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‘Totally Locally’, green radicals and the rural right

Picture a valley in northern England with high sides. A river runs through it. It is bleak in winter, but expands like a green lung in summer. A canal, a railway line and a road also run through the valley. They weave around each other, over bridges and under tunnels, which connect the towns along the valley to Leeds in the north and Manchester in the south.

This deep, north-south Pennine gash is dissected from the east and west by the border of two counties, Yorkshire and Lancashire. Right on this crossroads is a town. Its town hall is split in two: a frieze on its neo-classical frontage depicts agricultural work on the Yorkshire side, and cotton production on the Lancashire side. For the size of the place, with 17,000 inhabitants, the town hall is enormous, designed by John Gibson, an assistant to Sir Charles Barry, who designed the Houses of Parliament in London. The public park is also on a London scale. These spaces are reminders that the town was one of the hubs and coils of the industrial machine in the nineteenth-century northwest. The canal and railway were its wiring, connected up to the prototypical capitalist calculating machine in nearby Manchester.1

This is Todmorden. Of course, Todmorden is now a post-industrial town – it calls itself a ‘market town’, and the population has almost halved since its industrial heyday.

Western imperialism, inseparable from those emerging circuits of capitalism, brought raw materials such as cotton into the town to be processed and exported. The town also saw inward migration, and now around four percent of the population are registered as Muslim. But this word ‘inward’ is insidious, see how it trips off the tongue. ‘Inward’ only makes sense if one views ‘Old England’ as the centre of a new colonial empire, and times have changed: In the 1990s, a Buddhist monastery occupied an old cotton baron’s mansion on the moor above the valley here. It had previously been used as a borstal. This said a great deal about the post-industrial afterlife of the town, and the sudden disappearance of the entire organised Buddhist community to Tibet a few years ago now says much about the global network of which this town is just another node.2

Yet despite the town’s undeniable opening-out to the global, ‘localism’ is still inherently entwined with forms of inward thinking which can become dangerous, particularly as the eurozone crisis and recession deepens. If we walk up a particular valley side, just below the moorland the valley cuts into, we will find an old ruined farmhouse, which is more eighteenth century than nineteenth, twentieth or twenty-first, with its cracked stone flags, ancient fireplaces and crumbling stone walls. Here lives Michael Smith, who, until very recently, was the ‘commissioner’ of the Britain For The British Party, a senior, military-style title, within an American-style, neo-Nazi organisation.

Smith looks like a clichéd redneck or hillbilly, with his beard and mid-western American agricultural clothes. But this image slips in the eyes of the public: for some people in the town he looks like a clichéd ‘lefty’, and a few of them assume that he is actually left-wing. The Britain For The British Party is tiny, but they have a notorious ex-member in Sean Judd, currently serving a sixteen year prison sentence for a range of offences. Five years ago, police raided the truck driver’s home in Newcastle, tipped off about child pornography – which they found – along with a Nazi-style flag in a bedroom and the makings of a small holocaust: nail bombs, gunpowder, fuses, bullets, swords, axes, knives, a bayonet and information on how to poison people.

This town is not known for its neo-Nazis, even though it is situated inside a wider web of towns known for race hate, for instance Burnley, Oldham and Rochdale. If this town is now known for anything beyond its borders, it is for its ‘green radicals’, local growing groups who plant vegetables in the town which anyone can pick, who have an agenda to make the town self-sufficient in food by 2018. This green group successfully projects itself through the circuits of national and international media, yet within the municipal borders, neo-Nazi Michael Smith pulled twenty-one more votes in recent local elections than the Green Party.

Taking his cue from the British National Party, who in recent years have attempted to elide their hard fascist roots, Smith recently tried to make his image more ‘friendly’. But this led to him being expelled from his own party, as the makeover involved bringing a female, east Asian Fascist to the town for a few days of canvassing. They chatted to Pakistani market stallholders, and Smith posted pictures of this day out on his blog. A dictat was then issued by Britain For The British Party central, expelling Smith immediately for ‘mingling with the gook public’. Smith also posted photographs of himself with the Asian fascist, posing with rifles and pistols, in front of swastika flags, pictures of Hitler, and reproductions of romantic landscapes in oils. The ancient cracked stone flags and fireplaces of the ruined farmhouse were the default backdrop to these photographs.

This backdrop is not merely incidental detail. During the industrial era, people clung on to the ‘old ways’, as the industrial revolution irreversibly swept all before it. If we return to E.P. Thompson’s 1963 text The Making of the English Working Class, we can see how the followers of Joanna Southcott and other apocalyptic religious sects thrived in this area, as enlightenment ways of knowing and doing swept her cult into history.3 When I see Michael Smith, struggling with his leaflets, and himself, down the street – Smith walks with the exaggerated, aggressive gait of the truly frightened – I see the cult of Southcott. But I recognise the same thing very strongly in my own ‘left-wing’ perspective on the world as well. In my mind, I have taken the path away from what is and into my own inner landscape, which presents similar dangers, particularly when strong emotional ties with place are at stake.

The concept of ‘old’ England and newer empires is not buried in dead decades, nor is ‘revolution’, it invisibly shape shifts to re-inhabit the present, and great care needs to be taken with the mental processes which can be triggered through inherited culture.

Of course, great care also needs to be taken not to confuse older, inactive cults, such as Southcottianism, with the cult of Hitler, in an area noted for its fascist elements. As I write, the Anders Breivik trial in Oslo has just ended. Smith has posted what looks like correspondence between himself and Breivik on his blog, which he has attempted to caveat by arguing against some of Breivik’s ideas. It is unclear whether these posts are genuine or not, but the wider point I want to make here is that there is nothing exclusively local about nasty localisms: Michael Smith’s attempts to re-localise – mentally – into smaller and smaller borders, this country, this county, this town, and then eventually to his own remote farm, where he is pictured with his hunting rifle and swastika, are actually underpinned by the unfettered global circulation of fascist rhetoric, which is itself hybrid and hybridising. This man accesses his information in the Public Library in the centre of town, provided for by the ‘liberals’ on the town council whom he despises. Yet the provision of the library is under threat, and the library opening hours have been reduced. This man sits inside one very large signifier of the way that public life is moving, he is literally sitting in the instability, completely oblivious, as he communicates within global flows which never cease, about the need to make things stable, as he sees it, in particular ways. The way he ‘sees it’ is also being constructed by these flows, he does not simply step into them to make contributions or interventions. There is then, if we understand the processes this way, nothing particularly national about nationalism either.

As we can see, the local neo-Nazi, thrown out of his own party for conspiring with eastern Asian fascists is a story which holds serious contradictions. But those contradictions don’t end with Michael Smith. A man I spoke to last week told me that the recession didn’t exist, only seconds before he blamed the recession on ‘workshy cunts’. This brings me to a big point I want to make here: we can no longer move through these landscapes – practically or intellectually – in a binary way, a dialectical approach is crucial, a dialectics of localism is required, because dialectical thinking can hold and explore inherent contradictions. I will explain this further as we go on.

‘Localism’ is on one hand perhaps essential, as climate change bites and networks of provision are required to shrink, but how the retrenchment into smaller borders happens sociologically concerns me greatly. ‘The local’ is the unwritten space of utopia in one sense: the place we have no choice but to go, but of course a lot depends on how that place is written, and it is being written in a bad order in many places, for many different and complex reasons.

Here, it is still essentially being written out of the bitterness of post-industrialism. This is a post-Empire landscape, although not necessarily a post-imperial one. In this sense, the ‘utopia’ thesis is wrong, there is never a completely blank space to be written. The local growing groups incubate fragments of old Co-operative movements borne out of the need to survive industrialism, and they also bear traces of apocalyptic old Methodism, at the same time as they distance themselves from the ‘new age’. Middle class, former HBOS banking staff are symbolically detoxifying themselves after the 2008 crash which HBOS contributed to, by moving into localist, organic food production. Here, many people are trying to step into the dark of the oncoming and uncertain landscape, by re-fashioning a new symbolic cloak, which actually fuses older fabrics and decorative figures together in particular ways.

This brings me to the other big question I want to address here, that of provincialism. Like many of the big themes I want to address in this book, provincialism is a mis-understood concept, and the quality literature to be found on the subject is tiny. Provincialism is not ‘of’ the provinces. It is not essentially geographical, just as there is nothing fundamentally national about nationalism. If accused of provincialism, people are likely to recoil because you are attacking their place of belonging as ‘being provincial’. ‘How dare you! We are not provincial!’ Right at that moment, when they refute the idea that they may be provincial, they are positing a provincial argument: In order to accuse me of accusing their locale of being provincial, they are fencing the accuser off, and right at that moment, by placing the accuser ‘outside’, they have either become provincial, or revealed their provincialism. Many conversations I overheard or took part in during research took this shape.

Provincialism is also not ‘of’ the provinces, in the sense that ‘provincial’ people are often designated as those who use national and nationalistic arguments. Racists such as Michael Smith use all the containers available, he talks of ‘true locals’ and the ‘truly British’, in spite of Britain’s current status as a very hybrid nation with strongly secessionist elements. His arguments are quite literally all-over-the-place, despite trying to be exclusively of one place, and I want to make a case here for a way of thinking which can somehow deal with that slipperiness.

If people could ‘do’ localism without excluding the other, without re-locating their own provincialism, racism or elitism in their sense of the ‘radical’, we could maybe call these processes ‘utopian’. But we might instead think of the term ‘atopos’ here, meaning out of place, or unbecoming. Michael Smith, the neo-Nazi, is an anomaly in many ways, but some of the rather cosy, localist networks are classed in a bad order, they are nostalgic, and they fetishise the rural in a way which resembles the volkisch movements in Germany. In Britain, figures such as William Morris clung to similar ideas. In Germany, ‘the local’ gradually became an Aryan meeting place where the Jews don’t go.

It would be vastly excessive to claim that this is happening here, but it isn’t excessive to claim that this is not simply a set of rainbow, ‘elective communities’, singing and dancing at the end of history. This is history opening again after the amnesia of the bubble years, but the idea that people are now ‘waking up’ needs to be resisted, until it can be proven that they are not simply falling into other, perhaps older dreams.
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Several returns

As we walk around this small town, I want to explain some of the philosophical thinking behind my return to it. Todmorden is my ‘home town’, although that cosy phrase now has little meaning on a rapid, globalised landscape. Taking their cue from C. Wright Mills, both Zygmunt Bauman and Ulrich Beck have asked us to try to seek public solutions to private problems, and this is largely what I am attempting here.4 I have made several returns to this place over the course of my life, I have not remained here in an unbroken line, nor does anyone else remain neatly in one channel during their lives.

In one sense, there are two forms of time working together as I write: a long immersion in this place; and the shorter time of distilling that into a book. Yet explaining what is happening as I write like this is all too easy and neat. Because immersion in time and place does not necessarily mean knowing. When I was growing up here, I lived in a row of worker cottages from the late eighteenth century. A story existed that John Wesley had written something on the gable end of this row, which had been sealed up by its rendering. But on returning, as a researcher, I find that the dates don’t match. Growing up here did not give me a stronger or more privileged access to ‘truth’, growing up here gave me an increased exposure to myth. So being ‘of’ a place is doubly impossible, not only is it impossible due to the rapid circulation of value globally, but it is impossible because there is no simple equation to be set up between long exposure to place and wisdom. Of course, some very old people are very wise, but some are not, quite the opposite.

These points may seem anecdotal, but actually, they led me – eventually – to return to dialectical thinking. Because as we can see, just walking around the town, many of the people here display inherent contradictions, and so a philosophical and epistemological approach to landscapes such as these needs to be found, one which can deal with contradiction, and that approach is proper dialectical thinking. Todmorden is a border town, it sits on the border of Lancashire and Yorkshire. This used to be easy to figure out, the county border once ran with the river, underneath the town hall, cutting it in two, giving it a Lancashire side and a Yorkshire side. Now, the geographical border is situated some way out of the town. Todmorden is now ‘in’ Yorkshire, but has a Lancashire postcode and telephone dial code. The way the local borders have been made fuzzy as the place became modernised speaks to the wider social situation, but it also describes any attempt to go to small towns such as these to research and write about them. The neat, clear borders are of the past for thinking, for epistemology, for the production of knowledge, as much as they are for identity and belonging.

This said, the borders placed around who owns what have not become fuzzy, this, it has to be stated, remains. But what became very clear here was the need for a solution to all the epistemological problems I have begun to outline. Because not only have simple things such as land line dialling codes problematised the idea of ‘borders’ here, the land lines themselves have become quaint little antiques. We need guidance on how to return to small towns, where various groups stubbornly continue to declare themselves unique and singular, whilst existing in a relativistic universe. We need, in places such as these, a way of working with contradiction.
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Practical dialectics

This is an argument about the usability of dialectical thinking, now, in 2013. This may sound very ‘lofty’, but I actually want to return the dialectic to practical use, but for a globalised world, via the concept of the ‘trace’. Ultimately, I also want to argue that this is a political act. In 2013, capitalism is still the one remaining Western grand narrative, although its remaining also contains its radical instability. Its inherent contradictions have been migrating to the surface of its discourses since 2008, although this is not the same thing as saying its end is nigh, or that this ‘nigh’ is inevitable, quite the opposite. Nobody needs to be a philosopher to understand this. Yet Marx’s work is flying out of bookshops, and at a conference presentation by Mike Savage recently, we were shown data from a very large class survey, which Marx would have understood well.5 I want to explore some of the philosophical ramifications of revisiting dialectical thinking now, in a necessarily truncated form.

The first thing we need to do is revisit the dialectic in order to understand it as ‘aufheben’, or ‘sublation’, and not just as the ‘thesis-antithesis-synthesis’ process it is often explained to be.

The dialectic is often laid out as a positive colliding with a negative, which then fuse chemically, producing a synthesis. But before we go any further, we need to understand the dialectic as something quite radically other than a simple ‘discourse’. For Hegel, ‘aufheben’ means processes which are both preserving and changing, as they move. It is not a simple binary process.6 This can be mapped directly on to the term ‘community’, which both remains and changes, moves on and adheres, but is also is a kind of container of contradiction, which the term ‘aufheben’ is, at root.

This is the dialectic I want to restore to Hegel, but much more importantly, I want to restore it to practical use, when walking around places such as this. Hegel’s Logic is not ‘common sense’ logic. There is no binary separating of concepts in order to recombine them, as in a crude, three-part discourse. Contradictory, warring aspects of historical processes are migrating towards and away from the surface of one whole reality all the time. This is ‘aufheben’, but it is also social life as experienced in places such as this.

The other side of this theoretical re-figuring involves putting the ‘aufheben’ back into Marx, who essentially described the ‘aufheben’ of commodity fetishism, a phenomena which arises out of the elision of labour power, of the product appearing to arrive to us ‘as made’. Marx explains how labour is evaporated in the commodity, how the ‘process is extinguished in the product’.7 Marx sees ‘aufheben’ in the wider processes of capitalism, he sees that a sale is also a purchase, and a purchase is also a sale, but to talk about these small parts of the process is to pluck small instances out of the wider reality. He sees that this whole process contains internal contradictions, that it is dialectical. Capitalism is still a dominant organising principle of ‘community’, and this is also something of a Marxist project, and so a return to dialectical thinking became crucial to it.
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Problematic dialectics

But I have perhaps explained this a little too neatly. I am returning to Hegel, and Marx, just after an era in which it seemed ‘natural’ to state that ‘our entire epoch struggles to disengage itself’ from Hegel.8 Stronger sentiments have been extended to Marx, despite his recent Amazon sales spike. The Hegelian dialectic, ‘aufheben’, carries some conceptual baggage, which is assumed to have sunk it already. But I want to work through that here, to lay aside some of the problematic elements before proceeding. In ‘aufheben’, which Hegel really wanted to describe, rather than simple dialogues, we also have an excessively inflexible version of ‘Truth’, which we can see via Kojéve:


Hegelian experience is a different story: it reveals concrete Reality, and reveals it without modifying or “perturbing” it. That is why, when this experience is described verbally, it represents a Truth in the strong sense of the term.



And here of we must pause, of course, as the whole history of structuralism and post-structuralism floods in, drowning Kojéve forever, and leaving only unidentifiable parts of the vast, monumental ruins of Hegel showing above the waterline, cracked and crumbling: We cannot begin to get to any form of truth without ‘perturbing’ that truth, without disturbing and reconstructing its ‘truthness’.

Space doesn’t allow a full reading of these philosophical debates, but I do need to explain what they destroyed: Hegel was the first, and as far as he was concerned, final, auditor-historian-philosopher. According to Kojéve, Hegel ‘is content to observe and describe the dialectic which was effected throughout history, and he no longer needs to make a dialectic himself.’ This is how Hegel’s system is seen to be closed, finished, and this is exactly where I must distance myself from Hegel. But in distancing myself, I also want to properly re-open what was thought to have been closed. Because dialectical method itself is not submerged with the rest of the Hegelian ruins, it floats free, therefore it is always moving, and it can form a raft via which we might view the fragments on the surface.

Theodor Adorno’s 1951 text Minima Moralia 9 both continues and critiques the work of Hegel. In his ‘Dedication’ he describes how, under post-war consumer capitalism, the Western person is a subject ‘for-itself’ but no longer ‘in-itself’. A lifted-out, alienated life of consumption has emerged. Adorno is using terms from Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. Hegel claims that his dialectical method, aufheben, abhors ‘anything isolated’, and so Adorno thinks that Hegel might have scorned the fragmented, aphoristic form which Minima Moralia takes. Adorno thinks that this idea’s time has passed though. Hegel’s method attempted to get beyond ‘being-for-itself’ and to see the whole as truth, but later, Adorno inverts this, saying ‘The whole is the false’.10 Adorno wants to return to the personal-as-politics, retaining Hegel’s revealing mind in desolation, but ditching Hegel’s wider, macro project as ‘liquidating the particular’. Adorno is clear though, his relation to Hegelian dialectics is itself dialectical:


This book forgets neither the system’s claim to totality, which would suffer nothing to remain outside it, nor that it remonstrates against this claim…



Hegel, Adorno claims, does not respect his own demand to be ‘in the world’, rather than beyond it, ‘to penetrate into the immanent content of the matter’ to attain truth, the mind must face and dwell on the negative, the ‘reflections on a damaged life’ which form Minima Moralia’s subtitle. This is what I want to do here, and negative in these debates means both critical and transforming.

If the subject is smashed, then the aphorism, the fragment, is essential. I am going to argue that Adorno’s words in the late 1940s are still highly relevant today, and it is only via the fragment, or ‘trace’, that we refigure epistemology in order to proceed in an age of still-unstoppable global capital. Adorno explains that the ‘splinter in your eye is the best magnifying glass.’ These fragments of Minima Moralia tell us how to reposition our view of the world dialectically, and how to see it in pieces and through those pieces. It also tells us how to re-approach autoethnography, or rather the personal-as-politics, something which also connects with C. Wright Mills’ idea of connecting private troubles with public issues.

In Hegelian ‘absolute knowledge’, the distinction between the universe-as-god and the universe-as-material is dissolved as finally irrelevant. For many, myself included, it is simply impossible to live there. It is unknowable in its fullness. But this does not necessarily stop us from comprehending flashes of illuminated fragments of something much larger than us in the night, nor doing so through a return to a revised form of dialectical method.

I don’t want to try to blind you with theoretical exegesis to win an argument here. But I do want to explain that we need to find the limits of the practical dialectic, in the field – out there – to test and find out where its limits lie, and that I believe that this can produce useful work.

The view of self-consciousness as radically incomplete, emerging from post-structuralist discourse, denies Hegel his view of any kind of ‘completed’ form of man. This is correct. But conversely, this radically fragmented subject is precisely what returns me to the doing of dialectics, as a process, as a way of thinking. Of course many post-structuralists sought something like an expansion of the dialectic, but the political subject became too broken up by post-structuralism.

The excessive ‘Truth’ of Hegelianism, crumbled by the floods of various post-moments, does not stop the dialectic being a useful tool, and a particular kind of return to it can temper some of the excesses of post-structuralism. Dialectics have actually been denied as a kind of method, and claimed as a force of nature, but I do not buy this. Semiotics and anthropology go some way to characterising homo sapiens as mutators of meaning, as transformers, symbolisers, makers and imaginers: Homo negator. Here we have, I think, a practical way back into the ‘doing’ of dialectics. The researcher and philosopher do not escape being ‘inside’ these processes, nor do sociologists escape the social. In a sense then, I am putting forward a proposal that I, you, us, do dialectics again. A dialectics with no end in sight: Infinite (yet finite) semiosis, infinite (yet finite) dialectics. Meaning, or dialectal thinking, cannot ever be either final or infinite for a subject who judges, who is also tied to a mortal body. We cannot know infinity, temporally or spatially – a point which heretically ushers Kant back in – but it is crucial to state that meaning and dialectics will go on beyond us.11 This is what Adorno urged us to undertake in Negative Dialectics, a dialectics let loose in permanent, but global revolution.12

I want to argue for a re-opened, unstable, radically unfinished form of dialectics, which can be grasped out in the world. An ad hoc dialectics, to combine with Jameson and Williams’ ad hoc base-and-superstructure.13 We need to go out there again, as writers, researchers, thinkers, or artists, and begin to follow the dialectic practically again. But to get to the point where the dialectic can start, the transparency of our existence in the world must be loosened by ‘the trace’. This is how the dialectic is put in motion, and I want to describe what I mean by this next.
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