THE SEMIOTIC REVIEW OF BOOKS

VOLUME 11.3

http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/epc/srb

ISSN 0847-1622

Editorial: Sycophancy

By ThomasM. Kemple

I suppose every scholar can recall a turning
point in a research project where something turns
up that somehow turns out to be crucial to what
one was looking for all along. Often enough, such
“discoveries” are arrived at by accident or in a
moment of inattention, perhaps punctuating one
phase of work while inaugurating another. My own
finds include an old diet and exercise manual by
the father of the subject of one of Freud’s case his-
tories, displayed in the window of an antiquarian
bookseller in Frankfurt, that seemed to provide the
key I needed to unlock the delirium of both pa-
tient and doctor. There is also the footnote Marx
appended to his economic notebooks, which I had
skimmed over in several previous readings, that
showed me the other side of alienated labour in
idleness and unproductive work. And there is the
day I found Norbert Elias’ history of the role of
medieval manners in defining our senses of “civil-
ity” and “civilization,” mistakenly shelved under the
“Etiquette” section of my neighbourhood used
bookstore. Later on I will elaborate a bit on the
particular relevance of each of these chance en-
counters to the present review of Alphons
Silbermann’s Grovelling and Other Vices:
TheSociology of Sycophancy (2000). For now, we
might just consider Weber’s (1946: 136) reminder
in “Science as a Vocation” that it is impossible to
force insight or induce inspiration, and though they
only see the light after long periods of disciplined
study, they often come upon us as we recline on a
couch with a good cigar, or take a long walk up a
slowly ascending street.

Such a moment of undisciplined distraction
seems to haveprovoked the main idea for
Silbermann’s exploration of “the sociology of syco-
phancy,” Grovelling and Other Vices, or as the origi-
nal German title has it, his manual “on the art of
arse-crawling” (Von der Kunst der Arschkriecherei).
One day while browsing through his messy book
collection, Silbermann came upon his forgotten and
unread first edition of Adolph von Knigge’s Uber
den Umgang mit Menschen (On Social Intercourse,
or somewhat more literally, On Keeping Company
with Humans), published in 1788, which he notes
is “generally regarded by Germans as the ultimate
guide to etiquette” (4). The book immediately
brought him back to his youth, when his parents
would wield the name of Krigge like an “imperious
truncheon” (without, apparently, ever having read
him), whenever his naughty behaviour needed to
be held against a model of good manners. Although
Krigge’s treatise on the struggle between reason and
passion does not seem to be preaching flattery or
servility, he does invite his readers to acquire “flex-
ibility, sociability, compliance, tolerance, self-de-
nial at the right time, control of violent passions,
guardedness, and the serenity of a constantly even
temper” (Krigge, quoted in Silbermann, p. 8). As
Silbermann sees it, however, by “failing to eschew
corruption,” Krigge seems implicitly to embrace
sycophancy as indispensable for maintaining social
intercourse. His book is therefore “virtually a com-
pendium of complaisance, a manual of grovelling”
(9), and so serves as a kind of campanion-piece
and counter-text to Silbermann’s own.

Of course, it is one thing to hinge a scholarly
thesis on a discarded or overlooked historical docu-
ment while celebrating one’s happy good fortune

in rediscovering it. It is quite another to establish
the foundation of one’s own argument on an ab-
sence in such a text, on what an author does not
say, presumably because such contents (here
Krigge’s supposed endorsement of grovelling and
sycophancy) have either been silently suggested
or deliberately suppressed. And yet, this is indeed
Silbermann’s curious starting point (and frequent
point of return), and the phenomenon he claims to
have identified in this way goes under many names:
“This corruption may be called obsequiousness,
submissiveness or opportunism, sycophancy, flattery,
crawling, toadying, servility, self-abasement, or in-
deed baseness - in the last analysis, let us say it
loud and clear, it is the behavioural pattern of grov-
elling in all its facets” (9).

While German linguistic usage tends to call
for “arse-crawling,” which the translator usually
renders as “arse-licking,”
in everyday speech in North America, we tend to
use the expressions “sucking up,” “brown-nosing,”
or “ass-kissing.” Unable to find an explicit source
for the ordinary arts of grovelling in Krigge’s ob-
scure treatise, Silbermann then turns to the most
venerable literary classic in the history of German
letters, Goethe’s Faust. But here it is not the “offi-
cial” Faust of the standard editions and respectable
artistic adaptations, but rather the play as
Silbermann remembers it from the performances of
his childhood, and as presented in Albrecht
Schone’s stage version, itself based on one of
Goethe’s early drafts, in which Mephistopheles,
playing the Master of Ceremonies in the Walpurgis
Night scenes, displays his bare bottom to the
audience:

MASTER OF CEREMONIES: The gentleman is
kindly requested to kiss Satan’s backside.
KNEELING MAN: That doesn’t confound me. 1 kiss
back or front. (Satan turns around). While your nose
above seems to penetrate all the worlds, down here [ see
a hole to swallow the universe. What odour comes from
this colossal mouth! There can’t be so good a smell in
Paradise, and this well-built abyss arouses the desire to
crawl into it. (Breathless silence, then a frantic outcry
from the crowd). What more shall I do?
SATAN (straightens himself, turns around): Vassal, thou
has passed the test! Hereby I enfoeff thee with millions
of souls. And having praised the devil’s arse so well,
though shalt never want for terms of flattery.
(Goethe’s Faust, Schéne edition, prose translation, quoted

in Silbermann, p. 20).

Silbermann’s aim is thus to uncover what has re-
mained hidden, to speak frankly about what others
pass over in silence, and to speculate on or bring to
light what has been forgotten. To do so he draws on
two contrasting and complementary scholarly tra-
ditions which he himself has contributed to since
the 1950s. On the one hand, he explores here the
“other side” of the sociology of the arts, especially
of literature and music. Besides the crucial Goethe
passage, there are interesting discussions of Heine’s
ultimately fruitless conversion to Christianity (160-
64), Gerhardt Hauptmann’s and Richard Strauss’s
capitulation to the Nazi regime (151), and Wagner’s
opportunistic dealings with Mathilde Wesendonk,
whose rich husband Wagner courted as a patron
(51-53). Ineach case, Silbermann keeps to the level
of biography rather than attempting to illuminate
the work itself or even its social and historical con-
text, so that the reader must draw his or her own
conclusions concerning the role of servility in the
production of great art. Also tantalizing are the
black and white sketches which preface each chap-
ter, apparently dug up by a research assistant, but
unfortunately not given any mention in the text
itself. Besides the fascinating line drawings by Paul
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Klee, Kafka, and A. Paul Weber, the sketch by Pe-
ter Brueghel the Elder in particular, “The man with
the money bag and his flatterers” (1568/69), which
precedes Chapter VIII on “Intrigue and Perfidy:
Secret Machinations” and provides the frontispiece
for the book, is especially suggestive: a crouching
giant dispenses gold coins as a host of small men
crawl up his ass. Here, too, the book does not elabo-
rate in any detail on either the economics nor the
psychology of obsequiousness which seem indispen-
sable in illuminating this image.

Rather, Silbermann’s principal model and
method is taken from the sociology of everyday life,
which he draws upon even as he is discussing his
favourite aesthetic examples. From this vantage
point, sycophancy is treated as a “manifestation” of
ordinary experience (29), as a “mode of social in-
teraction within a system of communication” (47),
and is thus understood as a habit or custom, as a
strategy of concealment or purposive ideology.
Ladislaus Lob’s English version of the title is there-
fore somewhat misleading, since] grovelling is only
one aspect of ass-licking (or arse-crawling), which
in turn may not always be a vice but is often a vir-
tue or even a necessity (as the Jews learned in the
concentration camps; 158-60). Indeed,
Silbermann’s book is carefully constructed to am-
plify this discordant “counterpoint” (109) between
the stratagems of self-serving opportunism, deceit,
and hypocrisy (Chapters [-VIII) and the sociable
vicissitudes of romantic love, family life, and social
conflict (Chapters IX-XIII). For this reason, ass-kiss-
ing should be understood to be more than a skill (it
must usually be learned through imitation rather
than by instruction), since it often appears in subli-
mated form as an art:

‘Refinement’ leading to artistic perfection generally
begins with a learning phase, followed by practice and
repetition, till it achieves the autonomy and responsibil-
ity that we commonly call mastery. It is only at this point
that arse-licking can be applied in a strategically astute
and meaningful manner, holding its ground in difficult
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situations, succeeding even in unfavourable circum-
stances, and becoming potentially pernicious (176-77).

With the field of sycophancy marked off in
this exalted way, the most challenging and provoca-
tive illustrations emerge from descriptions of rather
prosaic scenes of “sucking up” and “kissing ass”:
Who has not bent over backwards (or forwards) to
flatter a superior, to please a child or a parent, or to
seduce the object of one’s desire (155-58, 128),
however noble or base one’s intentions? And on a
grander scale, to what extent can the post-War
trend (and corporate advertising strategy) of pan-
dering to youth culture and the cult of feminine
beauty be treated as a perniciously widespread spe-
cies of “arse-crawling” (134, 113)? Though
Silbermann has little to say to shed light on these
matters, by raising them in this context he at least
invites us to deepen the study of everyday life by
considering a broader vision of the sociology of syco-
phancy. For whatever reason, however, Silbermann
has chosen to write a very thin volume which em-
phasizes the suggestive and scandalous nature of
his subject while keeping clear of the “troublesome
depths of psychological reflection” (15-16).

This weakens the intellectual, ethical, and aesthetic
impact of his argument considerably, since he is
anxious to avoid invoking any conceptual frame-
work which would ask even the most obvious ques-
tions or provide the most basic answers, as did
Simmel with his commonsense sketch of voluntary
subordination in Sociologie or Nietzsche in his chal-
lenging analysis of the “servile morality” of
ressentiment in the Genealogy of Morals. Instead,
the phenomenon under study appears chaotic and
intermittent, hard to name because hardly recog-
nizable:

Arse-licking depends on circumstances and

occurs sporadically in the life of a person, whether chol-

eric, sanguine or of any other type. From a sociological

point of view it is unintegrated, incoherent, and incon-

sistent, whether in its rudimentary form, its moderate

form, or its highly developed intellectual form. Unlike a

personal characteristic, arse-licking - seen as an inter-
personal relationship based on actions, or as a pattern of

behaviour - cannot be grasped in terms of properties (60).

We are not even given any crude speculations
about why the ass (Arsch) should figure so promi-
nently in ordinary speech about sycophancy, despite
the observation that “the reality [of grovelling] is
perceived via the symbol [of the arse]” (17). In one
of Freud’s rare (and very brief) forays into “charac-
terology” (which Silbermann too is careful to avoid:
59-60), he famously outlines that “triad of proper-
ties” which invariably seem to distinguish the “anal
character,” namely, orderliness, parsimoniousness,
and obstinacy. The fact that Freud was explicitly
drawing on notions already available in the com-
mon culture, particularly on widely shared experi-
ences with early childhood toilet training, and that
the subsequent psychoanalytic codification of these
traits as “anal” still circulates in everyday speech,
could well be useful in understanding the socio-logic
of humiliation and submission, or even of sadism
and avarice. Even Freud’s (1977: 215) claim to find
“no very marked degree of ‘anal-character’ in peo-
ple who have retained the anal zone’s erotic char-
acter in adult life, as happens, for instance, with
certain homosexuals,” might lead us to a consid-
eration of “ass-licking” practices that have more to
do with pleasure and love than grovelling and syco-
phancy. Finally, however predictable or crude we
might find Freud’s suggestion that “the devil is noth-
ing else than the personification of the repressed
unconscious instinctual life” (Freud, 1977: 214), it
at least provides a point of reference for examining
the scene from Faust quoted above in view of its
socio-symbolic significance. (Mozart’s notorious
aria, “Leck mir den Arsch fein recht schén sauber,”
might also be considered from this standpoint).

Although Silbermann acknowledges that he
was induced to write this book by “a desire to pen-
etrate behind the veil hiding our notions of the cor-

rect or incorrect treatment of people of our own,
or of a different, class” (15), in fact he gives almost
no consideration to the structural and historical
dimensions of this crucial dimension of his topic.
To do so would have required a much more robust
conception of the sociology of everyday life than
can be captured in passing comments on family and
courtship, undeveloped anecdotes on the lives of
great musicians, or brief discussions of the suffering
of the Jews. In a footnoted passage from the
Grundrisse notebooks that few readers have even
noticed, much less considered seriously, Marx ar-
gues that the ideological justification for and social
structure of capitalist surplus value production in
fact requires the formation of a leisure class, if not
of a stratum of idle outsiders and arse-crawlers:

The creation of surplus labour on the one side
corresponds to the creation of minus-labour, relative idle-
ness (or not-productive labour at best), on the other. This
goes without saying as regards capital itself; but holds then
also for the classes with which it shares; hence of the pau-
pers, flunkeys, lickspittles, etc. living from the surplus
product, in short, the whole train of retainers (Marx,
1973: 401n).

Of course, this is not to argue that ass-kiss-
ing is a creation of capitalism; indeed, the associa-
tion between feces and gold as made by Brueghel
the Elder, by Freud, and occasionally by Marx him-
self bears witness to its pre-modern (or even infan-
tile) sources. Rather, Marx’s point is that this pat-
tern of behaviour comes to be stamped with a capi-
talist character under conditions of structurally nec-
essary economic scarcity and chronic
un(der)employment, and within a culture of repres-
sive tolerance and enforced voluntary servitude.

Whatever puerile pleasure or intellectual
teasing may be in store for anyone who encounters
this book, for this reader its most serious shortcom-
ing consists in scrupulously staying clear of “the laby-
rinths of a history of manners” (15), indeed, in not
taking very seriously its own inspiration in Knigge’s
influential book On Social Intercourse. In this,
Silbermann may be trying desperately to ward off
any charge of academic sycophancy against himself
by carefully avoiding any reference to, or acknowl-
edging any influence from, the great sociologist and
historian of manners, Norbert Elias. However care-
ful he may be not to commit any of the ass-licker’s
“perceptible breaches of social norms, customs, and
moralty” (such as false lightheartedness, innuendo,
long windedness, affected openness, oblique ques-
tions, and so on; 174-75), his own modest claims
for his work’s originality are not beyond criticism.
Early on in the first volume of The Civilizing Proc-
ess, which treats an enormous variety of manuals of
social etiquette as “practical instruments” for con-
ditioning emotions and as “social models” for fash-
ioning sensibilities, Elias cites a telling rhetorical
question posed by Knigge: “Where more than here
[in Germany] did the courtiers form a separate spe-
cies?” (Knigge, quoted in Elias, 2000: 23). Elias’
aim in this context to point out the conflict which
was becoming increasingly evident by the late
18th century between, on the one side, an empha-
sis among the rising middle classes on scholarship,
sound education, and a preference for virtue rather
than honour, and on the other, a contrasting insist-
ence among the declining courtly nobility on com-
pliance, courtesy, and fine manners. Knigge's re-
flections thus articulate a painful tension at the
heart of this emerging self-image of the middle-class
intelligentsia (or, the Bildungsbiirgertum), who held
the separate life of the mind, books, scholarship,
and art (Kultur) in higher esteem than the mun-
dane concerns of economics and politics
(Zivilisation). In fact, he himself was sometimes
dubbed “the nobleman as bourgeois,” as Silbermann
notes (6). Where Knigge waffles and “fails to con-
demn the corruption” of grovelling, Silbermann will
hold firm and assert the moral of his story in no
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uncertain terms: “As a manifestation of moral real-
ity, arse-licking aims directly at the quasi-'sacred’
personality of a human being. By penetrating its
enclosure, arse-licking violates this personality, as
it does goodness as such” (178-79). In his seduc-
tive sociology a tergo, with its fixed gaze on the “well-
built abyss” of his own childhood, Silbermann ends
up defending the anti-social fortress of homo clau-
sus, Elias’ name for that magnificent creation of the
modern civilizing process, and thereby misses the
ordinary arts of deference and humility which are
the very hallmarks of human sociability.

Thomas M. Kemple teaches social and cul-
tural theory at the University of British Columbia
in Vancouver, Canada. His book, Reading Marx
Writing: Melodrama, the Market, and the ‘Grundrisse’,
will be followed by a companion study of Max We-
ber’s literary methods.
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Reversible Feminism

Victoria Grace, Baudrillard’s Challenge:

A Feminist Reading.

London and New York: Routledge, Taylor and
Francis, 2000.

By Mike Gane

The writings of Jean Baudrillard have often
elicited a strong not to say sometimes violent re-
sponse from feminists. Baudrillard indeed has made
a point of defining his position as hostile to the main
strands of the second wave women’s movement, and
to the human rights movement more generally.
More, he has sometimes gone out of his way to pro-
voke a reaction from feminists, most notably his
comment that in exchange for the beauty of the
desert it would be good to sacrifice a woman (re-
ferred to and discussed by Grace, p. 165).
Baudrillard’s book, Seduction, contained a condem-
nation of a feminism which allied itself with the
real unveiling of feminine sexuality, an unveiling
which ended up, for this analyst, as an alliance with
pornography and promotion. If he has identified and
praised that form of the feminine which found its
force in seduction, Baudrillard concludes that
women were never weak subjects of men, for this
was an ideology, he suggested, which emerged out
of the feminist movement itself. A strand of femi-
nist thought has grown up which has a philosophy
not that far removed from this idea (most obviously
represented by Camile Paglia’s works), but what pre-
cisely is the feminist response to Baudrillard? Vic-
toria Grace, who is based in New Zealand, has ac-
cepted Baudrillard’s challenge, and her work “is not
a book about Baudrillard; it is an engagement with
his work” (3). Just as there was an Althusserian
feminism, and a Foucauldian feminism, does Grace
provide us with a Baudrillardian feminism?



Chapter one looks at Baudrillard’s early work,
particularly the logic of economic value. This early
work on semiological logics and the ‘hegemony of
the code” is presented as a key theory of modern
society and culture, and the failure to grasp it and
“to reject it on political grounds from a feminist per-
spective is,” she says, “ a ‘political’ mistake” (35). It
is not simply that the oppositions male/female, men/
women, are patriarchal, but also more deeply that
the real enemy is the code which permits these op-
positions to appear in the “object form” (35). The
empbhasis in this first main statement of Baudrillard’s
ideas is thus very clearly focused on the sign/sym-
bol and the logic of the semiological reduction of
symbolic exchange. This strategy has the very un-
fortunate effect of ignoring the earlier analysis of
consumer society which constituted Baudrillard’s
first concern and which entailed locating gender
differences within affluent capitalist patterns of ad-
vertising and objectification.

The next chapter looks at Irigaray, Braidotti,
and Butler on identity, subjectivity, power, and de-
sire, in the light of Baudrillard’s conception of the
symbolic order and seduction, ideas developed in
the 1970s as he deepened his theory of the anthro-
pological alternative to modernity. Grace identifies
and draws out Baudrillard’s conception of how gen-
ders are situated within forms of symbolic exchange
and reversibility in primitive cultures. When mod-
ern societies emerge the genders fall into place and
become elements of the code of semiotic culture
dominated by the phallic mark, the measure of
sexual exchange (39). Here Grace makes her way
carefully through the minefield of feminist critiques
of Baudrillard, throwing Baudrillard’s principles back
at theorists like Irigaray (45-54), Braidotti (54-60),
Butler (60-64). The final section of the chapter
looks at Baudrillard’s critiques of Foucault and
Deleuze on power, returning to gender to show how,
for Baudrillard, gender constructions of difference
become a “simulation model” (70). This discus-
sion is developed without an attempt to define what
is meant by the feminist movement or feminism,
and Grace does not sketch out the main concerns
of feminism since the 1960s and its internal debates
and divisions. As with the avoidance of the analy-
sis of consumerism, this avoidance of feminist his-
tory gives the discussion an abstract character.
Baudrillard’s own analyses coherently connect con-
sumerism and a concern to show how modern femi-
nism fell into the traps set for “the feminine” and
for the “female body” by consumer culture domi-
nated by new media. Grace remains, however, some-
what at a distance, never providing concrete ex-
amples of how a Baudrillardian feminism might re-
spond.

Chapter three looks at “difference” in the
hyperreal world, the relation of “gender” to simula-
tion, hyperreality, the silent masses, and the end of
the social - well-known theses developed by
Baudrillard in the 1970s. This is developed at first
by reference to the theme of gender “difference”
and “positive identity” as the false and impossible
projects of contemporary semiotic culture. After a
short section on feminism, most of the chapter takes
on cultural and political critiques of Baudrillard that
have little to do with feminism (83-116), the argu-
ment being that there is, in general, little under-
standing of Baudrillard’s theory even after “more
than thirty years” (116). The tendency of the ear-
lier chapters is repeated here in a discussion that
moves towards an interest in theoretical clarifica-
tion rather than the direct issues of feminist strug-
gle.

Chapter four, entitled “Hyperreal Genders,”
looks at simulation of gender. The attack on Judith
Butler is based on the theoretical position devel-
oped by Baudrillard in his writings in the 1980s and
1990s, particularly on his theory of the transpolitical.

Butler’s conception of gender performativity is ex-
actly that specified by Baudrillard as that which traps
the feminine in the contemporary code - “’[t]hat
which Butler advocates as democratic, Baudrillard
observes happening with the operational, functional
logic of the hyperreal” (125). Outlining the theory
of the transpolitical Grace moves to consider the
transsexual against the emerging literature of
transgendering in feminist and queer literature. She
notes how Baudrillard’s ideas have here and there
been picked up and used by feminists but shorn of
their critical power, misread as positively support-
ing “trans” this and “trans” that (139). Here Grace
is forthright in her condemnation: “Those advo-
cating transgenderism as a radical transgression of
oppressive social processes of normative gendering
do not ask how it is that, contemporarily, their dis-
courses of fluidity and multiplicity intersect with
the generalised proliferation of ‘trans’ traversing all
spheres, and how their ‘politics’ might be complicit
with hegemonic trends” (140). But we do not find
out if Grace is alone among feminists or if her posi-
tion is aligned and part of a struggle within femi-
nism, for although she debates with opponents, it
is difficult to find where she has friends.

Chapter five, called “The Inevitable Seduc-
tion,” looks at seduction, woman as object, ex-
change and sacrifice. The main theme of the chap-
ter is to explain and apply Baudrillard’s threefold
division of cultures into those of the rule, the law,
and the norm. Grace draws on a range of anthro-
pological research to examine and affirm
Baudrillard’s notion of primal seduction, symbolic
exchange and the rule (142-147), before examin-
ing the theoretical opposition between rule and law
(147-150). The next sections present the problems
of gender and sex in the light of this distinction in
which the fundamental order of symbolic exchange
does not fix femininity in the female, but permits
reversibility of masculine and feminine, seduction
and production (151). Then she examines the tran-
sition to a combinatorial culture in which instead
of reversibility, there emerges a situation in which
sexes “become interchangeable” (155) and more
and more transparent, “sex is so close it merges with
its representation” (156). After this presentation
of Baudrillard’s ideas, Grace looks at, and counters,
three feminist critiques - those of Sadie Plant,
[rigaray, and Louise Burchill. Then Grace tackles
the notion of sacrifice and Baudrillard’s comment
on sacrificing a woman in the desert (165). Grace
condemns the comment, since it shows “little re-
spect for the tragedy” of the widespread violence
against women in modern societies (165). But then
Grace does try to explain, in the light of Baudrillard’s
theory, how such a sacrifice could be seen in terms
of an accursed share, a sacrificial victim which is
“valued above all else.” There follows a long dis-
cussion of the anthropological debate on the ex-
change of women, after which Grace concludes that
Baudrillard is right to stress that underlying prac-
tices of sacrifice and exchange is a reversibility fun-
damental to human culture, and she advocates with
Baudrillard the principle of seduction for
“[r]eversion traverses all ‘sexes’ in their non-essen-
tialist appearance and disappearance” (171). Her
argument at this point takes Baudrillard into the
heart of feminist positions, for she suggests that:

If women are associated with seduction, and seduction is
annihilated (along with the possibility of sacrifice to en-
sure reversion), then men are relentlessly consigned to
‘identity’ with no relief, exposed on all sides, fully
positivised, a kind of pornography of masculinity that has
erased its only possibility of transformation and death.
This must engender its own form of madness (171).

At the beginning of the book the reader is
informed that chapter six, entitled “Feminism and
the Power of Dissolution,” looks at the implication
of Baudrillard’s theory of symbolic exchange and
seduction for feminism and poses the question
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anew: What is the nature of patriarchy? Butin fact
it begins with a long presentation of Baudrillard first
on Saussure’s analysis of anagrams (172-178), then
on his consideration of Freud (178-180), showing
the effectiveness of reversibility in language and in
the theory of the unconscious. In the last few pages
of the book, (180-192), Grace finishes with a look
at Baudrillard’s notion of cool seduction, “shadow-
ing the object” (Sophie Calle), and what she calls
the “dissolution of power and meaning in the illu-
sion of the real” entailing a critical reading of the
work of Donna Haraway (188-190). The conclu-
sion Grace reaches is to reject all (feminist) posi-
tions which rest on “identities” and she suggests
that the great force of feminism is to be able to “dis-
solve power and meaning through the reversion of
their illusion” and this “is to dissolve ontology of
any essence; to return it to the symbolic order of
appearances” (192).

The way Grace has developed her ideas
around Baudrillard could be said to reduce
Baudrillard’s position to a rather formal and theo-
retical point about reversibility, symbolic exchange,
and identity. This would, against Grace’s own in-
tention, rather reduce also the significance of
Baudrillard’s challenge which is probably more pro-
found and more difficult to deal with. At the heart
of this challenge is Baudrillard’s thesis of the fun-
damental significance of radical alterity to human
culture. Whereas for example Simone de Beauvoir
saw in radical alterity the main weapon used to
humble women into the status of the “second sex,”
Baudrillard sees in the annihilation of radical alterity
a far more insidious form of control and subordina-
tion, and as Grace shows has disastrous effects on
traditional patriarchy. For Baudrillard there is in-
compatibility between a movement based on con-
sumer liberation and human rights, and one based
on otherness. The former is consistent and complicit
with modern society, the latter is the genuinely radi-
cal alternative. The problem with Baudrillard’s
position is that his model for gender alterity is an-
thropological, and as Grace shows, there is consid-
erable evidence to show that in primitive societies,
powers of feminine seduction are dangerous and ef-
fective. Even in the aristocratic courts of Europe
strong and dangerous forms of seduction were in
evidence. Baudrillard’s contempt is for the roman-
tic bourgeois ethic of woman as mirror image of
man. Feminism in this perspective is a product of
“male hysteria,” not a genuine movement of eman-
cipation. Baudrillard prefers the primitive, the age-
old pattern of radical otherness and cruel forms of
seduction, of fatal strategy, and the genuine action
of destiny. Grace does not really attempt to push
this line of thinking to the point of articulating a
specific form of feminism based on radical alterity,
for it would mean opposition to all efforts for social
equality. In truth this is virtually unthinkable as a
form of feminism.

Baudrillard is an extreme thinker, but he has
never claimed his thought is “feminist” or shown
interest in a reconstruction of traditional mascu-
linity, indeed he has evinced horror at the thought
of projects to create a “new man.” He opposes, as
Grace shows, democratisation as a dictatorial form,
one which eliminates symbolic forms more surely
and consistently than any holocaust, and in so do-
ing also creates sexism, sexual discrimination, har-
assment, etc., for these simply do not exist where
radical otherness is the dominant form of symbolic
order. They are among the problems of modernity
to which Baudrillard responds by looking for friends
who are allied with the fatal, the pure object.
Grace’s book dresses up these ideas as attractive
theses for feminists to think about, but she stops
short of formulating a symbolic practice that puts
them into the extreme, and cruel, manifesto they
would have to have. Probably this is a wise course
for Baudrillard’s notion of the place of women in



society is modelled on Hindu, Islamic, or eight-
eenth-century European cultures, but what the
equivalent of these ritual and ceremonial forms
might be neither Baudrillard nor Grace have yet
told us. Baudrillardian feminism here is still-born.

Mike Gane is Professor of Hyperreality in
the Social Sciences at Loughborough University
in Loughborough, England. His most recent book
is Jean Baudrillard: In Radical Uncertainty, Lon-
don: Pluto, 2000.

SRB Insight: Governing
Unemployment

By William Walters

Governance became something of a ‘key-
word’” during the 1990s. Political economists
applied the term to the regulation of economic
affairs (Jessop 1995). Political scientists used
notions of governance to analyze political sys-
tems which, in an age of ‘globalization’ and po-
litical fragmentation, seem to be increasingly
polycentric and multilevelled (Marks et al 1996).
Studies of public policy also took up the concept
to make sense of new, sometimes looser systems
of regulation - brought into being by privatiza-
tion and new management techniques - where
public objectives were often pursued through
‘partnerships’ and other arrangements with pri-
vate actors (Dale 1997). While these and many
other literatures no doubt understand govern-
ance in diverse ways, one preoccupation they
share is in understanding contemporary transfor-
mations in governance.

This SRB Insight explores the kind of con-
tribution which the governmentality literature
can make to our understanding of mutations in
(and in some cases away from) ‘social’ govern-
ment, a notion that is defined in the first sec-
tion. There are several conceptual emphases
which distinguish the governmentality perspec-
tive on governance from other theories of gov-
ernance. These include a stress on programmatic
aspects of governing, the liberal character of
dominant strategies of government (ie, their will
to govern in terms of, and through the regulated
autonomy of their subjects (eg, Foucault 1983),
and the practical dimension of rule (ie, the tech-
nical methods of inscription, calculation and in-
fluence on which this conduct of ‘distant’ and
relatively autonomous actors depends) (Barry et
al 1996; Rose and Miller 1992). But the one
that is emphasized in this paper is the discursive
character of government. The governmentality
literature is valuable for drawing our attention
to some of the differing languages that political
authorities have used historically to imagine their
task, to picture the objects and the processes they
have sought to govern. Governmentality does
not employ as a priori categories of analysis the
economic, the social, the psychological, the pub-
lic and the private etc, as the social science dis-
ciplines tend to. Instead, it is interested in the
manner in which governing mentalities and
frameworks involve a characterization of proc-
esses and variables as ‘economic’, ‘social’, etc.

This essay examines some of the different
conceptual ‘territories’ in terms of which the
problem of unemployment has been posed, and
acted on. It begins with a discussion of the ‘so-
cial’ government of unemployment which has
been politically influential for much of this cen-
tury. The second section then analyzes a number
of different strategies for governing unemploy-
ment today, each of which challenge the ‘social’
approach. What is highlighted is the different

ways in which unemployment is imagined within
neoliberal, neo-social democratic,
communitarian strategies of government, as well
as in terms of the strategy of criminalizing the
poor. In this way, the paper seeks to suggest the
possibility of a more nuanced, and less
reductionist account of shifts in governance.

Unemployment and Social Gover nment

As a concept, ‘the social’ has a quite spe-
cific significance within the governmentality lit-
erature. Itis not the eternal or necessary antith-
esis of ‘the economic’. Neither is it a reference
to the social world of human interactions and
relationships, that exists apart from, but in rela-
tion to, the natural world. Instead, ‘the social’
refers to a particular style or ethos of governing
societies and their problems, but also a ‘territory’
of government (Rose 1996), which is not
transhistorical, but only comes into being in
Western countries sometime in the nineteenth
century on a piecemeal and ad hoc basis. Today
it is undergoing profound mutations. Pat
O'Malley (1996: 2) makes sense of the social in
the following terms. Under the regime of the so-
cial:

the principal objects of rule and the ways of engaging
with them were constituted in terms of a collective
entity with emergent properties that could not be re-
duced to the individual constituents, that could not
be tackled adequately at the level of individuals, and
that for these reasons required the intervention of the
state. Social services, social insurances, social secu-
rity, the social wage were constituted to deal with so-
cial problems, social forces, social injustices and so-
cial pathologies through various forms of social inter-
vention, social work, social medicine and social engi-
neering.

Understood in this way, the social is useful
for the purposes of this paper, namely analyzing
and historicizing the government of unemploy-
ment in the twentieth century. The ‘social’ na-
ture of its regulation can be appreciated on at
least two levels.

First, we can inquire how it was that un-
employment came to be constituted as a ‘social’
object within governmental thought. In the nine-
teenth century and before, the condition of the
unemployed was understood either as an issue of
overpopulation (Malthus), or ascribed to factors
exogenous to the market system (i.e., a severe
winter, sun spots [Jevons], Napoleonic wars). It
was, of course, also ascribed to the moral failings
of workers. Within political cultures dominated
by liberal political economy it was not possible
to conceptualize worklessness as a systemic and
impersonal phenomenon.

But a number of developments towards the
end of the century changed matters, so that by
the 1890s, at least, ‘unemployment’ was discov-
ered (Harris 1972; Walters 1994). These devel-
opments included the rise of social-survey based
research which quantified the sheer scale of pov-
erty and irregular employment in countries like
Britain (Jones 1984); changes in political and
social thought which repudiated the atomistic
assumptions of liberal political economy in fa-
vour of a more holistic conception of society
(Collini 1979); and the political activity of the
labour movement and of poor people who began
to make political demands in the name of the
unemployed (Flanahan 1991). One result of this
was that unemployment came to be officially rec-
ognized as an outcome of the functioning of a
larger socio-economic system, or as William
Beveridge (1909) put it, a “problem of industry.”
Henceforth, unemployment could be understood
as a normal, albeit regrettable and deleterious,
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consequence of industrial life. Just like the vari-
ous other dimensions of the social (suicide, crime,
poverty, etc.) that were revealed through the sta-
tistical work of social experts and emerging so-
cial ministries, unemployment was seen to have
its own regularity, its cycles, its social and geo-
graphical distribution.

Not only was unemployment now being
conceptualized at a social level. The first six
decades of this century also saw the development
of a host of techniques for acting on it at the level
of population and national economy. With the
advent of unemployment insurance to socialize
the wage, a labour exchange system to distribute
the labour force more rationally, regional policy
to distribute industrial activity geographically
(Parsons 1988) and, by the end of WWII, a po-
litical technology of national economic manage-
ment influenced by Keynes’ formalization of mac-
roeconomics (but, as Thompson [1992] has ar-
gued, by other economic rationalities in coun-
tries like France), more and more aspects of the
problem of unemployment could be tackled at a
national-aggregate, rather than an individual or
local level.

Giddens (1994) provides a useful way of
understanding the form in which social problems
like unemployment, poverty and public health
were constituted within regimes of social gov-
ernment. They become “external risks,” phe-
nomena which are not so much the property of
eternal social groups (the poor, the residuum),
but hazards which threaten whole populations.
They are ‘external’ in the sense that, understood
as risks which traverse populations, these haz-
ards become primarily the responsibility of sys-
tems of technocratic macromanagement, of na-
tional health services, social security agencies,
planning offices etc.

However, to understand the place of un-
employment within the strategy of social govern-
ment solely in terms of ‘external risk’ is itself risky.
For it implies that the responsibility for the gov-
ernment of this, and other social problems, was
somehow fully taken over by states and expert
systems. Itimplies an overly linear and total shift
from moralizing and disciplinary techniques of
governance to social-aggregative ones (O’Malley
1992). It also supports the argument made by
neoliberal critics of the welfare state, namely that
the development of the latter demoralizes and
de-responsibilizes the individual. With the un-
derstanding of modern power which it takes from
Foucault and Latour - as relational, as always
working through the regulated and calculated
autonomy of subjects and agents - the
governmentality literature points to a different
view. It is true that welfarist modes of govern-
ment centre upon the aggregative, the collec-
tive pole, as it were. But by no means do they
eclipse the role as self-governing entities which
individuals, families, and autonomous groups like
the professions, trade unions, employers and their
representatives are to play in strategies of welfarist
government. This much is nicely captured by
Beveridge. In discussing the social obligations
proper to social actors in societies of managed
full employment, he clearly sees the connection
between their self-discipline and their enjoyment
of liberties:

If the people of Britain generally under full employ-
ment become undisciplined in industry, that will show
that they are not sufficiently civilized to be led by any-
thing but fear of unemployment and are unworthy of
freedom, or that control of industry must be changed

(Beveridge 1944; cf. Williams and Williams 1987: 34)



Governing Unemployment Today:
Four Strategies

This brief overview of some of the ways in

which the government of unemployment could
be considered social this century is necessary to
the main purpose of this essay. For it allows us
to now consider contemporary strategies for gov-
erning unemployment in terms of how they im-
provise upon, transform, or reject the presuppo-
sitions and techniques of social government.
It should be stressed that what follows does not
aspire to offer any sort of structural or political
explanation of the crisis of welfarism, nor the
forces which contest it. There is a vast litera-
ture on this (Scharpf 1991; Pierson 1994). Nor
does this very schematic summary of different
governmental strategies claim to be comprehen-
sive. The objective is somewhat more restricted:
to capture something of the diversity of languages
which are being used by authorities to make sense
of contemporary social problems, and the differ-
ent ways in which social relations are now imag-
ined.

Neoliberalism

Neoliberalism is a widely and loosely em-
ployed term within the social sciences and in
public debate. For the purposes of this paper I
am defining it somewhat heuristically in terms of
its difference from neo-social democracy (which
is discussed in the following section). However,
as strategies both should be seen as positions
along a continuum. Both positions are loosely
and pragmatically assembled.

Both neoliberalism and neo-social democ-
racy are typified at a most general level by the
privileged role they accord to ‘markets’ over ‘bu-
reaucracies’ within their programmes. ‘Markets’
are held to be superior to ‘bureaucracies’ not just
as allocative and regulatory mechanisms, but also
as devices for maximizing the scope for individual
freedoms and personal choice. Neoliberalism and
neo-social democracy both generally endorse
certain core policies, most notably a limited role
for the public sector, liberal trading regimes, price
stability as a cardinal rule in monetary matters,
and economic competitiveness as a key objec-
tive. However, they differ in terms of their hier-
archy of political concerns and objectives.
Neoliberalism has little to say on questions of
social justice, social inequality or discrimination.
Its interest in social policy is largely connected
with the contribution it is to make to economic
objectives. This is not the case for many neo-
social democrats: while they recognize that eco-
nomic competitiveness is key, they also seek to
address the widening inequality associated with
market liberalization, social justice, and related
issues. They are also more keen to build ‘part-
nerships’ with a range of social actors. Quite how
is something we address in the next section. Here
we are interested in the neoliberalism and the
government of unemployment.

There are several levels at which we can
consider the significance of neoliberalism for a
genealogy of the government of unemployment.
But in order to take up this matter, we need to
briefly mention the manner in which Keynes had
socialized economic theories of unemployment.
For Keynes (1936), unemployment was the emer-
gent property of the national economic system,
and could not be reduced to the economic be-
haviour or choices of workers. The most serious
component of unemployment was involuntary:
the outcome of inadequate aggregate demand in
the system. This view of unemployment was
challenged by the neoclassical and neoliberal
theories which had become powerful within

policy-making circles, at least in the USA and
the UK, by the early 1980s (Minford 1991;
Brittan 1975). These approaches turned Keynes
on his head. There were strict limits to a strat-
egy of reducing the jobless rate by manipulating
aggregate demand in the economy, it was argued,
since this did not improve the factors of supply,
and risked aggravating inflation. The only way
to effect a lasting solution to unemployment was
to act on the factors which determine an econo-
my’s “natural rate of unemployment,” factors lo-
cated on the ‘supply side’ of the economy — its
institutional matrix of benefits, taxation, train-
ing etc. Consequently, while the Left sees deregu-
lation of the labour market and the retrenchment
of social security as an attack on the working
class, and the reassertion of capital’s power over
the production process, the neoliberal right can
claim it as a method of ‘job creation’.

What is significant for our purposes is the
following. These theories reinstate a view of un-
employment as voluntary. It is no more than an
aggregation of the countless preferences and
choices individuals make, under a given set of
circumstances, between work and ‘leisure’
(Minford 1991: 22). This is one way in which
unemployment ceases to be ‘external’ - out there
in the system - and moves closer to the choice-
making individual of liberal discourse.

There is a correspondence between this re-
construction of theories of unemployment in
terms of individual choices, and the second level
at which neoliberalism is significant for a geneal-
ogy of governance. Neoliberalism has made a
lasting impression on public administration, in-
troducing an ethos, and mechanisms of ‘enter-
prise’ into its workings (Hood 1991). The man-
agement of employment policy has not been ex-
empt from this trend. For instance, in Britain
the administration of training has been devolved
to a series of quasi-autonomous agencies, the
Training and Enterprise Councils (King 1993).
And there is now a flourishing private sector pro-
viding job counselling and training services. But
also the task of regional and urban policy has been
recast as one of stimulating ‘local economies’, and
fostering the entrepreneurial capacities of disad-
vantaged communities, with economic develop-
ment and enterprise agencies set up within, and
outside local government to this end (Deakin and
Edwards 1993). The ethos of enterprise is also
evident in the way in which employment pro-
grammes encourage the unemployed to become
active and motivated ‘jobseekers’ (Novak 1997),
but also in all those programmes which encour-
age self-employment as an alternative to unem-
ployment.

Neo-social democr acy

In an important sense, neo-social democ-
racy wants to affirm the social. Whereas
neoliberalism is characterized by its neglect of,
and in some cases contempt for social questions,
neo-social democracy seeks to keep problems of
racism, sexism, unemployment, social inequality
and deprivation in the foreground of the politi-
cal agenda. Yet neo-social democrats evince lit-
tle enthusiasm for the old technologies of the
social — social insurance, social work, even trade
unionism. Here they agree with the neoliberals
that these types of intervention are today coun-
ter-productive, fostering dependency amongst
people, and doing little to ‘integrate’ the ‘socially
excluded’ populations which the whirlwind of
marketization and globalization has left in its
wake. Jacques Donzelot (1991) has character-
ized the neoliberal and neo-social democratic
logics as being about “the mobilization of soci-
ety.” This seems an especially apt description of
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the neo-social democratic position. It works in
terms of an ‘animator-state’ that no longer posi-
tions itself as a manager who can solve society’s
problems. Instead, it deflects them back onto
society, engaging it in a new form of social gov-
ernment in which the full gamut of societal ac-
tors and institutions — citizens, families, firms,
communities, cities, schools, professions — are to
be mobilized, resourced and steered towards the
solution of social problems.

This logic is apparent in a series of high-
level policy documents that emerged since the
early 1990s concerning unemployment (EC 1994;
ILO 1996). Here I shall focus on just one, the
OECD’s Jobs Strategy (OECD 1994). While the
OECD’s enthusiasm for market-oriented strate-
gies has earned it a neoliberal reputation, the con-
siderable attention it has paid in recent times to
the positive reconstruction of social policy quali-
fies it here as neo-social democratic.

The Jobs Strategy, as with neoliberalism,
rejects the Keynesian conception of unemploy-
ment. Unemployment is first and foremost a
‘structural’ problem, the symptom and expres-
sion of social and economic systems which are
failing to adapt to the new global world.

There appears to be a growing gap between the need
to adjust and the capacity of OECD economies to ad-
just.

This adjustment gap has arisen from practices that
have made the economy rigid. Motivated to protect
people from at least the worst vicissitudes of economic
life, governments, unions and businesses have progres-
sively introduced labour market and social policy meas-
ures which, in achieving their intended ends, also have
had the unintended but more important side-effect of
decreasing the economy’s ability, and sometimes also

society’s will, to adapt. (OECD 1994: 29).

There are several points that need to be
made on the strategy for governing unemploy-
ment proposed here. First, the mobilization of
society it calls for is permanent. Restructuring is
no longer a once-off or periodic adjustment, as
it was perhaps imagined to be in the 1970s when
mass unemployment and inflation signalled the
end of the post-war boom. Flexibility is a con-
stant imperative; “structural reform should be
seen as a continuous process responding to evolv-
ing constraints and opportunities, rather than

being perceived as crisis management” (OECD
1990: 15).

The fact that the OECD, like so many or-
ganizations today, prefers the notion of ‘strategy’
to ‘policy’ is significant in this respect. It speaks
to the changed conception of social and eco-
nomic order, and of the task of political action,
which is now associated with unemployment. In
his historical overview of managerial thought,
Charles Maier links this preference for ‘strategy’
to a particular view of the economic world as
somewhat ‘Hobbesian’, a world marked by “the
constant presence of uncertainty, and the exist-
ence of constraints.” This is quite different from
the ‘homeostatic vision’ of their environments
which managers of public, private and personal
affairs took for much of this century, where the
task of management was “to preserve or restore
a high-level equilibrium” (Maier 1987: 69). The
presupposition of the Jobs Strategy qua strategy
is that economies and societies are no longer self-
contained unities; the solution to unemployment
is not the attainment of a managed ‘equilibrium’
of full employment, as Keynes imagined it. In-
stead, it is about being adept at the game of “con-
stant adaptation to a moving environment”

(Carnoy and Castells 1997: 12).

The second point to note about the Jobs
Strategy is that the causes of unemployment are



no longer centred in one place, i.e., in a defi-
ciency of aggregate demand (Keynes) or friction
within the labour market (Beveridge). Instead,
the ‘jobs crisis’ becomes the occasion for a sort
of wide-ranging audit of social and economic in-
stitutions in terms of their flexibility. “Every part
of the social and economic policy spectrum of-
fers answers” (OECD 1994: 41). Accordingly,
the Jobs Strategy contains more than 60 differ-
ent recommendations for measures states can
pursue to boost ‘job creation’, including tax and
benefits reform, the encouragement of entrepre-
neurship, the strengthening of the research and
innovation base of the economy, and support for
lifelong learning. There is a clear sense that so-
ciety is being implicated in this campaign. “The
recommendations do not apply to governments
alone. In many cases responsibility for action to
improve employment performance lies most di-
rectly with employers, trade unions and individual

workers” (OECD 1994: 43).

A third point can be made about the Jobs
Strategy, and the neo-social democratic strategy,
if we consider the Jobs Strategy in the light of
the historic commitment to full employment
which most Western states made following
WWIL It has been noted for some time that the
rise of neoliberalism signalled the demise of the
full employment objective. The Jobs Strategy
does not restore this objective, but it does indi-
cate the existence of a new, positive objective
which states can use to replace it. This is job
creation’ which has emerged not just as a politi-
cal objective, but a new empirical object of regu-
lation: something to be counted, compared, theo-
rized as to which methods best achieve this end.
But if job creation is replacing full employment
as a policy goal and object, this is accompanied
by a new relationship to the citizen around em-
ployment issues. In the past the guarantee of
full employment suggested that the state would
provide for the security of the individual in part
by exercising a certain ‘external’ control over her
or his socio-economic environment. Neo-social
democracy no longer conceives security in these
terms. “A more realistic and positive approach
is to accept the present world of employment
instability, and to help citizens learn to deal with
it as a permanent state of affairs” (OECD 1997:
5). A generalized state of insecurity is made the
norm (Beck 1992). Hence neo-social democ-
racy looks to recast the social contract around
‘employability’, a notion for which the ‘skills’ of
the individual becomes a key instrument and
technology of government. The skills of the in-
dividual are to be governed and harnessed
through a proliferation of new technologies in-
cluding various new systems of accreditation and
assessment which are to make them visible; com-
pacts with employers about training; the provi-
sion of financial and tax incentives for individu-
als to ‘invest’ in their own ‘human capital’; and
the recasting of education systems under the aus-
pices of ‘lifelong learning’. In these and other
ways individuals are to be supported, encouraged,
and steered towards a norm of constantly updat-
ing their marketable skills.

Finally, we should note that the neo-social
democratic approach to unemployment, at least
as exemplified by the OECD and its intellectu-
als, entails a novel kind of specification of the
family as a site of human capital formation and
economic partnership, and an attempt to rede-
ploy it as a site of government. This is worth
noting since, again, it illustrates the lines of con-
tinuity and rupture in relation to our earlier dis-
cussion of social government. For architects of
the welfare state like Beveridge (1909), the fam-
ily is seen as a social machine. The management
of unemployment through political action and

administrative means is crucial: only when the
livelihood of the ‘breadwinner’ is secured will the
family be capable of meeting its ‘private’ respon-
sibilities and ‘social’ obligations, especially to-
wards the care and social development of chil-
dren.

Within the neo-social democratic imagi-
nary, the family is still accorded certain ‘devel-
opmental’ responsibilities. However, it is now
also more akin to a small business, and node
within a larger training and retraining system.

Communitarianism

The third strategy we consider here is
communitarianism. This is a well-established
theoretical position within political philosophy
where it has served as a foil to liberalism. How-
ever, in recent years there has been a flourishing
of debate around this theme at the level of pub-
lic policy and political rhetoric. This has been
most pronounced in the US where President
Clinton keenly adopted communitarian themes.
However, communitarian arguments have also
been espoused in the UK. Tony Blair’s New La-
bour government has enthusiastically endorsed
communitarian principles as part of its bid to
chart a ‘third way’ between the statism and tech-
nocracy of social democracy, and the uncaring,
antisocial and individualistic excesses of
neoliberalism (Driver and Martell 1997). Itisin
the name of community much more than class
that Labour now governs.

A consideration of communitarian logics
is relevant for this discussion of mutations in so-
cial government since it seems that
communitarians put forward a non-sociological
account of social problems. This is a criticism
that has been well made by Low (1999) of Amitai
Etzioni, one of the most prominent voices of this
new communitarianism.

Etzioni’s communitarianism embodies a
particular diagnosis of the present ills of the US.
In short, it is held to be suffering from a fraying
of community. In a manner not dissimilar from
neoconservativism, the finger is pointed at the
1960s and 1970s, to the growth of ‘special inter-
ests’, ‘individual rights’ and moral narcissism.
While the Reagan agenda of the 1980s defined
itself against the moral drift of the 1960s, at the
same time its pro-market emphasis only height-
ened a sense of individualism and contempt for
communal values which in many ways made the
situation worse. Hence for Etzioni and other
communitarians a whole host of morbid symp-
toms stem from, and attest to, this weakening of
community spirit, this dissolution of common
core values. Among them are rising divorce rates,
escalating crime and urban chaos, welfare de-
pendency, economic insecurity, cultural conflict,
a political system ridden with corruption and
cynicism, and easily-available pornography. Any
improvement will hinge upon a reawakening of
a sense of individual and community responsi-
bility.

Neoliberalism and neo-social democracy
might have reversed dominant understandings
of unemployment. But they still situate it on a
socio-economic plane. What is interesting about
the communitarian strategy is that it displaces
unemployment onto a space of community, of
moral and ethical relations. Along with poor
housing conditions, irregular work, family vio-
lence, it becomes one of a series of forms of ‘so-
cial malaise’ (Low 1999: 95), a symptom of a
deficit of civic activism and individual responsi-
bility. Unemployment becomes a tear in the so-
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cial fabric, a site for a social and political cam-
paign modelled along the lines of moral regen-
eration and repair. The unemployed must bear
their responsibilities. According to the logic of
community, society is no longer imagined as a
space of interdependence or social determina-
tion (Rose 1996). Instead, it becomes a delicate
environment which we must nurture.

Etzioni doesn’t write much directly about
unemployment. He devotes more space to edu-
cation, the need to ‘clean up’ the polity, and to
restore the socially-responsive family. But on the
occasions where the issue does come up, it tends
to confirm this argument. For instance, at one
point Etzioni (1993: 127) observes that the clo-
sure of industrial plants which are the mainstay
of communities cannot always be avoided. How-
ever, he goes on, the communities in question
should be afforded the opportunity to help the
corporation solve its economic problems, or to
explore the opportunity of alternatives like some
sort of buy-out. Employees should also be given
time, and perhaps financial assistance, to help
them and their communities adjust. There is no
sense here of plant closure as a economic issue,
structured by economic forces or dynamics. In-
stead, we have an essentially moral appeal to em-
ployers for better treatment of their employers.
Elsewhere, the subject of unemployment is
broached in terms of subsidiarist principles: “We
start with our responsibility to ourselves and to
members of our community; we expand the reach
of our moral claims and duties from there”
(Etzioni 1993: 147). In the case of the unem-
ployed, this could mean “continuing to look for
ajob following several rejections.” The individual
should only look to the nation — the “commu-
nity of communities” — when other communities
are incapable of helping. Hence, federal unem-
ployment insurance only seems to be justified
under particular circumstances, as a form of
‘intercommunity’ assistance. Etzioni gives the
example of an economic recession which strikes
a particular town or community: “it is futile and
unfair to expect that only members of those towns
should bear the full brunt of resulting disloca-
tions, which were caused by the federal govern-
ment to benefit the nationwide economy”

(Etzioni 1993: 146).

What is interesting here is that Etzioni’s
position reverses the assumptions of social gov-
ernment. For the social liberalism typified by
Beveridge and Churchill (1973), state action was
to be the foundation, the substructure that guar-
anteed a basic and universal standard of living
and security across society. ‘Voluntary action’
(Beveridge) would then build on this. But uni-
versal provision had to come first so that poorer
citizens had a stake in the social order, grounds
for hope, a reason to strive to improve their situ-
ation. For the communitarian position set out
by Etzioni, state provision is a measure of last
resort, a back up when all else fails. This view of
the welfare state is also implicit in contemporary
political discussions whenever ‘social pro-
grammes’ are referred to as ‘social safety nets’ —
as though the social existed solely to prevent the
free-fall of the poorer sections of society who,
unlike the majority, have no private means to
secure themselves.

We noted that ‘New’ Labour has assimi-
lated certain communitarian themes into its pro-
gramme for governing Britain. The New Deal is
its flagship policy to deal with long-term and
youth unemployment, as well as the integration
of other categories (i.¢., single mothers) into the
employment system (Finn 1997). For some com-
mentators the New Deal would, no doubt, be in-



terpreted as ‘productivist’ social policy, as a fur-
ther step in the transition from the Fordist wel-
fare state to a postfordist workfare state (Jessop
1994). However, the New Deal also seems to
embody communitarian motifs. For one thing it
eschews a sociological or economic understand-
ing of unemployment. This much is demon-
strated by the fact that the New Deal is funded
by a one-off ‘windfall tax’ on ‘greedy’ former pub-
lic enterprises. It does not assume that unem-
ployment is a systemic or necessary feature of the
social system mandating continuous supervision
and a constant stream of public funds. Instead,
it is more like an environmental disaster which
can be redressed through a one-off public cam-

paign.

But the New Deal is communitarian in
other ways. It grasps the principle of ‘responsi-
bility’ in a bid to reestablish a social contract
between the unemployed and the rest of society,
to reverse the neglect for the disadvantaged, and
to counter the social disintegration spawned by
the Thatcher years.

Too many people in Britain have slipped through the
labour market.... We have a responsibility to offer peo-
ple decent employment or training opportunities and
these will be available under the New Deal. Butitis a
two way deal. In return people must take responsibil-
ity for their own development and their part of the
bargain will be to make a positive contribution to so-

ciety (Blunkett 1997).

The responsibility of the unemployed, in
this case, is to seize the ‘opportunities’ which the
New Deal offers them. These include subsidized
work placements in the private and third sec-
tors, involvement in the government’s ‘environ-
mental task force’, and education or training.
The Employment Service is to keep a watchful
eye that such responsibilities are observed. But
also, through its ‘gateway’ counselling process, it
implicates the unemployed in a regime in which
they exercise the responsibility of thinking stra-
tegically about their futures. Gateway does this
by constituting the allocation of the unemployed
between different retraining options in terms of
a strategic ‘career choice’. This choice is to be
made by the subject in consultation with the
Gateway’s job counsellors.

This emphasis on the responsibilities of the
unemployed, rather than their social rights, is a
feature of many social reforms which have been
analyzed as ‘workfare’. It marks a direction in
policy which has been advocated by conserva-
tive critics of welfare such as Lawrence Mead
(1986). Less well noted in the literature is the
discursive repositioning of the employer within
these new types of welfare arrangement. A
prominent feature of the New Deal has been its
appeal to employers to form “a new partnership
with the Government and young people, to at-
tack the waste of unemployment.” Through a
high-profile media campaign, and various gov-
ernment consultations, major businesses have
been exhorted to recognize their “corporate so-
cial responsibility,” to ‘pledge’ themselves to the
objectives of the New Deal by offering work
placements and other forms of assistance to the
unemployed. It is significant that their involve-
ment is to be voluntary: this reflects the
communitarian theme that social action should
be first and foremost morally driven if it is to be
sustainable.

My sense is that this appeal to the employer
is more than just rhetorical. It reflects a broader
reconstruction of the relationship of the firm to
social issues according to the logic of commu-
nity. For today we see a multitude of ways in
which businesses are becoming involved in ‘their’

communities. Whether it’s supermarkets pledg-
ing a dollar towards computers for schools for
every 50 you spend on their merchandise, banks
offering scholarships for disadvantaged young
people, or local businesses offering managerial
and marketing advice to help charities become
more effective ‘social entrepreneurs’, the forms
by which the business world is becoming involved
in social problems extends well beyond what used
to be called business philanthropy.

This new governmental relationship of the em-
ployer stands in contrast to that which we ob-
served under social-democratic and Keynesian
forms of welfare government. Then the employer
featured prominently as a partner, and a social
actor alongside the union, in what was structured
as a ‘corporatist’ project of macromanaging of the
economy. Now the idea that welfare can be man-
aged in this way has passed. Today it is as a busi-
ness ‘community’, which partners other commu-
nities, that firms are to be enlisted in the promo-
tion of the social good.

Criminalization

One of the positive features of
governmentality research into social government
is that it takes a broad and deeply historicist view.
Unlike a great deal of work within political sci-
ence and social policy, it does not take the social
as self-evident or eternal, but a particular way of
governing. It is therefore sensitive to the exist-
ence of other ways of governing issues of secu-
rity and population that have existed as com-
petitors to social government, and that were, in
some cases, subordinated by social insurance sys-
tems, social work, social justice etc., as these
became dominant elements of our present. Rel-
evant to the present discussion, and an illustra-
tion of a competing strategy, is what Garland
(1985) describes as a ‘penal’ solution to the ‘so-
cial question’ at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. It accorded a much greater role for
incarceral and repressive technologies than the
social security strategy which, it transpires, suc-
cessfully outflanked it (though not, perhaps, with-
out drawing from it). Had the penal strategy been
more successful, the space of unemployment
would, presumably, have been constituted more
as a law and order issue, and the proper target
for such measures as labour colonies, anti-
vagabondage measures, and a continuation of the
logic of the Poor Law in assistance matters.

There are certain respects in which the
present is marked by a revival of penal and crimi-
nological approaches to the government of popu-
lation. As Stan Cohen, among many criminolo-
gists, has noted: “the crime problem has come to
dominate the contemporary political rhetoric of
Western democracies” (1996: 7). At least within
the English-speaking democracies, one can speak
of a ‘new punitiveness’ which seeks to engage
certain ‘problem’ sections of the population in
terms of a plethora of disciplinary measures, in-
cluding boot camps, ‘tougher’ sentencing, cur-
fews, and ‘zero tolerance’. Society is mobilized
around the theme of a ‘war on crime’.

[t seems this tendency cannot be explained
in purely realist terms, i.e., in terms of a public
reaction to a secular rise in crime. For Garland
(1996) these various wars on crime are a some-
what hysterical display of state sovereignty. By
taking a ‘tough’ stand on crime, politicians can
reassert the symbolic power of the state at a time
when its actual capacity to control the social and
economic environment seems to be waning
(something similar could be said about national-
ist reactions to European integration). For
Wacquant (1999) the explanation is more po-
litical-instrumental. If a ‘moral panic’ is now well-
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ing across Europe around themes of ‘urban vio-
lence’, disorder and juvenile delinquency, this has
much to do with the dominant flows of ideas from
the United States. In this respect he identifies
what is now an international network that has
come to link the interests of prestigious think-
tanks, media commentators, academics, police
departments, justice and home affairs ministries.
Its core is in the US, but its message and many of
its instruments reach into Europe, with the UK
serving as a relay station and a testing ground.
This network has been instrumental in reconsti-
tuting social issues as questions of ‘order’ and ‘se-
curity’. It is tied in with “the withering away of
the economic state, diminution of the social state,
expansion of the penal state” (Wacquant 1999:
1). The emergent penal-industrial complex also
has interests that converge with this network.
This network which has formed around the
criminalization strategy has also been instrumen-
tal in reviving the idea of ‘the underclass’ (Lister
1996). This concept does important bridging
work in the sense that it links the question of
the long-term unemployed to narratives of vio-
lent crime, single parenthood, drug abuse, racial
alienation, welfare dependency. It shifts the place
of unemployment within governmental
imaginings so that it is no longer a systemic socio-
economic condition which explains and under-
pins a host of other ills, but rather part of a con-
geries of forms of immoral, irresponsible and anti-
social behaviour. It associates unemployment
with an alien ‘culture’ which has formed on the
margins of society in which the work ethic and
social values of mainstream society are absent.
As such, the underclass idea legitimates a more
repressive approach to social problems. It sug-
gests that people without work can be concep-
tualized, and governed in other ways besides as
‘unemployed’.

That intensive (public and private) polic-
ing, and ultimately incarceration, presents an al-
ternative way of governing poor populations to
the unemployment/social security strategy is a
conclusion that is implicit in one of the explana-
tions given for the comparatively low rate of long-
term unemployment in the USA. The latter is
partly explained by the stinginess of the US so-
cial security system, and by the higher rates of
job creation achieved by the US economy. But
it is also related, it seems, to the high numbers of
men — and disproportionately young black men
— imprisoned in the USA.

Discussion

The substantive core of this esssay con-
cerned the regulation of unemployment, under-
stood here as a point of focus for a wider discus-
sion of ‘the social’ and its mutation. The paper
has sought to analyze this mutation in terms of
four, schematic strategies. The presumption is
that such an approach makes for a better appre-
ciation of the complexity of governance. I do
not claim for a moment to have offered a com-
prehensive overview of all the possible strategies
for governing unemployment. For instance, I
have said nothing about those who would revive
amore Keynesian approach, perhaps through bet-
ter systems of international policy coordination,
and govern in terms of a kind of a reregulation of
the market (Eatwell 1995). Indeed the Group of
Seven industrial nations observed in October
1998 that the present threat to the world
economy was not inflation but lack of demand
(Elliot and Milne 1999). Nevertheless, through
the somewhat abbreviated overview above, I
have hinted at something of the hybridity and
multiple logics of governance. This is in con-
trast to those who seek to interpret diverse phe-
nomena in terms of a macrologic — the transi-



tion to postfordism, the globalization of the state,
or late modernization.

There is another way that the concept of
strategy has proved useful for thinking about gov-
ernance. Many writers have observed that con-
servative, authoritarian approaches to law and
social issues are frequently being twinned with
the global resurgence of liberal economics and
the retreat of the social state (Wacquant 1999).
What Gamble (1994), among others, identified
as a trademark of ‘Thatcherism’ seems to be a
more general phenomenon. At some level it
might seem logical to assert that the introduc-
tion of market logics into more and more sec-
tions of social life necessitates an intensification
of policing and repression. By presenting mat-
ters in terms of different strategies, however, 1
want to leave open the question of the connec-
tion between the neoliberal and the conserva-
tive-authoritarian poles. Strategies compete with
one another to hegemonize the social space. For
instance, one cannot say deductively the extent
to which a neo-social democratic strategy might
be able to provide governmental solutions on an
extensive basis, and relegate the criminalization
strategy to the margins. Much depends on po-
litical determinations.

William Walters is Assistant Professor of Politi-
cal Science at Carleton University in Ottawa,
Canada. He is the author of Unemployment and
Government: Genealogies of the Social (Cambridge
University Press, 2000).
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