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Solidarity of Strangers takes up one of the key problematics of contemporary politics, 

contemporary social theory and contemporary feminism. Once difference is adequately 

acknowledged, once the critiques of universalism and essentialism are taken on board, what 

forms of politics and association remain?  

 

Jodie Dean's answer is encapsulated in the title of her book, Solidarity of Strangers. She argues 

that to retreat to a politics of identity, to associations of those with whom one has pre-given or 

taken-for-granted forms of community, is a dangerous path. Taking that route, the ethical 

problem and political question of the relationship to those outside the community, to the 

'stranger', is set aside; and for those inside the community, 'identities' themselves become 

rigidified. But ignoring identities and communities  of difference, Dean argues, is equally 

problematic. Here 'universal' agendas are constructed, but the particularism embedded in the 

universal is not addressed. In the first approach, Dean sees 'solidarity' without reflection; in the 

second she sees reflection but a weakening or carelessness about  the grounds of association that 

comprise solidarity. The way forward from this dilemma is a reconstructed sense of solidarity and 

reflection: the 'solidarity of strangers'. 

 

Another way of explaining Dean's project, is that she is seeking to defend Habermas's ideal of a 
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universalistic and procedural discourse ethics (one concerned about justice and the conditions for 

full communication between all individuals), but to defend this with full regard to the intervening 

critiques and political developments. Her own account of Habermas's position explicitly takes up 

the issues raised by feminism and by other forms of identity politics concerning difference, 

exclusions, public/private spheres and the power inherent in universalistic and rationalist 

formulations.  What she is trying to do here is to defend the formal ideal of a politics and civil 

society concerned with paying equal regard to 'strangers'.  But she wants to explain too that the 

practice of such a (juridical) ideal is itself dependent on a form of association and relationship 

between people, 'reflective solidarity' (more accurately, on a plurality of such forms of 

association). And she wants to emphasize that the critiques of universalism and the substantive 

reality of differences are important, and mean that Habermas's model should always be 

understood as an ideal rather than as an achievable, solidified practice, that it will always involve 

ongoing argument, and contestation as well as communication: 

 

By stressing an interpretation of discourse ethics as the fallible and contextual 

conversation of humanity, I have sought to suggest an account of universalism that 

embodies the ideals and insights fundamental to feminism. (p164) 

 

 

Dean elaborates her argument in a number of ways: by anecdotes from the press and from her 

own day-to-day experiences; by a critique of a range of feminist theorists (including a nice 

exposure of the coercive rhetorical strategies used by Judith Butler); by working through debates 

about Habermas; and by a detailed discussion of some legal debates about privacy.  
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Both in the theory she is advocating and in the style of her presentation, Dean is attempting to put 

together the grounded and particular with the universal and formal. This, as I said at the 

beginning, is a key issue of contemporary theory, and Dean sets out a good case about  the losses 

involved in positions and forms of argument located solely at one pole.  But I found the argument 

of this book strangely uncompelling, both in its form and in its overall case. 

 

 If I had not agreed to review the book, it would have lost me as a reader by the end of the 

introduction, partly because of the exaggerated dualistic depiction of the field against which her 

own argument is set, and partly because of the positioning which locates this work in a context of 

family relationships but as rather outside the political movements to which it is presenting an 

answer. The book begins with the first of a series of  anecdotes scattered through the text, which 

are intended to show the author in conversation and relationship, as well as, presumably, to give a 

less abstract air to the overall argument. In this one, the author's sister voices her own impatience 

with identity politics:  

 

Labels are so eighties [...] We at Yale have moved beyond labels. We think people should 

just be people (p2).  

 

Dean points out that this position is both rejecting of labels, but also itself asserting an identity 

based on community, 'we at Yale'.  And she then proceeds to tendentiously gloss what her sister 

is saying, to explain the new vision of this book: 

 

She was saying that it's time to stop talking about ourselves and start thinking about and 

acting with others. Her simultaneous rejection of identity and assertion of community thus 
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suggests the possibility of a "we" without labels, a way of conceiving social change 

through a politics that is neither the assertion and reassertion of identity nor the 

individualist resort to (un)free competition. (p3) 

 

Given that the anecdote began when the sister (white and upper middle class) was asked to 

comment about Chicana students who felt excluded in an Anglo setting, this did not read to me as 

a compelling rejoinder to the original concerns about racism and the need to find a place to speak. 

 

I felt the same cynical responses time after time to Dean's introduction of anecdotes and free-

flowing interpretations of them. She claims that Italians who 'expressed solidarity' with a Somali 

woman  who had been left giving birth on a roadside in Italy while passers by ignored her were 

expressing a solidarity with her diffence, an interpretation that is not evident from the examples 

given. She argues that the fierce fights among students at a Texas university  reflect a 

commitment to some universal principles because both groups argue their case with reference to 

the university's constitution, and does not consider that strategic considerations of  context might 

have played some part in this.  She takes up an account by a 'woman of colour' of her experience 

in two different feminist groups, one an association of women of colour in which arguments and 

disagreements are free-flowing and in which the woman feels strongly part of the 'we'; the other, 

an association of 'Anglo' feminists in which disagreement is seen as bad form, and in which the 

woman feels she is always saying the wrong thing. In Dean's interpretation of this account, she at 

no time considers that cultural styles might have something to do with this, or how long the 

women in the two different groups had known each other. Instead it is all seen as an example of a 

more formal phenomenon, that  the women of colour had a group based on reflective solidarity 

(in which the construction of identity was ongoing and not related on an external 'they') whereas 

the Anglo feminists were 'always dependent on a "they"'.(p30) 
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Dean introduces her brother  as 'an outspoken feminist oriented sexually toward women' who 

joined a lesbian, gay and friends coalition 'out of solidarity with a closeted member of his 

fraternity', and explains 

 

His very presence as a straight, white man was, for some, offensive. David's frustration 

was not the whining of some "uppity white boy" upset by "reverse discrimination" or by 

the deconstruction of the academy by "tenured radicals" and "political correctness". He 

recognized and detested his sexual, racial, and class privilege. So, he was joking when he 

said that he was "insufficiently marginalized". [...] For me, David's joke symbolizes the 

fundamental problem with identity politics. Because of his privilege as a straight, upper-

middle-class, white male, he could have no "real" politics. (p47) 

 

The naivety of this leaves me speechless, but in another sense it is a brave and self-exposing 

device used deliberately by Dean. As she explains in the epilogue, anecdotes such as this are an 

attempt to show the construction of her own identity -  and it does give an insight into how and 

why she constructs the political answers in this volume in the way that she does. This is a book in 

which the first-hand examples are primarily drawn from campus politics, and in which difference 

is handled formally but with little sense of the history, stage, emotional resonances or strategic 

needs of particular struggles. 

 

In terms of its more formal argument, the book begins with an exaggerated dualism, in which 

'identity politics' is seen as being solely about solidarity, and as allowing no reflection internally 

(about the nature of the 'we') or  externally (about the relation of groups to other politics); and in 

which 'universalistic' politics pays no regard to the concrete bonds of association of different 
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groups. In chapter two however, Dean does note that the politics of gays and African-Americans 

and women have passed through a number of stages, which in some cases exemplify the 

reflective solidarity Dean advocates. Queer politics, for example, is seen as having moved beyond 

earlier stages of gay politics based first on attempted assimilation then on 'accomodation' (the self 

as essentially different) to a stage where the self is seen as constructed and formed through 

multiple engagements with others. And bell hooks and Cornell West are quoted approvingly as 

examples of the position she is advocating. 

 

The book's overall vision of  a universal ethical relationship which is built on, rather than 

disposing of, difference,  in a number of respects is admirable. But it also seems at many points to 

be a fairly empty version of being respectful to everyone (and Dean's engagement with Benhabib 

does not dispose of the latter's concern about what is involved in making such procedural 

injunctions concrete).  For example, : 

 

I define reflective solidarity as the mutual expectation of a responsible orientation to 

relationship (p3),  

or 

reflective solidarity entails that we give the other the space to be  the person she is (p39) 

  

or, at more length 

To be sure, exactly how we express this universal solidarity remains open. Solidarity with 

earlier generations manifests itself through the recognition of their struggles, pains, and 

sacrifices. We have to remember and acknowledge the violence and betrayals in our pasts. 

We have to recover the histories that have been silenced and forgotten. Solidarity toward 

future generations calls on us to see more than the present. We must accept our 
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responsibility for the environment. We must institutionalize processes of greater inclusion 

and communication. We must avoid saddling those who come after us with debts, pains, 

and obligations that will simply repeat hierarchies of domination and subordination 

benefiting the few. Finally, solidarity toward present generations is expressed in our 

willingness to recognize and strengthen the ties connecting all of us, to let others know 

that they are neither forgotten nor alone. [etc!] (p45) 

 

Solidarity of Strangers: feminism after identity politics is addressing some important issues and 

ranges across a number of interesting theoretical and practical dilemmas. I think my problem with 

the book relates to a dissatisfaction with its resolution of its own key problem of bringing 

together universalistic and particularist concerns. When it promotes its own formal and abstract 

position, as in the examples I have just quoted, the case seems a rather empty declaration of nice 

intentions. But when it extends the argument to examples and grounded discussion, these, to my 

mind weaken rather than fill out Dean's case. 

 

 

 

Lyn Yates 

La Trobe University. 
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