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PREFACE
Gang of Five

Peter McLaren

Glenn Rikowski once put to me a challenging question during an e-mail
conversation. Referring to the political praxis that guides his own life, he
wrote: "What is the maximum damage | can do (given my biography,
skills, talents, and physical health, etc.) to the rule of capital?" He
followed his question with the comment: "This question needs to be
asked frequently, as the answer may change (perhaps many times) during
the course of one's life.” 1 don't think Glenn was aware at the time he
pitched this question to me from his office on the other side of the
Atlantic, that his question would provoke in me a long and extended
rumination on the way that my own work has changed over the course of
twenty years of scholarship and political activism. Always a leftist, |
became immersed in the seductive thrall of avant-garde politics in my late
twenties, and this was carried forward into my subsequent educational
research and practice. Marx was always a major ingredient in this eclectic
mix, but became increasingly tangential as | began a heady engagement
with the works of postmodern theorists, many of whom I discovered had
not only disdainfully spurned any real calls for class action, but had
rubbished the Marxist left with accusations that the grain of its analysis
seemed to conjure up the politics of the primordial self.

Presumed to be trapped within a culture of relics that invoked
the universal archetypes of white male pontifications, Marxism was
dismissed as hopelessly class reductionist, encased within
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teleological thought, male-dominated, irrefrangibly self-assured,
and fatally contaminated by the smoke and testosterone of barroom
masculinities. The echolalic mocking of Marxism that one continues
to hear in the corridors of the academy these days is — especially
within schools of education in higher education -- less an expression
of capitalist triumphalism or populist nationalism as much as a
dotty understanding of historical materialism and the history of
socialism. This part of my political biography has been written
elsewhere (some of it appears in this text) and | won't rehearse it
here except as a point from which | can begin to situate -- albeit in
broad-brush fashion -- my work with Mike Cole, Dave Hill, and
Glenn Rikowski. As my relationship with these three
‘working-class blokes' began to expand into co-authored projects,
my work shifted orbit, joining the challenge of Mike, Dave, and
Glenn in casting off the limit-horizon of postmodern theorising, and
placing the overthrow of the rule of capital at centre stage. | should
warn the reader, however, that what follows is not a full-dress
defence of Marxism against its many detractors inside the
educational establishment (those defences have been made
elsewhere) but rather is meant to be a full-on, frontal opposition to
capital’'s white reign.

The position that quickly emerges from within these pages is that
corporate-driven education has been contemporary society's great
swindle of fulfilment. Much of the work of educational research has been
dedicated to giving a rational account of teaching and learning, and finding
ways of reconciling ‘'what could be' with 'what is'; that is, with
rationalising the educational enterprise 'in itself' with existing property
relations and state rule. Schooling is very much an abstract form of
estrangement that has real, concrete effects on the lives of working
people. The worst of these effects are correspondingly disproportionate
for individuals who are classified in the US as ‘people of colour' and are
female. The critique contained in Red Chalk is very much a feminist and
anti-racist one. While it is clear that there exists in the United States a
distinguished neo-Marxist educational tradition of challenging
neo-conservative policy, practice, and pedagogy, and admirable efforts at
understanding schooling from the perspective of race, class, and gender
relations, the connections with Marxist revolutionary theory and socialist
praxis is tenuous at best. That's where the work of Mike, Dave, and Glenn
comes in. Theirs is a Marxism with the gloves off. It is a negative
dialectics of sorts, and could aptly be described as moving towards the
abolition of education through its reactivation; that is, through it ultimate
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realisation. It is in this regard that I most fully appreciate the distinct
contributions of these three.

The lines connecting their struggle to the revolutionary socialist
tradition are clear and unambiguous, which is not to say that they agree on
all points (as readers will soon discover in the pages that follow). In the
struggle against the rule of capital | have been emboldened not only by the
efforts and examples of Mike, Dave, and Glenn, but also by the work of
Paula Allman. Paula's stunning book, Revolutionary Social
Transformation, has crisply and unapologetically — and with admirable
erudition — put on the table many of the questions raised in Red Chalk
and has taken them in new and important directions. We hope to include
Paula in publications that we have planned for the future. Paula, Dave,
Glenn, and Mike are four individuals that live and breathe Marxist critique,
not a very fashionable diet these days. Hence, they cannot easily be
described as academics in the usual sense, but as organic intellectuals
who put it ALL on the line when it comes to fighting for and with the
working-class. | am proud to be part of this extraordinary Gang of Five.

The bulk of discussions for Red Chalk took place in April 2000,
as part of an invitation that | extended to Dave, Mike, and Glenn to
produce a joint discussion for a column that | write ('The Internationalist')
for the International Journal of Educational Reform. This pamphlet
represents the full version of this discussion. The section on 'market
socialism' was put together through an e-mail discussion during August.
Some works produced by Cole, Hill, and Rikowski between
April-September 2000 have been referred to in the references.

Our collective idea was that this pamphlet would enable us to
start a dialogue about educational reform by situating the political
project that animates our lives in our lived experience as
educational activists. This follows from the sound advice given to us
by the work of Paulo Freire. Equally important from a pedagogical
point of view, is that we attempt to locate, critique, refine, and
develop the theoretical perspectives that give us critical purchase
on those experiences. As Myles Horton, the great Appalachian
social activist and founder of the Highlander school in Tennessee
was fond of saying: "You only learn from experiences that you learn
from.’

Dave, Mike, Glenn, and Paula have, in distinctly creative ways, used
Marxist theory to re-direct current educational debates in the theatre of
educational critique. One of the central 'players' that serves as the
theoretical protagonist in the political project guiding Red Chalk can be
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found in Glenn Rikowski's exegesis of labour power. Maintaining that we
live in the social universe of capital whose primary substance is value,
Rikowski notes several important things about how such value operates.
Claiming that it is the 'matter and anti-matter of Marx's social universe' — a
manifestation of 'social energy' that is permanently being transformed and
created — he argues that it constitutes itself as capital in the form of
surplus value. As such, value cannot be self-generating. It cannot create
itself, nor can it magically transform into capital on its own accord. It
must be fuelled by the living furnace of labour. It is labour that powers its
transformations — and its transmogrifications. It is labour, the ultimate
alchemist, that fires the engines of value, transforming it firstly into capital
on the basis of surplus value, and then into the myriad forms of capital
springing from surplus value. Rikowski grounds his analysis in the
observations made by Marx (1858) in the Grundrisse:

Labour is the living, form-giving fire; it is the transitoriness of things, their
temporality, as their formation by living time. (p.361)

But Rikowski does not end his observations here. He further notes,
following Marx, that while value depends upon our labour, labour, in turn,
Is dependent upon labour power, which is 'our capacity to labour; the
energy, skills, knowledge, physical and personal qualities that we, as
labourers posses'. It is labour power that constitutes the central actor
around which the entire drama of capital unfolds. Labour power ceases to
have only virtual or potential existence when it is transformed into labour.
In the labour process, labour power (potential, capacity to labour) is
transformed into something very concrete — labour. It achieves its
actuality by the active will of the labourer once it has been sold to the
capitalist for a definite period of time and for a price. The value of labour
power is measured (like all commaodities) by labour-time. Specifically, this
Is the labour-time necessary for whatever is required for workers to
sustain themselves (individually, and the next generation of workers), and
to keep them fit for work (i.e., a living wage). Wages are expressions of
the value of labour power (though the wage viewed as the prices that
labour fetches fluctuates wildly from its value within the marketplace —
generating gross inequality still further).

Understanding this process has important implications for
education, since labour power includes not just the mechanical or
functional 'skills’ and knowledge it takes to get the job done, but
also incorporates the attitudes and personality traits essential for
effective performance within the labour process. It depends on what
Is included within what Rikowski refers to as ‘mental capacities."
So that when employers assess labour power, they are referring to
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'mental capacities' that includes work attitudes, social attitudes and
personality traits — aspects of our ‘personalities’.

Rikowski's focus on labour power has profound implications
for the way in which knowledge is produced both within and outside
of school settings. Education and training are heavily implicated in
the social production of labour power. Insofar as Marxism is a
theory of society, it attempts, notes Rikowski, to dissolve
theoretically and practically the value-form of labour, classes and
all other forms of oppression. It is through illuminating the process
by which labour power is socially produced, and dismantled, that
Rikowski sets the stage for the struggle ahead. And it is here where
the work of Dave Hill, Mike Cole, and Rikowski take on singular
Importance in contemporary socialist struggles. These
scholar/activists have worked for many years, each in their own
distinctive ways, to deepen and extend the socialist project,
particularly in terms of its implications for educators. Their
collective message repays close examination for all those who are
interested in educational transformation.
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Why Marx, Why Now?

The current crisis of global capitalism is a sign, not of capital's excess,
but of its mutation. Whilst capital's metamorphosis is being met with cries
of distressed astonishment by some of our colleagues in the academy, the
normalising capacity of familiarity has enabled others to grow accustomed
to practices once reviled for their vicious assault on the poor. Whereas
throughout much of its history, the ravages of capitalism were held
partially in check through the creation of welfare state protections, today
capitalism continues to engineer its campaign against the masses
unabated, freed of its former fetters, free to plunder in ways hitherto
unimagined, creating conditions where work itself has become an obsolete
utility. The ever-growing polarisation between the many and the few
continues unabated, accelerating, in fact, with each new technological
achievement that makes life more palatable for approximately 20 percent
of the world's population. Since the Second World War, labour has
undergone unprecedented defeats and we have witnessed dramatic wage
reductions, an increase of absolute poverty, a drastic reduction in welfare
provisions, chronic economic stagnation, increasing class polarisation, the
ascendancy of neo-Hayekian market fundamentalism, whose policy
nostrums amount to nothing less class warfare on a global basis, a vicious
anti-unionism, the emergence of new forms of wage-slavery, and the
categorical dismissal of the possibility of 'real existing' socialism
anywhere in the world, to name but a few of the current symptoms of the
retreat from class struggle.

The reality we live in begs to differ with these conditions. Here, in Los
Angeles, it is difficult to miss the concentration of poverty, especially in
the Pico-Union/Westlake neighbourhood directly abutting downtown, as
well as in south central Los Angeles where the 1992 uprising took place,
and the port-adjacent areas of Long Beach. Employment in high-tech
durable manufacturing has declined dramatically (especially aerospace),
while there has been some modest gains in non-durable manufacturing
(printing, food processing and apparel). Los Angeles remains the largest
manufacturing centre in the United States. Even within high-wage
industries like the motion picture industry, there exists a dramatic
bifurcation of income. Most of areas of working poor employment are in
manufacturing and retail, and most of the working poor fill labourer and
service positions (Los Angeles Alliance For a New Economy, 2000). The
regional economies of Los Angeles and those throughout the United
States and the United Kingdom need to be understood from the
perspective of the global marketplace, and correspondingly from the
vantage point of Marx's labour theory of value. It was in consideration of
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addressing this task that the dialogue of Red Chalk was born, believing

as we do that the educational left needs Marx today more than perhaps at
any other time in human history.
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Education, Capital and Crisis

The Red Chalk dialogue does not deal directly with the debate over the
nature of the current crisis of stagnation and decline in the advanced
capitalist world. It does not explore capitalism's current crisis. One view
of this crisis is that inter-capitalist struggle or inter-capital competition
generates over-capacity (i.e., to falling labour productivity through
over-production and over-accumulation linked to excessive competition
amongst world-wide manufacturers — after Robert Brenner, 1998). An
alternative perspective is that the current crisis of capital is related, after
Mar, to inter-class struggle (see Bonefeld, 1999). Red Chalk does,
however, address how the labour theory of value can be used as an
explanatory framework to help educators understand — and eventually
overcome — current forms of exploitation and oppression, specifically as
these relate to the process of schooling. We are centrally concerned with
the marketplace, not in its constitutive nature so much as with its external
manipulation, particularly with respect to hostile interventions into the
market, with what amounts to an imposition of a new world political
framework for trade. This perverse framework not only extends the global
reach of the market but manipulates (by means of the World Trade
Organisation, The International Monetary Fund, and other organisations)
trade in the interests of advanced country profitability (i.e., the United
States). We are aware, in other words, that globalisation is not an
endogenous consequence of the market, but is the outcome of a political
reorganisation of the world economy initiated by the United States (see,
Freeman, 1999). We are interested in how such a reorganisation
constitutes a form of imperialism, exacerbating a global war against the
working-class. We agree not only that neo-liberal policies to extend global
free markets are implicated in global social instability, but also, as Tony
Smith puts it, that "the ultimate cause is the dominance of the value form,
which necessarily tends to invade every nook and cranny of social life,
subordinating all other social concerns to the imperatives of valorisation™
(1999, p. 174).

In the long struggle against exploitation, capitalism can easily survive
the intermezzo efforts of the postmodern vanguard. While we vent diffuse
dissatisfaction with the postmodern left, we do so not because it has
annoyingly preoccupied itself for too long with a hectoring and
lampooning of Marxism, but because it has reduced the struggle for
emancipation to exploring the genealogies of discourses, to identifying
relations of power at the level of the individual, rather than understanding
the history of class society and ways to transform it. As Dave Hill and
Mike Cole -- no journeymen as far as labour activism goes -- can readily
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attest: one day on the picket line can do more to bring about social justice
than all the campus-wide clarion calls for fashioning the self through
bricolage out of the detritus of semiotic culture that we can fit between the
pages of the latest avant-garde journal. We do not wish to privilege
intellectual elaboration as the motor of educational transformation but to
put praxis back on the agenda again. In the words of Paula Allman:

Visions and passions must develop in concert, in an intimate dance, with analysis and
intellect. Only then will we create the possibilities for authentic, humanising,
revolutionary social transformations” (1999, p. 141).

This means more than a collective rebuff of capital; it means breaking with
the value-form of labour itself. In order to break with the value-form of
labour and the separation of labour from its constitutive conditions of
origin, we need to make cross-border alliances with teachers, with
working men and women, and with social movements collectively
dedicated to smashing capital's rule. We continue to fight because we
must, not because we are assured of victory. The mere chance of victory
IS reason enough.

What is the maximum damage you can do to the rule of capital? Your
answer to that question will, as Rikowski notes, perhaps change over
time, and in different contexts and geo-political configurations. Yet how
you answer it may determine the shape of our collective future. And
whether or not we have one.

Peter McLaren

University of California, Los Angeles
6th September, 2000
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FOREWORD

Education on Fire!
Paula Allman

It is a great privilege to write a Foreword to this exciting conversation
amongst four of the world's most committed and significant
critical/radical educators. This publication (which began as an interview
but reads much more like a conversation or discussion) demonstrates
poignantly that education has the potential to fuel the flames of resistance
to global capitalism, as well as the passion for socialist transformation.
Indeed, it demonstrates the potential to provide a spark that can ignite the
desire for revolutionary democratic social transformation throughout the
world. To carry the metaphor even further, it does so at a time when
critical/radical education, almost everywhere, is in danger of terminal
‘burn-out'.

However, | must stress that this is only a potential. One of the most
important points you will hear as you take up the invitation to eaves-drop
on this conversation is that the educational 'Left' needs Karl Marx? an
authentic Marxist theorisation of all aspects and arenas of education.
However, this is not a clarion call for a return to or a reworking of Bowles
and Gintis (1976), or even the post-structuralist or neo-Marxist theory
currently on offer. Glenn, Peter, Mike and Dave are calling for something
much more radical, and more directly tied to Marx? to his critique of
capitalism and political economy, and thus his dialectical
conceptualisation of our material world. With the contradictions and
atrocities of capital screaming for our attention with nauseating frequency,
the times have never been more propitious for a Marxist theory of
education, nor the need more urgent. Moreover, we require with greater
urgency than ever before, a viable Marxist theory of education? a theory
internally related to (and therefore inseparable from) critical revolutionary
praxis, both within and without the classrooms of the world. As you read
this pamphlet, | trust that you will hear what | hear in this conversation
and that at last we might begin to hope for and expect the emergence of a
thoroughly revitalised and radicalised approach to critical education.

The possibilities raised by Red Chalk don't stop there. Anyone who
Is committed to critical/radical education must share my nagging concern
about the way in which those of us who profess and practice this form of
education are separated from one another. This separation is not just
geographical and temporal but in terms also of how we have tended to
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isolate ourselves from one another over debates about what are fine
(although extremely important) points of theoretical detail. In fact, nothing
has kept the 'Left’, and the educational 'Left' is no exception, so well
divided and isolated (and, as a consequence marginalised) as the 'Left’
itself. The conversation we listen to in Red Chalk is among people whose
solidarity makes it possible for them to listen to one another carefully
enough such that the grounds for common agreement can be found. In
this dialogue the issues of greatest importance? the abolition of capitalism
and the creation of an economically and socially just future for all of
humanity? are always held foremost in our minds. We desperately need a
global alliance of critical/radical educators? something that | have written
about in considerable detail elsewhere (Allman, in press). For me, Red
Chalk is more than a rehearsal for such an alliance; it may well mark its
beginning. Of course, for the moment, it is only a trans-Atlantic alliance of
three-plus-one. Yet if others, not just in the UK and US but throughout
the world, will join their conversation with solidarity and openness, then
we may be about to embark on what will be a long and arduous, yet
equally the most important and urgent educational endeavour of our times.
This would be an endeavour, which in the words of Antonio Gramsci,
may lead to the creation of an "intellectual base so well rooted, assimilated
and experienced that it becomes passion.” (Gramsci, 1971, p.349)

Another crucial point that arises, over and over again, in this
interview/discussion is that value and surplus value? the life-blood of
capital ? and thus capital itself, is a social relation. In fact, capital would
not exist if it were not for the exploitative relation between labour and
capital? a relation made possible when any of us sell our labour power as
a commodity to capital for a wage or even, and increasingly, a salary.
Peter, Mike, Dave and Glenn stress that contrary to capitalist and
post-modern rhetoric, discourses and/or ideology, the working class, or
those embroiled in the labour-capital relation, is not shrinking. Throughout
the globe, there are now more productive workers? people who, in Marx's
terms, produce surplus-value within the labour-capital relation? than ever
before in history. Their numbers are growing daily as more and areas of
work are being drawn into? recast? within this exploitative class relation.
Readers might be surprised to know that teaching was one of the service
professions that Marx predicted would be subsumed under capital (Marx,
1867). Marx stresses repeatedly that capital is a relation?not a thing ?but a
social relation between people that we perceive, or rather misperceive? in
the fetishised form of a social relation between things (ibid.)? e.g. a
use-value, such as a pair of shoes, is related to an exchange-value in the
form of money! In other words, we think that we pay the price we do for
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a commodity because of some intrinsic value it possesses or because of
supply and demand? never asking in the latter instance what determines
value when supply and demand are equal? rather than understanding
critically (i.e. by a dialectical conceptualisation of capitalist reality) that the
value of any commodity is determined by capital's social relation with
productive labour. Moreover, it is around this exploitative relation that a
whole complex or network of alienating and oppressive social relations
exists in capitalism. The class relation shapes and helps to sustain these
other relations, just as they also help to sustain the relations of class.
Therefore, relations of oppression and discrimination based on race,
gender, age, physical and mental ability, sexual preference, etc. are
endemic within capitalism. They help to sustain the system, primarily
through the mechanism of divide and rule; even though, technically or
theoretically, it is only those who sell their labour power as a commodity
to capital who need to be exploited, controlled and dominated in capitalist
societies. Class matters, and ironically in these times when many critical
educators have so easily dismissed the centrality or importance of class, it
has never mattered more!

Clearly, the contributors to Red Chalk agree with my contention that
one of the most crucial tasks facing critical educators is that we must say
"NO"? the "Ya Basta!" cry of Mexico's Zapatistas? to capitalism. In my
writings (especially Allman, 1999; and Allman, in press), | argue that to do
this effectively, we need to understand capitalism dialectically as Marx
tried to enable us to do in his three volumes of Capital. Furthermore, we
must be clear that in saying "NO", we are speaking about an habituated
structure of social relations for which we are all complicit in producing
and sustaining, rather than some personal manifestation of these relations
(ibid.). Our struggle is not against evil people or corporations, though
there are clear examples of both and at times it may have to take this
form. It must be directed at the totality of capital's interlocking relations
of oppression and domination. These are first and foremost the internal
relations? the dialectical contradictions? or the capitalist social relations
that people enter into daily, and within which they live their lives and
understand their world through what is basically an uncritical and
reproductive form of praxis (ibid.). These are the relations that breed the
greed, bigotry and hypocrisy in the individual representatives of capital
and their corporations, the traits that evoke our disdain, and provoke our
anger.

With a dialectical understanding of capitalism? the type of
understanding critical/radical education has the potential to foster? we can
understand that these dispositions in people arise from their social


http://www.visagesoft.com/easypdf/

Easy PDF Copyright © 1998,2004 Visage Software
This document was created with FREE version of Easy PDF.Please visit http://www.visagesoft.com for more details

relations, from following the illogical and unethical 'logic' of the capitalist
system. We can also understand that our attempt to persuade individual
capitalists or their corporations to be 'fairer' or ‘environmentally friendly’,
or even using legislation to force their hand (although sometimes
potentially useful as a short-term tactic) gets us nowhere in the long run.
Tragically, it often does little more than to teach capitalists and their
corporations to portray their public image in a more favourable light,
which they often accomplish by incorporating our language of protest and
totally mutating its meaning. With a dialectical understanding of
capitalism, we should also be able to see that neoliberalism is not the 'real’
enemy, but simply capitalism's most recent manifestation? capitalism
dressed-up in the latest fashion, albeit a fashion absolutely necessary
given the present crisis of national capital that has led to nations more
forcibly than ever before being hurled into the inescapable whirlwind of
globalisation (ibid.). And finally, as the discussion makes clear, we should
also be able to understand that most of the current attempt to offer
alternatives to neoliberalism? such as 'Third Way' politics? that remain
trapped within the assumptions based on the social relations of capitalism,
will turn out to be nothing more than neo-liberalism disguised by the
discourses of social democracy: neoliberalism in an ostensibly more
palatable form, meant to provide 'deep cover' for the harsh realities of
global capitalism.

The approach to critical education that | advocate in my writings is an
approach that is aimed at enabling people to engage in an abbreviated
experience of pro-alternative, counter-hegemonic, social relations. These
are social relations within which people can learn to 'read' the world
critically and glimpse humanity's possible future beyond the horizon of
capitalism (Allman, 1999; and Allman in press). There may be even more
effective approaches that we could devise from a critique of capitalist
social relations, as well as the ontologies and epistemologies that serve
capital so well, but they should always aim at enabling people to 'live the
no' by struggling to transform it into an affirmation of humanisation, i.e.,
an affirmation of our faith in human beings' ability and need to "make and
remake, create and re-create” their world (Freire, 1972, p. 63). Like the
four critical educators who speak to us here, we must not fear being
ridiculed for our critical utopianism or for trying to ignite the fire of hope
in people's hearts and minds. For some, that fire may have been
extinguished. Instead, they profess or have succumbed to a utterly
ludicrous utopia? the one that arises from the belief that liberal democracy
can continue to buffer us from the worst excesses of capitalism, and the
equally ridiculous and dangerous belief that it can enable us to continue to
live as civilised beings regardless of the deepening and expanding of


http://www.visagesoft.com/easypdf/

Easy PDF Copyright © 1998,2004 Visage Software
This document was created with FREE version of Easy PDF.Please visit http://www.visagesoft.com for more details

capital's contradictions, which inevitably accompanies their displacement
into the global arena. It is my hope? a hope once more renewed from
reading Red Chalk? that this type of risible utopianism is only lodged
irrevocably in a small minority, and that a dialectical understanding of
capitalism can rekindle the light that sustains our optimism for humanity's
future. For:

This is a light that always burns in some hearts, somewhere; the task is to
enable it to burn more brightly and widely until it obliterates the horizon of
capitalism. (Allman, in press)

The significance of Red Chalk is that it provides more energy for this

light.
Paula Allman
Nottingham, England
5th September, 2000
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THE FOUR
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Marxist Educational Theory

Peter: Great to be talking to you Mike, Dave and Glenn. I've been
following your work for some years, and appreciate the
perspective you are bringing to educational debates. The three of
you are known for your work on Marxist educational theory,
education and social class, Left perspectives on education policy
and also the role that postmodernism has been playing over the
last decade in both North America and the UK. Can you tell our
readers a little bit about these debates, and how you see your
contribution to them?

Glenn: Yeah, for me, | have to go back a bit. | remember a Day
Conference | went to at the Institute of Education, in London, in
the spring of 1977. | was training to be a teacher, and some
people from the Open University (Geoff Esland, Madelaine
McDonald, some others, | can't remember, it's along time ago), er,
did this Day Conference thing on Bowles and Gintis's Schooling
in Capitalist America. I'd read reviews and bits on it in the Left
educational press. It was held in one of the Institute's biggest Halls
— can't remember which — but it was packed. The atmosphere was
electric. But, well, er, when | actually listened to what the speakers
were saying, | mean, it was clear there were some big problems
with B and G's work. So | was pretty disappointed. The next day
| went out and bought Schooling in Capitalist America. Perhaps
the Open University people had got it wrong — but they hadn't. It
was full of holes. Not much Marx or Marxism, functionalist
approach and all the rest of it. Still a great book though, a
milestone. Looking back on it, that Day Conference, for me, in all
innocence, was the high point of Marxist educational theory in the
UK.

So, I would characterise my work since then as being about trying
to turn things around, to try to rebuild Marxist educational theory,
but to do so from reading Marx himself, not trying to take
short-cuts like B and G. Only in the last ten years, really, have |
got some idea of what this involves. The thing is, it entails
rethinking much of Marxism itself. That's why I've spent a lot of
time reading Marx, reading Open Marxist writings (John
Holloway, Werner Bonefeld and others) and more recently
Moishe Postone's Time, Labour and Social Domination, and
work by Michael Neary — especially the book he wrote with
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Graham Taylor, Money and the Human Condition. Only now —
over twenty years later — do | feel I'm in any kind of position to
start to move decisively beyond the 'old' Marxist educational
theory based on B and G, Paul Willis and all that whole thing
(including all the hopeless attempts to patch this all up). I mean,
even now | know of research students who are attempting to
"apply” B and G's correspondence theory to aspects of
contemporary English education!

Mike: | don't see any problem with that, particularly in the light of the
blatant Thatcherite and Blairite project of aligning schooling closer
and closer to the needs and requirements of capitalism. The
Correspondence Principle would need to be applied critically, of
course. In more general terms, while | agree that there are
problems with the way Marxist theory is used in SCA (indeed that
was the raison d'étre of my edited collection, Bowles and Gintis
Revisited), I think its importance lies in its focus on the capitalist
economy per se, in that it put the relationship between education
and capitalism firmly on the agenda after a period in which this
relationship was unreported. In addition, its unequivocal
commitment to revolutionary socialism (‘democratic' rather than
‘Eastern European authoritarian) put debates about the
possibilities of a transformed economy in the educational arena.
This was no mean feat, given the fact that the statistical and
historical studies were paid for by the Ford Foundation, and given
the fact that the book was first published in a country totally
hostile to socialism.

Glenn: [Interrupting] ... The problem with it Mike, as | see it, was that
Bowles and Gintis's work was not a great starting-point on which
to base a project of Marxist educational theory. | mean; the
problems of the work have been well documented. Madan Sarup's
critique really summed it all up for me, in his classic Marxism and
Education — in 1978. So | figured that an alternative was required,
as did Rachel Sharp, John Freeman-Moir and a whole bunch of
others. And ...

Dave: [Laughing] ... Well, this does go to show that Marxism, and
Marxist educational theory, is not as "monolithic’ or
one-dimensional as some would like to make out!

Peter: Is it always like this?
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Mike: No, but of course we have disagreements. We've been writing
stuff together (the three of us) for just over five years now, me
and Dave for nearly ten, so obviously we have enough in common
to hold the thing together.

Glenn: Er, sure: we have our disagreements — and it isn't too bright, |
admit, it's not good, to start out on an interview illustrating them!
(Dave and Peter laugh). My fault, really, sorry — not the time, or
place.

Dave: No need, Glenn: it's just good, healthy Marxist debate.

Glenn: Yeah! Hmmm, we do disagree on some aspects of Marxism, for
sure. Like I'm into Open Marxism: Mike and Dave are not. Dave
describes himself as a structuralist neo-Marxist, and | don't. But
we agree on enough to work together. | think it adds a certain
dynamic. | think gives the writing an edge too. We are passionate
about what we are doing: and we hope it's important.

Class, '"Race" and Global Capital

Dave: Social class is important: well, the three of us agree on that. The
way that it structures educational opportunity and people's life
chances in general. A Marxist understanding of class, is something
we all agree on. It's crucial, politically, to the struggle for
economic and social justice. Well, I actually think it's important to
say, ‘economic' as well as 'social’ justice — not just social justice. It
draws attention to the fact that without economic justice there
cannot be social justice. A bit more here and there, sure; but not
the whole shebang.

Mike: Absolutely.

Glenn: Yes, no disagreement there. And the passion thing: Geoff Mulgan
(an advisor to Tony Blair, and ex-Communist Party member)
wrote an article in The Observer (a UK Sunday newspaper)
arguing that the Marxist Left no longer had any passion! | mean,
but it's really New Labour that actually, er, has no significant
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ideas, and has no soul or passion really. | pointed all this out in
my Third Fantasy from the Right article.1

Peter: But Dave, now back to social class. This is an issue that has
special resonance for me. I've told you that my family (Scottish,
Irish, and English ancestry, 4th generation Canadian, I'm now a
dual U.S./Canadian citizen) were small-time farmers, and when
times got tough my dad moved to the city (Toronto) and sold
wallpaper in a store — this was before the Second World War. |
was born three years after the war. We lived in a working-class
neighbourhood that is now mostly Polish. Anyway, my dad was
one of the first salesmen to start hyping television sets. Our family
had the first television set in our neighbourhood — we were really a
popular family! Anyway, we moved from a working-class
neighbourhood into a lower middle-class one when dad became
general manager of a large international electronics firm. Then he
was fired when the European home office cut off all the managers
over fifty. Mum went on to work as a telephone operator at an
answering service agency. From that moment on — in the late
sixties — | became a fierce anti-corporate activist. Class is a big
issue for me. In education, it has always played a bigger role in the
UK than in North America. Anyway, some of your critics say that
‘class is dead' and that gender, 'race' and other forms of inequality
have superseded social class in terms of understanding personal
and social identities. What would the three of you say to these
critics? 1 mean, why is social class so important in your analyses
on education and society?

Dave: Well, we live it. It is, you know, part of our lives, all around us:
our families, histories, lives — the whole thing. My dad was a
cabinet-maker/French polisher in the East End of London, then a
building site carpenter. My brothers are a carpenter and a postal
worker. They work hard, but earn less in a year than some
capitalists (and others) make in a week or a day even. My mum,
from Spitalfields in the heart of the East End (of London) was a
dressmaker, now she lives on the social security (welfare, you
would say in the US). All of our lives, er, yeah — our schooling,
our work, the way we are positioned, and the way we are
positioned, treated by others, are, to a substantial extent affected
by, structured by, our social class position.

My class-consciousness is a lived experience of outrage and
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Glenn:

Mike:

anger, based on the experiences of my family, of teaching in
inner-city London — in Brixton, and in Tower Hamlets — and er,
based on my experiences as a political and labour union activist.

And as an activist, yeah, you live it too. Thirty years teaching,
organically part of the working class and its movements, speaking
up and speaking out, being on countless picket lines, and so on.
Camaraderie in solidarity, with exploited coalminers, teachers,
Bangladeshis, students, building workers, bakers, National Health
workers. Legal demos, and illegal ones, yeah sure! We were, are,
there in whatever force we could or can muster. The massed cry,
the chant from a thousand voices, on mass pickets, on May Day
Rallies, of: 'the workers, united, will never be defeated', 'o povo,
unido, jamais sera vencido' has a truth. Through our ideological
work and political work, through the use of Marxist principles, we
seek that unity! But a critical unity — er, you know, not a unity
around the lowest common denominator. Not the unity of
fifty-five types of separate program and development!

On the picket line we can pretty quickly analyse what the class
struggle is all about; things become crystal clear. And the analysis
it has all led to, and, er, deepened, is that, well, as Marx put it in
the opening lines of the Communist Manifesto: "the history of all
hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles".

Well, I agree with Dave, but would go further. Now, you see, in
one sense, things are worse, as compared with old Marx's day.
Capitalist social relations, and capital, as a social force, have
deepened since Marx's time. Today: the class struggle is
everywhere — as, well, capital is everywhere - including within 'the
human' itself. Scary stuff! Education is implicated in the
capitalisation of humanity — and we have to face up to this, as |
explain in Education, Capital and the Transhuman. Fortunately,
there are ways out and limits to the process (which I also explain
in that article).

Capital continues to globalize.2 The double movement of capital —
the growth and speed that Marx explored in Capital continues
unabated, and, er, has taken on new dimensions, in particular with
respect to finance capital, from the 1970s onwards. From then on,
as a result of the over-production around the world, there was no
profit to be made from expanding the capacity to produce goods.
This led to a big increase in investment in finance rather than


http://www.visagesoft.com/easypdf/

Easy PDF Copyright © 1998,2004 Visage Software
This document was created with FREE version of Easy PDF.Please visit http://www.visagesoft.com for more details

production. A turning point was, of course, 1971 — when the
United States renounced the convertibility of the dollar into gold
as a result of a huge balance of payments deficit (the war against
Vietnam and Cold War expenditure). This ongoing outflow of
dollars was, of course, reinforced by the jump in oil prices in 1973
and the creation of a huge international pool of petrodollars. And
it was during this period that the large international banks used the
excess dollars overseas to create an international capital market,
first known as 'Eurodollars'. It was during the 1970s that the
Eurodollar market lent heavily to countries and corporations in
search of capital. A large portion of finance capital began to flow
through the new offshore banking centres, set up to free the banks
of the regulatory activities of their national governments. That
makes the task for socialists — to change society to the benefit of
all — more urgent actually, but also more demanding. And it means
greater links with workers in developing countries.

Peter: And yeah, it was then that loans were made to projects and
governments in the developing world.

Mike: Exactly, which, well, led to the 'Third World' debt crisis of the
early 1980s. Finance capital then turned its attention to reaping
large profits, by underwriting much of the merger and acquisition
craze of the 1980s. In that book by Burbach et al: they estimate
that between 1985 and 1989, the asset value of world merger and
acquisition deals rose to $1 trillion, providing the opportunity for
big banks, brokerage firms and junk bond dealers to move centre
stage.

Also, of course you have speculation in foreign exchange rates,
another major area for finance capital, since the US went off
gold-convertibility, as the dollar floated vis-a-vis other
international currencies. Again, according to Burbach et al, by the
mid-1990s, it was estimated that currency trading was $1 trillion a
day.

The biggest arena for finance capital today is the global equities
markets — the buying and selling of stocks — particularly in the
“Third World', where there are thirty-five stock exchanges, and in
former communist bloc countries.

Peter: And what would you say are the implications of all this for
organised labour?
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Mike: Rather than a decline of the working class, that, you know, some
people proclaim, it can be argued that we are witnessing, in fact, a
recomposition. John Kelly has argued that there are two
definitions of that class in common usage. First, there's a narrow
definition which includes only those workers directly exploited by
capital in the production process, where actual goods are
produced; workers whose surplus labour yields surplus value.
And secondly, there's a wider definition which includes all those
who are obliged to sell their labour in order to survive: the majority
of whom, but not all, are er, indirectly exploited — that is, not
actually producing goods. On the latter definition, the working
class is growing absolutely and also relatively.

Justifying this wider definition of the working class in the context
of Britain, Kelly argues first, that, er, an increasing section of the
workforce is employed in business services which directly
contribute to the production of surplus value by helping capitalists
extract ever more out of workers. Such businesses include
research and development, industrial engineering, computer
hardware and software and other branches of consultancy.

Second, there is a growing service sector: retail stores, hotels, the
leisure industry and personal services such as hairdressing — that
sort of thing — but Kelly fails to mention the significant 'sex
industry'. The antagonistic relationship between, say, a
supermarket check-out assistant or burger-chain worker and
her/his employer is analogous to that of a factory worker and
her/his employer, since both employers have a vested interest in
keeping wages and salaries down, and therefore profits up. It is
women who are particularly exploited in this sector.

Third, there are workers in the central state and in the local state
who are essential for the political stability of capitalism, even
though they are not directly exploited for surplus value, such as
civil servants and local authority workers/bureaucrats.

Finally, there is a large section of the workforce engaged in
producing new workers and/or maintaining the working class,
particularly in the health and education services. Teachers, of
course, fall into this last category. The devolution of budgets, the
marketisation of schools, the setting up of hierarchical
management structures, league tables and performance-related pay
and so on — all this means that working in schools is more and
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more like working for ICI or American Express.

Ellen Meiksins Wood contrasts today's global economy with
earlier forms of colonial imperialism, where there were no effective
geo-political boundaries. Today, however, multinational capital, in
order to operate, depends on individual nation states to maintain
the conditions of economic stability and labour discipline. Er, this
goes on sometimes by military force, as in the case of the
defeated strikes of the 1980s. In addition to, or instead of, military
force, the state often centralises control. This is particularly true of
the education system of England and Wales.

Dave: That's right, yeah. | think this just makes what | said earlier even
more central. Globalisation is a fact of life, sure, but the lived
experience, of individuals, in class society — in the UK, and in the
US — now has even wider and greater significance. So an attack
on class privileges anywhere has more resonance in the global
economy as a whole — as the whole thing's increasingly connected
up. And obviously so. Trotsky had a point, you know, about the
need for worldwide struggle.

Glenn: Yeah, the events in Chiapas, in recent years (which you have
written about Peter, in your book on Che and Freire3) confirm
Dave's point.

Peter: Yes, Dave is right, exactly. | grew up foregrounding
class-consciousness in my political praxis. ... [pause] ... | had to
readjust coming to Los Angeles. I've learned a lot from the Left in
this city but there are still some problems with which I'm grappling
— with mixed success, | guess. ... [pause] ... Here, in Los
Angeles, racial politics is very hard core. It is the main game, in a
very real sense. The consequences of where you stand on this
issue can literally mean life and death. Tensions run high here in
the city. Last week, a block from my house, somebody made a
racial slur — and it cost him his life. Nine millimetre bullets were
sprayed into his back and one shot point blank to the temple.

Economic justice and racial and gender justice go hand-in-hand.
Structural racism has helped the state divide-and-rule and to
reproduce vast economies of white privilege. It has devastated
working-class communities, has relegated people of colour to
lives on the economic margins, to the sweatshops, to the streets,
and we know the role that capital accumulation is playing in
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restructuring the criminal justice system and building up the prison
industry. Many towns are begging for prisons to be built nearby —
to help provide jobs: it's a supply and demand process. The
engines of capital are supplying African Americans and Latinos
who are being incarcerated at staggering rates. It's good for the
politicians too; who can win points by establishing their
no-nonsense 'character' by executing them. Showing no mercy is
a big plus these days for the politicians. You have to show you
can kill without hesitation. Whether in the gas chamber or by
making war on weaker nations. Take the execution rate of Texas
governor, George Bush Jr. People are impressed.

You know that I consider myself a member of the new
abolitionists who are calling for the abolition of 'whiteness'. This
has not made me very popular when I speak in Klu Klux Klan
territory, as you can imagine. But | also get many white students
upset with me here in Los Angeles, who think I am a self-hating
white man, or trying to promote guilt among Euro-Americans.
Well... I won't rehearse my politics of whiteness here since |
know you've read my Revolutionary Multiculturalism.

The difficulty 1 am having is conveying to folks the centrality of
class struggle and how this relates to racism. | argue that class
should not be privileged over race or gender, or sexuality etc., but
that it is still more central. It co-ordinates, and gives ballast to
other forms of oppression. Social class is lived racially or
ethnically — no question about that. Class relations are racialised,
gendered, sexualised, to be sure. Whiteness is a social position of
privilege — one that is disguised as 'raceless' — and is premised on
the demonisation and oppression of black folks and Latinos, not
to mention Asians. There is no way to re-articulate whiteness in a
positive sense.

There is no way to put a positive spin on whiteness. | can

identify with my Scottish Canadian background, for instance, but
| would never want to identify with being part of the white race,
because the white race was largely a pernicious invention of the
17th century plantocracy. It is difficult for me to make a
convincing case among many students for class exploitation being
one of the fundamental characteristics of racism and the politics
of whiteness overall. Many of my students, and many activists |
know in Los Angeles, and elsewhere throughout North America
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for that matter, see class as a secondary form of exploitation that
is largely distinct from the politics of race. The work that all of
you have been developing, particular through the Hillcole Group -
has been very helpful in my pedagogical efforts, more than you
realise, | think. You set a powerful lead for those of us to follow
in the US.

But: back to you Dave. | want to talk a bit about the politics of the
personal life, | mean - you are unusual in that you were a socialist
politician before becoming an academic. What were your key
experiences?

Politics and the Labour Party

Dave: Through the seventies and eighties, for around fifteen years |
represented working class areas politically as an elected
representative, and uhmm, for longer — since my very first day at
work — I've been a labour union activist. For a time the Labour
Party was sort of semi-socialist in places — my local Labour Party,
Brighton Labour Party, with two thousand members, was, in fact,
dominated through the 1970s and 80s by the Militant Tendency
(now called "The Socialist Party', a Trotskyite group). They were
largely expelled from the Labour Party in the eighties. Anyhow, |
led the Labour Party locally on a local council, and was, for a few
years, the Labour candidate for Parliament. On the council, erhm,
sometimes we had legislative and financial power — hiring extra
teachers, increasing social programmes — and appointing people
to key positions, who we valued, rather than, you know, people
with conservative or reactionary values.

It was fascinating, an illuminating experience, meeting the ruling
class — the wealthy, privately educated local ruling class. That was
a shock: to meet them! That was interesting. I'd never met people
like that before, speaking with upper class, cut-glass accents, rich,
comfortable with and used to exercising political and social
power. Of course: personally unaffected by the lay-offs, the
pay-cuts, the cuts in services and the rest of it that they enforced.
That was informative! A different world! A world which fed off
ours! Their comfort, their power, their sleek suits and expensive
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cars, their private school education, their belief that they were
‘born to rule' seeping out of their expensive tailoring — the
privileges of their class! Where do these benefits and privileges
come from? Where? From class exploitation, that's where! From
employing people, workers, and taking fat profits from their
labour. ...

Glenn: [Interrupting]... the usual stuff, then, really!

Dave: Yeah, well, it's as old as capitalism, and the ruling class might be
fairly pleasant enough as individuals, but that's not the point. They
wage the class war 'from above', through charming smiles, and
crocodile tears. Ultimately, of course, the ruling class — the
capitalist class — they rule, they rule through clenched fists! They
control the repressive state apparatuses. Althusser was pretty clear
on this. When the going gets rough they change the laws and, you
know, just send in the police, or the army, or the goons. It's never
them who pay or lose out, as a class. We say: let the rich pay for
the crisis, '0s ricos pagem a crise!’

Mike:Yes, whatever disagreements we may have about the contribution of
Louis Althusser, his discussion of ideological and repressive state
apparatuses is important. He argued, of course, that education
was the key ideological state apparatus — and Tony Blair is well
aware of this — but, but you're right, whenever the pro-capitalist
pro-state ideologies are challenged, then the repressive
apparatuses are put in place.

Glenn: No messing! As history indicates — and, for me, Althusser's ISA
notion is more useful than his relative autonomy concept, or his
general theory of the state.

Mike: The state, from a Marxist point of view, is not, of course,
synonymous with government. | mean, modern Marxist
conceptions of the capitalist state have incorporated a complex of
institutions including, for example, the higher echelons of the civil
service, the judiciary, the military, the welfare services. Such
institutions are not democratic, and, of course, do not even claim
to be. As far as the political wing of the state is concerned,
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whether parliaments are democratic or not is contentious. First of
all, 'majority rule' is, in fact rarely that — the government in power
Is not often elected on account of the support of the majority of
the population of a given country. There are strong grounds to
contest conceptions of 'democracy’ which consist of a severely
limited five-yearly choice of electing a representative — who does
not usually fulfil her or his promises anyway. In most scenarios,
the only parties with a chance of gaining power are pro-capitalist.
The classic historical exception is, of course, the election of the
Marxist Salvador Allende in Chile. But US government soon put a
stop to that!

Dave: Yes, Mike's right about Althusser and the state. But Peter, you
asked about my experiences. What did they teach me? | learned
the importance of extra-Parliamentary/direct action alongside
Parliamentarist action. | am a democratic Marxist. | do believe in
Parliamentarism, as one track of a twin track strategy. Reforms by
social democratic or even by New Labour Governments and local
councils can, and have had major effects. The National Health
Service, the Race Relations Act, the Sex Discrimination Act,
progressive taxation, the introduction of comprehensive
education, workers' rights, the introduction of a national minimum
wage — they are all important — even if they are under attack, too
weak or too parsimonious.

Mike: Yes, these anti-discrimination acts have had important effects. But
they're weak - and they need strengthening. So does the Disability
Discrimination Act. And we need a Sexuality Discrimination Act.

Dave: Yes, but the use of Parliaments and Councils is not restricted to
passing laws, or re-allocating finance, or setting levels and sources
of financing, taxation. At local level, as I said earlier, | did
discover the power of policy, and of finance, but I also became
much more aware of the powers of appointment: who, what type
of people, get what jobs in the bureaucracy, and in the education
service. That can and does make a local difference, even if it is
within the context, the constraints of a broader, reactionary
national policy. And using the Parliamentarist/local council forum,
as an ideological platform is important, too, | believe.
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But, uhmm, | did learn that that pretty speeches in Council
chambers and Parliaments are really not enough. And that it is not
enough simply to work through the Labour Party. Ultimately, the
Labour Party, as a party, sides with the capitalist class. That's not
to say it always will. I'm not knocking Labour's achievements,
here, but I certainly am knocking their failings. Particularly since
the Blairite entrists infiltrated and took over the Labour Party and
neutered it as New Labour.

| think that it's clear that, er, history shows the importance of mass
— street and picket line — struggle. In Britain, most major struggles
have been in the face of national Labour Party leadership hostility
and timidity. The General Strike in 1926, the Cable Street
anti-fascist mobilisation in London's East End in 1936 where my
family come from, the struggle to form an anti-fascist popular
front in the late 1930s, the series of national strikes in the 1970s,
the Anti-Nazi League in the 1970s (and today), the great miners'
strike of 1983-84, the anti-poll tax movement of the 1980s. All
were denounced or distrusted by the Labour leaderships! Yet,
sustained by thousands, hundreds of thousands, Labour Party
activists and other Left and labour union rank and file. And, yeah,
some were successful, too.

To take one example, from Brighton, my hometown, coach loads
of Labour Party members — including local councillors — and
other activists — joined the mass picket of Grunwicks in the late
70s. That strike was symbolic; the photo laboratory in North
London where (south) Asian women workers were paid pittance
wages, and were sacked/dismissed for joining a union. Tens of
thousands came onto the picket line, including the disciplined
mass ranks of the unions. I'll never forget the sight of the miners!
From all over England! Marching in columns, over the Hendon
hilltop, with the sun behind them. Led by a brass band. The
police, on horseback, who had just been trying to force us all
back, parted, and retreated. Lessons in solidarity, lessons in
organisation. Without that support, without that essentially class
solidarity against dreadful working conditions, low pay and an
openly anti-union factory owner, the strikers would have got
nowhere.

But now, in 2000, the Labour Party leadership is more right-wing
than at any time in its history. Ken Livingstone (who's running for
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Mayor of London in the election in May) is wildly popular, par