the mind. The tension is inescapable. The incongruity of people attempting 
to go about their daily lives, and the constant interference and intimidation 
of such a heavy military presence, is unambiguous. It has become as much an 
occupation of psychological space as it is of physical territory.

In his article ‘Of Visual Imagery and Violence,’ published in the local daily, 
Greater Kashmir, Zeeshan Pandit attests to the connection between the daily 
visual impact of military presence and the resulting volatility in Kashmiri 
youth, stating that ‘the ubiquitous presence of Indian military forces in Kash-
mir is the strongest provocation for violence amongst the youth. This daily 
provocation for violence must be condemned and stopped’. This visual and 

psychological oppression to which Pandit refers is typical of systemic vio-
lence, defined by Slajov Žižek as:

  ‘... the violence inherent in a system: not only direct physical violence, 
but also the more subtle forms of coercion that sustain relations of domina-
tion and exploitation, including the threat of violence.’ 

Chief Minister Omar Abdullah’s decision to have the Indian Army de-
ployed to suppress last Summer’s public unrest was an example of how sys-
temic violence is employed in Kashmir. The intention was for the army to 
bring normalcy to Srinagar and the surrounding areas, but systemic violence 
is ‘precisely the violence inherent to this ‘normal’ state of things’. It is this 
habit of resorting to military force to threaten the public into submission and 
cooperation, to silence protest and to moderate dissent, which is creating 
frustration and unrest and in fact perpetuating a cycle of violence. 

Riyaz Kathjoo, Head of Academics at the Green Valley Educational In-
stitute in Srinagar explains that the violence often seen in young people is a 
result of frustration due to an intimidating and restrictive environment, 

‘Being very close to them I can feel the anger in them .The present genera-
tion of students has grown up in conflict and a violent atmosphere. There is 
so much interference by the State in the day to day life and affairs and with 
police virtually everywhere, the life has been choked.’ 

He also elucidates how the tense and volatile environment, combined with 
a sense of frustration, is in fact only exacerbated by the good intentions of 
parents. 

‘With this fear factor the parents end up becoming over protective and 
don’t allow their children to move out freely. This has a negative effect as the 
energies of children remain unused and this adds to their frustration.’

The combined effect of domineering security measures and the protective 
instincts of families have led to many youths taking to the streets in protest, 
both civil and sometimes aggressive in manner. Indeed stone pelting became 
symbolic of the Kashmiri people’s frustration during the 2010 summer un-
rest, drawing parallels with the Palestinian intifada. 

Faysal Muhammad, a nineteen year old student from Srinagar, describes 
his view of Kashmir’s oppressive environment, ‘They suffocate whatever out-
let is present, jailing leaders and lawyers, slapping the Public Safety Act on 
anybody they wish, jailing teenagers, using excessive force on demonstrators. 
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All this shows their desperation to crush every voice.’ Faysal, like many Kash-
miris, describes being a resident of the Valley as ‘living in a beautiful concen-
tration camp’. The only solution in his opinion is 

‘seeing the backs of 700,000 troops to India, international inquiries into 
every single misdeed of Indian forces and politicians, giving the right to 
self-determination of Kashmiris to decide their future and an apology from 
India for every atrocity committed in Kashmir. The scars of India will take 
a long time to heal.’

Most Kashmiris feel that the national media’s coverage of the situation 
was biased, censoring the heavy handed tactics of security forces and creat-
ing a negative Kashmiri stereotype. During the recent unrest, media coverage 
was often restricted and the distribution of newspapers occasionally made 
impossible. The BBC, amongst others, released two detailed articles, one en-
titled ‘Killing the Truth’, which confirmed that the curfew passes necessary 
for journalists to operate were often revoked or simply not entertained by 
security forces. The articles also act to corroborate that intimidation and har-
assment of camera crew and reporters by CRPF and police was common and 
that many, including a senior journalist working with the BBC, had been bad-
ly beaten and their equipment confiscated. National news teams were forced 
to sleep in their offices for days due to their curfew passes being revoked, 
confined to observing from office windows, as the army flag was marched in 
a display of strength through a city completely shut down by curfew. 

SMS services in Kashmir were revoked by the government in June 2010 
and the ban was only lifted in late December. It was described by The Eco-
nomic Times of India as a ‘New Year gift to the people of Jammu and Kash-
mir.’ The ban on bulk messages and prepaid mobile phones remains in place. 
One can imagine the uproar in New Delhi if text messages were suspended 
for even 24 hours, yet in Kashmir it is expected that people must simply ac-
cept these measures. Such control of people’s means of communication is yet 
another anti-democratic imposition. India seems determined to use methods 
in Kashmir that it would never apply to other Indian states, further deep-
ening and emphasising the division between the India and Kashmir. Many 
Kashmiris, especially the youth, have rallied against the attempt to control 
both media and communication, waging what the Guardian described as a 
‘cyber intifada’, through the use of Facebook and YouTube to provide civilian 
coverage of local news and clashes with security forces. It has also become a 
popular means of protest.

A new and controversial development in Kashmir’s fight for independ-
ence has been the staging of protests and public conferences in India’s capital. 
On 7 August 2010 in Delhi’s Jantar Mantar, an outdoor observatory, up to 
500 people gathered for a peaceful, candlelit sit-in, to protest against human 
rights violations in Kashmir. The Kashmir debate tends to provoke, or per-
haps reveal, an aggressively nationalist sentiment in India. A conference dis-
cussing independence for Kashmir entitled ‘Azadi – the only way’, was held 
in Delhi in October 2010 and caused uproar, with national media suggest-
ing that such an event challenged the limits of democracy. Arnab Goswami, 
Editor-in-Chief of the Indian news channel Times Now, demanded to know 
why speakers at the event were not immediately imprisoned on grounds of 
sedition under section 124 of the Indian Penal Code. Indeed, it was interna-
tionally reported that Booker-Prize winner Arundhati Roy, who spoke at the 
event, was under threat of arrest on charges of sedition for simply stating that 
Kashmir had never been an integral part of India. In January 2011, Binayak 
Sen, a prominent paediatrician and human rights activist, was sentenced to 
life imprisonment on grounds of sedition. The Irish Times described the ver-
dict as a ‘stain on India’s democratic credentials’ and ‘[t]he ‘if you’re not with 
us you’re against us’ paranoia of the State government.’

The persistence of unarmed and large scale civilian protests in Kashmir 
is a significant development in itself, which could prove to be an important 
landmark step on the road to addressing the conflict.  Delhi sent interlocu-
tors to Kashmir in October 2010 to engage in dialogue with local people so 
as to better assess possible solutions. However, Kashmiris were disappointed 
and felt it was an attempt to simply mollify the situation after it was discov-
ered there would be no significant political representative present. Accord-
ing to Suvaid Yaseen, a Kashmiri post-graduate student of political science, 
the main positive development resulting from the dialogue is that ‘the Kash-
mir debate has moved on from a handful of progressive intellectual circles 
to more or less ‘mainstream’ discourse in India.’ However, he echoes the dis-
appointment felt by most Kashmiris that ‘India’s response has still failed to 
come to terms with the actual problem at hand: the question of political self-
determination for Kashmir.’ Yaseen sees hope for an emancipative future in 
a new, more articulate generation of Kashmiris: ‘The movement is trying to 
be creative, diversify resistance from on-the-ground struggle to the virtual 
world and to literature.’ 

The Kashmiri demand for ‘Azadi’ has never been more resolute. In a re-
gion where the threat of militancy is still a reality, it is crucial that a solution 
is readily and sincerely sought by India, and the concerns of the people ac-
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knowledged and addressed. With the recent uprisings across the Arab world 
and the risk of further compromising its democratic credibility, India must 
begin to make concrete changes, such as repealing the AFSPA and initiat-
ing further demilitarization. This needs to be done in order to avoid another 
summer of unrest and loss of life. The autonomy guaranteed to Kashmir un-
der Article 370 must be respected, with assured democratic processes, free 
from coercion. The international press, including the Economist and the 
Guardian, has recently reported positive developments within the Indian 
government in relation to Kashmir, with plans to cut the number of soldiers 
deployed in Kashmir by 25% and to retrain police. Reactions from separatist 
leaders are mixed. Mirwaiz Umar Farooq, leader of the moderate faction of 
the All Party Hurriyat Conference, welcomes it as a first step but remains sus-
picious as to whether it is a genuine commitment from India. One Kashmiri 
friend said that for him, ‘Indian democracy is nothing but unfulfilled prom-
ises.’ Whether India will make these changes in reality and whether now, after 
such conflict, the Kashmiri people will accept anything less than independ-
ence, has yet to be seen.
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