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Abstract  

This thesis explores the understudied area of masculinity in radical left-wing social 

movements. While there is a scattered gendered body of literature on social movements, how 

men participate and construct masculinities has received less scholarly attention. Specifically, 

this thesis develops the analytical concept of "inarticulate masculinities" - how men's 

experiences and expressions of masculinity may not conform to traditional gender norms but 

struggle to articulate themselves as doing so.  

This thesis identifies a gap in the academic study of masculinity in social movements. 

A theoretical framework is drawn from the works of Raymond Williams and Felix Guattari to 

propose a novel method for understanding the shaping of identities within cultures, especially 

radical political cultures.  

Drawing on interviews with men involved in Momentum, I explore how left-wing 

cultures shape and discipline masculine identities. While left-wing men can – and do – 

perpetuate patriarchal power structures and traditional gender roles under the guise of radical 

activism, this thesis highlights how alternative and emergent masculine practises manifest.   

The significance of this research extends beyond a better understanding of 

masculinity in social movements. The thesis argues that inarticulate masculinities have 

broader implications for affect studies and social movement research. Scholars can better 

understand the affective dimensions of political engagement by exploring men's emotional 

experiences and expressions in social movements. Through highlighting how gender norms 

are constructed and contested in social movements, this research contributes to a more 

nuanced understanding of how political practises and cultures shape and sustain identities.  
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Chapter One: Introduction  
 

In 2013, the Socialist Workers' Party – for many years a significant force within the 

British left - collapsed. The controversy that would be the Party's downfall was several years 

in the making. In January 2013, the blog Socialist Unity published a "near-verbatim 

transcript" of a meeting of the SWP's Disputes Committee (Binh, 2013, no pagination). It 

detailed the accusation against a SWP's Central Committee member of rape by a teenage 

female activist in the Party in 2010. The transcript provoked outrage; the accused Party 

member, "Comrade Delta," had other complaints about his sexual conduct by women in the 

Party (Renton, 2016), and claims of a cover-up of severe sexual abuse began to emerge. 

Owen Hathersley, writing in The Guardian (2013, no pagination), notes that the Disputes 

Committee "consisted of the accused's friends" and that the Party claimed that its manner of 

dealing with the rape claim was superior to what it branded "bourgeois justice."    

As the crisis unfolded, more details emerged from the blogs and tweets of current and 

former SWP members. On his blog Lenin's Tomb, Richard Seymour describes the flailing 

tactics used by the SWP to ward off accusations of sexism, malpractice, and cover-up: "...the 

members who raise this issue, many of them students, are yelled at in meetings, denounced 

for 'creeping feminism' ...Old polemics against 'feminism' from the 1980s, always somewhat 

dogmatic, are dusted off and used as a stick to beat dissenters with" (Seymour, 2013a, no 

pagination). The final straw for many SWP members was an article entitled Is Leninism 

Finished? by Alex Callinicos (International Secretary of the SWP) defending the Party. The 

article does not reference rape and simply dismisses the matter as a "difficult disciplinary 

case" (Callinicos, 2013, no pagination). In the weeks and months after the scandal broke, the 

SWP's numbers shrunk dramatically, with the entire Socialist Workers Student Society 
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(SWSS) disaffiliating from the Party (Muir, 2013) among hundreds if not thousands of 

members. Former SWP member and comedian Mark Steel estimated in April 2013 that only 

around 600 members were left in the SWP, down from around 6,000 (Steel, 2013). While the 

SWP continues to exist as I write these words in 2023, its reputation remains tarnished by the 

scandal. If one were to stroll through the University of Manchester Campus, one would still 

find SWP posters slapped onto bus shelters and lampposts. However, they will inevitably be 

defaced, and – more often than not – graffitied phrases such as "Rape Apologists!" and 

"Google Comrade Delta!" blot out traces of the party line.   

The crisis in the SWP is perhaps the most attention-grabbing example of tensions 

around sexual politics in the British left, but it is far from the only one. Indeed, we might say 

that the left in Britain, especially the radical left, has a somewhat chequered history of sexism 

and misogyny. Long before the name "Comrade Delta" meant anything of significance, the 

Workers Revolutionary Party imploded after it emerged that a leading member – Gerry Healy 

– had sexually abused over twenty women in the Party (Clement, 1985). The response of the 

WRP pre-empted that of the SWP some decades later; Healy was, like Comrade Delta, 

heroised, while the women who accused him were branded as "liars" and dismissed 

(Horsnell, 1985; Pirani, 2013).  In 2017, the Revolutionary Communist Group faced a similar 

crisis after suspending and reinstating a member accused of historic sexual violence (FRFI, 

2017).  

However, outside of the extremes of sexual violence or harassment, it is possible to 

piece together an image of a troubled left. Whether radical or more moderate, the political left 

has long been dogged by the suggestion that it is not immune from sexism or sexist attitudes. 

Writing in 1973, Shelia Rowbotham recounts how reluctant many men on the left were to 

acknowledge the importance of feminism or the impact of sexism: "Men will often admit that 
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other women are oppressed, but not you. Well it was true in the past, but not now, well yes 

they are in Liverpool but not in London or wherever you live…" (Rowbotham, 2015, p.37). 

Research by the scholar-activist Salvage Collective has highlighted the pervasiveness of 

sexism in both the radical left and grassroots movements (Downes, 2016; 2017). Indeed, 

women in left-wing movements and parties often found themselves expected to reproduce 

patriarchal practises, such as doing domestic or unpaid creative labour for the men in their 

movements (Lagalisse, 2010; Chen, 2013). It is worth noting that while the examples I have 

provided above are from radical left groups in Britain, the problem is not limited by nation. 

There were incidents of sexual violence at Occupy Camps in both Glasgow and Cleveland in 

2011 (McKeown, 2011); Qadir (2015) highlights a seemingly superficial interest in 'the 

woman question' reinforces a public/private distinction in radical politics in Pakistan; Ansari 

(2020), reflecting on her experience as a Muslim woman involved in India's radical left, 

points on that "misogyny is not a right-wing trait, it's a male trait," (no pagination).  The issue 

transcends borders. Indeed, the idea that self-proclaimed male feminists can be problematic is 

not confined to the radical left (Murphy, 2018; Harrington, 2021); what makes it most 

striking is that these incidents are taking place in movements which consciously claim to 

oppose patriarchy and misogyny.   

Existing scholarship on gender and social movements is – in its current form – 

sizeable but scattered. Work, especially in the feminist tradition, has critically examined 

social movements' engagement with gender and how gender and gendered practices shape 

and sustain social movement dynamics, mobilising frames and identities (Hurwtiz and 

Crossley, 2019). Scholars such as Whittier (2013) have contended that social movements are 

gendered, even if those movements do not explicitly engage with gender as a matter of 

politics.  Scholarship has extended this analysis to movements outside of the Anglosphere 

(Roy, 2016), and how queer activists and queer social movements have contributed towards 
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broader discussions and conceptualisations of queer identity (Broad, 2002; Miller, Taylor and 

Rupp, 2016).  

Relatedly, masculinities in social movements have gained some critical scrutiny. 

There is a growing body of literature that examines masculinity within far-right social 

movements (Kelly, 2017; Sauer, Dietze, and Roth, 2020), as well as how women involved in 

far-right movements navigate environments where traditional or hegemonic masculinities 

tend to hold significant cultural and social power (Worth, 2017). These lines of enquiry build 

on research into the myriad of Men’s Rights Movements that began to emerge in the 20th 

Century (Messner, 1998; Coston and Kimmel, 2013; Kimmel, 2017), as well as the 

ideological and network links between the Men’s Rights Movement and the far right (Träbert, 

2017).  More recently, this vein of scholarship has tended towards critical examination of the 

growing – and troubling – eco-system of online activism and social media content that makes 

up the ‘manosphere’ (Schmitz and Kazyak, 2016; Ging, 2019; Jones, 2020; Bazzano , 2020). 

However, the far right and men’s rights are not the only categories of social movements to be 

explored through the lens of masculinity. Pajumets and Hearn (2021) have drawn attention to 

the reproduction of dominant masculinities in ecological movements in Estonia, often 

through seemingly rejecting such masculinities; Connell (1990) has done similar work on the 

Australian eco-movement. Burgin (2012) explores how anti-war movements can become 

spaces for making and challenging new notions of masculinities and femininities. Tidy (2016) 

comes to similar conclusions about gendered dissenting subjectivities in such movements. 

Ally movements – such as men’s anti-violence against women movements – are noted as 

spaces where dominant masculinities can be challenged (Casey, 2010) or reproduced as a 

form of ‘hybrid masculinity’ (Sorin, 2022).  Indeed, the masculinities of labour and trade 

union movements have also garnered scrutiny (Creese, 1999; Ho, 2011; Ledwith, 2012; Dean 

and Roberts, 2020). A prevailing theme in this latter body of research pertains to one of the 
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concerns of this thesis – that is, the important – though perhaps not novel realisation that 

progressive or perhaps even radical spaces and movements can reproduce hegemonic 

masculinities, masculinities often couched in a new rhetoric, but resulting in the same 

consequences for women, gender non-conforming people, and men with alternative 

masculinities.  

For movements of the left and radical left, especially those in the socialist or Marxist 

tradition, the literature is somewhat more scattered. A substantial body of literature exists on 

the British left and radical left, exploring its history and electoral practises (Kelly, 2018), its 

(relative) resurgence in response to austerity policies (Ward, 2022), and the left and radical 

left’s engagement and interventions in matters of culture (Dean, 2015;2018). Historians of 

gender have drawn attention to the masculinities and masculinised politics of left and radical 

left movements of the past (Dudink, Hagermann and Tosh, 2004; McCormack, 2007), and 

there is a smaller body of literature on contemporary movements and the masculinities within 

those movements (Sullivan, 2007; Coleman and Bassi, 2011; Craddock, 2019), or offer a 

more general analysis of the gender and sexual politics of the left. Of these studies, critical 

attention is paid to movements in Latin America (Coleman and Bassi, 2011), Southern 

Europe (Sullivan, 2007), and Scandinavia (Christensen, 2011), with only a small number of 

studies subjecting the British left to a critical examination of matters of gender (Dean and 

Maiguascha, 2018; Craddock, 2019).  This literature is reviewed in more detail in Chapter 

Three. Again, the general conclusion is much the same as that identified above. However, 

though this body of literature offered thoughtful and nuanced contributions on the 

construction of masculinities on the left and how masculinities shape, discipline and sustain 

social movement dynamics, there remains much we do not know about the gender and sexual 

politics of the British left, and the role of masculinities within it. While feminists have drawn 

attention to both the "unhappy marriage" of Marxism and Feminism (Hartmann, 1979) and 
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the epistemological dissonances between the two ideologies (Bakan, 2012), the problem 

appears to be broader than just ideological tensions. There are more significant questions here 

about men in left-wing groups, what they do, and what they should do.  These moments of 

crisis and the seemingly un-interruption of patriarchy within radical spaces highlight a kind 

of absence, a gap in academic knowledge, what March (2013) calls the "gaping lacuna" in 

social movement studies. This lacuna is around the questions of sexual and gender politics on 

the left; what are the expectations, rules and behaviours around sex and gender, and is there 

some dissonance between word and deed, ideology and action? To ask these critical questions 

is to reject the logic that "by virtue of being progressive, by virtue of fighting for equality and 

social justice…we are somehow above behind held…accountable" (Penny, 2013, no 

pagination)  and to explore how practices around sex and gender are shaped by movements, 

by the ideologies of movements, and by the cultures distinct to movements.    

Another critical element to this lacuna is what it means to be a man on the left. 

Feminists have pointed out the overt masculinity of the left regarding its iconography, 

language and aesthetics (Chapman and Rutherford, 1989; Hearn, 1987). Scholarship points us 

to the important (but not necessarily novel) conclusion that social movements often reproduce 

the structures and practises of a world that they ostensibly oppose. My point here is not to 

dismiss those theoretical threads. However, what is missing is a clearer understanding of how 

left-wing men understand their masculinity in relation to their movements – how does being 

part of a radical left movement create and sustain certain kinds of masculinity and discipline 

others? What is the impact of this on the broader culture of the movement? And how do men 

navigate the complexities of sexual and gender politics, which, as we have seen in the 

previous paragraphs, can lead movements to collapse?   
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My understanding of masculinity within this thesis owes much to the now well-

established concept of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 2005; Connell and Messerschmidt, 

2005), especially the insight that what is considered masculine is culturally contingent, and 

thus honoured forms of masculinity will vary between contexts and cultures. However, this 

thesis adds two additional theoretical concepts to its considerations of masculinity: affect and 

militancy. I draw from what is often referred to as the "affective turn" in social sciences 

(Clough, 2007). Affect is a notoriously nebulous concept, but it can be thought of as that 

which comes before emotions and often before language. It moves us to act, or not act, in 

ways that we cannot often rationalise or immediately put into words. While affect may seem 

at first glance to be abstract, affect relates both to embodiment (the body, its interactive 

process, and the tangible process of perception and cultural acquisition) and emotions (more 

concrete expressions of feelings which are often culturally coded). As scholars such as Reeser 

(2019)  have pointed out, affect can threaten hegemonic masculinity (as, for our purposes, a 

means to analyse how resistant and alternative masculinities emerge). However, hegemonic 

masculinities can also utilise affect to entrench masculine power. Similarly, I argue in 

Chapter Two that affect is also a lens by which we might understand social movement 

cultures. Cultures are both about meaning-making and feeling-making, but how affect is 

received and transmitted can result in a certain amount of disagreement and dissonance, 

messiness often overlooked by the more dominant 'frame' perspective within social 

movement theory (Snow et al., 1988).     

In comparison, militancy seems to be at odds with affect. Suppose affect is pre-

linguistic and hard to grasp. In that case, militancy comes with connotations of rigidity, 

dogmatism, and an uncompromising approach to the world and the self (though, as I will 

argue in Chapter Three, militancy is a term used with a certain degree of imprecision in both 

popular and scholarly literature.) As a sense of selfhood and as a methodology for radical 
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politics, militancy, or being a militant, has a rich history in the radical left, especially within 

Marxist and socialist movements – one can be both a militant, practise political militancy and 

be part of a militant organisation (Althusser, 1970; Blanc, 1972; Guattari, 1984;  Nunes, 

2013). Scholars have identified how militancy and militant subjectivities are often gendered 

and culturally coded masculine (Sullivan, 2007; Coleman and Bassi, 2011; Craddock, 2019). 

However, it's essential to understand that militancy can be affective and that affect can be 

understood as both masculine and militant in specific contexts (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988; 

Bergman and Montgomery, 2017).   

 This thesis aims to provide an understanding of the sexual and gender politics of 

radical left-wing social movements and the intersection between culture, militancy and affect 

in such movements; to examine and explore how masculinities are created and shaped by 

participation in radical left social movements; and to reflect on what can be learned from how 

left-wing activists navigate gender and sexual politics. With these objectives in mind, I 

present three key research questions:  

1. How does the culture of radical left movements create, sustain and discipline 

certain kinds of masculinity and militancy? What models of resistance to these 

exist?    

2. How have activists critiqued dominant militant masculinities within radical left 

culture, and what lessons can the left learn from this?     

3. What is the role of affect and affective practises in movement culture, and how 

does this include or exclude gender as a category of analysis?     
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The relationship between the questions and the themes mentioned above – and explored in 

the thesis – is demonstrated in figure 1. Research questions 1 and 2 were developed in 

response to the content and themes explored in the literature review and theoretical 

framework (Chapters 2 and 3), while research question 3 was developed during and after the 

fieldwork. 

  

Figure 1: Research questions and themes 

Research questions

RQ1: How does the culture of 
radical left movements create, 
sustain and discipline certain 

kinds of masculinity and 
militancy? What models of 
resistance to these exist?

Creation and critique of 
masculinity and militancy

Culture and socialisation 
processes in social movements

Rituals and symbols associated 
with masculinity and militancy

Consequences of deviating from 
norms about masculinity

Hierachies and power dynamics 
shaping masculinity and 

militancy

Alternative gender norms within 
left social movements

RQ2: How have activists 
critiqued dominant militant 

masculinities within radical left 
culture, and what lessons can 

the left learn from this?

Articulations of the problematic 
aspects of militant masculinity

Intersectionality in critiques, 
considering race, class, and 

other factors.

Strategies for deconstructing 
and reconstructing gender 

norms.

Implementable changes within 
left movements based on 

critiques

RQ3: What is the role of affect 
and affective practises in 

movement culture, and how 
does this include or exclude 

gender as a category of 
analysis?

Emotional dynamics within left 
movements.

Expression and regulation of 
affect in activist contexts

Gendered aspects of emotional 
dynamics within movements

Impact of affective practices on 
gender inclusivity, and 

masculinity
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 To answer these questions, I draw from a variety of different literature. An initial task 

of the thesis is to examine existing scholarship about left-wing masculinity (what we know) 

and then to enrich this knowledge with insights from work on the concept of militancy and 

affect. On militancy, I utilise academic research and accounts from activists involved in 

radical politics, who reflected critically on both left-wing organisational practises and 

subjectivities. It's important to acknowledge that many of these activist and scholarly 

accounts are critical of militancy and being militant, and such criticisms run the gamut from 

overt dogmatism, self-aggrandisement, and enforced misery. I engage with these critiques as 

part of constructing a theoretical framework. However, I should hasten to add that I do not 

believe militancy and militants must be consigned to the rubbish heap of history. Militant 

practices have a rich history, and as I write this in 2023, I find myself outside of academia 

engaging with a wave of trade union militancy. My concern is understanding the gendered 

aspects of militancy, how militancy can inform our understanding of masculinities, and how 

alternative militancies and practises might emerge within the radical left.   

In my approach to affect, I owe a considerable debt to the work of Raymond Williams 

and his concept of the structures of feeling (Williams, 1977; 2001). The structures of feeling 

– William's attempt to explore how new and emergent voices manifest in moments of social 

change and how these voices articulate themselves when they are often experienced in 

inarticulate ways – have proved to be of use to literary scholars (Hendler, 2001; Arac and 

Yanacek, 2021), scholars of digital media (Coleman, 2018), television (Dyer, 2015) and 

pedagogy (Zembylas, 2002). Within social movement studies, William's work is sadly 

somewhat overlooked, though some emergent research uses structures of feeling in the study 

of activism (McDuffie and Ames, 2021). This thesis can make two contributions to social 

movement theory; first, to demonstrate how the structures of feeling allow for a broader 

understanding of the connections between militancy, affect, and masculinity, and second, to 
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show that structures of feeling offer appropriate theoretical tools for the more comprehensive 

study of culture and emotions within social movements.   

A case study of Momentum 

The chosen field site for the thesis is Momentum. Momentum occupies a curious 

position within both the British left and radical left. It is simultaneously of the Labour Party, 

yet independent of it, and its peculiar positionality has only become more complicated after 

the collapse of the so-called "Corbyn Project" and the ascendency of the right of the Labour 

Party under Sir Keir Starmer. I chose Momentum as a field site for several reasons: firstly, 

between 2015 and 2019, Momentum acted as a kind of centre of gravity within the British 

left; it was in Momentum that left-wing activists and organisations found the most activity 

and energy during those four years. Momentum has, since its inception, drawn together a 

membership of activists from more mainstream elements of the political left, but also from 

the radical left, both in terms of formal radical left-wing organisations that encouraged 

members to join Momentum and individuals who had drifted through the Marxist or 

Trotskyist tradition and found a new political home within Momentum. Here, I must 

emphasise that I am not engaging with the media discourse that sought to portray Momentum 

as a Trotskyist entryist cult in the brand of the Militant Tendency of the 1980s. Instead, I am 

reflecting on my experiences of transitioning from more orthodox Trotskyist traditions into 

Momentum and that I was far from alone in this activist trajectory. My argument here rests in 

part on the idea that activists take cultural tools and affects with them when they move 

between movements. Ergo, Momentum's, at times, ambivalence towards some of the more 

avowed language and imagery of organisations like the CPGB or SWP does not mean that it 

did not reproduce the cultural practises of some of those movements. Indeed, Momentum's 

attempts to differentiate from militant groups (which I detail in Chapter Five) set up a more 
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challenging test of my theoretical framework by looking at a group which is perhaps more 

institutionally embedded rather than an ostensibly militant organisation. I chose this field site 

on the assumption that militancy (both as practice and as subjectivity) is a distinctive product 

of radical left-wing culture.  Finally, Momentum's culture fully embraced the possibilities of 

affective interactions in ways that did depart from more orthodox movement cultures – yet 

this did not mean a certain degree of social reproduction did not occur.   

Structure of the thesis 

In Chapter Two, I review existing literature on the role of culture, affect and gender in 

social movements. I focus on how movements develop their cultural practice and the 

interplay between these cultural practices and those of broader mainstream cultures. 

Departing from the established 'framing' perspective, I suggest that movement cultures are 

best understood as spaces of affective interaction, where meaning-making and feeling-

making occur and often clash between those two processes. I examine how movement 

cultures shape, sustain, and, at times, discipline the identities of movement participants. 

Drawing from Stuart Hall's work on countercultures and Nancy Fraser's work on 

counterpublics, I present a framework for understanding how seemingly radical movements 

can often reproduce structures of oppression and discrimination in what are supposed to be 

emancipatory spaces.   

In Chapter Three, I offer a theoretical framework for thinking about left-wing 

masculinities. I draw from two strands of scholarship: Felix Guattari's work on militancy and 

what he calls the militant diagram and Raymond Williams' contribution towards the study of 

affect, specifically his work around the structures of feeling. From the former, I highlight 

how the militant diagram can be used to understand rigid and dogmatic masculinity, one 

which is hostile to vulnerability and dissent, masculinity built around hard slogans, 
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militaristic rhetoric and intellectual power; furthermore, I suggest some ways in which 

militancy as a concept could be understood as implicitly male coded. From the latter, I 

explore how left movements create spaces for a more ambiguous and affective form of 

masculinity; left-wing masculinities can be constituted by non-discursive moments that 

trouble the boundaries of traditional masculinities.    

In Chapter Four, I describe my methodological framework and reflect on some of the 

barriers I faced to conducting ethnography under lockdown. I present my epistemological 

approach to the fieldwork, informed by ideas of scholar-activism and militant research, and 

consider my positionality as a researcher conducting fieldwork in a movement where I am an 

active participant. I discuss my sampling method and research design and introduce my 

participants herein.  I also reflect on some of the barriers I faced during fieldwork due to 

lockdown restrictions in the UK between 2020 and 2021 and argue for reconfiguring our 

understanding of the relationship between qualitative interviewing and online ethnography.    

In Chapter Five, I introduce and contextualise Momentum as a field site. Momentum's 

brief but eventful history is outlined, and I review the emerging scholarship around the 

movements, specifically the attempts to categorise Momentum as a political party, a social 

movement, or some hybrid entity. This chapter contains some brief empirical analysis, 

wherein data from my fieldwork is used to illustrate my argument. I contend that Momentum 

is in an ambiguous place politically in the "Post Corbyn" era of British politics but that the 

organisation has always embraced a degree of ambiguity and hybridity, allowing it to engage 

with Westminster politics and with extra-parliamentary social movements of the left, without 

being too closely associated with either camp.    

In Chapter Six, I draw on my empirical data to explore the sexual politics of 

Momentum. Having introduced Momentum as a deliberately hybrid and ambiguous 
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movement, I illustrate how, in the space of a few years, Momentum was able to build up a 

culture which blurred the boundaries between formal political actions and cultural 

celebrations: music, dancing, comedy, and the creation and sharing of humorous online 

content allowed Momentum to distinguish itself from other left-wing movements, but also 

functioned to shape the identities and practises of participants within the organisation. 

However, on the issue of sexual politics, despite making some efforts, my participants 

attested to the reproduction and sustaining of patriarchal power dynamics. If we can say that 

Momentum is a hybrid, ambiguous organisation, it is not surprising that its sexual politics are 

equally ambiguous.    

In Chapter Seven, I explore how men, women and non-binary participants navigate 

sexual politics in Momentum's culture. I recount how some of my female and non-binary 

participants experienced gaslighting, bullying and abuse within the organisation from male 

militants. However, many of the men I spoke to tried to engage in alternative approaches to 

their masculinity.  Among these men, I suggest that left-wing men experience what I call a 

"moment of inarticulation" around sexual politics; in the new and novel context of the 

movement, they were aware of the problematic aspects and complexities of militancy and 

masculinity but became inarticulate (verbally and non-verbally) in their attempts to navigate 

these complexities and understand themselves. I propose the existence of an "ethics of 

gender," that is, a pre-linguistic field of meaning that establishes which practices, stances and 

values one needs to navigate privilege, sexual politics and one's gender. There exists a sense 

that there is a 'correctness' to how men are meant to negotiate their way through this ethic, but 

the ambiguity of how to do so leads to moments of inarticulation.    

In Chapter Eight, I reflect on the militant diagram as a tool for understanding left-

wing masculinities and discuss how the masculinities and sexual politics I observed in my 
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fieldwork diverged or converged from the diagram. I identify specific topics and sites of 

contention within the sexual politics of Momentum and the masculinities I observed there 

that were sporadic, seemingly incomplete, yet still worthy of scholarship and further critical 

enquiry. In particular, questions around age, sexual practices, and knowledge are explored. I 

also use this chapter to reflect on some unexpected hostilities I experienced during fieldwork 

and try to understand them as unexpected expressions of militancy.    

In Chapter Nine, I provide some concluding reflections and remarks. Herein, I restate 

my key findings, and identify some areas for further research and scholarship. I reiterate the 

need for both further and more in-depth research into the gender and sexual politics of the left 

and also repeat my case for utilising both affect and the structures of feeling as a way of 

breathing new life into the study of emotions and identities within movements. I also argue 

that the concept of inarticulate masculinities offers tools and conceptual possibilities to 

scholars of gender outside of the realm of social movement studies. In addition, I reflect on 

what leftist groups might be able to take from this research and consider the future of the 

British left in light of the contentions and debates that this research has both contributed to 

and uncovered.    
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Chapter Two: Culture, Emotion, and Identity in 

social movements. 
  

Introduction 
 

This chapter concerns culture, affect and their relationship to the construction of 

gender roles. Scholarship has firmly established that social movements are socially, 

politically, and culturally situated. The 'turn to culture' in social movement studies has 

provided many rich and thought-provoking approaches to social movements. Within this 

chapter, I review this literature and argue that whilst existing work offers some insights into 

culture and identities in social movements (especially Melucci (1989; 1996)), there remains 

scope for further analysis into culture, emotions, and male identities. This chapter is my 

attempt to do this, drawing on a broader range of theoretical concepts than previous attempts. 

At the same time, further consideration is needed to adequately explain the persistence of the 

problems of misogyny and sexism in radical left-wing cultures, which I outlined in the 

introduction to this thesis.  

This thesis is, in part, my contribution to these discussions about emotions, identities, 

movements and cultures. Our identities tie closely to both cultural practices and emotional 

connections with others. Culture is not just about meaning-making; it is about feeling-

making, and thus, affect provides a means by which we can approach questions about culture 

and cultural practices. Central to my thinking is the idea that affect cannot exist in a vacuum, 

and it is through cultural practises that we begin to put meanings onto affects. In other words, 

culture is the social domain of affect and emotions, and it is affective as much as it is about 

understanding affect. In addition, I argue that we can form a clearer picture of identity 

formation within movements through an affective analysis of movement culture. Identity 



28 

 

   

 

formation is an emotional process in which our connections to others help to develop our 

identities: this is an acknowledged factor in the formation of collective identities in social 

movements (Goodwin and Jasper, 2006; Flam and King, 2007), but I focus on the tensions 

and conflicts between the "I" and the "we"; cultural practice might be a means for interpreting 

affect and emotion, but it would be wrong to presume every individual in a culture will have 

a coherent interpretation. There are often contentious, disputed interpretations of affect, 

which might account for the prevalence of contradictory practices in radical groups. Feelings 

of unity for some are experienced as feelings of division for others.  

This chapter opens with a consideration of the concepts of "radicalism" and "the 

radical left." Whilst this terminology is common in scholarly and popular literature, a precise 

definition is hard to come by. I argue for conceptualising "the radical left" with a certain 

degree of fluidity – terms like "radical left" and "radicalism" are temporal and relational: 

what amounts to being radical will vary from context to context and across periods of history. 

Such slipperiness should not be off-putting, however, as the emergent and shifting nature of 

the radical left is mirrored in its culture.  

After this, I reviewed past scholarship into social movement cultures and established 

my theoretical framework. I depart from the long-standing "framing" perspective as I argue 

that it fails to give enough critical scrutiny to the fact that culture is a process subject to 

variability. Social movement cultures intervene in dominant cultures and vice versa, and 

framing has yet to provide sufficient answers for the kinds of identities that emerge from this 

often messy process. Instead, I turn to affect studies. In the concept of affect – that is, that 

which comes before emotion and can augment or limit the body's capacity to act – we find a 

more meaningful framework. My argument contains several prongs: firstly, that cultural 

practises are often affective experiences; secondly, that movement cultures are especially 

affective as the act of protest and resistance is an affective phenomenon; thirdly, that affect 
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plays a vital role in the formation of identities, both for groups and for individuals. Fourthly, 

the affects within a culture are not all experienced equally, and what can be positive for some 

can be negative for others. As a result, movement cultures may find themselves as sites where 

individual or group identities clash with the movement's ideology.  

Additionally, the process of cultural meaning-making/feeling-making is complicated 

further by the fact that movement cultures are not isolated from dominant cultures. Drawing 

on Marc Steinberg (2002), Stuart Hall (1993) and Nancy Fraser (1990), I argue that dominant 

and activist cultures often have a dialogic relationship. While activist practises can sometimes 

have considerable cultural weight in the "public sphere," activist cultures themselves are not 

hermetically sealed off from dominant cultures – and, therefore, there are as susceptible to 

problematic social reproduction as they are to a process of renewal. I argue that the 

problematics of gender and sex in the radical left can be understood as problems of cultures 

and how movement cultures interact with dominant cultures. 

Finally, I suggest that despite the variety within radical left cultures, one consistent 

feature of these cultures is the militant figure. The militant and militancy are an identity and a 

set of ethics and practices closely tied to radical left ideologies, and tend to heroise within 

left-wing cultures (even if militancy is less embedded in some movements than in others). As 

I argue in Chapter Three, militants and militancy provide a sound theoretical tool for 

understanding identities within radical left social movement cultures as militancy has close 

links with affect and because militants very often reproduce the same characteristics of a 

dominant culture they seek to destroy.  

Defining the radical left 
 

Defining what is meant by radicalism or "the radical left" is trickier than it might 

seem, and the offered definitions are restrictive. Visser et al. (2014) define "radical left" as "to 
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the left of social democracy" and "strongly oppose[d] to political and economic elites" 

(p.532). While nothing is wrong with this definition, it doesn't provide much basis for further 

analysis. Fagerholm (2018) goes as far as to suggest that "radical left" is simply a "generic 

term" without the need for further investigation. Indeed, "radical left" is used more 

colloquially - especially in popular and media discourse - as a synonym for "far left" or "hard 

left" - though the latter two terms carry more negative connotations (Fagerholm, ibid; March 

2013). However, for the present study, it is essential to try and establish a coherent meaning 

of radical left, and radicalism more broadly. 

March and Mudde (2005) try a more concrete definition of the phrase "radical left." 

For them, "radicalism" refers to a broad "ideological and practical orientation towards 'root 

and branch' systemic change in the political system occupied by the radical actor" (ibid, 

p.24). According to this, Radicals are not "anti-democratic" but "anti-liberal democratic" - 

that is to say, broadly hostile to the structures and apparatus of liberal democratic states. 

March and Mudde contrast this with "extremist" groups, who offer "opposition to the values 

and practises of democracy, either as it exists in a particular system, or as a system, which 

may but does not necessarily, involve a propensity to violence," (ibid, italics in original).   

While March and Mudde's definition is helpful, it is not foolproof. Linking "radical 

left" to opposition to the structures of liberal democracy would imply a refusal to engage in 

the parliamentary process, instead preferring to engage in direct action and extra-

parliamentary politics. While it is true that many radical left groups do organise strikes, 

demonstrations and occupations, they do not entirely refuse to engage in electoral politics. 

The openly Trotskyist Socialist Workers Party, for example, was an active member of the 

Socialist Alliance, a coalition of radical left parties which stood in general elections between 

1992 and 2005 (Day, 2004).   As Kelly (2018) points out, Trotskyist parties have contested 

every general election in the United Kingdom since 1974, with eight distinct Trotskyist 
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groups fielding candidates in the 2010 general election (p.8). While Trotskyist parties, in 

general, voice a substantial degree of antipathy towards parliament, claiming that "power 

does not lie in parliament [but with]...unelected bosses and bankers" (Choonara & Kimber, 

2011, p.39), these very same parties admit to the importance of electoral votes "elections are 

cruel...if you get a really bad vote, it's very crushing," (Kimber, in Kelly, 2018, p.31).  

Furthermore, by their definition of "extremist" groups, March and Mudde suggest that 

"extremists" are more likely to engage in illegal activity; this overlooks the fact that what is 

and is not legal is often very contingent on the whims of the state. As I began this thesis, the 

environmentalist group Extinction Rebellion has been subject to a ban on its protest activities 

in London, which had been legal in the previous days (Baynes, 2019). Extinction Rebellion 

has refused to observe the ban, so by March and Mudde's definition, have they become an 

extremist group? Similarly, what may be considered legal action in a movement's repertoire 

of contention (Tarrow, 2011) in one country may be illegal in another, either in general or at a 

specific time (as per the example of Extinction Rebellion). A gay rights march in the United 

Kingdom would likely face little state opposition. Yet, the same action in Russia can - and has 

- resulted in legal penalties and state violence against activists (Osbourne, 2019). 

Furthermore, there is a question of whether it is possible to be radical within the 

structures of a liberal democratic framework. Momentum - the socialist grassroots movement 

within the Labour Party - offers an interesting illustration of this question. Momentum 

utilised its considerable influence within the Labour Party to push through a series of policy 

ideas at the Party's 2019 conference, including demands for a Green New Deal, a Four Day 

Working Week, and an end to the charitable status of (and tax relief for) private schools 

(Savage, 2019). Describing their policy aims, Momentum spokeswoman Becky Boumelha 

stated that "radical and transformational policy can't come only from the halls of Westminster. 

It must come from and draw upon the collective wisdom of Labour's half a million members, 
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who live and work in every community across the country" (Stewart, 2019). In this sense, 

radicalism appears to refer to an idea of a reframing of the democratic process, expanding the 

stakeholders in the process of policymaking into a bottom-up, member-led dynamic. But 

would this be radicalism if we used March and Mudde's logic? It would seem unlikely.  

To move beyond the ambiguities left by the abovementioned definitions, I would 

suggest that "Radical" is not simply a positional term but a relational and temporal term. 

Chiocchetti (2016) indicates that radical "must be understood not as a substantive but as a 

predominantly relational qualifier" (p.10) - that is to say, that what is radical tends to differ 

between cultures and contexts. Charalambous and Ioannou (2019) added to this, noting that 

what is considered radical changes over time, while much of the literature offers an 

(admittedly vague) consensus that radical leftism sits to the left of social democracy (and thus 

earns the pejorative term 'far-left') when in previous eras of history, social democracy itself 

would have been firmly positioned at the far left of the political spectrum (ibid, p.6).  

Equally, the radical left can find itself locked into internal contestation when 

understanding its own radicalism. A comparatively recent example has been the move by 

several notable Leftist intellectuals to reorient the radical left back towards the "idea of 

Communism" (Douzinas & Zizek, 2010), that is, to conceive as Communism, not as the 

brutality of Stalinist state socialism, but instead, the movement that abolishes the existing 

state of things, and connected inequalities (Marx & Engels, 1965; Zizek, ibid). Briefly, this 

move comes as a response to a feeling of pervading "gloom, despair and melancholia" which 

has dominated the Anglo-American left since the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 

apparent resilience of neo-liberal capitalism (Brown, 1999) (and arguably not helped by the 

ascendancy of far-right, nativist, Clerico-fascist and white supremacist groups in Europe and 

the USA in more recent times (Charalambous and Ioannou, 2019)). This has positioned the 

radical left into what Walter Benjamin called "left-wing melancholy" (Benjamin, 1974) - a 
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sense of gloom, defeatism, despair, and an eventual loss of radicalism. Left-wing melancholy 

itself is something of a disputed term, with Brown (1999) arguing that the left-wing 

melancholic is "attached...to a particular political analysis or ideal - even to the failure of that 

ideal - than to seeing possibilities for radical change in the present," (p.20) and by Guattari 

(1984, p.38) as a "collective phantasy of omnipotence...which became trapped in the past." 

For Guattari and Brown, the radical left lost an element of its radicalism because it failed to 

adapt to new struggles and epistemologies of resistance around race, gender, sexuality, 

disability and so on and instead retreated to a conservative "lost ideal of traditional left theory 

and politics," (Dean, 2015, p.4). 

Conversely, the "New Communists" (Dean, 2015) camp takes the opposite view. Jodi 

Dean, for example, locates left-wing melancholy in leftists being enamoured of "issue 

politics, identity politics, and their own fragmentation into a multitude of singularities" 

(Dean, 2012, p.53). Zizek takes this even further by arguing that the radical left has been 

guilty of "abandoning so-called' class struggle essentialism' in favour of anti-racist, feminist, 

queer and other struggles, rather than accepting the (extremely orthodox Marxist perspective) 

that "capitalism...is re-emerging as the name of the problem," (Zizek, 2012, p.77). In other 

words, the left lost its radicalism because it embraced struggles of "identity politics, issue 

politics and multiculturalism," leading to the loss of "radicalism and authenticity," (Dean, 

2015, p.10). 

It is worth bearing in mind that the debates around the radical left and its relationship 

to other resistance movements is a conversation spearheaded in considerable measure by the 

Academic Left and can be understood as a form of "communism from above" (Dean, ibid, 

p.14). However, I've included the debate here for a few reasons. Firstly, I believe it illustrates 

the relational nature of radical leftism. The reason for the radical left's persistent melancholia 

is defined in relation to anti-racism, feminism, LGBT rights, etc., with the closeness or 
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distance of those relations dictating how radical (or how conservative) the left is or has 

become. Secondly, the debate reflects the temporal nature of the term "radical left." The 

Orthodox Communist movement was seen as conservative for its failure to embrace new 

strategies and epistemologies of resistance that emerged in the 1960s; Zizek and Dean, 

however, might argue that the iteration of the "Old Left" was more radical than the New Left 

that came after it - in other words, to look back to the past, and resignify it, is the only way to 

find a path into the future. Brown and Guattari would suggest that a return to the ways of the 

past would threaten the left's radicalism.  

Thirdly, the debate links to an ongoing "epistemological dissonance" between 

Marxism and feminism (Bakan, 2012), which in many ways addresses some of the central 

concerns of this thesis. The debates around the Idea of Communism may have originated 

within the Academic Left, but I, along with others (Dean, 2015; Bakan, 2012; Coleman & 

Bassi, 2011), would contest that it mirrors disputes, tensions and conflicts in movements 

around masculinities, misogynies, and hierarchies of disciplinary power. Fourthly, and finally, 

I would suggest that the debates are helpful evidence of how movements produce their own 

theoretical analysis independent of work produced by the academy (Bevington and Dixon, 

2005), resulting in social movements being "uniquely reflexive" fields of study (Gillan and 

Pickerall, 2012). While the Idea of Communism debates originated in academia, activists also 

engaged in the questions raised (Dean, 2015).  

What we can draw from the above is the following: that radical leftism is best thought 

of as a relational and temporally contingent term; that radical left parties and groups can go 

through periods of de-radicalisation and re-radicalisation; that the radical left engages in its 

own reflexive auto-critique about the nature of its radicalism (often without coming to any 

unifying conclusions); and lastly, that the radical left is deeply heterogeneous in terms of the 

dynamics of movement actions. Today's radical left is a broad church, combining "Marxists 
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and non-Marxists, reformists, and revolutionaries, moderates and radical, statists and anti-

statists, workerists and left libertarians" (Chiocchetti, 2016, p.11) and, as a result, 

demonstrates diversified mobilisation tactics and political stakes. Where, then, does this leave 

the question of the culture of the radical left? We can accept the heterogeneous nature of the 

radical left while also accepting that there is a degree of shared history, shared political aims, 

and shared ideological views. Despite contentions, it is possible to see shared characteristics 

between an ostensibly militant socialist party, such as the Socialist Workers Party, and an 

institutionally embedded socialist movement, such as Momentum (the field site for this 

thesis). Members of the SWP and Momentum might not think themselves alike. However, 

they might find themselves reading the same books, campaigning on the same issues, and 

engaging in similar processes of meaning and feeling-making.  

Defining culture in social movements  
 

The relationship between social movements and culture presents some theoretical 

complexity and thus needs to be carefully unpacked. Social movements are not entities that 

have a culture done unto them; quite the opposite as movements "are not just shaped by 

culture; they shape and reshape it" (Johnston and Klandesmans, 1995, p.9). Movements 

display some strategic thinking with their interactions with culture, as "Symbols, values, 

meanings, icons, and beliefs are adapted and moulded to suit the movement's aims and 

frequently are injected into the broader culture via institutionalisation and routinisation" 

(ibid). Indeed, there are notable historical examples of how phraseology and values 

developed within movements become commonplace outside of those movements; Nancy 

Fraser gives an example of how terms like "the double shift" and "sexual harassment" were 

coined in "US feminist subaltern counterpublics" (that is, the spaces created by feminist 

social movements) and later went on to become commonplace within a mainstream culture 
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(Fraser, 1990, p 67; Waugh, 2019). Similarly, a common feature of anti-fascist movements is 

the dissemination of their visual imagery to the general public through posters, flyers, 

stickers, and the work of "graffiti artists affiliated with the movement [who] produce pieces 

that mark territory, honor prisoners and martyrs, or cover fascist graffiti," (Vysotsky, 2020, 

p.106).   Yet, to suggest that there is a reciprocal flow of culture between movements and 

those outside the movement (where the former space adapts and reshapes the values and 

symbols of the latter, which then become adopted as the norm) would be to simplify the 

matter. As Swidler argues, "sometimes even fully articulated ideologies do not predict how 

people will act (as the many examples of co-optation, of movements that sell out their 

principles, or of leaders who betray revolutions attest.)," (Swidler, in Johnston and 

Klandersmans, 1995, p35). One cannot afford to make assumptions around the nature of 

morals and values when considering political cultures - and, notably, "...we must entertain the 

possibility that culture's power is independent of whether or not people believe it," (Swidler, 

ibid, p39). 

At this stage, providing some sense of what "culture" actually is would be useful. 

There is a prevailing consensus within social movement research and broader sociological 

thinking that culture relates closely to a process of meaning-making. "Questions about 

meaning construction relate to the processes by which culture is adapted, framed, and 

reframed" (Johnston & Klandermans, 1995, p.5); culture is the practice of creating "the 'maps 

of meaning' which makes things intelligible to its members," (Hall, 1993, p.10). By its 

relationship to meaning-making, culture has some impetus concerning driving human action; 

as Avruch (1998) puts it, "Culture is socially distributed within a population...The more 

deeply internalised and affectively loaded, the more certain images or schemas are able to 

motivate action," (p.18). This relationship between culture, meaning-making and action has 

found its place within social movement theory through conceptualising "framing", also 
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known as collective action framing (Gamson et al., 1982). Briefly, "framing" is "an active, 

processual phenomenon that implies agency and contention at the level of reality 

construction" (Benford and Snow, 2000, p.614). Frames function not only by "simplifying 

and condensing" the wider world (ibid), but also because they are "intended to mobilise 

potential adherents and constituents, to garner bystander support, and to demobilise 

antagonists" (Snow and Benford, 1988, p.198)   Put another way, frames refer to how social 

movements explain and interpret the world around them. These frames can be aimed at 

participants of the movement and those outside of the movement, such as media sources and 

potential movement recruits. This line of thinking owes much to the work of Goffman's 

theorising about social behaviour (Goffman, 1974). Certain proponents of the framing 

process link it to psychology, seeing frames as a form of "cognitive schemata" - that is, as a 

pattern of thoughts and behaviour and the organisation of information on the individual level 

(Johnston, 1995). Avruch (1998) argues that giving insufficient weight to psychological 

approaches is to overlook the fact that "Culture is psychologically distributed with a 

population" (p.19). For Avruch, the psychological resonance of culture is fundamental when 

considering how culture impels individuals to action; "Of two revolutionaries, each sharing 

the same socio-economic background and program, the same political ideology... only one is 

motivated (by rage? by hatred? by childhood trauma? by what?) to throw the bomb." (ibid). 

Others, however, are critical of the more psychological approach, suggesting that "Collective 

action frames are not merely aggregations of individual attitudes and perceptions, but also the 

outcome of negotiating shared meaning," (Gamson, 1991, p.111).  

One notable criticism of the framing process approach is the tendency to see frames as 

"things" instead of genuinely dynamic processes (Benford, 1997, p.415). In other words, 

frame analysis can sometimes overlook that frames are variable and, at times, contingent on 

meanings outside of themselves. If frames are to be successful, such frames resonate with 
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everyday meanings and have "narrative fidelity" or "cultural resonance" (Snow & Benford, 

1988; Polletta, 2016). Frame theorists see frames as clear, coherent and consistent. Most 

individuals' perspectives are not so neat - they can be vague and often internally inconsistent. 

Within frames, numerous narratives are situated within the particular context of the 

movement consisting of "various social relations, cultures, and other texts, narrative as well 

as non-narrative" (Wahlstrom, 2011, p.371). Thus, we can see evidence of the often 

incoherent nature of culture mentioned earlier; the framing process, which imagines clear and 

consistent frames, does not account for the co-existence of platitudes and clichés as well as 

deeply held beliefs; cynicism and disillusionment can coexist with earnest adherence; and 

muddle meanings operate alongside coherent ones," (Swidler, 2013, p.44). As Swidler 

compellingly argues, analysis of the use of culture, whether on the level of the individual or 

of the group, bears a complex relationship to wider cultural meanings. In her analysis of the 

culture around love and relationships, she relates how one interviewee drew from a complex 

repertoire of fictional, political and religious values, which he presented as his own, "...using 

terms provided by the larger culture to name his own experience, but the culture has 

disappeared into the experience it names," (Swidler, ibid). 

Additionally, framing analysis can envisage frames as "discrete, internally cohesive 

packages of meaning readily passed between actors" (Steinberg, 2002, p.209). This approach 

would suggest a kind of level playing field of meaning-making; however, from a 

phenomenological perspective, this is not an accurate representation of social reality. As Sara 

Ahmed has argued, we exist in a world where orientations of social meaning pre-exist us and 

tie closely to hierarchies around gender, sexuality and race (Ahmed, 2006). She echoes 

Marx's statement, "Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; 

...but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past." (Marx 

(1852), 2008, p.57-58).   Moreover, we need to accept that meaning-making occurs within a 
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regime of power/knowledge; frames are important, but there needs to be a consideration for 

what those frames don't include. As Medina puts it, "The ability to identify omissions, to 

listen to silences, to play with discursive gaps and textual interstices is a crucial part of our 

critical agency for resisting power/knowledge frameworks." (Medina, 2011, p.16). 

My critical stance on framing is that it does not subject the relationship between 

cultures within movements and dominant cultures to sufficient critical scrutiny. According to 

Raymond Williams, culture is a process subject to variability. For Williams, the word 

"culture" has "two aspects: the known meanings and directions, which its members are 

trained to; the new observations and meanings, which are offered and tested…it [culture] is 

always both traditional and creative," (Williams, 2011, p.93). This tension between the 

traditional and the creative, between the known and the new, is something which Steinberg 

(2002) also acknowledges. Steinberg argues that "cultures of contention" are only partially 

constructed through deliberate and calculated action. Rather than seeing social movement 

culture and mainstream culture as "discrete dominant and dissident spheres," it needs to be 

acknowledged that a complex process of give and take plays out between the two; the 

boundaries between social movement culture and mainstream culture are porous and the 

interactions between cultures intricate; indeed, dissident cultures (such as those in social 

movements) can often "create oppositional discourses by borrowing from the discourses of 

those they oppose; in protracted conflicts, both dominant and challenging discourses can mix 

together," (Steinberg, 2002, p.208). Culture is not, in a sense, a settled, established thing, but 

a "tool kit" or repertoire...from which actors select differing pieces for constructing lines of 

action" (Swidler, 1986, p.277); individuals and groups can build up repertoires of cultures, 

which are deployed strategically at a later stage (though not always coherently) for "People 

may have in readiness cultural capacities they rarely employ, and all people know more 

culture than they use," (Ibid). This framework goes some way towards capturing the 
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complexities and often apparent incoherences of activist culture, but also to explain how 

radical left cultures interact with other subcultures. Radical political groups will constantly 

vie for control in existing subcultures, as such cultures are especially appealing to both 

radical left and radical right as they can be "developed as sites of resistance, even if it is 

largely symbolic, against normative society and existing structures of power," (Vysotsky, 

2020, p.111). For example, in response to the growth of white supremacy and neo-Nazism in 

the black metal genre of music (Buesnel, 2020), anti-fascists have formed black metal bands 

that utilise the same stylistics – Satanism, anti-Christianity, dark and forbidding aesthetics – 

but proactively reject the fascist elements of the genre, and conceptualise their 'take' as a form 

of resistance to fascist culture (Clough, 2021).  

A dispute between metal bands might not seem important, but it highlights an 

important point about radical cultures: the centrality of authenticity. Below, I argue that 

radical political ideology plays a fundamental (and under-interrogated) role in shaping what 

is and is not authentic, but 'activist authenticity' goes beyond systems of belief into 

comportment, stylistics, embodied performances, and structures of feeling. As I have argued 

elsewhere, where some common ground can be found between concepts of authenticity in 

both the radical left and radical right is through the wholesale rejection of the idea of liberal 

capitalist authenticity, the authenticity of the consumer and the bourgeoise; such a rejection 

isn't just about the formation of an alternative system of beliefs, but of a transformation of the 

self and the practises of the self, including those around culture (Waugh, 2022).   In the above 

example of black metal, anti-fascist bands problematise the supposed 'authenticity' of fascist 

performers by divorcing the aesthetics (and, to an extent, the belief structures) of Satanism 

from white supremacy and aligning it with resistance to dominant power – in other words, 

claiming their cultural expression as more authentic, not just for other radicals, but also for 

broader demographics who might enjoy the music. Vysotksy (2020) discusses how anti-
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fascists use dress, social events, and personal life approaches to express authenticity and sign 

that authenticity to other groups. The importance of authenticity to both culture and 

subculture is something acknowledged by Hall (1993) and by Haenfler et al. (2012), who 

contend that movement participants: "advocate lifestyle changes as a primary means to social 

change, politicising daily life while pursuing morally coherent 'authentic' identities," (p.14). 

In other words, cultures provide a forum where belief systems intersect with lifestyle choices. 

These grant activists a certain degree of cultural capital on a journey towards a more 

authentic life. Here, it is possible to see some intersections with the militant diagram – 

specifically, expected practises that militant activists are expected to engage in – ranging 

from intensive education in political theory to relocating their homes at the whim of the 

movement – which I discuss in the subsequent chapter. While some scholarship has touched 

on the everyday life of radical left activists, mainly those in the 'antifa' movements, less has 

been said about socialist movements, especially those in the Western world, in states with no 

experience of 'actually existing socialism' as opposed to those where the state shaped social 

practises in the name of socialism (Brown and Johnson, 2015; Luthar and Pušnik, 2010). 

However, to fully grasp the nature of radical culture, it is necessary to understand the 

affective and embodied experiences of activists as much as it is to understand their systems of 

beliefs.  

Am I what I feel? Cultural practise, identity and affect. 
 

These existing frameworks offer useful theoretical tools, but they do not quite yet pin 

down how movement cultures shape participants' identities or the emotional aspects of this 

process. This is not to say that social movement theorists have not grappled with this 

question. In his classic study of fascist movements, Fromm (1941) maintained that 

membership in movements allowed individuals to rid themselves of anxiety-inducing and 
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unwanted freedoms by subsuming their identities beneath the Fuhrer. In contrast, for Gamson 

(1991), movements must create collective identities - which do not quash agency and 

individual identity but enhance it –to succeed. Melucci (1995;1996) contributes further to the 

relationship between identities, emotions and culture in movements. Melucci argues that 

social movements are a site of symbolic struggle, where actors contest dominant cultural 

codes and create new meanings and symbols. Importantly, Melucci understands this as a 

process involving emotions, the contentions of cultural codes, and the considerable 

commitment activists need to make to such contestations, for "a certain degree of emotional 

investment is required in the definition of a collective identity, which enables individuals to 

feel themselves part of a common unity". As such," "There is no cognition without feeling 

and no meaning without emotion" (Melucci, 1996, p.71).   Polletta (2009) has highlighted the 

importance of narratives in shaping collective identities in movements; narratives help shape 

identities in movements due to "emplotment rather than explanation," (p. 139), that is, their 

ambiguity which creates a kind of narrative hold on activists.  

Similar to Polletta, I wish to focus on ambiguity's role in shaping identity. However, 

where Polletta examines narratives and stories, I focus on two convergent elements: the role 

of affect and emotion in shaping identities and practises, the interactions between dissident 

and dominant cultures and the ambiguity that emerges from these interactions. In other 

words, cultures must be understood as both meaning-making and feeling-making, and both 

meanings and feelings. 

Affect is a notoriously tricky concept to define. Following the so-called "affective 

turn" (Clough, 2007) in social sciences, the relationship between affect and emotions has 

opened up new possibilities for studying society, including movements. Affect is that which 

comes before emotions; it is what Fine (2014) calls the "physiological experience of 

emotion," while ‘feeling’ is the "interpretation of those physiological experiences" (p.9). As 
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Massumi puts it in his introduction to A Thousand Plateaus (a text that grapples with affect in 

some detail), affect:    

  

…is an ability to affect and be affected. It is pre-personal intensity corresponding to 

the passage from one experiential state of the body to another and implying and 

augmentation or diminution in that body's capacity to act.    

(Massumi, 1988, in Delueze & Guattari, 1988, p.17)   

  

In other words, affect can be unpredictable and also embodied. It can modify the 

actions of the body, limit them, and cause changes in us as individuals and those around us, 

often before interpretation. We all experience affect to a greater or lesser extent, and it is 

during cultural events, gatherings and practises that affect is transmitted to us. One thinks 

here of the feeling of palpable excitement one might feel at a music concert shortly because 

the main act takes to the stage or a sense of unease spreading through a crowd; this is what 

Brennan (2004) refers to as the "transmission of affect," whereby "the 'atmosphere' or the 

environment literally gets into the individual," (p.1). In other words, affect allows us to 

understand how social and cultural practices can impact the individual on a biological and 

physiological level. The transmission of affect can be positive – the excitement of a gig – or 

negative – the fear of a panicked crowd. Indeed, affect can make us feel closer to those 

around us or detached from them, and we can find some evidence of the transmission of 

affect in the act of protest. Antonio Negri describes a feeling of elation and connection in his 

experiences of direct action: "…immediately, I feel the warmth of the workers and proletarian 

community, every time I wear a balaclava….every action of destruction and sabotage reflects 

upon me as a sign of connection to the working class," (Negri, 1978, p.42-43).  

Negri's quote is interesting here for a few reasons; firstly, he demonstrates the 

connection between collective and individual identities; his thrill and delight at the "warmth 
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of the workers" sits alongside his "sign of connections" to that community. Secondly, he 

shows the importance of cultural symbols and affect in constructing identity (wearing a 

balaclava is an important affective symbol) and what presumably marks Negri as part of the 

'proletarian community." Indeed, what we can draw from Negri here is how identity 

formation is a product of social and personal interactions. The literary critic Kenneth Burke 

(1984) argues that identity reflects our fundamental social, political and historical 

circumstances, with the "so-called 'I'…merely a unique combination of partially conflicting 

'corporate we's" (p.264). Identities are formed partly through social and cultural practises 

when individuals realise that their "interests are joined" with other group members (Burke, 

1969). We might frame this phenomenon by thinking about the way we introduce ourselves to 

others: I, for example, might say, "I'm a Sociologist," or "I'm a socialist," or "I'm an atheist," 

when introducing myself, and in doing so, I am presenting both an 'I' and a 'we'; my identity 

is presented as a series of collective identities, and by presenting those collective identities, I 

am saying something about who I am as an individual. Carter (2019) helpfully suggests that 

affects can be understood as "an adhesive that creates...things by binding subjects to objects 

and places" (p.201). Ahmed concurs, writing that "affect is what sticks, or what sustains and 

preserves the connection between ideas, values and objects" (2010, p.29). Building on 

Burke's ideas, Fine explores affect and identity in the Occupy movement and argues that "if 

we are to understand how groups come to think the same way, we must first understand how 

they come to feel the same way" (Fine, 2014, p.4).  As Jasper (1998)  argues, affect and 

emotions are the ‘glue’ that holds social movements together.  

Herein lies the critical point: while affect might move us and impact how we form our 

identities, it does so in a space of ambiguity. Affect must not be taken as a surrogate for 

framing, implying a more rigid method for making sense of the world around us and others. 

Affect's utility comes from accepting that the same affects might produce different results. 
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Let's return briefly to Negri's example: he might experience thrill and delight at the site of a 

confrontational expression of politics, but we cannot ignore the fact that the comrade next to 

him on the barricade might be scared witless – and this does not make that hypothetical 

individual any less of a radical then Negri. In other words, "affect is not received or registered 

in a vacuum" (Brennan, 2004, p.5). While the cultural norms of a group might aim to create 

some shared feeling and meaning-making, this may not be experienced in the same way by 

every participant. What might strengthen one's sense of identity and connection for one 

person might cause another to feel confused, destabilised, and perhaps even disconnected: 

affects, as Seigworth and Gregg (2010) remind us, "mark a body's belonging to a world of 

encounters…but also non-belonging," (p.2).  

My argument, therefore, is that being involved in the same culture as others does not 

mean that affect is interpreted in the same way. I'm departing from the idea of unity in "group 

affect" (Barsade and Knight, 2015). Instead, within cultures, there is room for dispute and 

disagreement as to the best way to interpret affects – and this is especially the case in cultures 

where ideological beliefs and the authenticity of those beliefs are often paramount. I elaborate 

further on this concept below. However, while it is essential to understand that meaning and 

feeling-making are not always coherent within culture, it's equally important to understand 

that cultures themselves (especially, I argue, social movement cultures) are not hermetically 

sealed off from dominant or mainstream cultures. A certain amount of cultural diffusion does 

occur, which can result in the reproduction of cultural practises within a movement that might 

ostensibly conflict with the movement's ideology.  
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Dissident and dominant cultures – how movements resist and 

reproduce culture.   
 

It is simultaneously surprising and unsurprising that the cultures within social 

movements are not hermetically sealed against broader culture. For a social movement 

participant, it can seem as if one is leaving behind the vestiges of a dominant culture and 

entering into a distinctive milieu of dissident activity. The norms, expectations, values, and 

practices that one might encounter within that dissident culture might be at first alien, but 

they are often loaded with significance and perhaps even refreshing to those who take issue 

with dominant cultural practices. This was my experience of engaging with radical left-wing 

movements for the first time as a student at 6th Form College as someone who had developed 

a nascent anti-capitalist sensibility and who spent significant amounts of my free time reading 

the works of Marx, Lenin, Angela Davis, and Che Guevara, my first socialist meetings were 

both thrilling and overwhelming. To find myself in spaces where, for example, criticising the 

then governing Labour Party was done not from the conservative, Little Englander 

perspective I had become accustomed to at the family dinner table but from the standpoint 

that Labour was not a real left-wing party, granted me a validation that I had until that point 

not realised that I needed. I recall (perhaps absurdly, in hindsight) the exhilaration I felt when 

I was addressed as "Comrade" for the first time and heard others referred to by that same 

moniker. It feels foolish (twelve years after the fact) to convey the electrifying sense that two 

syllables had upon me, but I recall feeling that this was it. I was now, properly, a socialist and 

recognised as one, not with an eye roll and the knowing pronouncement that I would "grow 

up one day" but authentically recognised, seen for what I was, for what that word made me 

become. The practices of the movement – selling Socialist Worker outside of Manchester 

Piccadilly station, chipping in a few pounds from the meagre part-time work I had at the time 

to the "Fighting Fund,", adopting the iconography of the white raised fist in its provocative 
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red circle – become so intermeshed with my sense of self at the age of seventeen, that my 

eventual wake-up call to the questionable nature of the Trotskyist groupuscule hit as even 

more of a gut punch. The event in question – a seemingly mundane meeting in which I 

witnessed a female comrade subjected to appalling misogynistic abuse when she questioned 

the party line on the Israel-Palestine question – remains etched in my memory, scratched so 

profoundly into the matter of my brain that it ignited the spark that fizzled away for over a 

decade to become the document before you.  

I am trying to convey the inherent contradiction of movement cultures: the fact that 

emancipatory cultures reproduce elements of dominant cultures, especially (it would seem) 

around issues of gender. This degree of cultural incoherence relates to one of the questions 

which concern the current thesis. Upon superficial consideration, the idea of misogyny being 

prevalent in left-wing social movements seems ludicrous - these are, surely, movements 

which pride themselves on principles of feminism, equality, social justice, and the desire to 

overthrow oppression in all its forms. Indeed, it would be considered the ultimate taboo 

within these movements' cultural and moral frameworks to sustain and even valorise 

misogynistic or sexually violent behaviour. Yet it was not the extreme right who said of Gerry 

Healy, "if this is the work of a rapist, let's recruit more rapists!" (Pirani, 2013) but a 

prominent self-defined socialist. These ugly contradictions in ethics and values only begin to 

make sense when we consider a) the incoherence within a culture, b) how cultural meaning 

and values can be subject to a degree of picking and choosing and c) that there is an extent to 

which problematic behaviours are produced and reinforced from cultural practises. 

 Long before I became alienated from the SWP, Rutherford and Chapman had astutely 

identified the problem: 
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…[the left is] a project underpinned by particular heterosexual masculinity…[which] 

can barely cope with the politics of feminism and sexuality. That old image of the left 

is almost exclusively male, its language, practices and institutions defined by a 

masculine perception of the world, and fashioned in man's interests. The male 

socialist, once heroic and Socialist Man, is no longer the embodiment of what is good 

and progressive...he is a conservative, locked in old battles and identities. 

 (Chapman, R & Rutherford, J, ed, 1988, p.13) 

 

There are several elements of Chapman and Rutherford's description here that merit 

further discussion. Regardless of a desire to construct a "once heroic and Socialist Man," Left 

masculinities are subsumed to patriarchal attitudes from the dominant culture, those 

"languages, practises and institutions defined by a masculine perception of the world."  That 

"the male socialist" has managed to mirror the hierarchies of discrimination that Left 

movements ostensibly oppose, repeating the "old battles and identities," and as a result, can 

"barely cope with the politics of feminism and sexuality," suggesting an epistemological 

friction between a masculinised conception of socialism and other theories of resistance.  

To explain this tension, I turn to Fraser (1990) and Hall (1993). From Fraser, I draw 

the concept of the "subaltern counterpublic." Suppose social movement cultures are involved 

in a complicated dialogic relationship with mainstream cultures. In that case, social 

movement cultures represent a parallel discursive space where "groups [can] recuperate, 

reconvene, and create new strategies and vocabularies for resistance" and "makes visible 

collective and individual traumas" (Waugh, 2019, p.145). As such, social movement cultures 

fit with Hall and Jefferson's idea of resistant spaces: spaces where objects and values are 

taken out of their 'normal' cultural meaning and then integrated and imbued with new 

subversive and resistant meanings. Notably, both subaltern counterpublics and subcultures 

follow Steinberg's argument of a complex process of exchange discourse between dominant 

and dissident cultures.  
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Fraser's conceptualisation of "subaltern counterpublics" is a critique of the 

Habermasian view on the "Public sphere" (Habermas, 1991). While there is a 'public sphere', 

each individual and group forms their own 'counterpublics' where the rest of the actors in the 

public sphere are not necessarily welcome—your home, for example, is a counterpublic in 

this sense. Fraser argues that social movements, feminist organisations and the like function 

as counterpublics for people with some shared political aim or experience of discrimination. 

These counterpublics, however, are not separatist organisations but spaces for recuperation, a 

place where individuals and groups can think about how best to face the issues in the public 

sphere; by Habermas's definition, the public sphere is an exclusive space, where certain 

voices dominate, while counterpublics allow for inclusivity (Waugh, 2019, p.155). Fraser 

links the subaltern counterpublic explicitly to the second wave of feminist movements in the 

USA (Fraser, 1990, p.67); others have used her work to explore the relationship between 

social movements and the public sphere. Bourne (2017) draws on Fraser's analysis of the 

interplay between the Occupy Movement and Greek anti-austerity movements and the 

transformation of political communication in the public sphere. Expanding on Fraser's 

research of subaltern counterpublics, Bourne considers how social movements want to 

"disseminate their discourses to wider arenas and, as such, are simultaneously actors within 

civil society" (Bourne, 2017, p.224). Social movement actors attempt to provide what Bourne 

calls "discursive checks" on the state through interventions in the public sphere. These 

discursive checks are created and configured within the subaltern counterpublic of the 

movement. Thus "the dissemination and advocacy of social movement identities and new 

conceptions underpinning democratic practices may also give social movements a role in the 

transformation of public spheres" (Ibid, p.225).  

While Fraser and Bourne do offer some useful theoretical tools for examining social 

movement culture, I contend that this theorising does not fully take into account how (to 
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borrow from Bourne's terminology) mainstream culture (or the public sphere) creates 

"discursive checks" on social movement culture. This, to my mind, is one of the dialogical 

interplays between the dominant and dissident cultures that can help to account for 

discriminatory practises in emancipatory spaces - something I argue in the next chapter is 

useful in understanding the pervasiveness of sexism and misogyny in the left, and also the 

creation and sustaining of certain forms of masculinity.  

I turn to Stuart Hall's work on subcultures to further expand on the relationship 

between dominant and dissident cultures (1993). For Hall, any dissident culture cannot be 

considered except in a dialectical relationship with its dominant culture, while the dissident 

culture may try to reconfigure and resignify aspects of the dominant culture (often as a form 

of resistance to it) "when one culture gains ascendancy over the other... the subordinate 

cultures experiences itself in terms prescribed by the dominant culture," (Hall, 1993, p.12). 

Membership of a subculture involves some process of meaning-making, but those meanings 

may well be subsumed by other "determining matrix[es] of experience and conditions," 

primarily, for Hall, those related to class. In this sense, dissident subcultures are always 

"subordinate and subordinated" to the dominant culture (Ibid, p.15). In other words, 

subcultures can see the resignification of cultural values - or their repetition in line with 

existing regimes of power. Hall sees this as key concerning class and subculture; I suggest 

that the same argument could be made concerning gender - especially masculinities. Even in 

radical cultures, cultures where dominant practises are broadly rejected, traits of masculinity 

can be resignified and still repeat existing regimes of power. Socialist man is not necessarily 

virtuous because of the virtue of his ideas but instead may continue patriarchal domination 

over women using the language of revolution.  

In short, movement cultures must be understood as spaces in a complex dialogic 

relationship with wider cultures. They can be spaces of renewal, spaces where activists can 
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reconceptualise ideas about the world and the self, but they can also be sights of social 

reproduction of discrimination. Note that the key phrase here is 'can be' – it is not my claim 

that radical left-wing cultures will always reproduce existing power structures or produce 

them similarly. Problematic masculinities in left-wing movements may not wear the same 

veneer as masculinities in wider society, but the beats are essentially the same. In the next 

chapter, I explore such expressions of masculinity – and some alternatives. 

Concluding remarks 
 

  This chapter has offered a working definition of the radical left and reviewed 

appropriate literature on social movement cultures and specific cultures of radical left-wing 

movements. Radicalism is a relational and temporal term – it cannot be pinned down to a set 

series of characteristics. Still, it can adapt, shift, and sometimes even regress in response to 

broader developments in the political world.  

In addition, I have offered a critical review of approaches to cultures within social 

movement theory. While there is utility in framing, I argue that such approaches often are not 

satisfactory for the questions that occupy this thesis. However, I take this argument further by 

highlighting that not everyone participating in a culture may understand the nature of the 

tools or what they are 'meant' to do. By turning to affect, we can gain an insight into the 

complex interaction of cultural practices and the formation of identities – and, importantly, 

understand how such processes can include as much as they exclude. Affective practises 

interplay with disputed understandings of authenticity. This means that social movement 

cultures will often be sites of contention and dispute as much as they are places of unity.  

A further nuance must be added to this theoretical framework for culture: cultures–

whether subcultures or social movement cultures – are not hermetically sealed from dominant 

cultural practices. Rather than coherent frames, we see a messy and complex dialogic 
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interaction between dominant and dissident cultures that can reproduce discriminatory 

practices or undermine them. Following Fraser, we might understand radical cultures as 

spaces separate but not separatist, where activists can recuperate and reconfigure, but in 

creating 'discursive checks' on wider society, a certain amount of discriminatory practice 

might be reproduced.  

How, then, can we begin to understand the kinds of identities that emerge in cultures 

that are at times discordant and affect – a predominantly pre-linguistic phenomenon – holds 

sway? The militant's identity is most often heroised and lauded within radical left-wing 

movement cultures. I propose that a critical characterisation of radical left-wing culture is the 

militant's identity and the practice of political militancy. I acknowledge that the radical right 

also produces its own brand of militant and militancy, and I will reflect on this briefly in the 

subsequent chapter. However, the fact remains. Some radical left social movements and 

parties openly label themselves as militant groups and engage in militant practices; for others, 

militancy is perhaps less institutionally embedded. Militants and militancy are the products of 

movement cultures and also help to reproduce those cultures. As Rolnik (2006) observes, 

"what feeds them in their militant culture…is to imagine themselves bloody chested in the 

trenches flagged by the revolutionary struggle, succeeding in putting an end to this reality 

they consider to be cursed" (p.133). The militant is both an identity and a set of practices. In 

the next chapter, I argue that it is one potential model for understanding both subjectivities 

and masculinities within the radical left. 
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Chapter Three: Militancy, masculinity and 

structures of feeling: a framework for left-wing 

masculinities 
 

Introduction    
 

This chapter aims to offer a theoretical framework for left-wing masculinities. While 

there is a nascent body of literature on masculinities in left-wing social movements (Dudnik 

et al., 2004; McCormack, 2007; Coleman and Bassi, 2011; Craddock, 2019), overall, the 

gender and sexual politics of the radical left are under-interrogated by scholars (though there 

exists significantly more work produced by activists).  

 

This chapter opens with a review of academic work that explores masculinities in left-

wing social movements. Here, I draw from both empirical social research into the anti-

globalisation movements of the 2000s (Sullivan, 2007) and draw on work from gender 

historians that offers us insights into the kinds of masculine persona and performances we 

might encounter with the radical left (Dudnik et al., 2004). While the academic literature 

remains thin on the ground, activist-produced knowledge has outstripped the academy, 

offering us a clearer picture of left-wing masculinity and some contentions and disputes 

around sexual and gender politics in left-wing organisations.   

 

Subsequently, I consider the concept of militancy, which I argued in the previous 

chapter, to be a product of the complex and affective culture of radical left social movements. 

A somewhat amorphous term - militancy - and being a militant offers some theoretical tools 

for unpacking the nature of left-wing masculinity. I suggest that militancy can be understood 
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as something one does, as much as one is, and that many radical left organisations produce, 

discipline, and sustain their members into becoming militants. I draw from the work of Felix 

Guattari (1984) and his concept of militancy to understand a specific kind of left-wing 

subjectivity and – I would argue – left-wing masculinity.  Guattari proposes what he refers to 

at various points in his work as a “Leninist machine”, “militant machine”, or “militant 

diagram” (I use the latter term in this thesis as it appears to be the consistently preferred term 

of scholars of Guattari). The militant diagram is a “technology of the self, an expression of 

working on the self in the service of revolutionary change” (Thoburn, 2010, p.99). It is a 

subjectivity –ultimately contradictory – but also a collective assemblage of enunciation which 

links together social practices, affects, and tactical choices in a political context. The militant 

diagram produces, shapes and circulates meanings and identities, including those around sex 

and gender, and can draw out masculine-coded practices and affects within movements.  

 

Finally, I consider some alternative tools that shape my overall framework, 

specifically Raymond Williams’ (1977; 2001) work on the structures of feeling. As I stated in 

the previous chapter, seemingly in contrast to the rigid and dogmatic subjectivity of the 

militant diagram, I contend that such subjectivities engage in the work of affect, affective 

relations, and function as much on a pre-linguistic level as they do on a linguistic level. 

Therefore, Williams’s contributions and his conceptualisation of how we are shaped by that 

which comes before feeling have utility as a means of studying masculinity.  

   

Reviewing left-wing masculinities   
 

Masculinities studies owe much to the work of R. W. Connell and her concept of 

hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 2005).  Hegemonic masculinity is defined broadly as social 

and political practices guaranteeing men's domination over women (Connell & 
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Messerschmidt, 2005). Connell & Messerschmidt write that hegemonic masculinity is “things 

done, not just a set of role expectations or an identity,” hegemonic masculinities do not 

violently reproduce themselves but are “ascendancy achieved through culture, institutions 

and persuasion,” and importantly, there is a difference between ‘ideal’ and ‘hegemonic’ 

masculinity - hegemonic masculinity “can be constructed… [in ways] that do not correspond 

closely to the lives of actual men,” (p.838) What constitutes hegemonic masculinity may not 

necessarily be the same as a popular conception of the ideal man - the rugged action hero, 

say, idealised by cinema - but is contextually contingent; different kinds of masculinities can 

be hegemonic in other contexts. Connell & Messerschmidt (2005) give the example of a 

successful businessman who might not have a penchant for physical strength and violence but 

still maintains hegemony in certain situations. They write:  

  

Hegemonic masculinity was not assumed to be normal in the statistical sense; 

only a minority of men might enact it. But it was certainly normative. It embodied the 

currently most honored way of being a man, it required all other men to position 

themselves in relation to it, and it ideologically legitimated the global subordination 

of women to men.  

(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005 p.832)  

  

Hegemonic masculinity embodies a standard of behaviour and conduct that men are 

expected to orient themselves towards. But by its nature, it is intrinsically exclusionary and 

antagonistic. Masculinity is not innately violent but often utilises different forms of violence 

to assert its authority toward women and men with alternative masculinities (Connell, 2002, 

in Whitehead & Barret, 2001). Connell identifies three methods by which hegemonic 

masculinity establishes itself: through power relations, which ensure the overall domination 

of men and the subjugation of women through patriarchy; through production relations, 

otherwise known as the gendered division of labour, which is a gendered process of wealth 

accumulation, divided between the “male” productive arena, and the “female” reproductive 
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arena; and cathexis or the privileging of male heterosexuality - sexual desire is often 

perceived as natural and innate, but when considered in Freudian terms, as emotional energy 

being attached to an object of desire, it becomes gendered (ibid). The so-called “crisis” of 

masculinity plays out over challenges by women, men with alternative masculinities and 

queer-identifying individuals, which provokes a violent response from hegemonic 

masculinity. Hegemonic masculinity is contingent, relational, and prone to responding 

aggressively to challenges to the authority it claims.   

  

Existing work on the nature of left-wing masculinities remains in its infancy; 

however, a brief review of scholarship offers some insights – much of it owing to Connell - 

and highlights the complex relationship between left-wing masculinities and left-wing 

cultures (something I explore in more detail in the previous chapter). The discourses and 

systems of values of both interweave in the creation, sustaining and disciplining of 

masculinised personas. These forms of masculinity were ultimately contentious against 

dominant cultures and other forms of masculinity, yet the influence of those dominant 

cultures remained. Initial evidence of this can be found in the work of gender historians:   

Tosh (in Dudnik et al., 2004) and others have suggested that the masculinities seen in 

historical Leftist organisations are hegemonic within their context but within the context of a 

broader political world, seek to supplant dominant masculinities. On the Social Democratic 

Party of pre-war Germany, Tosh writes:  

   

 ...manliness was equated with standing up for one's principles, refusing to 

compromise, driving one adversaries from the floor...the debates were critical to 

working class masculinity less because of their discursive content than because of the 

activity of debate - the competitiveness, the aggression designed to secure a total rout, 

and the pronounced misogyny.  

(Tosh, 2004, p.53)  
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What Tosh is suggesting here is a conflict between differing masculinities. One of 

these is a peer-based, comradely and “principled” gender personae of the SDP party member; 

this model was established by the party to oppose “the bourgeois model of a liberalism of 

notables” (Welskopp, 2004, p.259). Certain qualities become essential for SDP party 

members; “the brilliant public orator, the charismatic leader of peers, the courageous 

defender of steadfast political principles” emerged as the epitome of manliness (Ibid). 

McCormack (2007) writes that masculinity is prominent in public politics. The political 

suitability of men is couched in “terms of their personal qualities and habits…a man’s 

political persona was impossible to separate from the personal and vice versa” (Ibid, p.4). 

 

Furthermore, the lesson of 20th Century politics for gender historians was that: “all 

men are male, but not all men are ‘masculine’ in the same way. This serves to remind us that 

men are not a monolithic group but are highly differentiated,” (Ibid, p.5). Indeed, the innately 

male nature of the public and political sphere led to the rise of heroic masculinities. 

Masculinities within politics are in constant conflict, with various political men seeking the 

traditional form of masculinity to be the heroic figure. As part of this, political men tend to 

define their masculinity in relation to women, children, and other dependents (ibid).  Here, we 

can see evidence of misogynistic ideas which appeared, on an epistemological level, to be 

contradictory to the socialist framework. In the case of the SDP, the character of their 

masculinity was based on the exclusion of women from political activity: “The exclusion of 

women was a prerequisite for male Social Democrats to express themselves as political 

citizens and revolutionary subjects” (Welskopp, ibid p.258). This sentiment echoes Connell's 

(2005) arguments that hegemonic masculinity bases itself on the subordination of women.   
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If the SDP had a heroic figure to model their masculinity upon, it was based on an 

idealisation of the worker. Workerism, for the SDP, was based on several critical gendered 

identity criteria, as ideology in the Althusserian sense; the worker “...lived off the labour of 

[his] own hands, rather than from the exploitation of others” (ibid, p.261), it needed to have 

“a basis in social practice and experience...politically charged sociability in this context 

became the bedrock for a specific model of ‘strong’ masculinity...the very term ‘worker’ in 

this sense stood for an alternative vision of what a man could and should be,” (p.262). The 

heroic worker embodied a masculinity which established hegemony in the SDP; part of its 

ability to do so was its relation to the broader political world, where it was just one kind of 

masculinity. Welskopp sees it as not a hegemonic masculinity in the traditional sense but a 

‘contentious masculinity’, which derived its manliness from its oppositionality towards 

bourgeois masculinity. Mosse (1996) situates socialist masculinity as a rebellious form of 

manhood which would “challenge...the wartime image of masculinity and the bourgeois 

masculine ideal” (p.119). This new masculinity arose from the socialist project “of a ‘new 

man’ that provided a counterpoint to many of the qualities of normative manhood (ibid). The 

heroic force of this masculine ideal, particularly in the post-WWI climate, was in its position 

as the driving force towards the betterment of the human society; socialist men “cast their 

hopes for the future in the metaphor of rising from darkness to sunlight,” (p.123). Yet this 

new masculinity retained the traditional gender ethics of bourgeois masculinity. Socialist 

masculinity in post-war Germany continued to uphold the nuclear family and deplored sexual 

permissiveness (Mosse, ibid, p.126). While the SDP publicly called for women's equality 

“among the majority of the working class, and many party members, patriarchy was only 

slightly dented” (ibid.)   
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Contemporary work about left-wing masculinities largely echoes the insights of 

historical scholarship but highlights some additional aspects of various masculine personas. 

Coleman & Bassi (2011) explore how “privileged masculine performances” exist within 

“(anti-)globalization movements” and the extent to which these performances, and related 

praxis “bolster, as much as contest, the order that these movements seek to subvert or over 

throw,”(Coleman & Bassi, 2011, p.204). It is telling that the masculine personas they 

witnessed and engaged in their research relied on the citation and re-inscription of cultural 

scripts outside of movement culture. These machismo performances were the “re-iterating 

[of] cultural scripts through which capitalism and the many violences attendant on it are 

reproduced,” and that “the enactment of ‘resistance’ politics...may shore up the status quo 

even as it undermines it,” (ibid, p.205). An activist’s politics may be revolutionary, but their 

gender performance often utilised cultural aspects of sexual hierarchies that would appear 

antithetical to a revolutionary framework. Coleman and Bassi deploy a Foucauldian analysis 

of power relations to identify two categories of “privileged male performance.” 

 

On the one hand, there is the “Man with Analysis”, a kind of elder statesman of 

Leftism, who “dominated with his analysis and control of information” and “begins meetings 

by giving his analysis of the current political situation...His account is uncontested,” (ibid, 

p.211). His gender performance is to locate himself within the group as “a privileged voice 

and status in the interpretation of events and the writing of strategy,” and when confronted 

about his conduct, he “explicitly positioned himself as a teacher’ who should ‘do the analysis 

on behalf of [the organization]’,” (ibid, p.212). On the other hand, there is the “Anarchist 

Action Man,” who is concerned foremost with “direct action…[he is] very physical and 

confrontational,” advocating political gestures “based on the destruction of a small, symbolic 

aspect of the existing order,” (ibid, p.216). Coleman & Bassi link him directly to a gendered 
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dichotomy in political praxis, with political actions being “divided into ‘arrestable’ or ‘not 

arrestable - that is, ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ - activities.” The former praxis is tied to the 

masculine ideal of “the epic hero, single-handedly fighting against enemy forces for the 

triumph of good over evil.” It excludes, directly or indirectly, full female participation (ibid, 

p.216-7). It’s notable that the values that these male personas seek to embody - academic 

knowledge, efficiency, urgency, the will to action – are not values unique to the left; they are, 

in fact, things which would be considered essential aspects of subjectivity in dominant, 

neoliberal culture (Turken et al., 2016).  

 

The fact that male power finds its basis around dominant societal values - even in 

spaces supposedly separate, or at least somewhat withdrawn from that dominant public - fits 

with the findings of other scholars of masculinities: in his analysis of male power in a U.S. 

University Fraternity, Kiesling (1997) found that men are “pushed (and push themselves) 

towards identities which do not challenge...the fraternity or of dominant U.S. Society, 

(p.113).  The conclusions that Coleman & Bassi draw from their study is that these masculine 

performances undermine the politics of revolutionary groups not simply by reinforcing power 

relations found in a capitalist society but by excluding voices and bodies which do not 

conform to the hegemonic masculine display, including women, genderqueers and men with 

alternative masculinities (Coleman & Bassi, p.213).   

 

Further research starts to suggest a link between masculinities and militancy. Sullivan 

(2007) reflects on the bio-political violence she witnessed during the anti-globalisation 

uprisings in Greece in 2003; in the violent rhetoric and tactics of the anti-authoritarian 

activists, she identified an “Oedipal anger towards ‘papa-state’ and other patriarchal 

institutions,” became a “conceptualising and performing of struggle,” for the militants 
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involved (p.226). This struggle facilitated a “nihilistic machismo” among protestors, which 

“did little to contest patriarchal assumptions and strategies” and merely became a combatant 

for the “male-dominated and excessively macho riot police” (p.229). Such a machismo, she 

argues, mimics the desirable traits in bourgeois masculinity, a masculinity “which is bounded, 

restrained, unconcerned with the openness and softness of relationships, and built on the 

disciplined repression of physical needs and desires” (ibid). This form of masculinity was not 

simply present in the (to borrow Coleman and Bassi’s terminology) ‘anarchist action men’ 

Sullivan met but also in the “particular masculinities of a conventional, humourless and 

Leninist Left perspective that emphasizes the violent necessity of proletarian revolution,” 

(ibid). While Sullivan acknowledges that men and women can embody nihilistic machismo 

and militancy, she highlights how it shaped the habitus of the movement in exclusionary 

ways and perpetuated structural and patriarchal violence against women; it was not the state 

behind the “numerous reports of sexual harassment at the anti-authoritarian encampment at 

Thessaloniki’s Aristotle University,” but the “‘Alpha males’ – the authoritarian, anti-

authoritarians,” (p.230).   

  

More recently, Craddock (2019) examines the gendered dimension of the ‘ideal 

activist’ identity and the potential negative consequences that accompany it. The ideal activist 

is understood as an “extraordinary activist character” who is “protesting around the clock” – a 

social identity, she notes, which becomes inaccessible to women due to the 

‘retraditionalisation’ of women’s domestic labour, especially caring labour, as a result of 

austerity measures in the U.K., and their devastating impact on social care in communities 

(2019, p.138-139). Ironically, it was in the U.K. anti-austerity movement that Craddock 

identified the implicitly gendered aspects of the ideal activist, gendered in the sense that not 

only that ‘round the clock’ activism becomes inaccessible to those with caring 
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responsibilities, but because of its emphasis on direct action and confrontation with the 

authorities as being the ‘right’ form of activism, at the denigration of online activism. 

Craddock notes – importantly – that direct action is not masculine per se (lest we forget, the 

Suffragettes were renowned for their use of direct action tactics, and such tactics often 

resulted in their very femininity being questioned) but that by prioritising direct action over 

more flexible political praxis, left-wing activism became “implicitly gendered, which has 

negative gendered consequences,” (2019, p.149).   

 

What emerges from these accounts is a sketch of a set of masculinities which become 

hegemonic within left-wing movements. These masculinities reproduce aspects of hegemonic 

masculinities in non-movement contexts – the emphasis on intellectual power, physical 

confrontation, rationality, rejecting vulnerability, and limiting the possibilities of acceptable 

actions – while positioning themselves in contestation to the values of a dominant culture. 

Importantly, this social reproduction of dominant masculinities involves resignifying 

masculine traits, actions and values to fit within a leftist, anti-capitalist, or anti-imperialist 

worldview. It is worth noting that, while helpful, this sketch of masculinities remains patchy. 

Much of the scholarship is drawn from analysis of the anti-globalisation movements of the 

early 2000s or the Occupy movement. Less has been written about masculinities in 

contemporary socialist and Marxist groups; this is a striking gap within scholarship; as March 

(2013) puts it, there is a “gaping lacuna” in knowledge about left-wing sexual politics, 

primarily left-wing masculinities. The urgency for a fuller picture is evident. As I detailed in 

the introduction, the British radical left has been dogged by numerous shocking cases of 

sexual violence, harassment and the abuse of women by men. While we cannot reduce the 

complexities of sexual violence purely down to masculinities, it is a driving motivation of the 

present research that by deepening our understanding of masculinities and sexual politics of 
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radical left movements, we can develop new processes of accountability and social justice to 

deal with incidents of sexism and misogyny.   

  

Despite sporadic academic knowledge, activists in left-wing politics have long 

acknowledged the problematic aspects of left-wing masculinity, and indeed, it was left-wing 

men who sought to reconfigure it. The anti-sexist men’s magazine Achilles Heel was founded 

in 1978 to provide a forum for men to reflect on masculinity and consider their role in the 

struggle against sexual oppression (Seidler, 1992). For the Achilles Heel collective, trying to 

critique socialist masculinity involved an epistemological critique of both bourgeois 

masculinity and socialist theory; men, “especially middle-class men,” would be socialised to 

“intellectualise our emotions and feelings” (Ibid, p.10), and giving men “… space to find a 

voice that was not the impersonal and universalised voice of reasons,” (Seidler, 1992, p.207) 

A move towards a more communicative, self-critical masculinity - a masculinity which 

accepted, rather than rejected, vulnerability -, needed socialist theory to “come to terms with 

individual differences, and...acknowledge that people had different experiences,” (ibid, p.12). 

This, for the collective, was not the “regression into bourgeois theory” that left-wing groups 

needed to brand it as, but was vital to the evolution of the socialist imaginary as “a critique of 

the naive assumptions about ‘sameness’ of people that had so long crippled the advances of 

socialist theory,” (Ibid).  During its print run, between 1979 and 1991, Achilles Heel 

published articles on men and work, men’s sexuality, men and parenthood, and more 

theoretical pieces exploring men’s relationship to feminism and patriarchy. The magazine 

also offered more direct critiques of left history and masculinities, including several works by 

Dave Widgery, which critiqued the male personas of the “heroic, gunslinging, ghetto 

revolutionary (or pen-toting Marxist man-of-ideas)” militant  (Widgery, in Seidler, 1991, 

p.184-195).   
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Achilles Heel, along with similar (if smaller) journals, Big Flame and Brothers 

Against Sexism, were spaces where left-wing men grappled with the problems of left-wing 

masculinity, specifically the issue of how left-wing men navigated their privilege and worked 

in concurrence with feminism. These journals seemed to be acutely aware of the problematic 

nature of being a “male feminist”, especially the kind of male feminist who does not – to put 

it colloquially – practise what they preach. Hence, there was a need for men to “choose anti-

sexism as a priority for their political work…feminism is and must be at the centre of our 

politics” (Dave, 1982, no pagination, italics in original). Equally, there was an awareness of 

the problem of militancy and militant men, as well as the hidden vulnerabilities of the 

militant (something I discuss later in this chapter) thus socialist men’s politics “is about 

recognising that ‘militants’ are also people with personal anxieties, fears, hopes…because of 

the isolation that can come from being a socialist/feminist militant, they may well need a lot 

of support,” (Wilson, 1981, no pagination). At the same time, in the pages of these journals, it 

is impossible to escape a sense of frustration, of a double bind, of a struggle to figure a way 

out of hegemonic masculinity: for every acknowledgement that “men are too keen on doing 

political work which is seen as being ‘up front’, activities where women can actually see us 

doing a fine job,” (Dave, ibid), there were accounts of men who felt that they reproduced 

dominant masculinities even when they tried to engage in solidarity work with feminist 

activists, resulting in feelings of shame and sense in which they “didn’t want to be known as 

‘men’” (South London Men Against Sexism, 1974, p.16). These frustrations, impasses and 

failed attempts at a new form of masculinity are, according to Segal, what scuppered the anti-

sexist men’s movement before it got off the ground; the fear of merely creating an 

“acceptable…face of dominant masculinity, in which the ‘new man’ – a softer, more 
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emotional, self-conscious sex object himself – may still retain…his hegemony over women, 

and over other subordinated groups of men,” (Segal, 2006, p.261).   

 

Achilles Heel ceased publication in the late 1990s. The Men’s Consciousness Raising 

Groups, which the Achilles Heel Collective propagated (Seidler, 2009), began to fade away 

around this time. The tradition of such men’s movements is not completely gone; 

transnational organisations such as MenEngage Alliance have sought to involve men and 

boys in issues of gender justice and navigate notions of accountability and challenge 

(MenEngage Alliance, 2016). Other organisations, such as Sweden’s MÄN (Ruxton, 2020) 

and MenCare (Heilman et al. 2016), have tried to mobilise men and boys around the issues of 

gender violence prevention and fatherhood, respectively. As of 2023, there appears to be no 

space explicitly within the socialist tradition to explore and critique masculinity. The reasons 

for the decline of a socialists anti-sexist men’s movement are hotly debated. Even in its 

infancy, feminists expressed concern about men organising autonomously, assuming it would 

reaffirm male power in the face of the Women’s Liberation Movement (Seidler, 1991, p.x). 

Feminists often responded with hostility towards men’s groups, which affected the morale of 

men involved in organising roles (Jay and Rook, 1977, in Rowan, 2005). However, the men 

also had concerns about men organising together (Segal, 2006).  

  

In addition, the sketches of masculinities above are a step in the right direction. 

However, the intention of this thesis, particularly this chapter, is to sharpen the theoretical 

framework within which left-wing masculinities can be better understood. Specifically, we 

can see a particular tension around left-wing masculinities. On the one hand, we can see a 

form of masculinity that adopts the veneer, lexicon and seeming practises of emancipatory 

politics but leaves hegemonic masculinity, patriarchy and masculine social hierarchies intact. 
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On the other, we see a troubled, hesitant, emergent masculinity. This masculinity is (perhaps 

desperately) trying to make sense of and respond to the complex and evocative questions 

raised by feminism, women’s activism, and sexual practises that make ‘being a man’ so 

contentious. How, then, can we encapsulate the subjectivities of the (intentional or otherwise) 

misogynist and the – and I appreciate the complexities of the language here and discuss them 

at length later in the thesis – ‘male feminist’? To build such a framework, I suggest that our 

attention needs to turn to two seemingly different but, in fact, deeply interwoven theoretical 

concepts: militancy and affect.    

 

Militants and militancy 
 

“Militancy” or “Militant” is a signifier with multiple meanings. Originally, “Militant” 

comes from the Latin “militare”, meaning “engaged in warfare” and “combative, insistent, 

strongly espousing a cause” (Oxford English Dictionary, N.D). Before its use in political and 

sociological contexts, the word Militant had theological usage. Within the ecclesiology of the 

Catholic Church, the “Church Militant” (Ecclesia militans) referred to living Christians who 

struggled as soldiers of Christ in a holy war against Satan and the forces of darkness and sin. 

The Church Militant saw its purpose as a lifelong struggle against Godlessness, which, upon 

the occasion of inevitable death, would result in individual militant Christians being able to 

join the “Church Triumphant” in Heaven (Whately, 1863).       

 

In more modern usage, “Militant” retains a level of versatility. It can be used as an 

adjective  (i.e. “The militant RMT Trade Union,” (Darlington, 2009)) or as a way of referring 

to a willingness to engage in combative protest tactics, such as strikes, pickets, and 

occupations (Beale, 2003). The term has seen a degree of public exposure as a pejorative 

during the summer of 2022, as a wave of public sector strikes and trade union resistance were 
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branded by the right-leaning press and the Tory government as the actions of “militant trade 

union” or “trade union militants” who sought to “paralyse” the country (Soteriou, 2022). 

“Militant” also functions as a noun. Within the academic left, Militant is often used to 

describe certain political theorists and philosophers, such as Michel Foucault, Alain Badiou 

(who notably authored a recent volume on “Philosophy for Militants” (Badiou, 2015), and 

Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, all of whom engaged with versions of post-Marxism, 

anarchism, and radical political psychiatry (or anti-psychiatry) (Didier, 1991; Karlsen, 2015). 

Bosteels suggests that such “intellectual militants” own a debt to Vladimir Lenin and offer 

academic resources and tools in response to the urgent question of “what is to be done?” 

(Bosteels, in Badiou, 2015; Lenin, 1973). That said, the only similarities between these two 

uses of the word “Militant” appear to be connotations of confrontationalism, urgency, and 

combativeness, but little else beyond this.   

 

Within social movement research, “militants” and “militancy” make more sporadic 

appearances, usually concerning the tactics and organisational methods used by specific 

movements, such as the militant activism of ACT UP (Gould, 2013) or anti-fascist resistance 

movements in the USA (Vysotsky, 2020). The militancy is also explored in relation to the 

positionality, methodology and ethical frameworks of social movement research itself, in 

what is sometimes referred to as “militant research” or “militant ethnography” (Bookchin et 

al., 2013; Russell, 2015; Graeber and Shukaitis, 2007). Within European research, the 

concept of militancy and the figure of militant individuals is commonly mentioned in relation 

to the Italian Autonomia Operaia (Worker’s Autonomy) and the writings of Antonio Negri 

(Wright, 2021; Murphy, 2020; Nunes, 2013).   Notably, the concept of militancy has 

undergone more significant critical interrogation and unpacking in scholarship outside of the 

Anglosphere. Research by Sales et al. (2018) on Brazillian grassroots activism acknowledges 
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the militancy of tactics and organisational structure but hones in on the sense in which 

militancy is subjectivity, what it means to be a “militant,” and the consequences of that 

militancy: “…lack of time for personal activities, damages to professional life, interference in 

the continuity of formal education and the challenge to reconcile the militant activities with 

the demands of the family nucleus,” (ibid, p.582).   

 

What we can draw from this is the idea that militancy can be understood as both 

something one does (tactics), a habitus or culture one inhabits (organisational procedures) 

and a subjectivity (something one is or seeks to become). As I argue below, a broader and 

more focused definition of militancy provides a useful theoretical tool for understanding left-

wing masculinities.  In doing this, I will build upon the work of Felix Guattari (1984), who 

identifies a “militant diagram”, a series of discursive and non-discursive formations that help 

constitute subjectivity. Where Guattari focuses on militant selfhood, I will expand on this to 

consider how tactics and organisations' militancy contribute to constructing the militant 

persona. My research confirms the argument by Thoburn (2008) that: “One can think of 

militancy as a technology of the self, as an expression of the working on the self in the 

services of revolutionary change” (p.99).   

 

It’s worth also making clear at this point that while I’ll be engaging in a critique of 

militancy, I will shy away from taking the standpoint of “Bourgeoise ideologues [who] treat 

militants as dangerous hooligans or manipulative ideologues” (Blanc, 1972, no pagination). 

Instead, I’ll be advancing my critique from the perspective of being a leftist activist who is 

involved, or has been involved in many of these movements and is engaged in aspects of 

militant politics myself, following the approach laid down by activists (Andrew, 1999; Blanc, 

1972) and especially the work of Felix Guattari (1984; 2008).   
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Making Sense of Militancy – Tactics and Organisation  
 

As noted above, militancy can be understood as a particular repertoire of tactics, a set 

of organisational principles, and a sense of subjectivity. This thesis will primarily focus on 

militant organising and militancy of the self. This is not to say that militant tactics are not 

important, nor that they are divorced from the construction of gender roles within the radical 

left. Militant tactics are often “performative” and “communicative” actions, protest actions 

that are assertive and dominant, and convey an uncompromising rejection of authority to state 

actors and to the broader public (for discussion of this, see Juris, 2005). Such tactics can 

shape what Polletta and Jasper (2001) call “mobilising identities” - that is, identities such as 

“worker”, “citizen”, and “homosexual” - which may pre-exist a movement but are 

“reimagined by movement activists...integrated with a movement identity, i.e. a collective 

identity based around shared membership in a movement,” (Ibid, p.289, italics in original). 

These identities often play with social constructions of gender (both Mayhall (2000) and 

Edwards (2014) highlight how Suffragette militancy both acted as a mobilising tool and 

flouted gendered ideas of risk-taking and martyrdom). Indeed, both Juris (2005) and Sullivan 

(2007) draw attention to the machismo (and perhaps nihilistic) masculinity of ‘Black Bloc’ 

tactics and those tactics' role in affirming masculinity. I choose to focus more on organisation 

and subjectivity than tactics, not because I do not think that they are relevant to the gender 

and sexual politics of the radical left, but because the particular cultural iteration of the left I 

focus on (Momentum) tends not to openly engage in these kinds of tactics in the traditional 

sense (I elaborate on this, and where Momentum situates itself within the radical left, in 

Chapters Five).  

 

Trying to pin down the meaning of militancy of organisation in radical left groups 

might, at first glance, appear to require some significant analytical overstretching. After all, 
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what organisational similarities can be made between a democratic centralist Marxist party 

and an apparently “leaderless” anarchist movement? However, upon deeper analysis, 

militancy of organisation reveals some key trends. These are a) that militancy of organisation 

pivots on the rigidity of dogma, adherence to internal forms of democracy which retain 

hierarchies of power, an affinity to recreate the (often idealised) dynamics of past struggles 

and contentions and b) that these organisational practises contributing towards the 

interpellation of the militant as subject, and the militant’s task as something akin to (but not 

the same as) ‘work’, as opposed to ‘activism’. Having some understanding of the militancy of 

organising is relevant to the next section, which will explore the idea of militancy of the self 

because, as Blanc (1972) puts it, “the critique of militancy cannot be separated from the 

construction of revolutionary organisations,” (no pagination)  

 

 Critical scholarship has drawn links between Leninism and the organisational forms 

of militant groups (Kelly, 2018; Nunes, 2013). Specifically, the idea of Vanguardism – the 

idea that revolutionaries who had achieved a high level of class consciousness could both 

radicalise the rest of the proletariat and represent their interests – appears to be influential on 

militant groups. Indeed, in some accounts, Vanguardism is often so interwoven with 

militancy that the terms are used interchangeably (Badiou, 2003; 2012; Nunes, 2013). Thus, a 

brief reflection on these concepts is necessary to achieve a complete analysis of militancy.   

 

“Vanguardism” refers to what Marx and Engels called “the most advanced and 

resolute section of the working-class parties of every country, that section which pushes 

forward all others” (1967, p.22). In other words, the vanguard is the revolutionaries who - 

having achieved a high level of class consciousness - form together in organisations to 

attempt to both radicalise the remainder of the proletariat and represent its class interests. 

Marx and Engels saw the vanguard as being Communists in general; Lenin amended it to 
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suggest that only some communists could form the vanguard. After all, the task of the 

vanguard was “not to champion the degrading of the revolutionary to the level of an amateur, 

but to raise the amateurs to the level of revolutionaries” (Lenin, 1973, p.57, italics in 

original.) Put differently, only the most ‘professional’ revolutionaries could hope to form the 

vanguard and become both the educator and representative of the workers. There is an 

obvious hierarchy here, as the vanguardist militant is “in search of a role that places him 

above the masses” (Blanc, 1972, no pagination) with a demarcation between the enlightened 

vanguard militant - a secular version of the ‘elect’ - and the proletariat worker, who, for 

whatever reason, has yet to achieve sufficient class consciousness. Comrades they may be, 

but equals, they are not. The job of the former is to educate the latter, protect Marxism from 

deviational thinking, and advance it as a ‘science’ (Lenin, 1973). Thus, a certain amount of 

secrecy and gatekeeping of knowledge is required. While Vanguardism is a concept rooted in 

Leninism and, as an organisational form, is heavily criticised by anarchists (Graeber, 2007; 

Afaq, 2008; Schmidt et al., 2009), there’s certainly evidence of a vanguardist mindset 

existing in movements outside of the Marxist framework. 

 

The anarchist Anti-Fascist Action (AFA) of Sweden advocates for a Manichean view 

of its comrades and enemies. The militancy of the AFA is, according to its members, “a 

necessary guiding force for the wider anti-racist movement which can at best ‘put them on 

the right track’ in their struggle” (Peterson, 2018, p.113). In the world view of AFA, the group 

functions as the “unyielding heroic protagonists” opposed to both “right-wing extremist 

villains, and the racist politics of the ‘ruling forces’” and also the “impotent, ineffectual and 

lax” mainstream anti-racist movements (Ibid). Vanguardism is here in spirit, if not in name. 

From this, we can conclude that vanguardist forms of militancy can be found outside of the 

orthodox Leninist cluster of radical left groups.   
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In addition, the vanguardist model of political organising can lead to a separation of 

the militant group from the masses they claim to represent. The will and consciousness of the 

workers could be ignored if they did not fit with the views of the vanguard militants and the 

militant party. In a way, this serves to distort the nature of revolutionary desire on the part of 

the masses; the militant recognises the desire of the workers for emancipation by “imposes 

meditations” on that desire, specifically the “practical representations of the party” as the 

only expression of revolutionary will and Marxism. Thus, the masses become homogenised; 

differences and alternative epistemologies of resistance become “massified” and simplified 

into “standardised formulations,” which justify the importance of discipline and “party unity” 

(Guattari, 1977, p.157). The practice of militant organising builds up alternative hierarchies, 

trapping the militant into contradictory stances. The militant “within their 

organisations...accept[s] the hierarchy and petty leaders they claim to want to rid the world 

of” (Blanc, 1972, no pagination), or as Guattari puts it, creates a dualism between “the case 

who holds the passwords, and the masses, who are heard alphabetising and catechising like 

good children,” (Guattari, ibid).    

 

Herein, we see the importance of secrecy, or at the very least, of gatekeeping the 

nature of truth. As Peterson puts it, militant groups contain “a curious mixture of both secrecy 

and publicity and most [militant groups] actively manipulate the media to gain a degree of 

exposure” (2018, p.115). The vanguardist militant functions as part of a secretive group, 

identified collectively by party name or slogan but also known (or at least believed to be 

known by other members) as a driving force of revolutionary politics. Such secrecy arouses 

curiosity, which may be “an avenue of recruitment” for the militant group (Ibid). In practical 

terms, militant groups may organise under a veneer of secrecy by being the driving force 
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behind initiatives with broader political appeal than simply to other militants. An excellent 

example of this is the SWP, from 1974 onwards, have launched several single-issue 

campaigns, such as the Right to Work campaign (1975), the Anti-Nazi League (1977), the 

Stop the War coalition (2011) and more recently, Stand Up to Racism (2011), (Kelly, 2018, 

p86). These broad campaigns have also presented fertile ground for recruitment into the SWP, 

and the “secrecy” of the role the party plays has varied over the years, from SWP founder 

Tony Cliff declaring, "The leadership of the ANL [Anti-Nazi League]  is the SWP and we 

don't give a damn," (Birchall, 2011, p.20), while the party played down its role in Stand Up to 

Racism following the Comrade Delta scandal (Platt, 2014). 

  

Reproducing the Militant: militant organisation and social 

reproduction  
 

As well as Vanguardism, secrecy or gatekeeping of the truth, militant groups tend to 

have both a strong sense of historical struggle and a desire to replicate struggles, both those 

of the past and those in current efforts in other countries. For instance, the militant group 

Weatherman Underground campaigned under the slogan (first uttered by Ernesto “Che” 

Guevara) that Western militants should make “two, three or many Vietnams flourish 

throughout the world” as a means of resisting U.S. imperialist hegemony (Guevara, 1968; 

Varon, 2004). Similarly, the SWP rallied around the slogan “Make Trafalgar Square into 

Tahrir Square!” in 2011, referencing the then-ongoing protests by Egyptian activists against 

the government of Hosni Mubarak (Robinson, 2011).  2017 saw the centenary of the 

Bolshevik October Revolution, and various militant groups expressed the need to recreate the 

circumstances of the overthrow of Tsarism (Workers Revolutionary Party, 2017). The process 

of drawing an equivalence between the foreign struggles and the struggles of past generations 

could be viewed as part of a process of solidarity forming; indeed, as Duyvendak (2011) 
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points out, nostalgia and looking backwards are prevalent in all forms of politics, not simple 

on the radical fringes. A less charitable analysis would suggest that militant groups are 

trapped in the past.  In this section, I’ll offer some ways in which nostalgia and canonicity 

contribute towards disciplining the militant identity as part of a process of militant 

organising. My argument is that through a process of training, expectations, and internal 

practises, militant groups try to mould ideal militant subjectivities, subjectivities which can 

be divisive and exclusionary - to put it more colloquially, it is not simply about creating “two, 

three or many Vietnams,” but two, three or many Che Guevaras. The creation and recreation 

of an ideal militant subjectivity involve a separation from society, achieved through often 

gruelling and hermetically sealed education programmes and monopolising the militant’s 

time. This is necessary for a militant organisation to function because to engage in militancy 

is to (ironically) engage in something akin to work.   

 

Being a member of a militant group is not easy.  For example, the Alliance for 

Workers’ Liberty sets out the expectations of membership as being to defend the aims of the 

party in ‘word and deed’, to conduct activities under the ‘discipline of the organization,’ join 

trade unions, pay regular monthly contributions to the party coffers, to ‘keep links with other 

political groups under the supervision of appropriate AWL committees’, and to ‘educate 

themselves politically and attend structured education classes of the AWL.’ While party 

members do have the right to ‘express dissenting opinions’, they do not have the right to 

organize around those opinions or take internal disputes outside of the Party (The Alliance for 

Workers Liberty, 2017).   

 

The AWL’s expectations of members are mirrored in other Trotskyist groups (Kelly, 

2018, p.96). The boundaries between public political life and private personal life outside of 

the political group become blurred. The idea of the personal having a political aspect is 
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hardly a new addition to radical politics; my contention here is that radical groups expect 

individual activists to maintain their political work (and, by extension, their pursuit of 

authenticity) at all times. To maintain one’s position within a radical left organization, one 

must commit one’s time and separate from society because the political group and its 

priorities come before any other commitment. Indeed, there are examples of activists being 

required to uproot their entire lives for the sake of the organization. Numerous radical left 

groups would ‘redeploy’ activists around the country - the International Marxist Group sent 

eight members from London to Liverpool to start a new branch in 1972, while the Workers 

Revolutionary Party sent several members from London up to Scotland for fear it was losing 

influence in Scottish politics (Kelly, 2018, p.97). Even when activists were not expected to 

uproot and relocate to new cities for the sake of the radical left group, even a temporary 

withdrawal from politics had to pass through the group. Corin Redgrave, a notable member of 

the WRP, had to formally write to the leadership of the party for permission to perform in a 

play; similarly, the AWL took the view that ‘you can ask for a leave of absence, but you can’t 

declare it unilaterally’ (Ibid). Any personal desires that an individual militant may have about 

needing to rest or not wishing to leave their home are ultimately secondary to the desires of 

the militant group. Not only is the militant “separated from the masses and their possibilities 

for revolt,” but they are “separated from his own desires” (Blanc, 1972, no pagination).  

 

Indeed, it is possible to see a peculiar similarity between the militant and the way 

Marx perceives the worker under capitalism. For Marx, part of the worker's alienation comes 

from a sense of detachment between his labour and the production process; thus, “labour is 

external to the worker” (Marx, 1982. p.189). This experience mirrors that of the militant - in 

his belief that he is above the masses as their educator, and in his participation in a militant 

group that monopolises his time and limits his learning, the militant becomes akin to the 
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worker: “just as the worker does not work for himself, the militant is not militant on his own 

behalf,” (Blanc, ibid, no pagination).   

 

It’s worth noting that my claim is not that militancy is work (at least in the Marxist 

conception of work). While the worker feels alienated, he can still find solace outside work in 

his free time. In theory, there is no outside of militancy. Within the framework of capitalism, 

the effectiveness of work is not measured by the relative pleasure that the worker gains from 

it but by its economic value. As Marx put it, value arises from the number of hours of labour 

put into the production of a commodity, which then dictates that commodity’s value (Marx, 

2018). The activist's task is less easily quantifiable; as Blanc puts it, ‘‘the advancement of the 

revolution’ still hasn’t found its measuring instruments’ (Blanc, 1972, no pagination). Without 

any measurable sense of impending revolution, the activist starts to imitate the productive 

process of capitalism in terms of a reductionist emphasis on ‘the number of hours spent, the 

number of leaflets distributed’ (ibid, no pagination). This mimicry of capital relations 

conflicts with what activist surely should be at its core –what, following Marx’s labour theory 

of value, should be unalienated labour, ‘human interaction with nature’ rather than the 

valorisation of value (Marx, 1992) – something that does not perpetuate capitalism, but 

disrupts it. The emulation of capitalist work discipline can be seen as a symptom of the 

technologies of control to the broader power structures of the world. Thus, the activist 

experiences their form of alienation, for ‘militancy is rooted in the alienation of each of us’ 

(Blanc, 1972, no pagination).     

 

Ultimately, the militancy of organisation results in a reproduction of the idealised 

militant subjectivity. As Thoburn states: “...the revolutionary organisation functions as a cut 

with the social and as a means to consolidate  and intensify its particular mode of activity, an 

activity that in turn secures the individual’s subjective investment in, and formation through 
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the organisation,” (2008, p.101). Part of the need for such reproducibility is for reasons of 

recruitment; as Peterson (2018) notes, one of the main ways into a militant group is through 

personal connections or having an existing militant act as a “sponsor” (p.111). Thus, militants 

reproduce more militants in a literal sense. However, an organisation's militancy reproduces 

militant subjectivity to maximise the effectiveness of often limited resources and personnel 

within a small organisation. Through occupation of time and strict requirements in terms of 

knowledge, the militant becomes what Foucault calls a “docile body” (Foucault, 2012). The 

militant is not a brutalised and brainwashed subject but a figure in control of their faculties, 

though those faculties exist within the framework of established social norms and 

expectations for the militant group (Mills et al., 2010). This is not to say that militants do not 

face bullying, harassment, or even violence from other militants, as there is considerable 

evidence that they do (Kelly, 2018; Callaghan, 1987; Seymour 2013a, 2013b, 2013c, 2013d; 

Lemon, 2016; Nat, 2011; BC, 2012).  

 

The Militant Diagram  
 

As established in the prior sections, the militant is a contradictory figure: devoted to 

the masses but above them, looking to the future but repeating past habits. This conflicting 

nature has not gone unnoticed by militants. Indeed, one of the most notable militants of the 

20th Century offered a potential solution to this contradiction:  

  

At the risk of seeming ridiculous, let me say that the true revolutionary is 

guided by great feelings of love. It is impossible to think of a genuine revolutionary 

lacking this quality. Perhaps it is one of the great dramas of the leader that he or she 

must combine a passionate spirit with a cold intelligence and make painful decisions 

without flinching. Our vanguard revolutionaries must idealize this love of the people, 

of the most sacred causes, and make it one and indivisible. They cannot descend, with 

small doses of daily affection, to the level where ordinary people put their love into 

practice.   

(Guevara, 1967, p.65)  
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Guevara’s description of a “New Man” is of a quasi-messianic figure who resolves the 

contradiction between a “passionate spirit” and “cold intelligence” through feelings of “love.” 

Love for the people becomes a means to reconcile emotional spontaneity and detached 

reasoning between the creative side of the militant who wants to bring about a new utopia and 

the destructive side of the militant, willing to sacrifice lives (even their own). For our 

analysis, two aspects of Guevara’s claim stand out. Firstly, the militant is aligned with 

masculinity; the militant is the “new man”. Here, Guevara echoes Trotsky's sentiments that 

socialism would transform men into idealised, intelligent, muscular, and disciplined 

masculinity (Trotsky, 2005). As I shall discuss later, militancy and particular forms of 

masculinity tend to link together in often harmful ways. Secondly, Guevara suggests 

something about the militant and desire by linking love to militancy. In Guevara’s line of 

thinking, the militant is torn by contradicting desires to create and destroy. These desires are 

reconciled through the desire to love the people, “the most sacred cause,” - ergo, the militant 

has some deep sense of their inner feelings and desires. Here, the critics of militancy would 

raise objects; Blanc, for example, would suggest the militant is a far less loving figure and is, 

in fact, unable to relate to their desires, for a militant “can only be happy later on by 

sacrificing oneself now,” through the arduous side of militancy imitating work (1972, no 

pagination). 

 

Similarly, Guattari would take issue with the militant having such a nuanced 

relationship with desire. Militancy (especially in the Marxist framework) tends to overlook 

the “micropolitics of desire” (Guattari, 1977, p.158), and this presents itself as an oversight, 

for “the analysis of desire, is immediately practical and political ... for politics precedes 

being,” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, p.203). Instead of a figure at ease with desire, Guattari 

identifies the militant diagram.  
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In the militant, Guattari saw a rigidity of language, a demarcation between 

revolutionary and reactionary language that was ultimately arbitrary and exclusionary. 

Revolutionary organisations that embraced militancy undermined their political aims by 

becoming “separated from the signifier of the working class’s discourse” and “become closed 

in upon itself” and antagonistic to any form of subjectivity that did not fit its worldview 

(1984, p.33).   

 

The militant has a historical aspect; the modern militant is a product of what Guattari 

called the “Leninist Breakthrough.” This was a signifying breakthrough which defined 

Bolshevik politics but ultimately became incapable of conducting its auto-critique. Guattari 

pinpoints the moment of the Leninist Breakthrough to the 1903 RSDLP Congress, which 

created the split between Bolsheviks and Mensheviks. The vicious debate was a pivotal 

moment for the Left, in which Lenin’s victory arguably contributed to the success of the 

Bolshevik revolution. Still, it also created an uncompromising and unchanging militant 

subjectivity: “What happened at that congress was repeated ad infinitum elsewhere. 

Statements were hardened into dogma, and taken completely out of the context in which they 

had been made...a whole professional Bolshevik style and attitude, a perverted fondness for 

creating splits on matters of principle...entered into the sphere of militant subjectivity” (Ibid, 

p.192).  

 

This new militant subjectivity amounted to a collective phantasy of omnipotence 

within the party. Being a militant was a messianic vocation, the role of philosopher warrior, a 

figure destined by history to judge right from wrong, good from evil. Due to this, the militant 

becomes a paradoxical figure, devoted to the masses and positioned above them as a leader. 

As Blanc puts it, “the militant who claims to place himself at the service of the 
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proletariat...only places himself at the service of the idea that he has of the proletariat's 

interests” (Blanc, 1972, no pagination, italics mine). In this sense, the militant sees himself as 

the arbitrator of the proletariat's interests, the gatekeeper of what is and is not best for the 

working class.    Because of this self-aggrandising persona, the party as an institution became 

incapable of responding to new theories, new sets of circumstances, or new epistemologies of 

resistance. What should have been - according to Guattari - a “transitional phantasy” becomes 

the norm, the only acceptable response to all situations. The militant group becomes a site of 

inertia, uncritically accepting slogans, belittling desires that do not fit with the militant model 

and taking no notice of unexpected realignments of power.   

 

         Contra Guevara, Guattari does not see the militant as capable of reconciling 

conflicting desires with a desire to love; quite the opposite in fact, for the militant in fact, 

would:  

  

 ...belittle the function of desires - first for themselves, in the process of their 

own....then for the masses, towards whom the develop a domineering and 

contemptuous attitude, that hateful ‘love’ of the militant who knows everything a 

priori and systematically refuses to listen to anything other than the Party line. The 

opium of the militant, a sado-masochistic enticement!  

Guattari, 1984, p.189-190.  
 

Suppose there is any love to be found in the militant. In that case, it is not the warm 

love described by Guevara but a contemptuous tyrannical love of Milton’s God, condemning 

the masses as ingrates while also proclaiming to know their best interests (Milton, 2005). 

Indeed, militants are peculiarly self-destructive; earlier in the chapter, Rolnik (2006) 

conceived of the militant as “bringing an end” to reality itself; Milanesi (in Wright, 2021) 

argues similarly that for the militant subjectivity: “practical work stops at the point where 

power begins…there is no longer a place for [the militant] in a party that has become the 

state,” (p.14); while Nunes (2013) suggests that any militant is trapped in an ultimately 
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paradoxical position, “existing in order to abolish himself or herself: a mediator whose aim is 

to end mediation,” (p.166). Is there perhaps an extent to which a militant subjectivity is 

ultimately doomed to only – to borrow from Lacan – “fail better” than leaders in bourgeoisie 

society (Zizek, 2009)? At the same time, we might also see something (perhaps perplexingly) 

fragile about the militant. Guattari notes in his reflections on his work with Giles Deleuze 

that militants are akin to the “obsessive who loses his sense of security if one shifts the 

position of a single, familiar object” (Guattari, 2008, p.40). Indeed, Guattari suggests that it is 

questions of desire that pose the greatest threat to militant subjectivity because questions of 

desire leave them in a position where they are unable to express themselves “when 

militants…are asked what their real attitude is in regard to children, homosexuals…what their 

bureaucrats get off on, or what depresses and maddens their comrades…no answer,” (ibid, 

p.148). Thoburn (2010) draws on Guattari and links the left militant to the philosophy of 

Nechayev (1869 (1971)). Nechayev envisions the ideal revolutionary group as a closed cell, 

driven by singular, all-encompassing passion, and requires the dismantling of all relations to 

self and society, which do not meet the end goal of furthering revolution. Nechayev’s 

especially misanthropic version of militancy was greatly admired by Lenin and other 

advocates of Bolshevik vanguardism and was long considered part of the revolutionary 

anarchist canon (Thoburn, Ibid). Nechayev conceptualises the militant as a rather brutal 

figure who leaves no room for vulnerability or reflection. Thus, the militant subjectivity 

engages in an “imitation” of the segregations of bourgeoise society in revolutionary 

movements, specifically the “refusal to look at closely at the concrete alienation of women 

and children, the possessive and dominating attitudes, at respect for the bourgeois separations 

of private live and public activity,” (Guattari, 2008, p.226)  
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At this point, a reader might see a similarity in the militant diagram and the critical 

discussions of left-wing masculinities I discussed earlier in this chapter. In both cases, we see 

a peculiar and seemingly contradictory figure, one obsessed with war (physical or 

intellectual) and reproducing oppression in the name of liberation. Indeed, this is true; 

however, the theoretical contention of this chapter – that the militant diagram can be a tool 

for understanding and analysing left-wing masculinities – goes beyond mere comparisons and 

analogous effects. I argue that the militant diagram can explain left-wing masculinities 

because it draws out the gendered practises, attitudes and stance-taking we might witness, 

which are a product of what we might broadly call “activist culture,” and specifically the kind 

of activist cultures we find in radical left-wing organisations.  

  

Masculinities and Militancy 
 

Is the militant diagram – and militancy more broadly – gendered? Guattari never 

explicitly states it, but his conceptualisation of the militant is broadly male, at least by 

implication. The militant exists separately to women and children (whose desires, we have 

established, they cannot understand); as discussed earlier in the chapter, researchers such as 

Sullivan (2005) had linked militancy to a masculinely coded nihilistic machismo, something 

that Thoburn (2010) also acknowledges similar connections between militancy and nihilism 

(especially the work of Sergey Nechayev). That said, most of the existing work on the gender 

politics of the radical left has focussed on hypermasculinity rather than militancy (Coleman 

& Bassi, 2011; Bakan, 2012; Dean, 2015; Maiguashca, Dean & Keith, 2016). This does not 

simply appear to be an issue for militant groups in the Trotskyist tradition, as research 

conducted by the Salvage Collective has demonstrated (Downes et al., 2016; Downes, 2017). 

  If militant groups are home to a hypermasculine militant persona, then it is hardly surprising 
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that sexual violence takes place. As Shafer et al. (2018) argue, hypermasculinity can prioritise 

the sexual conquest of women by men. However, it also “endorses traditional ideas about the 

need for men to be highly respected and to gain that respect by being aggressive and 

unfeminine” (p.545).         

 

A striking example of militant hypermasculinity is the memoir of Derek Hatton, the 

deputy leader of Liverpool City Council between 1983 and 1986. Hatton was a member of 

the Labour Party and the Trotskyist entryist group Militant Tendency. Hatton’s memoir is a 

peculiarly egotistical and self-aggrandising text which situates his life and political career in a 

context of profoundly aggressive masculinity. As a young man, Hatton is anti-intellectual 

(Hatton 1988, p.2), and his contempt for learning is applied to those on the Left who, unlike 

him, are “armchair socialists.” His childhood is portrayed as a profoundly masculine, 

homosocial world. While working as a firefighter, Hatton recounts how he “fell asleep on 

another fireman’s shoulder” after a long day. The response to this is mockery, “they didn’t 

stop ribbing me about it for weeks - and neither did Dad!” (Ibid, p.13) The tone here, with its 

knowing exclamation mark, is suggestive of the pervasiveness of Hatton’s masculinity - the 

imagined reader is presumed male, able to laugh at the possible infraction of masculine 

conduct - a brief moment of vulnerability in the form of tiredness - which Hatton 

inadvertently committed, and able to acknowledge the affirmation of his masculinity in the 

subsequent text.   

 

Hatton’s profoundly anti-intellectual thinking is evident in his attraction to the 

Militant brand of Marxism. He never offers any conscious interrogation of Marxism, nor why 

he held contempt for the theoretical grounding of the Communist Party or Socialist Workers 

Party: “...I had never read the paper, never read books. I was an activist. I just wanted to get 

on with it,” (ibid, p.29). Militant has “political muscle”, while other factions are “trendies”, 
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implicitly unmasculine.  Marxism is a process of constant momentum, with no time for 

critical self-reflection, doubt, or space to consider new ideas or strategies of resistance. 

Hatton is deeply contemptuous of what he describes as the “London boroughs with their 

obsessions about anti-racist and anti-sexist issues,” which, to him, sit at odds with 

“Merseyside which had strong-working class traditions” (ibid, p.89). Hatton himself boasts of 

utilising homophobic and misogynistic slurs against political opponents: “‘If you don’t like 

the heat you should get out of the kitchen,’” he addresses a female Labour MP and recounts 

what he said to a homosexual  Labour councillor, concerned about lack of female 

representation on the council, “‘ Hey John, if you put a skirt on that should solve the 

problem!” (Ibid, p.91).  

 

Segal identifies in Hatton’s memoir masculinity as power, where “the ‘burdens’ of 

masculinity may be real, but they do not necessarily bear too heavily upon the man who can 

remain in a position from which to exhort control over others” (Segal, 2006, p.127).  

Manliness is intrinsically linked to power, and in many ways, Hatton’s self-realisation 

illustrates Bakan’s description of the epistemological dissonance between Marxism and 

Feminism. Hatton’s Marxist masculinity has its intersectionality; he is man, Northern, 

working class, and physically active - his male identity is determined by his locality, class, 

and physical prowess. The militant diagram - while hostile to other theories of resistance than 

that accepted as orthodoxy by the group (be that Marxism, Anarchism, Maoism, etc.) - can 

utilise elements of these different theories for its ends. For example, Weatherman 

Underground was ideologically committed to militant Maoist third-worldism. It also 

encouraged its members to engage in non-monogamy, kink, group sex, and other sexual 

lifestyles borrowed from queer activist communities (Thorburn, 2010). All of this came back 
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to the ultimate construction of the militant agent. The militant diagram “articulates feminist 

and other political and cultural in a manner which tends to further its own imperatives”(ibid).  

 

The point being made here is not that militancy is the sole predominance of men. 

Many scholarly and grassroots provide accounts of women’s militancy (Sen, 2006; Roy, 

2012; Rosen, 2013; Nieto-Valdivieso, 2017). Indeed, models of militancy that diverge from 

the militant diagram exist; Sparks (1997) identifies what she calls “dissident citizenship”, 

which encompasses “the often creative oppositional practises of citizens who either by 

choice, or (more commonly) by forced exclusion from institutionalised means of opposition, 

contest current arrangements of power from the margins of polity,” (Sparks, 1997 p.75). 

Sparks argues that women’s contribution to activism and dissident citizenship has been erased 

from history on gendered grounds. Activism requires courage, and this is commonly 

“constructed as a quintessentially masculine trait, tied intimately to conceptions of manhood 

and to the performance of violence,” (Ibid, p.76). A courageous act, however, need not be 

violent; Sparks cites the action of Rosa Parks and the women of the Women’s Political 

Council who swung into action before Martin Luther King and George Abernathy responded 

to Park’s arrest (ibid, p.92). What amounts to courage is contingent on social and cultural 

factors - for men, this might be engaging in violence or risky direct action (Brown, 1988 

p.206-7), but for some groups, such as women of colour, “...true speaking is not solely an 

expression of creative power; it is an act of resistance...it is a courageous act - as such, it 

represents a threat (hooks, 1989, p.8).  

 

In summary, I have drawn attention to the militant diagram, an ultimately 

contradictory subjectivity that produces, shapes and circulates meanings and identities in 

political contexts. I argue that the militant diagram offers valuable tools for understanding 

subjectivities in the radical left, particularly in providing insight into masculinities. I will 
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briefly touch on the concept's utility for understanding femininities in my empirical chapters, 

but it would require analysis beyond this thesis's scope. However, I would argue that despite 

the usefulness of Guattari’s work, we need to nuance our theoretical framework. Hatton and 

men like him seem to embody militancy in their exclusionary practises and politics, in their 

reproduction of problematic social hierarchies – but we cannot tar all left-wing men with the 

same brush. Indeed, despite his fetishism for control, even a militant might find that he is not 

entirely in control of his emotions, feelings, and the affective aspects of politics that offer 

lines of flight out of the militant diagram. Therefore, further consideration of affect and its 

relationship to masculinity and militancy is necessary before considering our theoretical 

framework set in stone.   

 

The structures of feeling and affective masculinities.   
 

In the previous chapter, I discussed the affective turn in social sciences and examined 

how affect studies can enrich our understanding of social movement cultures. Those same 

theoretical tools also offer new possibilities for masculinities studies and, as I argue in this 

section, the analysis of militancy. While there is already a reasonable body of literature on 

masculinity and emotions, affect and emotions are related but distinct concepts, as Reeser 

puts it, “in dialogue” with one another (Reeser, 2019, p.103). Masculinities can be 

constructed through men’s relationship to their emotions (for example, knowing which 

emotions to express and when to avoid being coded as feminine), but affect is “pre-personal 

[while] emotion is primarily culturally coded” (ibid). Affect challenges dominant 

masculinities because it “reveals the ways that a male body is not in control” (Reeser, 2019, 

p.104), yet affect affects everyone. Affect can have a potentially transformative power for 

men since men’s gendered subjectivity can be affected by forces outside of their control, 

something which Hardt (1999) sees as containing possibilities for “liberation” from the 
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“patriarchal order” (p.100) and open up “the recognition of new forms of relating,” (Reeser, 

ibid, p.109).  

 

At the same time, however, affect has some gendered dimensions and can be 

understood through the lens of masculinity; for Deleuze and Guattari, affect is “the active 

discharged of emotions, the counter-attack…affects are projectiles just like 

weapons…weapons are affects and affects weapons” (1988, p.400).  Here, we might see a 

connection between affect, masculinity, and militancy. While militant subjectivity might be 

hostile towards emotions that do not fit its aims, that does not mean that militancy and 

militant masculinity are not an affective experience. Militants can feel moved, even a sense of 

connection with others (no matter how superficial) through their militancy. In the previous 

chapter, I reflected on Negri’s feelings of elation and connection to his fellow militants when 

he participated in a protest activity. However, those affective elements are not limited to male 

militants. In her analysis of militant women in Colombia, Nieto-Valdivieso (2017) highlights 

the importance of affect, feelings of joy and comradeship in the revolutionary struggle. It’s 

important to acknowledge that affect can be a tool for the militant as much as it can be a 

burden. Militants experience “affective imperatives” such as the following:   

 

…pleasure of feeling more radical than others and the worry about not being 

radical enough; the sad comfort of sorting unfolding events into dead categories; the 

vigilant perception of errors and complicities and others; the anxious posturing on 

social media and the highs of being liked and the lows of being ignored; the suspicion 

and resentment felt in the presences of something new; the way curiosity feels naïve 

and condescension feels right.   

Bergmand and Montgomery, 2017, p.9  
 

The allusions to experiences of joy might seem antithetical to the militant subjectivity 

I have sketched out thus far – that figure seems to be rather miserable, to put it mildly – but 

joy is best understood in this sense in the Spinozan sense in that it is “not an emotional at all, 
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but an increase in one’s power to affect and be affected,” (ibid, p.13). However, what we can 

draw from this is that militancy shares with masculinity a kind of ambivalent relationship 

with affect;  affect can trouble the boundaries of dominant masculinity and militancy, but it 

can be “evoked in order to be contained” (Reeser, 2019, p.109).  

 

How can we understand the work of affect in relation to masculinity and militancy? It 

might seem as if affect can offer a line of flight out of the rigidity of rigid subjectivities, but 

its emergent nature seems fragile and as prone to re-entrenchment as it is renewal. While 

some theorists talk of the “autonomy” of affect (Massumi, 2001), scholars such as Allan 

(2016) have pointed out that this can be problematic as it suggests that affect is outside of 

culture and language entirely and can be treated as some essential truth. Affect may be 

experienced pre-language, but it can be used tactically, and one can affect and be affected. 

Thus, to conceptualise it, I turn to the idea of what Raymond Williams (1977) calls the 

“structures of feeling.”  

 

The structures of feeling are one of the more nebulous and (some might say) difficult-

to-define concepts in cultural studies. Williams himself intended the “structures of feeling” to 

provide a new approach to thinking about culture and cultural meaning, which diverged from 

the traditional Marxist base-superstructure model. For Williams, the general conclusions of 

Marxist structuralism – that the economic base of society determined everything in the 

superstructure, including culture, and thus culture was an object for analysis by which we 

could better understand economic logic – feel short of capturing the nuances of the 

relationship between cultural and social practice, and individuals. Williams defined the 

structures of feeling as “characteristic elements of impulse, restraint, tone, specifically 

affective elements of consciousness and relationship, not feelings against thought, but 

thought as felt, and feeling as thought” (Williams, 1977, p.132). In short, Williams is 
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concerned with how new and emergent voices manifest in moments of social change and how 

these voices articulate themselves when they are often experienced “at the edge of semantic 

availability” (Ibid, p.x). The idea that feelings are somehow separate from a static social 

world is incorrect, as are feelings and experiences (be they collective or personal). However, 

that structure limits the experiences and actions available to an individual (ibid, p.132). Social 

experiences, more often than not, contain a “frequent tension between the received 

interpretation and practical experience” (ibid, p.x). The tension results in difficulties 

articulating an action and potentially understanding the structures under which one might be 

limited. Williams noted that his very terminology seemed contradictory, writing as “firm and 

definite as ‘structure’ suggests, yet it operates in the most delicate and least tangible parts of 

our activity” (Williams, 2001, p.64).    

 

The structures of feeling have some utility within the field of masculinities studies, 

mainly about masculinities in film (Dyers, 2015) and literature (Hendler, 2001; Crowley, 

2014) – hardly surprising since the concept evolved out of Williams’ literary criticism. Within 

social movement studies, the structures of feeling have had limited application, notably in 

McDuffie et al.’s study on the Women’s Marches of 2017 (2017). However, at the time of 

writing, the usefulness of the structures of feeling for understanding the relationship between 

masculinity, culture, and movements remains largely untapped. This thesis seeks to bring 

together the concepts of affect and militancy as a means by which we might understand how 

movement cultures produced identities and address how those processes are often 

unpredictable, contentious, and as much subject to inarticulacy and emergence as they are to 

dogma and rigidity.  
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Concluding remarks  
 

In this chapter, I have honed in on two theoretical concepts: the militant diagram and 

the structures of feelings. The militant diagram is a subjectivity that shapes and circulates 

meanings and identities within radical politics. I have argued that it draws out masculine-

coded practices and affects within social movements. The structures of feeling refer to how 

new and emergent voices and identities manifest in times of social change and how collective 

and individual experiences link together affects, sensual experiences and imaginaries. At first, 

linking the structures of feeling to the militant diagram would seem contradictory. One is a 

rigid and dogmatic subjectivity, and the other refers to tentative and emergent expressions of 

identities not yet fully come into being – though, as we have established, both engage with 

experiences of affect. Militancy, I contend, can be understood as a distinct, gendered and 

exclusionary form of affect. At the same time, the structures of feelings capture some of the 

ambivalence and ambiguity surrounding left-wing masculinity. Above, I have outlined how 

some left-wing men responded to feminism, the somewhat effervescent notion of ‘identity 

politics’ in their movements, and women's activism with contempt, dismissal, and the 

reinforcement of exclusionary militancy and misogyny. However, alternative responses exist 

– the men of Big Flame and Achilles Heel are one example of an attempt to reconfigure left-

wing masculinity. Still, we could assume that for every Hatton, there are men who sincerely 

want to create and sustain alternative forms of masculinity which undermine rather than 

support patriarchy.  In the next chapter, I outline my methodological approach towards 

studying such personas and the project as a whole.  
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Chapter Four: Methodology 
  

Introduction 
 

In this chapter, I offer justifications for the choice of field sites and outline my 

sampling methods. I introduce my participants and provide relevant demographic information 

about them as activists and the scope of my sample. Like many social researchers in the early 

2020s, I faced methodological challenges from the restrictions of lockdown regulations that 

restricted my ability to engage in an embedded ethnography. I reflect on how I navigated the 

ethical and epistemological challenges of this period of history.  My methodological approach 

was a series of semi-structured interviews interspersed with ethnographic moments, both 

offline and online. I review the utilisation of online research with activists, especially online 

interviewing. Working with a participant pool that shared with me both an overlapping 

positionality and a discursive closeness, I contend that it is possible to approach a mutualist 

process of meaning-making and shared reflections, even via Zoom interviews. As a situated 

researcher working with participants in my own movement, I contend that I do not 

necessarily have the priority of interpretation based on theoretical competence, any more so 

than my participants. Equally, as I discuss below, I pose questions to my participants 

(especially my male ones) that I struggle with. Towards the end of the chapter, I reflect on 

potential barriers to researching militant masculinity – namely, the potential to reproduce 

militancy.   

Research Aims and Context 
Three central research questions guided the research: 
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1. How does the culture of radical left movements create, sustain and discipline certain 

kinds of masculinity and militancy? What models of resistance to these exist?    

2. How have activists critiqued dominant militant masculinities within radical left 

culture, and what lessons can the left learn from this?     

3. What is the role of affect and affective practises in movement culture, and how does 

this include or exclude gender as a category of analysis?     

   

To investigate these questions, I employed a case study approach, which allowed for 

an in-depth qualitative exploration of militant masculinities within one left-wing organisation 

and cultural context. The chosen field site for this thesis is Momentum, a left-wing grassroots 

organisation supportive of the Labour Party. I provide contextual and historical notes on 

Momentum in the subsequent chapter. However, I offer some brief justifications for the field 

site here.  

I chose Momentum as a field site for two reasons: firstly, Momentum is significant as 

for a period between 2015 and 2019, it became 'a centre of gravity' for the British left. 

Skogan (2020) notes that Momentum brought together significant tendencies within the 

British left, ranging from existing Labour left groups such as the Labour Representation 

Committee (LRC) to the trade union left to extra-parliamentary social movements and activist 

networks such as Stop the War Coalition (for further discussion of these tendencies, see Klug, 

Rees & Schneider, 2016). Various left of Labour organisations such as the Socialist Party 

(SP), Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB), Socialist Workers Party (SWP) and Left 

Unity (LU) encouraged – or instructed – their members to join Momentum (successfully or 

otherwise) (Thomas, 2015; Wintour, 2015). Momentum was a space to find the most political 

activity during those years, the most people and cultures. From a cultural perspective, 

Momentum's 'new kind of politics' was an attempt to synthesise the cultural practises and 
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processes of meaning and feeling making of established trade unions, militant left-wing 

parties, left bureaucratic groups of MPs, and what several scholars have referred to as the 

'Youthquake' in British politics that characterised 'Corbynism' (Sloam & Henn, 2019). 

In short, Momentum represents a cultural melting pot within the British left, a space 

where diverse processes of feeling and meaning-making might well interact, clash and meld. 

This has been a cause of some tension within Momentum, between its own self-described 

'kinder, gentler politics' and the rigid dogmatism of the 'old left'; I detail some of these 

contentions in the next chapter. Such cultural interactions can be spaces for new and emergent 

cultural practises to emerge – including new identities and affective relationships – but as 

Williams reminds us, "it is exceptionally difficult to distinguish between those [new cultural 

practises] which are really elements of some new phase of the dominant culture…and those 

which are substantially alternative or oppositional to it: emergent in the strict sense, rather 

than merely novel," (Williams, 1977, p.123). In Chapter Three, I argued that militancy is so 

crucial for left-wing cultures (especially for left-wing men) that it becomes a model that all 

participants in such a culture must orient themselves. In choosing Momentum as my field 

site, I am studying an organisation where militancy might not be so institutionally embedded. 

Still, my starting premise is that militancy remains culturally embedded, a dominant, rather 

than emergent, practice.  

My second justification for choosing Momentum is my engagement with the 

organisation. I drew on pre-existing networks within Momentum, centring around two 

branches in the organisation, Leeds and Manchester. These locations were important starting 

sites as I had networked with activists in those branches, and both branches offered a 

demographic insight into the broader makeup of Momentum. While (as I have mentioned) 

Momentum is often characterised as being a youthful organisation, my comrades in both 

Leeds and Manchester did not always fit this mould. Indeed, a notable amount of branch 
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members were under the age of thirty-five (unsurprising as both Leeds and Manchester are 

home to three and five Universities, and there tends to be an overlap between university 

education and participation in left-wing social movements (Lange et al., 1990)), but I also 

encountered older 'veterans' of the Labour left, trade unionists and current or former members 

of more militant organisations who now called Momentum their political home – in short. 

The branches tended to be predominantly white, though there was a small but significant 

group of BME activists in both. In my broader engagement with Momentum – attending 

events such as the World Transformed or campaigning with Momentum in the 2017 and 2019 

General Elections – these demographics mirror what I observed in the organisation more 

broadly.   During my fieldwork, I continued to engage with Momentum activity as an activist 

in a wide variety of settings – attending educationals, participating in Manchester 

Momentum's "Trade Union Organising School" (as I was a trade union rep for the University 

of Manchester Students' Union during the period of my fieldwork), engage in campaigning – 

all activities that took place virtually during lockdowns in 2020-21, and then in person again 

after the easing of restrictions. I have engaged for the most part continuously with 

Momentum for nearly seven years, and in that witnessed (and in some cases, played a role in) 

Corbyn's election in 2015, his subsequent re-election in 2016, the hung parliament of 2017, 

the catastrophe of 2019 and the following period of mutation and crisis that Momentum 

continues to experience; in short, I am embedded scholar-activist, though during my 

fieldwork I found myself leaning more towards being a scholar than an activist. This 

positionality assisted with my sampling and gaining the trust of critical actors and 

gatekeepers. 

In summary, choosing Momentum as a field site is motivated by the organisation's 

particular cultural and historical circumstances. Such circumstances fit well with this thesis's 

theoretical lens, and my position as a Momentum activist allowed me greater access to and 
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innate insight into the organisation. However, the findings have broader applicability to both 

the British radical left and the ‘Labour left’. Momentum drew its membership from various 

sources – trade unionists rubbed shoulders with Trotskyists, newly radicalised members of 

‘Gen Z, anti-war activists, and ecological radicals. Such individuals came from their own 

cultural and affective fields, which would have played some role in shaping meaning-making 

and feeling-making within Momentum. This was evident in my interviews in how my 

participants compared and contrasted practices and norms between Momentum and 

organisations they had previously been active in. Whilst Momentum is perhaps no longer the 

‘centre of gravity’ for socialist and socialist-inclined British activists, such activists will have 

been shaped by the cultural and affective practises within the organisation. Such practises – 

including practices around sexual and gender politics – will feasibly be taken by activists who 

left Momentum back to their original organisations. In short, insights into Momentum have 

broader ramifications for understanding the nature of masculinities in the British left, opening 

a rich new vein of scholarship into the study of left-wing masculinities.  

 

Sampling 
 

Sampling was conducted by snowballing. Snowballing tactics are utilised to obtain 

access to "hidden populations" and to groups that suffer from stigmatisation and 

marginalisation (Noy, 2008, p.330), as well as being a typical sampling method in qualitative 

research and ethnography, including social movements and gender studies (Klandermans, 

2002). By allowing the participants to pass on contact information to the researcher, 

snowballing situates sampling in the social power structures of the ethnographic field site and 

relies on the participants' social capital. Furthermore, Noy notes the suitability of snowballing 

to feminist methods, citing research suggesting that women tend to maintain and expand 
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social ties and networks (Noy, ibid, p.335). As research activity became confined to online 

only, snowballing retained a level of utility; snowballing via social media allows researchers 

to access additional analytical data and track engagement with different demographics, 

depending on the site used (Leighton et al., 2021).   

 I contacted Momentum activists in my networks in Leeds and Manchester. I recruited 

former Momentum members who remained in touch with current activists but no longer 

attended branch meetings/activities. In addition, Momentum Leeds and Momentum 

Manchester advertised my call for participants via their mailing lists and social media 

accounts, resulting in responses from current and former members. Equally, I promoted my 

research via social media channels, including Facebook, Twitter and left-wing subreddits 

such as r/Labour, r/GreenandPleasent, and r/alltheleft. My call for participants was also 

shared on social media by Red Labour (an online left Labour group not affiliated with 

Momentum but shares an overlap in membership) after I spoke at an event they organised in 

2021. Based on these networks, I could interview current and former Momentum members 

from seven cities in England (Manchester, Leeds, London, Oxford, Brighton, Sheffield, York) 

and one in Northern Ireland (Belfast).  

The participants in this study 
 

The table below summarises the participants in this study. I have given an overview of 

selected demographic information that is either pertinent to the research questions or provides 

valuable insights for the reader: this includes the participant's pseudonyms, their Momentum 

membership status at the time I spoke to them (along with any relevant members of other left-

wing organisations or trade unions that they mentioned); their age; how they defined their 

gender; and any other relevant contextual information they shared with me, such as 

educational level, profession, current location and roles within either Labour or Momentum. I 
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have included additional relevant demographic and biographical information for each 

participant.  

Pseudonym  Membership 

(Party/Trade Union)  

Location Age Gender  Notes   

Jacob  Momentum (Former) 

Labour Party (Former)  

  

Leeds 24 Transgender man   Postgraduate 

student 

Ben   Momentum (Former) 

Labour Party (Former) 

Acorn Tenants Union 

(current)  

Manchester 23 Cisgender man  Postgraduate 

student  

Claire   Momentum (current) 

Labour Party (current)  

Sheffield  28 Cisgender woman  Teacher 

Tariq  Momentum (current)  

Socialist Party of England 

and Wales (Former)  

Manchester 25 Cisgender man   Trade union 

organiser  

Reuben   Momentum (Current) 

Labour Party (Current) 

GMB (Current)   

Manchester 23 Cisgender man   Postgraduate 

student 

Richard   Momentum (former) 

Labour Party (former)  

Leeds 27 Cisgender man   Teacher 

Tim   Momentum (current) 

Labour Party (current) 

UCU (current)  

London 46 Cisgender man   FE lecturer 

Theresa   Momentum (former) 

Labour Party (former) 

Unite the Union (current)   

Brighton 53 Cisgender woman  Former PPC   

Leila   Momentum (former) 

Labour Party (former) 

International Workers of 

the World (Current)  

Oxford 47 Cisgender woman   Therapist  

Marcus   Momentum (current) 

Labour Party (current) 

Socialist Students/ 

Socialist Party (former)  

York  19 Transgender 

woman   

Undergraduate 

student 

Sara Momentum (former) 

National Union of 

Students (former) 

Manchester 22 Non-binary   Trade union 

official 

Lewis   Momentum (current)  

Labour Party (current) 

UCU (current)  

Belfast  29 Cisgender man   PhD candidate 

Thomas   Momentum (current) 

Labour Party (current) 

Leeds 30 Cisgender man     



98 

 

   

 

Socialist Workers Party 

(former)   

Samira   Momentum (former) 

Labour Party (Former)   

Manchester 26 Cisgender woman   Support 

worker 

Stephen    Momentum (current)  

Labour Party (former)  

UCU  

Leeds 48 Cisgender man   Civil servant 

Brendan    Momentum (current) Unite 

the Union (current)   

Leeds 51 Cisgender Man   Therapist 

Leon  Momentum (former) 

Communist Party of Great 

Britain (former)   

Manchester 22 Transgender man   Postgraduate 

student  

Serena   Momentum (current) 

Labour Party (current) 

Socialist Workers Party 

(former)   

Leeds  26 Cisgender woman   Practising 

ISVA 

Luke   Momentum (former)  

Labour (Former) 

SolFed (current)  

Brighton  29 Non-binary   Postgraduate 

researcher 

Holly   Momentum (current) 

Labour (former)   

Manchester 28 Cisgender woman   Mental health 

practitioner 

Craig   Momentum (former) 

Labour Party (former)  

UCU (current)  

York  29 Cisgender man   Sexual health 

practitioner. 

Amelia  Momentum (current)  

  

Manchester 21 Non-binary    

Figure 2 List of participants 

I deliberately set out to speak to self-defining men about their senses of their 

masculinity and militancy, as well as the role of affect and culture in shaping, sustaining and 

disciplining those identities. I also decided to interview self-defining women and gender non-

conforming participants to gain broader insights into affect and culture within Momentum but 

also to understand the consequences of left-wing masculinities from those demographics that 

are generally subordinated by masculinity; therefore, I treated these participant interactions as 

'expert interviews' due to their direct experiences of sexism and misogyny. I also sought to 

recruit participants from different categories of membership. Interviews varied between 

current and former members of the organisation, and those who remained in Momentum 
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further varied between grassroots activists and members of local branch leadership (such as 

branch chairs or committee members). There was a significant overlap between Momentum 

membership and membership of a trade union (perhaps unsurprisingly), with my participants 

being involved in organisations such as Unite the Union, University and College Union, and 

the International Workers of the World. Membership of the Labour Party was a much more 

contentious issue, with a roughly fifty-fifty split between participants who remained in 

Labour and those who were not (some through being expelled as part of Keir Starmer's purge 

of the Labour left, and others leaving in despair after the apparent crushing of Corbynism). 

It is worth briefly noting that there was a certain degree of homogeneity among my 

participants. Out of twenty-two interviewees, only three were with BME people. Twenty 

participants had some experience in higher education, some at the postgraduate level, and 

many were employed in professional roles, such as therapists, social workers, and civil 

servants. Sixteen participants were under the age of thirty. However, the average age of this 

cohort was twenty-seven, putting them near the older side of being Millennial and a similar 

age to myself (I commenced fieldwork at the age of twenty-nine). Consequently, I did share 

some rapport with these section of participants as we were all part of a similar political 

generation – millennials whose early politics were shaped by opposition to the Iraq war, had 

those politics hardened in the student movement of 2010-12, and then found our way to 

Momentum and 'Corbynism' via either orthodox militant groups such as the SWP, or 

grassroots anti-austerity movements such as UK Uncut and #Occupy (MacAskill, 2016). Four 

of my participants were in their forties and fifties during my interviews. 

While this sampling was perhaps not representative of the wider British population – 

nor, I would say, of the grassroots left – it did seem representative of Momentum. While 

Sloam and Henn (2019) note that Labour gained the support of around 73% of Black and 

Minority Ethnic voters in the 2017 General Election, there is (to my knowledge) no academic 
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data on the ethnicity of Momentum participants. This presents the possibilities for further 

research into the ethnic politics of the radical left, but for now, those questions are beyond the 

scope of the thesis. 

Interviews 
 

Throughout my fieldwork, I conducted 24 semi-structured interviews. Due to 

lockdown restrictions, I conducted interviews over Zoom. The interviews lasted between one 

and a half to two hours. All interviewees remained anonymous; thus, the names presented in 

this thesis are pseudonyms. The primary purpose of these interviews was to gather greater 

detail about Momentum's specific sexual and gender politics. Broadly, I drew on Wengraf's 

(2001) biographical/narrative interview framework. Wengraf distinguishes theoretical 

questions and interview questions (or prompts). The thesis's central theoretical or research 

questions inform the prompts the researcher uses. However, the interviewer will need to have 

a certain degree of flexibility in the structure of each interview session (Wengraf, 2001, p.63). 

The interview must, therefore, navigate complex power dynamics in handing over directional 

control of the interview - to a certain degree - to the participants while also gathering data 

relevant to the research questions. However, this can provide valuable insights into 

"embedded and tacit assumptions, meanings, reasonings and patterns of action and inaction" 

(Wengraf, ibid) and insights into the culture, milieu and nature of the participant's world.  

Under the semi-structured interview format, there was some overlap in the questions I 

asked my participants: themes such as how they became involved in Momentum and their 

understanding of the practices around sexual politics in the movement's spaces were 

common. However, I tried to tailor my interviews to capture divergence in activist life stories, 

especially deviations resulting from positionalities of gender and the performance of gender. 

Thus, I prepared several open-ended questions that I asked male participants, which differed 
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slightly from those I posed to female and non-conforming participants. With men, I focussed 

on how their membership of the organisation had shaped or changed their understanding of 

their masculinity (if at all) and how they confronted sexism and sexist practise (both their 

own and others). With women and non-conforming participants, my questions prompted them 

to share their experiences of both positive and negative sexual politics and gave them a space 

to share with me their ideas for how activist spaces and practises could be transformed. Oral 

and written consent was obtained from each interviewee, and interviewees were allowed to 

withdraw from the study if they wished. Two of my cohorts chose this option, leaving me 

with twenty-two interviewees overall.   

Ethnographic moments in a time of lockdown. 
 

The Covid-19 pandemic and the accompanying lockdown measures adopted 

worldwide caused significant disruption to a wide range of research activities, including those 

of social movement researchers. It was a time of great anxiety and pessimism for qualitative 

researchers. Reflecting on his experience of researching social movements at the height of 

Italy's first lockdown, Venturini (2020) captures the mood like this:   

"This is not a happy story of actions and results, but a narration of frustration 

and feelings of impotence…as a teacher and researcher, I had to switch to smart 

working and I started spending all my days in front of the computer (even more than 

before)…I started to feel miserable, only concentrating on teaching or tedious online 

research work…despite the severity of the crisis, I could not organise anything to 

effective to help people, a very disempowering feeling,"   

(p.x)  

Here, Venturini captures the confused claustrophobia of the early period of lockdown, 

where it felt like one spent more time "in front of the computer" than there was any real call 

for; life had become "digitally mediated" with the vast majority of social interaction, let alone 

social movement interactions. Furthermore, given that, in part, my research would explore 

sexual politics – the resonance and significance of interactions which often took place in 
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pubs, after meetings and in spaces of sociality – the legal prohibition on anything more social 

than a chance meeting in the park presented itself as a barrier to any participant observation. 

It is not hyperbolic to say I felt a sense of grief when I realised that the research design I had 

had in my head – an immersed, militant ethnography of Momentum -   was simply no longer 

possible in this new context where "any movement or action is forbidden, and there is almost 

zero possibility to doing anything," (Venturini, ibid, p.44). My grief here stemmed not just 

from personal disappointment but also arising from an ethical framework, wherein I feared 

the loss of the activist relevance of my research and that both the restrictions of lockdown and 

the restrictions imposed on me by risk-averse university management would mean that I 

would be crowbarred into the role of the masculinist, positivist researcher, an expert 'mining' 

social movements for data, detached from them by lockdown's "segregation between the 

academy and its public," (Hooker, 2020, no pagination).  

I do not blame Hooker or Venturini for their pessimism. However, I tried to approach 

the dilemmas of lockdown from a different angle and tried to rethink what it meant to 

conduct an ethnography under those conditions. On an epistemological level, COVID-19 

offered a chance to reconceptualise the role of the qualitative interview; namely, that 

qualitative interviewing is only one possible interaction between researcher and participant 

and that within qualitative interviewing, one can (and often does) discern ethnographic 

moments. Pinsky (2015) argues that qualitative interviews are only ever one part of "a 

communicative web between researcher and interview participant" (p.283). While interviews 

are often conceived of as part of ethnography, the reverse is rarely conceptualised; this is 

although most interviewers a) will gain some observational data from interviewing (for 

example, if the interview is in a participant's home, gaining a sense of their personal tastes) 

and b) the interactions that take place before, and after, an interview, can be sources of data. 

Berg (2017) argues for the importance of establishing a "comfortable rapport" with 
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participants before the recorder is switched on, yet such a comfortable rapport building, while 

not intended as data collection, can provide data nonetheless (Pinsky, ibid, p.285). Equally, 

once the tape is off, the act of what some researchers call the "leave-taking rituals" (Warren et 

al., 2003, Warren, 2012) can provide additional data, albeit that which is 'off the record'. This 

latter point was prescient to me, reflecting on my MPhil research with former members of the 

SWP in the aftermath of the 'Comrade Delta' scandal. In my field notes, I recorded that after 

the tape was off, interview participants would ask questions such as "Can I read this when it's 

done?" and "Will you share any findings on a blog or Twitter?"; in other words, my 

participants then seemed invested in what my research could do outside of academia and (I 

imagine) whether it played a role in the contentions around rape culture that erupted within 

the UK left as a result of that particular affair. This attitude had not been explicit in the actual 

interviews. Such seemingly tangential interactions, along with detailed fieldnotes, 

observations around space, and the pre-existing relationship between interviewer and 

participant (and its concurrent impact on the conversation), can function as "incidental 

ethnographic encounters" (Pinsky, ibid, p. 290).   

I argue that drawing ethnographic insights from the qualitative research interview is 

even more likely during social distancing, especially when such interviews take place over 

Zoom. As Howlett (2021) argues, the pandemic forced researchers to reconceptualise what it 

means to be in 'the field' with online communications platforms such as Zoom, Microsoft 

Teams, and Facebook becoming a lens through which to view the field. Indeed, researchers 

acknowledge the almost inevitability of "micro-ethnographic moments" in online video 

interviews (Lyon and Tunåker, 2021). I would take this a step further – arguably, the field for 

almost everyone became the Zoom call or the Whatsapp video chat. To borrow Beaulieu's 

(2010) terminology, locked-down populations (not just researchers) found that their previous 

experiences of co-location became ones of co-presence. If 'the field' is the "day-to-day social 
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world" (Ritzer and Stepnisky, 2017) from which we draw ethnographic insight, then how can 

we say that online interactions are not a significant part of that field and that any 

ethnographic insights we draw from being co-present over Zoom are any less valid than if we 

were in the room with them?   

An additional ethnographic insight came from my position as a situated researcher. I 

have been embedded in Momentum's documentary and the online world since its foundation; 

in short, I had some degree of personal insight into the feeling and meaning-making 

processes of the organisation. Equally, online interactions allowed me access to ethnographic 

experiences. Via my participants, I was fortunate enough to be put in contact with the 

organisers of Red Labour, a social media project set up in 2011 to "raise the profile of 

socialist ideas within the Labour Party" (Jones, 2017, no pagination), led by an organising 

team involving both members of Momentum and Labour. Red Labour has a significant social 

media presence, with (at the time of writing) one hundred and forty-one thousand likes on 

Facebook, eleven thousand followers on Twitter, and just shy of a thousand followers on its 

recently established YouTube channel. In discussion with Red Labour organisers, I helped to 

organise the first in a series of online seminars around misogyny within the Labour 

movement. The first event occurred on 14 November 2021, and I spoke on the panel with 

Apsana Begum MP, former Liverpool Mayor Anna Rothery, MSP Katy Clark, and Labour 

Councillor Pam Fitzpatrick. The event was watched by over 8000 people on Facebook Live, 

with nearly 200 people joining the Zoom call to engage in a Q&A session with the panel. The 

Red Labour events were not simply a means by which to engage in a kind of public 

sociology. Sharing a forum at the first event with prominent women in the Labour movement 

who had had direct experience of misogynistic treatment confronted me with tensions around 

my positionality as a male researcher researching a form of discrimination which is often 

perpetuated by men (something I reflect on elsewhere in the chapter). Equally, this was also 
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an occasion where I had to confront some unexpected hostilities towards me as a researcher, 

which I discuss in Chapter Eight.  

With the easing of lockdown restrictions in 2021, I could attend in-person Momentum 

events again; as the fieldwork stage of the project entered its final phases, I marched with the 

Momentum bloc in October 2021 as part of a protest against the Tory Party Conference. I 

began to attend Momentum's monthly Trade Union Organising School again. While these 

interactions were things I did as an activist rather than as a scholar, there was an extent to 

which I was going into the field every third Tuesday of the month simply because that is what 

I had done since moving to Manchester. I did not do this to seek data, but I kept field notes 

out of habit, notes from which I was able to glean further ethnographic insights. In total, I 

was left with nineteen pages of notes taken over the course of my fieldwork.   

Coding and data analysis 
 

Interview data were coded in NVivo according to an iterative process. I developed an 

initial coding framework based on the theoretical concepts from the literature review and 

theoretical framework chapters, specifically around masculinity, militancy and 

meaning/feeling-making processes. From this, I created some initial codes to fit with the 

research questions. However, after the initial coding process, I returned and added codes in 

response to prevalent themes and ideas that emerged from the interviews (these are in italics): 
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RQ1: How does the 

culture of radical left 

movements create, sustain and 

discipline certain kinds of 

masculinity and militancy? 

What models of resistance to 

these exist?    

RQ2: How have 

activists critiqued 

dominant militant 

masculinities within 

radical left culture, and 

what lessons can the left 

learn from this?     

RQ 3:  What is 

the role of affect and 

affective practises in 

movement culture, and 

how does this include or 

exclude gender as a 

category of analysis?     

Acting & behaviour as a man  

Perception of own masculinity 

Divisions of Labour in organisation  

Ideas of manhood in Momentum  

Ideas of Manhood in other LW 

organisations. 

Male attitudes to sex & gender 

Momentum  

Masculinity and women  

Militancy of the self   

Responses to accountability 

processes  

Open and insular cultures 

Disciplinary procedures and 

safeguarding 

Relationship between branch and 

national 

  

  

Anti-sexism in practises  

Organisation practises in 

Momentum  

Accountability  

Men confronting men 

Rejecting masculinity 

Silences 

Silence to give space to others 

Changing men's behaviour 

Education and learning. 

Gender and personal 

worldview 

Gender and organisational 

worldview  

Grassroots vs Parliamentary 

politics  

Feelings towards feminism 

Involvement in left-wing 

politics 

Involvement in Momentum 

 Cultural practises in 

Momentum 

Involvement in other LW 

organisations  

Cultural practises in other 

LW organisations 

Older men and younger men  

Inarticulation 

Feelings of authenticity 

Feelings of inauthenticity 

 

Figure 3 Interview codes and research questions 

Reflexivity and positionality 
 

 In any situation where a researcher is embedded or situated, they must reflect on the 

overlapping positionality they share with their participants. This seems to be especially 

prescient with social movement researchers (often activists themselves of some measure) and 

men who research masculinities. In my case, I found myself having to navigate my 

similarities with my male participants while also coming to terms with a sense that my 
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participants and I were grappling with the inability to articulate our understandings of 

ourselves as profeminist or anti-sexist men.  

I shared with the men I interviewed membership of the same political organisation 

(either currently or formerly); all the men I spoke with were university-educated. As a result, 

the men I interviewed were, for the most part, theoretically articulate. Participants would 

often refer to theoretical ideas and concepts which held symbolic value within a particular 

intellectual trend of socialism (Marx and Lenin were mentioned numerous times – the latter 

not always positively – as was Rosa Luxembourg); but in addition, participants demonstrated 

an understanding of texts from a feminist canon – one participant told me excitedly how bell 

hooks' Feminism is for Everybody was his "gateway" into thinking critically about gender 

politics; the concept of gender performativity, or of reflecting on how the self, and others, 

'performed' their gender was another comment refrain. Equally, some of my male participants 

seemed to draw on more pop culture theory, such as the work of Contrapoints (aka Natalie 

Wynn), a political YouTuber whose work has been praised for both its academic clarity and 

its vernacular and absurd sense of humour (Maddox and Creech, 2021). Rather, like 

Holmgren (2011), I felt as if the men I interviewed were using theory not just to comment or 

criticise but to "tell me about themselves" (p.368). Holmgren draws her insight from her work 

on educated profeminist men; in my case, identity through theory paradigm put me in mind 

the academic education either encouraged or required by militant groups. As a result, I had 

with my interviewees both "overlapping positions and discursive closeness" (ibid, p.366). 

Arguably, I shared a closeness of history with many of my participants – all of us, to a greater 

or lesser degree, were embedded in "Corbynism" by being in Momentum. However, some 

were more embedded than others. With some participants, I shared a history of being an anti-

austerity and anti-tuition fees activist in the early 2010s. When asked about their political 
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history, the answers could easily have been my own. Sharing a history also opened up a 

shared field of meaning with my participants, presenting challenges and opportunities.  

While a significant amount of literature has explored how men respond to a female 

interviewer and the connected challenges (Arendell, 1997; Lee, 1997; Schwalbe and 

Wolkomir, 2003), particular challenges are faced by men interviewing men. The interactions 

between a male researcher and participant are strongly influenced by the social constriction 

of masculinity (Robertson, 2006), and the qualitative research interview can be a space for 

traditional or hegemonic conceptions of masculinity to be sustained, reconfigured or resisted 

(Smith and Braunack-Mayer, 2014). On the idea that it should be resisted, Flood (2013) 

reminds us that men should engage in "critical reflection on our social locations" as part of a 

privileged social category; for the researcher, the "critical autobiography," or the inclusion of 

one's self in the frame of analysis, and a reflection on one's role in knowledge production, 

become essential methodological tools, but also ethical tools if one's research seeks to 

engender resistance or social change (Ibid, p.65).   

The idea of resisting masculinity within the interview setting is something that one 

might expect when interviewing men who may identify as feminist or profeminist. One must 

bear in mind men's gender-conscious positioning – which, as Hearn and Holmgreen remind 

us, can be anti-feminist as much as profeminist positioning (Holmgren and Hearn, 2009) – to 

be recognised and considered feminists in certain situations. However, the positioning of men 

as feminists are in itself a subject of contention; recent history has told us that many men who 

claim a feminist stance engage in treating feminism as “something I can simply position 

myself in relation to, like some academic study” (Heath, 2003, p.271); other feminist writers 

have referred to the problem of "Enlighted sexism", where men have the language and ability 

to critique problematic behaviour but still perpetuate it (Linder and Johnson, 2015); 

Thompson (1995) makes the point that men’s anti-sexism fails when it consists of “leav[ing] 
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the struggle against patriarchy to women…simply wishing women well in their battle against 

gender-based oppression is not an adequate strategy for promoting anti-sexism,” (p.429). 

Lamont (2015) articulates the risk of inauthentic anti-sexist masculinity, calling it a "mask, 

allowing men to claim a particular identity without fully challenging the privileges they 

claim" (p.272); in her research, men who provided "narratives of a progressive, egalitarian 

masculinity" did not actively challenge sexism and gender inequality, and thus allowed it to 

"function in hard to recognise yet pernicious, ways," (p.289). For Holmgren, men who 

claimed to be profeminist adopt "rebellious positions" whereby they try to come across to the 

interviewer as "more 'for real', radical and serious compared to…men in general" (2011, 

p.365). Such men often engage in "strategies of passing as a good enough (pro)feminist" in 

interview settings (ibid). The language used here is interesting – the connotations of "mask" 

and "passing" imply a sense of being regarded as something one is not, of "communicat[ing] 

false identity attributes" (Allen, 2017, p.1191).   

Concluding remarks 
 

This chapter summarises my methodology and the challenges I had navigating in the 

field. I have traced the main methods of data gathering: semi-structured virtual interviews, 

ethnographic moments obtained through my history in Momentum and my engagements in 

the organisation as an activist. This chapter has introduced the research participants and 

sought to highlight key demographic details about my sample – a group of activists with 

biographies and detailed stories to tell, but also a shared set of histories and organisational 

cultures. This chapter outlined how I gathered and analysed the data and navigated the 

restrictions placed upon me conducting research under lockdown. I have also outlined how I 

approached the project reflexively, both as a man researching men and an activist studying 

their own movement. In addition, I have argued that engaged researcher requires complex and 
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careful reflection on researcher positionality and a balancing act between the role of 

researcher and the role of activist.  
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Chapter Five: Contextualising Momentum 
 

Introduction 
 

This chapter provides context and a brief historical account of the chosen field site for 

this thesis: Momentum. In what follows, I also address some of the small (but growing) 

literature on Momentum’s categorisation (as a party, a movement, a hybrid or something else 

entirely). I bring in some brief excerpts from my empirical data to support or accentuate some 

of the main points and arguments in this chapter, though the bulk of such data, and the 

discussion thereof, is found in Chapters Six, Seven and Eight. 

My argument in this chapter is that Momentum as an organisation blurred the 

boundaries between formal political practises and cultural celebrations. Similarly, the 

boundaries between online and offline activities were also blurred. Momentum’s ‘hybridity’ 

makes it a distinctive and novel fieldsite in comparison to more orthodox militant 

organisations. During the period 2015-2019, Momentum acted as a centre of gravity for the 

British left, and the culture of the movement foregrounded emotional and affective practises. 

Despite this, and despite its own self-professed efforts to distance itself from the ‘Old Left’, 

Momentum was not immune from sexism, misogyny, and militant masculinity.  

Though Momentum has had a brief life, compared to other UK left groups, it has 

significantly impacted British political discourse. Initially established in 2015 to support the 

leadership of Jeremy Corbyn, the group’s aim and objectives expanded into a broader project 

of reshaping the internal democracy of the Labour Party, in addition to attempts to 

reconfigure the distinctions between political party and social movement as well as trying to 

embrace and foreground culture, and cultural production, within grassroots activism. Yet, in 

the post-Corbyn Labour Party, where (seemingly) the Labour left is disempowered. The right 
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is ascendant (if, it must be said, seemingly unable to resonate with the public); Momentum 

now finds itself in an ambiguous place, at a stage of its life which many of my interview 

participants described as “malaise,” or “existential crisis.”   

 

Momentum’s early period: 2015-2018   
 

After the resignation of Ed Miliband MP as Labour Leader in late 2015, backbench 

MP Jeremy Corbyn agreed to stand for the party's leadership on a leftist, anti-austerity plate. 

The Labour Left has consistently contested Leadership elections, with the former Shadow 

Chancellor John McDonnell contesting for the position in 2007 (BBC News, 2007) and 

Dianne Abbot MP contesting the 2010 leadership election (Stratton, 2010). Beginning as an 

outsider, Corbyn quickly became the frontrunner for the leadership, with the Guardian citing 

his “coherent, inspiring and, crucially, a hopeful vision” as the reason for his support (Jones, 

2015).  Corbyn won the leadership with 59.5% of the vote from eligible party members and 

registered supporters (Mason, 2015). Four weeks after his election, the grassroots and 

predominantly social media-based “Jeremy for Labour” campaign rebranded itself as 

“Momentum.” Jon Lansman, a leading figure in Momentum, described its remit as “to 

develop the promise of new politics made by Jeremy in his campaign by linking up to people 

outside the Labour Party as well as inside. We are associated with the Labour party, and 

incredibly supportive of it, but not under its control” (Wintour, 2015a). Momentum as a 

movement exists both inside and outside of the Labour Party, but with the overall goal of 

“strengthen[ing] the Labour Party by increasing participation and engagement at local, 

regional and national levels. 

Furthermore, Momentum is committed to supporting the Labour Party winning 

elections and entering government” (Momentum, 2021a). However, concerns have been 



113 

 

   

 

raised by members of the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) about the infiltration of 

Momentum by “hard left activists.” In 2015, four former members of the Trotskyist Alliance 

for Workers Liberty (AWL) were expelled from the Labour Party, despite the AWL having 

deregistered with the electoral commission after Corbyn’s victory and all four being pre-

existing members of Labour (Wintour, 2015b). Momentum has stated that it would not accept 

SWP members into its membership (Eaton, 2015). Critics of Momentum have argued that it is 

a “party within a party” with Owen Smith MP, who challenged Corbyn unsuccessfully for the 

Labour Leadership in 2016, claiming that Momentum uses “the same tactics” as the 

Trotskyist group Militant (Edwards, 2016). This echoes criticism from former Deputy Labour 

Leader Tom Watson MP, who sent Corbyn’s office a dossier of evidence to show Trotskyist 

infiltration of the party (Smith, 2016). However, evidence suggests that the documents 

Watson cited may have been fabricated (Sivier, 2016). Indeed, there has been considerable 

criticism of comparisons between Militant and Momentum (Mason, 2016). Furthermore, 

according to documents obtained by blogger Guido Fawkes, moderates within the Labour 

Party infiltrated Momentum meetings and online organising groups to find material to leak to 

the media (Staines, 2016). A Channel 4 documentary in which reporters covertly filmed 

Momentum meetings (Young, 2016) was roundly condemned for trying to sensationalise the 

movement and portray it as a communist sect despite very little evidence supporting this 

(Jones, 2016; Goodfellow, 2016).  

Momentum proved itself to be an effective mobilising force in the early challenges of 

the Corbyn era of Labour, deploying activists in support of Labour in the 2017 Stoke-on-

Trent by-election to support the Labour candidate (Bean, 2017) and coordinating both 

Momentum and Labour activists to target marginal seats in the lead up to the 2017 general 

election, while offering training sessions for activists on campaigning and political pedagogy 

created with the organises of the 2016 Bernie Sanders campaign (Khomami, 2017). In 
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particular, Momentum quickly developed and deployed viral social media content critical of 

the Conservative Party and supportive of Labour, with its Facebook content being viewed by 

12.7 million Facebook users at the peak of the 2017 General Election, more than a third of 

the UK’s Facebook users at the time (Eaton, 2019). Momentum also established a significant 

hold on power within the Labour Party early on in its life, with Momentum candidates 

winning six out of six places in the 2016 election to the Labour Party’s National Executive 

Committee (NEC), which exercises governance over the wider party (Smith, 2016). 

Concurrent to its interventions in electoral and internal politics, Momentum took a lead role 

in organising the annual The World Transformed (TWT) festival beginning in September 

2016; TWT, inspired by the Dialectics of Liberation Congress of the 1960s (Koshy, 2017), 

while independent of Momentum, was shaped by Momentum’s political vision, and 

combined cultural expression, radical art, skill sharing, political education, and revitalised 

ideas about devolved municipal socialism, which commentators noted as having been 

marginalised within English socialism (Eaton, 2019). In short, TWT marked an annual forum 

for grassroots politics to intersect with grassroots culture, offering a political, cultural and 

intellectual commons to Momentum’s activist base and the wider British public.   

While Labour lost five seats to the Conservatives in 2017, the party did gain twenty-

eight seats from the government, including almost every constituency targeted by 

Momentum, resulting in a hung parliament as opposed to the Conservative landslide 

predicted by many of the polls. Subsequently, Momentum focused on supporting Labour in 

local politics, with Momentum-backed Labour candidates winning key local positions, such 

as the Mayoralty of Newham (Elgot, 2018) and the Trafford Council from the Conservatives 

(Mortimer, 2018). However, this period of success and burgeoning political action did not, 

sadly, prove to be effective in the 2019 General Election.   
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Defeat and Crisis – 2019-2020     
 

After the announcement of a December 2019 snap General Election, Momentum 

began a major mobilisation project, focussing on the student vote (which had successfully 

helped Labour win numerous University constituencies in 2017 (Lo, 2019)) and once again 

on targeting marginal seats. In addition, Momentum targeted demographics overlooked 

mainly by the Labour Party, such as overseas British citizens, encouraging them to register to 

vote abroad and contribute to phone and social media activism (Proctor, 2019). Once again, 

Momentum produced viral social media content, including adverts that targeted British 

citizens for whom English was not a first language and more tongue-in-cheek content that 

lampooned the mannerisms of Prime Minister Boris Johnson, with commentators at the time 

perceiving the political social media battle between Momentum and the Conservatives, rather 

than between Labour and Conservatives (Volpicelli, 2019). Despite this, and considerable 

efforts on the doorstep by thousands of Momentum activists (the author included), 2019 

proved to be a crushing defeat for Labour, resulting in a Conservative victory (and the 

prospect of a Hard Brexit) and the resignation of Jeremy Corbyn as leader of the Labour 

Party.  

Corbyn’s resignation represented not simply an electoral setback for Momentum but 

the start of a period of existential crisis that arguably continues today. As Sam Bright, 

political reporter for Byline Times, wrote in June of 2020, Momentum faced several pressing 

questions: “How to maintain relevance in a party it no longer controls; how to fill the 

leadership vacuum left by Jeremy Corbyn; how to engage with increasingly confident rival 

groups; and how to deal with concerns it has not lived up to ideals,” (Bright, 2020, no 

pagination).  In the aftermath, Momentum moved quickly to try and secure the legacy of 

Corbynism within the party. In January 2020, Momentum ran an online consultation of 
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members endorsing Rebecca Long-Bailey MP and Angela Rayner MP for leader and deputy 

leader, respectively (Mason and Pidd, 2019). However, the process was criticised by 

Momentum members for asking members to confirm Momentum’s National Coordinating 

Group’s selection of Long-Bailey and Rayner and not mentioning other candidates in the 

2020 leadership election (Cowburn, 2020). Though Rayner was elected to the deputy 

leadership, Long-Bailey came second to Sir Keir Starmer MP, who became the opposition's 

leader. Notably, Momentum also failed to win any of the NEC seats in the by-election of the 

same year. Momentum swiftly attempted to position itself as a supportive but critical force 

within the party, willing to work with the new leadership while defending the 

‘transformational policies’ of the Corbyn era (Schofield, 2020). However, as Starmer’s tenure 

went on, it became clear that relations between the new Labour leadership and the party’s left 

(including Momentum) were far from cordial; Starmer’s office ousted Labour general 

secretary Jennie Formby, changed the rules for NEC elections to Single Transferrable Vote 

(thereby making it harder for factions to win elections), and removing left-winger Richard 

Leonard as Scottish Labour Leader; similarly, Starmer’s “Ten Pledges” which formed a 

crucial part of his leadership pitch (and was perhaps best summarised to me by one of my 

research participants as “Corbyn’s ideas, but they sound good on Radio 4,”) were largely 

abandoned in his eventual policy agenda (Finn, 2021).  As Tom Kibasi, former director of the 

Institute for Public Policy Research (and also former Keir Starmer supporter) wrote on the 

anniversary of Starmer’s election that, apparently, flaccidity of the Opposition was in part a 

result of a provoking “a completely unnecessary war with the party’s left,” (Kibasi, 2021. No 

pagination).  
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Momentum’s malaise or mutation? Momentum under Covid-19 to 

present.  

 In 2020, Momentum marked its 5th birthday as an organisation in a very different 

space from where it had begun. Jeremy Corbyn was no longer the party leader, and many of 

his supporters from the shadow cabinet were now on the backbench. In a move which 

remains controversial and divisive among party members, Corbyn would later be suspended 

from the Labour Party by Keir Starmer. Jon Lansman, the organisation's founder, had stood 

down (BBC, 2020). As of late March 2020, the United Kingdom entered the first of a series 

of lockdowns prompted by the COVID-19 pandemic, profoundly changing the options and 

actions available to social movements due to legal restrictions.  

It would, however, be wrong to suggest that Momentum vanished into the ether due to 

the pandemic or the setbacks of the loss of 2019. While mainstream political discussion 

revolved around the virus and governmental responses to it, social movements organisations 

and participants around the world adapted to the unexpected and unprecedented 

circumstances to remain active, stake claims, and establish frames around the new challenges 

highlighted by COVID-19 (for an overview of various SMO responses to the pandemic, see 

Pleyers, 2020; Pressman and Choi-Fitzpatrick, 2020; Zajak et al., 2021)   

In Momentum’s case, the group turned its attention towards community-based 

activism. In September 2020, Momentum launched an Eviction Resistance campaign jointly 

organised with the London Renter’s Union and Acorn. As Momentum co-chair Andrew 

Scattergood wrote at the time, the campaign aimed to “help at-risk tenants in their 

communities by mobilising to peacefully resist bailiffs and stop…evictions from taking 

place” (Scattergood, in Fisher, 2020, no pagination). Momentum launched a new “eviction 
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resistance hub,” where technologies and platforms utilised in their election work were 

reconfigured to help tenants seek aid, and activists find local groups to participate in or set up 

new groups where none existed. The page also contained sample motions to take to 

Constituency Labour Parties, advocating for a “socialist solution to the housing crisis” 

(Momentum, 2021b). In March 2021, Momentum published a report entitled “Socialist 

Organising in a New Era,” which mapped out the organisation’s goals for 2021-2024. The 

report listed the three main aims of Momentum going forward as “build left power in the 

Labour Party and elect socialists; campaign in communities and support working class 

struggle; popularise socialist ideas and politically educate” (Momentum, 2021f). While the 

above might not sound too distinct from Momentum’s previous goals, there are a few notable 

developments of political vision within the report, notably the development of a Momentum 

trade unionists network (with the concurrent aim of “[ensuring] all Momentum members are 

active members of a trade union,” (ibid, p.13)) and a significant expansion in the scope of the 

organisation’s political education programme, with the aim of “[empowering] Momentum 

local groups to become engines of political education,” in their communities (ibid, p.15). In 

the summer of 2021, Momentum launched a localised drive to encourage Momentum 

members to run as local councillors (Momentum, 2021g) as well as a new leadership 

programme, open to all members, which offered a blend of political, organisational and 

strategic educational sessions (Momentum, 2021c). As these various initiatives were 

launched, Momentum also embarked on “a participatory process to put power in the hands of 

members, and to radically redesign our constitutions and rebuild Momentum” (Momentum, 

2021e).   

In a sense, Momentum has shown a remarkable level of proactivity during the 

COVID-19 pandemic via interventions in specific political issues highlighted by the 

pandemic and in terms of reflective activities about its status and positionality. However, 
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whether this outburst of activity was matched with a feeling of determination and drive for 

renewal among the members is less clear. In the initial stages of my fieldwork, conducted in 

the Spring of 2021, my research participants described feelings of “malaise”, “existential 

crisis,” and “fumbling around” in their branches. Indeed, as I wrote this chapter in 2022, 

Momentum appeared to have retreated somewhat from some of its pandemic projects; the last 

mention of the Eviction Resistance campaign from Momentum National is a Tweet from June 

of 2021 (Momentum, 2021d); indeed, a search of Momentum’s website at the time of writing 

reveals that only one Eviction Resistance group is listed as active in North Western England, 

in Huddersfield (Momentum, 2022); as of summer 2022, internal discourse within 

Momentum focuses on a disagreement between two factions formed around the groups 

refounding, one advocating for closer work with Labour and the Socialist Campaign Group of 

MPs, while the other camp proposed a “one foot in, one foot out,” approach which advocated 

trade union and community campaigning (Neame, 2022). In other words, Momentum’s future 

– and perhaps even its present – remains ambiguous and a source of tension.  The loss of 

2019 and the subsequent pandemic had impacted the morale and determination of Momentum 

activists. However, it is worth considering the distinction between the attitudes of 

Momentum’s leadership and those working at grassroots level.   

Contextualising the fieldsite: Party, movement, or something else?   
 

Momentum is – and, as I’ll discuss later, perhaps always had been – a site of tension. I 

would argue that such tensions are partly a feature of its organisational form but also 

constitutive. Whether or not its leaders are willing to admit it, Momentum’s ambiguity is 

exacerbated by the absence of Corbyn as a figure of leadership, the lack of a straightforward 

programme for social change, and the opportunity for such change.   
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Those tensions were evident in the mood of my interviewees. During each interview, I 

encountered almost nihilistic feelings of malaise, a loss bordering on grief in some cases, and 

a sense of resignation at other times. The lurch from defeat into the abrupt, at times surreal, 

and anxiety-inducing circumstances of the Covid-19 pandemic, strict lockdown in the United 

Kingdom, and an (initial) boost in popularity for Johnson’s premiership (Jennings, 2020) left 

many activists who had invested time and energy into Momentum and the ‘Corbyn project’ 

reeling. As Reuben, a participant from the Momentum branch in Leeds, put it:   

We lost, and we feel lost. I feel lost. I don’t really know what to do. Do I – do 

we have it in ourselves to have to do it all over again? It’s just like Blair and Miliband 

again, we’re going to spend the next four years arguing about whether we even need 

Labour, and Tories will be laughing all the way back to number ten [laughs] that’s if 

we don’t all die from it [Covid 19].  

 

Rueben’s weary and perhaps cynical sense of the state of British leftism struck a note 

with me both as an activist embedded in that political moment and as a researcher trying to 

make sense of sexual politics within that moment. The activist in me shared a sense of loss, 

confusion, and the dual apprehensiveness of whether the left had a future and, more broadly, 

what the future of lockdown held for me, my politics, and my loved ones. The researcher in 

me - conscious that my project had been conceived of in the giddy aftermath of the 2017 

General Election (where a hung parliament felt as if it were a monumental victory) – feared 

that in the somewhat bleaker circumstances of 2020, the sexual politics of Momentum would 

be the last thing on anyone’s mind. Yet, the period of reflection that Momentum as an 

organisation was undergoing when I began my fieldwork was reflected to a degree in the 

thoughts of the participants who agreed to speak with me. Those reflections provided me with 

my first insights.   

 A question which must be addressed when engaging in a critical analysis of 

Momentum is seemingly simple: what exactly is Momentum? Is it a “party within a party” 
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(Dennis, 2020), a grassroots and community movement (Fisher, 2020), a coordinating 

platform of a new kind of digital activism (Lobera and Portos, 2020), or a hybrid of all of the 

above? As discussed in the literature review, Momentum does not neatly fit with the models 

of militancy found in older and more established radical left organisations such as the 

Socialist Workers Party. Yet, it is not entirely divorced from the so-called old left. This is not 

to say that Momentum fits with the pejorative descriptions of it as a means for far-left 

infiltration of the Labour Party, a la the Militant Tendency of the 1980s, though this line of 

thinking does represent the dominant narrative among some Labour MP and within the 

popular press (Shaw, 2015, Hattersley, 2019). Instead, the contention here is that it is 

important to address the categorisation around Momentum, both as an organisation and as a 

field site for the qualitative element of this thesis.   

By Momentum’s terms, its movement is “people-powered” and “vibrant,” with the 

dual aims of transforming both the Labour Party, “our communities,” and Britain 

(Momentum, 2021a). Central to the idea of people-powered was the idea that, as Rhodes put 

it in her reflections on Momentum’s 2017 General Election campaign, “that YOU and your 

political knowledge was all that was needed to engage voters on the doorstep” (Rhodes, 2019, 

p.171). Rhodes argues that Momentum departed from the traditional ‘professional’ political 

party methods – which utilise a “a political marketing approach,” whereby parties seek to sell 

their political product to a consumer public, and thus the party activists are expected to use 

communication and persuasive techniques to reinforce a ‘brand’ image (ibid, p.173) – 

Momentum instead offered a “people-powered political communication” strategy, whereby 

activists were invited to engage with voters in an individualised way, as opposed to a manner 

pre-defined by Labour or Momentum. In this sense, Momentum activists are granted a certain 

degree of authorship over the organisation's political message. One could immediately argue 

that this marks a departure from the militancy of organisation identified in other radical left 
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organisations (see Chapter Three) and, to an extent, a departure from the idea of militancy of 

the self. In Rhodes’s framework, Momentum is not seeking to reproduce an idealised militant 

activist, disciplined, hardened, a mouthpiece for the party line.  

Dennis (2020) expands somewhat on Rhodes’s analysis. Drawing on Dommett and 

Temple (2018), Dennis argues that Momentum fits with the features of a “satellite campaign” 

(Dennis, ibid, p101), which “organised citizens to undertake tasks typically associated with 

party-political campaigning,” such as voter registration, door knocking, phone banking, social 

media promotion and directing and transporting activists to marginal constituencies (ibid). By 

being such a satellite campaign, Momentum must navigate a certain degree of tension 

between the goals of a political party and those of a grassroots movement; what this results 

in, according to Dennis, is “parasocial interactions with the leaderships, in which supporters 

feels like they play an instrumental role within the community,” but that ultimately the 

campaign itself “remained focused around its leader driven goals,” (ibid, p.100).  

Attempting to categorise Momentum inevitably leads to some consideration of the 

horizontals vs verticals debate, which has preoccupied both scholars of social movements and 

activists since the early 2000s. Briefly, the discussion revolved around different forms of 

political organising among social movements and originated from discussions in the 

European Social Forum of 2004. On one side, the verticals, which “assume the existence and 

legitimacy of representative structures, in which bargaining power is accrued on the basis of 

an electoral mandate,” and the horizontals, who “aspire to an open relationship between 

participants, whose deliberative encounters (rather than representative status) form the basis 

of any decisions” (Wainwright, 2004). The latter concept originated from radical movements 

in Latin America and feminist and anarchist movements in Europe (Bray, 2018), owing some 

of its history to indigenous movements and self-organising peasant groups (Sitrin, 2006; 

Holloway, 2005). The debate in itself articulates crucial theoretical and practical concerns for 
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activists and scholars – questions around the differences between what Holloway expresses as 

‘power over’, ‘power against’ and ‘power to’ (Greenman, 2018); about which forms of 

organising will empower the oppressed people of the world to resist their oppression; and 

about different forms of political communication among movement participants (Costanza-

Chock, 2006); but, inadvertently or otherwise, the debate between horizontals and verticals 

has morphed into a debate around activist ontology. As Wainwright notes, horizontalism or 

verticalism is a “mode of doing,” which can be interpreted as a “mode of being” (Wainwright, 

ibid, no pagination), that is to say, to categorise entire groups as horizontals or verticals. 

Regrettably, perhaps, one might see this particular misplaced ontology in scholarship, which 

at times conflates all social movements into the horizontal camp, and all political parties into 

the vertical camp, and – by extension – that anarchist inclined movements are horizontalist, 

while Marxist movements are verticals (Chironi and Fittipaldi, 2017, Mouffe, 2016, Sitrin, 

2012). Yet such a distinction is sometimes unhelpful – even in horizontalist movements, 

informal and unacknowledged hierarchies can persist, and unaccountable leaders (who will, 

of course, refute the label) can hold sway, as Freeman and others have argued eloquently 

(Freeman, 1972, Gordon, 2008, Wainwright, 2006).  

To resolve some of the tensions within the aforementioned debate, recent scholarship 

has adopted the term “hybridity” or “hybrid party” to describe movements and groups that 

blur the apparent boundaries between parties and social movements. So-called “hybrid 

parties” attempt to find a “balance between the horizontalism of social movements and the 

efficiency of a party that aims to manage a share of state power” (Chironi and Fittipaldi, ibid, 

p.296). Such hybrid parties tend to arise when representative politics is in crisis or the public 

has lost faith in the existing political order (ibid). It’s important to acknowledge that hybridity 

has an alternative (though not unrelated) meaning within the literature. It refers to movements 

integrating social media to provide opportunities for decision-making into their organisational 
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strategies to direct or accentuate real-world activism. Momentum’s use of social media is 

interesting in this regard, which is considered from a horizontalist vs verticalist perspective. 

In his study of Momentum’s social media output and use of Facebook groups, Dennis 

concluded that, more often than not, the organisation used social media to instruct members 

and supporters and that outside of fleeting moments of policy discussion, decisions were 

mainly communicated from above, instead that agreed through dialogue with below (Dennis, 

2020).  

As discussed in the brief historical notes above, Momentum has achieved a level of 

social media rapport and popularity that outstripped the Labour Party during key election 

periods (Volpicelli, 2019). Dennis (2020) noted how the organisation used social media to 

amplify media coverage from outlets such as The Guardian and The Huffington Post (which, 

while not pro-Momentum as such, supported the group’s overall aims or were critical of the 

Conservatives) but also engaged in a humorous and subversive manner with negative media 

coverage of the organisation and commentary from both Conservative and Labour MPs; 

notably, a viral video of cut footage of critics of the organisation branding Momentum as a 

“small, neo-Marxist cult”, “a hard left neo-fascist [group],”, and “a shady group” was set to 

melancholic music by Chopin, and ended with the caption “they slate us, we grow” and a 

raised fist emoji (combining both the sardonic colloquialism of internet speech with the 

established symbol of socialism and Labourism) achieved considerable shares and positive 

responses (Dennis, 2020, pp.103-104). Such material took advantage of the power of humour 

in creating viral connections via social networks (Taecharungroj and Nueangjamnong, 2015) 

but also helped to foster group identity and deepen relationships among supporters who might 

otherwise have been demotivated by harsh media and public discourse (Dennis, ibid, p.105)  

 However, it would be understating the case to say that Momentum merely 

demonstrated savvy when generating viral content on social media and with information 
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technology more generally. For Gerbaudo (2019), Momentum was one of many political 

movements of the mid to late 2010s, which allowed the development and popularity of social 

media platforms to shape its organisational strategies. Along with the Five Star Movement of 

Italy, Podemos of Spain, the Pirate Party of various North European states, and La France 

Insoumise of France, Momentum amounts to a “platform party” or “digital party” and 

organisation which “corresponds to the digital society, in the same way in which the mass 

party reflected the nature of the industrial society,” (ibid, p.188). Such ‘platform parties’ do 

not merely utilise the power of social networks such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube to 

disseminate propaganda and court public support but also have developed online decision-

making platforms to allow registered members to engage in policy debates, candidacies and 

leadership roles. In short, a platform party pursue organisational forms and philosophies 

which “are coherent with the nature of a digital society…directness, disintermediation, 

interactivity, adaptability and instantaneous responsiveness” (ibid). One could add to this that 

digital parties have a digital activist base. By this, I do not mean to say that the members of 

Momentum only engage with the organisation via digital media. It is merely to suggest that if 

Momentum incorporates a hybrid online and offline approach to its decision-making process 

and organisational forms, then its members' sense of themselves as activists would have its 

own online/offline hybridity. As Dean (2020) notes, pro-Corbyn politics owed themselves to 

alienation with Westminster and organisational patterns on the left, but also to “cultural and 

mediated processes” such as “the production, circulation and consumption of left-wing ideas, 

arguments and sentiments across a range of artistic and cultural forms, including popular 

music, film and TV, comedy, alternative news media, and social media platforms such as 

Instagram and Twitter,” (p.3).   

Such findings were supported by my research data. For my participants, culture 

(especially online culture) played a role in both their recruitment to Momentum and 
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sustaining their sense of identity within the organisation. While many of my participants were 

well-read in Marxist theory and key texts from what one might call the “canon” of socialism 

(an intellectual and discursive phenomenon I return to in the next chapter), others found their 

way into Momentum via online media. For example, one of my participants, Rachel, told me 

that her political interest in Momentum began after her favourite comedian, Nish Kumar, 

retweeted the organisation's content and posted in favour of Jeremy Corbyn’s politics. For 

Rachel, her activism was a blend of what one might call ‘traditional’ electoral activism “Door 

knocking, giving out leaflets, like at the trains station and in, in the [shopping centre in 

Rachel’s city],” and making and sharing social media content within her University: “we’d 

make stuff that was taking the piss out of…of the stuff they [the mainstream media] said 

about Corbyn, or about socialism and we’d make shitposts about the Tories and just share it, 

you know, on student groups on Facebook, group chat.” The practise of political shitposting – 

that is, producing social media posts with a “higher degree of irony,” than regular memes 

which require “a deeper grasp of particular norms and in-jokes of a community to decipher,” 

and function as the “instantiation of a habitus, incorporating humour and political 

disposition,” and function to both gatekeep and establish a shared sense of identity in an 

online space (see Jahn, 2020, p.16-17) – is commonly associated with right wing social 

movements, especially the ‘Alt-right’ (Daviess, 2019), yet Momentum seems to have 

encourage and embraced the irony and absurdity of the medium, certainly more so than other 

left wing movements. Notably, two of my participants with backgrounds in more orthodox 

militant groups – Jacob and Reuben – highlighted the appeal of Momentum’s social media 

habitus. The appeal wasn’t just about entertainment; as Jacob put it, making and sharing 

content with other members of the organisation was “cathartic” but gave him a sense of 

palpable achievement as an activist, especially when “you see people who weren’t, like, super 

political sharing or commenting, maybe they’ll get on board.”  Reuben related the affective 
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impact of watching others interact with his content online: “You’d see someone like 

something you’d posted on Instagram, a meme or something jokey, and you’d think ‘oh, ok, 

there’s someone I can talk to, maybe invite them to a meeting.” Implicit in this is an 

interesting point about not just recruitment and identity formation but also knowledge 

transmission. As Deleuze and Guattari (1988) argue, if we consider a text as a source of 

knowledge, we must not merely stop at thinking about its meaning and signification but 

consider what that text functions with and what kinds of intensities that text transmits (see 

ibid, p.4-5). Jahn (2020), following Massumi, makes the point that we must understand social 

media humour and shitposting as an affective phenomenon. At the same time, the digital can 

have “minimal impact on the body,” which does not reduce social media posts' meaning to 

merely symbolic or linguistic, as such content can “activate thought through affective 

intensities.”  As I argued in Chapter Two, social movement cultures can be understood as 

affective spaces, and from this, we could see a hybridity of affective activation in 

Momentum’s in-person and online activities; Momentum members’ sense of identity as 

activists form through a combination of in-person activities (attending branch meetings, 

educationals, community activism) but also through online engagement with the organisation, 

whether by sharing content, or because Momentum’s social media output is often used to 

direct activists time and energies (i.e. vote for particular NEC candidates, sharing sympathetic 

or humorous media content etc.), and implicitly including the membership in a collective and 

connective identity which is often polemic, iconoclastic, and youthful (Dennis, 2020).  

 

Yet, as noted in the brief historical notes above, Momentum finds itself in a starkly 

different position than it was just a few years ago. In 2018, the organisation had demonstrably 

proved its effectiveness as a community campaigning entity in the 2017 election and held the 

majority of seats on the Labour Party’s NEC (Goodall, 2018). By 2020, Momentum had lost 
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many of its NEC seats, and Corbyn and his allies were no longer in the shadow cabinet. 

Despite this, Momentum shifted its focus from electoral campaigning to community activism, 

revitalising political education and engaging in an ongoing participatory reflection process. In 

a sense, Momentum’s influence declined, but at the same time, it went through (and continues 

to go through) what March and Mudde call “mutation” (March and Mudde, 2005). Faced 

with a crisis, Momentum mutated away from its initial aims of supporting a Jeremy Corbyn-

led Labour party to the broader goal of establishing “the support for socialist transformation,” 

which was not as “deeply rooted as it needs to be, either in the Labour Party or in the 

country,” (Momentum, 2021e, p.3).   

 

So, how can Momentum be defined? For this thesis, I define Momentum as a “hybrid 

movement faction,” I draw Dennis’s (2020) definition of Momentum as a “movement 

faction” – that is, a political entity which “[operates] outside of the restrictions of formal 

party politics…[and] adhere to strict bureaucratic forms,” (ibid, p110). Momentum is distinct 

from being a faction within Labour in that it positions itself as different from the expected 

norms and practises of Westminster politics while still invested in and intervening in the 

debates around policy and left imaginary, which would otherwise have only been the prevail 

of Labour Party itself. Momentum is, therefore, deterritorialised from the Labour Party rather 

than distinct from it, allowing itself to advocate for grassroots campaigning that remains 

centred around the party (McDowell-Naylor, 2019). Such a positionality also allows 

Momentum to foster a sense of movement identity, mediated by social media discourse, wry 

humour and confronting criticism in an adversarial manner, and separate from the 

professionalised messaging of the Labour Party (though, of course, such messaging will have 

some connection to a professional media strategy); it also allows for ease of mutation, 
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whereby Momentum as an organisation can both adapt and transform to adjust to the crisis 

point of 2019-2020.   

Concluding remarks 
 

This chapter has provided contextual and historical insight into Momentum as the 

field site for the project. I have used these historical and contextual notes to reiterate the case 

for analysing Momentum. Momentum’s hybridity and its blurring of the boundaries between 

formal political practices, cultural celebration, and offline and online activities make it a 

distinctive and novel fieldsite compared to more orthodox and traditionally structured 

militant organisations. Momentum acted as a centre of gravity for the British left, where 

activists could find the most energy and activity for a while. The organisation drew its 

membership from various demographics within the political left and tried to unite these 

individuals under a common goal. Momentum’s seeming rejection of some of the ‘old left’ 

practices makes it an interesting site to explore militancy, as that concept is not so 

institutionally embedded. Equally, Momentum’s culture seemed to focus on affective and 

emotional practises – something I explore in the subsequent chapter.  
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Chapter Six: Culture and Contention in 

Momentum 
 

Introduction 
 

In this chapter, I draw from my empirical research to examine how members of 

Momentum form and develop their sense of personal identity, the extent to which this clashes 

or compliments a sense of collective identity within Momentum as a group, and where gender 

and sexual politics fit into these identities. Subsequently, this chapter analyses how gender 

and sexual politics are included or excluded within Momentum’s political practices – by this; 

I mean the organisation's political programme, campaigning goals, organising tactics, and 

norms.  Doing so, I reflect on my contention in a previous chapter that social movement 

cultures can be understood as ‘counterpublics’, a subset of publics that consciously oppose 

dominant ideology and subvert that ideology’s construction (Fraser, 1990; Habermas, 1991).  

 

Drawing on embodied performance and affective relations, I explore how 

Momentum’s counterpublic tried to blur the boundaries between politics and fun and 

presented its iteration of socialism as spontaneous and cultured. At the same time, 

Momentum’s culture was not immune from problematic sexual politics and practices, 

especially in social settings. Herein, I demonstrate how Momentum’s participants 

experienced both positive and negative affects around sexual politics, characterised as 

“positive” and “negative” sexual politics by one of my participants. My fieldwork uncovered 

some examples of blatant sexism and misogyny (though this is mainly discussed in Chapter 

Seven). In this chapter, I touch on how the interpretation of affective practises was disputed 

and how some attempts to include resulted in exclusion.  
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Embodied performance and affective relations   
 

A conceptualisation of embodied performance and affective relations is a fruitful 

means of understanding the sexual politics and formations of masculinities within left-wing 

movements. It also provides insight into the frames of reference activists utilise to navigate 

the culture within their movements. “Embodied performance” is defined by Dean and 

Maiguascha as the “aesthetic dimension of politics” – that is, the “verbal, sartorial, and bodily 

norms” of political groups, movements and cultures (Dean & Maiguascha, 2018, p.396). 

Indeed, embodied performance has been utilised within social movement studies. Examining 

global justice movements through the broader lens of performance and performativity, Juris 

reminds us that “performances are constitutive; of meanings, identities, images, feelings and 

even bodies” (Juris, 2015, p.231). However, while Juris does call for the concept of embodied 

performance to be used on the micro-level, his deployment of the idea falls broadly in line 

with how social movement theorists have understood direct action and other macro levels of 

forms of politics to be performative – as an outward-facing, often visual phenomena which 

create a specific image or symbology around a particular group for an outside observer, 

wherein Juris sees an embodied performance in the “specific dynamics of embodied special 

tactics,” (Juris, ibid, p235; Eyerman, 2006). While interesting, this conceptualisation of 

embodied performance does not go far enough to explore the reproduction of identities at the 

micro level. Such identities can often be deeply seated in the power dynamics of activist 

culture in such a way that reproduces problematic behaviours and ethics, especially around 

gender, sex and race (Coleman & Bassi, 2011; Seikkula, 2019). To engage in what my 

participants called “negative sexual politics,” it was not necessary for an organisation to 

adopt policies hostile to feminism or LGBTQA activists or to even engage in as blatant a 

form of misogyny as the Comrade Delta crisis; instead acts of speech, comportment and 
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bodily movements (or in some cases, lack of movements) can result in the creation of an 

environment which feels hostile to women, or other marginalised groups.  

 

In addition, I suggest that the concept of affective relations helps attempts to 

understand how resistance to dominant modes of masculinity and militancy manifests within 

left-wing groups. From a movement studies perspective, I draw from Dean & Maiguashca’s 

definition of affect as “the ways in which feelings, emotions, and bodily sensations manifest 

themselves through political practices, in ways that…shore up or disrupt established ways of 

thinking and practising politics,” (Dean & Maiguascha, ibid, p.398). However, what I try to 

add to Dean & Maiguascha’s way of thinking here is an understanding that affect can be a 

vague and often dissonant experience – and here, I deploy Raymond Williams’ concept of the 

“structures of feeling,” the “structures of feeling” refers to Williams way of trying to capture 

the often paradoxical sense of lived experience, how an individual might perceive 

“structures” where official discourse failed to identify them, it is where one is “feeling much 

more than [of] thinking – a pattern of impulses, restraints, tones,” (Williams, 2015, p.159). 

For Williams, the structures of feeling are a means by which one can attempt to understand 

the dissonant and seemingly paradoxical experience of change in a context of conflict 

between dominant cultural traditions and personal lived experience. This is not as simple as 

the Gramscian conception of the tension between hegemonic and counterhegemonic ideas 

because what Williams was concerned with was not the conflict between something as 

concrete as hegemony vs counterhegemony but something inarticulate and emerging, around 

bringing together hitherto formally unconnected concepts to form something new. When one 

‘structures feelings’, one articulates new thinking and new identities, norms, and affective 

landscapes.  

 



133 

 

   

 

Bodies in motion, bodies in Momentum – collective and interpersonal 

embodied performances within Momentum’s culture. 
 

It is possible to distinguish a tension within the embodied performances and cultural 

practices within Momentum. On the one hand, my interview participants related how 

Momentum created a habitus wherein music, dance, dress and entertainment blended with 

radical politics, encasing possibility in moments of collective joy. On the other hand, for 

some participants (notably, my female participants), such moments of collective joy were 

sometimes marred by the same problematic behaviours that occur in non-radical spaces – 

harassment, groping and sexual pressure. Additionally, some of my male participants reported 

that when transitioning from ‘formal’ political activities into ‘informal’ social activities, their 

performances and understandings of themselves and their masculinities would often 

reproduce oppression.     

 

Dancing was not a topic I had anticipated coming up in interviews that touched on 

sexuality, misogyny, hope, hopelessness, and the incandescence of a radical political 

imaginary in the post-Corbyn world. Yet, to my surprise, one recurrent theme in my 

interviews was dancing, music, and fashion. Lewis described the draw of Momentum to him 

as follows:   

 

There’s that quote about revolutions and dancing, and that was the thing about 

Momentum, especially in 2017, 2016, the early days. There was this …this… cultural 

excitement, this buzz in the air. When you went to a Momentum event, you weren’t just 

going to a Trot meeting. There was music, dancing, comedy. They got you in with the 

good music, and then they hit you with the politics when you were already having 

fun.   

 

It is worth clarifying that while the latter sentiment might be read as manipulative if 

taken out of context, Lewis conveyed this to me in our interview as a jokey figure of speech. 
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Yet, there is significant insight within that joke. The image that Lewis paints here is one of a 

kind of political performance, in the sense that cultural performance was how Momentum 

brought members and supporters together – dancing and politics might not be natural 

bedfellows, but they linked together through enjoyment. Here, one could argue that 

Momentum’s culture was about both experiencing a sense of collective joy and framing its 

version of socialism as the radical and utopian possibilities within that joy. Segal (2017) 

contends that a radical form of happiness exists in collective action, which reaffirms and 

cultivates ties between one another and the wider world. Moments of collective joy – those 

experiences in dancing, singing, laughing, and celebrating – can intrinsically link to the 

collective joy of radical resistance to an existing order that promotes and encourages misery 

(ibid). Fun and collective joy are essential concepts to consider in understanding 

constructions of the self: research has shown that culture and cultural practises can predict 

affective responses (Markus and Kitayama, 1994); often, who we are can depend on how we 

feel (Ashton-James et al., 2009), and “one’s behaviour, cognitions, and self-constructs – at 

any given point in time depends on the fundamental interplay between affect and culture” 

(ibid, p.345). Drawing on Ahmed (2004), we might say that affect plays a role in creating a 

sense of collective identity, as emotions “do things, and work to align individuals with 

collectives – or bodily space with social space – through the very intensity of their 

attachment,” (ibid, p.28). Ahmed’s analysis utilises the example of white supremacist 

narratives, which articulate a coordinated response of hate, “together we hate and this hate is 

what makes us together” (ibid, p.26). In Momentum’s case, we might say that there was more 

of a sense of “we experience joy together, and this joy is what makes us together.”   

 

Momentum mobilised the bodies of their members in the form of mass rallies, picket 

lines, door knockers in marginal seats and all the other expected from a movement of the 
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radical left, but its mobilisations were often in and around the arena of popular culture, 

musical groups such as Grime4Corbyn (a collective of left-wing grime artists), Rag and Bone 

Man, Charlotte Church and so on were an integral part of the Momentum (or at least 

Momentum adjacent) cultural assemblage, by performing and attending Momentum events. 

More widely within what is now called Corbynism, notable affective moments (Dean, 2020) 

took place at cultural events, notably Corbyn’s rapturous reception at the 2017 Glastonbury 

Festival (which Lewis – who was on his branch of Momentum’s organising committee at the 

time – recalled as a point where social media attention, emails and messages about joining the 

movement skyrocketed). The unofficial anthem of the Corbyn project (an often-discordant 

chant of “Oh-Jeremy-Cor-byn!”) was itself a pastiche of the popular song Seven Nation Army 

by the White Stripes, one of the most played songs in British clubs, intrinsically linking the 

radical possibilities of Corbyn’s Labour party to the point of shared cultural reference. In 

some ways, the cultural elements of Momentum and Corbynism – the music, the chants, the 

utilisation of memes and tongue-in-cheek millennial vernacular (Dennis, 2020) – helped to 

differentiate both Momentum and Corbynism from both the political ‘establishment’ but also 

from the informal ‘establishment’ within the radical left. Ben, formerly of Manchester 

Momentum, described it like this:   

 

Ben: [It was] exciting, fun, kind of, kind of energised, and it felt like a cultural 

moment, as well as, like, a political thing.   

Int: And did that feel markedly different for you, like a shift in culture or the role of 

culture? Like, in comparison with SS [Socialist Students]?  

Ben: When we did, when there was stuff with SS, or with Marxism Festival [annual 

SWP event], they’d do like open mics and poetry readings and whatnot, but it always, 

it was sometimes a bit forced. Like, ok, we’ve planned the revolution now; let’s go 

listen to someone cover Billy Bragg badly. With Momentum, it was spontaneous, and 

it felt, it felt real. Also, I, I like that, you know, the cultural stuff made me realise that I 

wasn’t alone, like,  you know, like Stormzy was a comrade, like Architects are 

comrades.  
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Ben was not the only participant who shared with me a sense of an intensely affective 

culture, which provoked – in certain areas – strongly positive emotions. Most – though not all 

– of my participants described their (initial) engagement with Momentum as “exciting” and 

“energising,” Rachel told me how she felt “alive, really alive,” as part of a crowd who 

watched Jeremy Corbyn speak at a Momentum organised event in Leeds before the 2017 

General Election (an event, incidentally, I attended while living in the city at the time). From 

this, we can see how the cultural side of Momentum and Corbynism offered a more genuine 

sense of cultural engagement than that seen in other radical left-wing groups – it “felt real” 

compared to the more jilted efforts at weaving music and politics together. It also allowed 

Momentum members to experience a sense of collective identity with other movement 

members and actors in the broader cultural arena, ranging from grime artists Stormzy to 

metalcore band Architects. As Dean (2020) points out, the high point of Corbynism (and, by 

extension, Momentum) between 2015 and 2019 saw a permeation of left-wing, feminist and 

anti-racist sensibilities and values emerging into the broader arena of commercial culture via 

musicians, comedians and popular television shows. The role played by celebrities in either 

tacitly or openly supporting Momentum’s politics was not framed to me as a vapid or emptily 

performative attempt to care for the sake of caring in service of some vague conception of 

philanthrocapitalism (Farrell, 2012). Instead, the support of cultural celebrities granted 

legitimacy and possibility to causes that might (pre-Corbyn) have seemed fringe or subaltern. 

Herein, it could be contended that the engagement of cultural stars in Momentum’s cultural 

framework did not dilute the “underdog and populist quality” (Bassett and Gilbert, 2021, 

p.173), as celebrity power is not derived from institutional or state social control, but from a 

sense of social influence derived from public attention (Meyer, 1995) . The social power of 

those celebrities who immersed themselves in Momentum added to the compelling nature of 

that cultural assemblage.   



137 

 

   

 

 

Indeed, to be a member of Momentum was to immerse oneself in this cultural 

assemblage's vibrancy. Tim, a Momentum member from Southwark, described his experience 

of attending Momentum meetings and socials as “more like a party at times” than anything 

else and contrasted this with the “drab and dry” nature of his work within the trade union 

movement, and the Labour Party itself.  Indeed, Momentum often explicitly blended political 

education and cultural expression. Several of my participants recounted direct or second-hand 

experiences of a Momentum fringe event at the Labour Party’s 2017, where a three-hour-long 

political education morphed into a rave dance party (Anon, 2017).  The idea that cultural 

activity – dance, music, comedy, all activities that involve the movement of bodies, laughter, 

and joy – can form part of an embodied performance of identity is not necessarily new within 

academic literature; Scarry (2020) notes that the human body possesses a “sheer material 

factualness” whereby it is a site where ideology and power are seen, experience and made 

real. Especially within moments of ideological crisis or shift, the body and movements of 

bodies can substantiate the ideology in question (Ibid, p.14). As Dave (2020) writes in his 

analysis of militant subjectivity in Guinea during its early post-colonial days, dance and 

music were integral practises to the practice of radical identity; through a politicised 

embodied performance, it was possible to subvert the dominant and domineering reality of 

the coloniser, envision another way of being, and heroize the militant anti-colonial zeal 

needed to achieve it (Dave, 2020, p.726). Culture can be a manner by which embodied 

performances of militancy can be exported; as Wilcox (2018) notes, Maoist China used 

dancing and performance as a form of soft diplomacy in East Asia, using music and culture as 

a means of conveying revolutionary ideals about cooperation and respect through the cultural 

movement of bodies. Drawing on the work of the late Mark Fisher, Gilbert argued that the 

vibrancy and joy of the culture around Momentum and Corbyn – which he dubs “Acid 
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Corbynism” after Fisher’s sadly incomplete work on “Acid Communism,” – linked together 

radical politics, cultural forms, and the performance of a kind of collective joy (Gilbert, 

2017). As activists Phull and Stronge put it, Acid Corbynism and the cultural forces around 

Momentum offered a “glimpse of post-capitalist collectivity in the moments of soundtracked 

togetherness that we achieve on the dancefloor,” (Phull and Stronge, 2017, no pagination).  

 

The sense of a performance of the possible within Momentum’s culture was another 

feature noted by my participants, and immediately painted a different picture of that of the 

more austere aesthetics and comportment of other militant groups. Expectations around 

clothing might not seem to be a significant concern around radical left activists; participants 

related to me a distinct difference in styles of dress between Momentum and other radical 

groups. Yangzom (2016) argues that clothing can function as a form of non-verbal 

communication and as a means of negotiating one’s identity, and within the context of a 

social movement, styles of dress can embody the movement's political consciousness and 

become a means of sharing its goals. Claire, a Momentum member from Sheffield, described 

what she perceived to be an “activist uniform” worn by many men among radical leftists as 

“big overcoats, big boots, old t-shirts,” or “knackered jumpers, like, old professor clothes,”. 

Rueben – who had previously been a member of a Trotskyist group – agreed with this 

description and stated that while there was never any pressure to dress in a particular way, he 

felt that members of his group took the view that “politics is serious, so we need to dress kind 

of serious,” with the seriousness here coming with connotations of intellectualism, or 

militaristic garb. Tim contrasted both his Labour branch and UCU branch – where members 

are “not particularly worried about their own personal aesthetics. They, it was like, you know, 

they wear a T-shirt from a rally 20 years ago, old jeans and stuff,” – to Momentum, which 

had a much more diverse sartorial expression. For Tim, this contributed towards the inclusive 
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atmosphere he found in the organisations and the signifying elements of dress: “there’s 

someone who looks like me, who cares about the things I care about, who cares about fashion 

and who cares about their regime or whatever. But it was nice because, you know, the people 

involved cared about things, but it didn’t feel like the movement was their entire life?”. 

 

Herein, the embodied performance of dress signified a conscious attempt at a new 

political imaginary and of a differentiated subjectivity from the militancy of the self 

discussed in previous chapters. Not only did Momentum members not adhere to a strict 

understanding of an ‘activist uniform’, but they also indicated a different affective 

relationship to politics. The more diversely and vibrantly dressed Momentum members 

signalled a difference from the militant concept of activism as work by suggesting that “the 

people involved cared about things” but without the movement being “their entire life.” 

Within this is a sense of emotional liberty and perhaps a less narrow approach to life. As 

noted in the excerpt from my field notes above, my experiences attending in-person 

Momentum events after the easing of lockdown restrictions in the Summer of 2021 indeed 

attested to the diversity of dress and how these signalled different performances of 

masculinity. While attending the annual protest against the Tory Party Conference, it was 

male (or at least, male presenting) activists who were dressed most flamboyantly – colourful 

shirts, faux-military jackets most commonly associated with ‘Emo’ culture, kitsch German 

football shirts from the 1970s – which clashed with the more ostensibly militant ‘black bloc’ 

style attire of our Young Communist League (YCL) comrades, with whom we marched at the 

protest set off from outside of Manchester University Students’ Union.  

 

 I was struck during the march by the stark contrasts in behaviour I witnessed between 

the YCL and Momentum blocs: initially, as we waited for the various blocs to form up behind 
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the Trade Union groups, YCL and Momentum members intermingled, talked, shared smoking 

material and now seemingly ubiquitous conversations of the lockdown generation, in which 

everyone tries (and understandably, fails) to summarise ‘how I’ve been' for 18 months in 30 

seconds or less. However, when the march began, the YCL formed rigid ranks a few paces 

ahead of us, concealed their faces behind red masks, and marched in step, chanting lines from 

The Internationale. In contrast, the Momentum bloc played loud dubstep music, and the 

chants (predominantly led by the male presenting activists in our bloc) ranged from the 

raucous renditions of “Whose streets/our streets” to more earthy and scatological chants. The 

experience here highlighted a stark contrast between the more orthodox, and perhaps even 

dour, militancy of the YCL and the jubilance of the Momentum bloc (even if the cynicism I 

noted in my field diary seemed to bubble away under the surface). Within Momentum’s 

performance of collective dissent, there felt like a palpable (if somewhat world-weary) sense 

of an attempt to “turn the struggles for greater participatory democracy into sites of collective 

exhilaration” (Segal, 2017, p. 148).  

 

 “Negative sexual politics” and the culture within Momentum 
 

The hybridity with which I characterise Momentum is mirrored in the hybrid 

experiences of being part of the organisation. Thus far, I have explored how Momentum’s 

culture involved expressions of collective joy, cultural activity, affective activations and 

positivity in wry humour. However, not all of my participants experienced this to the same 

extent. Several participants reported experiencing conflict between their sense of self and 

culture within Momentum, a sense of being at odds with a collective identity rather than a 

part of it. This is hardly unusual; various sociocultural influences produce conceptions of the 

self, and differing cultural contexts provide different schemes (or frameworks) for how one 
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forms one’s sense of who one is and whether or not one is a “good” person in that context. 

Thus, “two people, even those in similar sociocultural circumstances…are unlikely to feel 

exactly the same way in a given set of circumstances” (Markus and Kitayama, 1994, p.92). It 

was in this conflict that we can begin to tease out the existence of what Ben named “negative 

sexual politics,”  

I feel like some men and women do genuinely care about gender inequalities 

and all the negative sexual politics within Momentum. And I don’t know how… an 

organisation should attack that issue in a good way. Because if I’m honest, I think 

there is a lot of saving face.  

 

I will return to Ben’s pertinent question about how “an organisation should attack” 

that issue in the next chapter, but for now, let us focus on the concept of “negative sexual 

politics.” One could interpret the use of the word “negative” in this context in two ways – 

firstly, as a pejorative, taking a moral stance around the behaviours and actions of some in 

Momentum; or, secondly, negative in the sense of negative freedom, i.e. the freedom engage 

in a kind of politics without interference from other agents on the grounds of gender or sex.   

 

One would be forgiven for thinking that the culture within Momentum had broken 

loose of the rigid and, at times, sexually problematic constraints of the militant diagram. In 

what follows, I draw from my fieldwork to suggest that while there was evidence to address 

problematic sexual politics and masculinities, such attempts were often scattered. More 

importantly, in particular cultural arenas (significantly, the social arenas), activists would 

often fall back on the same tired old scripts which reproduced traditional gender hierarchies 

and mechanisms of sexual power. In particular, this section reflects on the behaviour and 

performances of Momentum activists both within what one might consider the formal world 

of movement politics (that is, the meetings, the demos, the canvassing, etc., which will be a 

standard feature of activist life) and also at the fringes of formal movement politics, that is, in 

social spaces, in pubs, at get-togethers after major political conferences. In addition, I draw 
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attention to the contested nature of sexual etiquette within Momentum. To paraphrase Ahmed, 

I conclude that if “it takes conscious willed effort not to reproduce sexism,” Momentum’s 

willed effort is semi-conscious at best.   

 

In my interviews, almost all of my participants reflected on the sexual politics and 

gender dynamics of Momentum meetings. Some participants noted that Momentum had taken 

steps to try to make meeting forums accessible for women, non-binary people, and other 

minorities. In particular, the rationale for such actions was understood within a gendered 

framework as part of the conscious attempt to reject aggressive, male-orientated forms of 

politics in the mainstream political world and other activist movements. Attempts to integrate 

inclusive policies and practices into left-wing spaces have a long history. They can be seen as 

a response to the socialist left’s “bewildered [response to] the rise and success of movements 

that articulated different forms of oppression to that of class and used different conceptual 

tools to understand that oppression” (Derbyshire, 1980, p.89).  Several participants, 

especially those from Manchester Momentum, referred to training sessions run by the activist 

organisation NEON for Momentum activists and branch committee members. In Ben's words, 

such training sessions were about “creating essentially a safe space for people of different 

genders, races, ethnicities, ages, disabilities, and how to facilitate productive meetings, how 

to have constructive debates and discussions.” The very existence of such training offered to 

all activists in the branch shows again a means by which Momentum tries to distinguish itself 

from other radical left organisations and address some of the practical ramifications of what 

Bakan (2012) calls the “epistemological dissonance” between socialism and feminism. This, 

indeed, was noted by participants who had participated in other radical left-wing groups, 

especially those which the majority of my participants characterised as “old left” (SWP, 

CPGB, etc.) which were described as “all like women were just shouted down in meetings” 
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and having “a general hostility towards women.” As I discuss in the next chapter, this did not 

mean that women in Momentum did not experience being shouted down by men or 

experiencing hostilities.  

 

 However, Manchester Momentum participants disagreed about how effective this 

inclusivity training proved. One key takeaway from the training which was adopted into 

Momentum policy was around giving the floor to minority speakers where possible (referred 

to colloquially as ‘let the women speak”). Some participants, like Ben, saw this as a positive, 

which helped male presenting comrades to “understand that as a man, I have a like, power, I 

have an advantage, a social advantage and a power dynamic.” However, for other 

participants, measures aimed at creating a safe space for minorities resulted in excluding 

other minorities. Tariq, a gay male member of Manchester Momentum, described how 

measures to include inclusivity contributed to his feelings of exclusion.   

 

Tariq: Sure, lots of times, I would be about to speak and be told to sit down.   

IN: And how did that make you feel?   

Tariq: Honestly? No judgement?   

IN: No judgement at all. How did it make you feel?   

Tariq: A bit pissed off, to be honest. Of course, I, I get it, you know. Politics is a very 

male thing, and it’s a good thing to let women comrades have the floor, but…I don’t 

know. I suppose I had to learn not to be pissed off. As a gay man, I feel like I was 

being shut down, and I’ve dealt with that a lot in my life…but, you know, um, if I were 

being kind to them [the Chair] I would say that I guess I’m ‘straight passing’ and so 

maybe they’d forget I was gay…  

 

Tariq’s experience here speaks to cultural anxieties around identity and inclusivity 

within activist and leftist cultures. His narrative of being made to cede the floor to someone 

female-presenting articulates a kind of logic: we aim to be inclusive to groups that would face 

additional discrimination under neoliberal capitalism (sexism, homophobia, transphobia, 

etc.), and I (Tariq) as a gay man should be able to benefit from that inclusivity. His frustration 

arises from not being ‘read’ as gay by other activists, for being “straight passing,” and (while 
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he was trying to be “kind” to the Chair) he felt that his identity was forgotten. Herein, his 

experience touches on normative ideas around sexuality and gender performance. As Day & 

Schoenrade (1997) found in their work on sexuality and organisation, closeted or ‘straight 

passing’ gay men and women are far more likely to face negative attitudes than' out' 

colleagues. Since gender performances are produced through and against normative ideas 

around gender, sex and sexuality, social recognition becomes essential for an individual to 

feel authentic and validated by others. However, concepts such as “passing” or being 

“closeted” or otherwise not being perceived as queer rely on presumed essentialism of gender 

and sex, whereby “some individuals might be recognized as authentically and therefore 

unremarkably “belonging” as members, while others may only hope to “pass” into relatively 

inauthentic membership as wannabes,”(Pfeffer, 2014, p.4). In other words, Tariq’s experience 

resulted in him being perceived inauthentically by other group members, with an affective 

relation of invalidation, of “being shut down.” Yet Tariq’s experience also points towards 

tensions and presumptions around masculinity within Momentum’s culture. Men who have 

sex with men face “structurally-induced conflicts around masculinity” (Connell, 1992, p.737) 

in the form of conflicts between their social presence as men and their sexuality. In Tariq’s 

case, one could argue that the latter was not -apparently – clearly signposted and thus 

invisible. At the same time, the former remained visible and resulted in him being told to 

disengage from the discussion.  When prompted as to why members of his group might have 

forgotten his sexuality, Tariq noted that while he was out, his performance of masculinity 

broadly fitted with expectations and cultural markers of heterosexual masculinity “I’m big, 

I’m loud, I like a beer, I wear my Spurs stuff,” – in other words, his embodied performance of 

his masculinity meant that his experience conformed with what Serano (2013) calls the 

unspoken “heterosexist assumption” of movement cultures – that is, that if an individual is 
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not visibly ‘queer’ enough, then they lose the ability to stake a claim within both queer 

politics or the queer aspects of mainstream politics.   

 

Tariq’s experience also ties into ongoing anxiety within leftist culture, that is, the 

tensions between ‘identity politics’ and ‘class politics’ (Das, 2020). The full extent of these 

discussions is, while interesting, beyond the scope of this chapter. However, it is worth 

mentioning that while many militant organisations displayed hostility to what they perceived 

as identity politics (which, at times, include feminism and LGBT rights), newer movements 

of the left have tried to integrate identity politics into their orientational frameworks 

(Edelman, 2001), though this has led to new cultural expectations for movement participants, 

and also new taboos (Serano, 2013).  Tariq hesitated to discuss his experience, asking me if I 

would judge him. He felt anxious about saying anything that would appear to criticise 

measures to promote female inclusivity within Momentum.    

 

Outside of formal proceedings, my research suggested that negative sexual politics 

were prevalent within Momentum’s social events and present at ad hoc or impromptu social 

gatherings of Momentum members. One participant, Claire, told me, “It happens everywhere, 

so why should be it be different here?” when I asked her about problematic sexual politics 

and behaviour in pub meets after. However, other participants disagreed with this assessment; 

Rachel and Sarah told me that they had never experienced inappropriate comments or 

harassment from men in Momentum in social spaces. Sarah, in particular, was explicit that 

men in Momentum social spaces were “mostly well-behaved,” but that the real sexism 

occurred in formal political spaces such as meetings, where “you couldn’t get a word in 

edgeways.” 
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Sarah: A lot of the time, it’s fine. It can, it’s ok, but there’s just, there’s these moments 

– and I think it’s when tensions are high, like I remember when Owen [Smith MP] 

challenged Corbyn there was this knot in my stomach. Because, because you went 

from people being mostly well-behaved to like this, just, this wall of sound, and it 

wasn’t always men but it was, in my experience, it was mostly men and you, you 

couldn’t get a word in edgeways, because they just, they needed to tell everything ‘this 

is what we do’.  

 

   I was given numerous stark examples of this; Brendan told me of witnessing an 

International Women’s’ Day meeting in his branch where male voices dominated; both Claire 

and Ben (who were members of the same Momentum branch) told me of a series of tense 

meetings in the lead up the 2019 General Election, in which – to quote Claire – “old white 

men shouted down women of colour,”; Theresa and Leila – both of whom were deeply 

embedded in their branches as both a parliamentary PCC and branch secretary respectively – 

experienced what they characterised as deeply sexist bullying in meetings. I discuss these 

examples in the next chapter as an illustration of the disciplining of identity in Momentum. 

However, the sexual politics of social spaces is less clear; in part, this is because the most 

common answer I got from my male participants about the social side of Momentum was, 

“I’m not sure.” Several of my male participants reported that they did not socialise with other 

Momentum activists; for Tim, this was due to family commitments; for Brendan, not wanting 

to “be that old guy who’s following around twenty-five-year-olds,”; for others, Momentum 

was never really a social space for them – Marcus and Tariq both mentioned “having the odd 

beer,” after a meeting. However, they did not attribute particular significance to those spaces. 

We might, from this, conclude that the social relations in Momentum were, for some, dis-
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embedded. Such activists acknowledge the existence of a Momentum counterpublic but 

choose not to go there for one reason or another.  

 

However, those activists who were more embedded in the social events of Momentum 

offered me insight into the contested nature of sexual etiquette and notions of allyhood within 

the organisation. Momentum’s social spaces were places of affective activation for these 

individuals, but whether that activation was rationalised as political or not was unclear.   

 

“But when you’re done with the meeting… it's different,”? Sexual 

contentions in Momentum 
 

In Chapter Two, I argued that cultural identity formation is not always coherent and 

cohesive. The same affects can produce different results, and meaning-making and expression 

may not be the same for every activist. My interview with Reuben was an example of this in 

action. Reuben offered a peculiar framework for thinking about his activism – for him, there 

was a demarcation between what went on in Momentum meetings and what went on in the 

pub afterwards, with the latter being a chance to “… just let your, your hair down and have a 

laugh over a beer and be…be, I don’t want to say normal, but like normal. Because being an 

activist isn’t like being a normal person all the time, is it?” In this sense, Reuben rationalised 

his activism as something where one could ‘put in the hours’ but disengage (as many workers 

do) at drinks after work. It’s worth highlighting here that his framework was not quite the 

same as that of the militant who saw activism as work, for in that conceptualisation, there is 

no true ‘outside’ of activism work. His thinking here can be seen as an operationalisation of 

Tim’s reading of the embodied performances of Momentum members – as people who care 

but for whom the movement is not their entire life. The question then becomes how this 

affects the values and ethical practices in those quasi-movement spaces and what frames of 



148 

 

   

 

references activists draw from in building and sustaining their performances. In Reuben’s 

case, he hinted at a framework by his differentiating activist behaviour from “being a normal 

person.” When prompted, Reuben expanded on his view on behaviour in Momentum social 

spaces:   

 

Rueben: Um…well, yes, I’d say there was, but that’s just, that’s just the way 

people are? Guys are going to be guys, aren’t they? And if there’s a fit girl in the pub, 

then, sure, let’s have a go, right? Look, I, I don’t want to say that people forgot 

themselves when they socialised, like, we’re all comrades, but when you’re done with 

the meeting…it’s different.   

 

My interview with Reuben stuck in my mind not simply for the insight he presented 

me about social life and free time within Momentum but also because, reflexively, it 

challenged my position as an anti-sexist researcher. I will reflect briefly on the challenge and 

expand upon it in the next chapter. What struck me about Rueben’s comments was the 

reproduction of normative understandings of gender roles. His use of the phrase “guys are 

going to be guys” hinges on the assumption of a normative assumption of what it is to be 

masculine (in this case, to pursue women in public spaces sexually) – especially since he 

perceived the pub as a place to be “normal” thus equating normality with normative 

masculinity. By framing this to me with the idiom of “guys are going to be guys,” Rueben 

here appealed to a shared framework of understanding about the behaviours, expectations and 

goals of masculine performance – and one (at least presented as) grounded in objectivity; 

men will be men, as opposed to can be, or might be. The colloquial use of phraseology such 

as “boys will be boys”, and the like has been heavily criticised for validating toxic male 

behaviour (Clune, 2014) and for justifying victim-blaming sociocultural models of 

understanding sexual violence and abusive conduct (Murnen et al., 2002, Sears et al., 2006). 

In addition, Reuben’s framing of the goal of “guys being guys” being to “have a go” at a “fit 

girl in the pub” mirrors the vernacular of what theorists call “lad culture” – that is, a male 
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“group mentality articulated through activities such as sport and heavy alcohol consumption, 

and characterised by sexist and homophobic ‘banter’,” (Phipps et al., 2018, p.1). In this 

linguistic framework, women appear to be a)valued based on their physical appearance, and 

b)fair game of any socialist wanting to play at being ‘normal’.   

 

Rueben’s response caught me off guard; his use of language, the talk of guys being 

guys, and terms like “fit girl” were outliers in my interviews with men. I will discuss my 

broader reflections on left-wing masculinity in the next chapter, but to provide a brief 

overview: the men I interviewed were intelligent, theoretically articulate, and very careful in 

their language. At many points in my interviews, there were silences and pauses after I had 

posed a question; part of this, I suspect, was a feature of the inarticulacy I discuss in the next 

chapter, but it also struck me as an attempt to navigate the way I had positioned my 

masculinity to my participants; put another way, I suspect no one wanted to be considered to 

a sexist by the ‘anti-sexist’ researcher.   

 

However, it would be overstating the case to suggest that Rueben embodies some 

hypermasculinity or “hostile masculinity” here (Malamuth and Thornhill, 1994). 

Furthermore, there seems to be no compelling argument for an absence of sexual relations 

between movement participants or that pursuing sex was somehow problematic. Viewed from 

the perspective of militancy, one could argue that specific models of militancy were 

thoroughly sex-negative – one thinks here of the catechisms laid down by Nechayev 

(Nechaev, 1971), Lenin’s ambivalence to sexual practises (Zetkin, 1934), or the militant’s 

general antipathy towards forms of pleasure (Blanc, 1972). However, models of militancy 

exist that take different approaches to sexual behaviour. The radical left group Weatherman 

Underground engaged in “enforced antimonogamy, the rotation of sexual partners, and group 
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sex,” in practice known as ‘wargasm’ (Thoburn, 2010, p.130), which served as a 

“corresponding mode of sexuality,” to the collective constitution of militant bodies. Whether 

there is a corresponding mode of sexuality within Momentum is less clear. On the one hand, 

Rueben’s willingness to “have a go” in the pub with women could be understood as a sign 

that – following Gross (1978) – men tend to isolate sex from other aspects of social life due 

to its importance. However, Rueben was not the only participant to give me an insight into 

the contested nature of sexual behaviour within Momentum.   

 

Jacob, a former member of Leeds Momentum, brought up his experiences of being a 

Momentum delegate at the 2018 National Union of Students Conference. Momentum had 

encouraged a significantly high number of delegates to attend the NUS conference that year 

to support Momentum member Sahaya James in her bid for the role of NUS President 

(James, unfortunately, was unsuccessful, winning only 15% of the final vote (Busby, 2018)). 

Jacob described the atmosphere in the lead-up to and at the conference as “frantic, 

exhausting, but weirdly, like, fun,” as he and other delegates worked to back James and 

support other NUS policies that fit Momentum’s goals. Notably, for Jacob, Momentum’s 

support was to continue the NUS Transgender Liberation campaign (which NUS leadership 

intended to close down). As a gay, transgender man, Jacob felt a personal affinity towards this 

policy and reported being “so relieved that I like, I was allowed [by Momentum] to work on 

our amendments,” rather than focusing exclusively on James’ electoral campaign. Broadly, 

Jacob felt well supported by fellow Momentum activists as an out transman and spoke 

positively about his experiences of transitioning while in the organisation. However, it was in 

the social spaces around the NUS conference where Jacob felt his experience changed. After 

hours of long sessions, fierce debates and bureaucratic manoeuvring, NUS conference 

delegates would head en masse to bars and pubs around the conference centre and, in Jacob’s 
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words, “avoid going home sober or alone.” In this sexually charged atmosphere, Jacob 

reported feeling excluded and isolated compared to his cisgender comrades:   

 

Jacob: It was like, like, I was a bit invisible when, you know, people were 

hooking up. Like guys would be giving speeches on like the conference floor, or like 

doing fringes on trans-rights but when it’s after like, in Underground [a popular gay 

bar in Glasgow, where the 2018 conference took place] those same guys keep their 

distance, they don’t always want to be, to be seen drinking with me cos…like…what, 

it’s cringe to be with a trans guy?  

 

Transphobia is common among some gay male communities (Weiss, 2004), and 

prejudice and exclusion for transmen and transwomen have been noted in gay dating, 

especially on the hookup app Grindr (Shield, 2018, Blair and Hoskin, 2019). Herein, we see 

the reproduction of exclusionary practices outside the activist culture. Additionally, Jacob’s 

understanding of these encounters was that his masculinity was ‘cringe’ – a vernacular term 

used to imply feelings of discomfort, embarrassment, and inauthenticity (Bochkariov, 2020). 

The affective impact of this conflicted with the vocal performances of allyship Jacob 

witnessed among his cisgender comrades, resulting in a dissonance between word and action. 

Here, we could see a form of what is often referred to as “performative allyship” (Kalina, 

2020) in the sense of allyship, which is not consistent and is not constantly seeking to 

improve the lot of marginalised groups. The point made here is not that Jacob was entitled to 

sexual attention but that the behaviour of his comrades mirrored the same sorts of 

exclusionary dynamics seen in mainstream gay dating culture.   

 

Concluding remarks 
 

The first empirical chapter has sought to address the first of this thesis’ research 

questions, that is, to understand the role of affect in movement cultures and how affective 

practises include or exclude gender as a category of analysis. Above, I have utilised interview 
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data to map out Momentum’s culture. My conclusion is that Momentum tried to build a 

counterpublic in which the boundaries between cultural and political experiences broke 

Through expressions of collective joy and the rejection of the dour uniformity of militancy, 

and a sense of carnivalesque inclusivity was fostered – and the feeling that to be a radical 

socialist was to be spontaneous, culture, and fun. In this sense, one could argue that 

Momentum culture represented a form of prefigurative politics, which “considers the means 

and ends of movement organising to be intricately linked to each other” (Maeckelbergh, 

2011, p.16). However, at the same time, it became clear that within that culture, structures of 

exclusion existed, especially around matters relating to sex, sexual etiquette, and the 

negotiations of markers of identity and intimacy – all sociocultural practices from mainstream 

culture. It is hardly new to say that a movement reproduces (intentionally or otherwise) many 

structures it seeks to oppose. The phenomena have been discussed at length within social 

movement literature (Tominaga, 2017; Venegas, 2021; Freeman, 1972), and given my 

argument earlier about Momentum’s status as a hybrid between movement and faction, some 

hybridity of cultural frames is not unusual.    

 

However, what is notable about the reproduction of problematic sexual politics within 

Momentum is that they do not ostensibly try to justify themselves by utilising the logic of 

socialism. By this, we can distinguish between the problematic politics seen in the SWP or 

WRP (see Chapter One) and what we see in Momentum. In the case of the former, the 

frameworks charged with ideological and cultural significance were utilised to excuse or 

justify negative male behaviour (framing criticism of Comrade Delta as criticism of Leninism 

(Callinicos, 2013) or seeing sexual coercion as part and parcel of a good militant a la Gerry 

Healy (Pirani, 2013)). In Momentum’s case, it felt more like an epistemic silence around 

exclusionary practices.  Where examples of problematic sexual politics occur, they are often 



153 

 

   

 

experienced by movement actors as dissonant and paradoxical, as suggested by Williams's 

conception of the ‘structure of feeling’ – the tensions between inclusivity measures which 

exclude, between comrades who stand up for trans rights in some settings, yet isolate them in 

others. As I shall argue in the subsequent chapter (which explores models of masculinity and 

militancy in Momentum), what becomes apparent within Momentum is that sexual politics is 

a matter often wrapped up in feelings of confusion and inarticulation, yet a sense of 

something being amiss remains.    
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Chapter Seven: Is it “like a language they don’t 

understand?” Inarticulate masculinity and an ethics 

of gender 
 

Introduction 
 

“It's like they never, no, I think they do genuinely never talk about it, and if you do, 

they shut it down, and they punish you,”  

Leila, a former member of Oxford Momentum  

“I, um, it’s like, you...like, you have to be, like...properly, properly like...you’ve got to 

be accountable to...um...[laughs]...bloody hard question!”   

Marcus, York Momentum.  

 

I open this chapter with two brief snippets from my interview data because they illustrate 

an affective tension within left-wing masculinity. The “it” that Leila refers to is in response to 

my asking her if men in her branch, her union and her left circle of friends ever discussed 

anti-sexist politics or practises without a woman or non-binary person initiating such a 

conversation. Her response highlights a silence on the matter and the aggressive silencing of 

others should the topic arise. Leila was not the only female participant who believed that, 

among left-wing men, actualising an anti-sexist conversation was an area of absence, one of 

pervading silence. In the case of Marcus, I asked him how he thought men in left-wing 

movements could practise being anti-sexist in their day-to-day lives.  His staccato response, 

filled with false starts and speech dysfluency, suggested to me something slightly distinct 

from silence on the issue of anti-sexism:  a very literal inarticulation and the inability to 

speak. Marcus’ response is perhaps the most literal incarnation of it among my participants. 

However, in a more metaphorical sense, my research suggests to men that within left-wing 

masculinity, there exists a “moment of inarticulation.” This inarticulation manifests as an 

intensely affective phenomenon. It latches onto left-wing men’s sense of how to practise anti-

sexism or pro-feminism. However, equally, it mirrors the sites of inarticulation within more 
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mainstream and dominant masculinities – topics such as vulnerability, emotional trauma, and, 

in some cases, their relation to sex and intimacy. I consider this moment of inarticulation to 

be affective, more so than emotional. My understanding of affect here is informed by what 

Shouse (2005) – following Massumi (Massumi, 1995, Massumi, 2001) – refers to as a “non-

conscious experience of intensity...a moment of unformed and unstructured potential,” which 

is inarticulate as it “cannot be fully realised in language,” (Shouse, ibid, italics mine). Indeed, 

as I shall discuss below, some of the more intensive moments in my fieldwork were 

experiencing these moments of inarticulation with my participants – both in their 

inarticulation causing them frustration or, at best a bemusement, but also in my reflexive 

position as a “researched researcher” knowing that I could neither position myself as an 

“expert” nor necessarily articulate more clearly than my participants. In several interviews, 

participants would convey feeling jilted by their inarticulation but also find it cathartic that 

they were not the only ones to do so. The moments of inarticulation I witnessed were made 

even more striking because the men I interviewed were - for the most part - articulate. I mean 

this both in the sense that they were articulate speakers, often eloquent, and able to weave 

compelling narratives of their involvement in the left, but also theoretically articulate. The 

men I interviewed were familiar with what one might colloquially think of as the significant 

players in leftist theory – Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Luxembourg were all frequently 

mentioned – but many of them were also familiar with theorists and ideas in broader 

Sociological thinking come up as topics of conversation. I had not anticipated the part of my 

interview with Brenden when he proffered me a rather thought-provoking reflection on the 

distinctions between toxic masculinity and R.W. Connell’s conception of hegemonic 

masculinity, nor Jacob quoting Julia Serano at me as a means of expressing his frustrations 

with superficial trans allyhood. The broader articulacy of my male participants was evidenced 

in what they made theory do in the interview setting; Whitaker and Atkinson (2019) highlight 
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that voices in research interviews must be understood as a form of social action which is 

governed by a range of “cultural tropes”, responses, all part and parcel of the performance of 

the self in what they call an “interview society,”; like Holmgreen (2011), I reflected that 

theory was used not just to tell me about what my participants knew on an intellectual level, 

but also to tell me something about them as people. All the more reason why the moments of 

jilted speech, the long pauses, the expressions of frustration or at times confused curiosity 

which I observed via my webcam were so notable.     

 

This chapter focuses on inarticulation, its connection to affect, and the role that affective 

and inarticulate dynamics play within left-wing masculinity.  However, this chapter also 

considers the role of solidarity and silence, and I link this back to competing models of 

militancy described earlier in the thesis. In short, the Militant Diagram – as identified by 

Guattari - is a figure of both silence and silencing – silence on matters of emotion, 

vulnerability (and, as I have argued, misogyny), and silencing of those who fail to fit with the 

rigidity of their world view. The study of silences is a valuable aspect of the social sciences 

and part of our unlearning project (Spivak, 1988) of resisting colonising mindsets or 

understanding the workings of oppression. Foucault points out that there 

“is  not  one  but  many  silences,  and  they  are  an integral part of the strategies that underlie 

and permeate discourses” (Foucault, 1990, p.27) or that radical movements are in themselves 

an attempt to articulate on or for, the silenced, or fill the silences with righteous anger 

(Medina, 2012). However, if we return to the quotes from Leila and Marcus above, we can 

see that silence and inarticulation can be interwoven. Here, the affective nature of 

inarticulation becomes helpful for understanding the relationship between fragmentary 

speech and the absence of speech; since affect is pre-personal, and “does something to a body 

before the articulation of what one thinks is happening,” it can often seem non-existent, or 
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silent (Reeser, 2019, italics mine). Kiesling (2011) draws upon sociolinguistics to argue that 

masculine identities relate closely to the practice of stance-taking – that is, the way that 

speech acts and speech activities form stances, which are “culturally linked to masculinity” 

(p.8) – thus, stances, acts and activities mediate gender. Stance can often be conflated with 

affect within the literature (Kiesling, ibid), but affect – while implicated in language – is also 

prelinguistic; it is more experienced than read (O'Sullivan, 2001). From this, Reeser talks 

about the concept of an “affective break” where circumstances and expectations of 

masculinity clash, resulting in a crisis for masculinity (Reeser, 2017). This relationship 

between stance-taking and affect helps to frame some of how militant men utilise both social 

integration/ostracism and language to discipline and reproduce militant subjectivities  

 

 “The solidarity-with-me" brigade – masculinity and disciplining 

identity. 
 

Theresa offered me some reflections on the affective impacts of militant masculinity. 

Theresa found herself thrust firmly into the frontlines of leftist politics when she was 

nominated as PCC (Prospective Parliamentary Candidate) for the Labour Party in the 2019 

General Election, backed by her Constituency Labour Party and her Momentum branch. Her 

positionality as a working-class woman in a position of leadership clashed with the ideas of 

the “left-wing old guard” of her party. Throughout our interview, Theresa told me she was 

subjected to gendered verbal bullying, name-calling, rumour spreading (about her political 

abilities and her capacity to be a mother and a PCC), isolation, and ostracism. The 

misogynistic treatment she experienced resulted from her refusal to conform to the “very kind 

of masculine ideal of what leadership should be,” - something her older male comrades 

actively pressured her to do: “...all of a sudden, [I was expected to] stand in front of anyone, 

and have a vision of x,y and z, but not my vision, their vision, their language.” We might well 
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say that this is not (on the surface) out of the ordinary for political participation; all 

parliamentary political parties require a certain degree of party cohesion, including sticking to 

the “party line” in times of election (Russell, 2014). However, the pressure that Theresa was 

under to conform to the political vision of her male comrades can also be seen as what Bösel 

(2018) calls an “affect disposition(ing) regime” (p.16). “Affect disposition(ing)” refers to 

how affect can be “called, invoked or summoned” through a dynamic set of processes and 

activities to “arrange things in certain, deliberate ways”; when such disposition[ing] becomes 

hegemonic, it becomes a regime (Ibid). In other words, such a regime is a means by which we 

can understand the interpretation, management and organisation of affect – and, for our 

purposes, how affect is used to discipline identities.  

 

Let us return to Theresa. The tension between her and her comrades can be understood as 

a clash between her affective dispositioning and the hegemonic regime.  Theresa’s reluctance 

to conform was motivated by her desire to take a different approach to leadership (something 

she saw embodied in the leadership style of Jeremy Corbyn). She presented the regime to me 

as one which conflicted not just with her political ethics but also with her understanding of 

what it meant to express and experience solidarity:   

 

“...There are people, I call them the ‘solidarity-with-me' brigade. They’re not 

‘the solidarity brigade’, in solidarity with me, it’s as long as you agree with me you 

will have solidarity, but don’t offer anything different...it’s an awful lot like a 

performance...they love to stand on a platform and deliver a big speech and get the 

big cheers. But they’re not doing anything at heart, they don’t care or understand how 

you feel...or how they feel.”  

 

Theresa’s experiences here exemplify how militant masculinity attempts to create, sustain 

and discipline new iterations of itself – Theresa could lead, but only if she did it in a way that 

was fitting to the male militants in her branch. The processes of disciplinary power worked 
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down to the micro level, “their vision” over hers, “their language” over her language. 

Militant subjectivity must, it seems, reproduce militant subjectivity, but this is an experience 

linked to the visibility of a gendered body – both in the way that Theresa saw an element of 

inauthenticity in those men who wanted to be seen “delivering a big speech,” and that a 

symbolic value was written onto her body as woman, a value far less than – it is implied – 

that if she’d been a man. Her leadership performance was, if anything, undermined (in her 

detractors’ eyes) by the embodied nature of her gender. Solidarity might have been expressed 

in these “big speech[es]”, but it was not shown, not felt.  

 

Solidarity is a contested term. It is perhaps most commonly understood as “‘we-feelings’, 

a sense of belonging to a group or imagined community, and aspirations to a common 

project” (Shaw, 2019, p.557); in other words, a sense of belonging linked to a shared form of 

labour; one experiences solidarity with others not simply because of who others are in 

relation to us, but because we share a feeling of connectedness to them based on what they 

do. Solidarity refers to “we-feelings” and “we-do-things-together-feelings. " For Marx, this 

aspect of solidarity is linked to transformative political action: solidarity “is not a question of 

abstract justice or humanitarian sentiment” but “is the first condition of their [the 

proletariat’s] own social emancipation” (Marx, 1870, p.75). We cannot lose our chains if we 

don’t feel a sense of belonging with people who share those chains and express that to them. 

Thus, solidarity can be understood as having an affective element, as affect plays a role in the 

social formation of senses of belonging (Sharma and Tygstrup, 2015). Therefore, the concept 

of “solidarity-with-me” becomes striking, as it functions as a bastardisation of Marx’s sense – 

belonging is only guaranteed if an individual fits into the whims of the militant who polices 

the boundaries of identity through an affect disposition(ing) regime. Theresa’s sentiment here 

was echoed by Leila in her interview, where she described how she felt as if she was 
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“expected to scrape off bits of myself, censor or suppress bits of myself,” in order to be 

accepted by the militant masculine men in her branch – in her case, Leila framed the 

disciplining of her identity and actions as an almost violently affective process, miming the 

act of scratching her cheeks when described scraping parts of herself away. For Theresa, her 

attempts to campaign in her way – to be what she described as a “community-led candidate” 

– were greeted by misogynistic treatment, both implicit and explicit: “They [the men] just 

expected me to do what they wanted, I was this little bird they could have at the forefront, 

their symbolic woman…but they were the informal male leadership, and they wanted me to be 

a man, but only if I were like them.”   

 

If to express solidarity is to create a sense of affective belonging, then the absence of 

solidarity is to enforce a form of loneliness, of isolated individuality in a collective 

movement. Similarly to Theresa, Leila experienced the tension between solidarity and 

isolation when, after a dispute about alleged gender abuse in her branch, figures from 

Momentum national attended to clear the air:   

 

“They [the members from National] put time and effort in to do meetings and chats 

with the men. It was like, ‘Oh, let’s go for a beer, let’s talk about it.’ And the women they 

completely ignored. They didn’t even try. They just froze us out. Not a single member [of 

National] came up to us and said ‘oh, we’d love to have a chat about what’s happened 

here. We care about how you must be feeling.”  

 

Leila's description here mirrored Ben’s experience of Leeds Momentum. In the case of 

Ben’s branch, tensions had erupted between older male “veterans” who “had this urge to be 

heard...and loved talking over people” and younger (and more gender diverse) members. 

Eventually, Momentum National had to intervene “because of how fucking toxic” the 

situation had become. Yet, similar to Lauren, the responses were starkly different between 

demographics:   
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“The guy [from Momentum National] took, like, all the old guys out to the pub, 

you know, talk it out over a few beers and then the next meeting they were all there and it 

was fine and we need to get on with it. I don’t think they spoke to any one of the women 

who were like raising the concerns in the first place.”  

 

 

In a sense, we can see a form of “solidarity-with-me” and a “solidarity-without-you” –the 

misogynistic eclipsing of women and men with alternative masculinities that do not conform 

to the militant diagram. By taking men aside and forming social bonds with them at the 

exclusion of others, men with militant masculinity practise what Sedgwick calls 

homosociality, a form of male bonding which preserves the dominant male order and close 

links with both homophobia and misogyny (Sedgwick, 2015). In all three cases, it is 

homosociality which denies not simply solidarity to those who do not fit militant masculinity 

but also denies their feelings, their emotional response to (by the sounds of it) emotionally 

fraught contestations within what should, ostensibly, be a space of comradeship.   

 

Interestingly, though, the work of affect here is visible and hidden simultaneously. 

Theresa and Leila note that the men who mistreated them “don’t care” about how they feel in 

the situation, but there is also a question of whether they “understand how you feel…or how 

they feel.” Here, we can connect with the role of emotion in the construction of male identity. 

The idea that many iterations of masculinity thrive on a form of tight-lipped stoicism or 

emotional inarticulation is well-acknowledged within the literature (Pike, 2017; Goodey, 

1997). Sometimes, “…the subjectivity of these male [identities] rests on their very 

inarticulateness. Their masculinity is constructed through an inarticulate, pre-conscious, 

emotional-bodily response to the living world” (Lousley, 2009, p.227). Masculinity, then, is 

interwoven with the work of affect. Deleuze and Guattari do go far as to suggest that affect 

can be utilised strategically, that - and it is worth noting the militaristic and arguably 
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masculine coded terminology that is utilised here - “affects transpierce the body like arrows, 

they are weapons of war,” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988, p.400)  and  “the active discharge of 

emotions, the counter-attack…affects are projectiles just like weapons…weapons are affects, 

and affects weapons,” (ibid, p.400). Here, what is being claimed is not that affect is militant 

or masculinist per se but that there is a distinct form of gendered, exclusionary form of affect. 

In this sense, the work of Solidarity-with-me/solidarity-without-you can be read as a tactic 

within the repertoire of the militant, echoing Guattari’s claim of the “perverted fondness for 

creating splits on matters of principle” inherent in militant subjectivity (Guattari, 1984, 

p.178), but also the work of a dominant masculinity, policing the boundaries of its culture.   

 

Solidarity is not just about social interaction with other members but also about 

offering practical and material support to one’s comrades (McDonald, 2002); for several of 

my participants, disciplining and sustaining militant masculinity involved withdrawing or 

refusing material support and aid. Leila, for example, had helped re-found her local branch 

shortly before Covid-19 caused the United Kingdom to enter lockdown; for the early months 

of 2020, she had worked “20 to 30 hours voluntarily each week” to sustain her branch, on top 

of full-time employment. On the brink of burnout, she reached out for help to another male 

organiser, who had previously promised aid when the branch was re-founded:     

 

“I just said, “I'm really struggling, I can't do this, I need help,” and the response I got 

was just shocking. He did a complete 180, completely turned on me… The reasons he 

gave me were completely like complete misjudgements of my character and when I tried 

to talk to him, he interrupted me and said I was manipulative and a liar…I just wanted to 

support. I started doubting myself, questioning myself.”  

 

Leila went on to tell me a similar story to Theresa – that masculine animosity towards 

was rooted in an alleged refusal to conform to a specific vision for political organising: “he 

said…he had made suggestions to me or something which I didn’t listen to, so, as a result, it 
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was all turned back on me,”. However, in Leila’s narrative, her request was merely for a form 

of solidarity on both a personal and political level that went beyond words; or, as she put it, 

“without those resources, without that life force, you have no choice but to disappear. " Much 

like Theresa, the denial of solidarity in a material sense (of resources, administrative support, 

and so on) seemed to be a tactic to demarcate the boundaries of her choices and actions 

politically, as they did not fit with a militant subjectivity. Feeling unsupported, Leila reached 

out to contacts in Momentum more widely and in her network of friends in socialist and trade 

union movements and “built my network.” This, however, provoked chagrin on the part of the 

other organiser, who made a formal complaint against Leila, leading her to be summoned to a 

disciplinary meeting, in which she was “called a liar and manipulative…like all these 

judgements were just being made upon me…they kept saying my tone was concerning, my 

tone is problematic, it was weird, very gendered, gaslighting,”.   

 

Marcus did not experience the same denial of solidarity as Theresa and Leila, but his 

fear of it underpinned his political engagement. Marcus disclosed in the interview that he was 

transitioning, though he continued to present as a cisgender man to his branch. In our 

discussion, he was frank about the fact that he feared rejection from his comrades if he 

presented himself authentically:   

 

“I guess I…I worry, like, that people just talk about it [trans rights] but maybe they won’t 

want to know me as they did? Does that make sense? It’s a feeling of, you know, like I 

look at the men in my branch, mostly the older men, they, speak about gender but they 

don’t speak about it. Like, they’ll share a statement about LGBT stuff online but there’s 

something…something that makes me think that if I started wearing girls, girls clothes, 

they’ll…it feels like they wouldn’t stand next to me on a picket line.”   

 

Marcus’ invocation of standing with someone on a picket line invokes a kind of symbolic 

action within the radical left; picket lines are both formative to the history of the labour and 
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trade union movements, but - as Nield (2021) explains – they are also a performative act of 

political militancy and solidarity (hence the intense taboo in leftist culture about ‘scabbing’, 

whereby guilt becomes a weaponised emotion against workers who would break the line 

(Linstead, 1995, Guard, 2004) ) One stands on the picket line with those one thinks to be 

authentic. Therefore, refusal to stand with someone (or even the fear of it) carries significant 

weight within activist culture and functions as a withdrawal of solidarity. For Marcus, this 

fear is rooted in the fact the changes in his gender, and the way it is performed, would be 

rejected by men in his branch as inauthentic, and perhaps antithetical to their understandings 

of masculinity and militancy. Speech, authenticity and the work of affect play a strong role in 

this account – Marcus identified something performative about the nature of allyhood 

displayed by men, the willing to “share a statement” about LGBT rights, but (it is implied) 

not follow that with concrete action (echoing a similar comment from Theresa that allyhood 

for militant men is an “awful lot of performance, it’s performative, it’s all rhetoric,” yet this 

was a feeling he struggled to put into words, a sense of unease about presenting as 

transgender that he sensed would be a source of hostility.   

 

I would have forgiven many of my participants for feeling enraged, livid and resentful 

at their experiences of misogyny – something that I experienced as I listened to their 

narratives. However, my interview participants broadly acknowledged that for many of these 

militant men, the work of affect might be unknown to them or something they struggle to 

conceptualise and understand –they “don’t understand…how they feel,” in my quote from 

Theresa above. Despite the often harrowing accounts of misogynistic bullying and treatment 

my participants related to me, I was struck by the degree of empathy that my participants 

displayed; Tim, for example, (recounted to me the story of a union rep who was criticised for 

being overly tactile with female comrades), stated at several points in his interview that “I felt 
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sorry for him,” or “He just didn’t get, I feel for him, I don’t think he got it.” Leila, who had a 

background in mental health work, suggested to me that misogynistic treatment was often a 

vitriolic response to the problem of vulnerability:   

 

“…they've not had the opportunities to delve into their vulnerabilities and 

trauma…there's like a guardedness…there's a fear, I mean I come across this in my work 

when you work with people that are deeply traumatized they have very, very strong 

defence mechanisms are in place, and if you start to edge towards it, then…can it can 

result in hostile behaviour. So I think that I think that that's triggering for people.”  

 

Leila added that for militant men, the vulnerability was “too messy…you can’t put in 

the rulebook,” and, therefore, “it’s perceived as weakness.” In short, the affect of 

vulnerability within the lives of militant men confounds them; affect is something they can 

weaponise but struggle to control.  Reeser, drawing on Massumi’s statement that “actually 

existing, structured things live and through that which escapes them” (Massumi, 1995, p.96-

97), contends that the autonomy of affect is a threat to hegemonic or normative masculinity 

“because it reveals that a male body is not in full control,” due to the “unpredictable ways” 

that affect affects (Resser, 2019, p.104).  Affect troubles the male subject because it strips him 

of his ability to “contain, control and capture” that which is suddenly outside of his 

“discursive control” (ibid).  

 

This idea of autonomous affect being, in some ways, a threat to dominant 

masculinities relates to how affect can threaten the framework of militancy. Suppose political 

organising focuses on affective relations (emotional politics, empathy, compassion and so 

on). In that case, it is a shift from the stable and acknowledged (the rigidity – and perhaps 

inertia – of militancy) to something immediate, emergent, and becoming.  The willingness to 

embrace that which is perhaps unknowable (or, as I’ll argue in the next section, sometimes 

inarticulable) is evident in the clash between the models of militant masculinity my 
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participants identified and the emergence of new subjectivities. For Leila, to be a socialist 

was to be “always questioning ourselves, we should be eternal students; we should love 

learning, training, questioning, we should understand that everything is involving and 

changing,” instead of being “stuck in a position of authority.” Indeed, the displays of 

compassion and the acknowledgement of the militant's vulnerability were evident in my 

participants – indeed, this, like many of the Left’s ‘gender problems’ appears to have a long 

history, albeit it has largely been forgotten. The activists behind the Big Flame journal were 

also keen to point out that:   

 

It [responding to feminism as a socialist] is about recognising that ‘militants’ are also 

people with personal anxieties, fears, and hopes like everybody else. In fact, because of 

the isolation that can come from being a socialist/feminist militant, they may well need a 

lot more support.  

(Wilson, 1981, no pagination)   

 

For the socialists of Big Flame, part of the task of reworking socialist masculinity and 

militancy was about “trying to understand and be honest about how your own needs and 

desires interrelate with your political involvement,” a practice which they contrast with the 

militant’s practises of “nastiness and empire building,” (ibid)  

 

What emerges from these accounts is something that is hinted at by Guattari and made 

more explicit by Williams -  that is that subjectivity is both unified and in conflict; it is, as 

Williams puts it, “...a set, with specific internal relations, at once interlocking and in tension,” 

(Williams, 1977, p.130). Militancy is riddled with contradictions that somehow form a whole, 

a “collective phantasy of omnipotence” which involves being both of the masses and yet 

above them. Militant masculinity demonstrates similar contradictions and cohesions around 

the work of affect. The militant men described by Leila, Marcus and Theresa both profoundly 

reject the work of emotion, feeling, and vulnerability, yet their embodied performance is 
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deeply affective to those around them. As a result, we see that militant masculinity contains a 

sense of inarticulation, a palpable absence of language, especially around compassion and 

solidarity, which only fits with the aims of militancy rather than any real sense of embodied 

belonging.   

 

“It’s like a language they don’t understand,” –Left-wing masculinity 

and inarticulation. 
 

I use a line from my interview with Leila as the subtitle of this section, as I feel it 

illustrates, but does not necessarily explain, the problems within left-wing masculinity. Leila 

used the phrase, “It’s like a language they don’t understand,” when I asked her what made it 

so hard for the male militants around her to engage in anti-sexist or pro-feminism work. 

Other women and non-binary echo her sentiment here I spoke– for Sarah, it was a “deafening 

silence,” that she constrasted with the “wall of sound” she described during moments of 

tension with male comrades (see Chapter Six); for Theresa, an “empty statement,” for Jacob, 

an “unspoken topic,” - in short, that anti-sexist practice expressions, words and deeds were 

either silent or hollow and meaningless. After all, to use Leila’s terminology, if there is a 

language that one cannot understand, then why speak it? Better surely, to stay silent than 

speak gibberish.   

 

However, what emerged from my interviews with men is what I am calling a moment of 

inarticulation within masculinity that centres around anti-sexism. In some cases, this was a 

literal inability to get words out – see the quote from Marcus that opened this chapter. 

However, there is something more subtle at work here around inarticulation and the work of 

anti-sexism. Before I move to the data, it's important to clearly state the terms of reference: I 

use the term inarticulate here because being inarticulateness “goes beyond mere shyness, 
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anxiety or reserve” (Booth and Booth, 1996, p.56). However, it is not the same as being silent 

(I.e. the refusal to speak) or being silenced (being prevented from speaking). Inarticulation is 

affective because it is pre-emptive of language, much as affect is pre-emptive of 

feeling.  Much research links masculinity to inarticulation, especially emotional inarticulation 

(Sattel, 1976; Lousley, 2009). I contend that what is evident is not just a general inability to 

speak about anti-sexism, but more that there is a moment of inarticulation, where I 

understand a moment to be the set of conditions and possibilities which combine to make 

left-wing masculinities response to anti-sexism inarticulate. This inarticulation can (and it 

would appear, often is) read as silence by women and non-binary people. However, 

inarticulation does not mean unawareness – the men I interviewed were very aware of the 

problems their female and non-binary comrades faced. However, the response and solution to 

those problems were a complex matter.    

 

 This moment of inarticulation can be understood best via Williams's concept of the 

structures of feeling. Williams defines the structures of feeling as “characteristic elements of 

impulse, restraint, tone, specifically affective elements of consciousness and relationships, 

not feelings against thought, but thought as felt, and feeling as thought” (Williams, 1977, 

p.132); such structures of feeling exist “at the very edge of semantic availability, has many of 

the characteristics of a pre-formation, until specific articulations – new semantic figures – are 

discovered in material practices,” (ibid, p x). In short, Williams is offering us a way of trying 

to explain how the work of affect, that which blurs the boundaries between feeling and 

thought, can be inarticulate until it finds new means to express itself; this, it would seem, 

functions in opposition to Guattari’s militant diagram. There, the militant has an almost 

perverse fondness for reiterating preexisting semantic figures, the demands of the past, and 

resignifying the new into the old.   
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As an example of this moment of inarticulation in practice, I offer this snippet of my 

interview with Ben. Ben had told me several times in our conversation that he disliked when 

men talked over women or failed to challenge their sexism. Thus, I asked him what being 

anti-sexist looked like to him:   

 

Ben: It’s easy to sort of feel, but not do if you get me? We talk about men needing to hold 

each other to account, so call out their bullshit, but you don’t know what to do until you 

have to do it, you have to suddenly, you know, there’s a situation and its like you have to 

come up with new words to change it.  

Int: So, is it a case of being afraid of getting it wrong?  

Ben:It’s more a case of being afraid of not getting it right.  

 

Here, Ben points out the problem of anti-sexism as a performative experience – he 

can “feel” what the right thing to do is, and he possesses a framework of sorts for it “men 

needing to hold one another to account,” but how this becomes articulated into word and deed 

is something which eludes him – it requires “new words,” which he implies he either does not 

have or is uncertain of their validity. Anti-sexism is not so much a language he doesn’t 

understand but a language he vaguely knows but fears how to express himself in the present. 

He can acknowledge a method which has a history – the idea of men holding other men to 

account – yet at the moment, in that second, he becomes inarticulate. As Williams reminds us, 

social experiences contain “frequent tension between the received interpretation and practical 

experience” (ibid, p.x); this tension can manifest itself as “unease, a stress, a displacement, a 

latency, a moment of conscious comparison not yet come” (ibid). Note the interesting 

distinction between my proposal that there is a fear of getting something wrong versus Ben’s 

statement that the issue is that he may not get it right. This suggests some comparative 

knowledge of what “rightness” is, but that rightness is emergent, still becoming unformed – 

in short, Ben’s inarticulation comes from a fear of being inauthentic in his actions. In a 
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previous chapter, I linked authenticity to the function of ideology – one acts in particular 

ways because one perceives oneself – or hopes to be perceived – as authentic within the 

context of one’s political ideology. Guattari’s militants arguably engage in this authentic 

stance-taking process, allowing them to elevate themselves above the ‘masses.’ However, 

ideologically, what is authentic becomes less clear when trying to reconcile socialism, 

feminism and anti-sexism.  This echoes Segal’s reflection on what scuppered the work of the 

anti-sexist men’s movements that grew around publications like Big Flame and Achilles Heel, 

that is, the “[reduction] of politics in its entirety to the individual struggles of personal life,” 

(Segal, 2006, p.272).   

 

Lewis highlighted a moment of inarticulation around anti-sexism by pointing out that 

his understanding of what it meant to be anti-sexist was not unproblematic:   

 

….we are all starting to see some of the hypocrisy and the double standards. Like, when I 

was  young…I was very much like ‘I’m a male feminist, I’m an ally, I won’t take up space, 

I’ll acknowledge my privilege…’ and now I’m older, I can see that’s a bit performative, 

crass, like…like I think a lot of women see the male feminist as a trope, a sinister trope, 

another version of the nice guy who just expect them to sleep with him because he’s not a 

sexist pig. And when you grow up a bit, you realise…its difficult, like, difficult to know 

what to do with these deeply held convictions, especially when you see some of your 

comrades call themselves feminists and not give a shit.  

 

Several elements stand out from Lewis’ statement here; there is the tension between 

received interpretation and practical experience – the stance-taking of the younger Lewis (and 

by implication, other left-wing men) as “male feminist[s]” – but this stance is now perceived 

as inauthentic, “performative, crass.” Anti-sexist masculinity finds itself in an ‘affective 

break’ (to use Reeser’s (2019) term); the attempt to actualise as something other than sexist 

masculinity is exposed as a trope based on what Segal calls “‘new man’ - a softer, more 

emotional, self-conscious sex object himself - may still retain, if less infallibly than ever 
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before, his hegemony over women,” (Segal, 2006, p.291). Thus, anti-sexist men cannot take a 

stance, resulting in inarticulation, “it's difficult…difficult to know what to do with these 

deeply held convictions.”   

 

The discomfort of the men experiencing this moment of inarticulation was something that 

I felt strongly about in my interviews and tracked in my field notes. The striking nature of 

this inarticulation was evident in the fact that the majority of the men I spoke to were 

articulate (in a more colloquial sense)- they were well-versed in leftist theory, able to describe 

and narrate their stories within the radical left, to enunciate the forms of structural oppression 

faced by women and nonbinary people – yet when I asked them what being anti-sexist looked 

like in their practice, the timbre and fluidity of that speech was disrupted, their confusion, and 

at times frustration became evident on the Zoom calls. This frustration mirrored my own in 

many ways: I was asking these men to articulate something I – reflexively – knew to be 

inarticulable myself. In many ways, this inarticulation felt unexpectedly threatening – 

partially to me as a researcher (one of my field notes simply said ‘how can I be an ‘expert’ on 

anti-sexist masculinity if I can’t speak it? Do they [my participants] think I’m a fraud’) but 

for my participant – keen to differentiate themselves from the misogynistic behaviour and 

misogynistic militancy – find their authenticity in this stance-taking under threat. Their 

‘different’ masculinity faces a mirror image of the threat faced by militant masculinity – the 

inability to work around affect; as Reeser reminds us – “...a male subject may sense that he 

cannot use words to contain, control and capture an affect which remains linguistically 

autonomous, outside his discursive control,” (Reeser, 2019, p.104).  

 

Where men did articulate some form of anti-sexist practises, they were often couched in 

tones of self-doubt and hesitancy. Take, for example, this anecdote from Stephen, on having 
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to confront men in his branch who –in his words – engaged in “sexism” driven by “this 

genuine privileged belief that they have the right to be heard and everyone should listen to 

them,”:   

Every now and again - which is something I’ve been very conflicted about- but 

when people get, particularly on this track, and they're not right every now and again I 

have said, “actually you're… you're just wrong and here's the reason why, and I think, 

maybe you need to give other people a chance to engage in a different way” but I feel 

very conflicted about doing things like that, because then its like… like largely like 

slightly aggressive behaviour because…. you're sort of slapping down even though in 

your head you know that…like well you're slapping someone down because you're just 

sort of vaguely bullying everybody into agreeing with them… but yeah I don't really feel 

good about doing that...  

 

Stephen’s quote illustrates what I think could be a kind of uncomfortable articulation. By 

this, I mean the process of taking a stance which feels on shaky ground, where it feels like it 

conforms to, and simultaneously undermines, the framework of an ethics of gender. Stephen’s 

discomfort in relating this story was very evident in the Zoom call. We had been speaking for 

nearly 40 minutes at this point, and he spoke up at a rapid pace, maintained eye contact with 

me over the call and expressed the kind of intellectual articulacy I had seen in my other 

participants with significant levels of educational and cognitive privilege. However, here, 

Stephen became more hesitant, and the flow of his speech became more disrupted; he started 

to look off to one side, and it seemed that he was trying to consider his words carefully while 

also struggling to wrap his head around what those words meant. Why should someone be 

“very conflicted” about confronting the people he had identified to me as “bullies” (even if 

they might, at the moment, only be “vaguely bullying”)? Indeed, as Lewis said, suppose there 

is a political necessity for “men needing to hold each other to account” within the ethics of 

gender. Why should Stephen feel conflicted about engaging in that process of holding 

someone to account?  To me, Stephen seemed acutely aware of the danger of reproducing the 

same forms of masculine behaviour he had condemned – “slapping down”, the “largely, like 

slightly aggressive behaviour” (note here how he changes the intensity of his self-perceived 
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aggression) yet even in the process of articulating his attempted anti-sexist practise, he 

experienced significant discomfort, he “did not feel good” about both the process of calling 

out another men’s behaviour, or – to paraphrase Williams – existing on the edge of semantic 

availability. The idea that men find it difficult to “call out” the sexism and misogyny of other 

men out of fear of being emasculated is highlighted by many researchers in masculinities 

studies (Kimmel, 1998; Conlin and Heesacker, 2018). I don’t for a second dispute that this is 

an issue at all in masculine interaction – I conjecture that what we can perceive in the 

moment of inarticulation (and the discomfort it brings) is a reluctance to call out men’s 

behaviour because there is a fear of perpetuating, rather than subverting, dominant 

masculinity.   

 

“It’s more a case of being afraid of not getting it right.” : The 

problematic male feminist and the ethics of gender. 
 

Whether or not men can ‘be’ feminists remains a subject of intense debate (Harding, 

1998; Heath, 2003; Kimmel, 1998), and whether or not men can claim to ‘do’ feminism is 

equally contentious. As Tienari and Taylor (2019) point out, there is a “fragility and 

ambivalence” around men’s engagement with feminism. Indeed, my female and non-binary 

participants treated self-identified male feminists with a mixture of ambivalence and, at 

times, suspicion. Such men were “performative and attention seeking” (Theresa), 

“gaslighters” (Leila), and “hypocrites” (Sarah). The connotations of such language are fairly 

damning – feminist men are problematic, acting to increase their social capital, inclined 

towards manipulation or distortion of reality, and trivialising the stakes of emancipatory or 

revolutionary politics, potentially rendering the goals of feminism as fragile by men who 

“jump on board”, to borrow Bojin’s (2013) language. Some of my male participants also 

expressed suspicion or ambivalence around men who identify as feminists; Lewis’s “sinister 
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trope” (quoted above) comes to mind; Brendan referred to self-identified male feminists in 

his branch as “self-righteous, self-congratulatory,” Jacob described such men to me as “ 

‘look-at-me’ feminists” while miming exaggerated speech marks around the word 

“feminists”. In other words, my male participants also highlighted the ambivalence of male 

feminism. However, what complicates that reflection is that out of 12 male participants, 11 

told me that they were either “feminists,” “pro-feminists,” or “socialist-feminists.” Thus, 

these men identified to a greater or lesser extent with something they regarded with 

ambivalence.  

 

In this ambivalence, I argue, we can find the roots of inarticulation. One way to 

understand it is as a dilemma as to how one can be recognised as authentically “doing” 

feminism as a man. A sense that emerges from some of the interview data is that some men 

position themselves as feminist to be socially recognised as such. Take this anecdote from 

Brendan:   

[It was] international woman's day, it was two years ago. They [the branch] 

asked…asked people to talk about women that inspired them. And the first six people that 

talked were men…. I was like “for fucks’ sake.” Today of all days, you could just shut up 

and let someone else like…I’m sure some of the women in this group have people they’d 

like to talk about, right, but they [the six men] genuinely thought: “I’m here on 

International Women's Day talking about women that inspire me. Look how good a 

feminist I am!” and I was like well actually that's just reaffirming the male 

privilege…you're the first one to talk, everyone has to listen to you.   

 

The idea of being “heard” seems to be critical here, as does when someone should speak, 

as opposed to when one does speak.  As Crowe (2011) remarks, men tend to be “used to 

entering any discussion and automatically being heard” (p.52) – by implication, then, men in 

those situations are used to being in situations where they feel that they should speak like 

they have something meaningful to contribute. In the account above, the six men who opened 

the International Women’s Day event thought they should speak. However, that speech was 
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about saying something meaningful about them as people and their stance taking “I’m here 

on International Women’s Day talking about women that inspire me. Look how good a 

feminist I am!.” Brendan is clear here that such things being heard were not meaningfully 

contributing (and I am inclined to agree); similar sentiments emerged from other participants’ 

accounts of men who “love the sound of their own voice” who “have a desperate need to be 

heard,” and so on. If there is a need to be heard, who is meant to be doing the hearing? 

Kimmel (2013), among others, suggests that masculinity is a homosocial enactment 

conducted under the “constant, careful scrutiny of other men.” Therefore, men “test 

ourselves, perform heroic feats, take enormous risks all because we want other men to grant 

us our manhood” (p.187). Who then ‘grants’ we men our feminism? 

 

Conlin and Heesacker (2018) make a compelling argument for the importance of men’s 

“self-labelling” as feminist/pro-feminist/anti-sexist; in their study, men who self-labelled as 

feminists were more likely to engage in activism and activist behaviours around gender 

equality, even if they faced some stigmatisation from other men. While their analysis is 

intriguing, it doesn’t give much in the way of indicating whether men who self-label as 

feminists are more likely to actualise gender equality in their movements authentically. Ross 

(2013)  argues that self-labelling male feminists are part of broader aspect of what he calls 

“theoretical men,” that is, the “wide variety of discursive positions through which men 

culturally engage with feminist issues – contexts in which men discursively construct 

themselves, or are discursively constructed by others as ‘men in feminism,’” (p.86). The self-

labelled feminists in Brendan’s anecdote above hardly seem to be doing so. In fact, Brendan 

referred to such men as “disguised feminists,” a phrase he derived from the concept of 

“disguised compliance,” a term for when abusive individuals pretend to comply with 

(usually) safeguarding services, while perpetuating the abuse behind closed doors (Leigh et 
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al., 2020),  In a more sobering story, Ben told me about a particular man in his Momentum 

branch – a self-proclaimed feminist – who had multiple complaints made against him for 

“bothering girls,” at social events, and trying to pressure at least one woman into sharing 

explicit images with him. Eventually, this individual was expelled from the organisation. For 

Ben, this was a moment of schism which eventually led to his resignation from Momentum:   

 

It felt stupid, to be honest. Like, yes, he was kicked out, but it was a hard job, and I 

distanced myself from lots of comrades because they kept saying things like ‘oh, he’s great 

on the doorstep’ and ‘it’s just boys being boys’ and ‘he’s a feminist’ and all I could say to 

them was ‘Comrade Delta’.    

 

Ben wasn’t the only participant who told me about the actions of a self-labelled feminist 

who – for want of a better phrase – practised over misogyny. Leila said to me that when she 

raised concerns about the bullying she experienced at the hands of a male organiser (detailed 

above), she was told that “…I’d bullied him, that he made suggestions to me or something 

which I refused to listen to, that he’d never speak to me like he did because he was a 

‘feminist’.” Sarah posited to me that c 

 

This brings us back in a way to the question of silences. Earlier, we considered how 

silencing is used to discipline identity and reinforce dominant masculinities. What, then, is 

the role of silence for men? Several of my male participants suggested that there was a utility 

in masculine silence: above, Brenden indicates that “Today of all days you [men] could just 

shut up,” Ben told me of meetings in which he wished men would “just learn to fucking zip 

it,”; Tim spoke to me of “learning when to hold your tongue,”. Words say that words should 

not say. The prevailing attitude towards silence in both popular and academic links silence to 

passivity and powerlessness (Williams, 2002). However, to my mind, this somewhat conflates 

being silenced with being silent in the sense of choosing not to speak. In his Tractatus 
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Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein concludes with the sentiment that “‘Whereof one cannot 

speak, thereof one must be silent’” (Wittgenstein, 2013). Thus, there is a space for silences 

where one cannot achieve truth. Ferguson (2003) has written eloquently on how similarities 

in the form of silence do not equate to similarities of the function of silence; silence can, in 

particular social roles, function to create communities (such as among religious orders like 

the Quakers.) Could it then be said that an anti-sexist masculinity arises from silence? 

Brendan seemed to think so, telling me rather bluntly that anti-sexism for men should begin 

with “going to that meeting and shutting up, you know, because maybe today is the day you’ll 

stop and listen to them and see what we can learn.” However, can a new masculinity be built 

on silence? To use Ferguson’s (ibid) own words, the problem with silence is that it “disturbs”: 

silences can resist interpretation but also elicit it (see ibid, p.15). Silence, therefore, can be 

ambivalent.   

 

What is the meaning of the absence of words?  While the idea that men needed to stop 

speaking was fairly common among my female and non-binary participants, men’s failure to 

speak could also perpetuate sexism. I asked participants who disclosed experiences of 

discrimination and exclusionary behaviour from men whether any other men in their branches 

tried to intercede or show support for them. In most cases, the answer was “no”. Again, 

speech and silence characterised these experiences: “No one ever spoke,” “He didn’t say a 

word,” “didn’t say anything,” etc. It would seem to be impossible to resolve the apparent 

tension between speech and silence – surely one either speaks or does not?   

 

Claiming to be a pro-feminist man, then, is claiming an identity subject to 

contestation; that contestation was evident in the attitudes of some of my female participants, 

who expressed scepticism about the validity and authenticity of male pro-feminism. 
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However, the men I interviewed equally found that staking a claim to a feminist epistemology 

was something they felt uncertain about or were unable to express verbally. So, in a sense, I 

had a discursive closeness and a closeness of inarticulation. This contestation primarily 

linked to what I called in my field notes “an ethic of gender.” By this, I do not mean a 

feminist ethic (though I do think that ethic is informed by feminist thinking), but more of a 

sense of a field of acceptable and unacceptable practises, stances and values with which one 

would need to negotiate and navigate privilege and gender (both one’s own, and others). A 

significant part of this ethic was pre-linguistic or positioned as such. My male participants 

often framed it as such, and phrases like “it goes without saying…” that one supports 

feminism. My recollection of my entry into activism was entering a world with stringent rules 

that no one had ever clearly explained. It was understood that one ‘let women speak’ and 

include one’s pronouns when introducing oneself. One understood that at every new initiative 

to oppose the government’s austerity agenda, there would be a “women’s caucus” and an 

“LGBT caucus” and that, as a man, one accepted the decisions made within those spaces to 

which I was forbidden. I often heard of comrades who had not conformed to this ethic, either 

temporarily or permanently withdrawing from the movement. It seems that there is a concept 

here about correctness, one which Ross (2013) compares with the “stern, descriptive” politics 

of Left-Leninism and its obsession with having the “correct line” or the “correct” analysis – 

we might say that the concept of correctness has been deterritorialised from Left-Leninism, 

and reterritorialized in feminism. I should be clear here that I am not comparing feminism 

within Momentum to the militant dogmatism of Leninism (though I did encounter, as part of 

this project, expressions of aggressive militancy which wore the name of ‘feminism’ – 

something I reflect on in the last empirical chapter); instead, I contend that    I offer this 

summary of my own experiences not to dismiss the ideas and values inherent in those 

practises; such values appear to be rooted in emancipatory politics. My reflection here is 
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meant to illustrate that the milieu of my fieldwork was one where concepts were felt more 

than they were defined – something that I suspect informed the expressions of 

inarticulation.    

 

What I am trying to point toward is akin to the affective field in which white or white 

presenting scholars and activists have struggled to navigate the issue of white silence and 

anti-racist allyhood. Purvis captures this struggle in a reflective piece around his own 

experience of anti-racist organising:   

 

I have struggled to construct this piece and articulate my contribution without being 

anxious that I might use the wrong language or write something misjudged or 

problematic, as well as resisting the urge to lean on labour from black friends and 

colleagues for validation  

(Purvis, 2022, p.65)  

 

Here, the problem is twofold (and again, the sense of ‘correctness’ I outlined above seems 

to underpin both problems) – firstly, the fear of “us[ing] the wrong language” and the 

unwillingness to “lean on labour” from a marginalised group for validation. We might 

reframe this as fear of harming (i.e. “problematic” language) and fear of reproducing harm 

(i.e. exploiting the labour of a marginalised group for one’s gratification). Purvis refers to this 

as the “shibboleth of ‘making space’” and the “ideation of it’s not my place” (Ibid, p.62). 

Such notions contain intense resonance for white anti-racist activists, yet they also come with 

pitfalls: making space can equate to “inaction and silence,” considering that it is not my place 

can result in “avoiding difficult topics…and leaving the labour of addressing systemic 

injustice to those most oppressed by them,” (ibid). Here, Purvis builds on the conception of 

“white guilt” from the work of Audre Lorde, who reminds us that guilt can serve a useful 

purpose if it leads to the development of new knowledge, but it can also be:   
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…just another name for impotence, for defensiveness destruction of 

communication; it becomes a device to protect ignorance and the continuation of things 

the way they are, the ultimate protection for changelessness.  

(Lorde, 2017, p.114)  

 

In this sense, silence can be comfortable for maintaining the status quo. If we take the 

logic within this affective field and then applying to gender and sexual politics, we can see 

the analogous iterations of “male silence.” This is a concept that is already reasonably 

developed within the literature, though it refers more to how men’s inaction helps to sustain 

patriarchy and gender violence (Thorne-Finch, 2019; DeShong, 2017); however, what seems 

to be suggested here that men’s silence can be constitutive; men’s silence create the spaces 

for women and gender non-conforming people to speak, and act, and develop their meaning-

making processes. Is silence the solution to the moment of inarticulation, the remedy for 

inarticulate masculinities? This answer to me seems intellectually unsatisfying, at least in 

specific contexts. Herein, I must reflect on my experience of silence and inarticulation when 

interviewing Reuben.   

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, my conversation with Rueben took me aback; his 

sudden shift from a relatively eloquent discussion around socialist theory to deploying a 

lexicon of “fit girls” and “having a go” was jarring; his language put me in mind not of a 

socialist counterpublic, but of the vocabulary of early 2000s “lads mags,”, publications which 

– under the pretence of not being taken too seriously  - have been identified by feminist 

researchers as a source to “teach young men sexist attitudes and practises,” and that quotes 

from such publications were often indistinguishable from those of convicted rapists (Horvath 

et al., 2012). While this was not the only discomfort in my research (discussed in more detail 

in the final empirical chapter), I found myself caught out and floundered. Such was evident in 

my transcription:  
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Rueben: Um…well, yes, I’d say there was, but that’s just, that’s just the way people are? 

Guys are going to be guys, aren’t they? And if there’s a fit girl in the pub then, sure, let’s 

have a go, right? Look, I, I don’t want to say that people forgot themselves when they 

socialised, like, we’re all comrades, but when you’re done with the meeting…it’s 

different.    

Int: [Inaudible]  

Rueben: Are you ok? Still there?   

Int: Yes...sorry…I’m…that’s interesting…I’m…um…[inaudible] sorry, I lost my train 

of…  

Rueben: No, do you want to –   

Int: Um, could we maybe go, can we…back to the…could you say a bit more about that?  

 

In the moment, I was struck by inarticulacy and internally torn about how to respond. I 

experienced deeply conflicting feelings – firstly, I wanted Rueben to expand on his thinking 

here, but secondly, I felt like I needed to act and ‘call out’ the language used. In other areas of 

my life, I was conscious that I had at least attempted to highlight to male friends when I felt 

discussions around girlfriends and partners, and women slipped into tasteless territory. So 

why not now? Yet what if I denied myself further insight, some essential aspect of the thesis, 

but acted on what I felt was a moral imperative to speak? In part, I was confused by my 

sudden sense of needing to intervene; a phrase I have often used in research interviews – to 

put participants at ease, as much as for any other reasons – is “express yourself however is 

easiest for you.” Was not Rueben doing so? What if I derailed the interview and lost a 

participant? As a result, I stumbled in my speech, and my question asking Reuben to expand 

on his answer felt like the natural next question for a researcher, but not, perhaps, as an anti-

sexist.   

 

I hesitate to write this and wonder if I am making a mountain from a molehill. Yet, it must 

be remembered that research interviews can be understood as affective exchanges. Interview 

events are “always new and emergent...composed of ‘endless relational affective systems,” 

generating both lines of flight (Deleuze and Guattari, 1988) and possibilities that direct the 

conversation in an unexpected direction that may exceed the interviewer and interviewee 
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while also “shap[ing] the contours of the encounter,” (Willink and Shukri, 2018, p.188). In 

my case, that unexpected direction pointed me towards a fundamental question of 

correctness, the tension I felt between myself as a researcher and myself as an activist at that 

moment and the sudden anxiety that I – to paraphrase Ben – did not get it right in relation to 

either of that axis of my identity.   

 

Concluding remarks  
 

When I began this research, I anticipated that I might find a moment of apathy around 

anti-sexism within left-wing masculinity. After all, given the number of evocative and 

eloquent accounts written by women who had experienced sexism in leftist spaces, the labour 

movement and socialist parties, what else could it be apart from lip service paid to feminist 

politics while patriarchy is consistently reinforced?   

 

The reality is much more complex; left-wing masculinity becomes inarticulate when 

navigating the issues, challenges and contentions raised by gender and sexual politics. Instead 

of contempt and a stubborn refusal to critique the innate nature of patriarchy, my participants 

revealed a deeply affective experience of frustration, uncertainty, and the complexities of 

trying to locate correctness in thought and action. It is not so much “a language that they 

don’t understand” as much as it is a series of affective relations which is emergent, slowing 

becoming, but also stuttering, stumbling and struggling to take form, that “moment of 

conscious comparison not yet come” that Williams identifies in the structures of feeling. 

What comes after the moment of inarticulation is harder to say – after all, can words say that 

words cannot say? But in the final chapter, I offer reflections on new millitancies and 

inconsistencies that became apparent in my fieldwork.   
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Chapter Eight: Alternative militancies and activist 

inconsistencies 
  

Introduction 
 

In the previous chapters, I attempted to map out Momentum’s culture and the forms of 

masculinity within that culture. I have argued that Momentum’s hybridity as an organisation 

mirrors that of its cultural practice – blurring the boundaries between leisure and politics and 

seeming to move away from discriminatory practises on the one hand while still practising 

and indeed reproducing some of those hierarchies. Within this culture, contentions and 

vaguely defined ideas about “correctness” in sexual politics resulted in the development of 

inarticulate masculinity, which acknowledges the importance of sexual politics and gender 

dynamics but was rendered inarticulate by its inability to navigate them.   

 

In this chapter, I return to the militant diagram. In short, my crucial question is how 

helpful the militant diagram is as a tool for understanding identities within left-wing social 

movements. I will examine how left-wing masculinities converge or diverge from the 

diagram. In particular, I focus on convergence and divergence in practices around knowledge, 

emotions and intimacy, and compassion. I reflect on glimpses of alternative militancies I 

uncovered in my fieldwork – but it is also a reflection on the inconsistencies, the sites of 

contention, and the ambiguous aspects of left-wing masculinity that emerged from the 

fieldwork. The materialisation of such inconsistencies is further evidence of what March calls 

the “gaping lacuna” in academic knowledge around gender and sexual politics within the 

radical left; if we know very little about sex and gender on the left, then it would seem we 

know even less about intersections with ethnicity and age. In several of these sections, I 
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reflect on small flashes of insight hitherto un-interrogated aspects of left-wing culture. 

However, these insights are insufficient to draw a definitive conclusion; they point towards 

avenues for further scholarship. 

 

Similarly, my fieldwork involved an experience of unexpected hostilities. I had 

anticipated the need to navigate complex dynamics around the issue of being a male 

researcher researching an issue that affects women and gender-nonconforming people (see 

my methods chapter for a full discussion on this issue). However, the only hostility I 

encountered was around transgender rights from individuals who presented as socialists and 

feminists (I say ‘presented’ for a good reason, and discuss why in more detail below). I 

conclude the chapter by reflecting on the various strategies my male participants used to 

navigate the complexities of the ethics of gender.   

 

Who is a militant? Knowledge and learning. 
 

In a previous chapter, I reflected upon scholarly understandings of political militancy. 

I contended that a militant is defined by what they do (how they organise), what they are 

willing to do (militancy of tactics), as well as who they are and how they navigate their 

emotions (militancy of the self). A clearer understanding of militants, and militancy, serves to 

plug a gap in academic discourse, wherein such terms are often deployed but not defined. Yet 

the extent to which the word “militant” resonated with my participants varied; those who had 

backgrounds in Marxist groups such as the RCG, SWP, CPGB, etc., were more likely to 

understand that when I used the term “militant” in my questions, I was referring to a certain 

kind of activist persona. We might say that such men had carried over the language of 

militants and militancy from the habitus of their previous movement.   
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Participants outside of that political tradition – those, for instance, who had engaged 

solely with Labour and Momentum – only knew the term in the context of “Militant 

Tendency,” a Trotskyist group which was infamously expelled from the Labour Party in the 

1980s (Crick, 2016). Given the unfavourable comparisons made by the right-wing press 

between Momentum and Militant (something I discuss in Chapter Five), bringing up the term 

“militant” often provoked dismissive responses from certain participants (“We’re not them,” 

Stephen told me, making the direct link, and speaking both firmly, and with a slight sense of 

frustration). From this, we can draw the idea that the meaning and resonance of specific terms 

vary among the different intellectual and political heritages of the radical left. It raises an 

additional question –whether or not we can identify Guattarian militants if such a militant 

does not label themselves as such. And can we identify alternative militancies when there is 

not, perhaps, an acknowledged and shared sense of militancy?   

 

The militant diagram has a peculiar relationship with knowledge. In a sense, the 

militant thrives on being the sole purveyor of knowledge within the party; the militant is 

hostile toward ideas that do not fit the party line and becomes “closed in upon itself” 

(Guattari, 1984, p.33). Yet, it is possible to perceive a particular strand of anti-intellectualism 

in the way that the militant becomes uncompromising and repeats “statements” and “dogma” 

ad infinitum; the language of intellectualism might be here, but the substance of it is lacking. 

Neveu (2019) points out that there is an ambivalence in the militant's relationship to 

knowledge; on the one hand, militants pride themselves on having a “claim to understand the 

world, to develop on-the-spot investigations, and to learn and produce knowledge from 

anything,” (p.94), but at the same time, militant fascination for knowledge (or, perhaps, being 

seen to be the producer of knowledge) was coupled with a “coarse anti-intellectualism that 



186 

 

   

 

targeted the institutions and productions of both academia and press,” (ibid, p.94). Militants 

do not necessarily fetishise knowledge for its own sake but more for their role in being the 

arbitrators of that knowledge; they are “better soldiers insofar as his obedience comes from 

his inner option, from his consciences, and not from regulatory mechanisms” (Valverde, 

1986, p.2, in Sales et al., 2018, p.584). Being a knower is important, but being able to 

arbitrate over who else can be a knower is also crucial.    

 

Indeed, there is some convergence with the masculinities I encountered in the field. If 

we think of the more egregious experiences of sexist bullying recounted in previous chapters, 

the common feature is an imposed supremacy of male knowledge – think here of Theresa, 

whose knowledge of campaigning was relegated by her male comrades. Even in less extreme 

examples, intellectual power played a role; the men who dominated the conversation in 

Brendan’s branch’s IWD event seemed keen to demonstrate their knowledge of women’s 

contributions to socialist politics but also to be the mouthpiece through which that knowledge 

was shared with the broader group. As I discussed in the previous chapter, the role of 

knowledge in the political left does not simply come from the intellectual power of knowing 

one’s theory or being well-versed in the history of one’s movement – theory is used as part of 

a means of stance taking, of saying something about the self.   

 

Perhaps it is on the knowledge question that emergent possibilities of new 

subjectivities can be seen.  Leila made the point to me that knowledge should not be treated 

as a tangible thing in itself, but that in her world view, to be a socialist was to:   

 

…reject being in a position of authority…be always questioning like we are 

eternal students…we love learning, we love questioning, we love questioning. We 

should understand that everything is evolving and changing…when we, we find new 
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ideas, new experiences, we should approach them as ‘oh that’s interesting, why are 

you doing that,’ not like ‘why we shouldn’t be doing that.’  

 

On one level, Leila here articulates the need for humble reflexivity. At the same time, 

her framing of an “eternal student” who rejects authority put me in mind of the often partially 

quoted aphorism of Marx of the need for a “ruthless criticism of all that exists, ruthless both 

in the sense of not being afraid of the results it arrives at and in the sense of being just as little 

afraid of conflict with the powers that be,”  (Marx and Engels, 1975, p.49).  As Kellogg 

(2018) observes, what Marx refers to here is the need to be “conscious of the muck of ages 

sullying the tools” with which revolutionaries approached building a new society. In this 

sense, we can see sense within Leila’s sentiment that revolutionary politics must reject the 

dogmatic and rigid approach that rejects the unknown and embraces learning. As she 

elaborated in the interview, there was, in her mind, a “culture clash between those that learn 

the theory, and those that want to change the world with it.”  

 

Can this be a possible divergence from the militant diagram? The idea of being an 

“eternal student” seems to be at odds with the militant, who does not need learning because 

they are already a “specialist in social change or revolution” (Andrew, 1999, n.p). Yet, among 

my participants, there was tension between being a student and the need to be educated. Take 

the below quotation from Sarah. Sarah’s response here is drawn from her reflections on the 

men in her branch who played a significant role in why she had distanced herself from both 

Momentum and the Labour movement in general:   

 

It’s what they, what they do: they take a thing, like feminism, like anti-racism 

and they colonise it and its.. its like another tool for them, like they speak, they don’t 

think before they speak. These men they have this, they need to always be teacher, but 

its, its like they need to take a step back, and go educate themselves, you know?   
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The statement that an individuals needs to “educate themselves” about the realities of 

a marginalised group has something of a contentious history within liberation movements. 

The term appears to originate from black feminist critiques of white feminism; in an 

especially incendiary intervention, black feminist writer Carol Camper declaimed to her 

white readers that “YOUR RACISM IS SHOWING” when such individuals refuse to 

“educate yourself. Don’t ask another black woman to explain it all to you. Read a book,” 

(Camper, 1994, p.40). Of course, there is no issue with informing oneself about the nature of 

a topic before engaging in discussion. However, the statement is not unproblematic, as there 

is an implicit assumption about knowledge acquisition being accessible, available, and 

neutral. As Foucault reminds us, this ignores that “we should admit…that power produces 

knowledge” (Foucault, 2012).  Lai, writing for the Everyday Feminism blog, makes this point 

more explicit:  “there is a wealth of information on the web to learn about these things but… 

certain people find it easier to access that information…people with stellar educations, people 

raised in middle- or upper-class families…people who are time and/or resource-rich…” (Lai, 

2017, no pagination). Such an approach to education is a product not sure of certain kinds of 

class and cognitive privilege but also a product of certain online expressions of feminism. 

Reagle (2016) suggests that certain forms of online feminism draw from the norms of geek 

culture, expressly the “obligation to know” and a more explicit designation of knows and the 

extent to which they know through social media flairs and forum discussions. Reflecting on 

my participants, I have highlighted in a previous chapter that many of them (regardless of 

gender) were educated to some degree and, by extension, possessed a particular form of 

cognitive ability. Given Momentum’s hybridity and relationship with social media usage, it is 

not unusual for online lexicons to be deployed offline. However, how can we conceive of “go 

educate yourself” in the context of militancy? It strikes me as a somewhat different sentiment 

to being “an eternal student.” The former implies the need to withdraw and follow a 
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curriculum, mirroring perhaps the process of institutional education before returning to the 

group to demonstrate one’s new-found knowledge.  Dzodan (2014) makes the salient point 

that “educating yourself” can function as part of a performative practice, as that education – 

along with the broader process of being ‘called out’ – “is intended for an audience” (italics in 

original: no pagination).   

 

Fundamentally, both Sarah and Leila’s approaches identify the same problem – we, as 

individual leftists (or, perhaps, individual leftist men), lack the knowledge to act and uphold 

emancipatory forms of politics effectively. In this sense, knowledge is closely linked to 

actions, the presumption being that if one knows the right things, one can act correctly. 

However, the two approaches diverge in how knowledge acquisition is meant to take place – 

one appears to be an organic, holistic and ongoing approach, a form of never-ending learning 

open to new possibilities. The other implies that a body of knowledge exists in some 

ambivalent places, which is not here. It becomes an individual’s responsibility to depart 

(physically or metaphorically) from here and return once that knowledge has been acquired. 

The former approach seems to reject the logic of the militant diagram; the latter is (while not 

identical) similar in that it appeals toward a hierarchical structure of knowledge.    

 

Sex, giving up activism and possibilities for change. 
 

Sex was a topic that did not appear in my interviews as much as I had anticipated. By 

this, I do not mean that discussions around sexual matters were absent; as I alluded to in a 

previous chapter, some women alluded to experiencing sexual harassment in left-wing 

spaces, and sexual violence came up concerning the Comrade Delta scandal in the Socialist 

Workers Party (the spectre of which continues to haunt the British left, nearly ten years after 
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the fact). What I mean is that sex as an act of intimacy, sex as an act of pleasure, or sex as an 

act of bonding, and the role of sex within a left-wing culture was curiously skirted around. 

This is not to say that the politics of sex, rather than sexual politics, are absent in broader left-

wing discourse. As I write this chapter, I am listening to a podcast about whether there is a 

socialist framework for ghosting, part of a series of podcasts produced by Novara Media as 

part of their “Doing it Right: Sex on the Left” project (Novara Media, 2022). This suggests 

that there might be some appetite among socialists for discussing intimacy, relationship 

etiquette and so on. Yet, questions about sex essentially went inarticulated by my male 

participants. I had initially considered including some questions about left-wing men’s 

attitudes and experiences of sex, but after an attempt to pose those questions created a certain 

amount of awkwardness in my pilot interviews, I chose to abandon specific questions and see 

whether the topic emerged through broader questions about left-wing men’s relationship to 

intimacy, closeness and feeling of safety. The fact that very few of my male participants were 

willing to talk about sex is not out of line with the experience of other masculinities 

researchers; men tend to get fewer responses to questions about sex than women in 

qualitative interviews (Flood, 2013, p.66). On the flip side, female researchers get more self-

disclosure about men’s sex lives and more emotional expressivity (Scully, 2013, p.12). 

Gender constructs the interview as much as the interview constructs gender. It is, however, 

worth reflecting on the snippets of a sense of what role sex plays within a left-wing culture.   

 

Brenden suggested that within the left-wing culture, the connection between 

masculinity and sexuality was “almost inextricable." For him, this took the form of “young 

people on the left,” who “go to great lengths to talk about how sexually liberated they are, 

but [they]are some of the most sexually conservative people I know.” When I pressed him on 

this, he elaborated that many younger left-wing men had “very traditional…within the lines of 
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the colouring book ideas about what sex and sexuality are,” but that this conservativism is 

hidden by “a couple of labels that they’ve learned like ‘polyamorous’ and ‘kink shaming’” 

which they kind of “threw in” to discussions. In this sense, we might say that sex for these 

men played a role similar to theory, i.e. it is used to tell us something about who they are, as 

much as it is about what they do in intimate settings. In Brenden’s eyes, there was an 

equivalence between what he saw as the ‘performative’ male feminist who “thinks ‘as a man, 

my main job is to be a feminist which can translate into my job is to save women, and to kind 

of perpetuate the whole problem,’” and a “performative openness” around sex and sexuality, 

which was more of a “’I’m really open to all forms of sexuality but I am actually quite 

traditional in my views.” Brendan’s insight here reminded me of two other particular 

moments in my conversations with male participants – firstly, Jacob’s frustration at feeling 

excluded as a transgender man within what he felt was a sexually charged gay hook-up 

culture, and secondly Lewis's invoking of the figure of the “male feminist trope,” – that is, 

the man who engages the language and attitudes of feminism as a means to gain greater 

sexual access to women. What links these three experiences is the dual experiences of shame 

and inauthenticity – shame at being either a) rejected as a potential sexual partner on 

principle or b) at being misrecognised as a philanderer, and inauthenticity in not being treated 

as one’s preferred gender, or as a hypocrite. Sex is a site of considerable contention and raises 

socio-ethical questions for left-wing men. According to Brendan – who, of my male 

participants, had the most to say about sex – sexual activity in left-wing culture exists in “a 

kind of weird subtext,” which links sex and sexual activity to something “nasty, Tory, sleazy.” 

This exists simultaneous with the “performative openness” because, in this context, sex is 

comfortably couched in the realms of political posturing rather than reflecting on one’s 

relationship to intimacy. Hence, within a culture seemingly about “let’s welcome everything 

that isn’t harmful, let’s really empower people to do what’s right for them,” there is a 
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reluctance to talk about sex. For Brendan, there is a sort of inarticulacy going on here; most 

left-wing men “feel a level of embarrassment about things like masturbation, porn, lust,” and 

perceive those things as connected to “toxic masculinity,” without realising that “the toxic 

element defines what you do about it, not the feeling in and of itself.” Brendan’s description 

here reminded me of the remarkable empathy with which Leila spoke about the men who had 

subjected her to misogynistic abuse. She characterised the men who bullied her as people 

who have “not had the opportunities to delve into their own vulnerabilities and trauma.” 

Ironically, Those men created and were the victims of a social world in which there was “fear, 

there’s lots of fear, I think there’s fear of anything new.” Similarly to left-wing men 

performing openness around sex while feeling deep shame about it, Leila saw left-wing men 

as unable to process or cope with the consequences of their emotions – because such things 

were “messy” and “perceived as a weakness” - at the same time as vilifying the emotional 

displays of others; Around both sex, and vulnerabilities, we find individuals trapped in a 

cycle of contradictory practises, which were ultimately self-destructive, and destructive to 

others.    

Complexities and compassion 
 

It’s worth noting that Brendan and Leila disclosed that they were both mental health 

therapists, albeit in quite different disciplines of psychology. Their insights into the politics 

around intimacy appeared to be deeply informed by that professional engagement in well-

being and to have blended into their sense of socialism. Both admitted to me that their 

frankness about sex and vulnerability had provoked, if not hostility from their comrades, but 

an awkwardness; such awkwardness was “a bit disorientating,” according to Leila, as 

someone who was used to the cultural norms of other well-being practitioners. Indeed, the 

intersection between activist and professional cultures produced intriguing glimpses of 

different forms of masculinity. In my interview with Stephen, he told me – by way of 
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example as to what he thought was positive sexual politics – of a work colleague of his, 

whom he characterised as “very Northern, very standard, leaves work, has a pint, goes home, 

missus cook’s dinner.” A young woman from Stephen’s Momentum branch joined his 

workplace, and Stephen highlighted his colleague’s first conversation with the new team 

member:   

…it's very first meeting with her, and I was there, and he said something that I thought 

was just brilliant: he said, “[Stephen] and I are middle aged, middle class, white men, 

we can't ever be anything else. It's not your job and I recognise that there's an element 

of unfairness in asking this, but if we're ever being patriarchal, misogynistic or 

wherever doing something that makes you feel like you're not being valued equally 

and your voices isn’t being heard….Can you please just tell us, because we absolutely 

won’t have meant it and we want to give you the permission to do that. And we want 

to recognise it's not your responsibility to do that we're going to work on ourselves.” I 

remember thinking “this is fucking brilliant!” because he's just…he's just….he's made 

it uncomplicated.  

 

Stephen explained that his colleague was left-leaning but not a member of any left-

wing movement. However, his colleague's actions stand out because of their “uncomplicated” 

nature – a straightforward statement capturing ideas around positionality and accountability. 

It’s important to state that I do not necessarily propose that such simple expressions are the 

solution to the moment of inarticulation I identified in the previous chapter – though I feel 

inclined to agree with Stephen’s description of it perhaps being a “template of how to handle 

situations. ” Why this template emerged in a workplace, rather than in a ‘transformative’ 

social movement like Momentum, is an interesting question in and of itself. Perhaps what it 

comes down to the fact that activist cultures sometimes thrive on self-generated complexities; 

Ahmad (2015) captures this in his reflections on the problems of activist culture and 

progressive communities, in which the boundaries of who is ‘in’ and who is ‘out’ “…is 

constructed through the use of language and terminology – a language and terminology that 

are forever shifting and almost impossible to keep up with,” (no pagination). In other words, 

knowing if one is doing something wrong becomes difficult because the boundaries of right 
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and wrong are unstable. We might connect this to what is ultimately an affective experience, 

that is, “how movements enable people to grow their own capacities and become new people 

(or don’t)” (Bergman and Montgomery, 2017, p.89). Momentum certainly attempted to 

enable growth, but as we have established, it sometimes just reproduced many of the 

hierarchies and practised it claimed to oppose – and by all accounts, inhibited the growth of 

others, if my participants are to be believed.   

 

Does activism or activist milieu overcomplicate things, or at least make it harder to 

make any fundamental constructive changes to undertake transformations of the self? As 

Guattari reminds us, the militant diagram requires a certain amount of self-perpetuating for 

the sake of it to be repeated: “ad infinitum,” (1984, p.192). The infamous Do or Die article, 

Give up Activism, acknowledges this tendency:   

 

The ‘activist’ is a specialist or an expert in social change – yet the harder we cling to 

this role and notion of what we are, the more we actually impede the change we 

desire…the supposedly revolutionary activity of the activist is a dull and sterile 

routine – a constant repetition of a few actions with no potential for change. Activists 

would probably resist change if it came because it would disrupt the easy certainties 

of their role and the nice little niche they’ve carved out for themselves…if everyone is 

becoming revolutionary then you’re not so special anymore, are you?   

(Andrew, 1999, no pagination)  

 

What’s critical here is the idea of “easy certainties” for some – the militant or 

‘activist’ to use Andrew’s language - at the expense of overt complexities for others. What I 

draw from my research is that while there are possibilities for transformation within 

Momentum’s culture, those are often possibilities that only apply to some or seem insincere 

(foregrounding sexual openness, not for its virtue, but because it positions one as superior in 

a given circumstance, for example). As a result, a people-powered movement becomes oddly 
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closed off; the door is always open, but not everyone will like what they find inside. Brendan 

summarised this in eloquent terms:   

 

Sometimes these [left wing spaces] can be horrible places, not aggressive, not 

all the time, but it's more like…I’m sat in some of these meetings and I’m thinking to 

myself ‘I haven’t got a bloody clue what these people are on about!’ And I’m, I’m a 

smart guy, you know, I’ve got a degree, I’m well educated, but some of these people 

they…at times, I’m embarrassed to be a socialist, like I cannot imagine walking down 

the streets near here, where there’s people having their benefits cut, being sanctioned 

because they didn’t turn up to an appointment because their addiction service was 

closed that day, you know, trying to kill themselves and being told by the mental 

health crisis team that they should make a cup of tea and have a hot bath…like 

imagine I brought someone like that to our meetings, because that’s where there are 

supposed to be these people who want those people fed and housed and 

supported…and they’d just be in a room full of people saying ‘oh yes, well, I’ve read 

this, this journal article on blah blah blah blah” or [Laughs] talking about some 

fucking, like, socialist model for cryptocurrency or like they’re in an Oxbridge lecture 

or…like…I kid you not, that person would walk out of that meeting a Tory. I kid you 

not.  

 

What space for new possibilities is there when – seemingly – cognitive privilege and 

complexities would drive away even the people socialism is supposed to support? If anything, 

Brendan’s comment here could be taken as a more direct reason to “give up activism,” or, at 

least, to think (paraphrasing Marx) if that is activism, I am no activist. Perhaps it is only when 

activism is, if not given up, at least put to one side, that possibilities for new forms of politics 

and masculinity become available.  

 

‘Old white men’, age and discourses of perpetration. 
 

A common stereotype about misogyny is that such attitudes are more prevalent in 

older men. The idea of the resurgence of an “old school” misogyny or “retrosexism”, 

primarily perpetuated by older men, is commonly deployed in journalistic discussions around 

gender relations (see, for example, Valenti, 2019; Cork, 2021); the implications here being 

older men are more like to resist the advances of feminism and transformations in social 
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attitudes around gender relations, while younger men are somehow more progressive (or at 

least, less overtly sexist). Such a stance on older men is something I encountered in left-wing 

circles long before I commenced this research project – I have lost count of the number of 

times I heard a female comrade bemoaning the actions of “some old white man” in the post-

meeting social event.  My female and non-binary participants did not solely voice this 

antipathy towards older men. Ben spoke of his frustration at the “older male veterans” who 

were too “self-important” in Momentum meetings to allow anyone else to speak. Rueben was 

emphatic to me that it was “older guys…that were, like, talking over women…just not caring 

how they behaved and stuff. Like…there’s so many examples of it.”   

 

Yet what was interesting was that despite their being “so many examples”, I heard 

very few of them. Ben told me about a particularly contentious meeting (which I have 

outlined in a previous chapter). Still, his other examples of problematic male behaviour were 

from younger men, such as a Momentum member who was expelled from his branch for 

harassing women. Reuben similarly highlighted examples of younger men making 

“transphobic jokes.” However, his example of a ‘problematic older man,’ – whom he 

described as “a bit touchy-feely” – was only “what, 45 or so” and was jokingly referred to as 

“comrade dad” in group chats – hardly an ‘older guy’. Ben and Reuben were among the 

youngest of the men I spoke to (both in their early 20s), and my younger female participants 

shared their enmity towards older people. Something is interesting about the intergenerational 

politics of their identity formations; Zeng and Abidin (2021) note that for younger people – 

the so-called ‘Gen Z’ – collective objections to “’ Boomer mentalities and ideologies” 

(including, but not limited to, perceived support among older people for social policies such 

as Brexit, complicity in generational income inequality and structural racism, sexism and 

homophobia etc.) result in the “draw[ing] of generational borders that can be ambiguous,” 
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(p.2461).  To an extent, my younger participants were establishing a “generational we-sense,” 

(Bolin, 2016, p.92). This we-sense – the idea that the brunt of sexism in the left was the 

product of older men – conflicted with the stories of sexism perpetrated by younger 

comrades. Indeed, for many of my participants, the role of older men was more inclined to be 

inclusionary than exclusionary. Theresa, for example, spoke warmly of the “older men, you 

know, in their seventies, who’d been in the Communist Party back in the day,” and the role 

they played in her first experience of organised left-wing politics; such men were “very 

encouraging” of her and other women in her branch, and those men worked to “democratise 

systems,” and “really try to get people involved” in the decision-making processes. These 

older communists were more authentic in their socialism because they “practise what they 

preach,” and their approach to sexual politics was “genuine.” Tim gave me a similar insight. 

Reflecting on both his Momentum branch and his trade union work, he told me that it was 

“...some of the older men, older people – women too, but mostly men I feel – who are the, you 

know, the ones at the cutting edge of championing inclusivity.”  Tim went on to tell me about 

how older men in his Momentum branch, for example, advocated heavily for the rights of 

trans and non-binary people. Older men’s work around inclusivity wasn’t simply restricted to 

the realm of policy; Brendan told me he saw the most obvious anti-sexist practice from older 

men in his branch. For Brendan, it was almost exclusively the “younger white men” in his 

branch (whom he characterised as “intellectual snobs” and “pseudo-intellectual bullies”) who 

practised an exclusionary form of politics which was “sexist by consequence.” In contrast, 

the older men in the group were the ones who confronted these younger men about their 

behaviour, “saying [to them] ‘you’re being too passionate,’ or ‘you’re being almost 

aggressive making your point, and I’m concerned that you might be shutting some people out 

of the conversation,” - a far cry, it seems, from the older man who sustains and thrives on 

misogynistic practice.   
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My data did not suggest that older men were exclusively advocates for feminism, 

while younger men were more likely to engage in militancy and exclusion. At times, 

throughout my interviews, participants also described problematic behaviour from older men. 

Tim, for example, told me about an older male organiser (known to him from his work with 

UCU, as well as Momentum) who would be overtly tactile with female members, “he put his 

hands on out of our female committee member’s shoulders, and [said] ‘it’d gonna be 

alright’…it was clear he would never done that to me.” However, the way this was framed to 

me was not as an intentional act of sexism – Tim described this individual as a “parental 

figure” and a “traditional masculine man” who did not always “acknowledge the 

hierarchies” in the spaces he occupied. At worst, we might accuse this individual of 

“benevolent sexism,” that is, the sexism that “relies on kinder and gentler justifications of 

male dominance and prescribed gender roles…encompass[ing] feelings of protectiveness and 

affection towards women” (Glick and Fiske, 1997, p.121).  However, there is also a point 

about different political habitus to be made here; it seemed that the relationship between anti-

sexist practice and age was linked to the politico-cultural frameworks those men inhabited. 

Theresa clarified that the men who had empowered her were Communist Party men who had 

navigated their way into Labour/Momentum. The behaviour of such men was in stark 

contrast with older men from different left-wing cultures – she frequently referred to one 

older man who took the lead in bullying her, referring to him as both a self-proclaimed “a big 

socialist,” but also a “pseudo-Blairite”; a very different culture of that the Communist Party. 

Similarly, Brendan identified the older men in his branch as “they were miners, trade 

unionists through and through, old school,” who were, for the most part, committed and 

inclusive community activists who would deliver foodbank parcels in their free time; for Tim, 
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similarly, the men who were “on the cutting edge” of advocating for greater parity between 

genders were older trade unionists, who saw it as a “moral duty to...raise everyone up.”    

 

Establishing a coherent framework for the generational politics of the left and how 

they relate to sexual politics is outside this thesis's scope. However, my snippets of data on 

this point raise some intriguing points for reflection. In my field notes, I noted the idea of a 

‘discourses of perpetration’ – a set of expectations and responses regarding how age and 

men’s wielding of patriarchal power functioned. First, there was a discourse among my 

younger participants about older men being more likely to engage in sexist practices; this, to 

my mind, was in part a product of a broader set of cultural and intergenerational grievances 

between Gen Z and millennials and so-called ‘Boomers’ within wider society, and one which 

has certainly been amplified on social media platforms with predominantly younger users 

(see Zeng and Abidin, 2021; Bristow, 2020; White, 2013). Second, we have a discourse that 

identifies younger, more educated men with greater intellectual and cognitive capital degrees 

as most likely to engage in performative and inauthentic ‘male feminism’. 

 

In comparison, older men are less likely to posture and more likely to get on with 

things. Thirdly, and perhaps concurrently with the previous discourse, we might identify a 

way of representing older men who acknowledge a propensity for benevolent sexism but are 

more willing to forgive them and see it as a misstep. We might colloquially understand this 

as, “Oh, he’s a product of his time, but he means well.” The full nature of these discourses, 

the contentious role they play in left-wing culture, and their interactions with ethics of gender 

are subjects for further study.   
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Finally, how does the generational politics of the left fit, or not, with the militant 

diagram? The various critiques of militancy we have reviewed within this thesis have scant to 

say on age but much on hierarchies. The militant is a contemptuous leader, an arbitrator, a 

teacher – a subjectivity, in short, that requires itself to be above the masses. Since older 

people are, in general, placed higher within social hierarchies, we might be able to consider 

ambivalence towards them to be an attempted rejection of militancy, but only an attempt. As 

we have established with our analysis of Momentum’s old culture, positioning one’s self or 

organisation as distinct from the old – an old left or old leftist – does not necessarily 

guarantee that the new would be virtuous.   

 

Hostilities, altruistic hate mail and the militant diagram 
 

Like many male researchers engaged in work on sex, gender and feminism, I had 

anticipated that I would have to navigate some hostility or tepid reception from my 

participants. Such hostility would be understandable and is a phenomenon commented on by 

other feminist-informed male researchers (Tiemari and Taylor, 2019; Heath, 2003; Kamuf, 

2013). Equally, while there is much to say for scholar-activism, I had previously encountered 

unexpected tensions when researching a movement that I had been a part of as a former 

member of the SWP trying to make sense of the ‘Comrade Delta’ scandal as part of my 

M.Phil. However, the hostilities I did encounter did not come from the individuals I 

interviewed. Instead, I experienced hostility from an unexpected demographic online; the 

point of contention was less about my positionality as a ‘man in feminism’ than my stance on 

transgender rights. These encounters were deeply uncomfortable but offered insight into how 

other identities within the left (outside of masculinities) converged with the militant diagram.  
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When I took part in the Red Labour event described in my Methods chapter, I was 

aware that being the only man on an all-female panel about sexism was causing some 

consternation in the comments section, both on the Zoom call where the panel took place, and 

also in the comments on the live Facebook broadcast. Comments tended to be pejoratives 

about me– I was mildly amused to see someone write in the chat “MANSPLAINER” in all-

caps mere seconds after I was introduced but before I’d even begun speaking. However, to 

my mind, I interpreted these comments as expressions of frustration at a perceived lack of 

action on sexism by left-wing men, a group of whom I happened to be a convenient 

representative. That said, I noted a noticeable change in the comments when the panel was 

asked a question on how anti-sexist work could include support of transgender rights. As my 

fellow panellists had provided far more eloquent and thoughtful answers than I could, I said 

something along the lines of the need for an intersectional class struggle and that trans rights 

were an essential aspect of my understanding of socialism. Barely had I said this when I 

noticed an acceleration in Facebook comments attacking me for being a cisgender man who 

had spoken in favour of trans rights; comments from accounts seemingly belonging to 

women claimed that I was a misogynist, that I was a proponent of “gender ideology”, and that 

I hated “biological women.” This is not to say that my fellow panellists did not experience 

their abusive comments (in the case of Apsana Begum MP, I noted a fair few Islamophobia 

slurs in the chat, a depressing reminder that left-wing culture is no more insulated from racial 

and religious bigotry as it is from sexism and misogyny). However, the sustained hostility 

seemed targeted mainly at me, which continued beyond the meeting. Red Labour had shared 

my call for participants to promote the event, which contained my academic email address 

and participant information sheet. I was unprepared for the barrage of emails and messages 

on Facebook and Twitter; this provoked – sadly, only a handful concerned participating in my 
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study. Instead, I was the target of a tidal wave of individuals who took issue with my 

(extremely mild) comments about transgender rights.  

 

The emails and social media messages can broadly be separated into two camps. The 

first camp contained messages written by (people positioning themselves as) women not 

interested in being interviewed. Instead, they wanted to either declaim their stance on trans 

rights, criticise me, or both.  Several of these messages included statements such as “my sex 

is woman, I do not identify as having a gender (sic)” or “I don’t have a gender,” “I am a 

woman, not a ‘cisgender’ woman, a woman,”; in some cases, the criticism was more overt, 

and lapsed into outright aggression. One woman wrote to me: “You claim to be an ally 

against misogyny, but YOU won't back the scientific fact that only WOMEN have a cervix, 

making you the MISOGYNIST,” (I did not know how to respond to this since I cannot for the 

life of my recall the last time I used the word ‘cervix’ in any context). Some of the messages 

lapsed into outright hate mail, with one particularly insistent individual on Facebook 

demanding that I should cut my wrists and that (in an addendum to the threat that I admit I 

found darkly funny)  “there are plenty of sisters in Manchester who will help if you aren’t 

man enough to do it yourself!”   

 

The second camp of messages was from (people positioning themselves as) women 

who did want to take part in the research project. Still, it made it clear that they believed I 

needed to reframe the research to explore the ‘sexism and misogyny’ of transgender people. 

In one particularly striking example. I received a lengthy email from someone who appeared 

to have academic credentials, rewriting my participant information sheet with tracked 

changes to remove references to questions about “gender and sexual politics” and replace 

these with “gender and trans ideology.” I also noted that words like “non-binary” and “self-
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defining” (i.e. “self-defining man”) were left in the document but highlighted in red and 

struck through. “This,” I was informed by my impromptu editor, “would be a more 

appropriate project for a man who claims to be an ally to feminists.” These messages 

provoked a rather complex series of feelings; firstly, I was affronted that someone felt the 

need to rewrite my research; secondly, I couldn’t help but marvel at the perversely altruistic, 

almost pedagogical approach – it framed me as an erstwhile student, fumbling clumsily with 

the minutiae of social research, as someone who needed to be gently corrected by the teacher. 

Put bluntly, someone had taken quite a lot of time to ‘correct’ my epistemological and 

ontological errors, even if their idea of correction was something I found both amusing and 

repellent. At the time, I noted in my field journal that I had received altruistic hate mail for 

want of a better phrase. I politely declined to take the feedback on board.    

 

It is worth emphasising a few points here; there are some workings of social privilege 

in that I could view these encounters as humorous. While it was uncomfortable, that didn’t 

stop me from resorting to humour as a coping mechanism. I would show some of the more 

egregious messages to my (somewhat unamused) partner in the same way that I would show 

her an amusing meme or a Tweet that had made me chuckle. My sense of myself as a man, a 

relatively experienced researcher, and someone on the receiving end of much more severe 

and coordinated cyberbullying earlier in my life meant that I could laugh it off to a point. I 

am under no illusions that others, especially those with more direct experience of structural 

and virtual discrimination than me, might take things differently. In addition, I did offer to 

interview people in the second camp, those who were not just engaging in abuse, but every 

offer I made for an interview was either ignored or turned down. Finally, the reader will note 

that I have hesitated to group all the individuals who contacted me as women. Some of them 

were those who used their emails and real names and whose identities I could confirm with a 
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swift Google. Others, especially those on social media, claimed to be women, but whether or 

not this was true or not, I cannot say. Many accounts that messaged me were throwaways 

with no profile pictures and a handful of followers. Therefore, I cannot say with certainty that 

women targeted me, but only those positioning themselves as women.   

 

There are several reflections to draw from these encounters and what they tell me 

about the sexual and gender politics of the left. Firstly, there seems to be an apparent 

epistemological contestation around questions of identity – a refusal not just to accept 

transgender people as authentic and valid but to reject the concept of gender itself. This does 

not appear to be the product of the postgenderism alluded to by thinkers such as Donna 

Haraway (2006) but instead drawn from the framework of so-called ‘gender critical’ 

feminism (more commonly referred to as ‘trans-exclusionary radical feminism’ or TERFs) 

(Pearce et al., 2020). Such anti-trans attitudes have, sadly, become increasingly influential in 

the UK’s political sphere (Anon, 2020; Mclean, 2022; Ferreira, 2022). Not only does this 

contestation locate itself around the identity of women, but also the meaning of misogyny. 

Misogyny, according to these women, was not simply about the structural and interpersonal 

role of cisgender men in perpetuating structures of patriarchy, but the idea that, as Michelis 

(2022) puts it, transgender people have “ ‘residual’ male privilege…[which] might disrupt the 

sense of sisterhood and solidarity amongst women…or even make some women feel 

uncomfortable and unsafe,” (ibid, no pagination). That such a set of ideals would find root in 

the cultures around socialism is not as outlandish as it might seem, partially because 

movement cultures are not hermetically sealed against the reproduction of oppressive 

dynamics. Still, also because gender-critical feminism often utilises the language and 

lexicography of broader feminist practice, that is, the critique of gender as a social 

construction (Hanlon and Wallace, 2019).   
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Secondly, the approach of these individuals converged some of the features of the 

Guattarian militant diagram. Similar to the way that the militant uses “statements…hardened 

into dogma, and taken completely out of the context in which they had been made” (Guattari, 

1984, p.192), the gender-critical feminists use the language of “gender ideology” or “trans 

ideology,” – terms which Graff (2016) eloquently identifies as “what conservative Catholics 

construe as the evils of liberalism in the realm of human sexuality,” (p.268) –  the language of 

conservatism is re-signified as the language of radicalism; liberation from misogyny can only 

happen on terms which eradicate the complex needs of transgender people.  Much as the 

militant acts as the gatekeeper for the interests of the proletariat, so these individuals 

(whether it be in their messages to me or the barrage of comments against the speakers of the 

panel) appointed themselves arbitrators of not only who can be involved in liberatory politics, 

but also what is or is not definable as misogyny – most explicitly evidence in the impromptu 

editing of my participant information sheet.  Serano (2016) identifies oppositional sexism as 

the root of transphobia and homophobia; this worldview sees masculinity and femininity as 

“rigid, mutually exclusive categories, each possessing a unique and non-overlapping set of 

attributes, aptitudes, abilities and desires,” (p.14); transphobia in this reinforces the gender 

binary. One might argue that the Guattarian militant sees the wider world in oppositional 

rather than inclusive terms. Further research might find utility in Guattari’s work when trying 

to make sense of the Trans Exclusionary Radical Feminist's peculiar (but sadly more 

frequent) persona.  

 

Thirdly, these encounters raised the complex positionalities I found myself navigating 

as a male researcher studying sexism and experiences of misogyny, things I had never 

directly experienced. In these encounters, what was the proper conduct? To defend the rights 
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of trans people, of my trans comrades and loved ones (which was my gut feeling), and in 

doing so, ‘speak over’ women? Would doing so run the risk of feeding the arguments of 

gender-critical feminists, of becoming what Lawford-Smith (2022) identifies as justification 

for her controversial monograph on the need for gender-critical feminism, that is, a man who 

“claim the authority to tell women who must be included in feminism, or what feminism must 

be like,” (p.1)? Suppose my epistemological (and, I would argue, ethical) framework was to 

treat my research participants as equal knowledge co-creators. How did I balance a political 

need to express solidarity and to intervene against oppression with not invalidating the 

perspectives of a group when I had none of their lived experiences? In these encounters, I 

experienced a sense of what Braidotti (2013) calls “lacking the lack” (p.235), lacking the 

historical experience of oppression based on sex, thereby, a kind of ability to exist in that 

discussion as anything other than the “empirical referent of the historical oppressor of 

women,” (ibid). On reflection, much of my turmoil about this issue came down to my male 

discomfort. This discomfort is perhaps inevitable in research where the researcher must 

problematise their situated self and question whether they might perpetuate the social ills they 

study. As Heath (2003) reminds us, male researchers must approach their work “knowing one 

is a man, and what that means” (p.32).  

 

Concluding remarks: Strategic methods for navigating sexual politics 

in left-wing spaces 
 

It is clear that militancy and the militant are reproduced within Momentum, but it is 

not relatively as straightforward. As this chapter has demonstrated, on specific issues – 

knowledge, intimacy, age  - Momentum activists converged or diverged from the militant 

diagram. Here, it is possible to see potential lines of flight out of the confines and hierarchies 

of militancy. However, these remain avenues for further scholarship rather than definitive 
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conclusions.  Men in Momentum are (mostly) aware that things have changed; in the new and 

novel context of the movement, the seemingly simple question of “How do I as a man 

behave?” becomes immeasurably complex; how and when does one speak? And when does 

one not? If I might be permitted to be hyperbolic, how does one navigate the fear of being 

called out for something one did not know was a sin?   

 

My research suggests that men use strategies to navigate these complexities. Firstly, 

there is evidence that some men in Momentum did not appear to care less; the men who gaslit 

and bullied Theresa and Leila would fall under this camp. These were men whose militancy 

was largely undiminished, their domineering unimpeded. To a lesser extent, we might add 

men who claimed a feminist stance without substantiation to this camp, such as those men 

who used the International Women’s Day event in Brendan’s branch to grandstand their own 

‘feminist’ credentials. Why engage with the complexities of sexual politics when one can 

bulldoze through them?   

 

Secondly, men might try to distinguish between when they are an activist and just a 

man. We might call this colloquially as ‘being off the clock’. Here, I am thinking about 

Rueben’s tactics, whereby he claims an articulate and sensitive masculinity informed by 

feminism and feminist critique in meetings. However, once outside those spaces, he lapses 

back into hegemonic masculinity. Rueben’s strategy could also be understood as a kind of 

rejection of militancy. As we established earlier, there can be no outside of the ideal militant 

subjectivity – a militant is always a militant, always committed to the party, to the cause, and 

never able to be off the clock. Reuben might not have been rejecting the sexual 

objectification of women by conceptualising his female comrades as “fit girls in the pub.” 

However, he cannot be said to be embracing militancy.   
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Thirdly, men might choose not to speak. As I noted in the previous chapter, the idea of 

men knowing when to “shut up” resonated with my female, non-binary and male participants. 

As Foucault reminds us, there is not one, but many silences. Silences can be both symptoms 

of powerlessness or power. Silence can provide opportunities for reflection and self-

knowledge; drawing on Socrates and Max Picard, Caranfa (2004) argues that silence plays a 

vital role in the “predicament of selfhood” because it “cannot be explained or defined or 

manipulated according to the laws of rational knowledge.” It provides the “momentum 

necessary to move beyond apparent contradictions or opposition” (p.223). Rose (2020) makes 

a distinction between active and passive silence, the latter being something imposed through 

oppressive power dynamics, but the former being a “form of meta-communication; it says 

that something is not being said” (p.109). My sense from the interview data was that, 

ultimately, this was what the men who opted for silence wanted; when Ben, Brendan, Stephen 

or Marcus talked about the importance of knowing when not to speak, they were 

communicating to their female comrades that they knew that it was – to put it colloquially – 

your space, not mine; my silence is a signal that I understand the complexities of speech. 

However, the problem with a strategy of active silence is that it can be perceived as a passive 

silence – the silence of ‘I don’t care’ rather than one of ‘I do care, and I am letting you 

speak’. Perhaps we might understand men’s silences in this context to be a form of relief; 

there, the pressures and uncertainties of the ethics of gender can be put to one side for a 

moment. In my uncomfortable experience of the Red Labour event outlined above, I chose 

the strategy of silence in a situation where I was not only under attack for simply being there 

but because I also knew that my contribution was limited to academic knowledge rather than 

lived and embodied experiences; over an hour and a quarter, I spoke for approximately six 

minutes, and there was a relief in not having to speak further, in ceding the floor to those 
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whom I felt had more to contribute than I. Men’s silences are rarely conceptualised as a form 

of relief; if anything, it is men speaking which is seen to be a form of relief when men’s 

silences are understood as a form of repression (Addis, 2011) or as a form of perpetuating 

dominant masculinities (Mclean, 2018).  Dalessandro et al. (2019) suggest a notion of men’s 

‘strategic silences’ in their study on college-aged men’s attitudes towards contraceptive 

decision-making processes. Still, their understanding is limited to a strategic silence which 

“uphold[s] lock constructions of hegemonic masculinity” (p.772). In other words, men’s 

silences are frequently conceptualised as reinforcing the existing order rather than trying to 

undermine it, as appeared to be the case among my participants. Reflecting on my research, I 

wonder if there is a way that we might think of male silence as something emergent, 

becoming, something that contains possibilities rather than reiterations of an existing order. 

However, it is also important to note that relief in being able to be silent is limited; Heath 

(2003) makes the salient point that while “falling off into silence,” can provide a space for 

men to contemplate and rethink, it is only ever a short term solution. I encountered the limits 

of this relief at the Red Labour talk when I struggled with the question of whether to call out 

what I perceived to be transphobia; in the case of my participants, men’s active silence was 

interpreted as a passive one; Active silences “falter when one party refuses to accept the 

multiplicity of messages and instead chooses to interpret silence as an index of absence,” 

(Rose, 2011, p.109-10). It is ironic, perhaps, that silences are understood so easily as a 

dialogic.   

 

Fourthly, and finally, men might try to renounce masculinity outright or adopt an 

ambivalence towards it. The idea that in the face of feminist critiques of men and men’s 

power, the only thing men can do is reject being men is hardly new. Indeed, it is something 

previous generations of male activists in left-wing movements struggled to come to terms 
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with. In an anonymous article in Brothers Against Sexism – an early anti-sexist socialist 

men’s journal in the keeping of Achilles Heel - the author describes how when he joined a 

majority female protest against the anti-choice Society for the Protection of the Unborn Child 

(SPUC), and men began to lead the chants. “How fucking ironical - men shouting that 

[Women’s Liberation Slogans]...there were men up to their old tricks by leading chants and 

shouting their heads off with women’s slogans and demands - some fucking choice!” (South 

London Men Against Sexism, 1974, p.16). Later, the author - who did not take part in the 

chants - recounts being “harangued by a sister ‘fucking men leading the chants - fucking 

men!’.” His response is one of deep shame “...at being lumped together with the offending 

men, but just for being...being a man…[I wanted] a new word to describe us - we didn’t want 

to known as ‘men’” (Ibid.) Interestingly, among my interview participants, none of the men I 

spoke with openly argued for rejecting masculinity, but masculinity itself occupied an 

uncertain place in their worldview:   

 

Ben: Is there a different left male identity? Like maybe there are guys out there 

who are good and fit the bill, are positive…but its really fucking hard to just…not be like 

just men in general, cos men are just this like fucking spectrum of people, and they fall 

into pockets and you’re more likely to be a misogynist if you’re in this organisation as 

opposed to that but ultimately…men just get really defensive when you try to talk to them 

about stuff like this, even me, I, like I fucking do it, no one wants to admit to 

just…like…maybe we can’t even get away from it, unless we just stopped being men 

[Laughs]  

 

Ben’s response here is interesting because he suggests several important things about 

strategies. While he is willing to accept that there might be men on the left who are 

“positive,” he seems to conclude that there is something inimically linked to sexist with “men 

in general” or that there is something about men that makes them read as such, for “male 

bodies are inscribed by others with certain qualities and potentialities (or lack thereof) and we 

are seen as cultural and symbolic carriers of white male privilege,” ( Tienari and Taylor, 
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2018, p.956).  Men – including himself – respond with defensiveness when they are called to 

account, yet when he raises the idea that “we just stopped being men,” his tone and dry laugh 

suggest that it was not a realistic strategy. For Ben, men are damned if they do and damned if 

they don’t. Masculinity is not rejected here but is held in an ambivalent place.    

 

Ambivalence characterised the responses of other male participants; when asked if 

masculinity could be transformed, answers such as “I don’t know” or “its complex” were the 

most common, to the extent that Nvivo suggested “I don’t know” as its code when I was 

conducting my data analysis. Brendan suggested that for many men on the left, ambivalence 

towards masculinity was rooted in an attitude of shame towards intimacy and the self 

(discussed earlier in this chapter); for him, men often “see themselves as having this like toxic 

masculinity, and not realising that the toxic element defines which you do about it, not, the 

feelings, the being, in and of itself,”  Many of the moments of inarticulation I witnessed in the 

interviews linked to questions about the possibilities of alternative masculinities developing 

in left-wing spaces. Here, my findings are not out of step with those of researchers who have 

worked with pro-feminist men; Holmgren (2011) notes that ‘pro-feminist’ men engage in the 

process of stance-taking, whereby they are somehow more ‘real’ and ‘radical’ than other men, 

at the same time as displaying an ambivalent attitude towards being a man. The ambivalence 

towards masculinity is not just something that arises from men who understand the 

complexities of the ethics of gender.  Janne Tienari writes that his experience of being a male 

scholar engaging in gender studies and pro-feminist research was a:  

 

… a schizophrenic experience. While receiving encouragement from many 

people, I have also sensed suspicion from the beginning, that is, since I first shared my 

intention of writing a PhD on gender and management. My closest feminist colleagues – 

women who have become friends – tell me that for the first 10 years, they did not believe 

that I was sincere in what I was doing. From the beginning, these women were extremely 
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conscious of my special position in the local context…My feminist colleagues-cum-

friends continued to see me through my privilege and alleged opportunism.   

(Tiernari and Taylor, ibid, p.954)  

 

Tiernari’s reflection is helpful as it expresses the suspicion which affects men who exist in 

what might be best thought of as a liminal space for masculinity – acknowledging and 

accepting the complexities of sexual politics, aware of the existence of an ethics of gender, 

but consistently suspected of inauthenticity or subversion. Men like Tiernari, or those men I 

spoke to, are in many ways out of place. Perhaps we can understand this through Kraus’s 

(2008) idea of structural aporia. Structural aporia refers to a “…logical impasse or 

contradiction produced by the epistemological structures of a particular discourse…in every 

discursive field there would be a moment where one encounters a fundamental contradiction 

in the system, a logical impasse that cannot be resolved” (Farough, 2003, p.42). This is not 

just about contradictions at the level of discourse, for such contradictions inform “material 

practises in a social order,” (Kraus, ibid, p.67). In other words, individuals find themselves 

trapped in the contradictions of a discourse, unable to think of a way to resolve those 

contradictions. Farough (ibid) uses this to understand how white men resist discourses of 

white male privilege, resulting in frustration, ambivalence and mixed emotions (ibid). A 

similar phenomenon seems to be happening around left-wing masculinity, yet the 

contradictions come from responses to the various strategies I have outlined. Men who try to 

undermine patriarchy and reject sexist politics are critiqued for speaking as much as they are 

critiqued for not speaking. Those who set out to be allies are regarded with suspicion and 

seemingly no way to ever not be suspect.   

 

At this point, it is worth clarifying my intent. I am not trying to imply that men are 

somehow the primary victims in the complexities of left-wing sexual politics or a weaker 

force in the ethics of gender. When considering these issues, one must remember that similar 
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questions are being asked by reactionary and anti-feminist critics, who seek to embolden a 

“men under threat/war on men” discourse. Such a discourse has significant resonance within 

right-wing politics and often functions as a gateway into more overt expressions of the far 

right (see White, 2019; Kelly, 2017; de Boise, 2019).  Feminist and feminist-informed 

masculinities scholars must wholeheartedly reject and refute the idea that the only 

rehabilitative space for masculinity is the far right. What I am trying to do here is capture a 

series of frustrations: firstly, the frustrations arising from inarticulate masculinity, the 

frustrations of not knowing how to act or speak in a given situation; secondly, the frustrations 

I observed as an activist in my movement of a culture where women were victims of abuse, 

men who attempted to do something about it were suspects, and, inevitably, other men carried 

on perpetuating the abuse; thirdly, frustrations as a researcher that I cannot present to my 

reader a clear and coherent solution to the problem of sexism in left-wing space, the problems 

of militancy, or the problem of men’s relationship to feminism. If anything, my contribution 

is less a solution and more a sharpening of the lens through which the problem might be 

viewed.   
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Chapter Nine: Conclusions 
 

Introduction 
 

This thesis has set out to plug the “gaping lacuna” in academia about the gender 

politics of the left; it has set out to map the parameters of what we might call left-wing 

masculinity and to understand how the culture of radical left-wing movements shapes, 

disciplines and transforms performances of gender. A central theme that emerges through all 

the empirical chapters is the concept of affect, which impacts speech and sense of self. Every 

form of masculinity, from the hardened Guattarian militant to the post-masculine figures of 

Brothers Against Sexism, experiences affect and are moved by it – whether they want to or 

not.  

 This final chapter restates some of the critical findings thematically. I examine the 

role of cultural practises and reproduction, the examples of hegemonic masculine power and 

sexist bullying, the inarticulation that seems central to understanding left-wing men, and the 

areas where the data hinted, rather than confirmed, other areas for empirical research. This 

chapter reiterates the critical claim of the thesis, which is that left-wing masculinity is an 

affective and emergent phenomenon.  

Summary of key findings 
 

On a theoretical level, this thesis makes several contributions. Firstly, I have proposed 

that scholars can utilise affect theory to analyse social movement culture. Affective 

understandings of social movement culture go beyond the findings of framing and cultural 

toolkits, as they allow us to understand that cultures are both unified and disputed. Affective 

and cultural practices can bring people together but also push them apart. Affect theory also 
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considers that cultural fields and practises can be messy and incoherent, and this allows us to 

understand better how radical cultures interact with dominant cultures and, thus, the 

reproductive of discriminatory practises in radical spaces. 

Secondly, I address the development of social identities within the affective cultures 

of movements.  Scholars already acknowledge the role of affect in the formation of social 

identities, and I make several additions to this discussion. I have posited that militancy and 

the figure of the militant are products of the affective cultures of left-wing movements and 

help reproduce those cultures. I also argue that the analysis of militancy and Guattari’s 

militant diagram provide theoretical tools for understanding distinct and gendered forms of 

affect that shape and sustain specific kinds of masculinity in left-wing cultures. Additionally,  

I advance the ‘structures of feeling’ to understand emergent and sometimes inarticulate social 

identities that emerge from affective contestations within cultures. Williams’ theory sadly 

remains underutilised in social movement scholarship; however, this thesis has argued for the 

structures of feeling as a means to understand the connections between militancy, affect, and 

masculinity and as an appropriate theoretical tool for a more nuanced study of culture and 

emotions within social movements.  

This thesis has offered empirical insights into cultures connected to radical left-wing 

movements. I have argued that findings from Momentum offer some insights into the broader 

cultures of the British left. As a ‘centre of gravity’ within the left, Momentum brought 

together activists from various traditions and cultures on the left, and such individuals would 

have helped to shape, and been shaped by, the cultural and affective practises in the 

movement. Momentum made many attempts to break away from the ‘old left’ and adopt a 

youthful, energetic and affective culture that blurred the boundaries between politics and fun. 

Despite militancy not being so institutionally embedded within the organisation, this thesis 

has highlighted how problematic sexual and gender politics persisted. From this, it seems 
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likely that similar practices and problems continue in other elements of the British left; in 

addition, the inarticulate masculinities I uncovered do not seem to be isolated to Momentum 

as a culture but instead by a symptom of the tensions between the old and the new, between 

entrenched and emergent practises around sex and gender.  

My research calls attention to the distinctive culture within Momentum. This is a 

movement where a supposed divide between ‘politics’ and ‘culture’ was broken down and 

where embodied performances of joy, humour, sarcasm and youthful energy combined with 

canvassing, door knocking and electoral mobilisation. Momentum captured the attention of 

younger activists, utilising music, comedy and vernacular wit to politicise optimism. 

Momentum also distinguished itself from its approach to the aesthetics of politics through 

sartorial distinctiveness and an almost irreverent approach to political participation.  

Momentum seemingly tried to do things differently in terms of its organising 

strategies. Participants recounted to me the importance of meeting etiquette; the idea that the 

voices of women and minorities should be prioritised in meetings was of principal 

importance. However, even in this well-meaning initiative, unintended structures of exclusion 

manifested, especially if one was not perceived as part of a marginalised group.  

Here, we gain our first glimpse of what was characterised to me as “negative sexual 

politics” in Momentum. This form of sexual politics played out in several ways, both in 

formal meetings and in less formal social settings. For an organisation that blurred the 

boundaries between politics and fun, Momentum’s attempted inclusivity did not seem to 

extend to its social spaces, where participants would often fall back on hegemonic 

masculinity and dominant performances of gender.  

 Furthermore, there was evidence that these negative sexual politics were more deeply 

rooted than inappropriate comments in the pub. I was struck by the exclusionary practices 
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that my participants had experienced. For female participants – especially Leila and Theresa 

– the experience of gendered bullying, gaslighting, of ‘solidarity-with-me’ (that is, of only 

being treated in a comradely manner if one did not diverge from a masculine approach to 

politics) formed a significant part of their engagement with Momentum, and with the broader 

labour movement. This misogyny was characterised as coming from all angles of the Labour 

movement; the so-called Labour Right was undoubtedly not above sexism, it seems 

(unsurprising in the aftermath of the Forde Report (Forde, 2022)). However, women also 

reported bullying and abuse from self-styled socialists in Momentum, men who claimed the 

mantle of a kinder, gentler politics but did not practise it.  

There is, however, another form of exclusionary practises. I do not consider these 

equivalent to the structural and emotional violences experienced by my female participants, 

but this does not mean that these other kinds of practices can be overlooked. I speak here of 

how men often found themselves in a liminal space when they tried to practise anti-sexism. 

Sometimes, this resulted from Momentum’s well-meaning attempts to make spaces more 

inclusive, measures which failed to account for the multiplicity of performances of gender 

and sexuality. In addition, there was evidence of a more ambiguous set of rules, expectations 

and ideas about how men should navigate gender and sexual politics. I argue that these rules 

resulted in a new, inarticulate form of masculinity – something I elaborate on below.  

We should acknowledge the apparent contradiction: how can a culture have both 

entrenched performances of hegemonic masculinity and dominant gender roles and spaces of 

ambiguity and inarticulation? Here, it is helpful to remind ourselves that cultures are never 

entirely coherent and that contradictory areas, uncomfortable moments, and expected tensions 

characterise cultural practice. On this latter point, I received unexpected hostilities after 

participating in a Red Labour event on sexual politics on the left. To my surprise, this 

hostility was less about my positionality as a man researching issues that generally affect 
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women but as a man who had made a mildly supportive statement about trans people. The 

vitriol I receive might have been amplified by the habitus of a certain kind of political, social 

media - where the cut and thrust of the discussion is combative, and ideas around correctness 

and who can and cannot speak often descend into aggression – but it points towards another 

seeming contradiction in left-wing cultures: transphobia in spaces which are meant to be 

emancipatory.  

I also draw attention to an inarticulate masculinity. This is a masculinity that attempts 

to reject the logic and practises of misogyny, patriarchy and so on but finds itself unable to 

express itself, fully realise with language what it means to be a ‘left-wing man’. The 

inarticulate nature of this masculinity is even more striking as many of the men who 

experienced moments where language seemed to elude them were theoretically articulate, 

intelligent, well-read, and often eloquent to the point where I felt self-conscious about my 

language use. These moments of inarticulation were emergent within the context of the 

interviews – men who were erudite when speaking on one issue stumbled, paused, and 

hesitated when I asked them practically how one ‘does’ anti-sexism as a man on the left. This 

emergent inarticulation is, perhaps ironically, evidence of an emergent form of masculinity.  

 

The motivation for these moments of inarticulation came down to a collective 

knowledge of how not to be. My male participants voiced justified suspicion, and even 

outright contempt, at the self-declared ‘male feminist’ figure and at figures of militant 

misogynists, or Comrade Delta. These figures, their actions, and the consequences of those 

actions for women and gender non-conforming people were both well-known and reviled. 

But if it is clear how a man can ‘get it wrong’, how does he ‘get it right’? How does one be 

an anti-sexist man? How does one ‘do’ gender correctly? Here, language begins to fall apart. 
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Anti-sexism, it seems, is not so much a language that some men cannot understand but one 

they have a vague familiarity with but cannot express themselves or expand their vocabulary. 

 

It became clear that rules are at play here – rules about acceptable masculine conduct 

and what isn’t. I’m not talking about the obvious: the textbook examples of ‘problematic’ 

men mentioned in the previous paragraphs. Here, the issue is the more subtle stuff men do, 

the often well-meaning behaviours, actions, and stances. What are the rules for these 

interactions? When should men speak? When should they stay silent? I have used the term 

‘an ethics of gender’ to describe a field of acceptable and unacceptable practices, stances, and 

values which one needs to navigate in relation to gender (both one’s own and others). To me, 

this ethic seems deeply embedded in certain left-wing cultures. This ethic is pre-linguistic – 

no one sits you down to explain how to get gender ‘right’ -  yet the idea of correctness and the 

fear that one will get it wrong seemed to drive many of the men I interviewed into 

inarticulation, anxiety, and the fear of misjudgement. After all, how can you express what has 

never been expressed for you? And what happens if (potentially) your standing among your 

peers is determined by that? 

 

I understand these moments of inarticulation as affective –moments of intensity which 

were felt viscerally, and when attempts were made to categorise those intensities into 

emotions, frustration and confused curiosity were the most apparent feelings on display. I 

have argued that we see Williams’ structures of feeling in action here. A disjoint between 

feeling and thought often manifests as inarticulation; after all, Williams’ theory tries to 

capture moments of change, which are often also moments of disconnect. Men in left-wing 

cultures experience what Williams calls a “frequent tension between the received 
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interpretation and the practical experience” – that is, between what men are supposed to do in 

feminist-inclined spaces and what they actually do.  

 

Consequently, men navigating masculinity in left-wing cultures have several 

strategies. They can not care; they can reproduce patriarchal structures with radical veneers 

and to hell with the consequences. They can adopt a hybrid approach, where they are an ally 

in some spaces and ‘normal’ man in others. They can choose to be silent, to engage in the 

process of active non-speech that cedes the floor to more marginalised voices (though it 

seems that this kind of silence is often considered complicity with patriarchy). Finally, men 

can treat masculinity as what it seems to be – ambivalent, unclear, and existing in a liminal 

space. Embracing ambivalence can, it seems, relieve some of the tensions of navigating the 

ethics of gender, but it remains a frustrating experience.  

 

What next for gender and the left? 
 

It feels like a difficult time to speculate about the future of the British left during the 

spring of 2023. The situation for radical left-wing movements and activists is decidedly 

bleak. Under the leadership of Sir Keir Starmer, the Labour Party is seemingly reinventing 

itself as an “increasingly narrow church” (Fletcher, 2022). Numerous left-wing organisations 

and factions within Labour have been proscribed (BBC, 2022); Momentum has escaped 

prohibition and claims to retain around 30,000 members (Morris, 2021). However – as 

discussed in a previous chapter – Momentum currently finds itself in unusual and ambiguous 

places and cannot meaningfully be considered the hub of activity for the left that it was 

during 2015-19. Despite Starmer’s economic relationship with promise-keeping on policies 

(Barradale, 2023) and the bizarre claim that Labour is the home of British conservativism 
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(Singh, 2023), Labour appears to be on track to win the next general election. In short, the 

left appears marginalised, and those of us who wish to support socialism electorally are, it 

seems, politically homeless.   

In this depressing state of affairs, it would be understandable to think that 

conversations on the future of the left and the left’s gender and sexual politics, are mistimed. 

The flip side of this argument is that if there were a time for the British left to articulate a 

radical and transformative agenda for gender and sexual politics within society, now would be 

that political moment. The current so-called “Culture Wars” in British political discourse is 

have fixated on issues around gender. In particular, transgender rights have found themselves 

in the firing line, but additionally, the culture wars have articulated broader societal 

contentions around identity and values that have implications for the rights of women and 

LGBTQ people. The extent to which the British public is as invested in the hostilities as our 

political and media commentators is debatable (see Duffy et al., 2021); regardless, the British 

state continues to propose regressive gender politics and undermine hard-fought-for rights. 

The quandary, however, goes beyond this: within the cultural arena, online misogynistic 

extremism – such as the content of ‘misogynist influencer’ Andrew Tate – has grown in both 

popularity and intensity among younger men and boys (see Copeland, 2022; Miller, 2023). 

Such online content has real-world implications for violence against women and girls 

(Clugston and Fraser, 2022; Fazackerley, 2023) but also must not be divorced from what 

Rivera (2021) argues is the resurgence of a toxic and extremist form of ‘traditional 

masculinity’ and the rejection of feminism and progressive sexual politics.   Scholarly 

commentary on this has (quite rightly) focused on educators' role in countering misogynistic 

ideas among young men and boys (Vail, 2023), but there seems to be an absence of a radical 

counternarrative about masculinity and men’s relationship with women and with feminism at 

present. Conversations about new forms of masculinity have taken place in the academic left 
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for around three decades, yet have failed to move into the activist left. Socialists – at least in 

Britain – have had very little to say on a radical framework for masculinity (with the 

exception being Achilles Heel and journals like it), yet the need for advocating for a radical 

and anti-sexist masculinity grows more and more pertinent.  

Advocating for the radical left to speak on masculinity is easier said than done. The 

attempts of British socialists to do have largely fallen into obscurity. However, I argue that 

the left’s reluctance to do so allows conversations around masculinity to be monopolised by 

the political right. If the political right intends to fight a culture war on the issue of gender, 

why should the left not give a full-throated response?  

Beyond an Ethics of Gender?  
 

This thesis has proposed the conceptual notion of an ‘ethics of gender’ to understand 

how affective and ambiguous rules affect the shaping of gender identities within left-wing 

social movements. While I have highlighted the problematic consequences of an unspoken 

field of ethics, it is essential to state that such ethics have a role within transformational and 

radical politics. Ethics of gender seems to conceive of the self as opposed to existing power 

relations. It involves questions of action (how do I interact with others in a way that 

undermines existing power structures?) and identity (how should I be as a new kind of 

person). Thus, for men, this seems to take the form of rejecting actions and deeds that are 

culturally coded as ‘traditionally masculine’, such as aggression, sexual boasting, and social 

dominance (in how they interact with others, but particularly with women). But in a sense, it 

is also about trying to develop a new form of masculinity as part of a broader transformation 

of social identities.  

At the same time, the ethics of gender requires further development as both a 

theoretical and political concept. How can we move beyond the ambiguity and frustration 
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outlined in previous chapters towards a more coherent newer sense of masculinities? Could 

an ethics of masculinity help provide men with new conceptual, cultural, and emotional 

frameworks?  

One possible way forward is to conceptualise masculinities from a zemiological 

perspective. Emerging out of Criminology, Zemiology is a comparatively new academic 

discipline that seeks to study ‘social harms’, that is “, harmful structures, policies, decisions 

and practices” (Toombs and Cannings, 2021, p.1) that are the products of social structures. 

Zemiology’s relevance for building on this current project is that as an approach, Zemiology 

is concerned with “generating sustainable and radical changes” (ibid) to the social harms it 

identifies. Tombs and Canning argue that Zemiology “only makes sense as an activist as well 

as an academic activity” (ibid, p.139).  

A zemiology of masculinity would fit with the broader work of ethics of gender due to 

the particular attention given to both social harms and the reduction or removal of those 

harms. The idea of ‘hegemonic masculinities’ presumes a zemiological logic – men who 

practise hegemonic masculinities benefit from patriarchy by perpetuating social harms 

against women and men with alternative masculinities. With a focus on social harms and a 

concern for rectifying those harms, a zemiological approach to masculinity could help to 

equip activists with new tools to reconceptualise male identities. From a scholarly 

perspective, zemiology’s relative infancy as an academic discipline means its potential as a 

tool for scholars of gender remains relatively untapped. A complete examination of this is 

beyond the scope of the current document, but it indicates a possible avenue for future 

research.  
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Further research  
 

The avenues for further research this project highlights can be broadly divided into 

areas relating to the study of the British left social movement research, and issues of 

significance for studying masculinities and affect.  

One of the ever-present challenges of researching contemporary movements is that 

events can move fast, and the status quo is more often in flux than stable. When I commenced 

my fieldwork, Momentum was reeling from the loss of 2019. There was a feeling of malaise, 

certainly, or even open depression, yet something of an insurgent mood remains. The long 

months of lockdown saw Momentum grapple with its own identity, flirt with the idea of more 

community-focused activism, and try to make sense of what might be called Corbynism 

without Corbyn. Momentum’s future is even more ambivalent. Whether or not Momentum 

survives and in what form remains to be seen. I should note that I do not entirely agree with 

Bassett’s suggestion that Momentum is “centred upon the fate of one man and…driven 

forward by the perceptions of his unfair treatment” (2020, p.180). Indeed, the absence of 

Corbyn himself has affected the movement. Still, to my mind, the more significant 

contribution from Momentum was that which I outlined in Chapter Five: the development of 

an affective and joyful praxis that blurred the boundaries between politics and culture, 

between political work and political fun. That kind of politicised collective joy, that 

seemingly insurgent spirit of 2017, seems rather alien in the overall much bleaker 

circumstances of 2023. Whether that kind of politics is recoverable remains to be seen.  

Ethnicity and the politics of race were issues that existed on the fringes of the project; 

I was conscious of this as a researcher and activist. As noted in my methods section, all bar 

one of my participants were white; I, while mixed race, am white-passing, so I occupy an 
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ambiguous place as a researcher, read as one identity, yet very much aware of being in a 

liminal space of belonging and unbelonging. Yet, I could not shake the feeling that ethnicity 

was on the tip of my tongue throughout the project; the knowledge that my sample size was 

homogenous, or that in my reflections of the various radical left movements I have engaged 

with over the course of my life, anti-racist sentiments were often expressed, but I never had 

consciously interrogated how much they were put into practice. Equally, the intersections 

between masculinity and ethnicity in my fieldwork were primarily reduced to participants’ 

observations that being a white or white-passing man was a positionality that denoted 

privilege and that privilege was another element to be navigated. Recent research has called 

attention to the dire need for insurgent anti-racist scholar activism within the academy 

(Joseph-Salisbury and Connelly, 2021); such an approach is as important to the study of 

radical left-wing social movements as it is to any other field of sociology.  

Following on from this project, it would seem that the issue of anti-racist politics in 

the labour movement is in dire need of further critical interrogation. Throughout this project, 

problems of race and race have been present in my mind as a researcher and activist. In the 

Red Labour panel, I was very aware of racist and Islamophobia comments targeted at my 

fellow panellist, Apsana Begum MP. While my only BME participant did not recount 

experiencing overt racism, this does not preclude the need for a greater understanding of the 

racial politics of the left, especially the left associated with what we might call Corbynism. 

Racial politics is associated with this particular period and section of British politics; here, I 

speak both of the media fixation on antisemitism in the Labour Party, but also the sustained 

racist attacks against left-wing Labour MPs such as Diane Abbot, detailed in the infamous 

‘leaked Labour report’ (The Labour Party, 2020), and affirmed in both the Forde Report 

(Forde, 2020) and the Al Jazeera documentary “The Labour Files,” (Al Jazeera Investigations 
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Unit, 2022). A dynamic critical analysis of the racial politics of the radical left seems 

overdue.  

More evident to me were the tensions about trans rights. Of course, the idea that the 

left is more willing to accept trans people than the right is rather superficial. The radical left, 

especially the orthodox communist tradition, has its fair share of open transphobia. One 

thinks here of the Communist Party of Great Britain (Marxist Leninists) (CPGB-ML), which 

has in recent years declared that LGBTQ oppression does not exist and that trans rights are 

irreconcilable with both socialism and feminism (Ti, 2020). However, outside of these more 

overt incidents, it seems unlikely that the growth of transphobia in mainstream political and 

media discourse would not filter into social movement cultures. My reader may feel that I am 

emphasising the Red Labour event and the subsequent animosity I experienced after that. 

These incidents are worthy of further critical exploration, as it seems to be implausible that I 

was simply unlucky.  

This thesis has also suggested some possibilities for further work into masculinities. 

The concept of inarticulate masculinity highlights the need for further research about 

masculinity and silence. As I noted in chapter seven, men’s silences are usually 

conceptualised as being regressive or harmful: men are silent because they are unwilling to 

confront patriarchy or because they are unable to express their emotions; equally, the silence 

of men around issues of stigma is the subject of a reasonable amount of scholarship. What 

seems to be missing within the academic literature is a fuller theoretical conceptualisation of 

men’s active silences, the silences where men use the absence of language to cede ground and 

take a stance whereby the speech of others can be enabled. Broadly, I contend that further 

research needs to gain a holistic and contextualised understanding of the meaning of men’s 

silences and what roles those silences can play in progressive or radical politics.  
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