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Foreword


by Michael Sheen


‘Someone once said that it is easier to imagine the end of the world than to imagine the end of capitalism. We can now revise that and witness the attempt to imagine capitalism by way of imagining the end of the world.’


Fredric Jameson


In his 2009 book, Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative, Mark Fisher wrote about the ‘pervasive atmosphere’ of neoliberal ideology and its effects on every aspect of our lives. His concept of ‘capitalist realism’ describes ‘the widespread sense that not only is capitalism the only viable political and economic system, but also that it is now impossible even to imagine a coherent alternative to it.’


The shapeshifting, parasitic nature of what is commonly referred to as neoliberalism is well described in this book’s introduction. Its ideology and implementation can be heavy-handed to the point of naked brutality, if deemed necessary, but also hidden and insidious much of the time, too.


Resisting its open shows of strength – whether as an individual, a movement or a society – is something that many have attempted, are indeed currently in the throes of attempting, and have paid, and are paying, a high price for it.


Financially, physically, spiritually.


Revealing its more hidden aspect, while less obviously confrontational can, nevertheless, take great courage and soul-sapping resilience. As Baudelaire said, ‘The greatest trick the Devil ever pulled was convincing the world he didn’t exist.’


While the ideology, and those who are its agents, may prefer to go unnamed as such these days, the manifestations of its cold logic are all too apparent – huge and ever-increasing inequality, cold and indifferent exploitation, the sacrifice of entire communities, the removal of decent human values from the heart of our discourse and policy, the needless waste of human potential and lives.


In Why Wales Never Was, Simon Brooks said, ‘The pace and nature of industrial development did indeed play a role in the Welsh failure, but so too did discourse, and the parameters of discourse limit the possibilities of what can and cannot be said.’


This book is filled with essays that are attempting to expand the parameters of discourse around what can and cannot be said about the current state of Wales and its direction of travel.


Forums for this kind of discourse are few and far between and that, of course, is part of the problem. How certain underlying realities are able to remain unseen and nameless. Thank God for those that do exist and let us continue to do all we can to protect and support them and endeavour to create more.


Another reason for the obfuscation involves certain narratives about who we are, how we do things, how our long-held values and beliefs, cherished for generations, have shaped us and kept us different and special, and how difficult they are to even question, let alone let go of.


But question them we must.


As Raymond Williams taught us – it is vital that we ‘put questions to those simple, confident, unitary identities which really belong to an earlier historical period.’ We can no longer afford to make a ‘proud and dignified withdrawal to Fortress Wales: the old times, the old culture;’, as he put it.


Writing in 1975, in his piece on ‘Welsh Culture’, Williams said, ‘Real independence is a time of new and active creation: people sure enough of themselves to discard their baggage; knowing the past as past, as a shaping history, but with a new confident sense of the present and the future, where the decisive meanings and values will be made.’


This book, I think, represents an expression of that confidence that Williams is talking about, an attempt to discard that baggage, to build a bridge towards that place where our decisive meanings and values can be made.


Here be monsters, and before they can be defeated they must first be named. They can no longer move freely in the shadows or walk our streets in disguise. They must be seen for what they truly are and for what they are doing to our country.


Only then can we begin to imagine a coherent alternative to it, and take our first meaningful steps toward making it a reality.


Michael Sheen, 1 August 2021.




Introduction: The Welsh Way


Dan Evans, Kieron Smith, Huw Williams


Wales, a nation with a proud history of working-class politics, popular protest and dissent, has long been imagined both east and west of Offa’s Dyke as a kind of sanctuary, its political identity safely inoculated from the worst excesses of whatever successive Westminster governments could throw at it. Wales is the land of the Rebecca Riots, the first flying of the red flag, the birthplace of the NHS. While British politics lurched irreversibly to the right under Thatcher, and buckled under the demands of neoliberalism under Blair, the Welsh continued – and continue – to vote, indefatigably, Labour.


During the referendum campaign in 1997, devolution was sold by its proponents as a means of setting in stone Wales’ distinctive sense of political identity. Without needing to commit to outright independence, devolution was pitched as a way of protecting Welsh communities from the seemingly endless succession of callous Tory governments, while simultaneously benefiting from the fruits of its relationship with the British state. The best of both worlds.


Every devolved government that has sat in the Senedd since 1999 has been led by the Labour Party. And in May 2021, with Tory polling skyrocketing across the UK in the wake of Brexit and the Covid-19 pandemic, the party under Mark Drakeford once again returned a comfortable victory, securing for itself another five years of power, amongst assertions from the British commentariat of Welsh Labour’s bona fide socialism. It is worth reminding ourselves that this win equates to continuing influence over almost all aspects of social and political life in Wales: education, health and social services, economic development, the environment, culture, the Welsh language, and more.


Labour’s persistent success can partly be attributed to the way it has woven the idea of Wales’ political distinctiveness into its own mythology of Welshness. This was perhaps most famously expressed in a 2002 speech given by the then First Minister, Rhodri Morgan. There, Morgan championed Wales’ socialist tradition, claiming that the Labour Government in the new Welsh Assembly would put ‘clear red water’ between the Labour Party in Wales and the right-wing Blair government in Westminster. In this resonant phrase, Wales is figured almost as an island, with the ‘redness’ of the Labour party diffused almost elementally within Welshness itself, dissolved within the very substance of the water separating it, clearly and righteously, from the murky territory of Tory England. The way we do things on this side of the ‘water’, Morgan proudly asserted, was the ‘Welsh Way’.


This idea of Labour’s unique, practically God-given status within the Welsh political mindset persists powerfully today. Take an address made by the current First Minister, Mark Drakeford, to the IPPR’s (Institute for Public Policy Research) ‘economic justice’ event, held in Cardiff in July 2019. It is worth quoting Drakeford at length:




Austerity and Brexit simply but sharply intensify the failings of the 40-year-long neoliberal project here in the United Kingdom, a neoliberal project which has had the deliberate and intentional pursuit of inequality at its heart. Not, as its proponents will often tell you, some unfortunate or regrettable by-product of the necessary actions they have taken: the neoliberal agenda requires inequality. It requires it to be, in their lexicon, the spur to economic activity amongst the majority of the UK citizenry. Now, at the heart of the Welsh Government lies exactly the opposite ambition. Our ambition is to create a more equal Wales. And that ambition is not simply the Welsh Government’s ambition, but crucially it is the ambition of the National Assembly for Wales, because a more equal Wales is the unifying goal of that most radical piece of legislation, the Well-being of Future Generations Act.1





Wales, for Drakeford, despite its unquestioned place within the British union, stands apart from the neoliberal consensus that has come to define UK politics over the last forty years. It stands as a social democratic sanctum – indeed one in which a ‘radical’ commitment to equality is hegemonic and accepted by all parties – exemplified by the Future Generations Act and Wales’ historic recognition of the climate crisis.


All this was inspired by Wales’ socialist past. Later in the speech, Drakeford goes on to say that ‘here in Wales we continue to draw on our great history of collective action to solve common problems’. Labour’s present ‘radicalism’ was




part of a recapturing of that sense of civic, municipal socialism that was alive, well and practiced widely in Wales’ communities particularly within the lifetimes of people who are still with us today [i.e., between 1945 to now] … it is socialism that teaches us to have optimism that the arc of history does in the end bend to justice, but the courage to know that it does not do so without a struggle, that nothing has ever been won for progressive causes or working people without the determination to take the action that wins those rewards … and that struggle, to return to the Future Generations Act, is not just a struggle simply for today but is a struggle to create the conditions that lead to better tomorrows….





Rousing stuff. The speech had it all: radicalism, a sense of a Wales that is distinct (and always defined against England as a yardstick) in its pursuit of equality, motivated by hagiographic notions of Wales’ radical, socialist past, but also influential and central to the UK labour movement (at that time led by the socialist Jeremy Corbyn).


Drakeford’s speech received warm applause. This was unsurprising. This narrative of Welsh social democratic distinctiveness, of progressiveness, communal struggle and success, is an article of faith which has been widely accepted by the Welsh political class (consisting not just of politicians, but academics, journalists and commentators), as well as the labour movement across the UK as a whole – and which was apparently affirmed once more by the 2021 Senedd election, which contrasted starkly with the travails of Labour in the English council elections. Drakeford’s speech reiterated and updated a taken-forgranted set of beliefs about the successes of devolution and Wales’ divergence from its right-wing, Tory-voting neighbour.


The problem, of course, is that none of this is, or indeed ever has been, remotely true. Despite Welsh Labour’s relentless self-mythologising over the past twenty years, Wales is, in practice, a deeply neoliberal country. Devolution has so far achieved little except to shore up Labour’s dominance in this struggling, disenfranchised, poverty-ridden enclave of the British Isles. It has, moreover, provided us with a most telling case study of the irresistible potency of neoliberalism: a country apparently unique in its 100-year electoral dominance by a social democratic party has succumbed almost completely to its virulence.


The Welsh Way


For all Drakeford’s talk of the successes of devolution, inequality in Wales since 1997 has climbed steadily to unforgivable levels. The existing wounds of poverty and disengagement, far from being healed, have worsened. Child poverty has reached epidemic levels: the worst in the UK, with more than one in three children now living in poverty.2 Educational attainment remains stubbornly low, particularly in deprived communities: less than one third of pupils eligible for free school meals attain 5 A–C grades at GCSE.3 The recruitment of new teachers remains well below target.4 At roughly the time of Drakeford’s speech, homelessness in Wales was the highest since records began, with over 30,000 households applying for homelessness assistance in the year to March 2020.5 The city of Cardiff, where the speech was held, is the epicentre of the homelessness crisis, with rough-sleeper numbers skyrocketing: people are sleeping and dying in doorways of empty student blocks and luxury flats. Prison population rates are among the highest in Europe, and expected to rise considerably in the coming years.6 Unemployment remains stubbornly high.7 House prices are rising, with the private rented sector lining the pockets of an ever-increasing number of private landlords.8 All this is not to mention the devastatingly disproportionate impact of the coronavirus pandemic on poorer communities in Wales.9


This is a society devastated by the worst ravages of capitalism. And yet not a single delegate at Drakeford’s IPPR speech felt it appropriate to raise any of these issues as a counterpoint to Welsh Labour’s narrative of kindness and success. A basic question for any journalist or delegate might have been to ask why he thought issues like child poverty were rising; by any objective measure Labour’s ‘radical’ strategy wasn’t working – things were getting worse – why did he think this was the case? If the UK is an innately neoliberal project as Drakeford claims, why are he and his party so committed to it, and so hostile to the idea of seceding from it? If the Welsh Government is radical, why had there been such a concerted effort to distance itself from the Corbyn project? If the devolution of welfare could help, why had Drakeford resisted calls for this to be devolved, despite pressure from anti-poverty campaigners and groups like the Bevan Foundation?


It is not polemical or partisan to ask these questions, but a basic democratic necessity. If a politician makes a claim, this should be checked against how it measures up to reality. In any country with a functioning democracy and a meaningful public sphere, this speech would have been low-hanging fruit for journalists and commentators. Even in Tory England, one would expect a modicum of dissent or pushback. The Welsh Way, however, is to avoid confrontation – to not ask questions or challenge, in a nepotistic culture enabled by an anaemic public sphere. In Wales, it does not pay to point out that the emperor is not wearing any clothes.


Murky Brown Water


In contrast to the dominant image of Wales as a progressive, socialist country safely distanced from Tory policy by Welsh Labour’s ‘clear red water’, this book offers a dose of the truth. We argue that Wales is, in many respects, a troublingly reactionary country. This book demonstrates that the notion of ‘clear red water’ amounted to, and is nothing more than, a rhetorical device designed to obscure reality and secure the ascendancy of the Labour Party in Wales. As one commentator described it in 2003, the reality, even back then, was much closer to ‘murky brown water’.10


Unlike most other books on Welsh policy, this one is not dominated by tenured Welsh academics gushing over the successes of devolved government. It is written in the main by those on the margins of academia and the main-stream commentariat: PhD students, early career academics, ex-academics, and activists. Importantly, it is written from an engaged epistemological standpoint: by those actually conducting empirical research, working, living, or engaging in activism in the fields they write about. This has enabled our contributors to challenge the lazy claims made in Welsh Government policy documents, regurgitated by the media and the political class, and to see things as they really are, from the ground up. The combined experience of precarity, outsiderdom, and a lack of careerism and partisanship means that our contributors are not hamstrung by the myopic groupthink brought about by absorption into the backslapping culture that characterises much of Welsh academia and the political sphere. This book, and the story it tells, comes from a new generation of scholars and activists writing from outside the consensus, rather than from safely inside it.


Our leftist analysis of devolution’s self-proclaimed ‘achievements’ points to the acceptance and promotion of the marketisation of higher education (Healy); the introduction of school league tables and punitive testing and inspection regimes (Evans); the repeated rejection of calls for a national care service and acceptance of for-profit care homes (Burdett); the deliberate exclusion of working-class parents from the ‘most generous childcare package’ (Ashton); the unequal, intersectional pressures on minority, protected characteristics groups (Jones, Jones); the enthusiastic pursuit of the nuclear/military industrial complex (Idris); the embrace of the prison-industrial complex (Manning); the promotion of marketised housing policies and the integration of landlords and other vested property interests into the fabric of government (Evans); the marketisation of parts of the NHS (for example tendering out renal services in North Wales) and the closure of community hospitals; the increasing authoritarianism of Welsh police forces (Harrison); the wholesale acceptance of Tory immigration policy (Clarke); the acceptance of austerity budgets, and more.


This book argues that radical rhetoric at the macro level – set out in strategy documents, speeches, and social media, and recirculated by an attenuated news media – is useless when it is not accompanied by the political will to take the necessary steps to actually implement policy to achieve real socialist goals. As this book firmly demonstrates, Welsh Labour have lacked the political will or the competence to turn their rhetoric into reality. This hollowness is reflected in its antipathy towards Welsh independence and the 50% of their voters who support it but is perhaps epitomized best by the Future Generations Act: a piece of potentially useful legislation handed to a powerless Labour insider and rendered completely useless (Williams). While politicians clink glasses at the success of ‘radical’ policies such as plastic bag charges (which have in fact enabled supermarkets to make vast profits from plastic bags), proposed changes to residential speed limits, and penalties for parking on pavements, children go hungry and people live on the streets.


The logic of neoliberalism and its pernicious practices of targets, datafication and economism have poisoned and diluted policy ideals the world over. At best, Welsh Labour has remained the passive observer of this tendency; at worst, it has actively implemented straightforwardly neoliberal economic policies and Blairite social strategies, with devastating results. We argue that the ‘Welsh Way’ is not political distinctiveness built on a proud socialist past, but a toxic mix of incompetence, bland passivity and corporate complicity.


Neoliberalism


Neoliberalism is the dominant model of contemporary capitalism. Among its most definable features are the mass privatisation of public services and land; increasing financialisation and a move away from productive capitalism; and the restructuring, deregulation and ‘internationalization’ of the national state apparatus to serve global capital rather than local economies.


The foundations of neoliberalism are rooted in an extreme interpretation of philosophical liberalism. Classical liberalism held that human freedom is best achieved and expressed politically through laissez-faire, liberal economics, which promotes democratic representation and an unfettered capitalist market. However, from the late 1970s onwards, inspired by economists at the Chicago School of Economics (in particular Friedrich Hayek, Milton Friedman and George Stigler), western economies began to take this idea to the extreme. The Chicago School had called for a world order in which all human relations and activities take place within an unregulated free market, totally unrestricted by any factors that may interfere with it, such as democratic states, public institutions or labour movements. Yet, in reality, despite its libertarian mantra of individual (i.e., economic) freedom, neoliberalism was bolstered by states around the world by a concerted strengthening of repressive state apparatuses: policing, the criminal justice system, prisons, and defence.11 Hence Gamble’s characterisation of neoliberalism as the combination of the ‘free economy and the strong state’.12


Aided by US imperialism and international institutions such as the IMF – though often delivered on the back of crises like war13 – from the 1970s onwards, neoliberalism has moved from a niche passion of right-wing intellectuals to a hegemonic global system. It has profoundly transformed the ‘common sense’ of society, becoming in other words so dominant and all-encompassing that it has become taken for granted and pre-reflexive not just as a way of ordering the economy, but as part of the very fabric of culture, society, and lived experience.14


To facilitate its economic policy elements – which must be implemented by actors within governments and their attendant state apparatuses – neoliberalism has driven, and is reciprocally driven by, its own ‘logic’ or way of working, sometimes termed ‘new public management’ or ‘proceduralism’.15 This is characterised by an increase in the use of figures and targets, and an impetus to quantify, bureaucratise and ‘data-ise’ workplaces. This is particularly noticeable in public sector workplaces like education and healthcare, where data and the inexorable drive towards new forms of efficiency and growth have almost completely replaced the values upon which those institutions were built. Thus, even in those remaining areas of life which have not (yet) been privatised, and which therefore ostensibly lie outside market forces, the logic of neoliberalism has insidiously infected worker’s lives through these disciplinary tools.


Above all, neoliberalism is a socio-political project designed to ‘re-establish the conditions for capital accumulation and the restoration of class power’ of elites through the suppression of organised labour and collective action.16 It has been wildly successful in this regard: following the brief period between 1945 and the mid-70s, when capitalism and the rate of profit was somewhat tamed by the post-war Keynesian settlement, wealth inequalities have increased to the point where we have essentially returned to a form of feudalism. Wealth and power are increasingly concentrated in the hands of fewer and fewer people – the ‘1%’ – whilst the bulk of the world’s population has become immiserated.17 The cumulative impact of the saturation of everyday life with an essentially economic logic is that neoliberalism has now completely transformed the social relations of contemporary society. It inflects and infects all areas of personal, social, cultural and political life. It has profoundly changed the way we think about ourselves, and how we view and relate to one another as citizens and as human beings. It is, to quote one commentator, ‘in here, in our heads and in our souls’.18


Neoliberalism and Wales


Although neoliberalism is by its very nature a global tendency, it embeds and manifests in different places in different ways, adapting to and even camouflaging itself within the distinct political culture and historical traditions of nations and territories. Thus, while there are clear commonalities among forms of neoliberalism across the world (such as privatisation and securitisation), as Stuart Hall argued, neoliberal restructuring is facilitated by its chameleon-like quality: ‘It works on the ground of already constituted social practices and lived ideologies. It wins space there by constantly drawing on these elements which have secured over time a traditional resonance and left their traces in popular inventories.’19 This is inflected by the history and political culture of each specific country.


Neoliberalism is arguably at its most transparent and brutal in the US, where it is buttressed by historical appeals to a libertarian tradition. In Australia and New Zealand, neoliberalism was ushered in by labour governments ostensibly committed to social democracy.20 In Latin America, unfortunate satellites of the US are assaulted with predatory, more openly oppressive and highly racialized forms of neoliberalism, often administered by formerly leftist movements.21 In countries like Turkey22 and Iran23 neoliberalism co-opts and co-exists alongside conservative culture and religion. In the UK, as Brett Christophers argues, rentierism is disproportionately central to neoliberalism,24 which is in turn a function of Britain’s unique historical development, specifically the lack of a bourgeois revolution.25


There are two related historical and political streams that have converged to influence the direction of neoliberalism in contemporary Wales. One is Wales’ uneven and combined development under conditions of political and economic absorption into England. Wales’ status as an appendage to British imperialism resulted in a perilously narrow industrial economy based on the extraction and refining of natural resources, with most profits leaving the country. Whether this development was strictly ‘colonial’ is largely beside the point; the fact is that Wales’ subordination and integration into Britain meant that Wales did not develop a diverse modern economy, but remained narrow (i.e., based on a few large industries), with its internal infrastructure painfully underdeveloped and geared almost entirely towards English capital and trade. Politically, the experience of absorption and the resultant lack of native political or public institutions meant that the transition to capitalism created a warped class structure. Wales was not only a vast bed of natural resources but also a reservoir of cheap labour; as such, it did not develop a national bourgeoisie as did Scotland (for example) – instead, capitalistic activity was dominated in the main by capital originating outside Wales and profit which in turn flowed back out of the country. This state of affairs continues to underpin a profound internal unevenness in terms of economic development and identity.


Second is the (related) hegemonic dominance of the Labour party in Wales, which remains without comparison in world politics.26 In a country possessed of an outsized proletariat, the lack of a national bourgeoisie led in turn to a very weak national movement which emerged far later than small national movements on the continent.27 The Welsh economy and its attendant political institutions were only belatedly and partially ‘national’ (i.e. developed for the sake of the Welsh nation by a national bourgeoisie), and set up to service the empire and international capital. Later, during the post-industrial period, the experience of the welfare state and its subsequent dismantlement led Wales to become further stitched into the British state. The post-war welfare state represented a remarkable (and never to be replicated) hegemonic project of class collaboration which accrued significant material concessions to peripheral regions and subaltern classes through schemes like mass council house building and the (relatively brief) nationalisation of key industries. In the decades that followed, as crisis and deindustrialisation engulfed the Keynesian project, Westminster administrations became increasingly desperate to ‘prop up’ Wales, and moved public sector work like the Royal Mint and DVLA into once heavily industrialised areas. This acculturation and integration was mediated by the Labour party, who thereby consolidated their power in Wales. As a result, and as the May 2021 Senedd elections demonstrated, politics in large parts of Wales has been reduced to an unreflexive cultural habit.


However, as this book argues, Labour’s dominance in Wales has emphatically not equated to Welsh socialism. While the ascendence of Thatcherism and the crushing of the organised labour movement radically altered Wales’ relationship with the British state, further entrenching the support for Labourism, Thatcherism also involved what Gramsci called a more insidious war of manoeuvre, involving the rapid privatisation and sale of public services, the accelerated transition to a service economy, the agglomeration of manufacturing on the South Wales coastal belt, the culture of seeking FDI (which was begun under the Wilson government), and the powerful cultural-economic phenomenon of right to buy and the promotion of a new hegemonic petite-bourgeois ideology. These all transformed and had been present in Wales for many years before devolution arrived in 1999, despite the assumption that Wales was a socialist society somehow preserved in aspic behind Offa’s Dyke.


Thus, regardless of devolution and Welsh government policy, Wales had been a ‘neoliberal’ state in the sense that it had been part of the UK, and hence totally transformed by this mode of capitalism from the late 1970s onwards. Devolution under Labour was therefore layered on top of this deeply entrenched settlement. We cannot explore events that have unfolded since 1997, nor can we also study modern Wales as an entity, divorced from the British state or international capital and other global forces. When we say Welsh neoliberalism, we refer not only to the policies of the Welsh Government and the Labour party, but the complex ways in which the Welsh devolved state interacts with British, European and global neoliberalism, just as local capital interacts with national and international capital.


That said, the politicians in the Senedd have a lot to answer for. Indeed, much of this book provides evidence of the hypothesis that devolution was nothing more than what Evans describes as passive revolution,28 one that sought to entrench Labour’s power and stymie genuine change. The result has been the continued collapse of Welsh society under the pressures of late capitalism.


Welsh Neoliberalism


In the early years of devolution, the new Welsh Assembly adopted a measure of redistributive and ‘state-centric’ policies, largely absorbing ‘Keynesian counter-cyclical resources from the UK government’.29 The ‘filling in’ of the state at the Welsh scale – using the apparatuses of the devolved government to aid ‘universalism’ – reflected the deep-seated tradition of welfarism and the role of the state in Wales.30 Yet the early policy divergence pursued by the first devolved administration, however timid, was facilitated by a mini economic bubble which emerged during Blairism. The apex of actually existing Welsh distinctiveness was the One Wales coalition (2007–2011), where Labour were dragged to the left by Plaid Cymru in numerous areas of policy. However, following the end of this coalition and the ascendency of Carwyn Jones in 2009, coupled with the coming to power in Westminster in 2010 of the Tory-Lib Dem coalition government, any traces of Wales’ supposed ‘clear red water’ began to evaporate.


Indeed, something approaching a counter-revolution began. While of course the radical rhetoric remained in place, as did a general approval of the public sector and logics of the welfare state – particularly unionisation – the ‘pro-business’ Jones began enthusiastically to pursue a strategy of attracting foreign direct investment, whereas his predecessor had been loudly suspicious of the ‘all eggs in one basket’ approach of the WDA. To this end, CBI advisers were placed into the upper echelons of the Welsh Government and the focus of the Welsh Government and state apparatus shifted significantly. Jones’ tenure precipitated a step change in culture and policy direction, and many early timid forays were undone: school league tables and testing were reintroduced, as was a punitive inspection regime; the curriculum was refocused on the needs of business and promoted entrepreneurialism; universities were privatised and fees charged; nuclear power was back on the agenda.


Under Jones’ tenure in particular, Wales became a cosy place for international capital (although Morgan himself had begun implementing austerity measures). This has continued unabated throughout Drakeford’s tenure. As Parry’s chapter in this book makes clear, the pursuit of FDI remains a pillar of Welsh Government economic policy, and regardless of the personnel in charge, huge amounts of public money have been and are being handed to footloose foreign capital with no strings or clauses: Amazon, Kancoat, Virgin Atlantic, Aston Martin, TVR.


Take the recent Ineos debacle. In 2019, Welsh Government was under pressure to act on Ford’s decision to abandon its Bridgend plant, which was about to leave thousands of skilled employees out of work. Ignoring calls to repurpose the site, it instead embarked on one of its ‘social partnership’ investment schemes. It made an agreement with Ineos, a vast multinational petrochemical company who had recently announced it was to start manufacturing a gas-guzzling, eye-wateringly expensive 4-wheel drive vehicle. Economy Minister Ken Skates made an agreement with Sir Jim Radcliffe – CEO of Ineos and one of the richest people in Britain – to spend a rumoured £10 million of public money preparing a new site for the company to build the vehicle in Bridgend. Consider the facts for a moment: Welsh Government – whose two greatest ‘progressive’ achievements in twenty years of devolution were the introduction of mandatory plastic bag charges and signing a Well-being of Future Generations Act committing future Welsh governments to action on climate change – made a multi-million pound agreement with one of the world’s largest petrochemical companies, indeed one of the world’s 20 largest producers of non-recyclable plastics and a major voice in the UK fracking lobby – to build 4-wheel drive vehicles for the wealthy. Not only this, but Ineos was also a well-known tax avoider and union buster, having relocated to Switzerland to avoid tax in 2010 and aggressively going to war with Unite during disputes at their Grangemouth oil refinery in 2013.31 Mercifully, Ineos decided at the last minute to pull out of the deal, instead choosing a site in Germany for their new plant. Welsh Government had, however, already spent £4 million on preparing the site. No refunds, said Radcliffe.


What these and many other embarrassingly inept and misguided groundhog-day situations make clear is that the Welsh Way is to play the subordinate partner in its relations with international capital. Indeed, Wales’ history of dependency means that this is an ultra-subordinate relationship in a comparative sense. The state here has become merely a facilitator between the people and those who provide employment, i.e., private businesses. Indeed, the evidence of the subordinate role of the state is in fact crystalized in the concept of the ‘social partnership’, which is a misnomer. The state is subordinate to international capital and business, and the unions are subordinate to the state. This is overwhelmingly the function of Welsh ‘intervention’ in the devolved economy; the notion of the state itself providing employment through nationalisation is now completely alien.


Granted, the Welsh Government has had to fight its battles with one hand behind its back, lacking at present the macroeconomic levers that would allow it to adopt wholesale economic changes, and (until recently) forbidden by EU rules on state aid. However, we do not have a local political elite that is fighting back or resisting this system, nor displaying any ideological commitment to a more autonomous Wales with access to such levers. The Welsh Way is to tinker around edges with schemes like ‘cash equivalent services’, removing charges for prescriptions and hospital car parking.32 While these are of course to be welcomed, they are limited subsidies – headline-catching schemes which would be unnecessary under universalism. On the whole, the Welsh Government’s approach to public services is not universalism but means-testing in areas such as tuition fees, childcare, social care and free school meals. For instance, it is estimated that 70,000 children below the poverty line in Wales are ineligible for free school meals.33 This tinkering extends to things like plastic bag charges, 20 mph speed limits, banning pavement parking, and so on. These are small gestures within a system that continues to immiserate people.


By any objective measure, the Welsh Government has wholeheartedly embraced a system of capitalist accumulation which prioritises growth, which disregards the environment, and in which human flourishing is marginalised. The Labour-led Welsh Government refuses to push for the levers it needs, content instead to exist in a purgatory of helplessness. Labour claims it is unable to do ‘x’ because it doesn’t have the political-economic levers, yet the party is unwilling to agitate for more powers as this would be ‘nationalistic’. This resistance to any bold steps towards greater autonomy can itself be understood as a symptom of neoliberalism, in its lack of underlying political conviction (Williams).


However, despite claims that Welsh Government is powerless in the face of grand global forces, this new statelet has significant agency. The Senedd, its state apparatuses and devolved institutions, have their own culture and logic. They must be held to account.


Together, the contributions in this book allow us to scrutinise the nuanced, interconnected histories of neoliberalism and Welsh devolution. They enable us to consider at once the local and the global: to examine the patterns that have emerged in Wales since devolution whilst simultaneously looking outward to the global trends and tendencies that have given shape to them. These essays encourage us to move beyond the stagnant Labourist view of the Welsh past and present, towards a tentative political-economic theory of Welsh neoliberalism, both in its outward appearance as well as its underlying logic, rooted in a Marxist understanding of Wales’ distinct historical development and political culture. Ultimately, these essays encourage us to imagine, and demand, another Welsh future. Contrary to Mark Drakeford’s timid mantra following the May 2021 election – ‘stable and progressive’ – this book argues for a new Welsh Way, one that is truly radical and transformational.


___________________________
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BELIEFS, FOUNDATIONS & STRUCTURES




A Progressive Veneer: Neoliberal Feminism in Wales


Mabli Siriol Jones


On International Women’s Day 2018, First Minister Carwyn Jones declared his ambition to make the Welsh Government a ‘Feminist Government’. Commenting on the ambition, he said there was ‘no point politicians being able to see a difference … members of the public need to see that something positive is being done to their lives’.1 The reality since devolution, however, is that the various commitments and policy initiatives towards gender equality have had minimal material impact on most women’s lives. This is because politics and policymaking in Wales are captured by the neoliberal consensus, and feminism as practised by the political class is no exception. The feminism that has been dominant in Welsh public life, as in the UK and other western states, is a neoliberal feminism, aiming for the advancement of individual women within the existing neoliberal framework, rather than a genuinely emancipatory project committed to dismantling that framework and securing justice for all.


Progressive Neoliberalism and Neoliberal Feminism


Nancy Fraser argues that the hegemonic political worldview in western states over recent decades has been progressive neoliberalism.2 This is defined as a political consensus combining a neoliberal politics of distribution (financialisation, deregulation and privatisation) with a progressive politics of recognition (increased social status for oppressed groups, such as women, LGBT people and people of colour). Fraser argues that in order for neoliberalism to become truly hegemonic in states shaped by the post-war economic consensus and the social movements of the 1960s, it needed the gloss of progressive recognition politics. This combination allowed neoliberalism to triumph, and it has dominated since. It is only recently, following the financial crisis, that this consensus has begun to shatter, with the rise of outsider populist politics on the right and left. As Fraser identifies, feminism has played a large part in this project of progressive neoliberalism. This is due in part to the unwitting perversion of some of its central tenets, and in part to the championing of a certain kind of feminism by privileged women based on their personal advancement relative to men of their own class. Feminism has become, in Fraser’s words, the ‘handmaiden’ of neoliberalism, which ‘turns a sow’s ear into a silk purse by elaborating a narrative of female empowerment’.3


Neoliberal feminism is characterised by a reformist approach to existing social structures, seeking the advancement of individual women within those structures rather than fundamental change for all. It is therefore preoccupied with representation, having women in visible leadership positions within high status workplaces, such as politics, the media and boardrooms. Its agent is the individual and her empowerment, rather than the collective. It locates oppression primarily in the interpersonal, rather than the structural. It operates by ‘raising awareness’ and attempting to change attitudes and behaviours, rather than the material conditions and social relations that give rise to them. It is process-oriented and imagines that inequality can be tackled by changing institutions’ procedures, rather than questioning the power imbalances inherent in those institutions themselves. Its theory of change rests on the assumption that promoting more women into positions of power will lead to improvements in everyone else’s lives – a ‘trickle-down feminism’ mirroring the trickle-down economics of neoliberalism. Crucially, it does not have an analysis of power itself – a word that is usually absent from its lexicon, which prefers the language of ‘equality’, ‘diversity’ and ‘inclusion’. It situates the achievement of feminist aims in the actions of a benevolent state that will (someday, if we get the right people into power) address the needs and concerns of women. Above all, in Fraser’s terms, it prioritises recognition over redistribution: changing attitudes and women’s social status rather than the allocation of wealth, power and resources.4


Neoliberal feminism speaks to the concerns of a class of women for whom being a feminist becomes another lifestyle label, rather than a political praxis; a way to prove one’s progressive credentials while securing one’s own advancement. These are predominantly wealthy, white, middle-class, able-bodied, cisgender and heterosexual women; women who benefit from existing social structures, despite the disadvantages they encounter due to their gender. They therefore tend to privilege gendered oppression above other forms, as that is the only, or primary, oppression they experience. This is nothing new. The history of mainstream feminism is one of exclusions, and the use of feminism to secure the class position of certain women relative to their male counterparts. Neoliberalism has been able to use feminism because these schisms already existed. Women at the top have long been content to secure their own position at the expense, and by using the labour, of working-class women, often drawn from communities of colour and the Global South. As a result, the primary political purpose of neoliberal feminism, unwittingly or not, is to reinforce neoliberalism as the dominant mode of ordering society by giving it a progressive veneer.


The truth is there will never be equality for women (or any oppressed group) under neoliberalism, as it is a system based on the exploitation of women’s unpaid labour and tearing apart the social fabric within which women’s material conditions can be improved, and where the comfort and wealth of some comes at the expense of many others. Yet as Fraser notes, the neoliberal consensus is fracturing everywhere. Feminism must ask itself what its role will be in what takes its place.


Neoliberal Feminism in Wales


Wales has been radically reshaped and deeply scarred by neoliberalism and its processes of deindustrialisation, austerity and privatisation. As Gabriel Winant has noted, it is those who bear the brunt of neoliberalism who also have to manage its consequences, particularly women in working-class communities, deindustrialised areas and communities of colour.5 As neoliberalism destroys the notion of the collective and cuts back on social provision, women experience increasing poverty and precarity and have to pick up the pieces through unpaid care and the feminised workforces of the caring professions. This is illustrated by the fact that 86% of the reductions in public spending through cuts to welfare and tax changes under austerity came from women.6 One in four people in Wales lives in poverty7 and for single parents (90% of whom are women) the figure is 44%.8 Women are more likely to be in insecure employment, and 41% work part time.9 They make up the bulk of the workforce in the caring professions, as 80% of workers in health and social work10 and 66% of the education workforce.11 They are therefore on the frontlines of managing the vicious circle of increased need and reduced capacity in public services due to cuts, privatisation and the inequality and human misery generated by neoliberalism. In a country with an ageing population and high levels of disability and long-term illness, they also provide the bulk of unpaid care, doing 60% more unpaid care work than men and making up 59% of those providing family care.12 The Covid-19 pandemic and recession have exacerbated all these issues and underlying structural trends – economic, social, demographic – mean they will only intensify in future. Yet 20 years of devolved policy on gender equality has prioritised recognition over redistribution and attempted, with little success, to manage the impact of neoliberalism on women’s lives.


Due to the focus on recognition over redistribution, the framework for ‘equalities’ policy under neoliberal governance is to treat it as an area apart, with little influence on major policy areas. The Welsh Government is typical in this regard. The approach is incrementalist, managerialist and focused on processes, with the neoliberal tendency to generate new forms of bureaucracy with little real value. The language used reflects the managerialist approach: people have ‘protected characteristics’, they are ‘stakeholders’ or ‘service users’. Policy interventions tend towards creating new procedures, training programmes and awareness-raising campaigns, as was evident in the response by Senedd politicians to the Me Too revelations of sexual harassment in politics. The actions taken concentrated on awareness-raising, strengthening complaints procedures and ‘Dignity and Respect’ policies, without a deeper reckoning or acknowledgement that these would be inadequate in a workplace with vast and inherent power imbalances and limited labour rights.


The rhetoric on gender equality does not match the reality, as demonstrated by the government’s Advancing Gender Equality in Wales Plan13 on how it will fulfil the feminist government ambition. While accepting the need for far-reaching change, the plan is short on detail, light on action, heavy with managerialist language and focused on instituting new processes rather than substantive policy change. Meanwhile, the government’s flagship gender equality legislation has also fallen short. The Violence Against Women, Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence Act was heralded as ‘world-leading’ when it was introduced in 2015, but its interventions focus on training and procedures and implementation has been painfully slow.14 Funding of the sector is piecemeal and short-term, provision is patchy and services are stretched. Austerity has made women both more vulnerable to abuse and less able to access support – what’s needed above all is significant investment in the sector. This failure has a human cost: in 2019–20, 574 people were turned away from domestic abuse services and 251 were on waiting lists for rape crisis support.15


A common thread through the missed opportunities to materially advance gender equality is a lack of class analysis and aversion to redistribution. The Welsh Government’s Childcare Offer, which funds 30 hours of childcare to working parents of 3 and 4-year-olds, is a key example. Parents who aren’t in work are excluded, with the result that the offer benefits some of Wales’ wealthiest families while giving nothing to the poorest. Anti-poverty organisations, opposition politicians and the Children’s Commissioner16 called for the offer to be extended to all parents,17 but the government refused to change direction. The episode demonstrated how deeply wedded the government is to neoliberal doctrine, including the aversion to universalism, increasing conditionality in welfare and public services and the belief in work as the route out of poverty and a good in itself.18 This thinking has also been evident in its opposition to the devolution of welfare administration, despite the fact this would allow it to offset some of the harmful elements of Universal Credit, such as allowing payments to more than one member of the household, rather than the current primary earner policy that leaves women financially dependent on their spouses and more vulnerable to abuse. Likewise, the government’s refusal to move away from the current model of for-profit social care provision towards a universal and free publicly owned service shows a lack of understanding of the material benefit this would have to women who, as well as providing the majority of unpaid care, make up 83% of workers19 in a sector where low pay, precarity and exploitation are widespread.


This lack of class analysis is also behind much of mainstream feminism’s approach to sex work, with an inability to understand sex work as work and the material realities that lead people to sell sex. This includes support from gender equality organisations and politicians for the ‘Nordic model’ that criminalises the purchase of sex, rather than decriminalisation and labour rights for sex workers. The Nordic model makes sex workers less safe20 and rests on a fundamental misunderstanding of what drives a lot of sex work – which is sex workers’ need to make money. This has led to bizarre alliances, including the Welsh Government backing the introduction of equivalent legislation in the UK to a Trump administration law that shut down sex work websites and drove workers underground into more dangerous practices.21


Contrasted with the lack of a focus on redistribution is the fixation on representation in discussions of gender equality since devolution. Much has been made of the fact that the Senedd was one of the first parliaments in the world to achieve 50/50 representation in 2003. A Cardiff University study is often cited for the claim that this made for better policy development, noting women were more likely to raise gender equality issues.22 Yet as the examples given above show, it is not clear that this has led to improved outcomes for most women. The drive for 50/50 representation has continued however, with the Expert Panel on Assembly Electoral Reform recommending in 2017 that the Senedd introduce a legal quota to ensure 50% of representatives would be women and 50% men.23 This was welcomed despite the perverse implication that Wales would therefore be introducing a ceiling on women’s representation and ensuring protected seats for men. It is a fallacy to assume that women are naturally kinder, more level-headed and ethical actors in positions of leadership. It is a particularly bizarre claim in a country whose social safety net was unpicked most radically by its first female prime minister, and whose second created the hostile environment. To argue otherwise is to accept that women are somehow not full political actors in the same way as men – people who can advance a range of political projects, and their own interests, in positions of power. Any discussion of women and power that neglects an analysis of power itself – or treats it as a neutral sphere, a tool that is wielded better somehow by women – is inherently superficial and flawed. History shows that women are just as capable as men of upholding oppressive systems where they benefit from those systems themselves.


It is, of course, essential that women participate fully in decision-making structures, and it is obvious that is not currently happening. This is not adequately addressed, however, by the suppositions of a feminism that focuses on representation to the detriment of other issues, and talks more about the sexism female politicians face than the structural barriers that shut others out. Quotas do not solve a problem at its root, they just put in place mechanisms at the end of a system to change its output. They therefore mainly benefit women who are already near the top of these systems, and the issues these women are more likely to care about or understand will reflect their own experiences and class position. These mechanisms will not necessarily lead to improvements in most people’s lives, as they leave unaddressed the question of who will be put in power and what they will do with it. They do not address deeper questions of how power is distributed and wielded, or advocate for real democratisation of institutions that disenfranchise the majority.


Wales’ ‘progressive consensus’ has often been lauded, but it is precisely on those issues where that consensus appears to be most well-established that political commitment is at its most shallow. Politics is the field of contestation, and consensus achieved without contestation tends to be around quite hollow ideals, as they are those that do not represent a threat to the established order. Political consensus around ‘gender equality’ amounts to a general idea that equality (ill-defined and broadly conceived) is a good thing, and few policies go beyond increased representation. Demands for redistributive policies are dismissed and ‘gender equality’ and ‘feminism’ become floating signifiers, empty of the commitments that would make them transformative.


This shallow consensus has meant that Welsh politics and mainstream feminism has been inadequately prepared to answer the challenge from the growth of anti-feminist politics. This has been evident in the fifth Senedd with the election of more than one representative who has endorsed the ideas and language of the alt-right; the backlash to the Me Too movement and the use of anti-feminism in the Plaid Cymru leadership election with the claim that Leanne Wood was too focused on the ‘niche issues’ of the oppressed. Reactionary politics feeds off the wounds and resentments generated by neoliberalism, telling those for whom progressive neoliberalism has failed to secure improvements in their lives that it is its politics of recognition, not redistribution, that is to blame. The answer from neoliberal feminism tends to be dismissal or ridicule, as it struggles to articulate a more robust defence of its programme that has, after all, neglected redistributive policies that would have a material benefit to men as well as women. Wales has many characteristics that make it fertile ground for reactionary political currents: a small and exclusive political class, low levels of political engagement and a weak media and public sphere. The response to anti-feminism, which is often at the vanguard of reactionary political projects, does not bode well for the response to other reactionary projects in future, including the growing anti-devolution movement. The Welsh political class appears ill-equipped to meet these challenges, or even understand them.


Towards an Alternative Feminism


We live in a moment of deepening and cross-cutting crises, lived every day in the experiences of those in our society who cannot insulate themselves through wealth. Neoliberal feminism cannot help when you are unable to feed your children without the aid of a food bank, shafted from one underpaid job to another and navigating the cruel and arcane processes of decimated public services. Where are these women in the narratives and concerns of neoliberal feminism? Its women tend to be those who have risen to the top, or the girls who need encouragement that with hard work they can get there too. When working-class or marginalised women appear, it is usually as an afterthought or in a paternalistic frame that presents middle-class liberal feminists as their saviours. They are never agents in their own right, nor comrades in struggle. They are women to be ‘empowered’ by their benevolent feminist leaders, not people who find ways to survive, resist and even triumph within a system engineered against them. Neoliberal feminism will never lead to emancipation because it precludes the only way we get there – through struggle, together.


We urgently need to rebuild feminist politics on a different foundation. This should be based on a fundamental rejection of neoliberalism and reclaiming the collective good. This feminism must centre an analysis of power: how it works, who has it and what they do with it. Rather than ‘equality’, ‘inclusion’ and ‘diversity’, we need to talk about dismantling and sharing power, and wielding it for our own ends. We must work, in the words of bell hooks, ‘from margin to center’,24
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