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  Introduction: to bind and guide the world

  



  
    It remains a fact that in almost every act of our daily lives, whether in the sphere of politics or business, in our social conduct or our ethical thinking, we are dominated by a relatively small number of persons […] who understand the mental processes and social patterns of the masses. It is they who pull the wires which control the public mind, who harness old social forces and contrive new ways to bind and guide the world – Edward Bernays, Propaganda (1928)

  

  The century since the American ‘father of Public Relations’, Edward Bernays, penned these words has been marked by stupendous advances in media and communications technology. Yet the unequal social relations which Bernays describes – and to whose furtherance Bernays dedicated his career as a US state and corporate propagandist – still pertain. Propaganda constituted a direct response to the socio-economic impasses of US capitalism in the 1920s, as a dearth of new markets, a crisis of overproduction and the lingering menace of proletarian revolution forced capitalists to devise ever more ingenious methods of mass persuasion; yet its account of a technocratic elite of mind managers that manipulates and regulates public opinion in the interests of the ruling class remains more relevant than ever. This book presents an overview of the ideological machinations of the contemporary news and current affairs media, written from a communist perspective – that is, from the perspective not of an unchanging set of ideas, but of what Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, in The German Ideology, called the ‘real movement that abolishes the present state of things’. Beleaguered and unstable as it is, the capitalist system continues to reproduce our social world – a world characterised by war, starvation, poverty and environmental destruction. Yet today, as in Bernays’ era, there exists another force in society – the working class – that from a communist perspective provides the only hope ‘to bind and guide the world’ towards a human future. This book identifies and critiques some of the ideological messages communicated by what Bernays called the ‘wires which control the public mind’ – in particular the news and current affairs media – in the context of the political, social and cultural struggle between the ruling class and the working class.

  In the present conjuncture, starting a book by invoking class struggle politics may seem imprudent. As an approach to understanding and acting upon the world, communism is distinctly unfashionable: it is possible that more people today believe in aliens or homeopathy than in the desirability of a global working class revolution. This state of affairs is hardly surprising. Despite the increasingly apparent economic instability at the heart of the system, the ideologues of capitalism stubbornly maintain, in tones ranging from resigned to triumphant, that capitalism reigns supreme – or at least that, to quote Margaret Thatcher, ‘There Is No Alternative’ to the current mode of production. As Francis Fukuyama boldly asserted following the collapse of the Soviet Union in his book The End of History, ‘liberal democracy in reality constitutes the best possible solution to the human problem’. In the face of this wretched consensus, it can appear that we are now ‘living without an alternative’, in Zygmunt Bauman’s famous phrase. In the past, economists such as Keynes routinely discussed when the capitalist mode of production would come to an end; yet today’s economists – whether out of embarrassment, fear or denial – tend not to raise this question. In the cultural imaginary, too, alternatives to capitalism are seldom posited; thus Slavoj Žižek endorses Fredric Jameson’s observation that it is now easier for us to imagine the final destruction of human species – a scenario worked through in myriad Hollywood apocalypse films – than it is to envisage a change in the way human society is organised.

  At first glance, the prospect of abolishing the class system through a radical re-organisation of global production – the process and results of which are known to Marxists and anarchists as communism – does indeed look remote. In Britain, as elsewhere, the working class is only just rediscovering its sense of confidence and militancy after the bitter experiences of the 1980s – notably, the state’s defeat of the Miners’ Strike. Politicians assure the public that everybody is now middle class, while relatively few proletarians self-identify as working class or engage in radical politics. In the universities, too, communism has receded as an explanatory and analytical paradigm: academic research is increasingly funded and conducted according to a business model, as the flawed but indulgent concept of liberal education gives way to market forces and the deadening jargon of ‘employability’ and ‘skills’. Yet try as they might, the forces of capitalism cannot dispel their nemesis, communism – and they cannot stop workers from struggling to forge the human future that communism represents. Despite the scandalous arrogation of the adjectives ‘Marxist’, ‘communist’ and ‘socialist’ by capitalist states past and present – from the Soviet Union to Venezuela – and despite the perpetuation of such falsifications by a host of academics and journalists, communism remains a revolutionary force across the world, as working class militancy grows in response to the global crisis of capitalism. Marxian theory, meanwhile, remains the most powerful paradigm for understanding both capitalism and the products of its media industries. But Marxism is an almost forgotten critical paradigm within the field of critical media studies today. Indeed, this book’s titular promise to outline ‘the’ communist critique of the media derives less from a desire to claim this short text as definitive than from a feeling that communist perspectives are widely misunderstood or neglected in contemporary critical circles and that their fundamental elements and insights therefore need to be restated.

  Without doubt, capitalism has been the most dynamic mode of production the world has ever known; Marx himself marvelled at its achievements. Yet capitalist social relations, in Marxian jargon, ultimately become a fetter on the development of humanity’s productive forces. The massive and relentless destruction of human life and infrastructure in the last one hundred years indicates that capitalism is less and less able to realise its gains in productivity at the social level. The workers’ movement of a century ago recognised what is today so often overlooked or denied: that capitalism, wracked by its internal contradictions, had undergone a decisive shift and had entered a period of decay. Having abolished scarcity and made communism possible by the early twentieth century, capitalism today is an obsolete system whose continuance offers humanity only increasing misery. As the social symptoms of this retrogression – poverty, starvation, holocausts, environmental degradation and economies increasingly based upon drugs, arms and gangsterism – become more difficult to disguise, the media play a vital role, it is argued here, in concealing their systemic origins.

  Based on a number of short case studies, this book analyses how the capitalist media uphold the capitalist status quo and emphasize the necessity of exploitation, nationalism and imperialism. But it is imperative to realise that the ideological orientation of the capitalist media is not only, or even primarily, right-wing. Indeed, in keeping with the principles of communist politics, this book critiques not just the stratagems of the conservative press and broadcasters, but also the ideological subterfuges of the ‘progressive’ media. A key argument of the book is that journalists and the left-liberal commentariat – in their advocacy of such shibboleths as ‘humanitarian intervention’, ‘national defence’, ‘green politics’ and ‘anti-fascism’ – play an even more insidious role in the ideological justification of capitalist social relations than the system’s right-wing apologists. This is especially true in so-called ‘advanced’ capitalist countries such as the United Kingdom, whose news media constitute the principal focus of this critique. There is no space in this short text to discuss in detail questions of news media institutions, the working practices of journalists, or the ways in which media audiences interact with the news media; yet these omissions do not in themselves invalidate the book’s arguments, which focus primarily on ideological messages and meanings.

  As well as identifying and contesting the propaganda of the capitalist media, this book challenges a wide range of academic and journalistic opinion about politics and the media. Since academics and journalists are seldom favourably disposed towards communism, the tone of this book is rarely peaceable. Undoubtedly, too, many liberals will find the book ‘biased’; after all, as Michael Parenti succinctly notes in Inventing Reality, ‘people who never complain about the one-sidedness of their mainstream political education are the first to complain of the one-sidedness of any challenge to it’. But as capitalism drags humanity towards annihilation and the validity of Rosa Luxemburg’s perspective of ‘socialism or barbarism’ becomes ever clearer, political neutrality is hardly an option. Here we can do no better than repeat Walter Benjamin’s austere advice: ‘anyone incapable of taking sides should say nothing’.
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  Different worlds: the ruling class

  and the working class

  



  
    The working class and the employing class have nothing in common – Preamble to the International Workers of the World constitution (1905)

  

  As bell hooks notes at the start of her book Where We Stand, ‘nowadays it is fashionable to talk about race or gender; the uncool subject is class. It’s the subject that makes us all tense, nervous, uncertain about where we stand’. The contemporary queasiness about ‘class’ is reflected by the virtual eradication of the word from mainstream media discourse. News reports typically refer to ‘ordinary’ rather than working class people. Governments, too, increasingly forswear the language of class exploitation, preferring the more emollient rhetoric of ‘marginalisation’ and ‘social exclusion’ – keywords in what Pierre Bourdieu and Loïc Wacquant, in their article on ‘neoliberal newspeak’, have called the ‘new planetary vulgate’ of liberal capitalism, ‘from which the terms “capitalism”, “class”, “exploitation”, “domination”, and “inequality” are conspicuous by their absence’. In academia, meanwhile, class has become what Ulrich Beck calls a ‘zombie category’ that continues to haunt critical discourse although its substantive content has largely been hollowed out. If we are to understand capitalism or its media from a communist perspective, however, class must be our starting point.

  The theory and practice of communism are premised on the analysis of capitalism. In The Communist Manifesto of 1848, Marx and Engels proposed that capitalism was spreading across the globe and that the structure of industrialised societies was increasingly bifurcating into two mutually antagonistic classes. The bourgeoisie or ruling class owns the means of production (such as factories, supermarkets, schools or call centres) and derives profit from the ‘surplus value’ produced by workers. The proletariat or working class creates the society’s wealth, producing commodities in return for a wage. The terms of this basic analysis remain relevant today. It is certainly true that many contemporary workers hold wrongheaded or confused opinions about the nature of their class interests. It is also true that deindustrialisation, gentrification, the breakdown of the extended family and many other factors have wrought massive changes in the nature of working class culture in Western countries in recent decades. It must also be acknowledged that some individuals occupy conflicted class positions that are resistant to classification; as Martin Glaberman notes in his pamphlet The Working Class and Social Change, the communist view of class, unlike its sociological counterpart, does not attempt to account for everybody and is no less valid for that. Yet as capitalism’s crisis deepens, the fundamental fact of working class existence – exploitation – is more palpable than ever, as is the social antagonism between the exploited and their rulers. In fact, The Communist Manifesto’s description of class polarisation now seems grimly prescient: since Marx’s era, when the global working class was massively outnumbered by the peasantry, capitalism has conquered the entire globe, subjecting ever greater swathes of humanity to its rule.

  For communists, class – rather than gender, sexuality, race or nationality – is the central category of political and social analysis. In his 2008 New Left Review article ‘Against diversity’, Walter Benn Michaels bluntly proposes that American liberals tend to ‘carry on about racism and sexism in order to avoid doing so about capitalism’. Michaels observes that decades of anti-racist and anti-sexist legislation and campaigning in the US, far from reducing inequality, have been perfectly compatible with its deepening:

  
    In 1947 – seven years before the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, sixteen years before the publication of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique – the top fifth of American wage-earners made 43 per cent of the money earned in the US. Today that same quintile gets 50.5 per cent. In 1947, the bottom fifth of wage-earners got 5 per cent of total income; today it gets 3.4 per cent. After half a century of anti-racism and feminism, the US today is a less equal society than was the racist, sexist society of Jim Crow. Furthermore, virtually all the growth in inequality has taken place since the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1965 – which means not only that the successes of the struggle against discrimination have failed to alleviate inequality, but that they have been compatible with a radical expansion of it. Indeed, they have helped to enable the increasing gulf between rich and poor.

  

  When there is exploitation to be done, capitalism is essentially blind to differences of gender, race and sexuality. Although the cultivation of racism, sexism and homophobia often proves politically useful to capitalists, it is perfectly possible, in theory at least, for capitalism to offer formal equality to black people, women, and homosexuals. It follows that feminism, civil rights and gay rights movements do not in themselves threaten capitalism as class struggles do. The attempts of New Left theoreticians and contemporary hegemony theorists to posit the replacement of the working class as a revolutionary subject with a coalition of identity groups are therefore highly problematic. Unlike other categories of social difference, class constitutes an absolute division in capitalist society, since the antagonism between the exploited and exploiting classes is the system’s essential structural feature.

  Politicians naturally attempt to deny or mystify this antagonism through a variety of strategies. In so-called ‘rich’ states such as Britain and the US, they have periodically propagated the myth of a universal middle class. When Labour came to power in the UK in 1997, for example, the party’s John Prescott declared the class struggle to be over, asserting that Britons were ‘all middle class’. Just a few years later, Tony Blair argued that the working class was disappearing and giving way to ‘an expanded middle class, with ladders of opportunity for those of all backgrounds’. Yet if anything, the ‘middle class’ of relatively well-off workers has been shrinking since the 1970s, as capitalism’s economic crisis forces workers to work longer for less pay and previously privileged groups of workers are proletarianised.

  When they are not denying the existence of the working class, politicians seeking to boost their public credibility like to claim membership of it. On the BBC’s political discussion programme The Andrew Marr Show (23 May 2010), for example, Labour’s Andy Burnham – a self-described socialist – professed his frustration that too few people can access professions such as politics, law and the media, frequently alluding to his own working class ‘background’. Similarly, in a BBC documentary entitled John Prescott: The Class System and Me (2008), John Prescott embarked on a quest to understand the meaning of class, identifying himself as a worker, despite his erstwhile denial of class hierarchies. Tucking into a portion of fish and chips, Prescott averred that his unpretentious meal signalled his proletarian status and claimed that he draws strength from the support he receives from ‘ordinary working people’. ‘They give you that succour’, said Prescott, ‘that comfort that comes from solidarity, even though they know I’m in a different kind of world than they are’. Presenting himself as a man of the people, Prescott distanced himself from the accusations of luxurious living that once earned him the mocking soubriquet ‘Two Jags’. Yet Prescott does inhabit ‘a different kind of world’ to the working class people whom he claims support him. This is not just a question of his lifestyle choices. Communists understand class as a relation to the means of production, which one class owns and controls and another uses in production. No matter how many chips or pints of beer he consumes, Prescott – who in 2010 accepted a peerage after many years of gamely professing his distaste for such honours – is a part of the apparatus of capitalist political control.

  Class is not primarily a matter of one’s accent, consumption habits, place of birth, or whether one performs manual or mental labour. Put simply, the working class is the source of profit for capitalists. It is the dispossessed class: its members have no capital, no control over the overall conditions of their lives and nothing to live upon but their ability to work for a wage. Workers may possess a house and a car and may even have some ‘disposable income’; but they must nevertheless sell their labour power to an employer in return for a liveable wage. Workers’ material interests are to obtain better living and working conditions from capitalists, and ultimately – as the only revolutionary class – to destroy capitalism. The objective of the capitalist, however, is to increase exploitation and profits while reducing costs. Since the conflict between these interests is irreconcilable, the principal propaganda role of the capitalist media is, as Marx and Engels succinctly put it in The German Ideology, to ‘present a particular interest as general or the “general interest” as ruling’. The capitalist media must convince workers that their true interests lie in supporting capitalism (presented as ‘the national interest’) and that the interests of workers and capitalists are congruous, such that – whether in war, industrial action, economic or environmental crisis – we are ‘all in it together’.
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