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Tell Them


Tell them (they have names)


and when they turn the bodies over


to count the number of closed eyes.


And they tell you 800,000: you say no. That was my uncle.


He wore bright coloured shirts and pointy shoes.


2 million: you say no. That was my aunty.


Her laughter could sweep you up like


the wind to leaves on the ground.


6 million: you say no. That was my mother.


Her arms. The only place I have ever


not known fear.


3 million: you say no. that was my love.


We used to dance. Oh, how we used to dance.


Or 147: you say no. that was our hope. Our future. The brains of the family.


And when they tell you that you come from war: you say no. I come from hands held in prayer before we eat together.


When they tell you that you come from conflict: you say no. I come from sweat.


On skin. Glistening. From shining sun.


When they tell you that you come from genocide: you say no. I come from the first smile of a new born child. Tiny hands.


When they tell you that you come from rape: you say no. And you tell them about every time you have ever loved.


Tell them that you are from mother carrying you on her back. Until you could walk.


Until you could run. Until you could fly.


Tell them that you are from father holding you up to the night sky.


Full of stars. And saying look, child. This is what you are made of. 
From long summers. Full moons. Flowing rivers. Sand dunes.


You tell them that you are an ocean that no cup could ever hold.


JJ Bola 
Poet




To exist is the artist’s greatest pride. He desires no other paradise than existence, love the existence of the thing more than yourself


Osip Mandelstam
“The Morning of Acmeism”
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Introduction


David Morgan


An olive grower sat outside his olive grove in the sunshine drinking ouzo when a scion of a vast olive oil company offered to help him organise his rather scruffy olive grove into a multimillion dollar enterprise. The owner of the grove replied, “Ah yes, I can get rich so then I could sit in the sunshine drinking my ouzo.”


This is a celebration of Epicurean philosophy about life’s pleasures versus the attractions of material riches. I often think about this while sitting out the current pandemic in 2020. Politics has changed a great deal since the publication of The Unconscious in Social and Political Life (Morgan, 2019). We have now been forced indoors to avoid the threat of death and if fortunate enough re-discovered important truths about what is necessary in life. The question being, should we return to “normal” with all that entails for climate change and society as a whole?


The olive grower in the story is able to manage the externalisation of the greed of the businessman, reminding him of pleasures other than economic expansionism and growth. Something we need to reflect on seriously in the face of this virus rather than being sucked into the excesses of unfettered consumerism once again. The themes in Margot Waddell’s thoughtful chapter, “‘Ill fares the land’: reflections on The Merchant of Venice—a tale for modern times”, which investigates the relationship between internal and external reality, chime here.


Psychoanalysts try to bring much-needed nourishment to the minds of their patients, some of whom are psychotic and severely disturbed. Many valuable theories around psychosis and its causes, such as trauma or unrecognised transgenerational pain, can be applied to understanding some of the current political and social malaise that confronts our time. Take for example a banker patient who worked six days a week, neglecting his children to do so despite having made enough money for several lifetimes. He had panic attacks on Sundays. He tried to make me come to his office saying his time was money and offered me a ton of money to do so. I suggested that he was anxious that I was only interested in his money and did not value the space in which I practised, and bribing me was a way to see if this was true. A reflection of his own battle with finance that had taken over everything in life that was precious. I was surprised to discover that he had seen his parents almost starve and that he had dedicated himself to ensure that this would never happen to him. Although, as we can see, at a different level he was starving.


Another example is Ms M, a creative person whose work always contained images of ice. She broke down with the illusion (with climate change maybe not so much of an illusion) that the next ice age was coming, and she stood outside the Ministry of Defence haranguing passers-by. When I saw her for inpatient therapy, it was clear this was a strong delusion. She would listen to the shipping forecast expecting a special, personal message to tell her that the next ice age was starting. My immediate thought on seeing her was, what had been the last ice age? What emerged in our work was the belief that she was defending herself with this delusional messianic belief system and she would save the world by cutting her wrists. Very early in her life, her mother had a post-puerperal psychosis and had become cold and unavailable to her child. I think my patient believed she was responsible and guilty for this frozen mother and had developed her delusional belief in response; all her defences had to be directed at preventing the ice age she had been through from happening again.


I saw her for many years, in and then outside hospital. As in the story of the ice queen, something defrosted and the pain surrounding her about her early years manifested itself. This included her fury for what she felt were “the icy attitudes of psychoanalysts toward their patients who they reify with their cold theories”. I was able to explore this belief system that existed between us; it was something that resonated deeply with me, as in my own analysis I had originally found the regimented aspect of analysis and training difficult and relentless.


This meant I had some empathic regard for the patient’s need to hate what was felt by her to be a frozen, cruel, and cold analyst, with his icy theories and setting. At times it would become too much for her (or me) and she was admitted to a ward that was psychoanalytically orientated, where I could continue to see her. This was difficult and exhausting work. Eventually, through a combination of medication and then just therapy, she was able to achieve some stability in her life, free from her overriding delusional system.


If you want people to behave thoughtfully to others, then you have to give them the experience of being thought about, otherwise enactment becomes the only means of communication, where people are only taken seriously due to the thoughtless violence of their actions—the latter an enactment of their own experience of a neglectful world. There was an infamous case in the 1990s of a very distressed man who had been refused admission by several hospitals and who was driven to attack and kill a man who refused to provide him with a light for his cigarette. This refusal led to an enactment of his many years of neglect and rejection. The light for the cigarette concretely represented all this man had suffered and his painful rejection at the hands of uncaring institutions.


Hanna Segal (1957) located the provenance of psychosis in the inability to properly construct a system of mental symbolisation. For the patients she analysed, symbols and the actual things they represented were jumbled and undifferentiated, so that merely uttering a person’s name might inflict upon them concrete physical harm; or like a patient I saw who took as an insult her father’s gift of a bunch of bananas when visiting her in hospital, suggesting that she was mad. Another young woman, having been told when given a hand-me-down coat by her mother that she “would grow into it”, actually waited for many years for buttons to appear on her body.


Early psychoanalytic papers often involved the analysis of a particularly relentless, cruel superego formation that constantly reappears, seemingly destroying progress, with the accompanying extreme loss of any good object relationship. The ward, at times of acute crisis, used to provide some respite, to both analyst and patient, from this relentlessness. Dr Murray Jackson writes compassionately about this inpatient work in Unimaginable Storms (1994) and Weathering the Storms (2001), both superlative accounts of the profundity of good analytic inpatient work within the confines of an old mental hospital, as in his justly famous Ward 6. Within this book, Kate Pugh’s thoughtful chapter on the politics of psychiatry in the UK shines a light on the ongoing problems with mental health services, as does Liz Greenway’s reflective exploration of policies and provisions for mentally ill patients.


Whether inpatient or outpatient, the psychotic patient brings extreme states to the awareness of the analyst. This, I feel, is an exploration of the analyst’s capacity to bear unspoken unsymbolised cruelties, but also an exploration of the analyst’s ability to find internal or external help from others, in ways the patient or their objects were unable to find. The question being, do you (the analyst) have any more resources than I (the patient) to manage these extremes?


Guilt and psychosis are closely related but often reside in the transgenerational history of the people I see, manifesting as apparent delusional systems when in fact it is often someone having someone else’s experience that is unrecognised. Like Christopher Bollas’s idea of the unthought known, which I find useful: “The primary repressed must be that inherited disposition that constitutes the core of personality, which has been genetically transmitted, and exists as a potential in psychic space” (Bollas, 1989, p. 78). As a result of working with patients I developed the idea of a research project looking for severe trauma in previous generations of family members of people presenting with apparent delusional belief systems—there was often a strong correlation. The core issue here is that unrecognised painful trauma leads to cruel, icy, suicidal beliefs and powerful psychotic delusions. Luisa Passalacqua and Marco Puricelli’s gripping chapter, “Alice Miller on family, power, and truth” includes a look at the long-lasting effects of trauma on individuals.


One method of managing painful insight into one’s own internal world is to externalise/project the unthought known issues into someone or something else. Usually this is another person’s mind, which is filled with the thoughts and insights that are being repudiated. This is a ubiquitous aspect of what Melanie Klein (1946) described as the paranoid–schizoid position. The beginnings of maturity, or what she calls the depressive position, is the recognition that what we have previously projected also belongs to us and then we might begin to face the guilt, if we can. The most pernicious aspect of this is a cruel superego formation, an amalgam of severe transgenerational trauma and unprocessed aggression.


Psychoanalysts are therefore familiar with these concepts within the consulting room and within the individual, but realising how deep-seated these psychotic mechanisms are at a collective level is much less recognised. Yet entire societies continue to function at a paranoid–schizoid level, risking splits and projections that can only dangerously reduce the safety of the world. My own chapter looks at the psychological dimensions of defying a perverse or corrupt authority through the actions of the whistleblower. While Lord John Alderdice investigates the psychology of religious fundamentalism and its relationship to group psychology.


The human capacity for a sense of guilt is indicative of individual emotional growth: a defective sense of guilt is not linked to intellectual capacity or incapacity but rather the capacity for guilt is linked to the tolerance of ambivalence within the self. In successful analyses of individuals oppressed by guilt, there is a lessening of guilt, though for some the source of guilt cannot be reached, and for those individuals who feel that they are not able to explain this, it can make for a feeling of madness. I think this can also pertain at the societal level (Winnicott, 1959, p. 44). Mary-Joan Gerson brings us a call to arms to engage with the world outside our consulting rooms, using what we have learned from individuals and applying it to the wider community.


I feel that the ethics of migration involve bringing about an awareness of collective guilt in the West that we wish to obviate by locating it outside ourselves. I suggest that the migrant is a repository of our own fears, carrying a reminder of Western hegemony and the dreaded retaliation or insight it could bring about. We can experience these reminders as persecuting because they remind us of aspects of our cultural history we choose to turn a blind eye to. Tomasz Fortuna’s stimulating chapter, “Diversity: notes from the inside and the outside”, looks at the links between the internal experience of difference and its external manifestations.


People migrate owing to a need to survive, to find food, and to avoid danger and death by moving towards opportunities for life that many of us here, through luck and, arguably, an aggressive foreign policy, possess. With the history of privilege many of us from the developed West have benefited from, we can feel we are winners of the global quasi “Hunger Games” we live in. Of course the winners want to keep the upper hand and control the fruits of conquest as they, we, always have done. However, I want to suggest that we can think about a global ethical depressive position. Having dominated much of the world through using internal processes of splitting and projection that allow aggressors to attack and exploit, often in the name of survival, I think it is important that we realise that the victims of this exploitation have rights and needs, and that they are the reminders of our collective guilt. We are dangerously distracted from the real causes of our current problems in the West and encouraged to focus on the victims.


The birth of the “Other” in our midst is a reminder of the moral dilemma and the Other is so easily reified, asset-stripped, and turned into a threat. I believe from my work with migrants and asylum seekers that certain historical or cultural factors cause an inhibition of our capacity to think through the significance to us of refugees and immigrants. Central here is the repudiated awareness of our own implication in the horrors the migrant is fleeing, which leads to our unconscious guilt for the depredations of the Western colonial past and our wish to retain power and commodities in the new global economy. Stephen Frosh tackles these issues head on in his insightful exploration into post-colonial thought from a psychoanalytic viewpoint.


The migration debate in Britain is usually dominated by the reporting of economic and cultural concerns. On the surface, the debate appears to be about immigrants and the question of what they claim in state benefits, wages they undercut, jobs they steal, overuse of social resources, and whether the national identity will be diluted and multiculturalism made untenable when “swamped” by the Other. The understanding of the “Return of the Oppressed” can provide an ethical dimension to understanding this propaganda. Roger Hartley’s nuanced take on “George Orwell: politics and the avoidance of reality” resonates here.


Right-wing populist politicians can rely on the paranoid–schizoid fears that reside in us all. We all retain the infantile traces of absolute dependency on the maternal provider and, as we grow up, this easily relocates itself onto the nation state and government. When politicians tell us our nation state is at risk, we experience infantile anxieties easily converted into blame and resentment. The main purpose of the anti-immigration rhetoric is to deprive the Other of inclusion and political membership. This excluding political rhetoric insists that some people are more significant than others.


As psychoanalysts, surely we do not believe a person’s life chances should be determined by arbitrary features such as race, ethnicity, gender, or sexuality, and in a thoughtful, depressive-position world such factors would not determine life chances. The West wants to keep its upper hand. Having exploited, we must now realise that the victims of this exploitation have rights and, I argue, they are the reminder of our collective guilt and a distraction from the true threat in the world, which is the cause, rather than mass migration, which is the symptom.


So, if we dare to think about it ethically, we can see that one main issue underpins this twenty-first-century manifestation of economic anxiety, and the paranoia it induces: power. These hapless immigrants are excluded from the democratic process, which is analogous to men wielding political power over women, the injustice of the white population of South Africa that exercised political power over the black population; that is, coercive power over the excluded, with no opportunity for them to participate as equals. We all agree here, I imagine, that no person is more morally significant than any other, but it was and is this belief in such an insignificance that was projected by the powerful into the excluded to justify the continued exercise of power.


By dividing human societies between those who carry particular attributes, accidents of birth, geographical placement, wealth, education and so on, we create the lucky ones and the unlucky ones, to continue the analogy of the Hunger Games. The lucky ones have not earned these attributes, do not “deserve” them, and do not merit special treatment or reward.


We are in a period of time when the West is dominated by neoliberalism and the rise of the right wing. Anxieties around survival lead to a massive split between the “have mores” and the have-nots. Samir Gandesha explores these effects on both right and left populisms in the opening chapter and Elisabeth Skale looks in detail at the rise of the new right from a psychoanalytic perspective in Chapter 14.


We need international solidarity of government, to stop crippling developing countries by stealing their natural resources and stop imposing punitive austerity on developing countries as part of World Bank loans to simply keep the country alive. Edgard Sanchez Bernal’s powerful chapter gives us a Third World perspective on power and the manipulation of the masses. Let’s say goodbye to unregulated capitalism once and for all. Relentless production takes the place of meeting the needs of the global population, it exploits both the individual and the planet. This is given centre stage with Elizabeth Cotton’s informative study of the role of trade unions and the psychodynamics of solidarity in modern society.


Perhaps we need to stop pretending that there is such a thing as a free market. It is a false entity because it’s not free, it is always political and involves an abuse of power. Hopefully this book and its sister publication, The Unconscious in Social and Political Life (2019), will contribute something, however small, to a move to something better.
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CHAPTER ONE

Understanding right and left populisms

Samir Gandesha

We appear to be living in an age of populism. Over the past three decades, we have witnessed the rise of right-wing populist parties throughout Europe such as Haider’s Freedom Party of Austria, Victor Orban’s Fidesz Party in Hungary, and the Polish Law and Justice Party. In one of the most disturbing developments, a long-standing taboo in Germany was recently broken with the neo-Nazi Alternative für Deutschland having just joined a coalition government with an FDP premier in the state of Thuringia.

Such a development hasn’t been confined to Europe but is a global phenomenon as evinced, for example, by the electoral triumphs of Narendra Modi in India in 2014 and that of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Turkey as early as 2003. But no phenomena more clearly evince this thesis than the stunning victory of Donald J. Trump in the 2016 American presidential election and the triumph of the Leave campaign (from the European Union) led by the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP).

But there has also been a populism of the left. The Arab Spring was widely regarded as a broad-based, if short-lived, popular revolt and therefore as a kind of “populism in the streets” in 2011. The events of Tahrir Square profoundly inspired the Occupy Movement. Radiating out beyond Zuccotti Park, the movement spread through much of the Western world. Arguably, the Occupy Movement’s most significant and enduring effect was to be felt five years later in the rising support for Bernie Sanders and Jeremy Corbyn.

Latin America, moreover, has seen a dramatic revival of populism in the Bolivarian model in the Chávez/Maduro regime in Venezuela and in Evo Morales in Bolivia, as well as in the Kirchner governments in Argentina. The dramatic global rise of populist parties and movements has resulted in a burgeoning scholarship on this most slippery of political concepts.

But can we understand populism with more precision? How can we account for its recent pervasiveness? I will focus on two exemplary accounts of populism before trying to arrive at some conclusions of how to understand the difference between right and left forms of populism in the context of neoliberal globalisation.

The first account is a recent widely cited and discussed empirical study by Norris and Inglehart (2016). The second is a more theoretical account of populism by Ernesto Laclau articulated over several decades, occasionally in collaboration with Chantal Mouffe (Laclau 1977, 2005; Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). If Norris and Inglehart struggle to come to terms with the populism of the left, then Laclau struggles to come to adequate grips with the populism of the right. The former draw upon a somewhat narrow definition of populism, emphasising its anti-establishment, authoritarian, and nativist dimensions; the latter understands populism as a logic constituted by the establishment of an “equivalential chain” of different demands. It appears to suggest that populism is a democratic, horizontal, and egalitarian discourse.

Populism explained: economic insecurity or cultural backlash?

A paper widely discussed in the media by Pippa Norris of Harvard University and Ronald Inglehart of the University of Michigan suggests—following Cas Mudde—that populism shares three distinct elements: 1) anti-establishmentism, 2) authoritarianism, and 3) nativism (for the most recent discussion see Mudde, 2020). The first contrasts with the established structures of representative democracy; the second with the principles of liberalism (in particular with the protection of minority rights) and emphasises the direct expression of popular will via charismatic leadership, referenda, and plebiscites that circumvent the typical checks and balances of liberal democracy; and the third contrasts with cosmopolitanism.

Building on Mudde’s conceptualisation, the authors develop a heuristic model of populism based upon two distinct axes: economic and cultural. The former has to do with the level of state management of the economy, and the latter has to do with “conservative” versus “progressive” values. The authors suggest three possible analytical types of explanation for the rise of populism: 1) the rules of the game, 2) the “supply side” of the market of party politics, and 3) the “demand side” of party politics. They gear their explanation to the third dimension and suggest that this can be understood to have two distinct—though not mutually exclusive—causes. The first is that populism emerges in response to economic insecurity, and the second is that populism appears as a backlash by older white males to the erosion of traditional cultural values.

Norris and Inglehart (2016, p. 5) argue that the latter is the most convincing argument: “We believe that these are the groups most likely to feel that they have become strangers from the predominant values in their own country, left behind by progressive tides of cultural change which they do not share … The silent revolution of the 1970s appears to have spawned an angry and resentful counter-revolutionary backlash today.”

While the empirical data the authors cite to support their argument is indeed impressive, it is possible to raise significant objections about the way they frame this evidence. First, the separation of “supply” and “demand” explanations seems deeply dubious. In strictly economic terms, according to Say’s law of markets, for example, aggregate production necessarily creates an equal quantity of aggregate demand.

A second objection arises from the cultural backlash argument: by mischaracterising Mudde’s definition as inherently authoritarian and nativist, Norris and Inglehart bias their conclusion towards culturalist explanations.

A third objection is that it is deeply debatable that “progressive values” are on the ascendant. Indeed, today it is far from clear what comprises “progressive values”, as we saw in the recent Democratic presidential nomination pitting Hillary Rodham Clinton against Bernie Sanders. This opposition has been echoed in debates between political theorists in terms of the relative priority between a “politics of recognition” versus a “politics of redistribution”.

Whether populism can be understood exclusively in terms of traditionalist backlash is also debatable. If this was the predominant measure of populist politics, one could expect recent immigrants—who themselves hold traditional values—to the US, the UK, and other parts of Europe to join in these movements. However, far from this being the case, they are often, in fact, the very targets of the backlash.

Finally, one wonders whether the authors don’t seriously underestimate the threat right-wing populism poses to the institutions of liberal democracy in the United States. A worrying inference that the authors explicitly draw from their progressivist premises is that populism will eventually die out. The study therefore fails to sufficiently appreciate the ways in which populist governments seek to institutionalise their agendas, thereby changing the rules of the game. This has become most drastically evident in the case of Poland, for example, in which Andrzej Duda (leader of the right-populist Law and Justice party) has significantly limited the autonomy of the judicial branch of government. Other such examples abound.

Understanding populist reason

In his hugely influential yet profoundly controversial work with Chantal Mouffe entitled Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Laclau seeks to develop his analysis of populism so as to generate a new post-Marxist politics. In other words, Laclau is developing in a British context a political strategy that is germane to a context that has seen the rise of what Stuart Hall (2017) has called “authoritarian populism” in the form of Thatcherism. Hegemony and Socialist Strategy differs from Laclau’s earlier work in at least two ways: 1) it breaks with Althusserian Marxism, particularly that of Nicos Poulantzas, insofar as it no longer accords the working class a privileged role in social transformation; and 2) it provides a discursive account of the social. As he and Mouffe argue (1985, p. 84): “In our view, in order to advance in the determination of social antagonisms, it is necessary to analyse the plurality of diverse and frequently contradictory positions, and to discard the idea of a perfectly unified and homogenous agent, such as the ‘working class’ of classical discourse. The search for the ‘true’ working class and its limits is a false problem, and as such lacks any theoretical or political relevance.”

The continuity, however, lies in the fact that Laclau insists upon the centrality of the concept of hegemonic articulation of heterogeneous political demands as the basis of a leftist political strategy.

In On Populist Reason (2005) Laclau argues against those political theorists who claim that populism is an irrational political discourse by reconstructing and foregrounding, as the title suggests, populism’s own distinctive reason. Its logic is that of an “antagonistic synthesis”, but now understood as an equivalential articulation of differences, that is, a linking together of what different political demands share in common in relation to a common “antagonistic frontier”. For Laclau, all democratic politics are, in fact, populist. In other words, if we assume that society is inherently heterogeneous, politics must entail the hegemonic articulation of a multiplicity of political demands in a manner that is always provisional and open to revision. A given hegemonic equivalential articulation of differences is always shifting, temporary, and open because it is based on a logic of the empty signifier.

The key difference from his previous work is Laclau’s attempt to conceptualise the affective dimension of politics via Lacanian psychoanalysis. John Kraniauskas understands this as the articulation of a Gramscian Lacan in contradistinction to Žižek’s Hegelian Lacan. While the latter takes, as its point of departure, the understanding of the “desire of the Other” (the impossible-because-unattainable desire for intersubjective recognition), the former can be understood in terms of political desire.

For Laclau, political desire is geared to what Lacan calls the “objet petit a”, meaning a partial object that is a fragment of the Real (that which eludes symbolisation yet is caught within the symbolic order). The “objet petit a” is often symbolised by the bountiful breast and, as such, promises a return to an original plenitude prior to the symbolic order based on the split between signifier and signified.

Political desire, then, is established through the Name or the coincidence of signifier and signified that is only set retroactively. The key point Laclau is making here is that this Lacanian understanding of political desire enables an alternative to Freud’s, the latter being mass politics grounded in the love of an authoritarian leader who represents the imago of the father. In contrast, political desire grounded in the utopian logic of the “objet petit a” is characterised by the horizontal relations between brothers (and presumably, sisters).

Several criticisms can be made of Laclau’s approach to populism. Critics have drawn attention to its formalism, stemming from its reliance on structural linguistics in which signification is understood by way of a system of differences with no positive terms. This formalist premise is the basis for his understanding of the figure of the people as an empty signifier that can take on radically divergent contents. What the approach seems to elide is the historical continuity of this figure.

Second, it appears that Laclau thinks either we must conceive of necessity in reductive terms, that is, of a closed historical totality, or the social dissolves completely into an infinite, deconstructive play of radical difference. This is untenable.

Third, Laclau also downplays the role of institutions in historical change and continuity. Can we understand the mechanism of articulation other than through institutions such as the state, political parties, trades unions, and the whole host of organisations and associations that comprised what Gramsci called “civil society”?

Finally, and most importantly for our purposes, the above questions are raised by the Freudian/Lacanian psychoanalysis upon which Laclau depends to ground his account of populism; in particular, to rescue populism from the “denigration of the masses” of figures like Gustav Le Bon. Laclau’s engagement with Freudian social psychology, however, must be regarded as a missed opportunity, since he ignores the problem that occupies such an important role in Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1921c), namely the phenomenon of the regression of the group through a libidinal cathexis in the figure of the leader possessed of (real or imaginary) strength. Such an investment constitutes what Erich Fromm called an “escape from freedom”.

Differentiating right and left populisms

According to David Harvey (2005), neoliberal globalisation is comprised of four processes: accumulation by dispossession; deregulation; privatisation; and an upward redistribution of wealth. Taken together, they have increased both economic insecurity and cultural anxiety via three features in particular: the creation of surplus peoples, rising global inequality, and threats to identity.

The anxiety wrought by neoliberal globalisation has created a rich and fertile ground for populist politics of both right and left. Neither Norris and Inglehart nor Laclau adequately account for such insecurity in their theorisation of populism. As we have seen, populism can be understood as a mobilising discourse that conceives of political subjectivity as comprised of “the people”. Yet this figure of “the people”, as Agamben (2000) has indicated, is deeply ambivalent insofar as it can be understood, both in terms of the body politic as a whole (as in the US Constitution’s “We the People”), or in terms of what Rancière (2004, p. 12) calls the “part that has no part”, or the dispossessed and the displaced, as in “The people united shall never be defeated”, or in the Black Panthers’ famous slogan: “All Power to the People”.

In this dichotomy, the figure of “the people” can be understood in terms of its differential deployments by right and left, which themselves must be understood in terms of the respective enemies through which “the people” is constructed, and this is the decisive dimension of populism.

Right populism conflates “the people” with an embattled nation confronting its external enemies: Islamic terrorism, refugees, the European Commission, the International Jewish conspiracy, and so on. The left, in marked contrast, defines “the people” in relation to the social structures and institutions, for example, state and capital, that thwart its aspirations for self-determination—a construction which does not necessarily, however, preclude hospitality towards the Other.

In other words, right-wing or authoritarian populism defines the enemy in personalised terms, whereas while this is not always true, left-wing populism tends to define the enemy in terms of bearers of socio-economic structures and rarely as particular groups. The right, in a tradition stemming back to Hobbes, takes insecurity and anxiety as the necessary, unavoidable, and, indeed, perhaps even favourable product of capitalist social relations. It transforms such insecurity and anxiety into the fear of the stranger and an argument for a punitive state. In contrast, the left seeks to provide an account of the sources of such insecurity in the processes that have led to the dismantling of the welfare state, and corresponding phenomena such as “zero hours” contracts, the casualisation of labour, and generalised precarity. It then proposes transformative and egalitarian solutions to these problems. This was, of course, reflected in the ultimately ill-fated leadership of Jeremy Corbyn which emphasised that it was “for the many and not the few” as well as in Bernie Sanders’ campaign for the Democratic Party’s presidential nominee which stands for the majority of “working class Americans”. In this, left populism presents the best possible answer to the xenophobic populism of the right.
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CHAPTER TWO

“Ill fares the land”: reflections on The Merchant of Venice—a tale for modern times

Margot Waddell

Ill fares the land, to hastening ills a prey

Where wealth accumulates and men decay.

The title of the late Professor Tony Judt’s final book could not be more apt, introducing, as it does, a powerful and persuasive treatise on present discontents. It is about the actual cost of the pursuit, both individually and collectively, of material self-interest. The title is taken from Oliver Goldsmith’s poem, written in 1770, “The Deserted Village”, to which I shall return.

The financial, institutional, organisational, and personal predicaments of our time are no new ones, in other words. As my own title suggests, I shall be drawing on The Merchant of Venice (first staged in 1605) as another tale of modern times, especially of our own particular time. At the heart of the play is a stark social and psychological polarisation: that between the raw materialism and greed of Venice’s Rialto on the one hand, and the apparently reflective, generous thoughtfulness of Belmont on the other. (Belmont has, as in most of Shakespeare’s comedies, the important status of being “somewhere else”—a world apart, as it were, on the shores of Illyria, for example, or Bohemia, or the Forest of Arden, or the Duke’s Oak near Athens.) Among other things, this is a play about two worlds: one that knows much about wealth—in those days, trade routes, the market, profits, and usury; in these, about financial globalisation, internet culture, international banking, offshore tax havens, and fraud. Each lacks an internal moral compass of a kind that marks a culture of learning from emotional experience, and also one that demonstrates the difficulties of sustaining such a stance and not betraying hard-won values. In psychoanalytic terms, that very distinction is all pervasive and was especially central to the thinking of the psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion. It constitutes the contrast between knowing about things and knowing and learning from experience. The distinction brings to the fore Oscar Wilde’s well-known insight into the characteristics of those who know the “price of everything and the value of nothing”.

The mercantile opportunism and decadent values of the Rialto (it is silk and spices that the merchant, Antonio, stands to lose) are, currently, all too familiar, though perhaps less specifically identifiable in the current “language” of the globalised economy. What needs to be considered is what kind of relationships, individual and collective, support, in some, the development of the personality, the growth of the mind; what kinds engender in people the courage to be themselves and, for example, to combat decadence in the name of fair trade; in others, quite the reverse. How can the modesty of the former modify or modulate the latter? I do not think it is merely fanciful to find these themes to be as central to The Merchant of Venice as to our own parlous times. Nor do I find it fanciful to “to see” played out in the plot some of the themes that are central to the processes of psychic development during the adolescent years, in particular.

The themes are embedded in perennial conflicts, differently weighted and freighted: those between man as an individual and as a social animal; between the human potential for growth and development and the social, political, and cultural vagaries and necessities that impact upon that. Such is the stuff of a range of psychoanalytic thinking. Such, too, is the subject of political philosophy over the years, and such are the conflicts that are epitomised in this much misunderstood play of Shakespeare’s. (The play is usually designated a “comedy” but it certainly has much in common with the “problem” plays.) It is my reading of those conflicts that I shall be exploring, along with some of Judt’s insights into the plight of a society in which “the language of politics itself has been vacated of substance and meaning” (2010, p. 165).

Intrinsic to many of Shakespeare’s dramatic narratives is the quest to achieve sufficient self-knowledge to ensure the future of the social fabric, whether personally, in terms of integrity, humility, love, and honour (usually represented, symbolically at least, by marriage) or, more publicly and historically, in terms of kingship and succession—as in the history plays. Usually the two are inextricable. The Merchant of Venice is also, importantly, about the failure, in some, of such a quest. It explores the incapacity to hold out against forces of, for example, greed, perversion, envy, power, prejudice, hatred, vengeance, and ignorance.

In the crudest terms, The Merchant of Venice addresses the relationship between internal values and principles and external societal and cultural mores, rules, and conventions. It is about internal and external reality, in other words, and the relationship between the two. It is about harmony and dissonance; love and hate; about the process of coming to know oneself and others and the difficulties of so doing; about the differentiation between kinds of knowledge—the genuinely exploratory and truth-seeking purpose of its acquisition, what Bion (1962) was to designate K, on the one hand, and the questionable use to which it can be put, on the other, -K in Bion’s terms. As he was memorably to say, “You can’t see the wisdom for the knowledge” (p. 46). The unifying distinctions in this series of dualities are played out in the polarised cultures of Belmont and Venice. The former is a culture of thought and what the psychoanalyst Donald Meltzer (1988) called “aesthetic reciprocity”, the latter of action, of bartering, dealing, gambling, and chancing. As J. S. Mill so wisely put it: “No great improvements in the lot of mankind are possible, until a great change takes place in the fundamental constitution of their modes of thought” (quoted in Judt, 2010, p. 151).
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