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v

Over the longer run, social change may take the form of trend lines, and 
sometimes even appear as human evolution. But in the short run of some 
years or a decade, it is more often than not unexpected and surprising. 
This might be said of the financial crisis of 2008 onwards, though it did 
have some expected consequences. Chief among these was popular indig-
nation: against soaring economic inequality; against the recklessness of 
the speculators who caused the crisis; and against the prophets of auster-
ity who said we must pay the price for the errors of greedy elites. However, 
nowhere has there been any public measures aimed at reining in this gal-
loping inequality.

Rather, looking back from 2016, the main social change since 2008 
has gone in a completely different direction, delivering a reinforcement 
of nationalism and xenophobia. Eastern Europe is full of increasingly 
shrill, chauvinistic and xenophobic governments, already ahead of 
Donald Trump in banning Muslims from entry. Similarly, the new 
regime in the Ukraine is resurrecting from its dark past the “heroes” of 
ethnic hatred and unrestrained mass violence—Stepan Bandera, Symon 
Petliura and their kind—while oligarchic corruption is doing its business 
as usual. In western Europe, xenophobic parties form part of the govern-
ments of Denmark, Finland and Norway and are re-defining the politi-
cal agenda in Austria, Belgium (Flanders in particular), the Netherlands 
and Switzerland. In France, the Front National has become the prime 
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working class party. In Sweden, only half of the working class now sym-
pathise with the labour parties, the Social Democrats and the Left party. 
Most notable, though, has been the election of Donald Trump, a living 
caricature of both the bragging US businessman and the bigoted, pro-
vincial White American. His rise is due to the appeal of his nationalist 
phobias, in the same way that the campaign for Britain to leave the EU 
became a major force thanks to anti-immigration opinion.

Mass jingoism and hatred of the unfamiliar do not just sprout from 
evil minds—although the latter may safely be assumed to exist. They have 
their social reasons. Obviously, there is the challenge of vast flows of refu-
gees to Europe. This is largely if not exclusively the result of destruction 
across a vast area—from north-western Pakistan and Afghanistan to 
Libya—by United States and allied invasions and bombardments. The 
stream of refugees is not accepted into the United States; nor by its admir-
ers in Eastern Europe; and only a few are allowed into the United 
Kingdom and France, its closest allies. The brunt has had to be borne by 
less warring countries of the western sub-continent.

However, more interesting from the perspective of the authors of this 
book is that racism, xenophobia and Islamophobia often function as 
what late-nineteenth century Marxists, referring to popular anti-Semitism 
in Tsarist Russia, called a “socialism of idiots”: an expression of anger at 
exploitation and exclusion that is diverted—with the help of evil master-
minds—into fear and hatred of another exploited or vulnerable group. 
There is no doubt that a great deal of the popular anger at the 2008 
financial crisis and its consequences has been successfully re-directed 
against immigrants. It is for this reason that many American working 
class Whites support a ruthless, narcissistic billionaire.

Frustration that is diverted into scapegoating feeds on the abandon-
ment of the populace by Social Democratic and Liberal elites. When this 
is not blatantly the case, however, bigotry meets its limits. Consider the 
May 2016 mayoral election in London, where a Conservative barrage of 
Islamophobic innuendos and anti-Semitism-smearing fell flat against the 
Labour candidate Sadiq Khan.

The surge of chauvinism and xenophobia is only part of the story of 
recent social and political developments, albeit a major part. In point of 
fact, the political landscape of the North Atlantic area has shown a 
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remarkable overall stability, though with some shifts inside the establish-
ment. The only country where it has radically changed is Greece. Under 
German orchestration, the whole Eurozone apparatus and, more reluc-
tantly for once, the IMF were mobilised to castrate it. By contrast, in 
Iceland the governing cartel was ousted, but only temporarily, returning 
to office in time to face the revelations of the Panama Papers. Similarly, 
although the Spanish and the Italian establishments have been shaken up, 
the Spanish protest movement-cum-party, Podemos, has so far been 
largely neutralised by national issues in increasingly multi-national Spain; 
while the real social meaning of the Italian Five Stars movement-cum-
party remains to be revealed.

As a direct effect of the crisis, some hot new blood has been pumped 
into the establishment. Jeremy Corbyn’s election to the Labour leader-
ship and the large rallies of Bernie Sanders’s campaign in the Democratic 
primaries were very impressive mobilisations, against all (smug Liberal) 
odds. At the same time, the Portuguese elite has had to accommodate a 
leftward move, with its Socialist government forming a pact of support 
with the Communist party.

Nevertheless, the 2008 financial crisis did not have the effects that 
great optimists like Manuel Castells and Paul Mason imagined. However, 
beneath the layers of institutions with their inherent inertia, and beyond 
electoral mobilisations and their ephemerality, there exists another layer 
of social change: that of generational experience.

Generational experience deserves its own recognition and respect; and 
this book is de facto about this layer. Moreover, it is my duty, as an old 
scholar, to place this particular layer in its broad context. Firstly, as an old 
’68-er, I learned the hard way. Our political movements were all defeated, 
some deservedly so. Yet, in retrospect, “1968” appears to be a cultural 
watershed in western Europe-North America, with major, enduring 
effects on gender and generational relations and on social hierarchies in 
general.

Whether 2008 will have a similar impact remains to be seen. But what 
is important is that the critical perspectives on society and the protest 
movements reported in this book constitute defining generational experi-
ences of young people, born in the late twentieth century and growing up 
with the crisis. Allegiances and identities can change over time, but 
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youthful experiences tend to set their life-marks. Even without victories 
in the short run, the 2008 crisis has produced a new generation of critical 
thinkers and practitioners, who refuse to take the existing world for 
granted. That is a significant contribution to future social change.

Social and political commitment should be seen and reflected upon as 
a learning experience. Thinking about post-2008, what lessons are there? 
Very tentatively, I would suggest a few.

First of all, social change is best viewed as layers of non-synchronised 
processes. How many layers we should distinguish depends on the pur-
pose of our analysis and is not fixable a priori. But important ones do 
include governmental, politico-social and cultural change. Because of 
this complexity and the ever-present contingency of social events, social 
change—in the midst of struggles—is rarely straightforward. Rather, it is 
usually labyrinthine.

Second, trans-border migration is unquestionably a major phenome-
non of our time; and through xenophobia it is adding a new dimension 
to politics. However, such intolerance cannot be defeated simply by level-
ling charges of “racism” or “fascism”. The associated fears and frustrations 
of ordinary people must be recognised and addressed, by developing and 
showing means to tackle them, other than bashing foreigners, and by 
demonstrating the hypocrisy and hollowness of the programmes of the 
xenophobic ideologues.

Third, while a protest movement might sometimes manage to stop a 
specific, tangible measure, such as the construction of a motorway, move-
ments aiming at social change must develop a political form. Post-2008 
has seen several successful examples of this: Syriza in Greece, Cinque Stelle 
(Five Stars) in Italy and Podemos in Spain. Crucial to their success seems 
to have been two factors, both of which operate on a fertile ground of 
official corruption, as well as anti-popular and ineffective crisis manage-
ment. In tension with each other, they have been, first, a charismatic, 
telegenic leader and, second, direct participatory democracy. The former 
does not fit very well with an anarchistic movementalist ideology and 
self-perception. Yet, for the crystallisation of heterogeneous mass protests 
into a forceful politico-social movement, the respective roles of Alexis 
Tsipras, Beppe Grillo and Pablo Iglesias seem to have been decisive. The 
second component of success is that the political formation preserved its 
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movement’s participative character—primarily by online voting—and 
did not try to revive the well-structured hierarchy of the classical labour 
parties. This can be compared to the flop of a more traditional attempt at 
a new left alternative, the French Parti de Gauche.

A fourth lesson is that when you achieve some substantial political 
weight, you have to study your hostile context very carefully, always 
thinking “if we do this, what will others do, and how can we respond to 
that?” Hence, although the defeat of the Syriza government in Greece 
might have been unavoidable, its last referendum-cum-surrender should 
nevertheless serve as a textbook example of the disastrous effects of 
neglecting strategic thinking.

What lessons on social change, then, will our authors offer, informed 
by their experiences as young people growing up during the crisis of 
2008? As our new generation of critical thinkers and practitioners, what 
will be their contribution to future social change?

Cambridge, UK� Göran Therborn



xi

�Introduction�       1
Torsten Geelan, Marcos González Hernando, and Peter William 
Walsh

�Consecrating the Elite: Culturally Embedding the Financial 
Market in the City of London�     13
Alex Simpson

Section I  Reclaiming Universities�     31

�The Never-Ending Crisis in British Higher Education�     33
Mike Finn

�The Coming Crisis of Academic Authority�     53
Eric R. Lybeck

�Consuming Education�     67
Alice Pearson

Contents



xii   Contents

Section II  Revitalising Democracy�     87

�Local Maidan Across Ukraine: Democratic Aspirations 
in the Revolution of Dignity�     89
Olga Zelinska

�Opportunity in Crisis: Alternative Media and Subaltern 
Resistance�   115
Benjamin Anderson

�The Battle of Barton Moss�   129
Steven Speed

Section III  Recasting Politics�   149

�The Limits of Populism: Mills, Marcuse and 1960s Radicalism 
and Occupy�   151
Mike O’Donnell

�The Myth of Bourgeois Democracy�   171
Andreas Møller Mulvad and Rune Møller Stahl

�Seeing Like a PIG: The Crisis in Greece as a Tale of Hope 
and Disillusionment�   197
Rosa Vasilaki

�Unleashing the Emancipatory Power of the ‘Spirit of Free 
Communal Service’: G.D.H. Cole, Dialogical Coordination 
and Social Change�   215
Charles Masquelier



    xiii  Contents 

�Afterword�   233
Torsten Geelan, Marcos González Hernando, and Peter William 
Walsh

�Works Cited�   243

�Index�   267



xv

Benjamin Anderson  is a PhD candidate in the School of Communication at 
Simon Fraser University where his research involves new subjectivities of work 
and counter-hegemonic social movements. He earned his MA at Johns Hopkins 
University where he researched rhetoric and speech in the American labour and 
socialist movements of the early twentieth century. In addition to research and 
teaching, he serves as a research assistant in the Centre for Policy Research on 
Science and Technology. He lives and works in Vancouver, BC, in the unceded 
territories of the Coast Salish people.

Mike Finn  is Deputy Head of the School for Cross-Faculty Studies, Liberal 
Arts Division at the University of Warwick. Born in Liverpool, he was educated 
there and at Exeter College, Oxford, Magdalene College, Cambridge and 
Harvard University, where he was a Kennedy Scholar. A former Bye-Fellow of 
Magdalene College, Cambridge, and Research Fellow of Lady Margaret Hall, 
Oxford, he was the recipient of the 2001 Palgrave/Times Higher Education 
Humanities and Social Sciences Writing Prize. His publications include The 
Coalition Effect, 2010–2015 (edited with Sir Anthony Seldon, Cambridge 
University Press, 2015) and The Gove Legacy: Education in Britain After the 
Coalition (edited, Palgrave, 2015).

Torsten Geelan  is a Lecturer at the University of Leicester. He holds a PhD and 
MPhil in Sociology from the University of Cambridge and a Bachelor’s degree 
in Economics and Social Science from the University of Manchester. He is the 
co-founder and co-chair of a new five-year research network (2018–2022) on 

Notes on Contributors



xvi   Notes on Contributors

Alternatives to Capitalism at the Society for the Advancement of Socio-
Economics (SASE). His doctoral research focused on extending our understand-
ing of how trade unions exercise power by including mass communication—thereby 
bridging the field of industrial relations with the sociology of media and social 
movement studies. His research on trade unions, the media and precarious 
employment has been published in Transfer: European Review of Labour and 
Research, Industrial Relations Journal and Danish Sociology.

Marcos  González  Hernando  is Affiliated Researcher at the University of 
Cambridge and Principal Researcher at FEPS-Think tank for Action on Social 
Change (TASC). He is interested in the sociology of elites, knowledge and intel-
lectuals, particularly in what concerns intellectual change and the modes of public 
engagement of organisations. His recently finished doctoral dissertation, supervised 
by Professor Patrick Baert, focused on the institutional and intellectual transforma-
tion of British think-tanks in the aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis.

Eric R. Lybeck  is a Leverhulme Early Career Fellow at the University of Exeter 
researching the long-term changes in university expectations in Britain since 
1800. His doctoral research focused on the institutionalisation of the modern 
research university in Germany and the United States over a similar period, 
highlighting the emergence of philosophical faculties, like sociology, from pre-
existing professional faculties, especially law. He has also published research in 
the fields of general social theory and the history of the social sciences

Charles Masquelier  is Lecturer in Sociology at the University of Exeter. His 
research assumes an interdisciplinary outlook, crossing over the fields of social 
theory, political theory and political philosophy, with particular interests in crit-
ical theory, social movements, libertarian socialism and the co-operative move-
ment. He has published articles in international journals and is the author of 
Critical Theory and Libertarian Socialism (Bloomsbury) and Critique and 
Resistance in a Neoliberal Age (Palgrave).

Andreas  Mulvad  is Assistant Professor at the Department of Business and 
Politics, Copenhagen Business School. He holds a PhD in Political Science 
(University of Copenhagen, 2016) and MSc degrees in Sociology (Copenhagen) 
and Human Geography: Society and Space (with distinction, University of 
Bristol). His current research examines the tension between capitalist develop-
ment and democratic government in an historical-comparative perspective. He 
is particularly interested in contributing to the ongoing rediscovery of the radical 
tradition of democratic republicanism. His work has appeared in journals like 
New Political Economy, Sociology, Capital & Class and Jacobin Magazine.



    xvii  Notes on Contributors 

Mike O’Donnell  is Emeritus Fellow at the University of Westminster. He has 
taught in most sectors of education, becoming Senior Lecturer in Sociology and 
Education at what is now Bath Spa University in 1990. His early publications 
included a Sociology textbook and accompanying Reader. He has an interest in 
progressive and radical thought, stretching back to the anti-Vietnam war dem-
onstrations in 1968. His publications include articles on radicalism, particularly 
in the United States. He has recently edited two collections of articles and 
papers: the four-volume Structure and Agency (Sage, 2010) and Sixties 
Radicalism and Social Movement Activism (Anthem, 2010). He is currently 
working on a book about the relationship of radicalism to liberalism in Britain 
and the United States and will soon publish under the name of Frank Lankaster 
a “social novel” set in higher education titled Tim Connor Hits Trouble.

Alice Pearson  is a PhD candidate at the University of Cambridge. Her doctoral 
thesis is based on ethnographic research of undergraduate economics education. 
She holds an MPhil in Social Anthropology from the University of Cambridge 
and a BSc in Government and Economics from the London School of 
Economics.

Alex Simpson  is Senior Lecturer in Criminology at the University of Brighton. 
His work focuses on the criminology of harm, issues of elite deviance, cultural 
marginalisation and the sociology of political economy. Alex undertook his PhD 
at the University of York. Supported by the ESRC, his thesis is an ethnography 
of the City of London that focuses on perceived deviant cultural practices of a 
structural elite in the context of a neoliberal economic environment. Focusing 
on the financial services industry, this project looks at the embedded rule sys-
tems, normative assumptions and common expectations that speak to issues of 
morality and financial responsibility. Key themes within this study involve 
aspects of the constructions of social deviance, the legitimisation of harm pro-
duction and enacted cultures within a neoliberal economic environment. Prior 
to undertaking his PhD, Alex obtained a BA in Sociology at the University of 
Leicester in 2010 and then, in 2012, an MA in Globalisation and Development 
at the University of Warwick.

Steven Speed  is a documentary photographer, writer, digital media artist, lec-
turer, co-founder of Salford Star and director of Mary Burns Media. His research 
looks at media, politics and social justice and has also just finished a chapter on 
the homeless crises. He has been documenting protests and campaigns for over 
15 years and has had work published in the local and national press and contin-
ues to publish work on various campaigns. He works with various campaign 



xviii   Notes on Contributors

groups, activists, community groups and unions producing and publishing con-
tent to help promote their causes.

Rune Møller Stahl  is a PhD Fellow at the Department of Political Science at 
the University of Copenhagen. He holds a MSc in Economic History from the 
London School of Economics, a Cand.scient.pol in Political Science from the 
University of Copenhagen and a BA in History of Ideas and Sociology from 
Aarhus University. He has formerly worked as political advisor in the Danish 
Parliament. Rune’s research is primarily concentrated within the fields of 
International Political Economy and the History of Economic Thought, with a 
special focus on the development of liberal economic ideology from the nine-
teenth century until today. His PhD project is focused on the role of the eco-
nomics profession in the turn towards neoliberalism in Denmark and the United 
Kingdom in the period since 1970, and the interaction between development 
economic science and wider social and political structures.

Goran  Therborn  is Emeritus Professor of Sociology at the University of 
Cambridge. Born in 1941, he received his undergraduate education at Lund 
University in Sociology, Political Science and Economics and was awarded a 
PhD by Lund University in 1974. He was previously co-director of the Swedish 
Collegium for Advanced Study in Uppsala and University Professor of Sociology 
at Uppsala University. He has published widely on the topics of class, ideology 
and Marxism and is the author of many works including Science, Class and 
Society (1976), What Does the Ruling Class Do When It Rules? (1978), The Ideology 
of Power and the Power of Ideology (1980), Between Sex and Power: The Family in 
the World (2004), From Marxism to Post-Marxism (2008), The World: A 
Beginner’s Guide (2011) and most recently The Killing Fields of Inequality 
(2013).

Rosa Vasilaki  holds a PhD in Sociology from the University of Bristol and a 
PhD in History from the École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales (Paris, 
France). She is a research associate of the Hellenic Observatory at the London 
School of Economics and Political Science and a research fellow at the Hellenic 
Foundation for European and Foreign Policy. Rosa’s current research project 
focuses on policing the crisis in Greece, whereas her broader research interests 
revolve around aspects of the crisis, such as civil unrest and riots, but also politi-
cal resistance and the possibility of political change. She has previously conducted 
research and taught sociology at the University of Bristol and the University of 
the West of England as well as social history and anthropology at the University 



    xix  Notes on Contributors 

of Haifa (Israel), the University of Macedonia (Thessaloniki, Greece) and the 
Panteion University of Social and Political Science (Athens, Greece).

Peter William Walsh  is Affiliated Researcher in the Department of Sociology, 
University of Cambridge. He holds a PhD, MPhil and BA from the University 
of Cambridge. His doctoral thesis, The Legislature in Immigration Policy-Making, 
supervised by Dr Thomas Jeffrey Miley, examines the role of the national legis-
lature in shaping the immigration law of liberal democratic states.

Olga  Zelinska  is a PhD candidate in Sociology at the Graduate School for 
Social Research at the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology of the Polish 
Academy of Sciences in Warsaw. She is interested in the broad range of social 
problems, with special focus on Ukrainian contentious politics. She got her 
Master’s degree in Public Policy from Central European University, Budapest, 
Hungary, and obtained work experience in Ukraine’s non-governmental sector.



xxi

Chapter 4
Fig. 1	� Share of public expenditure on tertiary education (% of total 

education spending) (Source: (OECD 2012))� 55
Fig. 2	 Sources of academic authority� 55

List of Figures



1© The Author(s) 2018
T. Geelan et al. (eds.), From Financial Crisis to Social Change, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-70600-9_1

Introduction

Torsten Geelan, Marcos González Hernando, 
and Peter William Walsh

In his preface to this edited collection, Göran Therborn urges us to see 
social change as layers of processes, notably those of government, politics, 
and culture. To these Therborn adds a fourth, that of generational experi-
ence: the distinctive history shared by those who grew up within a certain 
period, such as the ‘baby boomers’ in the aftermath of World War II. For 
those born in the late twentieth century in Europe and North America, 
the 2007–08 financial crisis has been a formative life event, shaping their 
perspective on politics, the economy, and society. This is especially true 
for those young people who have been actively involved in political action 
that questions the status quo. The maturation of this new generation of 
critical thinkers and activists represents a change in the universe of politi-
cal subjects, which poses a serious challenge to those regimes shaped by 
the conjunctures of the past (Therborn 1980, 124). Whether they will 
have a similar impact to those within the 1968 movement remains to be 
seen.
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Unlike Therborn, the editors, and indeed most of our contributing 
authors, are not ‘old 68-ers’. We belong to Generation Y, the millennials. 
Born in the 1980s and 1990s, we were not around to learn first-hand just 
how considerable were the obstacles faced by the political movements of 
the 1960s. If it is the duty of Therborn and his contemporaries to elucidate 
the broad historical context underpinning Generation Y, what responsibil-
ity remains for us? The same, suggests Therborn, as ever. Like those who 
lived through 1968, we too must report the experience of our time, reflect 
critically upon that experience, and seek to ameliorate the iniquities to 
which that experience speaks. This last aim reflects a debt owed to an 
important legacy of Therborn’s scholarship: the basic insistence that social 
scientists strive not only to understand society, but to improve it.

With that in mind, the ‘diagnoses’ of Therborn’s preface present both an 
invitation and a challenge. The invitation is to take up the mantle of ear-
lier protagonists in the struggle for social change while heeding the lessons 
of their endeavour so that we may avoid repeating their missteps. Given 
the marked sense of pessimism in Therborn’s account, born of long obser-
vation and reflection, this is no small task. Yet, while Therborn’s picture of 
the present is gloomy and his prospects for the future are hardly glowing, 
his narrative nonetheless betrays an underlying optimism. One is reminded 
of that other great Marxist, Antonio Gramsci, who wrote in a letter from 
prison to his brother in 1929, ‘I am a pessimist because of intellect, but an 
optimist because of will’. Similarly, a part of Therborn’s optimism is 
buoyed by the hope that this new generation will make a significant con-
tribution to future social change. Therein lies the challenge.

We now turn to the defining elements in the experience of young peo-
ple in the aftermath of the North Atlantic financial crisis, and how these 
have catalysed their engagement in politics.

�The Millennials: Unemployed, Discontented, 
Socially Aware, and Politically Active

From 2008, workers in Europe and North America have experienced 
stagnant or declining wages, together with increasing levels of unemploy-
ment, underemployment, and job insecurity. Young people have been 
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hardest hit. With many economies in recession amid a bleak global out-
look, many employers have been unwilling to hire young workers, despite 
them being the best educated generation in history. Moreover, those for-
tunate enough to be employed are often on temporary contracts with 
slight opportunity for career advancement. Worse, governments across 
the political spectrum have pursued austerity and labour market policies 
that have seen young workers’ prospects deteriorate still further. 
Reductions in unemployment benefits and in higher education funding 
have exacerbated levels of youth poverty and long-term unemployment, 
at a time of few job creation initiatives (for an indicative overview of these 
trends in Europe, see Chung et al. 2012).

In response, young people have voiced their dissatisfaction with their 
employment situation and with government responses to it (Campos 
Lima and Martin Artiles 2013). This has involved modes of political 
action that are both representative (e.g. voting, party activity) and extra-
representational (e.g. strikes, demonstrations, boycotting). Those involved 
in the former use their skills and expertise to build networks and cooper-
ate with politicians, elites, and interest groups, while those partaking in 
the latter engage in ‘do-it-yourself ’ activities at the grassroots and local 
levels (Monticelli and Bassoli 2017, 845). Hence, the experience of mil-
lennials has two distinct yet entwined dimensions: labour market trajec-
tory and political participation. While these two dimensions vary 
considerably according to geography, socio-demographic characteristics, 
and socio-political context, a sizeable proportion of those coming of age 
in this historical juncture have felt compelled, first, to think and act in 
ways that question the ‘common sense’ they have inherited, and second, 
to push at the boundaries of what is thought politically feasible. More 
specifically, this population has demanded solutions not only to youth-
specific problems, but broader societal ones, too. Chief among these are 
the dismantling of the welfare state, rampant inequalities in income and 
power, the alarming rate of climate change, and the hollowing out of 
democracy.

In this way, our generation has stood at the forefront of the chal-
lenge to the dominant ideology of neoliberalism, which has spurred 
policy shifts towards the privatisation of public services; the liberalisa-
tion of trade and financial markets; the weakening of trade unions; and 
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a prioritisation of the interests of business, finance, and white-collar 
professionals over blue-collar workers (Mudge 2008). In fact, a strong 
argument can be made that the neoliberal consensus, which has been 
ascendant for decades, is slowly beginning to crumble, despite its 
enduring support from many financial and political elites. With the 
rise of the Internet and social media, people have become increasingly 
aware of the alternative discourses of new social movements and radical 
left-wing political parties that have recently emerged. Within aca-
demia, the failure of most orthodox economists to predict the financial 
crisis has also dealt a blow to the authority of some of its greatest pro-
ponents (Lawson 2009). For the first time, TINA—the notion that 
‘there is no alternative’ to liberal democratic capitalism as the best way 
for humanity to develop—has become suspect and more difficult to 
sustain.

�The Conference Behind This Book

Against this backdrop, Torsten Geelan proposed organising a conference 
which sought to address the social and political reverberations of the 
financial crash. He was joined by 12 fellow graduate students, who were 
to share responsibilities as conference organisers, including his two co-
editors. Following the suggestion of Eric Lybeck, author of this book’s 
third chapter, we viewed our task as providing perspectives that were con-
structive as well as critical. This was reflected by the core theme of our 
conference as well as its main title: Crisis and Social Change. The subtitle—
Towards Alternative Horizons—was the idea of our colleague, Kusha Sefat, 
which placed an emphasis on exploring alternative social imaginaries.

With the subject for our conference settled, the organising committee 
next resolved to make the event more than just an academic conference. 
In reviewing the scholarly and popular literature on the financial crisis, 
we noticed that, despite its impressive volume, richness, and diversity, the 
voices of non-academics—practitioners, professionals, activists, artists, 
and others affected by the events of 2007 and beyond—were in short 
supply. More particularly, such people are seldom given the opportunity 
to present in academic settings. This is despite an acknowledgement that 
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their perspectives are indispensable to an understanding of the many 
ways in which the crisis has affected people’s lives. Hence, giving non-
academics the opportunity to offer their observations and insights to an 
interested audience became our conference’s second distinctive feature. 
This aim, and our desire to invite constructive solutions to our social 
problems, was evidenced by our Call for Papers, issued on May 27 2014:

This conference moves beyond ‘crisis’ as a category of diagnosis and cri-
tique to explore alternative horizons. We are motivated by the generational 
need to draw upon the legacies of critique, while shifting toward the pro-
duction of alternative futures. From diagnosis to treatment. From decon-
struction to reconstruction. From negation to vision. From crisis to 
progress. Such is the responsibility of our age, from which positive social 
change might arise.

We welcome contributions from researchers, activists, artists, and pro-
fessionals from across the world…

Four months later, on Friday and Saturday of the 26 and 27 September 
2014, the University of Cambridge welcomed over 100 guests to its inau-
gural Graduate Sociology Conference. It comprised 46 presentations by 
delegates from over 20 countries. The debates were varied, textured, often 
powerful, and decidedly free of academic pretence. External speakers, 
many of whom travelled long distances to be with us, included Ted 
Benton, Donatella della Porta, John Kelly, Greg Philo, and Jane Wills. 
These were complemented by a number of University of Cambridge aca-
demics: Manali Desai, Lawrence King, David Lane, Jeff Miley, and Göran 
Therborn, who concluded our conference with his talk ‘The global socio-
political landscape after the North Atlantic financial crisis’.

�Social Change in Theory and in Practice

After the conference, we thought to publish a selection of the best contri-
butions as an edited volume. To help ensure that our authors had a shared 
set of concerns and themes, we asked them to read Erik Olin Wright’s 
Envisioning Real Utopias (2010). The book provides a useful framework 
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for exploring emancipatory alternatives to contemporary capitalism. Its 
central thesis is that to advance egalitarian democratic ideals it is neces-
sary to enhance social power vis-à-vis economic and state power. This 
social form of power is rooted in the voluntary association of people in 
civil society, and based on their capacity to engage in collective action of 
various kinds. According to Wright (2010, 274–276), the greatest obsta-
cle to deepening and extending the weight of social power is social repro-
duction: the processes that maintain the underlying structure of social 
relations and institutions in capitalist society, either passively through the 
mundane routines and activities of everyday life, or actively through an 
array of institutions.

More specifically, he identifies four clusters of mechanisms through 
which various institutions influence the actions of people, individually 
and collectively (Wright 2010, 278–290). Coercion raises the cost of col-
lective action through the threat or imposition of punishment. This can 
involve either the state’s regulation of associational practices such as 
strikes and civil disobedience, or non-state forms of repression that are 
endorsed or tolerated by the state, such as corporate surveillance of activ-
ists. As Wright aptly notes, however, repression sometimes fails, under-
mining the legitimacy of the repressors while breeding solidarity among 
the repressed. Furthermore, institutional rules make some courses of col-
lective action more difficult to pursue than others. By way of illustration, 
the engagement of social movements with representative democracy 
through alliances with political parties compels them to play by the rules 
of electoral politics, which often acts to erode militancy and subdue their 
aim of radically transforming society and the economy.

Similarly, for Wright ideology and culture shape the subjectivities of 
people in ways that contribute to the sustainability of structures of power, 
inequality, and privilege. An example of capitalist ideology, which 
encapsulates the conscious aspects of subjectivity (e.g. beliefs, ideas, val-
ues), is the belief that competitive individualism and the market are good 
and preferable to collectivist solidarity and state intervention. An exam-
ple of capitalist culture, which refers to the nonconscious aspects of sub-
jectivity (e.g. dispositions, habits, tastes, skills), is the attitude that wealth 
generation and accumulation is paramount. Perhaps the most crucial 
aspect of these two processes, observes Wright, concerns beliefs about 
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what is possible. For if people believe that there are no alternatives to make 
things better, and that any attempt to do so would in any case be defeated, 
then they will be unlikely even to try (2010, 286). Hence, the educa-
tional sector and the media are two particularly important battlegrounds 
for social struggles aimed at expanding people’s horizons of possibility.

Finally, within a well-functioning capitalist society, the material inter-
ests of almost everyone depend to a significant degree on a vibrant and 
thriving economy, which acts as a constraint on social movements that 
seek to transform how the economy is organised. However, this close 
relationship is substantially weakened during a period of crisis, such as 
the one we are currently experiencing, in which large numbers of people 
are marginalised from the labour market and living standards are in 
decline. As such, people are more likely to be receptive to alternatives and 
willing to act to realise them.

Wright identifies three other limits to social reproduction that create 
spaces for transformative resistance: the complexity involved in state 
attempts to regulate the market, the inability of institutions to adapt to a 
new context, and the unpredictability of socio-economic and political 
changes (2010, 290–297). In so doing, he offers a rebuff to social theo-
rists such as Foucault who offer little hope for meaningful resistance.

How, then, does social change come about? According to Wright, the 
large-scale social transformations that we observe throughout history are 
the result of two kinds of change-generating processes: cumulative unin-
tended by-products of people operating under existing social relations, 
such as the decision to have fewer children, and the intended efforts of 
conscious projects of social change by people acting strategically to trans-
form those social relations. This involves actors within social movements, 
political parties, and non-governmental organisations, in their various 
forms of collective action. While both processes are crucial, the focus of 
our contributors is the latter.

Importantly, the two transformative strategies at the heart of their 
accounts are what Wright terms interstitial and symbiotic. Interstitial strate-
gies operate in the ‘cracks’ within the ascendant societal structure of power, 
in which the logic of that system is not yet fully dominant, giving actors 
the space to act in ways that are counter to that logic. An example of an 
interstitial transformative strategy is the cooperative movement, which 
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seeks to build new forms of social empowerment in those niches within 
capitalist society where its logic is not yet totally stifling. By contrast, sym-
biotic strategies encompass attempts that work with existing institutional 
forms of social empowerment, such as representative democracy, and seek 
to extend and deepen them. Crucially, both of these types of strategy for 
major social change aim at achieving a sustained metamorphosis of exist-
ing institutions and power structures, rather than any dramatic rupture.

Having thus outlined the theoretical concerns that guide the analyses 
of this book, we may now summarise these contributions and explain the 
rationale for each of the three sections within which they fall: reclaiming 
universities, revitalising democracy, and recasting politics.

�Outline of the Book

�Section I. Reclaiming Universities

This section focuses on the university as a site that adopts and inculcates 
neoliberal ideas and practices, as well as provides a potential site for their 
resistance. On the one hand, universities are the place where a great deal 
of young people become politically aware and active. Indeed, university 
students have frequently been at the forefront of political movements 
that have led to important social change: most notably, the countercul-
tural protest movements associated with 1968—anti-war marches, the 
sexual revolution, second-wave feminism, gay liberation, and the struggle 
for civil rights in the USA. This can be explained partly by the degree of 
freedom experienced by those attending university. Being away from 
home for the first time and hence largely free of parental control, while 
not yet being constrained by the necessity to put food on the table, stu-
dents thereby enjoy greater opportunities to think, share ideas, and invest 
their energy and idealism into contesting, and perhaps thereafter reshap-
ing, societal institutions. That the number of university students contin-
ues to increase due to the global expansion of higher education suggests 
that their potential political clout will only continue to grow.

On the other hand, universities have been subject to neoliberal policies. 
In the UK, this has involved cuts to funding which have forced universi-
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ties to introduce student fees and compete to maximise enrolment. 
Moreover, government funding is now allocated according to crude indi-
ces of rank and productivity (Sayer 2014); teaching is measured by stu-
dent satisfaction and employability and research by funding, ‘impact’, and 
commercial potential. Put simply, this marketisation of higher education 
acts as a constraint on the inclination and ability of young people to get 
involved in political action by burdening them with debt and emphasising 
employability as the main purpose of education rather than the furthering 
of human knowledge and the cultivation of critically minded citizens able 
to participate effectively in the steering of the democratic polity. Moreover, 
the syllabuses of the most prestigious economics departments, which pro-
duce many of society’s business elites, are instilling a neoliberal predisposi-
tion by giving a substantially disproportionate emphasis on mainstream 
neoclassical economics at the expense of more critical approaches such as 
political economy and Keynesian, Institutionalist, and green economics. 
Thus, we suggest, it is necessary for students, activists, and academics to 
reclaim the way universities currently function.

This first section begins with Mike Finn’s contribution, which unveils 
how the notion of a ‘crisis’ within higher education has been deployed in 
UK political discourse to gradually privatise the academic profession. 
Only by placing this process of marketisation in an historical perspective, 
he argues, can we effectively critique and challenge this neoliberal agenda. 
In a similar vein, Eric Lybek points to another long-standing and worry-
ing trend within Western universities: the prioritisation of the research 
function over its traditional teaching function. Moreover, the contribution 
shows that alternative visions of higher education face serious obstacles, 
evident in Lybeck’s unsuccessful attempt to become Graduate Union 
President at the University of Cambridge on a platform to (re)introduce 
the model of the scholastic guild prevalent centuries ago. Finally, Alice 
Pearson highlights the importance of broader student mobilisations 
aimed at reforming the economics curricula by offering compelling eth-
nographic insight into the struggle at an elite British economics depart-
ment. The danger, she argues, is that students may reinforce the very 
thing they are trying to dismantle—the dominant approach to the study 
and practice of economics—by using the language of free markets and 
consumer choice.
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�Section II. Revitalising Democracy

This section focuses on social movements: groups of closely or diffusely 
organised people striving towards a common goal requiring some form 
of social change. As touched on earlier, there is a strong synergistic 
relationship between universities and social movements, with the for-
mer providing a fertile source of participants for the latter. After 2008, 
new youth-driven social movements have emerged around the world 
such as Occupy, Los Indignados, and 15M to name merely the best-
known. Their principal aim has been twofold: to highlight and critique 
the stark levels of high and rising income inequality observable across 
all advanced economies and to reveal the limitations of our representa-
tive democracies, which have become captive to corporate interests, 
hence all too often failing to respond to popular opinion. Their response 
to this situation has been to adopt and promote participatory demo-
cratic practices that encourage engagement in the political process 
through such means as direct action, occupying public space, and the 
creation of people’s assemblies as alternative decision-making forums. 
In doing so, these self-organised movements are envisioning and prefig-
uring a more democratic future. These collective efforts to revitalise 
democracy, however, face considerable barriers in the form of state 
repression and co-optation.

Section two begins with Olga Zelinska’s novel perspective on the 
Maidan movement in Ukraine which involved as many as a million 
protestors in near daily demonstrations. Focusing on the deliberations of 
local people’s assemblies that emerged across all the regions of the country 
as part of this uprising, Zelinska demonstrates the role of utopian think-
ing in efforts to supplement and supplant existing democratic institu-
tions. Next, Steven Speed offers a riveting account of how a local protest 
movement in England halted the drilling of a fracking well in Barton 
Moss, despite mounting government and corporate pressure. Particular 
attention is devoted to the innovative tactics used by protestors to neu-
tralise the impact of political policing—most notably ‘slow walking’. 
Benjamin Anderson concludes the section by examining how Adbusters, 
the Canadian magazine of alternative culture, inspired the initial occupa-
tion of Wall Street and why, when they attempted four years later to rec-
reate this past success, they failed to catalyse a similar movement. As an 
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explanation, the chapter points to the severe limits of individualised and 
mediated protest. Moreover, it reminds us that while alternative media 
can help cultivate the radical imagination, the agency of what is mediated 
is derived from the creative actions of social movements ‘on the ground’.

�Section III. Recasting Politics

In this final section we focus on the work of critical social theorists. Out 
of the mass mobilisations organised by new social movements, new left-
wing political parties have also emerged and successfully entered the 
political arena, most notably, Syriza in Greece, Podemos in Spain, and 
Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour Party in the UK.  This transition from extra-
parliamentary to parliamentary politics involves numerous age-old 
dilemmas and challenges: the need for a coherent political vision that 
appeals to a mass public; the tension between horizontally oriented grass-
roots activists and representational democracy; and the difficulty of 
implementing policies aimed at the transformation of the economy and 
state institutions. What is needed, then, are grounded theoretical reflec-
tions that can help guide movements through the process of developing a 
political form that can force contemporary capitalism towards a more 
progressive development or lay the foundations for an alternative system 
altogether. Historically, public intellectuals have fulfilled this role, and it 
is therefore to them that we now turn to recast politics and breathe new 
life into the ideas and practices of radicalism, populism, and socialism.

The final section begins with Mike O’Donnell’s discussion of the 
work of C. Wright Mills and Herbert Marcuse in relation to the popu-
list aspects of the 1960s’ radical activism. Through a historical compari-
son with the Occupy movement, he argues that both share a broadly 
populist character, with each movement’s limited impact due partly to 
an inadequate appreciation of the importance of accessing state power. 
Indeed, by engaging in a dialogue with Marx, Rune Møller Stahl and 
Andreas Mulvad help us rediscover parliamentary democracy’s radical 
roots, thereby contesting the myth that it is intrinsically bourgeois. 
Turning to the case of Greece, Rosa Vasilaki examines the vibrant politi-
cal activism against austerity and the rise to power of Syriza. She 
concludes that Syriza’s experience in government demonstrates why 
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‘un-systemic’ thinking that challenges power itself, once power is seized, 
is essential for future social struggles. Finally, Charles Masquelier shows 
how the libertarian-socialist vision of G. D. H. Cole could help renew 
the socialist imagination, and argues that the expansion of the coopera-
tive sector in the digital age may be paving the way for the large-scale 
institutionalisation of an alternative economic system.

*  *  *

But first, in order to set the stage for what follows, we begin with Alex 
Simpson’s journey through the rabbit hole of financial capitalism in the 
City of London, whose reckless and unregulated speculation contributed 
to the financial crash. Simpson shows how financial elites interact with 
the City’s topographical, technological, and social environment to actively 
(re)produce a dominant cultural system of competitive market 
behaviour.
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To climb the stairs out of Bank tube station is to enter an elite space of 
financial activity: the City of London. The broader capital’s artful vibrancy 
seems instantly left behind, replaced by a world of suited finance workers, 
brinkmanship, and a dominant landscape of market wealth. Opposite the 
exit to the tube station stands the neo-classical grandeur of the 1930s recon-
struction of the Bank of England Building, as well as the sixteenth century 
Royal Exchange, the historic commercial centre of the City of London and 
now an exclusive shopping arcade. Up above, the ever-expanding wealth of 
the City is present both physically and symbolically in the burgeoning tow-
ers that stand tall, blocking sky. These constructions, such as  Norman 
Foster’s ‘Gherkin’ and Renzo Piano’s ‘Shard’, serve to maintain the City’s 
prominence and, in the case of the latter, mark the City’s expansion beyond 
its traditional geographical boundary. This is a space of enormous wealth, 
its power rooted for all to see. Towering financial institutions. Tailored suits. 
Exclusive restaurants. Historical landmarks. This is a space which is made 
by, and operates for, the procurement of money.
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Against a backdrop of increasing market abstraction and internation-
alisation in capital flows, the City represents an impressive, yet still 
human-scale and bounded setting in which the global financial system is 
rooted and enacted (Cetina and Bruegger 2002; MacKenzie 2009). 
Within this arena of competition and exchange, the abstractions of the 
market system become reduced, in a solid, tangible sense, to social, physi-
cal, and material relations that are played out, in real time, within the 
institutions and public spaces of the City. At once, the elite dominance of 
the market’s mechanisms, so visibly pressed onto the City’s topographical 
landscape, becomes internalised in a system of what Bourdieu would call 
‘durable, transposable disposition’ (1990, 53). In other words, the very 
material formation of the City is internalised by the individual agents 
acting within its parameters to form a distinct and marketable habitus. 
Focusing on the material landscape of the City, in this manner, deepens 
a collective understanding of the financial market as an intergenerational 
statement of power, wealth, and ubiquity.

What explains the enduring significance and supremacy of the City? 
Who are its constituent actors? What is their distinctive way of life? And 
what is the relation between the City and the bearers of its markets and 
culture?

�Introduction

Crises, economic or otherwise, are the product of change. As French and 
Leyshon (2010) argue, they signal the demise of past unsustainable condi-
tions—whether or not people recognise it—and the recalibration towards 
an equilibrium that is more profitable for society as a whole. In this man-
ner, the 2007 financial crisis provided an opportunity to challenge the 
power of capital and a dominant market order. It should have been a 
moment in which the far-reaching programme of ‘more market’ was 
reversed. Interests, ideas, and ideologies that operated at the heart of the 
financial services industry had brought the global economy to the brink 
of collapse; it was a time to re-couple the unshackled market institutions 
with regulatory controls born of, and sustained by, democratic gover-
nance. However, rather than representing a catalyst for change and the 
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re-regulation of the market’s runaway influence over social life, the 2007 
financial crisis has presented precisely the opposite. The dominant forma-
tion of market power continues to impose a ‘taken-for-granted way of life’ 
that exists beyond the scope of contestation or critical discussion. Eight 
years on and the sobering realisation is that the immediate post-crash 
clamour for ‘change’ has not spelt the end of the neoliberal maxim of 
‘more market’. To the contrary, the effects of the crisis—and their causes—
continue to exert their usual impacts upon inequality and social justice.

Liberal market societies continue to be a source of crises that have 
defined the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries (Pauly 2011; Stiglitz 
2010). Yet the hegemonic dominance of the market order continues to be 
represented as a ‘pure and perfect order’ of political and economic ‘truth’ 
(Bourdieu 2001). It is in this context that this chapter develops the pic-
ture of a dominant financial doxa. In short, this doxa represents the ‘cul-
tural unconsciousness’, or what is taken for granted, within a given social 
context—here the financial world within the City of London. Through 
engrained norms, values, and the acceptance of a non-contested version 
of ‘truth’, the cultural doxa leads to a shared perception of a version of 
‘reality’ (Bourdieu 1998; Chopra 2003). In presenting the market as a 
form of doxa, this chapter highlights how the dominant institutions of 
political economy establish and perpetuate an embedded cultural ‘respect’ 
for their inherent logic of market competition. Rather than existing 
within some form of ‘social essence’, the market is viewed as a ‘coherent 
idea’ that must be ‘realised’ and ‘sustained’ by both the state and indi-
vidual citizen’s practice (Foucault 2010). What emerges is a situated and 
relational version of reality that structures, and is structured by, the 
impressions on the mind, body, and material environment to [re]produce 
a dominating set of positive (ennobling) or negative (stigmatising) cul-
tural practices. For Bourdieu (1984), this legitimises cultural practice and 
imposes the norms and realities of the financial experience. Imposing 
specific forms of struggle, the deep structure of the field of finance and 
the dominance of the financial markets represent a tacit, fundamental, 
and, crucially, enduring order of the social world. This is, as Swartz (1997) 
argues, much more powerful than the ‘invisible hand’ that structures 
action, since it speaks of power relations and the competitive struggle for 
scarce resources.
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�This Study

Drawing on a three-tiered ethnographic approach, incorporating in-
depth interviews, non-participant observation, and photographic repre-
sentation, this three-year study sought to access the individual experiences 
of City life. The principal aim was to establish an overarching picture 
through which it is possible to explore a culturally embedded system of 
situated action and meaning-making that shapes meaning, produces 
practice, and builds social structures. The research focused on gaining 
access to public sites of social interaction while purposively targeting 
front office economic actors, including traders, investment bankers, bro-
kers, and sales managers. This largely exploratory research process aimed 
further to reveal the broad cultural assumptions and practices of a cultur-
ally elite social group. Generating an ‘atmosphere of place’ to frame the 
cultural activity within the City, the project targeted engrained social 
practices of day-to-day City life, linking these with the material 
environment.

Based on the full range of ethnographic material gathered through this 
study, this chapter is divided into two parts. The first presents an analysis 
of my detailed ethnographic field-notes, underpinned by an interpretivist 
philosophy, to present the topographical and material formation of the 
City of London. I suggest that the extraordinary wealth generated by the 
financial services industry is etched into the topographical landscape—a 
physical manifestation of market dominance. The second part draws on 
interview data to examine the way in which this institutional and mate-
rial topography enshrines a distinct symbolic vision of success. In par-
ticular, I seek to show how competitive market actors endeavour to 
internalise qualities viewed as characteristic of the ‘perfect market’—
speed, intelligence, and discipline—in order to attune their social dispo-
sition to the field of finance, thereby reproducing the dominant perception 
of ‘market reality’. Together, what emerges is a cultural market framework 
that is upheld by those who engage in its processes within the City as the 
dominant fulcrum not only of ‘truth’ but of ‘virtue’.

The strategic action of the financial games at the heart of our subject is 
organised around the material landscape of the City of London, and 
played out through a competitive struggle of resistance and domination. 
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Here, normative predispositions and cultural inclinations impinge on the 
bodies and actions of individual agents, resulting in an acquired, indi-
vidual disposition (Bourdieu 1973). These processes form the cultural 
habitus that leads to an ‘elective affinity’ between agents, enforcing and 
reproducing an established set of normative cultural assumptions and 
practices (Bourdieu 1984). Establishing a unity between the minds, bod-
ies, and the market, in the manner of Bourdieu (1996) is established a 
self-defined ‘intellectual nobility’ and ‘structural elite’ that upholds the 
integrity of the market system through their thoughts and actions. 
Moreover, this union forms a ‘dialectic of consecration and recognition’ 
(Bourdieu 1977, 104) that both selects, and is selected by, a dominant 
social biography or individual disposition. The framework of the market, 
and the individual, become entwined as a cohesive whole, reproducing a 
durable set of expected values and demands, to engender a long-lasting 
socially and culturally determined collective of values, experiences, and 
power.

�The Physical Construction of an Elite Space

The City of London refers to the historical cluster of financial services 
industries located within a 1.22 square mile that stretches from the 
Thames at Victoria Embankment, clockwise up through Fleet Street, the 
Barbican Centre, then to Liverpool Street in the north-east, and back 
down to the Tower of London (Shaxson 2011). The home of the UK’s 
financial centre, the City is the largest concentration of banking and 
financial services industries in the UK (ONS 2012). Along with its tribu-
tary, Canary Wharf, the City represents one of the world’s most promi-
nent—in fact near-unrivalled—cultural and technological monuments to 
market ideology (Kynaston 2002). In total, it is estimated that the City of 
London presides over $1.9tr foreign exchange turnover each day, a figure 
which accounts for 37 per cent of global capital flows (City of London 
2013). As a social site, the City explicitly carries within it relations of 
power that establish a cultural axis of inclusion and exclusion (Abu-
Lughod 1999; Sack 1993, 1999). Its material and cultural construction 
project only a limited welcome, equally clear to those for whom it is 
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‘home’, as for others merely passing amongst it. The very architectural 
formation of the City reflects a coming together of power, privilege, and 
wealth. Beyond this, the entire topographical landscape is rich in sym-
bolic wealth; seen from far beyond the City, it impresses upon its behold-
ers the ubiquity of the market and its evident mechanisms of magic and 
power. Filtering down to the occupants who work with the speed and the 
flow of the market in these spaces, they become, in Smithsimon’s (2010) 
terms, embodied defenders of this market exclusivity.

The entire architectural and physical construction of the City is 
defined—or distinguished—by the collective wealth and success that 
the financial services industry generates. The iconic buildings of finance 
dominate the landscape and stand as physical manifestations of the 
City’s position of economic power at the heart of the global market-
place, and of cultural power at the geographic centre of the capital. 
Beneath these imposing structures, it is hard to escape their long shad-
ows, which loom over a tightly knitted collection of lanes and alleys, 
creating a sense of enclosure. The symbolic tapestry of market success, 
framed by these vast temples of steel and glass, provides a coherent 
structure of ‘oneness’, ‘wholeness’, and ‘greatness’ that evokes the image 
of the Renaissance cathedral, while serving as a very physical reminder 
of the non-spiritual and material power of the market. Yet they have 
their ‘spiritual’ dimension. Much like the power of the church prior to 
the Enlightenment, they elicit a dominant and legitimate principle of 
vision, constructed around a fundamental ‘truth’ through which an axis 
of unity is constructed (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1993). Though coun-
ter to the axis of the Church that asserted the ‘truth’ of God, the ‘truth’ 
of these structures is asserted through the market institution, in all its 
global unity, and the perpetual struggle for efficiency. As the material 
manifestation of financial market dominance, the importance of these 
physical constructions is a reminder that social reality exists not just 
within the minds of actors, but is also etched onto the material structure 
of society (Bourdieu 1980).

For the City workers who pass through the streets on a daily basis, the 
scale and grandeur of these buildings are a reminder of who delivers. The 
markers of wealth and power that dominate the landscape are comple-
mented on the ground by more personal inscriptions of status, power, 
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and belonging: the wearing of designer suits, well-pressed shirts, and slick 
accessories acts as a transformative rite of passage which is required to 
legitimately participate in the financial marketplace. Thus, the material 
construction of the City enshrines a dominant and legitimising system of 
capital, organised around projections of power, authority, and wealth.

�Ideology and Culture: The Biography 
of Success

The rules of this game, played out over time, define how economic agents 
engage with multiple markets and are structured by the spatial relations 
and positions people and objects share in the field of finance. This intrin-
sic tempo of market action produces a legitimised body of knowledge 
that is implicitly held by all who engage it its processes—and many 
beyond—to be ‘true’ and ‘right’. As the embodiment of belonging and 
success (not to mention the counterpoint of failure), economic actors 
engage in a competitive struggle for domination or recognition by repro-
ducing and upholding the ‘sanctity’ of market action—which is never 
questioned. The market, however, serves to reduce the complexities of 
social life to monetary gain and, in so doing, becomes its own disposi-
tional logic. Positioned as the dominant structure, the formation of the 
market removes the costs of economic action from the social conscious-
ness of economic agents, positioning itself as a structuring moral author-
ity. As Thomas, a former CEO, explains while speaking of his own 
experiences in turning a struggling bank around:

What was happening, particularly in some of the trading environments of 
banks, was that the reward mechanisms got out of control. It became crazy. 
You had these pot-headed guys running round and they were all focused on 
making money because that is what their incentives were, and they lost 
sight of the impact of what they were doing was […] They just got out of 
control […] you had these obscene scenarios where people were trading 
companies, asset stripping companies, making vast amount of money 
along the way and saying, ‘That’s alright, that is what I was targeted to do, 
make lots of money’. But look what they did?

  Consecrating the Elite: Culturally Embedding the Financial… 



20 

What Thomas describes is a situation where incentives and reward 
mechanisms concerned only specific targets of making money. With no 
consideration of the wider social and economic impact of this, the result 
was a loss of ‘sight of the impact of what they were doing’. Within this 
statement is the notion of a legitimised and even incentivised myopic 
focus upon wealth creation. While the economy produced wealth, and 
shareholder value grew, the wider social impact of their actions was a 
mere irrelevance. Here, the formation of market action within financial 
life shapes the aspirations and outcomes of practice by recognising the 
virtues of individual greed and private accumulation.

As Thomas highlights, the logic of the market contains its own ratio-
nalising discourse that turns the market into a definitive body of knowl-
edge. In this manner, and drawing on Sack (1999), the material and 
ideological phenomenon of the financial marketplace comes to impinge 
on social reality in a dialectic of consecration and recognition, establish-
ing a common framework of truth that enshrines and produces its own 
situated version of reality: a reality of competition that demands a unified 
application of speed, intelligence, and discipline as agents seek to embody 
the very essence of financial movement.

The cultural legitimacy of financial market action that is present in the 
topographical landscape is reflected in the economic agents who uphold 
its ideology. Suits, watches, handbags, cars, and life-style choices all 
become a personalised display of financial, market-based exclusivity and 
belonging. Quentin, a metal broker in his late 20s who has worked in the 
City for the past five years, explains how the controlling interests of 
financial life play a crucial part in communicating the emblematic power 
and privilege of the market system:

I know what it’s like, you get caught up in it when you see the guy next to 
you has got a better watch than you, you need a better watch. It’s all com-
petition, everyone is competitive, you want a better car, you want to tell 
someone that you’ve just bought a Lamborghini. It’s not even the fact that 
you like driving it, it’s the fact that you want other people to know that you 
have it. It’s like a symbolism of success […] you’re just thinking about mak-
ing more money than the next guy, I want to make more money than this 
guy. It’s all about being better, it’s all about competition.
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As Quentin explains, the competitive instinct of financial life becomes 
inscribed upon the body, in taste and a performative way of being that 
is played out through the conspicuous consumption of all manner of 
luxury goods and accessories, from bags to private schools for their chil-
dren—whose worth in this world is realised from its symbolic display. 
The value is not inherent in the car, bag, or watch but in the mark of 
distinction, so that other people ‘know that you have it’. This is a marker 
of not just wealth but market success—mastery of the game. Crucially, 
the symbols display an individual’s position within the field of financial 
action, as markers of status, power, and belonging. In the way of 
Bourdieu (1996), the physical manifestations of wealth and status 
denote not just status and unity, but serve, as for Quentin, as a marker 
of distinction.

Embedded in the material landscape of the City of London, the finan-
cial market system exists as an instrument of both knowledge and com-
munication that, as Bourdieu (1977) argues, produces a ‘logical’ and 
‘moral’ system of action and integration. Its spatial and cultural organisa-
tion engenders social worlds that impinge on the individual’s strategic 
interests to establish a dominant principle of vision, around which an axis 
of unity is constructed. In this respect, the dominant and legitimate 
vision—of the financial marketplace—is not just etched onto the topo-
graphical landscape but is pressed onto the bodies and lives through the 
minds of economic actors who engage in a competitive struggle for domi-
nation or recognition. The outcome is a unifying habitus of strategies, 
constraints, and opportunities by reproducing the homologous effects of 
the social class structure (Bourdieu 1991). It is at this level of analysis 
where the market of financial life enters the body and, in Bourdieu’s 
(2011) terms, is transformed into an embodied manifestation of cultural 
capital. Characterised by a competitive struggle for resources, resistance, 
and domination, the cultural legitimation of capital establishes the set of 
constraints that govern the setting as well as determine the likelihood of 
success. Within this, the financial market does not exist as an abstract or 
ethereal phenomenon but is a construct that is present and brought to life 
through the consciousness of each individual of financial action. It is 
through action played out over time, as economic agents each engage 
with the multiple markets, that the intrinsic tempo of the market emerges 
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as a legitimised body of knowledge and is implicitly held by all who 
engage it its processes to be ‘true’ and ‘right’.

Through a collective engagement of market practice, the external posi-
tion of the market as a rationalising discourse becomes more tangible, 
bestowing the rules of the game and establishing a ruling cultural forma-
tion. At the heart of the cultural essence of the market is the logic of 
competition. In an economic sense, this serves to keep prices down and, 
more importantly, as an incentive for efficiency since it ensures that no 
one actor has absolute, monopolistic power (Sloman et  al. 2012). 
However, the performance of ‘the competition’ stands as an ideological 
construct that serves to purge the financial market of inefficiencies and to 
establish an inherent ‘force’ and ‘superiority’ of capital accumulation. As 
a ‘natural’ discourse, competition is an individualising force that serves to 
dispel the weak and the inferior while rewarding the strong through prof-
its and continued involvement in the game. Competition also establishes 
a high degree of insecurity and vulnerability. Up on the eighth floor of a 
corporate office block on Fleet Street and speaking to me in the comfort-
able opulence of the conference suit, Yuri, a senior investment banker for 
a large American firm, outlines the situation as he sees it:

I have been doing this [job] for fifteen years [and] while I am not unhappy 
with the job, I know that it doesn’t feel right […] It’s a very lonely place. 
You’re constantly on alert. It is like you are going through a jungle with like 
a gun in your hand, you are constantly on alert for, you know, you could 
get four hundred pages of information to digest incredibly quickly but 
there is one paragraph in there that could just kill you. And so you are 
constantly on alert, [thinking] am I processing enough information 
quickly? You are constantly concerned that about where you are weak 
relative to others. And then there is your day job as well, right? Am I get-
ting enough business in? Is my business stable? Is my forward looking 
good? You know, what other politics is there and how is that playing out? 
Am I being a nice person? Have I got time to think about all these things, 
coping strategies? I am going to get setbacks, how am I going to deal with 
them? So there is that whole spectrum that I find is more of a physical 
drain than anything else. So when you finish you are just tired. And it’s, it’s 
not so much the work, right? It’s the environment. It is an incredibly 
pressurised environment.
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The visceral sense of loneliness and isolation within Yuri’s account is 
born of the uniquely competitive nature of financial life. Going through 
‘the jungle’ with a ‘gun in your hand’ while needing to be ‘constantly on 
alert’ for that ‘one paragraph’ that could ‘kill you’ instils the extent to 
which competition serves to divide as much as it can unite. Here, market 
life transpires as a game of self-preservation. This ‘unending trial of com-
petition’, however, serves to create a ‘better’ and ‘more efficient’ system of 
exchange, driven by a large body of ‘rational and informed’ profit maxi-
misers who implicitly adhere to the logic of the market as the principal 
moral authority. Those who succeed are self-enshrined as a ‘separate, 
sacred group’ that ritualises their own exclusivity and adherence to the 
embedded values of the market (Bourdieu 1996).

To act within the spatial framework of the City is to fine-tune its nec-
essary skills and hone in on and control the rapid fluctuations of the 
market in the pursuit of profits. The very experience of financial life 
demands a common internalisation and embodiment of the speed and 
the flow of the market itself. Played out on a global scale, agents are pit-
ted against those sitting both right next to them and their counterparts 
in competing organisations in the City of London, New  York, and 
beyond. It is a Darwinian game of natural selection, survival, and eco-
nomic adaptation that demands speed, intelligence, and discipline. 
Through this, an affinity emerges between agents, who recognise and 
reward their sacrificial commitment to the seemingly infinite demands of 
the market above the more limited demands of the body. Establishing a 
natural stock of ‘difference’ and ‘superiority’, those who can internalise 
the defining features of financial market action are the only ones that 
thrive. Conversely, the ‘positive Malthusian check’ of market competi-
tion works to quickly dispense of those who are unable to succeed within 
this cultural framework.

The speed of market action establishes a particular form of high-stakes 
individual and institutional struggle, characterised by ‘ultra-high low 
latency engagement’ with the financial markets. Each institution arms 
itself with the technological infrastructure that enables individual agents 
to react and engage—the ‘ultra-high’—in the market mechanism unen-
cumbered by frictions of time (the ‘low latency’). The demand for ever 
greater speed comes to structure the technological and material landscape 
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in a manner that ensures individual market actors can respond that mil-
lisecond faster than anyone else.

In the drive to accelerate critical market response, every firm is seeking 
to deliver data, price discovery, and trade execution at a rate faster than 
the next. On an individual level the demands are such that agents com-
pete to internalise this speed through their everyday actions and engage-
ment in the market mechanism. With a ‘churn and burn’ character where 
traders simply ‘take stuff down and sell it’, financial market action is 
experienced as a form of intuition, bringing together the institutional 
environment, technological landscape, and the market system. The chal-
lenge is not just limited to reacting to the market, but internalising its 
complexities and managing the visceral struggle of intellectual competi-
tion. Again, Yuri’s earlier quote establishes a vision of intelligence that, as 
a system of embodied cultural capital, manifests as a weapon that is used 
against others for the purposes of exclusion and dominance. As Yuri later 
recounts:

You will be in a room and people will be competing to talk about an even 
more convoluted proposition, layering on, putting on layers and layers of 
complexity and opening up several thought processes. Effectively it is a 
challenge to others in the room to keep up.

Here the challenge laid down to others is simple: win the intellectual 
battle for supremacy and control, thereby avoiding punishment for weak-
ness. It is a form of ‘natural selection’ that rewards those who are ‘intel-
lectually endowed’ and by which the weak are exploited for their inability 
to keep up with financial complexities. Commitment and capability 
become an embodied form of discipline, expressed in the acceptance of 
the necessary constraints and sacrifices inherent to financial life.

To reconcile the vulnerabilities, insecurities, and personal sacrifices 
that are the usual product of market competition, Zaloom (2006, 111) 
argues that economic actors employ what she terms ‘discipline’, which I 
use to build on the more conventional kind of discipline already men-
tioned. In its idealised form, discipline requires economic actors to 
acknowledge the market as the only authority; its movements represent 
financial truth and operate as the definitive moral authority (ibid.). Most 
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commonly, discipline is manifested through the recurring maxim, ‘your 
word is your bond’. With operations running back-to-back and at high 
speed, once a deal is made it becomes tied up into a matrix of other 
exchanges and market plays. Going back on your word, in this context, is 
to undermine the integrity of the market mechanism and to bring the 
whole system of exchange operations into disrepute. As a set of strategies, 
discipline is in part deployed to ensure that investments are managed 
with ‘unobstructed’ perception. As Robin, a senior broker on the money 
markets, explains:

[There are a lot of things that you] just can’t do. A lot of it is down to that 
old fashioned gentlemanly conduct, it fits a purpose. Your word is your 
bond. When you trade, close a trade, you stand by it. Rule number one 
[…] This is where the military thing factors in. I think the military is very 
closely in tune with the City because you can’t muck about […] You can’t 
have doubt in the line, your good boys know that along the line. There are 
guys who get it. True to your word. There are people who get that culture 
[…] There is an element of discipline that is extremely important.

As Robin expresses, the highly pressurised environment of financial 
life ensures that failing to back your word on a trade or sale is actively 
weeded out. This construction of discipline is seen by Robin to uphold a 
‘gentlemanly’ standard of conduct that rejects practices that fail to uphold 
the integrity of the market. Echoing Zaloom (2006), Robin outlines a set 
of strategies that acknowledge the market as the only authority while 
creating a boundary of expected behaviour. Within this, the ‘doubt’ that 
Robin mentions risks muddying projections of success or failure by intro-
ducing unpredictability unconnected to the inherent fluctuations of the 
market mechanism.

This sought-after system of speed and discipline comes together 
through the experience of the speed and the flow of the markets at a cor-
poreal level, by which actors are said to ‘absorb’ its fluctuating movements 
and rapid shifts. Felt as an ‘innate’ response that exists within them, sev-
eral participants talk of the need to back their ‘gut instinct’, retain ‘cour-
age in their convictions’, and, most importantly, be ‘pro-active’ and ‘think 
on their feet’. An inability to keep up with the pace of the market is an 
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imperfection to be exploited. Situated within an enacted market-based 
reality with its constituent technological and institutional infrastructure, 
a distinct financial habitus—a fusing of mind and body—is shaped. As 
Robin illustrates:

When you come in [to the City] you might […] not necessarily [be] as 
sharp as the [next] City bloke, but when you are training as a City guy [you 
have] got to be sharp. You can’t have people, and there are a lot of people 
who do, namby-pamby around and they get things wrong and it causes car 
crashes. It is just not good […] In money markets, you can’t have this 
namby-pamby attitude. People get quick at it and then you get confidence. 
There is a certain amount of quickness in the City, fast language and con-
viction. When everyone is smooth and everyone knows and they can trust 
each other, there are quality individuals and then you get this super-subset 
of individuals that are very, very sharp, very quick, honour each other with 
a very strong bond.

The speed of action and sharpness of thought that Robin describes 
serves to combine and establish close bonds of trust and unity. It is a 
mutually recognisable union organised around market exchange and 
manifested in ‘confidence’, ‘quickness’, and ‘conviction’. Within this sys-
tem, there is no space for pause or reflection. In the manner of Bourdieu 
(1977), the framework of the market is seen here to both construct and 
select an individualised disposition of economic life that is rewarded with 
a self-defined ‘elite status’ that serves to separate consecrated ‘insiders’ 
from ‘commonplace’ ‘outsiders’. As Robin’s statement suggests, when the 
speed of the market exists through the minds and bodies of economic 
agents in the field of finance, what emerges is a self-defined ‘super-subset 
of individuals’ who are united by their ‘sharpness’, ‘speed’, and hence col-
lective ‘honour’. Bringing together the integrity of the frictionless market 
experience, this ‘super-subset of individuals’ establishes, in the words of 
Bourdieu (1977, 104), a ‘dialectic of consecration and recognition’. In 
other words, the symbolic valuation of market action consecrates those 
who have embodied and chosen it, in part, because it has chosen them by 
recognising and rewarding a particular social identity or individual dispo-
sition. Thus, the framework of the market and the individual become 
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entwined, forming a cohesive whole, reproducing the expected values 
and demands of the field.

�Conclusion: A Dominant ‘Way of Being’

Within the boundary of the City of London, the symbolic capital of 
speed, intelligence, and discipline establishes a competitive arena in 
which economic agents engage in a struggle for distinction. In doing so, 
competitors contribute to the autonomy and functioning of the field by 
internalising the symbolic capital of the market system and reifying its 
product of economic capital. This requires a fundamental doxa to be 
shared by the competitors, a doxa that indicates a shared boundary of 
‘reality’ within which the rules of the financial game are seen to be wholly 
‘true’ and essentially ‘right’. The financial marketplace is characterised by 
a spatial and symbolic topography of market prominence and success, 
elite institutional organisations which are the principal producers of eco-
nomic and symbolic capital—bound together by the rule of profit. In 
short, this is a cultural frame characterised by the power and ubiquity of 
the market mechanism as well as the symbolic tapestry of wealth to estab-
lish a legitimising framework of market action.

Within this established field of financial action, the pressures of com-
petitive individualism, shaped by the structural organisation of the mar-
ket system, serve to dispel the weak and the inferior through the atomised 
struggle for survival, while rewarding the strong through profits and con-
tinued involvement in the game. Those who succeed in this game are 
self-enshrined as a ‘separate, sacred group’ that ritualise their own exclu-
sivity and adherence to the embedded values of the market (Bourdieu 
1996). As a system of embodied capital, economic agents compete and 
fine-tune their skills to hone in on and control the rapid fluctuations of 
the market in the pursuit of profits by embodying the dominant values of 
market action. Within this, an affinity emerges between agents who rec-
ognise and reward their ‘sacrificial’ commitment to the infinite demands 
of the markets over the more limited demands of the body. As such, there 
is a shared sense amongst financial agents of being connected to one 
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another through a collective ability to ‘feel the market’ as a form of ‘rooted 
essence’ to engender an internalised ‘way of being’.

Whereas capital, particularly cultural capital, is thought of usually in 
relation to socially desirable traits (such as intellectual acumen in the 
university setting or emotional responsiveness in the healthcare system), 
in the financial field, speed, discipline, and intelligence each manifest 
through a prism of individualist competition. In this manner, intelligence 
is turned into a weapon that is used to exploit other actors in the field in 
the pursuit of profit. Together, speed, discipline, and intelligence are a 
ruling and embodied system of cultural capital through which these 
agents of economic life internalise the speed and the flow of the market 
system. It is, in this manner, a competitive struggle of dominance and 
distinction that both focuses the mind and enters the body as a constrain-
ing set of personal dispositions.

As a social relation of power, the legitimate domination of the market 
order can be seen to directly impinge on these dispositions of financial 
life to produce a ‘logical’ and ‘moral’ social integration of an ‘elite’ social 
group who, collectively, feel the speed and the flow of the market through 
their everyday practices. This produces a cultural mechanism of enshrine-
ment in which individuals ‘become at one’ with the market. Impacting 
on both the mind and the body, the participants of market life reproduce 
an elite subset of individuals who are marked by their adherence to eco-
nomic efficiency and competition. It is in this interplay that the City 
forges the ‘elite’ biographies of its agents, through their cultural enact-
ment of its markets.
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Mike Finn

�Deconstructing ‘Crisis’

The relationship of higher education to crisis is, in the United Kingdom 
at least, an intimate one. Most recently, the ‘crisis in the university’1—this 
time relating to funding—originated from a more existential crisis of 
Western society, namely the North Atlantic financial crisis which began 
in 2008. But ‘crisis’ has a long history as a ‘frame’ in the discursive politics 
of British higher education, which at least in part owes something to the 
peculiarities of post-war British history. The crises of British higher edu-
cation have varied over time, ranging from a self-declared crisis of moral 
mission in the immediate post-war era (espoused by figures as diverse as 
Sir Walter Moberly, T. S. Eliot and Lionel Robbins) (Mullins and Jacobs 
2006; Robbins 1966) to a crisis of scientific manpower—most notably 
evinced in the 1946 Barlow Report (Committee on Scientific Manpower 
1946)—to a crisis of places amid rising ‘social demand’ in the later 1950s 
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and 1960s, to (continual) crises of funding up to the present (Hillman 
2013; Shattock 1994, 2012). There have been many more besides.

The impact of the financial crisis highlights the dynamic remaking of 
British higher education which is taking place at the time of writing 
(Finn 2015; McGettigan 2013). As with other Western nations, govern-
ment orthodoxy in response to the tumultuous events of 2008 was to 
implement fiscal retrenchment and more-or-less severe expenditure cuts, 
often characterised as ‘austerity’ (Blyth 2013; Krugman 2015; Seymour 
2014). In the United Kingdom, these took hold most significantly with 
the arrival of the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government 
in May 2010, which packaged these measures under the label of ‘auster-
ity’ (Chivers and Johnson 2015). Prior to the arrival of the Coalition, in 
late 2009, the previous Labour government under Prime Minister 
Gordon Brown referred the question of how to fund British higher edu-
cation (more precisely, higher education in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland—Scotland, with its devolved SNP government, eschewed these 
arrangements) to an independent review led by former BP chief executive 
Lord Browne of Madingley (Brown 2015). This was the culmination of a 
series of changes in funding higher education which had begun with the 
Blair government’s reintroduction of student payment of tuition fees in 
1998, and in clear continuity with the increased marketisation of British 
higher education since the Thatcher era. But there was also a particular 
moment of ‘crisis’, as Browne noted:

Public spending constraints in the wake of the economic crisis have also 
sparked public debate about private contributions to higher education. 
Finland, Sweden and Denmark have adopted the international trend and 
recently introduced tuition fees for some programmes. Many countries 
have seized the opportunity to accelerate other reform policies to improve 
the capability of their higher education systems to compete internationally. 
(Browne Review 2010, 17 cited in Brown and Carasso 2013, 4)

Such ‘moments of crisis’, Stephen Ball argues, allow particular ‘intel-
lectuals’ the scope to ‘play a key role in discursive struggles’ (Ball 2013, 7). 
By intellectuals, Ball means ‘policy intellectuals’, a group ‘privileged’ 
within a particular ‘regime of truth’, imbued with oracle-like qualities to 

  M. Finn



35

pronounce on what is ‘necessary’. By this reading, Browne—neither an 
academic nor a politician, but a businessman—is one such intellectual, 
privileged within a regime of truth that espouses markets first, last and 
always as the not merely desirable but necessary means of delivering policy 
outcomes. The centrality of ‘market fundamentalism’  (Stiglitz 2009) to 
the political economy of the British state following the election of Margaret 
Thatcher’s first government in 1979 has consistently privileged those with 
private sector business backgrounds (invariably regarded as ‘efficient’ and 
superior) to those with supposed ‘producer interest’ public sector back-
grounds (regarded as self-serving and inefficient) in public policy discourse 
(Raven 1989). The vernacular, ‘commonsensical’, economics of the New 
Right, which valorises the consumer and appeals to ‘rational’, individual 
self-interest as the ordering principle of the economy, has therefore reori-
ented higher education away from the ‘public university’ model in favour 
of prioritising accreditation for employment and the pursuit of economic 
growth. This latest ‘crisis’, which will be discussed in greater detail later, 
represents (for critics of ‘neoliberalism’) the culmination of three decades 
of rightward drift in public policy, both in higher education and beyond.

In this chapter, I wish to propose a somewhat different reading of the 
contemporary higher education situation, one grounded in an historical 
perspective. It is different not in that it disagrees substantively with the 
arguments made by critics of neoliberalism and scholars such as Brown, 
McGettigan, Ball, and Collini (Collini 2017), but that it seeks to aug-
ment them. In short, the story of marketisation since the 1980s, ably told 
by Brown, is not the full story. Nor is ‘neoliberalism’, too often deployed 
as a catch-all which fails to adequately appreciate the national context. 
On this point, the deterritorialisation implied by analyses of political 
economy and public policy focusing on neoliberalism has several aspects 
to it; one is a simple recognition of neoliberals’ conviction that as an eco-
nomic gospel theirs is a universal one, which in an era of globalisation will 
work well in all places. It is for this reason that scholars—including emi-
nent critics of neoliberalism such as Joseph Stiglitz and David Harvey—
frequently group figures such as Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher 
together, implying that events in the United States, Britain and elsewhere 
were fundamentally anchored in the same processes (Harvey 2005, 39; 
Stiglitz 2009, 346). By extension, there is a generalised belief (though not 
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shared by serious analysts of UK university reform, such as Brown and 
McGettigan) that Britain is moving—in many areas of policy—towards a 
‘US’, ‘market’ model (Shepherd 2010).

As a scholar first trained in the historical disciplines, with a strong 
empiricist bent, it is perhaps unsurprising that I should dissent—at least 
a little—from such an overarching grand narrative and instead offer some 
special pleading for the vicissitudes of policy development in one particu-
lar island. However, it is not only historians who have grown dissatisfied 
with the all-too-inclusive narratives of neoliberalism, and globalisation, 
on offer. The political economist Craig Berry recently noted that:

The globalisation concept can be deemed to have given rise to a relatively 
distinct and novel ‘globalisation discourse’ in British politics, defined in a 
broad sense as political dialogue concerning the nature and effects of glo-
balisation, and including within it appeals to a process of globalisation by 
political actors as the context of – and rationale for – their actions and 
decisions. (Berry 2011, 1)

Berry is right. British discourses of globalisation, and its attendant vocabu-
lary (including the meanings associated with terms such as the ‘knowledge 
economy’), are ‘distinct and novel’. They are imbued with dissimilar mean-
ings to such discourses in the United States or continental Europe, even as 
they use the same language. These are anchored in the British historical expe-
rience, in particular, the experience of post-war Britain, which was intimately 
connected to developments elsewhere in the world but which was also con-
structed domestically in terms of its relationship to the rest of the world from 
a vantage point (imperial decline) and with an ‘empiricist idiom’ specific to 
itself (Edgerton 2006, 11, 226). It is important, as both scholars and activ-
ists, to understand more clearly the specifics of the British situation.

In the spirit of this volume’s focus on moving towards alternative hori-
zons, this chapter seeks to perform three main tasks as part of its contribu-
tion. Firstly, it aims to offer a new perspective on British higher education, 
through grounding contemporary critique in a theoretically informed 
analysis of the post-war period, allowing for a richer interpretation of 
the present crisis. Secondly, it seeks to make a small contribution to 
the development of scholarship on neoliberalism, not by rejecting a 
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concept which has huge explanatory value, but by augmenting it through 
the case study of one area of public policy in one nation-state. Finally, it 
aspires to show how by engaging with historical analyses of policy devel-
opment it is possible for the activist to both avoid the rhetorical traps of 
‘golden ageism’ and effectively construct alternatives for the future. In 
terms of method, it seeks to highlight several ostensible (and rhetorical) 
moments of ‘crisis’ in the discursive politics of higher education. It is not 
possible (nor is it desirable) in this essay to write a history of higher educa-
tion in post-war Britain. Histories are available elsewhere (Shattock 2012; 
Tight 2009). Instead, the aim is to use the lens of crisis to tease out the 
continuities and the changes within British higher education which will 
both enable us to see the context of contemporary debates over British 
higher education more clearly, and in a small way gain a more nuanced 
perspective on the political economy of the British state more generally. 
Only once we have grasped the historical complexities which situate our 
present crisis, can we hope to move beyond it.

�Crises Past

The Second World War concluded with British higher education osten-
sibly in crisis, both imagined and real. The war years had impacted 
significantly on the universities, both in terms of physical damage to 
their buildings and facilities and the departure of many of their staff 
and students for service in the government apparatus and the military 
machine. In terms of the purpose of the university, there were at least 
two discursively constructed ‘crises’ taking place simultaneously; for 
some academics, chief among them the chairman of the University 
Grants Committee, Sir Walter Moberly, the crisis lay in the appropriate 
role of the university in a society embattled by totalitarianism and the 
atom bomb. Moberly, a devout Christian, penned a polemic in 1949 
whilst still serving on the UGC, entitled The Crisis in the University. For 
Moberly, the war demonstrated both the devastating power of modern 
science represented by the development of atomic weaponry and strate-
gic bombing, and the evil of totalitarian ideology in the form of fascism 
(Moberly 1949, 15–29).
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Moberly’s argument stressed the role of the university in promoting an 
appropriate ethical response on the part of British society, arguing that the 
Western university tradition had been threatened by the culpability of the 
German universities in both the rise and sustenance of the Nazi regime. 
‘The old gods [have been] dethroned’ thundered Moberly, arguing that 
moral relativism in universities, fostered in great part by the specialisation 
and technocratic nature of undergraduate education, led to otherwise 
intelligent minds embracing the abomination of totalitarianism (Moberly 
1949, 16). Moberly’s was a particular, Christian, standpoint. But it was 
echoed by the socialist principal of the University College of North 
Staffordshire, later known as Keele University, A. D. Lindsay (Mountford 
1972). Lindsay—with allies including R.  H. Tawney—helped push 
through the proposal for Britain’s first post-war university foundation 
through the UGC with Moberly as chair (Mountford 1972). Lindsay had 
served on an Allied-sponsored commission for the reconstruction of 
German universities, and had been horrified at some of the attitudes he 
encountered in discussions with German academics (Phillips 1980, 97).

The spectre of the bomb and the legacy of war fascinated academics 
searching for a curriculum for the university in post-war society. Lionel 
Robbins, the most prominent spokesperson for British higher education 
following the publication of his famous Report in 1963 (Committee on 
Higher Education 1963), consistently emphasised the need to educate 
students for ‘a free society’. At a conference in Göttingen in 1964 (a year 
after the publication of his famous report), he stated that:

As university teachers, we are naturally expected to provide acquaintance 
with particular branches of knowledge and training in the exercise of vari-
ous intellectual skills. But we are expected to do more than that…to culti-
vate intellectual and moral habits suitable for adult membership of a 
civilized society. It is this last duty which raises problems…We are the 
universities of free societies; and nothing could be more alien to the spirit 
of such societies than that we should again become the instruments for the 
inculcation of particular dogmas or creeds. (Robbins 1966, 14)

In expressing such sentiments, Robbins echoed Moberly’s views of 15 
years earlier; it was such thinking which at least in part animated 
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discussions about university residence in the 1950s and which influenced 
the development of the new universities in the later 1950s and the course 
of the 1960s. The obsession with Oxbridge and the benchmarking of all 
subsequent ‘ideas of the university’ against the two ancient English uni-
versities have obscured the significance of the post-war moment, a time 
when Britain began the journey to mass higher education and did so 
against a background of a particularly vital academic debate about the 
role of the university in society. On curricula, Robbins’ views were clear:

There is one creed the free society cannot repudiate without decreeing its 
own abdication  – the creed of freedom itself. And this I submit is the 
answer to our problem […] We must emphasize the common element in 
civilizations, rather than the minor variations. We must teach at all times 
the impersonality of knowledge and the transcendence of values. We must 
dwell always on the universal element in the human spirit. Above all, we 
should set our forces against the intrusion into science and learning of the 
anti-social forces of nationalism. Under the influence of a misguided histori-
cism, our universities have not been guiltless of fostering such fissiparous 
tendencies. We need – Britons, Frenchmen, Germans, all of us – to return 
to the outlook and values of the Aufklarungzeit, to that Enlightenment 
which stressed the unity of humanity, rather than its differences. (Robbins 
1966, 14, 16)

How to do this—how to develop a form of higher education aimed at 
fostering active citizenship and emphasising a common humanity—had 
been a central concern of those academics involved in the development of 
new university foundations in the course of the 1950s and 1960s. They 
were, as John Fulton later noted  (1964, 11–12), indebted to A.  D. 
Lindsay’s experience at Keele in the 1940s, and there was a continuity in 
attempts to develop ‘education for a free society’ by ‘drawing a new map 
of learning’ (Briggs 1964).

At this point, academics were still able to translate such ‘experiments’ 
into institutional form; higher education was still an elite system, and 
academics were the key policymakers within the higher education 
framework, staffing as they did both the universities themselves and the 
Treasury committee committed to funding them. But the second crisis in 
the university at war’s end reflected a transition taking place which would 
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marginalise them. In 1946, the previously mentioned Barlow Committee 
on Scientific Manpower reported. Against a background of wartime 
advances in science and a belief that Britain lacked the resources of other 
major powers, it adopted a vernacular form of human capital theory in 
addressing the nation’s problems:

We do not think that it is necessary to preface our report by stating at 
length the case for developing our scientific resources. Never before has the 
importance of science been more widely recognised or so many hopes of 
future progress and welfare founded upon the scientist. By way of intro-
duction, therefore, we confine ourselves to pointing out that least of all 
nations can Great Britain afford to neglect whatever benefits the scientists 
can confer upon her. If we are to maintain our position in the world and 
restore and improve our standard of living, we have no alternative but to 
strive for that scientific achievement without which our trade will wither, 
our Colonial Empire will remain undeveloped and our lives and freedom 
will be at the mercy of a potential aggressor. (Committee on Scientific 
Manpower 1946, 3)

Geopolitical power projection—what David Edgerton has described 
as the maintenance of a ‘sharply differentiated third place’ in world 
affairs—still animated the British state, and these concerns were at the 
heart of government thinking on the universities (Edgerton 2006, 1). 
The Barlow Report called for the doubling of graduates in science within 
ten years, and the foundation of a new university (which became Keele). 
Though the crisis in scientific manpower was a post-war issue, it did not 
abate, instead becoming a permanent crisis—or insecurity—about the 
adequacy of British human capital. In the mid-1950s, the debacle at Suez 
and the Sputnik crisis both played their part in British self-examination 
on the subject of scientific and technological education. The White Paper 
Technical Education was published by the Ministry of Education in the 
same year as the Suez Crisis, and the paper was (again) uncompromising 
in its views of Britain’s needs:

From the U.S.A., Russia and Western Europe comes the challenge to look 
to our system of technical education to see whether it bears comparison 
with what is being done abroad…it is clear enough that all these countries 
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are making an immense effort to train more scientific and technical man-
power and that we are in danger of being left behind. (Ministry of 
Education 1956, 4)

This White Paper made provision for Colleges of Advanced Technology 
under the stewardship of the Ministry of Education, separated from the 
universities and more amenable to government direction, awarding the 
‘degree equivalent’ qualification of the Diploma of Technology. The 
Robbins Report of 1963, often regarded as the foundation document of 
the public university in the era of British mass higher education, con-
tained similar rhetoric to the 1956 White Paper:

[…] the growing realisation of this country’s economic dependence upon 
the education of its population has led to much questioning of the ade-
quacy of present arrangements. Unless higher education is speedily 
reformed, it is argued, there is little hope of this densely populated island 
maintaining an adequate position in the fiercely competitive world of the 
future. (Committee on Higher Education 1963, 5)

The following year Harold Wilson won a majority for the Labour Party 
at least in part due to his promise to reforge Britain in the ‘white heat of 
the technological revolution’, and with a manifesto commitment to expand 
higher education to serve this purpose (Labour Party 1964). A rhetorical 
arms race on higher education—anchored in ideas about Britain’s place in 
the world—had begun and would not cease. As for Britain, so too  for 
higher education—in permanent crisis and struggle against foreign com-
petition. Wilson’s government has been the subject of much controversy, 
with critics arguing forcefully that despite vanity projects such as Concorde 
and the establishment of the Ministry of Technology, they failed to ‘reforge 
Britain’ as promised (Francis 2013). But the commitment to higher edu-
cation was real and continuous. In 1965, the Secretary of State for 
Education and Science, Anthony Crosland, proposed the creation of a 
‘public sector’ of higher education in the form of polytechnics, institu-
tions of higher education which would grant degrees under the supervi-
sion of the Council of National Academic Awards (CNAA) and with a 
clearly vocational bent. In his infamous ‘Woolwich speech’ (as it became 
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known), Crosland articulated criticisms of the universities that are today 
part of ministerial vernacular. In Dennis Dean’s words:

He clearly believed that, for too long, the older universities had pursued 
their own ends and had created barriers to educational and social advance. 
The creation of a new Polytechnic sector, Crosland hoped, would force 
older universities to reconsider out-moded practices in selection and teach-
ing and stimulate educational advance. (Dean 1998, 79)

As in 1966, so too 50 years later, a minister with responsibility for the 
universities blamed them for their supposed intransigence and lack of 
responsiveness to national economic needs  (Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills 2016). In 2016, the rhetoric would be about ‘chal-
lenger institutions’  (Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 
2016, 6), in 1966 it was about polytechnics. And even in the 1946 
Cabinet debate on the same sentiments had been voiced by the Lord 
President of the Council (the then-Science Minister), Herbert Morrison:

I am not sure whether as a Government we have yet faced the full implica-
tions of the unprecedented demands which will be made on the Universities 
if our country is to get from them the men and women it needs for the 
purposes and of the quality it requires. Teachers, administrators, econo-
mists, scientists, doctors, to take but a few examples, will be wanted in 
vastly increased numbers…But what assurance do we have that the 
Universities will deliver the goods? (Morrison 1946, 1)

In 1946, the response was to change the UGC’s terms of refer-
ence (Tapper 2007, 26). In 1956, it was to found Colleges of Advanced 
Technology. In 1966, it was to found polytechnics. In 2016, it was to 
promote ‘challenger institutions’. This was a story of continuity, rather 
than change, of rhetoric and a process which predated neoliberalism, and 
was anchored in the post-war crisis of the British state and its place in the 
world, a crisis which is still to abate.

Neoliberalism did, however, from the 1970s have an impact on higher 
education policy in the United Kingdom and farther afield. Following the 
‘oil shock’ of 1973, British universities faced a series of funding crises, 
which culminated in the ‘Cardiff affair’ of the mid-1980s when a college 
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of the federal University of Wales reached near-bankruptcy (though its 
critics alleged considerable mismanagement) (Smith and Cunningham 
2003, 29). This paralleled the intellectual development and subsequent 
political success of Thatcherism, which was rhetorically tough on largesse 
from the public purse (Green 1999). With the British state now gripped 
in two ‘crises’, namely the permanent crisis of globalisation and the more 
ephemeral, yet profound, crisis of the public finances, neoliberalism—
with its drive towards marketisation—sought to secure the needs of the 
state even as it displaced the burden of meeting them. This was truly the 
measure of the ‘free economy and the strong state’ approach which Andrew 
Gamble described as characteristic of Thatcherism (Gamble 1988).

The crisis of the public finances was used to move universities in the 
direction of greater financial ‘discipline’, a process only heightened with 
the Blair government’s moves to introduce tuition fees after Labour’s elec-
tion victory in 1997. The minister for higher education, Margaret Hodge, 
highlighted the extent to which neoliberal values permeated Labour’s 
approach to higher education when, in November 2002, she asked 
whether the ‘dustman should subsidise the doctor’ (Finn 2002). This was 
higher education framed in terms of return to the individual, not society, 
not anchored in a view of cultural exchange and citizenship as Robbins 
had argued for. But the continuities were there too; in 2003 the Secretary 
of State for Education and Skills, Charles Clarke, justified the govern-
ment’s decision to raise fees further (in defiance of a manifesto pledge) in 
its White Paper:

[…] the world is already changing faster than it has ever done before, and 
the pace of change will continue to accelerate. Our national ability to mas-
ter that process of change and not be ground down by it depends critically 
upon our universities. Our future success depends upon mobilizing even 
more effectively the imagination, creativity, skills and talents of all our 
people. (Department for Education and Skills 2003, 2)

This was rhetoric characteristic of the post-war period, characteristic of 
the perennial crisis of British power. It would recur in the Browne Review 
in 2010, and in the White Paper of the Conservative government of 
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2016. In this last, Success as a Knowledge Economy, the minister for uni-
versities Jo Johnson phrased it thus:

If we are to continue to succeed as a knowledge economy, however, we can-
not stand still, nor take for granted our universities’ enviable global reputa-
tion and position at the top of league tables. We must ensure that the 
system is also fulfilling its potential. (Department for Business, Innovation 
and Skills 2016, 4)

The crises of Britain’s universities in the past, and the present, are only 
intelligible in terms of the state’s wider ambitions and political economy. 
Notwithstanding the rise of the New Right and the advent of neoliberal-
ism, the state’s priorities in higher education—anchored in a particular 
notion of crisis—have been more consistent than critics have been will-
ing to admit.

�Conclusions: An Inheritance Worth Forgetting?

For activists, the search for a usable past in relation to higher education is 
a vital concern. Critics of contemporary university reform, including the 
Campaign for the Public University (of which this author is a member), 
frequently refer back to the supposed halcyon era of the Robbins Report 
and post-war expansion as the appropriate model of mass higher educa-
tion. Through the vignettes of crisis adduced above, however, the aim of 
this chapter has been to offer a rather different perspective. For contem-
porary critics of reform, the issue has been the purposes to which the 
university has been put since the 1980s, notably in terms of the redefini-
tion of the university mission, the remaking of students into consumers 
and the privatisation of higher education in order to develop a 
quasi-market. For this author, writing both as an historian and as an 
activist, the issue is rather different.

Britain’s universities, as David Edgerton (2006) recognised, were 
always children of the ‘warfare state’. This was a state which sought 
(aggressively) to maintain global power in an era of imperial decline, and 
which has continued to seek that world role up to the present. As such, 
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in the 1940s and subsequently, as Edgerton (following E. P. Thompson) 
notes, the language of the British state was the language of political econ-
omy, and higher education was thus constructed within a strategy which 
saw domestic and foreign policy as inextricably linked (Edgerton 2006, 
11). Academics, as Salter and Tapper noted, wielded huge influence in 
shaping the expansion of higher education in the 1940s, 1950s and 
1960s (Salter and Tapper 1994), but it did not take place because academics 
and intellectuals felt the need to grow a ‘clerisy’, secure a ‘free society’ or, in 
Robbins’ words, emphasise the ‘common elements’ in civilisations (Robbins 
196, 16). It took place because successive British governments took the 
view that higher education was essential for national survival through the 
development of trained human capital and scientific and technological 
research. The grip of the academic elite on the levers of university policy-
making was strong, but it was not unassailable, and it was not the case that 
state direction of university objectives began in the 1980s as some, such as 
Roger Brown, have argued. In the 1950s there were already complaints on 
the UGC as to the extent of state and NATO funding for military research 
within universities (Hale 1957), and the role of military training organisa-
tions grew within university campuses in the post-war decades. The Royal 
Navy founded its University Royal Naval Unit system, to parallel the Army’s 
Officer Training Corps and the Royal Air Force’s University Air Squadrons, 
in the 1960s, with the first unit—Aberdeen—founded four years after the 
publication of the Robbins Report (Currie 1999).

But to look at the directly ‘military’ aspects of university education is 
to miss the point of Edgerton’s (convincing) warfare state thesis—uni-
versities were expanded (and in Edgerton’s words, ‘masculinised’ and 
‘scientised’) in the immediate post-war decades due to the state’s convic-
tion that the production of more graduates (and in particular more grad-
uate scientists and technologists) was essential to the economic 
competitiveness of the country, which was one aspect of the permanent 
war the British state found itself in. These concerns—and the language 
used to articulate them—predated contemporary globalisation discourse 
and neoliberalism. Even in the much-vaunted age of supposed economic 
nationalism, the fear of global competition drove British policy and 
played a key role in the evolution of Britain’s nascent ‘mass’ higher 
education system.
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This reflects both the character of the British state’s ambitions, but also 
the character of the state itself. The British polity is not the same as that 
in the United States or its nearer neighbours in Europe, whatever simi-
larities in process it may evince. The British state, though at risk of disin-
tegration due to nationalist tensions, is a unitary state with tremendous 
power vested in the executive (Finn and Seldon 2013). Infamously, the 
former Conservative education secretary and minister for universities 
Lord Hailsham termed it in the 1970s ‘an elective dictatorship’ (Lord 
Hailsham 1976). With no codified constitution, no entrenched Bill of 
Rights and no separation of powers, there were and remain few brakes on 
a government with a good majority,2 whether this is a single-party gov-
ernment or a coalition (as the events surrounding the Browne Review 
showed). None of this is ‘news’, but it is often missed by those analysing 
the history of higher education in Britain, who instead offer a mythology 
of higher education expansion, where a benign state expanded higher 
education as a social good within the context of a social democratic polit-
ical consensus. This state was then ‘captured’ by neoliberal political econ-
omy through the means of the electoral success of the New Right.

But if the task of history is to ‘rescue the past from the condescension of 
the present’ for the mutual benefit of both (to add a little to E. P. Thompson), 
then it is worth recalling the words of one critic of the form of university 
expansion as it took place in the supposed ‘golden age’ of the 1960s. David 
Adelstein, a young radical associated with the New Left Review, wrote a 
series of thoughtful comments on the Robbins Report in a Penguin Special 
published during the aftermath of the ‘student revolt’ of 1968. It is worth 
quoting from him at some length (the emphases are mine):

The Report did not attempt to reach its recommendations on the basis of 
the needs of the economy (perhaps because it didn’t know how), but based 
them purely on estimates of the numbers of qualifying sixth formers – the 
so-called ‘pool of ability’. This is not to say that an economic case was not 
made for expansion. It was, but only in the general sense that higher educa-
tion helps the economy and that in order to maintain our place in relation 
to other countries it was necessary to expand student numbers. In this 
sense the Robbins Report was ‘student oriented’ – it catered for apparent 
student demand. In so far as it based its case on the inherent value of 
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expansion rather than economic demands, the Report represents possibly the last 
‘liberal’ document that a government will produce for some time…The 
Robbins Report attempted to direct old liberal notions into a new techno-
cratic programme. (Adelstein 1969, 67)

Robbins, as Adelstein saw, marked the end of an era, not a beginning. 
It was an attempt to square the circle between the academic ‘crisis’ of the 
mission of the university, the ‘crisis’ of ‘social demand’ and the more gen-
eral strategic crisis of the British state. Adelstein was prophetic in his words 
on ‘old liberal notions’; the emphasis on technocracy, already embedded 
in ‘policy texts’, would only grow in strength, and in turn be succeeded by 
a discursive vocabulary associated with globalisation and the knowledge 
economy. Academics would still be privileged within the new ‘regime of 
truth’, but they would increasingly be academics like John Vaizey rather 
than Lionel Robbins, economists who advocated the link between educa-
tion and economic growth rather than—despite Robbins’ professional 
background as a member of the LSE’s Economics Department—philoso-
phers attempting to foster active citizenship. The state’s ambitions in rela-
tion to higher education remained remarkably consistent, but the ability 
of liberal academics to mediate these ambitions declined. In 1946, in the 
immediate aftermath of the Barlow Report, the Labour government con-
sidered placing universities directly under the control of the Ministry of 
Education (Wilkinson 1946, 1–2). A little under two decades later, this 
came to pass. The shibboleth of ‘academic freedom’ was just that—a 
shibboleth.

Fifty years later, academics had seen their tenure abolished by statute (in 
1988), and were heavily regulated through the state-driven Research 
Excellence Framework (REF) the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) and 
the forthcoming Knowledge Excellence Framework (KEF), not to mention 
the Office for Students (OfS). The Prevent ‘counter-extremism’ duty on uni-
versities imposed considerable restrictions on academic discussion (Adams 
2016). The state had never been so influential, nor universities so subordi-
nate  in modern times, notwithstanding the shift of the financial burden 
from the state to the student in the form of fees. As this essay has shown 
however, whilst many of these individual changes owe much to neoliberal 
political economy and the ‘market fundamentalism’ it espouses, the ‘origins 
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of the present crisis’ (to shamelessly appropriate Perry Anderson (Anderson 
1964)) lie not in the emergence of the New Right and neoliberalism, but 
decades earlier with growing aggrandisement on the part of the state in 
developing higher education. If, in fact, at base the state is the problem—
rather than the mechanisms the state uses (such as marketisation)—then any 
alternative horizon for higher education must be anchored in a repudiation 
of the state’s mandate to determine the shape of the university in contempo-
rary Britain.

The free universities movement has recognised this and begun a pro-
cess of academic self-ownership on the part of both students and academ-
ics. But it is only a beginning. Developing a coherent response to the 
subordinated university of today requires a fundamental revision of ver-
nacular history in respect of the post-war university. It was never the 
creature of a benign state, expanded for the public good. The state is not 
a benign political entity, regardless of which party is in power.3 The sub-
ordination of the universities did not begin with market fundamental-
ism; it was ‘present at the creation’ of mass higher education and grew 
ever stronger. Addressing this, developing a new horizon of higher educa-
tion, will require facing this hard truth about an overly idealised past.

Notes

1.	 The phrase is Sir Walter Moberly’s (which referred to something quite dif-
ferent, as we shall see) (Moberly 1949).

2.	 Notwithstanding the centripetal tendencies of devolution (Bogdanor 2009).
3.	 For anarchist critiques of the state’s role in education, see Ward (1996) 

and Suissa (2010).
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The Coming Crisis of Academic 
Authority

Eric R. Lybeck

In 1970, Alvin Gouldner penned a book titled The Coming Crisis of 
Western Sociology in which he observed that the radical 1960s student 
movement had slipped out of sync with the conservative structural-
functionalist paradigm represented by Talcott Parsons (Gouldner 1970). 
More recently, John Levi Martin has noted the ‘passing crisis of Western 
sociology’, saying that ‘even the most sour doomsayer cannot in good 
conscience point to any signs that there is a deep theoretical rupture or 
confusion in academic sociology as it currently stands, nor is there reason 
to suspect crisis looming in the near future’ (Martin 2003, 1).

In many ways, the title of this chapter, borrowed from Gouldner’s 
indictment of postwar positivism, should more appropriately be drawn 
from Martin. We are presently humming our way through a crisis of aca-
demic authority across the Western world. In the UK, the coalition gov-
ernment continues to liquidate the historic value of the nation’s globally 
esteemed higher education sector. Lovely Only recently, Pearson College, 
a for-profit subsidiary of Pearson Publishing, passed the Quality Assurance 
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Agency (QAA) review to access public student loans, a key stage on its 
route to attaining full degree-awarding powers (Morgan 2014). As 
Andrew McGettigan has so effectively documented, a flotilla of policy 
adjustments at the Department of Business, Innovation and Skills has 
opened the trough to low-cost providers as part of the government strat-
egy to meet the domestic and international demand for university degrees 
(McGettigan 2013). Meanwhile, the Russell Group seeks to break away 
from the pack of former polytechnics to consolidate their position at the 
top of the heap. In their imagination, universities, administrators, and 
ministers are reproducing the competitive conditions of the thriving 
American university system. The recently published government Green 
Paper, Fulfilling Our Potential, deepens the penetration of these market 
forces and calcifies existing university hierarchies (Department for 
Business, Innovation and Skills 2015).

And yet, the American tertiary education ‘market’ does not work like 
this at all. For-profits, for example, are not low-rent bottom feeders set-
ting up shop in abandoned office blocks. Rather, to provide two particu-
larly egregious cases, the University of Phoenix and Corinthian College 
exploit the high tuition available to veterans and other recipients of 
subsidised federal loans. Neither do the majority of the 4400 institutions 
of higher education thrive in the privileged Ivy League. Most occupy that 
vague, multi-functional middle ground—the one the UK is presently 
liquidating.

As Fig. 1 implies, in only 15 years, the UK shifted from a public sys-
tem of tertiary education to an American system funded by privatised 
student loans. To understand the dynamics propelling this transforma-
tion of higher education, we can refer to Fig. 2, which provides a model 
of the three sources of academic authority within American higher educa-
tion. As the UK opens itself to competition, without reconstructing this 
structural environment it opens itself up to ‘Americanisation’.

According to Andrew Abbott, the structure of the American academy 
has remained remarkably stable for over a century due to a dually institu-
tionalised ‘basket structure’ consisting of departments and disciplines 
organised in national associations (Abbott 2001, 126–129). A suite of 
core disciplines are reproduced isomorphically according to the broad 
categories of undergraduate college majors mirrored in divisions amongst 
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major journals, conferences, and advocacy groups. Academics preserve 
reputations in each—department and discipline—thereby obtaining a 
diffuse, de-centred authority. I have added to Abbott’s dual basket struc-
ture external funding sources—state, business, philanthropy, military, 
and so on—which deliver resources, often entering through the cipher of 
‘interdisciplinarity’ (Lamont 2010; Fleck 2011).

According to scholars of the ‘triple-helix’, a government-university-
industry complex stimulates technological innovation according to a 
coherent pattern that effectively socialises the costs of research and devel-
opment within the university (Block and Keller 2009; Etzkowitz and 
Leydesdorff 1996, 1998). The profits, however, tend to go to patent-
holding companies—industrial firms, private equity, or start-ups run by 
entrepreneurial scientists themselves. A changed notion of science as eco-
nomic engine began in the 1970s, following the promotion of university-
industry partnerships, favourable developments in patent law, and 
successful cases of entrepreneurship in biotechnology (Berman 2011, 3). 
This shift began when the State assumed the ideology of innovation in 
which science and technological research produce economic growth and 
wealth creation.

As a secular trend, the triple-helix pattern emphasising technical 
research over teaching undermines the humanistic disciplines, as recent 
reports from Stanford, Harvard, and Princeton indicate (Lewin 2013; 
Nussbaum 2010). In the UK, Terry Eagleton recently despaired that the 
humanities have been cordoned off within academia since Margaret 
Thatcher, becoming ‘servants of the status quo’ (Eagleton 2014). The 
implication is that neoliberalism causes the death of the humanities and 
academic critique. Yet, while these external pressures are real, my own 
research suggests the roots of the problem lie much closer to home, in the 
authority structure of the academic profession itself.

Recall Fig. 2, in which academics vie for recognition from depart-
ments and disciplines: in the former, the ‘clients’ are students (more 
precisely, their parents seeking to reproduce inherited privileges). 
Departments, however, outsource this reputational work to administra-
tors, who promote institutions in numerically classified rankings pub-
lished by Times Higher Education, QS, and so forth. For all their 
methodological differences, these academic billboard charts ultimately 
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revolve around research output and reputation. Reputational stability is 
ensured by surveys completed by alumni, typically members of the 
business, government, professional, and academic elite. These are disin-
clined to undermine the reputation of the schools by which their iden-
tity and status privileges are borne. We need no further example than 
the case of Princeton Law School being selected as the sixth best in 
America, despite the fact that Princeton has not had a Law School since 
1852! (Hoffman 1998).

But reputation is certainly not everything—minimally weighted, in 
fact—since due to a twist of fate, research output amounts to as much as 
60 per cent within these rank orders. Social researchers of higher educa-
tion during the 1960s and 1970s found it impossible to numerically 
measure the qualitative value of teaching provision across the incredibly 
diverse American tertiary-education sector (Geiger 1985). As a stand-in 
for teaching, these researchers simply doubled the weight of research, 
based on the assumption that the best researchers are the best teachers, 
wanting the best students, who enrol in the best schools. Locating the 
best students is an easy (if Darwinian) calculation derived from rejection 
rate figures—and lo and behold a correlation obtained between rejection 
rates and research prestige.1 Statistical assumptions proved; the research 
rank has since stood in for both research itself and as the indirect measure 
of teaching quality. Of course, administrators, academics, newspapers, 
parents, and students—everyone—have forgotten this statistical rationale 
so that now, in the race to move up the ranks, the dependent variable 
‘research impact’ has become an end in itself. Pumping out publications 
translates directly to a rise in rank, regardless of the underlying teaching 
provision.

We are now in the position to observe the contours of a processual 
trend: the increasing prominence of the research function of the univer-
sity. This puts pressure on the academic to secure more external grants, 
while publishing more and more within their discipline’s top journals. In 
other words: away from the department and toward the disciplinary asso-
ciations—which are located primarily in America. These become effective 
gatekeepers—lowering the drawbridge for trusted colleagues or graduate 
students socialised in the elite departments and embedded in the central 
professional network.
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Added to this, as Abbott explains, there is a general phenomenon of 
‘professional regression’ common to any professional workplace. The elite 
of any profession gains internal status recognition by distancing them-
selves from practical work—in this case, teaching (Abbott 1981). The 
elite centre thereby maintains an air of ‘purity’ as they engage in logical 
abstraction and research for its own sake. University rankings reward 
these pedants by declaring them the best teachers in the world. This does 
not mean that Ivy League students do not receive high quality education, 
but that training is likely delivered by elite graduate students massaging 
their PhDs for ten years, or via teaching ‘buy-outs’ built into research 
grants, funding temporary untenured lectureships. Teaching becomes a 
‘semi-profession’ within the academic profession increasingly evaluated in 
terms of research alone (Etzioni 1969). For the prestigious research 
scholar interested in broad problem-portable knowledge, there are few 
trade-offs. External research grants fund adjuncts or graduate students, 
while providing administrators and reputation rags the numbers they 
need. And, since even these grants are determined by interdisciplinary 
review panels consisting of academics occupying similar roles and posi-
tions—albeit differing in subject expertise—‘fair’ distribution is ensured 
across the respective disciplines.

In other words, the academic profession’s internal mode of establishing 
reputation amongst itself is reproduced by governments and other exter-
nal actors seeking to quantify and reinforce existing hierarchical reputa-
tional advantage across the sector. They do not care why Harvard and 
Cambridge are the best, they simply repeat back whatever criteria we 
academics affirm. If that means the highest rank goes to the department 
with 27 per cent of its faculty consisting of absent honorary directors of 
research (as was the case in Cambridge’s Department of Sociology at the 
time of writing), so be it. Once this reputational game is in play, the 
rewards accumulate to research-oriented scholars who can translate their 
esoteric knowledge into the exoteric interdisciplinary terms for funding 
committees (Baldamus 2010). It is worth distinguishing, however, 
between the humanities and social sciences vs. the natural sciences in 
terms of the effectiveness of interdisciplinary study. The former are not 
organised around similar sorts of objects: English is organised around 
texts in the English language, anthropology around the ethnographic 

  E. R. Lybeck



59

method, political science around relationships of power, and economics 
around an action theory of rational utility maximisation (Abbott 2001, 
140). The latter, natural sciences, do have aligned ‘axes of cohesion’ inso-
far as the levels of analysis between physics, chemistry, organic chemistry, 
up to, say, experimental psychology, reflect hierarchical ontological levels 
of material reality. Interdisciplinary research between physicists and geol-
ogists addresses different analytic levels of the same objects. These find-
ings tend toward verifiable conclusions, predictions, and technologies, 
unlike humanistic interdisciplinary kitchens cooking mutually allergenic 
food for thought. In submitting to the external reward incentives of 
research councils, the humanities generate massive redundancy, as Abbott 
describes, ‘creating a wildly duplicative system it allows many people (in 
different problem areas) to get credit for the same “discoveries”’(Abbott 
2001, 135 f21). Judith Butler is imported into multiple disciplines, 
encouraging the proliferation of Butlerian scholars whether or not this 
contributes to better research or cumulative advancement of Butler’s 
insights.

This would amount only to a regrettable waste of resources, were it not 
for the fact that the humanities professors remain teachers. In filling these 
disciplines with every ‘new’ and ‘innovative’ approach, by gathering the 
best publicists rather than the best teachers, the humanities come to be 
filled with scholars serving impressionable students a diet of identity poli-
tics repackaged as ‘intersectionality’, while every social problem is 
explained as a product of the great Satan, neoliberalism. This amounts to 
a radical detemporalisation of the human condition. As David Inglis has 
described, in the case of sociology, we are transfixed with the theories of 
Giddens, Bauman, Castells, Beck, and Latour, which reproduce the self-
understanding of the contemporary social order—as unprecedented, liq-
uid, reflexive, hyper, and so on (Inglis 2014). Scholars purporting to 
understand the social order learn next to nothing about the historical 
origins of our contemporary circumstances, and are thus unprepared to 
do anything to substantively change them.

But, of course, sociology is a social science, not a humanity—or so we 
tell ourselves. In fact, sociologists consistently delude themselves to think 
they explain the world via a scientific method. In fact, contemporary 
academic sociologists are indistinguishable from humanistic academics 
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and cultural critics who encourage others to think before they act. These 
‘others’ tend to be 18–22-year-olds. Unlike economists, political scien-
tists, or military psychologists, sociologists rarely address powerful actors; 
and their obsession with ‘science’ serves primarily as a self-delusion of 
‘physics envy’. The result is an epistemological confusion in which the 
actual significance of science and technology in modern society is con-
flated with social scientific understanding itself. This implies that one’s 
correct analysis matters more than it actually does in terms of practical 
effects.

This inflated self-worth is socialised in students who learn to address 
common-sense observations with quantitative methods that assume a 
mode of linear causal reasoning only a mad scientist would accept; the 
remainder attend ‘qualitative methods’ courses consisting of a nominalist 
philosophical critique of their colleagues’ quantitative research, treated as 
alternately stupid, totalistic, capitalist, fetishistic, and constructed. Each 
affirms the students’ immature solipsism: that their identity is a valorable 
construct of overlapping social networks or the product of hierarchies of 
privileges conferred by race, class, gender, and sexuality. Graduates can 
efficiently demystify the world, but are utterly void of realistic alterna-
tives to a world composed of social constructions, agential materiality, 
and intersectional identities. Without historical consciousness these are 
meaningless buzzwords.

The legacy of the shift toward research away from teaching instructs 
students to seek out injustices in published representations of society 
rather than the historical conditions which have reproduced human civil-
isation for thousands of years. Discursive representations are deemed 
‘unfair’ if certain populations or ‘voices’ are excluded, but concerns for 
the actual historical conditions and trends which led to that exclusion are 
not fully engaged with. Lessons become courses in how to identify offen-
sive speech on twitter, rather than how to understand and wield power 
effectively.

Were the academic profession seriously interested in addressing issues 
of social mobility, or the ‘neoliberal’ ‘managerialism’ under pressures of 
‘Americanisation’, it would recommit to its primary mission as an 
institution of higher learning. For universities are not social equality 
machines, they are a self-regulating guild to preserve the quality of con-
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ferred degrees. This requires interpersonal attention between teachers and 
students across long gestation periods. Low-cost private providers should 
not get degree-granting powers, not because they exploit the poor, but 
because they are ‘sham universities’. The public university should be uni-
versal and free because we need the authority to kick lazy students out 
and deliver honest grades without the additional guilt relating to a stu-
dent’s loan portfolio. Administration should avoid inefficient external 
audits because they distract the faculty from performing their core duty 
as teachers of future teachers.

To recover the authority of higher learning acquired over years of 
intensive study, we should not look to the generic buildings smothering 
the Greenbelt in Northwest Cambridge—‘paid for’ with a £350 million 
bond to accommodate ever more natural scientists. That may be the 
future of an industrial research park branded with the Cambridge Crest. 
For us, the university must be reconstructed from the abandoned spirit of 
the old Cambridge estate, which lies dormant more often than it is used. 
Where have all the teachers gone? They’re off at a conference. An editorial 
board meeting. Field work. Picking up the next honorarium. Meanwhile 
their students are compelled to learn to live-tweet their dissertation just 
in case that academic job doesn’t pan out. If you listen closely enough, 
you can hear the crisis of academic authority passing the lot of them by.

�Epilogue

A few months after first drafting this chapter, I determined to do some-
thing to redress some of the problems identified as the ‘passing crisis of 
academic authority’. The crisis can be summarised as being the retention 
of academic rights, without corresponding responsibility for those in 
their care, particularly students. This is reflected especially in the ascent 
of the research function of the university at the expense of the teaching 
function. This not only affects the quality of teaching as such, but equally 
turns academics into supplicants serving at the pleasure of external pow-
ers, especially governments and market interests.

I argued previously that academics have a responsibility not only to 
criticise but to construct and reconstruct institutions which encourage 
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social change through the education of publics (Lybeck 2011). These 
publics may or may not exist, and likely need to be created. I further 
resisted the tendency within critical scholarship to ‘reach out’ to distant 
others before redressing injustices and contradictions that lie closer to 
home: that is, within the academic profession.

As noted above, the bifurcation of the profession into elite researchers 
and itinerant teachers produces a range of effects which destabilise, dele-
gitimise, and discourage capable academics from obtaining stable and 
secure employment in universities. Having worked for years at Cambridge 
within school councils on postgraduate concerns I was struck that no one 
seemed to have in view the needs of the academic profession as a whole. 
Policies were never developed from utopian, or even reformist ideals, but 
were entirely reactive. Despite the ‘informality’ and non-binding nature 
of the government’s white and green papers, university administrators 
and faculties bent over backwards to accommodate and adjust the lan-
guage of what they are doing to accommodate the ‘new’ order. In a 
Wittgensteinian game, meeting after meeting involved the renaming of 
the status quo ante as ‘innovation’, ‘impact’, ‘excellence’, ‘open access’, or 
whatever the most recent buzzword of the day was.

This is no shock to any student of bureaucratic inertia and is not a 
problem unique to academia. But it became apparent that no substantive 
change redressing the bifurcation of the academic profession could come 
from such a set of practices. I determined that what would be necessary, 
as unlikely as it would be, would be recommitment to the values of the 
universities as guilds. I was nearing the end of my PhD and decided that 
my research into universities might have ‘impact’ if I ran for graduate 
union president. Knowing that Cambridge has a unique, central position 
within both the UK and global higher education system, construction of 
a new form of graduate students’ guild could have the effect of transform-
ing the university system in general. The plan was ambitious, but rooted 
in what would actually be necessary to transform the system and redress 
the passing crisis.

The idea was relatively simple: use the graduate union and university 
to construct an insurance scheme that redistributed the risk of 
unemployment, especially at the stage early career academics face in 
between graduate school and their first secure position. This would 
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require recognition that postgraduate students, particularly PhDs, are 
junior members of the profession and not ‘students’ per se. If postgradu-
ates contributed to an insurance scheme during their studies, this could 
then be matched by universities, grants, and, importantly, professors 
themselves—who, as noted above, have considerably greater income than 
either their past or future counterparts. Such insurance would bind the 
profession together in a relational web, while removing the existential 
crisis that besets the postdoctoral applicant at the end of study. There 
does not have to be a cliff at the end of postgraduate scholarship, the 
severity of which is ultimately inhumane. Early career teaching positions 
could be negotiated and renegotiated with a greater level of job security.

How is this different from a union offering unemployment insurance? 
What I envisaged was rooted in the fact that guilds were professional 
bodies committed to maintaining quality. In this sense, acceptance into 
the guild (the university) would recover a certain level of seriousness that 
is evacuating the modern university. For example, there is a pernicious 
trend within the top universities in the UK and elsewhere by which 
degrees—particularly postgraduate degrees—are offered to the highest 
bidders. Often these ‘students’ hail from international contexts that are 
unscrutinised, as the 2011 LSE/Gaddafi case revealed (Baehr 2011). 
Meanwhile, vast resources are spent to widen participation and access to 
undergraduate students—in a fanciful effort to redress the UK class 
structure via university admissions forms—and yet no attention is drawn 
to the social class of postgraduates, either domestically or abroad. Inflation 
of degrees worldwide means that bachelor’s and now master’s degrees are 
insufficient to distinguish job applicants, making the PhD an increas-
ingly generic degree rather than a conferral of the privilege to teach within 
an academic setting. The academic guild would recover the responsibility 
the university has relinquished in terms of identifying, insuring, and sup-
porting postgraduate students who are actually committed to working in 
the academic profession. A shared commitment to quality would recover 
the value and esteem of advanced degrees.

If the guild model were successful in Cambridge, the institution would 
ideally be reproduced across universities resulting in a network of young 
academics involved in scholarship in the roundest sense possible. In time, 
a new generation of committed academics would replace the existing 
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generation of rent-seeking professors and administrators content to col-
lect fees from students, who, unlike their elders, have to pay back fees and 
loans for the rest of their lives (unless they are born wealthy). With suf-
ficient coverage across the UK, and perhaps worldwide, the guild might 
in time have a substantial asset portfolio and could then function as a 
consumer credit union. The ‘real utopian’ model here is the United 
Services Automobile Association (USAA) which began as an auto insur-
ance company for American servicemen and women, eventually expand-
ing to provide a range of financial services for veterans and active military 
personnel. Unlike commercial banks there is no incentive to, for example, 
hide nasty terms and conditions in fine print. As a financial union of 
equal members, the USAA works because the members’ needs come first. 
If one considers the population of the global academic profession as a 
similarly large group of potential members, the distribution of risk and 
insurance would be considerable, indeed. Equally, such a credit union 
could encourage responsible and ethical investments, retirement pen-
sions, and even purchase of the student loan portfolio from the govern-
ment. This would mean presently indebted students could own their own 
debt liabilities. Repayments would go back into the academic guild itself, 
turning what has been an individualisation of the costs of higher educa-
tion into a recollectivised investment in the future of the academic 
profession.

Certainly the notion was, and is, a utopian pie-in-the-sky idea; but one 
which, it struck me, could actually transform the current crisis of aca-
demic authority. I had hoped to present my idea to the graduate student 
population and then work for a year developing the institutional frame-
work as president of the graduate union. In the end, as is well docu-
mented in the Cambridge student press, the election was a thoroughgoing 
disaster. Debates were cancelled, votes were miscounted, and constitu-
tional complaints were ignored. In the end, the billowing gales of the 
crisis were too strong. The alternative horizon was, at that time, not given 
the air to be heard. Perhaps the publication of this epilogue, which stands 
as a description of the kernel of an idea, might mean that, in time, the 
seed may gain roots. One day, a robust academic guild may grow and 
change the passing course of the crisis of academic authority.

  E. R. Lybeck
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Notes

1.	 The statistical logic underpinning the idea that rejection rates identifying 
the best students presupposes that the better the university, the more stu-
dents apply, and the more students who apply, the more will be rejected, 
thereby leaving only the ‘cream of the crop’.
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Consuming Education

Alice Pearson

The financial crisis of 2008 catalysed major shifts in universities in the 
UK, both in the content of education and in the way they are evaluated. 
The legitimising capacity of the economic crisis was seized by the 2010 
governing coalition in the UK, who adopted a platform of austerity, 
bringing in a wide array of public spending cuts and privatising measures 
under the rubric of deficit reduction. Following the increase in the per-
centage of British students attending university and the introduction of 
tuition fees in the prior decade, in 2012 the government tripled under-
graduate tuition fees to £9000 per year.1 Meanwhile, a movement 
emerged on campuses whereby students sought to challenge austerity 
policies by undermining the neoclassical orthodoxy of their degrees that 
many in the movement felt had been used to legitimise such cuts to pub-
lic spending and increases in privatisation.

As such, this chapter will address two responses to the financial cri-
sis within universities: from the policymakers reforming university 
structures and from the students attempting to reform their economics 
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syllabi. It will do so based on interviews and participant observation in 
conferences, organisational meetings and public events of the emerg-
ing economics student movement.

Firstly, it will address government attempts to reframe tertiary educa-
tion in terms of dual education and employment markets. These mar-
kets are linked through a process whereby students act as consumers 
who purchase degrees and in doing so transform themselves into com-
modities available to employers. The policies proposed to facilitate this 
process include the introduction of a Teaching Excellence Framework 
(TEF) for assessing university desirability. The TEF uses metrics linked 
to employer and student perceptions, which determine the value of 
education according to demand for its consumption on both education 
and employment markets, rather than processes of its production. The 
chapter will then go on to outline a parallel shift amongst university 
students who are challenging the dominance of orthodox economics in 
their degrees, many of whom were supportive of the proposed TEF, and 
who sometimes mobilise platforms of consumer sovereignty in pursu-
ing their demands.

The chapter will explore the tensions that emerge when confronting 
logics of economic rationality and the market2 in the content of eco-
nomics education while simultaneously drawing on these logics in the 
way education is valued. It will argue that logics of the rational eco-
nomic consumer have become orthodoxy, an orthodoxy that links the 
ethnographic terms deployed by students of ‘neoliberalism’ and ‘neo-
classical’ economics. On one level, many students in the movement 
link their aversion to ‘neoclassical’ economics to the notion that it legit-
imises ‘neoliberal’ policies, in particular recent austerity cuts and a con-
comitant application of market-based consumer logics to public 
services. Yet on another, many such students utilise such consumer log-
ics in education in order to challenge the dominance of ‘neoclassical’ 
economics on the syllabus. The chapter will trace the potential para-
doxes entailed in the relationship between the content of the student 
demands and the forms by which they articulate them, particularly as 
concerns consumer logics.

  A. Pearson
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�Orthodox Political Economy of Education

The tripling of fees in the UK was a rapid increase, but such attempts to 
subject education to market logics are not isolated. In the UK, they began 
during the Thatcher period and accelerated significantly under Tony Blair 
with the initial introduction of top-up fees (Wright 2015). Elsewhere, 
university education has been framed similarly by market logics in a 
global ‘knowledge economy’ (Shore 2010; Wright 2015; Wright and 
Rabo 2010). Academics have documented the proliferation of market 
mechanisms in the universities that house them through the interrelated 
phenomena of rapidly increasing levels of student debt, the outsourcing 
and informalisation of teaching, privatisation of facilities, the economic 
instrumentalisation of research design and funding, and the concomitant 
devaluation of the arts and humanities (Nussbaum 2010; Shore 2010; 
Shore and Davidson 2014; Wright 2015).

They have argued that these policy shifts are reshaping the conduct of 
the actors who pass through universities by ‘instilling new beliefs, affects 
and desires in students, faculty and administrators’ (Hyatt et al. 2015). 
Specifically, it is suggested that such changes contribute to the inculca-
tion of the subjects embroiled in them as rationally calculating individu-
als, who in the case of students seek to evaluate education according to 
economic criteria (Hyatt et al. 2015; Shore 2010). The use of language is 
central to this exercise of reframing, where the ‘vocabulary of customer, 
consumer, choice, markets and self-interest moulds both our conception 
of ourselves and our understanding of and relationship to the world’ 
(Massey 2013, 5). In the case of universities, consumer logics are spread-
ing along with market infrastructures.

In the UK context, such discourses are increasingly deployed in efforts 
to reform tertiary education. This emerging linguistic register was evident 
in a 2015 Green Paper and 2016 White Paper that outlined reforms to 
university regulation, funding and assessment. The press release for the 
first report ran with the title ‘Student choice at the heart of new higher 
education reforms’ (BIS 2015b) and this language of consumer demand 
ran through the document itself, with the third most common phrase as 
‘what students want’ and the second as ‘value for money’ (NUS 2015, cf. 
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Collini 2016): linking choice to a particular financialised form of cost-
benefit analysis. The implication of combined shifts in UK universities 
towards demand-orientated policies and increasing fees is that students 
should purchase an education according to the consumer logics of a com-
petitive market, by applying a utilitarian equation of efficient allocation 
to decipher where to buy their degree. The provision of education should 
therefore be determined by the sovereignty of the consumer. These shifts 
suggest a particular form of evaluation whereby education is to be 
exchanged as a commodity on a market, rather than as a right to be 
claimed or a gift from the state with a possible corresponding social debt.

However, the key consumers in the future of education are not framed 
as students but as employers. The most common phrase in the document 
is ‘what employers want’ appearing a total of 35 times (BIS 2015a; NUS 
2015), and the product it seeks to market to employers is the students 
themselves. In order to do this, students must create themselves as a com-
modity for the employment market, so the student-as-consumer pro-
duces the student-to-be-consumed. Thus, central to the success of this 
conception of universities is the ability of students to enact a ‘transforma-
tion of consumers into commodities’ (Bauman 2007, 12). Bauman 
described this process as a shift in subjectivity undertaken to attain sover-
eignty as a subject in certain societal arrangements and argued that it 
required actors to premise the authority of their demands both on their 
own actions as consumers and their ability to transform themselves 
through their consumption choices into a marketable product. Thus, he 
argues that in such conditions:

[N]o one can become a subject without first turning into a commodity, 
and no one can keep his or her subjectness secure without perpetually 
resuscitating, resurrecting and replenishing the capacities expected and 
required of a sellable commodity. The ‘subjectivity’ of the ‘subject’, and 
most of what that subjectivity enables the subject to scheme, is focused on 
an unending effort to itself become, and remain, a sellable commodity. 
(2007, 12)

While the absolutist tone of Bauman’s assertion is questionable, the 
analysis seems highly pertinent for the students who are called upon to 
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intertwine two types of markets in the site of universities, those of educa-
tion and those of employment. Under this conception, the future of uni-
versities is determined by interlinked education and employment markets, 
with the student as consumer-cum-commodity as the agent expected to 
connect them.

The introduction of such consumer logics into universities has been 
accompanied by an ‘audit culture’ generating measures of ‘accountability’ 
and ‘performance’ to assist in ranking the available options for consump-
tion (Power 1997; Strathern 2000; Shore 2010; Shore and Wright 1999). 
Shore and Wright argue that this ‘new regime of managerialism in British 
higher education confuses “transparency” with the Benthamite principles 
of panopticon visibility and “inspectability”’ (1999, 566), while the empha-
sis on measurement instead encourages academics to generate fabrications 
for the purposes of ratings games (Shore 2010, 27). The recent UK propos-
als continue the proliferation of assessments by outlining further measures 
for students and employers to rank their consumption preferences.

Most notably, the recent policy proposals include a Teaching Excellence 
Framework (TEF) in the image of the already existing Research Excellence 
Framework (REF). While the move may be a somewhat predictable 
answer to those who critique the primacy of research over teaching in the 
evaluation of academic output (cf: Lybeck this volume), it is surprising 
given the widely perceived flaws within the REF itself. These include the 
significant expense of both time and money, which even the Green Paper 
itself highlighted in a call to ‘address the “industries” that some institu-
tions create around the REF and the people who promote and encourage 
these behaviours’ (BIS 2015a, cf. Collini 2016), implying that the intro-
duction of such assessments serves to divert away from rather than sup-
port the practices perceived internal to the value of academia, in this case 
research. This suggests that the REF does not actually serve as a suitable 
measure for monitoring research quality, and there is little indication that 
the structure of the TEF will do any more to decipher the quality of 
teaching.

On the contrary, it actually appears that the TEF will be significantly 
less successful at measuring quality than previous rankings, due to the 
proposed metrics. The criterion it outlines for assessing teaching does not 
directly relate to pedagogical practices in the classroom, rather to their 
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exchange value on education and employment markets. The three core 
metrics include graduate incomes alongside student perception and com-
pletion rates. While the latter two of these metrics may illuminate stu-
dent satisfaction with institutions, it is not clear that they will necessarily 
do so by assessing the standard of teaching itself, so much as a fulfilment 
of prior expectations. Meanwhile, the use of graduate incomes aligns 
with a conception of education as an instrumental good with the goal of 
marketable graduates. The weakness of graduate earnings as a measure of 
teaching quality was highlighted in interim reports by the Parliamentary 
Committee advising on the TEF design, where it was argued that ‘there 
are so many factors affecting future employment it seems to us difficult if 
not impossible to make a meaningful linkage to teaching quality’ (BIS 
2016, 10). Using a metric of graduate income will potentially have the 
impact of reinforcing the very dynamics that the TEF was supposed to 
destabilise: instead of challenging existing perceptions of university qual-
ity that in turn result in certain students attaining higher earning jobs, 
they will take these higher earnings as evidence of a university’s teaching 
standards.

Each of these metrics overlooks the processes of production known 
to generate successful teaching practices, such as wages and the stability 
of teaching contracts. Such employment conditions are actually being 
rapidly eroded by the casualisation and outsourcing of university teach-
ing labour at the same time as the expectations placed on output are 
increasing (cf:Shore 2010). Moreover, performance in the TEF has 
recently been linked to increases in fees in accordance with inflation, 
implementing a form of valuation according to consumer perception. 
Rather than on the processes of producing education, the metrics of 
the TEF focus on perceptions of consumers, both students and 
employers.

This assessment also shifts focus from knowledge that academics want 
to produce onto the knowledge that business and governments want to 
consume. This shift of focus from knowledge production to consumption 
calls for a parallel move in sociological analysis. While attention has been 
fruitfully ploughed into knowledge production (e.g. Bourdieu 1988; 
Gramsci 1972; Foucault 1972) and reproduction (e.g. Bourdieu 1984; 
Bourdieu and Passeron 1990), less has been paid to the consumption of 
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knowledge (although cf. Baudrillard 1994; Collini 2016). Yet, recent 
moves by the UK government place student choice and consumer 
demand at the centre of the generation of knowledge, and this shift 
remains theoretically under-examined.

Two significant theoretical analyses of the emerging modes of valu-
ing education elucidate this dynamic by positing a relationship to 
frameworks in neoclassical economics. Freire (1970) critiqued a bank-
ing model where education is considered deposits in the student. 
Meanwhile, Foucault et al. (2008) described the logic of education as 
an investment in human capital enacted by the agent of homo eco-
nomicus deployed by neoclassical economists. Both of these analyses are 
premised on a neoclassical Human Capital model, which conceives of 
education as enabling accumulation of capital by students: consump-
tion thus affects an alteration in the interior substance of those who 
invest in it.

However, another model which is taught simultaneously  and often 
more frequently on current economics syllabi perhaps has more reso-
nance with current dynamics in the evaluation of education. The Job 
Market Signalling model, proposed by Spence (1973), argues that educa-
tion has no intrinsic value but rather is a signal to employers that students 
are have “higher productive capacities” by virtue of having undertaken 
the expense of attending university. This expense is measured predomi-
nantly in effort, and as this effort is considered higher for less able stu-
dents, the model argues that they are less likely to undertake a degree. In 
this model, university education itself is not perceived to hold any intrin-
sic value nor to add to students any knowledge or skills, it is merely a 
signifier of being a more capable worker: education is actually wasteful, 
as it entails an expense without any direct increase in productivity. This 
resonates strongly with both Baudrillard’s notion of the empty signifier, 
consumption undertaken to create associations with brands rather than 
to affect any intrinsic change. It also resonates with a TEF whose metrics 
are based on consumer perceptions rather than productive processes.

The Human Capital model and the Job Market Signalling model com-
pete for dominance in economics as explanatory mechanisms for 
understanding the value of education. Both have strong resonance with 
recent shifts in government policy towards valuing education instrumen-
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tally as a means to improving employment prospects. However, the pri-
macy of employer perceptions in the TEF metrics suggests that it is the 
pre-existing signifiers of different universities, as opposed to the produc-
tive processes of education itself, which is being asserted in recent govern-
ment policy. It is challenges to such neoclassical frameworks in economics 
that the next section will explore.

�Heterodox Education of Political Economy

The financial meltdown of 2008 precipitated another crisis, one of legiti-
macy. The authority of economists was undermined by their failure to 
predict the crash before it happened, and the legitimacy of tertiary eco-
nomics education was destabilised by its failure to address the crisis as it 
unfolded. In universities across the UK, as well as many other countries 
across the world, a broad student movement gained momentum with the 
primary goal of changing the economics syllabus. Many branches of the 
movement had already been operating in the decade prior to 2008, so as 
one of the organisers suggested: ‘it’s not that Rethinking Economics is a 
response to the crisis, it’s just that the crisis puts such a sharp relief 
between what’s in that classroom space where you’re told this is how it 
works and the outside space where you see it’s not working like that.’

Members of the movement argue that current economics teaching is 
dominated by a framework premised on a certain atomistic set of assump-
tions, notably including the rationality of the representative agent homo 
economicus, and extrapolated with extensive mathematical modelling 
(Eliassen et al. 2015; ISIPE 2014; PCES 2014). This mainstream emerged 
in the marginal revolution of the late nineteenth century, precipitated by 
economists’ admiration for the models of Newtonian physics (Mirowski 
1989; Mitchell 1998), which brought into being Lionel Robbins’ defini-
tion of economics as ‘the science of human behaviour as a relationship 
between ends and scarce means which have mutually exclusive uses’ (1935). 
The agent enacting this relationship was homo economicus, and economics 
became the study of the processes of this rational utility-maximising self-
interested individual, with the atom of the representative agent lending 
itself to modelling through mathematics. As opposed to the earlier focus of 
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political economy on historical productive processes, economics became the 
analysis ‘of the internal rationality, the strategic programming of individu-
als’ activity’ (Foucault et al. 2008, 223), or as one member of the Rethinking 
Economics movement put it, ‘the science of choice’. This focus on choice in 
the content of economics teaching is currently mirrored in the audit mecha-
nisms and markets constructed to exchange this education.

This mainstream is often called ‘neoclassical’ by members of the move-
ment, though the concept of ‘neoclassical’ economics, similar to that of 
‘neoliberalism’, is elusive and contested both within academia (cf. Lawson 
2013) and within the student movement itself, with one organiser noting 
that ‘what we’re railing against is economics as taught to undergraduates, 
and neoclassical economics happens to be just a good label to describe 
that entire group of theories’. While there is debate as to whether neoclas-
sical economics is primarily composed of the theoretical adherence to the 
representative agent or its methodological faith in mathematics (cf. 
Lawson 2005), both of these are underpinned by a formalist atomistic 
ontology that critics argue is unsuitable for capturing the enactment and 
organisation of social relations (Lawson 1997, 2005, 2009; Eliassen et al. 
2015). Microeconomics became the foundation of this mainstream built 
upon the pillars of the representative consumer and the representative 
firm. It is from this that we find the student-consumer and university-
firm as the foundational units of the education market, and thus there is 
a strong link between the frames of mainstream economics and the rheto-
ric of recent policies in UK universities.

By contrast, heterodox economics is an assemblage of different schools, 
defined as a group primarily by what they are not. Collectively, they 
oppose the insistence upon mathematical modelling in the formalist-
deductive framework of the economic orthodoxy (Lawson 2005, 493). 
They often undertake analyses that are not confined to the atomistic 
ontology of the representative agent writ large, such as those primarily 
concerning institutions or class, and include schools as diverse as Marxists, 
neo-Keynesians and Environmentalist Economists. Due to the hiring 
practices of departments and ranking of mainstream economics journals, 
they have largely been excluded, even purged, from many economics 
departments over the past few decades and those who remain report 
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struggling for institutional recognition (Fourcade et  al. 2015; Lebaron 
2001; Mirowski 2013).

There is also another dimension to the notion of what constitutes neo-
classical economics, which draws on perceived links between the dis-
courses of orthodox economics and what are considered neoliberal 
reforms such as the construction of a university marketplace upon logics 
of the consumer. These links relate to ‘neoliberalism’ both in its concep-
tion as a proliferation of market policies (cf. Harvey 2005) and as utilitar-
ian economising logics (cf. Foucault et al. 2008). The latter of these links 
was made several decades ago by Foucault a series of lectures given at the 
Collège de France in 1979–80, when he defined the emerging condition 
of neoliberalism as the deployment of rationales such as those put forward 
by prominent Chicago School economist Gary Becker of homo economicus 
as a mode of intelligibility to sites such as education and kinship relations. 
Others argue that the neoclassical school is an orthodoxy that lends legiti-
macy to a certain political order, namely that associated with a set of 
neoliberal market policies since the Thatcher-Reagan era of the 1980s 
(Harvey 2005; Mirowski 2013). Together, these contribute to the cultiva-
tion of certain types of subjects who are encouraged to act as economi-
cally calculating agents within education markets (Hyatt et al. 2015).

Many within the Rethinking Economics movement hold similar anal-
yses, arguing that the dominance of mainstream economics has contrib-
uted to an acceptance of recent austerity policies, and the motivation of 
some members is to undermine austerity through challenging the sylla-
bus. Following the financial crisis, these students are creating a frontier in 
economics education to challenge the spread of austerity policies and 
enable what they see as broader policy possibilities for the future. One 
organiser, Richard,3 said that for him this was ‘part of a bigger fight’, one 
of tackling the inevitability that arises from the sense that there is no 
alternative to current policies:

I see [neoclassical economics] as political, as associated with neoliberal-
ism… it’s a kind of pervasive discourse, a pervasive set of ‘these are the kind 
of things we will discuss, these are the kind of policy solutions which we all 
know to be the right policy solutions’.

  A. Pearson



77

For some of those who hold this conception, the problem with ortho-
dox economics is not just whether it is an accurate reflection of an exter-
nal reality but also the influence it has in shaping (or at least legitimising) 
that reality: the problem is what the discipline does, as much as what it 
does not.4 In this critique, the problem with economics is not its failure 
to represent action in the real world but its success at producing it, in 
ways that are considered undesirable. The contention with orthodox eco-
nomics becomes another arena for a broader socio-political project of 
opposing neoliberal policies and the subjectivities they promote. These 
different conceptions of neoclassical economics influence the student 
movement that is seeking to challenge the existing syllabus, with different 
notions of the problem intertwining with different proposals for the 
solution.

As such, the emerging student movement is dynamic and diverse. 
Broadly, the proclaimed goals of the variety of student groups include 
the diversification of methods and theoretical approaches, the elucida-
tion of the historical and political contexts in which models were devel-
oped to facilitate critical reflection, and the expansion of the dialectical 
relationship between theory and ‘real world’ examples (Eliassen et al. 
2015; ISIPE 2014; PCES 2014). As a movement encompassing stu-
dents across a variety of campuses both nationally and worldwide, it has 
neither a singular orientation to the mainstream that it seeks to desta-
bilise, nor of the paradigm it wishes to replace it with. There are mul-
tiple groups who are complex and intertwined, and often act on many 
dimensions at once.

Their names are indicative of what such dimensions may seek to 
address. Specifically, some of the groups’ names invoke a crisis of repre-
sentation as precipitated by the events of 2008, with the titles of the 
Real World and Post-Crash societies suggesting that current economics 
teaching is divorced from an observable economy and falsified by recent 
events, positing a divide between an external ‘reality’ and the existing 
internal ‘representation’. Organisers argue that this generates a ‘sense of 
cognitive dissonance’, which the movement seeks to address. Others 
such as the Open Economics Forum reference the democratisation of 
education beyond the bounds of the university (or at least its individual 
departments). Again, this suggests the dissolution of boundary at the 
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edge of an institution, but rather than a divide of reality and representa-
tion this time it highlights the border’s separation of people: between an 
elite of certified economists and a outsiders unable to access this arena. 
By opening up a forum beyond the (at least linguistic) bounds of a stu-
dent ‘society’, it seeks to erode the division between those who have 
purchased their education to become certifiable students and those who 
have not. Finally, Societies for Economic Pluralism suggest yet another 
focus, again one of democratisation but this time of the paradigms 
taught more than the people who have access to teaching. The organisa-
tions are complex and interlinked, and names by no means indicate 
coherent or singular projects of individual groups. However, they are 
indicative of some of the alternative approaches that have arisen and the 
different dimensions of the contention with the existing status quo.

What is at stake in these conceptions is the relationship to the existing 
mainstream. Some oppose what they consider the existing neoclassical 
orthodoxy, while others seek to include the neoclassical school in a plu-
ralist set of options. While the pluralist project seeks to include alternate 
schools alongside neoclassical economics in a pragmatic array of analyti-
cal approaches, the heterodox project is a set of separate paradigms that 
aligns itself in opposition to the existing orthodoxy. This relationship has 
several strands. One of them is a matter of epistemology, through the 
conception of what economics can and ought to be, which affects the 
content of the movement’s demands. Yet the orientation of this relation-
ship to the neoclassical school is also reflected in the form that the stu-
dent movement takes, of both how it organises itself in relation to the 
status quo and how it seeks to change it. This chapter is primarily con-
cerned with the latter of these dynamics, of how the perception of what 
needs to be changed relates to the strategy of how to change it.

In particular, it is concerned with the implications of the position 
that some members of the student movement oppose neoclassical eco-
nomics due to its perceived links with a neoliberal political project. 
Some members of the movement who hold this view sometimes share 
links with other student movements that have accelerated after the cri-
sis, particularly those calling for free education. They see the struggle 
they are embarking on within the classrooms as deeply intertwined with 
the context in which those classrooms are situated: who can access 
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them, how they are funded and what the impact is of the knowledge 
they produce. In doing so, they seek to address the form of education as 
well as its content, by linking resistance to the pro free-market syllabus 
to the resistance of the marketisation of the degrees that the syllabi 
constitute.

�Heterodox Political Economy of Education?

This presents those involved in the movement with a potential paradox, 
of how to relate claims over the content and the form of education, that 
is both the knowledge that is taught and the way this teaching is evalu-
ated, and this shapes how the movement makes their demands. Students 
can either base demands to change the syllabus on their sovereignty as 
consumers, thus reinforcing free-market logics in education while per-
haps seeking to undermine them on the syllabus itself, or opt for other 
strategies which seek to oppose free-market logics in both the content of 
degrees and the ways in which these degrees are circulated.

As mentioned above, the motivations of many of those joining the 
movement have a political dimension: they are opposed to austerity, and 
believe that more critical and diverse economics teaching can raise aware-
ness of alternative economic policies. However, when it comes to auster-
ity measures enacted on campus, some students are more resigned to the 
introduction of such policies, such as the increase in fees. Richard, who 
was quoted above expressing that he joined the movement in part to 
oppose to what he called ‘neoliberalism’ and a certain set of policies 
termed austerity, observed that mention of fees was ‘like a version of 
Godwin’s Law for university related discussions’, implying that students 
regularly adopted the rhetoric of consumers to claim sovereignty. He 
explained that fees ‘are sort of becoming the new normal’ and adopted a 
tone of inevitability that they were here to stay. Richard actually was not 
opposed to fees himself, as he felt they were potentially a good way to 
fund universities if they were introduced ‘progressively’. Many members 
of the movement are ambiguous or supportive of the introduction of fees, 
and consider education as a good which already is, or even should be, 
circulating on the market.
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The awareness that there are other ways to fund education than through 
students’ fees suggests that Shore was perhaps pre-emptive in arguing that 
‘many neo-liberal norms and assumptions (including the idea of “user-
pays”, higher education as a personal investment and the inevitability and 
desirability of free markets) have become hegemonic or “doxa”’ (Shore 
2010, 19). Ongoing discussion of the need for fees suggests that they are 
not ‘doxa’ yet; however, the predominance of considering fees the most 
legitimate source of university income and the resignation of those who 
do not hold this view suggest that the market has at least taken the hold 
as orthodoxy in terms of how to evaluate education in the UK. While 
students are attempting to challenge the orthodoxy of the free market in 
the content of their degrees, some have simultaneously become resigned 
to orthodoxy of the market in the ways such degrees are exchanged.

Moreover, the movement at times even reinforces this orthodoxy by 
deploying consumer logics itself when pursing its demands. This tension 
is visible in discussion over strategy. In his keynote speech at the London 
Rethinking Economics Conference in June 2014, an economist and vocal 
critic of the ‘free market’ argued to students in the brimming lecture the-
atre that ‘the economics movement is built on the idea of consumer sov-
ereignty’. He urged the theatre, ‘Please use the economic theory your 
lecturers have taught you, and demand a change in syllabus’. This thinker 
has been critical of the expansion of free-market logics in the provision of 
goods and services, a position that aligns the views of many students in 
the movement. As such, he added a disclaimer to his call to the students: 
‘but it doesn’t work for me because I don’t believe in consumer sover-
eignty’. In doing so, he highlights the tension between students mobilis-
ing on a free-market platform that they are simultaneously trying to 
undermine.

Some members of Rethinking Economics deployed the notion of stu-
dent demand in their strong support of the idea of an aforementioned 
Teaching Excellence Framework. Many thought the measure would 
highlight what they considered low teaching standards on many econom-
ics courses in comparison to more engagement with students and a greater 
focus on critical pedagogical models in other social sciences (cf. CSEP 
2014; PCES 2014). However, while the TEF they envisaged would use 
measures of teaching quality that would challenge the dominance of 
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economists over other social scientists (cf. Fourcade et al. 2015; Lebaron 
2006), the metrics of graduate income actually used are actually likely to 
have the opposite effect, as economics majors tend to have higher earn-
ings in comparison with graduates in other social sciences. This grants the 
authority to employers to decipher the quality of degrees. Thus, contrary 
to expectations, the measurement is likely to sustain existing advantages 
of some subjects over others.

Moreover, similar to the framing of the BIS Green Paper in terms of 
‘what employers want’, the movement for changing the syllabus often 
cites employer dissatisfaction with skills of current economics graduates 
as a main impetus for change. The Cambridge Society for Economic 
Pluralism (CSEP 2014) stated that the one of the three primary concerns 
arising from a student survey they conducted in 2014 as a need for ‘a 
greater focus on career skills’ (CSEP 2014). This drive has been met from 
employers themselves. The Bank of England’s Chief Economist Andy 
Haldane wrote the forward to a report by the Manchester Post-Crash 
Economics Society, stating that ‘[e]mployers of economists, like the Bank 
of England, stand to benefit from such an evolution in the economics 
curriculum’ (PCES 2014, 6). The Bank also hosted a conference in early 
2012 entitled ‘Are Economics graduates fit for purpose?’, the broad con-
sensus of which was that they were not. The ‘purpose’ proposed for grad-
uates is to fulfil the desires of employers, and students use this reference 
point of becoming ‘fit for purpose’ as an aspiration which they can call 
upon stakeholders to help them achieve, both employers and the policy-
makers who are moulding tertiary education according to ‘what employ-
ers want’.5

In doing so, students draw on discourses of both the education and 
employment markets in mobilising for change, and have supported 
efforts to link the two through measures such as the TEF. They mobilise 
the logic of consumer sovereignty in two distinct ways: both as their own 
sovereignty as consumers purchasing an education, and through the sov-
ereignty of employers who demand the availability of attractive gradu-
ates. The demand of these two groups of consumers rests upon the tenet 
that students are able to undertake a transformation during their time at 
university to graduates who are ‘fit for purpose’. This is reminiscent of 
Bauman’s notion of the consumer-cum-commodity referenced above, 
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whereby the validity of the demands of subjects rests upon their ability as 
to act as consumers who in turn reform themselves as commodities.

The notion that the platform of consumer sovereignty is necessary for 
the movement’s success is questionable. Many within it are dubious of 
mobilising this position, with some rejecting it outright and others utilis-
ing it only in instrumental strategic terms. Ultimately, many members 
feel this tension is unresolved. As one organiser put it: ‘the idea of stu-
dents as consumers has particular resonance with economics and I think 
students as consumers works well as a rhetorical device because it’s eco-
nomics… but I also have a nagging sense we should be wary of linking 
our right to good education to the fact that we’re paying for it’. Clearly 
these questions are unlikely to be resolved in ways that are cohesive and 
homogenous, and nor necessarily should they: the form that Rethinking 
Economics seeks to take is in many ways as pluralist as its content, with 
authority distributed horizontally in fluid and shifting assemblages of 
activists, which some note to be an ‘anarchic structure’. However, the 
emerging strategy by which the movement addresses economic ortho-
doxy in education will also shape its relationship to orthodox education 
policy. Whether the movement tackles the sources of austerity on cam-
puses as well as what many consider the theoretical frameworks that legit-
imise austerity elsewhere remains to be seen.

Ultimately, it seems that in deploying consumer logics many members 
do not necessarily intend to undertake a transformation into the 
consumer-cum-commodity, but merely wish to present the appearance of 
prioritising their desirability to employers as a means of legitimising their 
concerns. Yet in doing so they also legitimise the platform that policy 
changes in education encourage them to occupy, that of the consumer 
concerned with their own attractiveness on the employment market, and 
so the position has performative impacts of reinforcing the existing 
orthodoxy. This represents a form of Erik Olin Wright’s ‘symbiotic meta-
morphosis’ with their ‘contradictory character’ (2010, 305) of ‘both 
expanding social power and strengthening aspects of the system’ (ibid). 
Whether this contradiction undermines the movement depends of course 
on its aims: whether the goal is just to change the content of economics 
education, or whether ultimately to change the modes by which goods 
and services, including this education, are evaluated and circulated. For 
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those who are opposed to free-market logics in orthodox economics, 
either in terms of its dependency on them in the abstract or its applica-
tion in policies, this position appears somewhat paradoxical: deploying 
the logic of the market in order to contest the dissemination of the logic 
of the market. It remains to be seen to what degree the movement will 
take a heterodox approach to the political economy of education, as well 
as to the education of political economy.

Notes

1.	 While this move was framed by the logic of austerity, it actually resulted 
in a significant increase in short-term government debt, with sell-off of 
loans likely to result in long-term losses due to the reevaluation of payback 
rates (McGettigan 2013).

2.	 Within this chapter ‘neoliberalism’ and ‘neoclassical economics’ are treated 
as ethnographic categories. The links between ‘neoclassical economics’, 
‘neoliberalism’ and ‘the market’ also draw on understandings of interlocu-
tors, and are not meant to suggest that schools of heterodox economics, 
including Austrians, do not also draw on the concept of markets. However, 
the chapter does suggest that a particular form of atomistic formalism that 
utilises the representative agents of consumer and firm is foundational to 
mainstream economics.

3.	 Names have been changed for purposes of anonymity.
4.	 For discussions of the performative relationship between economics and 

the economy, see Callon (1998) and MacKenzie (2007).
5.	 For links between student and employer demands, see Eliassen et  al. 

(2015) and PCES (2014).
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�Introduction: What Is Maidan?

From 21 November 2013, Ukraine was convulsed by three months of 
near-daily demonstrations, of a scale and intensity unprecedented in the 
recent history of Europe. The epitome of what political scientists call 
‘contentious politics’1—used to refer to popular anti-government upris-
ings deploying socially disruptive tactics—in the end, the protests gener-
ated much more than mere contention. They effected social 
transformations. By March 2014, Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych 
had been ousted, having fled to Russia. Yet celebrations were short lived. 
Shortly thereafter followed Russia’s military invasion and annexation of 
the Ukrainian Autonomous Republic of Crimea, fuelling a bloody con-
flict in eastern Ukraine that continues to this day.

These momentous episodes of civil unrest, involving as many as a mil-
lion participants, who took to the streets of villages, towns, and cities 
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across Ukraine, would come to be known as simply ‘Maidan’ (or 
‘Maidans’), meaning ‘square’—after the site of the first major protests, 
Kyiv’s Maidan Nezalezhnosti, or ‘Independence Square’—as well as 
‘Euromaidan’, after their initial goal of greater EU-Ukraine integration. 
Whatever their label, in the months and years that followed they would 
come to symbolise the struggle against outrageous human rights viola-
tions, committed by a corrupt and repressive regime. For that reason, 
Maidan has received a third designation: the Revolution of Dignity.

The proximate cause of Maidan may be traced to November 2013 
and the Ukrainian government’s sudden and unexpected refusal to 
sign the Ukraine-European Union Association Agreement, a treaty 
that would have brought Ukraine economically and politically closer 
to the EU. In response to the government’s decision, a small group of 
NGO activists and students occupied Kyiv’s ‘Maidan Square’. Within 
three months of that November protest, the small camp of tents hous-
ing the relatively fringe supporters of European integration had  
metamorphosed into a nationwide social movement whose demands 
had correspondingly broadened to encompass an end to government 
human rights violations, a change of the political regime, and an end 
to endemic corruption. A series of escalations between protestors and 
law enforcement culminated, in February 2014, with a raid by armed 
police officers on Maidan in Kiev, who opened fire, killing over a  
hundred protestors.

The majority of Maidan’s participants demonstrated in the capital city 
of Kyiv—as many as 800,000 on some estimates—though Maidans also 
took place in smaller cities, towns, and villages across Ukraine. Aside 
from civil unrest, their principal products were a variety of ‘resolutions’ 
and other documents outlining particular claims, in the form of propos-
als and demands for social change, directed towards local, national, and 
global institutions of governance and, in some cases, to the individuals 
running them. The focus of this chapter is on the nature of these claims 
and their connection to the movement’s medium- and longer-term suc-
cess in the struggle for democracy. I suggest that a substantial part of these 
claims amount to utopian visions for a future Ukraine—alternative hori-
zons that open up the possibility of a new, democratically reinvigorated 
nation.
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But first of all: What was the historical and political context in which 
the Maidan protests (thereafter ‘Maidans’, following the shorthand 
common in Ukraine) erupted? Who were the protestors? How did they 
seek to assert their democratic aspirations? And finally, to what extent did 
they succeed?

�Maidan: Historical and Political Context

The salient characteristic of the political regime inherited by President 
Viktor Yanukovych from 2010 onwards was its authoritarianism. This 
tendency had led to the widespread public—and international—percep-
tion of endemic government corruption, one-person control over the 
three branches of power (the executive, legislature, and judiciary), dis-
empowerment of local governments, lack of mechanisms for public par-
ticipation, and a general distrust in politics and public institutions. One 
could scarcely imagine conditions less congenial to democracy.

A few months after Yanukovych’s election as President of Ukraine in 
2010, the Constitutional Court declared that the transfer in 2004 to a 
parliamentary system of governance was illegal. This returned to the 
office of the President the full powers it enjoyed before the transfer (The 
Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine 2010). Within a year, Yanukovych had estab-
lished full control over all three branches of power, and over local govern-
ments (Myseliuk 2010). The move from democracy to dictatorship had 
all but been confirmed.

Following the financial crisis of 2008, access to investment capital 
became more difficult for Ukrainian enterprises, leading to economic 
stagnation. Given that major business interests, including Ukraine’s oli-
garchy, had moved ever closer to the Presidency (Valevskyi 2014), the 
government’s economic plan did not entail increasing taxation on big 
business. But nor did it implement a programme of austerity to cut state 
expenditures. As such, its closing of the budget gap depended on its tax 
increases upon small- and medium-size businesses.

In 2011, Yuiya Tymoshenko, a popular opposition leader, was sen-
tenced by the courts to seven years in prison and banned from holding 
public office (Ukrainska pravda 2011). That same year, the Parliament 
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voted to revise the electoral law for the 2012 elections, prohibiting the 
participation of party blocks (coalitions), while raising the vote threshold 
to avoid both a united opposition and the arrival of newcomers. 
Consequently, after the 2012 parliamentary elections, the Party of 
Regions faction (209 MPs) and loyal Communist faction (32 MPs) grew 
in influence as the opposition dwindled (Tymoshenko’s ‘Batkivshchyna’, 
99 MPs; Klitschko’s UDAR, 42 MPs; and Tyahnybok’s Svoboda, 37 
MPs) (RBC-Ukraine 2012)—such that it had little chance of influencing 
national policymaking and constituted no real threat to the rule of the 
President and his party (Oleksiyenko and Pototskyy 2013). By 2013, the 
regime, which had now reached the height of its power, could fairly be 
characterised, at best, as embodying ‘soft authoritarianism’. Certainly, 
there was no democracy.

Reinforcing this view, the pro-presidential Party of Regions was 
reported to have ‘operated as a political machine throughout the coun-
try’ (Roberts and Fisun 2014, 6). Civil servants at both national and 
local levels were forced to enter the party (or else leave their office) and 
to coordinate all future decisions with the party leadership. The 
Presidential Administration became the de facto fourth branch of power 
that, through appointing and dismissing officials, ‘manually’ intervened 
in the activities of the executive and exerted strong influence over the 
legislature and judiciary. The predictable effect of this was a substantially 
diminished role of representative institutions at all levels of government, 
and a decline in effective governance in the regions, where local state 
administrations and self-governments had continually faced difficulties 
in sharing resources and powers. Thus, local government became further 
disempowered.

The Constitution of Ukraine foresees two systems of power in the 
regions: local state administrations—local offices of the executive, with 
the head appointed by the President—and local self-government, repre-
sentative bodies of the local communities, with the head chosen from 
directly elected members of the local council (The Verkhovna Rada of 
Ukraine 1996). The 1999 Law of Ukraine on Local State Administration 
prescribed that the functions of local self-governments were delegated to 
state administrations. Local governments were supported with financial 
resources allocated by Kyiv. This mechanism was introduced back in the 
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1990s by President Leonid Kuchma, who sought to centralise the state 
and manage the flow of taxes through the national treasury (Roberts and 
Fisun 2014). As such, there were built-in tensions regarding delegated 
functions and allocated resources, creating confusion that diminished the 
efficiency of policymaking and implementation (Honcharuk and 
Prokopenko 2011). Within this system, citizens could influence the  
local affairs only through direct elections of local self-governments (often 
compromised by election fraud). But the local self-governments, essen-
tially, remained deprived of their powers, which migrated to state admin-
istrations, which are subordinate to the President (Committee of the 
Regions of the EU 2011).

Moreover, Ukraine’s highly centralised state apparatus, essentially con-
trolled by a single political and financial ‘family’, made public participa-
tion in policymaking at both national and local levels difficult (Zelinska 
2014). This was not meant to be. The right of Ukrainians to participate 
in the management of state affairs was guaranteed by Article 38 of the 
Constitution (The Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine 1996). Different laws 
and government regulations developed a range of mechanisms for such 
participation, including open addresses, information queries, surveys, 
hearings, expert study, and monitoring of state actions (Jizha and 
Radchenko 2012). In 2004, public participation was also institution-
alised in the form of public councils. These are oversight bodies that 
operate at all levels of administration: the national government, local 
state authorities, and self-governments (Buzdugan 2012). Yet the demo-
cratic promise of these councils remained unfulfilled. With their advi-
sory function often limited to ill-defined ‘public pressure’, they were 
widely considered a weak check on executive power (Yermilova 2013). 
Both national and local governments created obedient public councils 
out of loyal NGOs and used public participation as leverage in lobbying. 
The very idea of a handful of ‘compromised’ organisations speaking on 
behalf of a wider local or professional community was also frequently 
decried (Zakharov 2009).

As a result of all these developments, by 2013 the public had little 
confidence in state institutions. A survey conducted in August 2013 
found that in terms of institutional trust, 69% did not trust the President, 
77% did not trust Parliament, and 71% did not trust the Government. 
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Moreover, 70% had no confidence in the police, 72% had no confidence 
in the courts, and 64% had no confidence in the prosecutor general. The 
level of distrust in political parties reached similar levels: 69%. The 
champions of trust were the church, in which 70% of respondents 
declared confidence; the media (58%), local self-governments (42%), 
and NGOs (38%).2

This was the political context when, in 2013, the President and 
Parliament were preparing to sign the Association Agreement with the 
EU,3 expected to be presented at the Vilnius Summit in November that 
year. A week before signing the Agreement, the government terminated 
the plan. And it is this that triggered Maidan.

Why did this seemingly technical decision initiate a nationwide 
social movement? Preliminary investigations suggest that this agree-
ment meant much more than the direction of foreign policy or poten-
tial economic benefits. Rather, Ukrainians belong to those nations for 
whom the broader meaning of Europe encompasses notions of vision 
and ‘faith’ rather than rules and regulations (Yermolenko 2014). It fol-
lows that an association with Europe would be perceived at the level of 
the senses, not the mind—as ‘the light at the end of the tunnel’. Others 
see things rather differently. Campos (2013), for example, typifies one 
class of competing explanation in stressing the rational calculus under-
pinning the pro-European attitude. On this view, Europe was an ‘insti-
tutional anchor’ that could halt Ukraine’s slide into non-democratic 
government. For these commentators, the government’s reversal on 
European integration therefore signified an alarming move towards 
authoritarianism.

�Who Were the Maidan Protestors?

Despite suggestions in the Western and Russian media that ultra-
nationalist elements played a leading role in the protests (Luhn 2014; 
Steinberg 2014), a systematic analysis of Maidan participants (Democratic 
Initiatives Foundation 2014b; Onuch 2014; Onuch and Sasse 2016; 
Shekhovtsov 2014), their protest rhetoric (Centre for Society Research 
2014; Onuch and Sasse 2014; Zelinska 2015), and their oral histories 
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(Kovtunovych and Pryvalko 2015) found substantial diversity in protes-
tors’ ideological identity.

Studies suggest that between 17% and 20% of Ukraine’s population 
participated in the protests, or supported the protestors, with Maidan 
supporters coming from all regions of Ukraine.4 The highest rates of par-
ticipation in the Kyiv protests are recorded for those from central Ukraine 
(9.5% of respondents), while western Ukraine had the highest propor-
tion of those who protested at home (26.2%), or helped protestors with 
money, food, or clothing (29.5% of respondents). Declared levels of 
engagement among respondents in the east and south were much lower, 
at <2% and <1%, respectively. Support for Maidan also varied according 
to age. While 25.7% of the youngest age cohort (18–29) declared sup-
port, this number gradually decreases as respondents age, with just 11.4% 
of respondents over 70 declaring support. With respect to level of educa-
tion, 29.4% of respondents with a higher education qualification sup-
ported the protest. This support declined in tandem with each decrease 
in the level of education, with just 7.3% of those with an incomplete 
middle school education declaring support. Finally, there were slight dif-
ferences between the genders: 23.8% of male respondents and 17.8% of 
female respondents declared support for Maidan (Democratic Initiatives 
Foundation 2014b).

Evidence also indicates that the composition of Maidan’s participants 
changed throughout the three-month protest.5 While Kyivites com-
prised almost 50% of Kyiv Maidan participants in December 2013, by 
February 2014 their share had decreased to 12%. Throughout the pro-
tests, the great majority of protestors (varying between 70% and 92%) 
did not belong to any organisation, and travelled to Kyiv on their own 
initiative. Interestingly, though, while in December only 9% of protes-
tors were members of political parties, NGOs, or civil society organisa-
tions, by February this had risen to 30%. Female participation was 
subject not to growth but attrition, possibly corresponding to the 
increased threat of government repression: in December, Maidan par-
ticipation by gender was 57% male to 43% female, with the latter falling 
to 12% by February. Similarly, the average Maidan protestor in December 
was younger and better educated than in February (in December, 40% 
belonged to the 19–29 age cohort, and 63% had a university degree, 
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while in February, 56% were aged 30–54, and only 43% held a tertiary 
degree) (Democratic Initiatives Foundation 2014a).

We know that in 2013–2014, virtually all protestors’ claims-mak-
ing6 revolved around the Maidan. In the international press, Maidan 
became synonymous with the protests at the eponymous Kyiv square 
(The Economist 2013; Walker and Grytsenko 2013). However, while 
Kyiv was host to the main protest, residents of the Ukrainian east and 
west played their part. During the winter, people in cities and towns 
gathered for Sunday rallies called viches,7 or popular assemblies, and 
directed claims towards local and national governments, planned fur-
ther actions, coordinated activities with other cities, and sent dele-
gates—along with money, food, and warm clothes—to the movement’s 
centre in Kyiv.

The assemblies issued their own resolutions to both local and national 
government. They included political claims, grievances, demands, and 
declarations of support or opposition in relation to various issues. These 
documents provide a rich source of primary data on protestors’ dreams, 
hopes, and aspirations. These grassroots ideas, developed by the local 
Maidans, did much to enrich the entire Maidan movement, as well as 
raise questions about what is politically possible, thereby opening up a 
space for imagining alternative futures (Fournier 2003, 181).

�Utopian Visions

As Langman (2013, 516) suggests, research on social movements needs 
to re-discover an important aspect of the phenomenon, one critical not 
only to their achievement of social change, but their very existence, and 
without which recruitment would be made very difficult. This aspect is 
their ‘utopian visions’. These are expressed in the claims of the protestors 
and are perhaps most directly expressed in their demands (‘We want X’). 
According to Langman, the role of vision in social movements is in need 
of rethinking, and at the very least, the utopian visions that were always 
at their heart, which give their members hope and drive them forward, 
should be brought back in.
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In his analysis of ‘real’ utopias, Wright (2010, 14–16) suggests that any 
such social alternative can be elaborated upon and evaluated in terms of 
three criteria: desirability, viability, and achievability. For an envisioned 
future to be desirable it must simply posit a better version of the world 
than presently pertains (however ‘better’ might be defined). Second, in 
being viable they should actually bring about in a sustainable and robust 
way their intended consequences. Finally, depending on external condi-
tions, and most importantly, people’s beliefs in the possibility of their 
implementation, these ideas must stand at least a minor chance of being 
achieved.

I base my analysis on Alexander’s (2001, 580) definition of utopia—
though I also use ‘vision’ to mean the same—as a normatively desirable 
model of a fundamentally different social order that regulates both social 
thinking and social action. Indeed, as we shall see, those involved in 
Maidans have been engaged in both lived and imagined utopias. 
Participants’ reflections reveal their fascination with a new and more pro-
gressive social order, a ‘model of a New Ukraine’, which for many resulted 
from, or is promised by, the Kyiv Maidan.8 Yet Maidan may also be seen 
as a microcosm, a mini-society all of its own—a community whose par-
ticipants are united by a shared ethic or set of norms, including delibera-
tive self-government, mutual respect, probity, and a readiness to help. 
That ethic was reflected in a popular joke of the time: during clashes with 
police, the first rows of protestors may be heard to say ‘excuse me!’ 
(Sviatnenko and Vinogradov 2014). Practising ‘activism-as-democracy’ 
(Blee 2012, 4), Maidan created a space in civic life for ideas and actions 
that existed nowhere else and helped people envision how Ukraine could 
be transformed for the better.

Thus, having outlined the recent historical and political context of 
Maidan, and provided a broad-brush portrait of its participants, I now 
present an analysis of these (local) protestors resolutions, as a means of 
apprehending their utopian visions and democratic aspirations for a 
future Ukraine. The remainder of this chapter is divided into two parts. 
First, I present an analysis of the collection of resolutions issued by the 
local viches in 57 cities and towns across Ukraine. In so doing, I expand 
analytic attention beyond the usual focus of the Kyiv Maidan, hence pro-
viding space for vox populi, the expression of local Maidans’ grassroots 
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aspirations. Second, I investigate the three most salient visions for further 
societal transformation and the deepening of democracy, developed by 
local Maidans, and elaborate on their viability and achievability. This 
adds to the debate on post-Maidan reformation in Ukraine. Throughout, 
I have been concerned to understand the story behind these utopian 
visions, which is, really, the story of Maidan.

�Analysing Vox Populi: My Data

My analysis is of resolutions issued by local Maidan protestors that were 
adopted between 24 November 2013, the day of the first mass rally in 
Kiev following the government’s U-turn on the Ukraine-European Union 
Association Agreement (Democratic Initiatives Foundation 2013b), and 
22 February 2014, on which a new national government was elected, the 
day after President Yanukovych fled the capital (Democratic Initiatives 
Foundation 2014c). A qualitatively new period of contention begins on 
1 March when the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation sanc-
tioned the invasion of the Crimean peninsula, paving the way for its 
annexation (Ukrainska pravda 2014). The week from 22 February to 1 
March was the protestors’ most active period of claims-making. Key 
national-level demands—for instance, the resignation of top government 
officials—were met, with Russian troops yet to step onto Ukrainian soil. 
Thus, the earliest document in the compendium of resolutions analysed 
for this chapter dates to 24 November 2013, and the latest to 27 February 
2014.

In total, 101 resolutions were collected—92 texts and 9 videos—the 
most comprehensive dataset on Maidan claims-making9. These originate 
from 57 localities (pinpointed in Appendix 1) in 20 Ukrainian regions in 
the east and west. This enabled analysis of what types of changes were 
desired, as articulated by participants of numerous local protests, across 
Ukraine’s regions. Resisting the temptation to give further attention to 
the already well-studied demands of the Kyiv Maidan (see Onuch and 
Sasse 2016), I focus solely on local protests, including seven collective 
resolutions which comprised important informal initiatives that aimed at 
the horizontal coordination of local Maidan efforts.10 These assemblies’ 
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primary goals were to develop a common agenda for the Maidan move-
ment in general, and to support local Maidans by providing guidelines on 
protest ‘best practice’ as well as in specific policy areas. For example, while 
the Kharkiv Forum (January 2014) issued one joint resolution, the Odesa 
Forum (February 2014) presented four documents containing claims in 
different spheres, the product of forum participants dividing into work-
ing groups according to the expertise of each delegate. The documents 
issued by these assemblies should therefore be both representative of the 
local communities which delegated their participants, and focused on the 
reform agenda for Ukraine.

Importantly, all local Maidan resolutions were developed by local 
viches (general assemblies of the local population), which practise delib-
erative democracy. It is perhaps unsurprising, therefore, that they often 
sought to extend this model of decision-making, which they already 
practised, to the national government. Particularly striking is how, as the 
protest events unfolded and new political opportunity structures11 
emerged, these alternative visions differed in their ‘radicalism’ vis-à-vis 
the political institutions and procedures of the status quo. In what fol-
lows, I discuss what this rich collection of resolutions reveals about the 
demands and visions of the Maidan protestors and, following Wright, 
assess their viability and achievability. In doing so, I illustrate the com-
plexities of enacting alternatives to the status quo.

�In Search of a Deeper Democracy: Utopian 
Visions of Local Maidans

�Vision 1. A Return to ‘People’s Rule’

At the earlier stages of the Maidan movement, in reaction to a decline in 
the ability of the ‘ordinary citizen’ to participate in political decision-
making, the protestors sought a fundamental redistribution of political 
power. At the same time, they wished to stay within the existing legal 
framework and invoked the constitutional principle that declared the 
people to be the only source of power in Ukraine (The Verkhovna Rada 
of Ukraine 1996). The protestors saw the ‘restoration of real people’s 
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rule’,12 originally guaranteed by the Constitution, as the logical outcome 
of their collective action, their mission.13 This democratic form of power-
sharing became perhaps the dominant frame by which the content of 
their utopian visions were shaped.

From this most general of utopian goals, we can already begin to per-
ceive some of the mechanisms thought necessary to achieve it. At the 
beginning, suggestions were quite conventional and did not call for any 
real alternatives to the present concentration of power, beyond greater 
citizen participation in local and national affairs. However, in the wake of 
protestors’ ferocious subjugation at the hands of president-controlled 
authorities, local Maidans demanded greater alterations to the existing 
institutional order. These included liquidation—by means of the new law 
on self-governance—of the ‘vertical’ power structures in the regions and 
state administrations, in addition to a major transfer of powers to local 
communities, with a view to enacting ‘people’s rule’.14

Further, all key administrative appointments at the local level (the pro-
testors did not specify which positions) had to be approved by the local 
‘lustration commission’,15 composed of local Maidan activists,16 or other-
wise the general assembly—the local viche.17 In order to put pressure on 
local self-governments, the community planned weekly public hearings 
to table possible solutions to the perceived political and economic crises 
gripping the country.18 Notably, the public hearing is a rare practice in 
Ukrainian governance. Initiated solely by the national or local authori-
ties, it has traditionally occupied an advisory role only, so one may see a 
certain novelty in its being wielded as a tool of political pressure.

Local residents were also expected, according to Maidan demands, to 
gain control over local budgets19—and national ones.20 At that time, both 
local and national budgets were considered ‘regulatory documents’, 
which allow for citizens to register feedback on their content—though 
authorities’ decision to heed or ignore such feedback is entirely at their 
discretion. The result is that the power of ‘the people’ to influence bud-
gets is limited to their election of this politician over that, on the basis of 
candidates’ broader political agenda. Granting to citizens direct control 
over budgets was therefore another novelty proposed by the Maidan 
activists.

  O. Zelinska



101

Finally, activists were dissatisfied with what they saw as a dearth of 
truly consequential mechanisms for ‘people’s rule’ beyond elections and 
advisory public councils. But believing constitutional rights to be the 
supreme ‘legality’, protestors were confident that this would soon be rec-
tified. In this attitude of self-assurance, they demanded that the Maidan 
headquarters, as well as all self-government authorities, pursue this vision 
of a genuine people’s governance.21

�Vision 2. Creating Alternative Institutions: 
The People’s Council (Narodna Rada)

Developing the idea of restoring the ‘people’s rule’, local protest groups 
promoted the creation of alternative—and de jure illegal—political insti-
tutions. On 19 January 2014, the Kyiv Maidan registered a majority vote 
for a new supreme legislative body, the ‘People’s Council’ (Narodna Rada) 
that would replace the existing regime-dependent legislature, the Supreme 
Council of Ukraine (Verkhovna Rada) (Independent News Bureau 
2014a). The proposed model was based on a vertical power structure with 
the regions as its foundations. The Ukrainian media reported that 
Councils based on the same model were established in 19 Ukrainian 
regions (Independent News Bureau 2014b). They operated, however, 
under a different mandate to the proposed national Narodna Rada. In the 
regions, where local councils were controlled by the opposition, People’s 
Councils were announced as an alternative to the ‘corrupt’ local councils. 
Oblasts—the term for Ukraine’s primary administrative regions, of which 
there are 24—that were controlled by the pro-presidential forces, created 
‘Radas’ as ‘advisory public councils’, which, before the victory of Maidan, 
were perceived as transitory institutions (Dvoretska 2014).

Local Maidans championed the People’s Council as a necessary guard-
ian of the spirit of the Constitution, and the rights and freedoms of the 
citizens—a curb on the executive excesses characteristic of the previous 
regime.22 They saw these parallel power structures as real—and realistic—
alternatives consonant with their broader vision to construct, from the 
bottom up, a more just and democratic Ukrainian Republic.23 A further 
innovation, made possible by Maidan pledges to support opposition-led 
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projects, was a kind of ‘political contract’, in effect to remind citizens’ 
representatives to make good on their own electoral pledges made before 
assuming office.24 Maidan activists hoped that, in time, the regional 
Radas would eventually replace the existing apparatus, and incorporate 
members from the previously abolished local councils, and public activ-
ists, the latter to operate without party affiliation, but instead expressly 
on behalf of the public.25

Despite championing an illegal institution (in proposing a reconfigu-
ration of the three branches of power), local activists stressed that they 
acted within legal boundaries, and announced their support of the 
People’s Council and the creation of Regional Councils. In accordance 
with their core belief that the people are the only source of power in 
Ukraine,26 the new supreme legislative body was perceived as a viable 
project. This might be thought remarkable, not least because the degree 
to which the People’s Council differs from the existing Supreme Council 
of Ukraine remains unclear.

�Vision 3. Direct Democracy

The third and final vision for social change foresaw a transformation of 
Ukraine’s philosophy of governance. The Maidan activists wanted the 
existing representative model to be overhauled in line with direct 
democracy principles, which would allow citizens to play a more active 
and hands-on role in political decision-making. Direct democracy 
would be instituted at the local level—in protestor’s streets, neighbour-
hoods, and towns. Thereafter, the norms of direct democracy would be 
(voluntarily) introduced in the form of legal codes by the existing legis-
lative bodies.27

Local Maidan resolutions provide some details regarding the imple-
mentation of direct democracy. For example: the creation of grassroots 
people’s bodies such as street and neighbourhood committees.28 Regular 
local referendums on city management were another instrument that was 
identified; these should be held on issues of local importance, including 
the removal of elected officials from office.29 Finally, local viches were to 
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be continued, though with the new ascribed (and superior) status of a 
self-government body wherein all community residents, through delib-
eration and direct democracy, could decide on local issues.30

Although this vision of direct democracy suggested a new philoso-
phy of governance and corresponding institutional changes, it did not 
entail the transformation of all existing power structures, especially 
those of central government. This contributed to the belief among 
local Maidans that it could be achieved, because it involved coopera-
tion with the existing local self-governments, an optimism doubtless 
reinforced by the resonance of this ‘local’ innovation with local resi-
dents. It is important to recognise an attempt to connect lived and 
imagined utopian practices: local viches sought to continue their exis-
tence post-Maidan with an enhanced status as permanent decision-
making bodies.

�Some Conclusions

The Ukrainian Maidan may be seen to have stirred a number of posi-
tive—and swift—changes. Chief among these was the ousting of Viktor 
Yanukovych and his authoritarian regime. Further, the movement 
united actors diverse in status, ideology, and languages and created a 
broad coalition of activists, the political opposition, local self-govern-
ments, NGOs, and churches—which doubtless contributed to its suc-
cess. At the same time, this broad social movement stayed leaderless 
and decentralised. Hundreds of Maidans across the country gave it a 
far-reaching success, one sustained by local provision of manpower, 
money, clothes, and food to the centre. No less important is their provi-
sion of fora which invigorated democratic deliberation. Remembering 
the bitter experience of 2004’s Orange Revolution, which against pop-
ular expectations did not lead to substantial social change, the activists 
in 2014 adopted a different aim: ‘to change the system, and not just the 
faces, of government’. In service of this goal, the local Maidan protes-
tors produced three salient visions for a better future to broaden and 
deepen democracy in Ukraine.
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Their initial vision of regaining ‘people’s power’ was planned as a series 
of minor legal steps within the constraints of existing frameworks of law 
that would, if successful, empower citizens to have a real impact in 
decision-making. It was, perhaps, the most desirable: activists were able 
to advance specific and thoroughgoing improvements in the areas with 
which they were familiar. By contrast, the proposal to replace old legisla-
ture with new appears not to have been deliberated in the regions or 
enriched by local innovations. The direct democracy concept, too, 
remained underdeveloped and hence institutionally ‘thin’—a mere 
framework of practice or set of general principles—and was not supported 
with sufficiently systematic strategies of collaboration with the existing 
political structures.

The vision of enhanced public control mechanisms was strongly sup-
ported by activists, especially members of NGOs, which at that time 
enjoyed wide public confidence. They hence stood a good chance of suc-
cessful implementation. The necessary institutional building blocks—
public hearings, public budget oversight, and public councils—already 
existed but required an overhaul (e.g., for councils to be endowed with 
veto powers rather than be accorded a solely advisory role). The proposal 
to create an alternative People’s Council, despite having the support of 
the opposition parties, would have been unconstitutional. Proponents of 
local-level direct democracy also came soon to realise that this project 
depended for its success upon negotiating with elected local self-
governments. These institutions, without assurances for their continued 
supremacy, could seldom be expected to support an initiative that entailed 
substantial curtailment of their power.

The viability of the local Maidan’s utopian visions may also be ham-
pered by the fact that there was no genuine impetus to create a strong 
political force to push forward the desired changes—without which it is 
difficult to replace the old political elites and change the system ‘from 
within’. Although some activists ran for office in the following parliamen-
tary and local elections, or entered the government intent to push for 
reforms, these were few and far between. While at the national level, two 
Kyiv Maidans—one embodying the ‘public’, comprising NGOs and stu-
dents, the other ‘politics’, formed by opposition political parties—eventually 
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merged to pursue common goals, local Maidan activists tended to distance 
themselves from ‘established politicians’ and the existing political channels 
they sought to supplant.

Would any of these visions lead to activists’ hoped-for deepening of 
Ukrainian democracy? In keeping with the Maidan’s characteristic opti-
mism, I think it is reasonable to venture an affirmative response—in all 
three cases. For all visions contained an immediate and perceptible shift 
to greater public engagement in policymaking—through participation 
in working groups, lustration commissions, public councils, permanent 
committees, referendums, and legislative assemblies. Instances of what 
may be termed revolutionary euphoria produce a readiness to contribute 
to the furtherance of such visions. That said, would not the re-
instantiation of ‘people’s power’ require, at the very least, a considerable 
investment in the tailoring of new legislative norms, and a reinvention of 
the ‘checks and balances’ that are the sine qua non for any such institu-
tion to function? With respect to the People’s Council, that could only 
succeed with the firm support of the general population. Direct democ-
racy mechanisms, moreover, would require the constant input of local 
residents, which may be more difficult to garner in less revolutionary 
times. What is surer is that only further research could settle our ques-
tion of whether the activists envisioned ways of overcoming the usual 
barriers to any major reform: institutional deadlocks, overburdened and 
overlong decision-making, political crises, and conflicts of interest within 
institutions.

In any case, it must be admitted that the prospects of implementing 
protestors’ visions have been dampened severely by developments that 
were, as is typical in politics, entirely unforeseen—or perhaps unforesee-
able. For all their powers of creativity and vision, the protagonists of 
Maidan have run up against a destructive reality: an annexed Crimea and 
war in the east. When it became clear that Ukraine’s armed forces were 
unable to contain the conflict, the Maidan activists joined hastily formed 
volunteer battalions of the National Guard (Shurkhalo 2014). Similarly, 
many of Maidan’s volunteer groups and organisations have redirected 
their energies to support the Ukrainian army, thereby halting indefinitely 
their struggle for social change (Kravets et al. 2016).
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�Notes

1.	 In this analysis I treat Maidan as contentious politics, defined as public 
and collective claims making by a connected network of people and 
groups, where government is the object of claims or is the third party in 
these claims, following the works of Tilly, Tarrow and McAdam 
(McAdam et al. 2007; Tilly and Tarrow 2007).

2.	 This survey was conducted by the Democracy Initiatives Foundation 
and Razumkov Centre. It surveyed 2010 respondents aged 18+ in all 
regions of Ukraine (Democratic Initiatives Foundation 2013a).

3.	 Ukraine-EU Association Agreement is a treaty establishing cooperation 
in the spheres of economic policy, legislation, and regulation across the 
broad range of issues, including visa-free regime, information exchange 
in the area of justice, and modernisation of Ukraine’s energy infrastruc-
ture. By signing the agreement, Ukraine committed to economic, judi-
cial, and financial reforms to converge its policies and legislation to those 
of the EU. Ukraine committed to gradually conform to EU technical, 
consumer, and environmental standards. In return, the European Union 
agreed to provide Ukraine with political and financial support, access to 
knowledge, and preferential access to EU markets. The agreement was 
seen as a logical result of more than two decades of Ukraine-EU coopera-
tion, and considered mutually beneficial. Ukraine was hoping to attract 
external investments, coupled with better trade, leading to subsequent 
increase in life standards of its citizens.

4.	 This survey was conducted by the Democracy Initiatives Foundation 
and Kiev International Sociology Institute in all Ukrainian regions but 
Crimea. With 2025 respondents, it found that 20% of Ukrainians either 
travelled to Kyiv Maidan, protested in their city/town, or supported the 
protestors with money/food/clothing (Democratic initiatives Foundation 
2014b). The analysis of Gatskova and Gatskov (2016), based on the data 
coming from the survey by Institute of Sociology, Ukraine’s National 
Academy of Sciences, suggests 17% of Ukrainians were either involved 
directly or supporting the protests.

5.	 The figures that followed were drawn from a survey of Kyiv Maidan 
participants conducted by the Democratic Initiatives Foundation in 
three rounds—on 7 December 2013 (1037 respondents), 20 December 
2013 (515 respondents), and 3 February 2014 (502 respondents).
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6.	 While claims-making in general refers to the process of articulating 
someone else’s interests, and necessarily includes two actors (a claimant 
and addressee) and an action (e.g. demanding or protesting), within 
contentious politics it has referred to the conscious articulation of politi-
cal demands in the public sphere, leaving private claims making aside 
(Lindekilde 2013).

7.	 Viche as an institute for public participation was practised in the times 
of Kyivan Rus, the thirteenth-century kingdom which emerged on the 
territory of modern Ukraine (Tretiak 2014).

8.	 See Snyder and Zhurzhenko 2014; Kovtunovych and Pryvalko 2015.
9.	 These documents were collected from April 2014 to February 2015 by 

both reaching out to participants of the assemblies and manually search-
ing the Internet using complex search algorithms in Google and 
YouTube. Most of the resolutions come from local media, but also from 
local authorities, NGOs, political parties, individual social media chan-
nels and blogs.

10.	 These were adopted by local Maidans’ representatives at: all-Ukrainian 
Euro-Maidan Forum in Krarkiv (1 resolution), all-Ukrainian Euro-
Maidan Forum in Odesa (4 resolutions), Joint resolution of Lviv region 
Maidans (1 resolution) and all-Crimean Euro-Maidan Assembly (1 
resolution).

11.	 The ‘political opportunity structure’ concept holds that exogenous fac-
tors enhance or inhibit prospects for mobilisation, claim-making, strate-
gic choices, and movement outcomes (Meyer and Minkoff 2004).

12.	 Resolution adopted by Lutsk local Maidan on 29 December 2013.
13.	 Resolution adopted by All-Ukrainian Forum of Euro-Maidans in 

Kharkiv on 12 January 2014.
14.	 Resolution adopted by Vinnytsia local Maidan on 3 January 2014.
15.	 Lustration is a term used in Ukraine which refers to the cleansing of 

power or a purge. It gained widespread usage in the 1990s in connection 
with eliminating Soviet nomenklatura from the ruling class of the new 
independent state. During Maidan, it was given a new meaning—to 
purge the corrupt, non-professional, and discredited supporters of 
President Yanukovych’s regime, especially those who gave the ‘illegal’ 
orders to disperse peaceful protests.

16.	 Resolution adopted by Kryzhopil local Maidan, Vinnytsia region, on 25 
February 2014.

17.	 Resolution, adopted by Izyaslav local Maidan, Khmelnytskyi region, on 
26 February 2014.
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18.	 Resolution adopted by Irshava local Maidan, Zakarpattya region, on 29 
November 2013.

19.	 Resolution adopted by Lutsk local Maidan on 29 December 2013.
20.	 Resolution adopted by Kharkiv local Maidan on 18 January 2014.
21.	 Resolution adopted by Drohobych local Maidan, Lviv region, on 11 

December 2013. They also hoped that the quality of policies could be 
improved by assembling consultant groups and implementing further 
public control over state institutions and local self-governments 
(Resolution adopted by Izyaslav local Maidan, Khmelnytskyi region, on 
26 February 2014).

22.	 Resolution adopted by Kremenets local Maidan, Ternopil region, on 26 
January 2014.

23.	 Joint resolution of Lviv region Maidans adopted on 1 February 2014.
24.	 Resolution adopted by Vinnytsia local Maidan on 3 January 2014.
25.	 Resolution, establishing Narodna Rada as ‘advisory council’ adopted by 

Uzhgorod local Maidan on 2 February 2014.
26.	 Resolution adopted by Odesa local Maidan on 28 January 2014.
27.	 Resolution adopted by Odesa local Maidan on 28 January 2014.
28.	 Resolution adopted by Pereyaslav-Khmelnytskyi local Maidan, Kyiv 

region, on 1 February 2014.
29.	 Resolution adopted by Kharkiv local Maidan on 18 January 2014.
30.	 Resolution adopted by Bila Tserkva local Maidan, Kyiv region, on 4 

December 2013.
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Opportunity in Crisis: Alternative Media 
and Subaltern Resistance

Benjamin Anderson

It all started with an e-mail. On 13 July 2011, Adbusters, the Canadian 
magazine of alternative culture, suggested to its subscribers that a peace-
ful occupation of Wall Street be staged, later that year on 17 September 
(Fleming 2011). The call sparked the imagination of countless activists 
and activist groups around the world, eventually culminating in the 
transnational movement we now call Occupy (White 2016). This massive 
mobilisation was remarkable for its unification under a single banner—
the “99 percent”—of a range of disparate groups, fighting for many 
causes.

To propose that we might find opportunities for egalitarian social 
change in times of despair, disorientation, and debility might strike some 
as idealistic. However, our various crises—environmental, humanitar-
ian, economic—are generating deep schisms in the global order, which 
have the potential to awaken a dormant global class of the oppressed. 
Indeed, the UK student movement, Occupy, and the Toronto G20 protests 
reflect the emergence of a new consciousness open to non-hierarchical 
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methods of organisation, strategies of autonomous self-organisation, 
and a (social) media-based approach to outreach and recruitment 
(Castells 2012; Fuchs 2014b; Srnicek and Williams 2015).

This chapter explores the role of alternative media in igniting the radi-
cal imagination and fuelling political struggle. Specifically, it examines 
how Adbusters inspired the initial occupation of Wall Street and why, 
when they attempted four years later to recreate this past success, they 
failed to catalyse a similar movement. Thus, I provide a counterpoint to 
the champions of the revolutionary potential of networked communica-
tion: that while alternative media have indeed provided important sites 
for critical thought and expression, and have been successful in extending 
local struggles to broader, even global, contexts, the true agent of social 
change remains the social movement and its creative actions “on the 
ground.”

In the section that follows I begin by elaborating briefly upon the idea 
that tensions in the social reproduction of the status quo grant opportu-
nities for critique and resistance. I then turn my attention to the role 
played by alternative media in the circulation of local and global strug-
gles and in the development of radical imaginaries. Next, I examine the 
case of the “Billion People March,” whose aim to bring a billion protest-
ers to the streets of the world’s cities via a revitalisation and unification 
of social protest movements worldwide ended up generating only small 
crowds and attracting very limited media attention. Finally, I suggest 
that the lesson to be learnt from this failure is that a reinvigorated push 
towards social justice cannot depend solely on a mediated and individu-
alised manner of protest but must recognise that the realisation of alter-
native social orders depends on the age-old method of on-the-ground 
activism.

�Social Reproduction

Social systems are characterised by a constant tension between the legiti-
macy of state institutions and the demands of the citizenry. The social 
order in general and capitalism in particular are dependent for their sur-
vival on the consent of the broader population—insofar as our buy-in to 
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those systems is enough to deter us from revolt. If, at any time, the social 
system neglects to provide the population with what it has come to 
expect, it runs the risk of social resistance, even overthrow, because any 
system of social organisation depends for its existence, in the present and 
future, upon its reproduction. In other words, when a system is in crisis, 
its social reproduction becomes imperilled (Wright 2010).

In his early work on crisis in advanced capitalist societies, Jürgen 
Habermas (1973) lays out a conception of crises in which structural 
incompatibilities within society generate systemic instability. “Crises in 
social systems,” Habermas explains, “are not produced through acciden-
tal changes in the environment, but through structurally inherent system-
imperatives that are incompatible and cannot be hierarchically integrated” 
(1973, 2). In liberal capitalist societies, these crises arise due to the ten-
sions between social cohesion and the market system. Specifically, the 
great social inequalities produced by a market-based economy work 
against social cohesion. For Habermas, a public consciousness arises dur-
ing such periods of systemic crisis, which contributes to conflicts through 
which radical social change can be realised. In each moment of systemic 
tension, the potential exists for the envisioning of alternative modes of 
social organisation and collective subjectivity. While Habermas’s “legiti-
mation crises” are rare, our present moment may be described as just such 
a crisis.

�The Radical Imagination

Many scholars have noted the resurgence of interest in radical theory in 
times of economic hardship (Fuchs 2014a; Wright 2010). This should 
not surprise us. In times of crisis, the contradictions of neoliberal capital-
ism are brought into the light, creating the conditions for renewed ques-
tioning of the system. As Christian Fuchs (2014a, 12) explains:

Due to the rising income gap between the rich and the poor, widespread 
precarious labour and the new global capitalist crisis, neoliberalism is no 
longer seen as common sense. The dark side of capitalism, with its rising 
levels of class conflict, is now recognised worldwide.
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This recognition is therefore a crucial strategic moment for anyone 
dedicated to egalitarian social change. When the naturalised “truths” 
reinforced through the apparatuses of social reproduction are suddenly 
exposed to critique, the entrenched belief that “there is no alternative” 
also dissolves.

The importance of the belief, whether conscious or subconscious, that 
other futures are possible cannot be overstated. As Wright (2010, 286) 
argues:

Of the various aspects of ideology and belief formation that bear on the 
problem of social reproduction and potential challenges to structures of 
power and privilege, perhaps the most important are beliefs about what is 
possible.

Thus resistance begins when we dare to imagine alternatives, that is, to 
borrow a term from Slavoj Žižek, when we choose to “dream danger-
ously.” In his essay on the 2011 global cycle of protests, Žižek (2012) 
probes both their causes and effects. For Žižek, these instances of resis-
tance entailed simultaneously the rejection of the status quo, and the 
assertion of alternative horizons of possibility. Occupy, in particular, rep-
resents a case study in the rejection of the institutions of contemporary 
capitalism, and a reimagining of social relations that expresses a rejection 
of the ascendant bourgeois political order. Here the protests may further 
be viewed as functioning as a kind of laboratory where new forms of 
social organisation can be tested, where imagination can be put into prac-
tice. And when the occupation ends and the protesters return home, the 
findings of these experiments go with them. Thereafter, these lessons can 
be applied in new social movements, with different impetuses, and differ-
ent goals of social change.

But from where does the initial radical impulse come? In a world 
where creativity is enclosed by the imperatives of cognitive capitalism, 
the imagination is increasingly informed by the instrumental logic of the 
market. In his recent collection of essays on the radical imagination, the 
Canadian cultural theorist Max Haiven (2014, 245) tracks the develop-
ment of this phenomenon, arguing that “…capitalism has dissolved into 
society and social relationships themselves and seeks to shape the way 
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people make community, networks, and even their own subjectivity.” 
Dire as this sounds, Haiven finds hope in the post-crisis circulation of 
struggles, seeing them not only as social laboratories, à la Žižek, but as 
sites of inspiration and engines of creativity. They awaken within our 
collective imagination a connection to the history of struggle—what 
Benjamin (1968) calls “the angel of the past.” “The common imagina-
tion,” explains Haiven “is a reservoir of radical ideas and inspirations we 
share with the past and to which we contribute” (2014, 253). For 
Benjamin and Haiven alike, the cumulative power of past struggles 
serves as a reminder of our collective agency, one that has the potential 
to propel us into new projects of resistance and actualisation. In other 
words, political protests, past or present, remind us that we do not have 
to accept the reality presented to us; we, like our predecessors, have the 
capacity to rebel.

�Alternative Media and Social Movements

The emergence of this realisation and subsequent political protest relies 
heavily upon a medium of dissemination. As DeLuca and Peeples’s (2002) 
study of the Seattle World Trade Organization protests illustrates, there is 
a complex relationship between broadcast media, new media technolo-
gies, and civil disobedience. In their study, DeLuca and Peeples isolate 
the broadcast media’s narrative of this event, highlighting the ways in 
which the dominant discourse and that of the activists conflicted. What 
is underplayed—though acknowledged—in their account is the vital 
importance of alternative news sources and online communities like 
IndyMedia in the run up to, and organisation of, the Seattle protests. 
Alternative media are therefore often crucial to radical strategy.

How should such alternative media be understood? Christian Fuchs 
(2010) conceives of alternative media as a subaltern public sphere, 
whose critical perspective is its very foundation. For Fuchs, these media 
should “…challenge the dominant capitalist forms of media produc-
tion, media structures, content, distribution, and reception” (Fuchs 2010, 
178). Fuchs is particularly interested in examples that offer alternatives 
to the repressive messages of the mainstream media, examples that give 
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voices to the voiceless and productive power to the powerless. However, 
alternative media alone cannot guarantee that effective resistance will 
materialise. For alternative media to bring out social change, they must, 
as Sandoval and Fuchs (2009) argue, exist within a network of individu-
als, organisations, cooperatives, and social movements pursuing a com-
mon cause. There is evidence to suggest that alternative media and 
networked movements are in fact related. Joshua Atkinson (2008), for 
instance, has shown that activists reporting higher levels of interaction 
with alternative media also report higher degrees of closeness with their 
social movement networks. Along the same lines, John Downing (2008) 
sees media technologies as having the potential to mobilise audiences, 
while simultaneously expressing doubts over the emancipatory potential 
of online activism. Activism—and not necessarily content—is for 
Downing the key ingredient for alternative media networks to bring 
about successful mobilisations.

However, as Atkinson (2008) argues in his analysis of the relationship 
between social movements and their related media channels, content is 
important in establishing interactivity in activist networks on a global 
level (though less so in intimately organised local contexts). In fact, as he 
and his colleague Laura Cooley later discovered (Atkinson and Cooley 
2010), the relation between social movements and alternative media 
depends upon what they call “narrative capacity,” which refers to the 
capacity for message dissemination through an activist network—in 
essence, an activist network’s ability to tell its own story to its members. 
Thus, as “narrative capacity” increases, so too do levels of closeness and 
interaction within the activist network. The performance of resistance, 
Atkinson and Cooley show, depends heavily on an activist’s perceived 
“closeness” with their network, this “closeness” being established through 
the circulation of common narratives.

�Adbusters, Occupy, and the Billion People 
March

This relationship between perception and action, as mediated by alterna-
tive media, is illustrated by the case of Adbusters, a Vancouver-based 
counter-cultural magazine and website dedicated to the disruption of 
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consumer society (Nomai 2011). Adbusters is widely known for its own 
brand of cultural resistance, “culture jamming”: the appropriation of 
consumer imagery for resistance purposes, inspired by the dissident 
actions of the Situationists in the late 1960s. Essentially, the magazine 
critiques consumer society while simultaneously packaging individual-
ised radical politics as a lifestyle—what Max Haiven (2007) calls “priva-
tised resistance” and what Thomas Frank (1997) calls “commodified 
dissent.” While Adbusters recognises the fragmented quality of subjectiv-
ity in the age of austerity,1 one can question whether its attempt to stimu-
late resistance on an individualised level is an appropriate response to this 
condition, a question to which we shall soon return.

Occupy, according to Jodi Dean (2013), was set in motion through an 
anarchic mobilisation of multiple movements simultaneously. This was 
not privatised resistance but rather a common movement made up of 
disparate parts:

Occupy made dispersed struggles register as a common struggle. To this 
extent, as it became a common name, it started to operate as a nascent 
party, one in the process of being formed and directed by people in the 
course of political movement. (Dean 2013, 13)

It was, in this reading and as I propose here, a movement whose force 
owed more to “physical” organisation on the ground than to the initial 
call to arms that may have sparked it. Micah White (2016), former 
Adbusters editor and the co-creator of the Occupy call, is also quick to 
note that the power of the #OccupyWallStreet meme and its subsequent 
rallying call “we are the 1%” lay in its openness and flexibility, reflected 
in its being repurposed by several movements with varying goals.

This style of non-hierarchical organisation reflects Haiven’s conceptu-
alisation of the radical imagination as not an individual attribute—some-
thing that one possesses—but as a collective process, something developed 
through shared practice. The radical imagination, for Haiven and 
Khasnabish (2014), derives from autonomous experimentation in social 
movements and activist communities. This is borne by the case of Occupy 
and especially in the imaginative forms of community organisation seen 
in free libraries, artistic collectives, and community kitchens. Thus, the 
story of Occupy is not the story of alternative media. It is not the story of 
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Adbusters. Rather, it is the story of collective imagining and of autono-
mous organisation. It is the story of community and of activist experi-
mentation. Though Adbusters provided a catalyst, an idea to mobilise 
around, the work of the imagination was borne collectively in the streets 
and public squares.

In 2015, Adbusters attempted to reprise its leading role in the theatre 
of protest. Late that spring, it put out a new call for a “Billion People 
March,” to take place on December 19.2 “Maybe marching in the streets 
isn’t for you,” one of the messages reads. “You like prowling alone, or with 
a few close friends… But you can be one in a billion too” (Adbusters 
2016). This call, to be one in a billion, attempted to recreate the phenom-
enon of Occupy—of individuals forming part of a larger movement, a 
“part of the swarm” as Adbusters once put it. Billed as a decentralised 
mobilisation on a global scale, the calls for the “Billion People March” 
proposed a “global big-bang moment” (Adbusters 2015). What interests 
me here is how or if this individualistic, lifestyle-ist brand of resistance 
actually contributed to the collective forming of the radical imagination. 
Does such a politics of the self and of the (anti-)consumer actually pro-
mote solidarity, or does it appeal to an atomised impulsivity, a yearning 
to rage against the machine as a “lone wolf,” a brand of commodified 
dissent one might expect from the isolated and unconnected denizens of 
our age of austerity?

To begin to answer these questions let us consider what actually hap-
pened on 19 December 2015, the proposed date of the Billion People 
March. According to Adbusters (2016), “On #D19 forty grassroots 
groups around the world took to the streets in dozens of cities on five 
continents to demand deep down, paradigm-shifting change to our 
global system.” This sounds impressive. However, searches of LexisNexis, 
Google News, and various individual news outlets produced no hits 
whatsoever for the following terms in the days and weeks after those 
purported protests: Adbusters, Billion People March, #d19, and 
#BillionPeopleMarch. Moreover, the same searches on Twitter and 
Facebook revealed just a handful of small local actions. An individual 
here, a small group there, but little evidence that December 19 was much 
other than business as usual. According to the rather limited social media 
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chatter on the movement, demonstrations took place in Fort Wayne, 
Indiana; Savannah, Georgia; and Denver, Colorado. Photos reveal 
between 8 and 15 participants at each event. As far as can be discerned, 
the turnout was, to put it mildly, rather short of a billion people. It is of 
course possible and even likely that demonstrations also occurred else-
where. But that said, there is almost no evidence that they had any 
impact.

In the Billion People March, we therefore find an attempt to recreate a 
past success,3 namely Occupy, a movement estimated to have incorpo-
rated protests in as many as 1000 cities and a hundred countries across 
the world, united by a struggle for social equality and “real democracy.” 
Why did so few heed this later call? Perhaps it was the perceived lack of 
novelty. Perhaps it did not resonate with the movements of the moment—
the messaging did not, for instance, seem to address the ongoing struggle 
for racial justice in the USA and elsewhere as exemplified by Black Lives 
Matter. Perhaps the cause was too nebulous, coming as it did so many 
years after the financial crisis of 2008 and Occupy.

This seeming failure is, of course, no fault of those few activists who 
did take to the streets on December 19. After all, without the 300 or so 
demonstrators who initially occupied Zuccotti Park in 2011, it is likely 
that we would have never even heard of Occupy (White 2016).

Indeed, Micah White recently reflected on a similar Adbusters initia-
tive, the Carnivalesque Rebellion, which was to take place in 2010 and 
with broadly similar aims (2016). “The Carnivalesque Rebellion,” 
remembers White, “was a flop, and the protest fizzled […] We failed 
because we were too early” (White 2016, 13). This was an idea whose 
time had not yet come. For White, the lesson he learned from the failure 
was that he and Kalle Lasn, Adbusters co-founder, were “ahead of the 
curve” of contemporary protest. But could the same be said of the Billion 
People March in 2015, which followed Occupy and was based upon sim-
ilar demands for inequality reduction and democracy? Is it too great a 
stretch to suppose that in fact it was the organisers who were behind the 
curve? Is it really so great a surprise that an attempted repeat of Occupy 
did not result in another mass insurrection? After all, is not the struggle 
for a reimagined social order dependent upon a creative spark?
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�Concluding Remarks

In an era characterised by seemingly continual crises, there are noticeable 
tensions in the institutions of social reproduction which grant opportu-
nities for critique and resistance. In the preceding pages, I have explored 
the interrelation of alternative media and social movements by focusing 
on the ways in which activist praxis prefigures the creation of alternatives 
to the status quo. The radical imagination, the creation of new ways of 
seeing and of being, finds its inception in communication and in prac-
tice. As such, we should acknowledge that there is no formula for catalys-
ing resistance. What worked once in igniting the spark of the radical 
imagination might not work in a different time, a different place, or dif-
ferent context.

What the case of Adbusters teaches us is that the autonomous com-
munity organising of Occupy and other manifestations that it inspired 
do have the capacity to change the perception of what is possible. Of 
course, this will not happen in every instance. The Billion People March 
is a stark reminder of this reality. New media technologies and alterna-
tive media messages do not alone generate resistance movements, still 
less successful ones. While they are a critical ingredient in the awakening 
of the radical imagination, they depend on social movements for their 
success.

I should stress that although Adbusters’ most recent call did not result 
in a global movement, that is no indictment of alternative media. As con-
ditions worsen or stagnate for most of the world’s population, the unques-
tionable will continue to be questioned. Discontent will continue to drive 
many to read radical theory and consume alternative media (Fuchs 
2014a), and large numbers of the economically marginalised may begin 
to find more credible the many ideologies and movements that challenge 
the basis and  purported virtues of capitalism (Wright 2010, 287). 
Alternative media will continue to play a crucial role as a megaphone for 
the on-the-ground organising that proliferates during periods of increased 
political tension. But rather than assuming that these can create new 
movements all on their own, we should instead try to identify ways to 
support them as sites for consciousness raising, community building, 
strategic planning, and sparks of the radical imagination. For it takes only 
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one idea, brought into being at the right moment and carried by a social 
movement of sufficient dynamism, to alter our perceptions of what is 
possible.

Recognising this, we need a reinvigorated push to unify alternative 
media and activist communities. Of course, this requires a coordinated 
effort from both communities. What this investigation suggests is a les-
son for the former: that alternative media must be reflexive and respond 
to the demands and programmes of the movements of the moment. 
Simply putting out a meme will not be enough. What alternative media 
should strive for is interactivity with social movements, locally and glob-
ally. Through direct involvement with movements and activists, alterna-
tive media can serve as both the spreader of narratives, and the platform 
through which strategies can be developed.

The time to build this coalition is now. The last year has shown a surge 
in far-right organising.4 From Brexit to Trump, this upsurge in regressive 
political activity signals a dramatic shift in the global political landscape. 
For many, hope is likely to be in short supply, though it remains alive in 
a few vibrant movements that have formed in resistance to this turn to 
the hard-right. The treatment of these struggles in alternative media will 
be a crucial ingredient in influencing the ways in which they are per-
ceived. In coalition, activists and media can create a united front from 
which to challenge regressive policies and systems while, simultaneously, 
envisioning alternatives to replace them.

Notes

1.	 See the Adbusters publication Meme wars: The creative destruction of 
Neoclassical Economics for an accessible yet nuanced interpretation of the 
neoliberal condition (Lasn 2012).

2.	 As a devoted follower of Adbusters on both Twitter and Facebook, I wel-
comed this idea hoping that this time the movement might transcend 
some of the challenges of Occupy and catch on to an even greater degree.

3.	 Success in this context refers to the Occupy movement’s ability to mobil-
ise an impressive and diverse number of activists under a single banner.

4.	 It’s worth noting that this surge corresponds with new levels of regressive 
media production and consumption.
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The Battle of Barton Moss

Steven Speed

In November 2013, a group of environmental activists set up a camp at 
Barton Moss, Salford, in the northwest of England. Their aim was to 
protest exploratory drilling at a potential hydraulic fracturing (fracking) 
well by a leading British oil and gas exploration company, IGas. At the 
core of their varied protest activity were daily ‘slow-walks’1: organised 
group walks down a public footpath in front of the trucks and lorries 
attempting to enter the drilling site through Barton Moss Road to deliver 
materials and equipment for drilling operations. Between 30 and 100 
people participated, twice a day, four days a week, and they lasted until 
April 2014—when IGas called off their drilling. During this five-month 
period, the activists of Barton Moss had succeeded in overcoming the 
resistance of the local council, Greater Manchester Police (hereafter 
GMP), IGas, and Peel Holdings, one of the largest landowners in the 
North of England. Their efforts may also be traced to a marked galvanis-
ing of local activist groups in Greater Manchester and even a general 
increase in the politicisation of the wider community.
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This chapter tells the story of the Battle of Barton Moss and shows how 
a local protest movement in England was able to halt the drilling of a 
fracking well using innovative methods of protest, and despite mounting 
government and corporate pressure. It draws on the many weeks I spent 
as an observer of the camp and the protest walks, in which I took photo-
graphs and conducted interviews with activists (whom I have 
anonymised).

I begin by discussing briefly the relationship between the protest at 
Barton Moss and the earlier Occupy movement, which connects the 
details of our case to a broader pattern of political protest in England. In 
so doing, I outline some of the distinguishing qualities of the Barton 
Moss protest, focusing on its aims and scope, its spatial characteristics, 
and many kinds of tactics. I then switch attention to the opposing side, 
without whom there could be no battle. My spotlight falls on the ‘foot-
soldiers’, that is, the GMP, and what their methods in policing the dem-
onstrations tell us about the nature of the state, specifically its attitude 
and strategy vis-à-vis protesters, and the motivations underpinning them. 
In the third part of this chapter, I advance a five-part explanation of the 
campaign’s remarkable success, before giving, in part four, an indication 
of its ripple effects. Finally, in the fifth and final part, I consider the wider 
meaning and import of the Battle of Barton Moss, and suggest what 
might be learned from it.

�Its Relationship to Occupy

To some extent, the protest camp at Barton Moss can be seen to have 
evolved out of the Occupy movement of 2011. In the first place, several 
of its members had participated in various Occupy camps across the UK, 
and applied the lessons of their experience to the situation at Barton 
Moss. As one protester from Greater Manchester who resided in the 
Barton Moss Camp explained:

The knock-on effects of what happened at Occupy still resonate today. If 
you go to any eviction hearing for activists, they will automatically refer to 
the City of London’s eviction of Occupy. That camp was there to show that 
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people weren’t happy and were ready to start rising up saying ‘we are not 
going to move unless you change’… Occupy may not have worked the way 
that people wanted it to work because it was the first time many of us had 
done anything like that, but to be able to learn you have got to make mis-
takes… We have learnt from those mistakes… It also brought a lot of peo-
ple together that wouldn’t have been together without it. It is through these 
things that we have learnt what to look out for and what we are not going 
to do in the future, and how we can keep getting the message across. 
(Telephone interview, 20 January 2015)

While the protests at Barton Moss revealed that the embers of Occupy 
still glowed some two years after its fires had been extinguished, there are 
nevertheless some important differences between Barton Moss and 
Occupy. First, the protests at Barton Moss were time- and issue-specific; 
they opposed exploratory drilling expected to take place over a limited 
period, with initial estimates of 12 weeks. By contrast, Occupy had in its 
sights a much more diffuse, even nebulous, target: social injustice, as 
manifested in runaway social inequality, unprecedented concentrations 
of corporate power, and a lack of meaningful democracy. These griev-
ances admit of no easily defined enemy—like IGas—still less a clear 
timetable for action.

Second, in response to the protests, the landowners, Peel Holdings, 
made numerous attempts to have the camp evicted. Supported in their 
efforts by the British government and corporations, they worked to stifle 
dissent through one recourse in particular: the criminal legal system. Yet 
this proved ineffective; in contrast to the Occupy camps, the environ-
mental activists of Barton Moss were able to avoid eviction, maintaining 
the camp until the drilling was abandoned. At that point, on surveying 
the deserted drilling site and after having dismantled their camp such 
that only tent-peg holes evidenced their five-month stay, the protesters 
could at last share in a feeling of victory that lifted them all and instilled 
an almost palpable sense of optimism for the future.

The third, and perhaps most significant difference, was the protest’s 
spatial character. At Barton Moss, the activists occupied a space with not 
only the tents that made up their camp, as is the norm in almost all such 
protests, but with their bodies. By simply exercising their legal right to 
walk along a public footpath, the protesters occupied the space in front 
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of the supply vehicles entering the drilling site, obstructing and delaying 
their arrival. But this was no blockade; no human wall or chain was 
formed.

To be sure, slow-walking was supplemented by numerous other meth-
ods of direct action, fundamental to the repertoire of the modern 
protester—though occasionally receiving in Barton Moss some innova-
tive twists. These included blocking the entrance to the drilling site—
with wind turbines. Also deployed were the time-honoured ‘lock-on’ 
techniques, whereby protesters glue, lock, or chain themselves to immo-
bile objects. For our protesters these included steel pipes, fences, a red 
bus, IGas trucks, and—where a little creativity was called for—a coffin. 
But in the end, it was the most mundane of techniques—walking along 
a public footpath, an everyday activity that anyone could participate in—
that appeared to have best disrupted IGas’ exploratory drilling. The 
genius of this tactic, in hindsight, was its immunity to GMP’s preferred 
means of suppression: arrest and prosecution. But occupying a physical 
and legal space beyond criminalisation, the protesters of Barton Moss, 
unlike those of Occupy, were free of the state’s prior (successful) attempts 
to control dissent through the manipulations of law enforcement.

�Political Policing

What happened at Barton Moss did not only make fracking visible to a 
wider public; it also exposed the mechanisms of state repression, render-
ing them not only visible but, from the perspective of the activists, expe-
riential and tangible. For they bore the physical brunt of GMP action and 
overreaction: from threats to the brutalities and distress of arrest. Thus, 
the typically abstract casting of ideas about the relationship between the 
state and commerce, which are for most people devoid of ready frames of 
reference, and hence meaningless, were given at Barton Moss a more con-
crete instantiation—in police oppression. When protesters came later to 
view their suffering at the hands of the police as arising out of the GMP’s 
service of corporate interests above those of ‘the people’ (the evidence for 
which we shall soon examine), they consequently came to interpret each 
act in their suppression—and its associated physical and mental conse-
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quences: pain, bruising, fear, humiliation—as manifestations—if not the 
very substance—of that alliance between government and big business. 
This realisation was for some transformative, allowing them to suddenly 
apprehend via their experience the full significance of ‘corporatocracy’ or 
‘crony capitalism’, and to see with greater clarity why they are worth 
opposing.

It is not without justification that the policing at Barton Moss has been 
compared for its disproportionate use of force to that of the miners’ 
strike.2 There were many absurd, unjust, and brutal arrests at Barton 
Moss. To provide merely an illustrative list of examples that the reader 
can themselves check against online amateur video footage, these included 
the arrest of a Legal Observer—a trained representative of a human rights 
organisation, who attends public protests to monitor and report police 
conduct—for drink driving while he was filming the arrest of another 
protester on 14 January 20143; the brutal arrest of Legal Observer Kris 
O’Donnel, while he tried to speak to an officer about a traffic offence4; 
and the case of Vanda Gillet,5 who was injured during her brutal arrest 
but refused medical attention for over an hour.

However, while the miners, being deprived of their income during the 
strike, were susceptible to being starved out in a war of attrition with the 
state, at Barton Moss it was IGas which were being ‘starved out’. Their 
increased operating costs brought by protesters’ disruption of their near-
daily convoys, and mounting negative publicity, which was exacerbated 
by the severity of the policing, would, in the end, prove too great to bear.

And while protest actions elsewhere, as in Canary Wharf, suffered 
under their successful criminalisation by the authorities, at Barton Moss 
the GMP struggled to find for the slow-walkers a suitable criminal charge. 
Each time an arrest on a new charge ended up in court, the actions of the 
protesters were judged to be lawful.

The first charges levelled against the slow-walkers were for Obstruction 
of the Highway. These cases collapsed following a hearing on 12 February 
2014 at Manchester and Salford Magistrates’ Court, when District Judge 
Qureshi ruled that the land in question was not a public highway. Later 
charges of obstructing a police officer were dismissed on the grounds that 
the arrests and the force used by police to ‘push’ protesters down the road 
were unlawful.
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The third most common charge was aggravated trespass. At the time of 
writing, many of the cases for this charge are still ongoing. However, the 
first of them, which was being used as a test case, concluded with the 
acquittal of both defendants. In his judgement, District Judge Sanders 
said the protesters were:

Entitled to demonstrate, were entitled to walk along Barton Moss Road, 
had been generally compliant with the police, and their actions were spe-
cifically directed towards the object of their protest and not the wider pub-
lic. (Sanders 2016, 13)

The judge also went on to express how the nature of the policing had 
led directly to the arrests:

Without any warning (or indeed clear rationale) the police changed their 
tactics and sought to significantly increase the pace of the protesters. 
Neither of the defendants wished to progress at this faster pace and resisted 
attempts to make them walk faster. In both cases, but separated by time, 
they had the misfortune to find themselves in front of PC Genge who 
interpreted this resistance as deliberate pushing back. (Sanders 2016, 13)

The majority of arrests of slow-walkers has been deemed unlawful. 
Solicitor Simon Pook, of Robert Lizar’s, who represented pro bono many 
of the arrested protesters, called for a public enquiry into the policing of 
the demonstration:

Since November 2013, Richard Brigden and I advised the Court on the 
nature of Barton Moss Road. GMP continued to act without lawful 
authority for a number of months… We cannot permit, in an established 
democracy, police forces arresting and detaining citizens with the knowl-
edge that their actions are themselves unlawful. Such a position only 
undermines confidence in the police and justice system. (Telephone inter-
view, Simon Pook, 24 September 2014)

The sense among protesters that GMP had been serving the interests 
of IGas was first stirred following the release of a memorandum of under-
standing between GMP, Salford City Council, and IGas (Greater 
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Manchester Police 2014). The memorandum disclosed that GMP’s pur-
pose was to ‘facilitate peaceful protest’ and that ‘Police Officers must only 
use the minimum amount of lawful force’ (Greater Manchester Police 
2014, 13, 23)—an aim clearly at odds with the experiences of protesters, 
their corroboration by amateur video footage of police abuse, and the 
strikingly high number of dropped charges. Much more revealing was 
what the memorandum set out next: that IGas would ‘lead on all media 
communication, both proactive and reactive’ (Greater Manchester Police 
2014, 10). For Simon Pook, this explains why GMP’s published press 
releases, which were circulated in the public domain, exhibited a decid-
edly pro-IGas, anti-protester bias: ‘GMP has to balance the right of the 
protesters and the rights of the community and workers,’ said Pook, while 
‘in practice GMP appears to have given IGas direct access to their gold 
and silver command, and IGas had the lead role in regards to press’ 
(Telephone interview, Simon Pook, 24 September 2014).

The nature of the policing at Barton Moss may be seen as a continua-
tion of the policing of the 2013 anti-fracking protests at Cuadrilla 
Resources’ exploratory drilling well in the village of Balcombe, West 
Sussex. A review by Hertfordshire Constabulary and Essex Police found 
that the operation at Balcombe had several deficiencies—which might be 
all too familiar to Barton Moss’ slow-walkers. The report discloses that at 
Balcombe, too, numerous police charges would later be dropped due to 
‘the absence of initial clear charging guidelines and standards’ (Adams 
2014, 9). The report also states, tellingly, that following a briefing by 
Sussex Constabulary to Cuadrilla, the company’s response ‘became a sig-
nificant political/economic issue related to subsequent involvement at a 
more senior political level’ (Adams 2014, 4). The report then goes on to 
describe the relationship between Cuadrilla and Sussex police as needing 
to be ‘more transparent and less open to subsequent influence’ (Adams 
2014, 4).

The claims of ‘political policing’ at Barton Moss gained traction due to 
its remarkably large police consignment, and, more than this, the heavy-
handedness of their approach, which attracted allegations of police 
brutality (Telephone interview, Simon Pook, 24 September 2014). They 
were also fuelled by the conspicuous ways in which the police assisted 
IGas in its business, with escorts to and from Barton Moss Road, and 
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traffic disruptions to enable IGas convoys to arrive earlier—perhaps to 
evade protesters. And then there were the outcomes of police arrests, 
already highly suspect in the eyes of many. As the charges upon which 
these arrests were made would come, one after the other, to be dropped, 
thrown out of court, or ruled against, the protesters’ belief that policing 
had been political became increasingly difficult to deny. After all, they 
had statistics on their side. The average conviction rate across public order 
offences in the UK stands at 96%. What was the conviction rate for 
arrests made during the Barton Moss protests, the majority of which were 
made in relation to public order offences? Just 29% (33 out of 93 prose-
cuted protesters; see Gilmore et al. 2016, 39–40).

What is the significance of that statistic? A report by the Centre for the 
Study of Crime, Criminalisation and Social Exclusion, by Liverpool John 
Moores University, and the Centre for URBan Research (CURB), 
University of York (and to which I contributed the photographs), exam-
ines the gap between GMP’s published objective of police operations at 
Barton Moss and the actual results:

Given the low conviction rates, arrest under Operation Geraldton did not 
appear to have been carried out with a view to securing convictions. Rather, 
mass arrest and blanket bail served to create a de facto protest exclusion 
zone around the fracking site – an action that would otherwise have no 
basis in law as well as being a clear violation of the protesters’ right to free-
dom of assembly under Article 11 of the European Convention on Human 
Rights. (Gilmore et al. 2016, 41)

The report goes on to dispute the lawfulness of the arrests and ques-
tions the aims and tactics of police operations, lending credence to the 
opinion of many protesters that the state was using the GMP to silence 
dissent and facilitate business. As the report further suggested:

The dubious legality under which arrests were carried out, evidenced by the 
readiness of the courts to challenge their legal basis, raises important 
questions about the extent to which the policing operation was driven by 
interests other than public order and crime prevention. It is clear from the 
above analysis that mass arrest was a central component of Operation 
Geraldton. The tactic served to physically clear protesters from the site, to 
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deter others from attending the camp and to reinforce the construction of 
protesters as violent criminals and thereby legitimize the intensity of the 
policing operation. (Gilmore et al. 2016, 41)

Of course, what would have been clear to all involved in these moments 
of ‘intense’ policing was that one did not need a degree in politics to 
understand what was happening. Anyone taking part or witnessing these 
events could see and hear what was going on; and what is more, some 
could feel it, too. Each time an arrest on a new charge was judged to be 
unlawful, protesters’ long-held sense of indignance at the absurdity, injus-
tice, and brutality of their treatment received an additional exclamation 
point.

Over these five months, the attempts of the Greater Manchester Police 
to criminalise the actions of the Barton Moss protesters became increas-
ingly desperate—but no more successful. This failure might be thought a 
source of morale for protesters, even while its obverse reinforced a depress-
ing truth: that the criminal justice system was being used as a tool in their 
oppression, and which was especially galling, to serve the interests of 
IGas. The protesters were not demoralised. In fact, the unity of the activ-
ists continued to grow. Moreover, the dissemination via social media of 
amateur videos depicting police malpractice galvanised support from 
other interest groups, most notably the Greater Manchester Association 
of Trades Union Councils (GMATUC), an association of trade unions 
with 18,000 members. In a public letter from that group to Tony Lloyd, 
the Greater Manchester Police and Crime Commissioner, the GMP was 
excoriated for its ‘horrendous’ policing at Barton Moss, with opposition 
raised to ‘legitimate protest’ being ‘criminalised in an attempt to silence 
dissent’ (Haworth 2014, 1). The letter also stated that ‘[t]here are citizens 
in our county who because of this episode now find it impossible to trust 
any man or woman wearing the GMP badge’ (Haworth 2014, 1).

In attempts to investigate further the allegation of political policing, 
the research team behind the ‘Keep moving!’ Report on the policing of the 
Barton Moss community protection camp have issued several Freedom of 
Information Act (FOIA) requests for such data. The GMP and the Crown 
Prosecution Service (CPS) have continued to refuse the team’s requests 
for this information, involving them in an ongoing case with the 
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Information Commissioner (IC) who has instructed the CPS to provide 
the information. At the end of April, the CPS agreed, on threat of court 
action, to respond to FOIA requests. However, to date the Greater 
Manchester Police and the Crown Prosecution Service have refused all 
requests for the final figures on arrests at Barton Moss.

�Explaining the Protests’ Success

What started as a routine environmental protest about fracking had, by 
the time the protesters had left the site, become something much more. 
Among other things, it had metamorphosed into a quasi-heroic tale of 
the ‘ordinary citizen’s’ struggle against corrupt and oppressive government-
corporate power.

This transformation happened gradually. At the start of the campaign, 
local opinion seemed to support the proposed fracking. In a poll con-
ducted in December 2013 by BBC North West Tonight, only 34% said 
they were opposed to fracking ‘in the north west’, while 44% supported 
it and 22% were undecided (BBC 2013). By contrast, in the wake of the 
protests, a local newspaper, the Manchester Evening News, conducted a 
poll in March 2014 in which 73% of respondents said they were opposed 
to fracking (Thompson 2014)—39% more opposition than was reported 
in the earlier survey.

It is important to recognise that these surveys were conducted by dif-
ferent organisations. The BBC commissioned the market research com-
pany TNS to carry out its poll, while the Manchester Evening News 
appears to have conducted theirs in-house through their website. Because 
the surveys used different methodologies, their data cannot be assumed 
to be comparable and special caution should be exercised in making all 
but the most general of inferences across the data sets. One such general 
inference, which I think one may be justified in drawing with confidence, 
is that the surveys’ results reflect a genuine and marked shift in public 
opinion. This has, in turn, put significant pressure on local politicians to 
oppose any future applications for fracking.

The presence of such consequential effects raises the question of how 
we are to account for the remarkable achievements of what was conceived 
as a fairly unremarkable anti-fracking protest? In what follows, I outline 
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what I take to be the five factors most instrumental to the Battle of Barton 
Moss ending—against expectation—in victory for its environmental 
protesters and corporate-governmental defeat. I also try to explain the 
protest’s cause of an enduring shift in the public’s opinion of fracking in 
the northwest of England, and possibly further afield, from general 
approval or indifference, to widespread opposition.

First and foremost was the innovative ‘slow-walk’ method of protest, 
which involved walking in front of the IGas convoys along Barton Moss 
Road before their entrance into the drilling site. Knowing that this would 
reduce productivity at the drilling site gave protesters a sense of having 
accomplished something tangible. Incorporating participants into active, 
coordinated protests also helped contribute to a sense of camaraderie, not 
only among protesters, which is always critical to protest success, but also 
between protesters and local residents. The value of this form of comrade-
ship is exemplified by the remarks of one experienced protester, who par-
ticipated in the Occupy London protest at the Stock Exchange and lived 
on the camp site at Barton Moss:

The people of Salford turned out in support of our attempts to prevent 
IGas from fracking at Barton moss. They came every morning and walked 
in front of lorries with us, they were arrested with us, they were brutalised 
by police with us. When we were arrested, they came to police stations in 
solidarity with us. They have attended our court cases to support us. Many 
locals offered showers, meals and beds for the night if we needed them. 
They brought us goods and blankets and all sorts of things the camp 
needed. The love and solidarity from local residents was amazing. In fact, I 
and many others formed strong bonds with many during the campaign at 
Barton moss, for me to such a degree that I couldn’t leave them and 
remained in Manchester after our camp was disbanded […] The love, sup-
port and solidarity shown to us by the local community, many of who were 
attending their very first protest was incredible. I have no doubt that if or 
when the frackers return, this community will be more than ready to resist. 
(Telephone interview, 26 June 2014)

Second, and more remarkably, after local activists had commenced the 
anti-fracking protests at Barton Moss, people from across the country 
soon arrived to swell the number of camp residents, citing similar con-
cerns about environmental degradation. Hence, the 20 or 30 protesters 
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who occupied the camp on any given night always comprised a mix of 
locals and those from further afield. This relationship, between the camp’s 
occupants and the wider community, appears to have been crucial in 
maintaining the daily rhythm of the protests, as well as the growth of a 
broader anti-fracking campaign. As a resident of the nearby Cadishead 
explained:

The relationship between the ‘protectors’ [the name given to protesters 
who stayed at the camp] who came to live on the camp and the local resi-
dents was electric. Without the ‘protectors’, locals wouldn’t have had the 
knowledge and skills in how to survive, how to protest, legal knowledge, 
how to work together for the greater cause. Overall [it was] a phenomenal, 
dynamic experience that changed the lives of the local residents forever. It 
was like the cavalry coming. It was confirmation that we were doing the 
right thing in trying to save our Moss and showed we weren’t alone in try-
ing to stop the destruction of the environment. It made everything change 
and our determination to continue the fight is resolute. (Interview, 20 
March 2014)

The third factor was the unlawful, unjust, sometimes brutal nature of 
the policing, reflected partly in the frequency of arrests. This generated 
among activists a great sense of injustice, which strengthened their resolve 
and compelled others to get involved, even where, as was the case for 
many participants, they had never protested before. Unsurprisingly, 
many reported becoming politicised by the experience, a process described 
by a protester from Irlam, a suburb in Salford:

I’m a local resident, a peaceful person. I’ve never demonstrated before in 
my life. I’m not a politically aware person, just easy going, believe the 
Government, believe people, but do you know what? I am staggered with 
what I’ve seen… It breaks my heart. The previous day I attended the protest 
to see what was going on. I came down, watched it go past, stood on the 
side and just cried, watching the police just pushing people down this foot-
path. Today I came and joined the group. (Interview, 19 February 2014)

Another protester, a Manchester resident and regular slow-walker, sim-
ilarly emphasised the self-defeating nature of the repressive policing 
which strengthened the resolve of the local community. He also revealed 
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that it was the behaviour of the GMP that motivated him to engage in a 
more direct form of action: gluing his arm and that of a friend to the 
inside of a metal tube, before lying down on the road, forcing delays 
upon a convoy of trucks as they tried to enter the drilling site.

It was very, very congested which created loads of confrontation. At the 
end when I did my direct action and why I did my direct action, apart 
from being about the dangers of fracking, was because it felt like we were 
in a police state [… I had tried many times to speak to the inspector about 
their behaviour and the way they would take it upon themselves to get us 
up the road in record time when the day before it had taken 45 minutes to 
an hour. As a direct result of that, and when they lost control and ran at 
people like myself and others, I thought I am going to make a stand 
because they shouldn’t be able to push people around like that. (Interview, 
19 April 2014)

Our fourth factor is the camp itself. As an observer, it was clear that 
having a physical space in which protesters could convene, plan, socialise, 
and learn from one another was a major boon. It gave the campaign a 
kind of ‘headquarters’, or ‘base of operations’ to use the more apt military 
metaphor, which acted as a focal point for protest organisation and 
socialisation, without which the campaign may have lacked binding co-
ordination. For example, through meetings with legal advisors at the 
camp, many protesters discovered what their rights were during the ‘slow-
walks’. Further, those who were unable to stay or participate on a daily 
basis could drop in to the camp at their convenience, receive instruction, 
and thereafter immediately take up a protest function. Finally, having a 
physical space provided a channel through which the local community 
was able to express its solidarity with the protesters via donations of food, 
water, clothing, medicine, skills (such as construction), and expertise 
(such as in media and law).

One protester, who travelled from Liverpool to reside in the camp and 
who had never attended a protest before, suggested that the camp also 
served an important visual/symbolic function:

The most important thing that the camp gives to the local community is 
that it is a visual of the issue. Once something appears, the media comes 
down because it is new news and they want to know what is going on. 
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Then you get it on your local TV news. Plus, if you look, all the commu-
nity places are shut so people haven’t got a place to gather any more […] I 
am looking for ways to change public perception of issues and the only way 
to do that is making the issues visible. You have to make it visible for people 
to start moving. (Telephone interview, 19 January 2015)

It should also be noted that in looking beyond the bounded space of 
the camp site, one finds the emergence and growth of a broader anti-
fracking network that has, in turn, galvanised a still wider activist com-
munity in Greater Manchester, as Martin Porter from Frack Free Greater 
Manchester6 explained:

The success of the anti-fracking movement has sucked in experienced cam-
paigners from Greenpeace, Reclaim the Power, Friends of the Earth and so 
on but also, and this is what makes it unique as an environmental protest 
in my experience, the trade unions and other left wing political groups. I 
still don’t think the big NGOs realise how important the links we have 
made in Manchester are. Non-hierarchical ‘direct action’ people, Green 
NGOs and trade unions working together is very rare, and I think a huge 
innovation by Greater Manchester, all thanks to Barton Moss. (Telephone 
interview, 19 May 2014)

The fifth factor was the strategic sophistication of the protest, which 
included the use of various cutting-edge online platforms, and which one 
protester, a Manchester resident who regularly attended the protest 
walks, suggested that IGas and GMP were not adequately prepared to 
deal with:

The location and the route was a flaw but in actual fact they had never 
come up against the sort of sophistication of these protectors… which 
really laid them bare and made them look very, very amateurish, especially 
when compared to the policing that I know goes on in communities. 
(Interview, 19 April 2014)

While it has been well documented that social media is beneficial for 
organising protests, Barton Moss being no exception, lesser-known 
platforms like Bambuser,7 which enabled users to film protests and 
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record police behaviour, proved decisive. The principal benefit of 
Bambuser is that footage is not stored on the recording device but 
online, so that footage remains secure and accessible in instances where 
devices are confiscated by the police. The many hours of footage 
recorded in this way were used to great effect by solicitors representing 
the protesters. Although the GMP tried to counter this by confronting 
people during their livestreams, and trying to switch off confiscated 
devices while questioning protesters, this also produced the counter-
productive effect of stimulating additional anti-police, pro-activist sen-
timent and action.

Bambuser and related social media platforms, like Twitter and 
Facebook, as well as independent publications (online and paper-
based), such as the Salford Star, including in both online and paper-
based formats, provided protesters with a means of contesting the 
narrative of the mainstream media, which characterised those living at 
the camp as ‘professional protesters’: self-serving and mercenary trou-
blemakers who profit from stirring up social discord. Consider also the 
public pronouncement of GMP Chief Superintendent Mark Roberts 
that ‘the majority of people who are arriving on the site are not there 
to protest against fracking but are there to disrupt and intimidate the 
local community and to antagonise police’ (Manchester Evening News 
2014). Other sources told a different story, with members of the local 
community praising protesters’ conviction politics (in stark contrast, 
one is tempted to observe, with the many ‘career politicians’ against 
whom the public turned during the protests). The challenge is in 
spreading the alternative perspectives, which is where these innovative 
platforms of networked communication come in. These were used by 
protesters to disseminate to a big audience via the Internet damning 
evidence of the aggressive policing of peaceful protesters—thereby 
countering the establishment narrative. These ‘weapons of information 
warfare’ would appear to be of truly game-changing significance in 
their endowment of activists with a power unimaginable to earlier gen-
erations of protesters: the ability for the individual to respond readily 
and at minimum cost to disinformation intended to undermine the 
legitimacy of a campaign, and to do so in ways that reach a large 
audience.
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�Battles Beyond Barton Moss

Over the past few years, I have witnessed a number of protests that owe 
their vitality—if not their very existence—to the networks that grew 
out of the protests at Barton Moss. A campaign to reduce homelessness 
is one example, in which activists from Barton Moss have participated. 
This recently livestreamed a homeless camp in Nottingham, and run 
homeless camps on the streets and in occupied buildings in Manchester. 
They have also been involved in camps that have been set up to tackle 
the effects of climate change in North Wales, Cheshire, Central 
Lancashire, East Yorkshire, South Yorkshire, and Fylde. What the anti-
fracking campaign at Barton Moss has done for the North, then, is 
create a prototypical movement that through its emulation, replication, 
and adaptation may be deployed in new locales and repurposed in other 
campaigns.

One protester, a camper at Barton Moss now residing in Greater 
Manchester, has paid close attention to these developments, explaining it 
as follows:

What the anti-fracking campaign at Barton Moss has done is brought 
everyone under one roof and to realise that we are all fighting for the same 
thing. No matter what campaign you are fighting for we are all fighting for 
a redistribution of resources. We all just want things to be dealt out more 
evenly. We have got homeless people that we have helped to get housing 
who are now fighting on other campaigns. There are people who we 
couldn’t get housed who have gone to anti-fracking sites and flourished. 
No matter what campaign we are working on it is always giving people the 
drive to go on and do something else. (Telephone interview, 20 January 
2015)

Another camp protester, who made the trip from Liverpool, described 
how Barton Moss had changed his life:

It was the first time I’d ever been on a protest. I’d never even been to a local 
demonstration, so Barton Moss did change my life. From what I learnt 
there it has taken me on to other things with campaigns all around the 
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country. And from never having been on a protest before, I have set up 
protest camps at Upton in Cheshire and in East Yorkshire. I have spoken at 
public meetings in front of packed halls which six or seven months earlier 
was a million miles away in my life. (Telephone interview, 19 January 
2015)

�Galvanising the Local Activist Community

In the 15 years that I have documented social movements, I have seen no 
other campaign achieve as much as did Barton Moss. The impact it has 
had on the wider community has been simply astounding. Its incorpora-
tion of many people from all walks of life, due largely to its innovative 
slow-walks, also set the protests of Barton Moss apart. Everyone who 
‘slow-walked’ a truck, or lorry (or sometimes cement mixer), into the 
IGas site felt—knew—that they had achieved something. Many came 
back for more. Whether a walk expressed resistance to the repressive prac-
tices of the Greater Manchester Police or represented one more cost to be 
borne by the fracking industry—each symbolised a minor victory. When 
the GMP forced protesters to walk at unreasonable or unsafe speeds, the 
campaign’s response—not to shrink in intimidation, but to grow in cour-
age, commitment, and numbers—was and is inspiring.

Those moments in front of the trucks at Barton Moss seemed collec-
tively to form a space in which people with diverse backgrounds and 
biographies were united by their concerns over what fracking might do to 
our environment. And yet in this space, peaceful protesters found them-
selves under siege, treated by the state as a danger to society, a problem to 
be solved through fair means or—as happened all too often—foul. Yet 
amid the rough treatment at the hands of the police—public servants 
tasked to uphold the law, not break it—we find a space that provided a 
unique vantage point from which the actions of the state could be clearly 
apprehended, its close relationship with industry, on whose behest it 
abused its powers, laid bare for all with open eyes to see. This was also a 
space whose conditions, in retrospect, must have been particularly hospi-
table to the emergence and evolution of what can reasonably be described 
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as a special kind of virus, which once loosed upon the world could be 
expected by virtue of its dynamism and vigour only to spread, inexorably, 
from one person to the next, with the power to bring down organisms far 
greater in size and strength—and with seemingly no cure in sight.

What happened at Barton Moss is a reminder of just how powerful 
participatory forms of protest can be, especially at a time when people 
feel disillusioned by the political process and disengaged from the usual 
forms of political participation. It has shown how a band of ordinary 
committed citizens, despite government and corporate resistance, can use 
peaceful tactics accessible to all, to defeat corporate interests and chal-
lenge repressive policing. At the same time, we must caution ourselves 
against the seductive but erroneous view that success at Barton Moss was 
inevitable and that the spread of protest movements, as if by viral conta-
gion, is literally inexorable—however things might seem in self-
congratulatory hindsight. As proof of this, consider what might have 
transpired if Barton Moss Road was not a public footpath upon which 
protesters could lawfully walk (or slow-walk).

Putting aside for the moment the intractable contingency of political 
protests and the uncertainty of their consequences, and looking to the 
future of social movements, in northern England and beyond, what 
might Barton Moss teach us? All too briefly: that social movements rely 
for their efficacy upon their ability to exploit the holes liable to exist in 
any complex system of power. Such exploitation should therefore be a 
primary focus of any protest’s strategic development. A second strategic 
aim should be to develop protests that expose the (often unpalatable) 
intentions of the state and reveal (as is typically the case) the speed with 
which its agencies and agents are willing to dispense with legality and 
morality in favour of the free exercise of power. And remember: the more 
ingenious the campaign, the more enlightening will be the protest.

Notes

1.	 The term ‘slow-walk’ appears to derive not from the speed of the walk, 
which is not necessarily slower than normal walking, but because slow-
walkers walk in front of vehicles, obstructing their passage, and slowing 
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them down. At Barton Moss, activists would speak of ‘slow-walking’ vehi-
cles, which usually meant walking in front of the IGas convoys and vehi-
cles that arrived perpetually at the site.

2.	 In an article for Salford Star on 6 February 2014, Simon Pook of Robert 
Lizar Solicitors compared the policing of the protests at Barton Moss to 
the policing of the Miners’ Strike: ‘[t]he last time I saw this sort of behav-
iour was in the Miners’ Strike of the 1980s where we saw identical police 
tactics being used, pushing at miners, brutalising peaceful protest […] I 
am very, very concerned’ (Salford Star 2014).

3.	 [Retrieved 24 March 2014] https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3gxI4 
ToNKGQ.

4.	 [Retrieved 24 March 2014] https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9HWy 
4BegZqw.

5.	 [Retrieved 24 March 2014] https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AwU2 
zapAfJ8.

6.	 Frack Free Greater Manchester is a group from Greater Manchester that 
opposes any attempts to explore or undertake any high volume slickwater 
hydraulic fracturing for extracting coal bed methane, shale gas, or under-
ground coal gasification. See http://frackfreegtrmanchester.org.uk.

7.	 Bambuser is a free to use live video streaming platform that enables users 
to upload live video recorded through mobile devices such as phones and 
tablets. An example of one video that was viewed more than 5000 times 
can be found here: http://bambuser.com/v/4450505.
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Mike O’Donnell

�Introduction: Scope and Terminology

This chapter explores three main themes. Firstly, extrapolating from the 
work of Craig Calhoun, it offers a description of radicalism, focusing 
particularly on populism. This section pertains especially to early 
nineteenth-century England, but Calhoun considers that the features of 
radicalism he observes—with due regard for differences of issues and 
context—tend to recur in certain later social movements (Calhoun 
2012, 6–11; 88–92). Secondly, this chapter highlights aspects in the 
work of Charles Wright Mills and Herbert Marcuse compatible with 
populism and discusses their relationships to 1960s American radical-
ism, which is also found to have populist aspects. Thirdly, it examines 
the ‘Occupy’ movement using Calhoun’s observations on populism and 
the work of Mills and Marcuse as points of reference. Populism refers to 
particular, identifiable characteristics, but is not a settled ideology, and 
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both 1960s radicalism and Occupy—like early nineteenth-century 
English radicalism—encompassed other, more clearly defined ideologi-
cal strands. While social movements arise outside of, and typically in 
tension with, formal political systems, I conclude by emphasising the 
importance of transforming the populist impulse into support for pro-
gressive rather than repressive change.

The purpose of this book is to make a contribution to imagining social 
change: the same motive that inspired Mills and Marcuse. In that spirit, 
this chapter critically describes the interweaving of radical and progres-
sive theory and action in two peak periods, mainly in the United States. 
It points to certain pitfalls of social movement activism as well as its 
recurrent strengths. Among the former are the disadvantages of settling 
for gesture and protest at the expense of sustained and organised struggle. 
Among the latter is the unyielding search to maintain and extend demo-
cratic freedoms and social justice. While history is rarely repeated in pre-
cise detail, patterns do recur and it makes sense to learn from them.

The title of Calhoun’s book The Roots of Radicalism: Tradition, the 
Public Sphere, and Early Nineteenth-Century Social Movements (2012) 
indicates a concern with the reactive and defensive elements of radicalism 
during that period. He states that ‘early modern thinkers described analy-
ses as radical when they went to foundations, first principles, or what was 
essential’ (Calhoun 2012, 12). With reference to the popular level of 
struggle, he goes on to state:

[A]mong many ordinary people, traditions informed radical protests, com-
munity provided a base for sustained radical struggles, and appeals to 
morality and history were basic tools for reaching beyond present circum-
stances to claim a chance at better lives. (Calhoun 2012, 19)

Calhoun emphasises that radicalism ‘is not best understood as a stable 
ideological position’ and rejects the more recent left-right model of politi-
cal differentiation as an inappropriate framework for analysing it 
(Calhoun 2012, 6). He adopts the term populist to describe the character 
of much radical protest of the period, stressing that such broad ideologi-
cal and expressive currents predate modern socialism. Craft-workers, 
artisans and peasants are among the social groups within which populism 
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might flourish. A desire to regain autonomy undermined as result of 
industrial and agrarian capitalism was typical of these and other groups 
affected by early capitalism. He emphasises that:

the working people excluded from the ‘respectable’ public were every bit as 
committed to the idea of autonomy and perhaps more so. Over and again 
they reiterated the value of independence and castigated elite writers and 
parliamentarians for depending on patronage. (Calhoun 2012, 128–129)

He observes that ‘ideas of autonomy were considerably more promi-
nent than notions of exploitation among traditional English radicals’ 
(Calhoun 2012, 92). The community of the oppressed, rather than an 
organised political party, is the main frame of reference of populists as 
they react to diminished autonomy and reduced circumstances. As well 
as local communities, groups based on, for instance, ‘religious currents, 
leading philosophies, and the working class movement’ sustained radical 
dissent and ‘were distinctive in the extremes to which they took antihier-
archical ideology’ (Calhoun 2012, 269).

Despite his emphasis on the reactionary and traditional aspects of pop-
ulism, Calhoun maintains that populists may also respond positively to 
the challenge of change. The struggle for greater autonomy and liberty 
had a positive political potential, for instance, in the support for franchise 
extension and the rights reforms advocated by Thomas Paine.

Calhoun challenges the common distinction between old (OSM) and 
new social movements (NSM), in which the former are considered 
mainly concerned with material issues and the latter with identity ones. 
He regards both these features as characteristic of social movements in 
general. Accordingly, he denies privileged historical status to the labour 
movement and reinstates the significance of non-socialist radical move-
ments that preceded it. Although Calhoun recognises the diversity of 
social movements, the removal of the OSM/NSM divide also facilitates 
recognition of long-term continuities, including those of a populist char-
acter. He considers that the NSM formulation is ‘historically shallow’ 
and partly responsible for populism being ‘commonly treated as an 
anomaly – not a central and recurrent response to large scale capitalist 
and centralizing state power’ (Calhoun 2012, 285).
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The Cambridge Dictionary of Sociology refers to populism as ‘an 
ambiguous term’ (CDS 2006, 448). Both the CDS and Calhoun opt to 
describe and illustrate populism rather than attempt to provide a precise 
definition. However, Calhoun’s retrospective application of the term is 
justified by the impressive way he employs it to clarify particular continu-
ities in radicalism. In the United States, populism is often thought to 
have arisen in the late nineteenth century, as small farmers’ opposition in 
the South and mid-West to northern industrialists and bankers. 
Nowadays, the term is frequently used to describe broad currents of anti-
elitist or ‘anti-establishment’ sentiment with roots in civil society, typi-
cally with some impact on the formal political system. The term is often 
employed disparagingly by established politicians and commentators 
and, somewhat confusingly, by populists of the right and left.

The typically reactive and ideologically diffuse characteristics of popu-
lism cause problems both for theorists and for populists themselves. 
Populist surges might shift in various directions—reactionary or progres-
sive, anarchist or authoritarian—rendering their trajectory unpredictable 
for those who seek to guide it, and making it difficult for commentators 
to unpick a coherent content from it. Here Calhoun’s (2012, 278–279) 
concept of ‘consolidation’ is useful. The term refers to ways in which radi-
cal (including populist) sentiments and ideas might be given more con-
crete and sustained form. This could usefully include clarifying the 
common ground between what is (perhaps too rigidly) perceived as either 
left- or right-wing populism, thus potentially widening the electoral base 
of radical political parties. One possible direction of consolidation for 
contemporary populists of a left-radical flavour is to make common cause 
with democratic socialists and liberal human rights activists, thus reduc-
ing the potential for the populist impulse to simply peter out. Here 
Calhoun introduces a further useful concept, ‘social movement field’. 
This describes a range of groups and smaller movements that may not be 
formally linked or share precisely the same values, sentiments and ideas 
but, at least, occur as a recognisable ‘wave’ of radical activity (Calhoun 
2012, 253–254). The extent to which movements with some populist 
features may be part of such a wider field and may define the latter’s 
character is variable, but I argue that they play a significant part in both 
cases discussed below.
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�Mills, Populism and the 1960s Radical 
Movement

This section discusses populist and what I term ‘radical liberal’ aspects of 
the work of Mills and their impact on 1960s radicalism. His work cap-
tured the beginnings of radical questioning and unrest, and his analysis 
of the main structural divide of American society in elite/mass terms led 
him away from Marxism towards a more populist inclined perspective. 
However, he did not describe his work as populist. Locating his own 
values within humanist thought, he helped shape the idealistic senti-
ments of young activists, albeit that this anchoring was lost in the later 
1960s.

An initial point of terminology needs to be made. I use the terms ‘New 
Left’ to indicate the political current, ‘Counter-culture’ to indicate the 
cultural current of 1960s radicalism in the United States, and the term 
‘Movement’ to include both. The two currents inter-mingled and com-
plemented each other, often to the point of fusion (see Jones and 
O’Donnell 2010, Chap. 6; O’Donnell 2008, 242). Calhoun states that 
far-reaching and long-term change—he uses the term ‘revolution’—
requires a profound cultural as well as an institutional shift and citing 
Charles Taylor refers to ‘strong horizons’ of moral judgement (2012, 
285). Mills understood these aspects of deep social change and his own 
aspirations for the future were partly rooted in traditional values. The 
Movement itself mixed genuine cultural innovation with a revisiting of 
traditional and naturalistic styles of living and values but the mainstream 
did little more than flirt with these boundary-challenging developments. 
Under pressure serious radical ideas and activities became submerged, 
but were reasserted again more publicly in the 1990s.

Although he died in March 1962 some years before the Movement 
reached its peak, Mills arguably remained the major ideological influence 
on it until it began to fragment into ultimately contradictory strands. 
Many of Mills’ themes and arguments, and even some phrases he used, 
reappear in the speeches and writings of Movement activists. 
Unsurprisingly, Mills achieved a more sophisticated critique of American 
society than the generally young Movement activists, but the latter were 
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better placed to test and develop ideas through practice, whereas Mills 
remained primarily an academic voice, albeit a powerful one.

Neither Mills’ work nor the Movement was ‘populist’ in any simplistic 
sense, but the term is useful in understanding significant aspects of both. 
Mills’ writings helped to clarify rising but ill-defined radical sentiment by 
integrating a range of moral, cultural, psycho-social and political themes: 
the association between individually felt problems and social structure; 
the relationship of values to political ideology and action; a growing cul-
tural dimension to the emerging radicalism; the forms and distribution 
of power in the United States and the country’s position in the world.

In The Sociological Imagination (1959a), Mills articulated the often-
repeated association between personal problems and public issues, a link 
later powerfully echoed in the feminist dictum, ‘the personal is the politi-
cal’. The potential relationship between personal troubles and public 
issues that Mills notes chimes with Calhoun’s observation that populists’ 
initial ‘gut reactions’ could prompt collective public responses. From the 
1960s, the personal-social-political dimension became a major aspect of 
emerging identity politics. Mills’ sharp psychological awareness and sen-
sitivity to emotional experience are also apparent in his emphasis on the 
role of culture and values in formulating radical ideology and practice as 
the following comment made in his Letter to the New Left illustrates (the 
‘magazines’ he refers to are two journals that eventually merged to form 
the New Left Review):

As for the articulation of ideals, there I think your magazines have done 
their best work so far. That is your meaning – is it not – of the emphasis on 
cultural affairs? (Mills 1960a, reprinted in Horowitz 1967, 252)

Mills went on to state that the left should be ‘guided morally by the 
humanistic and secular values of Western civilisation – above all by the 
ideals of reason, freedom and love’ (Mills 1960a, in Horowitz 1967, 
253).

Mills’ coupling of humanistic and secular values reflected and rein-
forced an established theme in radical thought—one that has current 
resonance when these values are under challenge from Islamic State’s 
theocratic ideology. Viscerally anti-authoritarian, Mills dismissed the 
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Soviet regime and the American power elite as undemocratic, albeit in 
different ways (Mills 1959b). Otherwise, he maintained a dialogical rela-
tionship with both socialism and liberalism. He directed some of his 
fiercest rhetoric towards an influential cluster of American liberals whom 
he considered no longer represented progressive ideals but were promot-
ing a technocratic and elitist liberalism, which he regarded as a funda-
mentally ‘conservative’ accommodation to the status quo (1956, Chap. 
14). In particular, he berated Daniel Bell, whose ‘end of ideology’ thesis 
he referred to as ‘a slogan of complacency’ and ‘a refusal to work out an 
explicit political philosophy’ (Mills 1960a, in Horowitz 1967, 249–51). 
Mills’ The Power Elite (1956) is an attempt to fill this vacuum.

Mills’ examination of ‘the power elite’ (1956) is often discussed in jux-
taposition to Marxist class analysis especially in relation to his debate 
with Marxist Ralph Miliband (Miliband 1969). However, its main prop-
osition that the fundamental division in American society is between the 
elite and the mass is closer to a populist perspective. Although Mills dis-
missed the notion of the working class as the main agent of change and 
seemed unable to prevent himself from ridiculing the conformity of the 
emerging white-collar class, his sympathies nevertheless lay with these 
less powerful groups, and he reserved his most scathing criticism for the 
power elite. The combination of Mills moral tone and anti-elitism has an 
echo of William Jennings Bryan, the most populist of major American 
politicians. Bryan’s anti-elitism was succinctly expressed in the old 
Jacksonian motto that he often quoted: ‘Equal rights to all and special 
privileges to none’ (in Hofstadter 1967, 188).

Mills focused more on inequality of power, particularly the lack of 
personal and group autonomy, than on material inequality. This reso-
nates with historic and contemporary populism that has also prioritised 
individual and communal freedoms and grassroots democracy. Mills did 
not regard the United States as a fully or adequately democratic society. 
His critique of the power elite hardly needs revisiting, but his thoughts 
on what might constitute a more democratic society are less familiar 
(1956, 318–24). He was a consistent advocate of ‘publics’, by which he 
meant the informed engagement of individuals and groups in civil and 
political life. This is a similar scenario to that favoured by contemporary 
supporters of civil society as the cradle of change. In Mills’ case, his 
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advocacy of publics has a distinct whiff of nostalgia for small-town and 
rural America, and he expressed doubts about whether such public politi-
cal participation is compatible with large-scale society. These sentiments 
have a populist flavour but he most often uses the word ‘liberal’ to 
describe the kind of democratic society he advocates, repeatedly contrast-
ing ‘a genuinely liberal public’ with mass society.

The idea of a mass society suggests an elite of power. The idea of the public 
in contrast suggests the liberal tradition of a society without any power 
elite, or at any rate of shifting elites of no sovereign consequence. (Mills 
1956, 323)

Mills’ understanding of ‘genuine’ liberalism cannot be equated with 
populism but resonates with the latter’s characteristic emphasis on pop-
ular participation and complementary anti-elitism and with the ten-
dency for populist ideological strands to overlap and intertwine with 
more developed ideologies. Equally, Mills’ secular humanism reflects 
the ideals of the enlightenment and jars with the ideologically sceptical 
liberalism of Daniel Bell (1988[1960]) and Seymour Martin Lipset 
(1972).

Unable to envisage a convincing agency of change in American society, 
Mills did not even sketch an outline agenda for social transformation. 
Casting around for signs of radical stirring, he was supportive of the ris-
ing tide of dissent among intellectuals and students (Mills 1960a, in 
Horowitz 1967, 256–9), and, in the last years of his life, he also looked 
to emerging nations as potential agents of radical progress (1960b).

Mills’ comments on bureaucracy find him at his most populist:

Great and rational forms of organisations – in brief, bureaucracies – have 
indeed increased, but the substantive reason of individuals at large has not. 
Caught in the limited milieux of their everyday lives, ordinary men often 
cannot reason about great structures – rational and irrational – of which 
their milieux are subordinate parts. Accordingly they often carry out series 
of apparently rational action without any idea of the ends they serve, and 
there is an increasing suspicion that those at the top as well – like Tolstoy’s 
generals  – only pretend they know. (Mills 1959c, in Horowitz 1967, 
237–238)
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With typical bravado, Mills jibed at those he regarded as technocratic 
liberals as ‘crackpot realists’ and the conformist mass as ‘cheerful robots’ 
reprising Kafka and Weber’s depiction of modernity as impersonal and 
dehumanising.

Mills’ work, then, provided a broad sense of direction to the new radi-
cals, but not a developed strategy or vision of destination. Unsurprisingly, 
many got lost on the way to utopia. It is necessary to put the Movement 
in context before setting out aspects of Mills’ influence on it. Typical of a 
social movement field, it was a collection of more or less loosely con-
nected and mutually supportive groups and organisations. In the early 
stages of the Movement, the main issues were segregation and the denial 
of black people’s rights in the South, and the Cold War with its associated 
risk of nuclear annihilation. Both illustrate Calhoun’s argument that 
incipient populism typically involves reaction to perceived injustice or 
threat rather than the emergence of a fully fledged ideology. While the 
social base of the Movement was, of course, different from early 
nineteenth-century English radicalism, as what follows illustrates, the 
dynamics of modern social movement development offer parallels.

An early positional document reflective of the Movement’s emerging 
perspectives was The Port Huron Statement (PHS), written in 1962 by a 
group from the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS). It opens by 
referring to a generation looking ‘uncomfortably to the world’ it inher-
ited (Jacobs and Landau 1967, 154). In addition to the issues of racism 
and the nuclear threat, unease was expressed about the state of American 
democracy in an appeal for ‘truly democratic alternatives to the present, 
and a commitment to social experimentation with them’ (Jacobs and 
Landau 1967, 157).

The section titled ‘Values’ in the PHS closely reflects Mills’ concern 
with the moral motivations underlying politics. After commenting 
that ‘not even the liberal and socialist preachments of the past seem 
adequate to the forms of the present’, it repeats verbatim Mills’ belief 
that people have unfulfilled capacities ‘for reason, freedom and love’ 
(Jacobs and Landau 1967, 158). A later section, titled ‘Politics without 
Publics’, claims in recognisably Millsian terms that the ‘American 
political system is not the democratic model of which its glorifiers 
speak’ (Jacobs and Landau 1967, 164). The document then substan-
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tially recounts Mills’ analysis that congressional politics function pre-
dominantly at a middle level of power, while the power elite controls 
the heights (Jacobs and Landau 1967, 164–7). However, the PHS 
mainly focuses on the lower levels of power. Participatory democracy 
was the young radicals’ attempt to address the putative democratic 
deficit that had so perturbed Mills but to which he was unable to offer 
a solution.

Among the Movement organisations that adopted participatory dem-
ocratic forms were the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC) and the Economic Research and Action Project (ERAP) set up 
by SDS.  There is synchronicity between Mills’ ideas and many of the 
practices of the emerging activists. Although the two organisations over-
lapped in personal and shared similar grassroots values and strategy, they 
reflected the different parts of the social movement field in which they 
were mainly located. SNCC was founded in 1960 to promote the demo-
cratic goal of ensuring one person one vote in the still largely segregationist 
South. Initially its practice reflected the pacifism and intimate political 
manner fostered by Martin Luther King rather than Mills’ combative 
style. Its participatory and discursive decision-making approach and 
organisation became widely influential across the early Movement. Its 
ethos is well reflected in the following reflections of SNCC activist Bob 
Moses:

What we have begun to learn and are trying to explore about people is how 
they can come together in groups, small groups and large groups, and talk 
to each other and make decisions about basic things, about their lives, I 
think that has application everywhere in the country. (Jacobs and Landau 
1967, 129)

Moses goes on to comment on the inadequacy of democracy in the 
United States:

Whatever we [i.e., the American people] currently mean by democracy, we 
don’t mean that people should come together, discuss their main problems 
that they all know about and be able to do something about themselves. 
(Jacobs and Landau 1967, 129)
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Instead, Moses advocates open public discussions to enable partici-
pants to establish their own priorities rather than be presented with pre-
arranged ones. More directly influenced by Mills, the ERAP project tried 
to implement and test the principles proposed in The Port Huron Statement 
advocating for a democracy of individual participation in which people 
shared in the decisions determining the direction and quality of their 
lives, principles that resonate with the populist tradition. The SDS set up 
12 projects in areas of socio-economic disadvantage, with the intention 
of supporting people to empower themselves. Only a couple of projects 
lasted more than a few years, which is not surprising given their explor-
atory nature. Some activists concluded that fundamental improvement in 
the condition of the poor required structural change.

In different ways, Mills and Martin Luther King provided the kind of 
charismatic focus that can give direction and impact to social movements. 
Mills’ influence is also highly apparent on the Free Speech Movement 
(FSM) of 1964 at Berkeley University.

The FSM is a classic case of a movement defending perceived funda-
mental rights and freedoms against vested interests and bureaucratic con-
trol. The initial conflict between students and administration concerned 
the right of students to political advocacy on a particular area of university-
owned property. The debate soon brought into play the relationship 
between higher education to industry and the nature of bureaucracy. On 
the former matter, the President of the University, Clark Kerr, was a 
noted public advocate of close cooperation between the educational and 
business sectors (Kerr 2001[1963]), whereas FSM spokespeople linked 
their advocacy of free speech to the principle of academic freedom, nota-
bly from capital and the State.

Partly because of activist Mario Savio’s celebrated speech attacking the 
‘end of ideology’ thesis which he dubbed ‘the end of history’ thesis, an 
issue closely associated with the FSM is the alienating effects of bureau-
cracy. Savio’s immediate target was Kerr and the Berkeley administration 
but he extended his argument to include bureaucracy as an organisational 
form, pleading with his co-protestors to put their bodies ‘on the levers, 
upon all the apparatus … and make it stop’ (quoted in Teodori 1970, 
156). Rhetorics aside, Savio was addressing what he saw as the increasing 
reliance of modern society on administrative and technological procedures 

  The Limits of Populism: Mills, Marcuse and 1960s… 



162 

rather than on democratic communication and direct engagement. His 
attack on ‘the end of history’ thesis echoes powerfully Mills’ dismissal of 
Bell’s ‘end of ideology’ thesis (1988[1960]) and the kind of liberalism he 
represented. Tempting fate, Frances Fukuyama later wrote what can be 
read as an extended version of Bell’s thesis in his influential book, The End 
of History and the Last Man (Fukuyama 1992).

By the mid-1960s, the Vietnam War had persuaded prominent new 
left thinkers into developing a more defined ideological position, particu-
larly in relation to foreign policy. In a major speech, Trapped in a System, 
Carl Oglesby, the President of SDS, named ‘corporate liberalism’ which 
he considered to be ‘illiberal liberalism’ as a worldwide system of exploita-
tion and inhumanity (in Teodori 1970, 186). Instead, he appealed to 
humanistic liberalism as Mills had done in the closing pages of The Power 
Elite. Oglesby put the matter bluntly:

Corporatism or humanism: which? He then evokes the American revolu-
tionary tradition appealing to simple human decency and democracy and 
the vision that wise and brave men saw in the time of our own revolution. 
(Oglesby 1970, 187)

A European new leftist might well have presented a socialist position 
in relation to corporate liberalism. In contrast, like Mills, Oglesby reiter-
ated the progressive tradition of American liberalism. Although Oglesby’s 
position was broadly similar to that taken by Eugene McCarthy and 
Robert Kennedy in 1968, relatively few of the increasingly disenchanted 
activists immediately ‘consolidated’ around it as the Movement began to 
fork into a variety of directions.

�Marcuse, Populism and the 1960s Radical 
Movement

A refugee from Fascist Germany, Marcuse was a critical theorist of the 
Freudian-Marxist Frankfurt School. Similar to Mills he adopted a quasi-
populist elite/mass perspective on the structure of American society, 
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regarding the majority of the population as subject to material exploita-
tion and manipulated cultural delusion. Much less of an institutional 
analyst than Mills, he insisted that a change of ‘consciousness’ was a pre-
condition to social revolution (1964, 47). Although his seminal work, 
Eros and Civilization, appeared in 1955, it was the publication of One-
Dimensional Man in 1964 with its vision of cultural liberation that made 
him an iconic figure to the emerging Counterculture.

Like Mills, Marcuse trawled American social strata for signs of rebel-
lion. One-Dimensional Man refers to ‘the outcasts and outsiders, the 
exploited and persecuted of other races and other colours, the unem-
ployed and the unemployable’ as ‘revolutionary’ in ‘their opposition to 
one dimensional society even if their consciousness is not’ (Marcuse 
1964, 200). He is realistic enough to know that these socially disparate 
and poorly organised people had little hope of effecting systemic change 
without the involvement of more powerful groups. He comments in his 
concluding chapter that ‘[t]he critical theory of society possesses no con-
cepts that could bridge the gap between the present and the future’ 
(Marcuse 1964, 201). In his An Essay on Liberation, first published in 
1968, his mood is lifted by the activities of young radicals although he 
still offers no outline of how change might occur (Marcuse 1968).

Marcuse’s pessimism, even more than Mills’, was based on the idea 
that ‘[r]eason has conquered the world in the image of repression’ 
(1955, 60). Both saw repressive rationality as embodied in large-scale 
corporate and governmental bureaucracies that treated human beings 
as functional means. Marcuse went further than Mills, arguing that 
American liberal capitalism had produced a totalitarian, ‘one dimen-
sional society’ reflective of a rationality based on thanatos, on aggressive 
competitiveness and repression rather than on eros—love, compassion 
and cooperation. The originality and power of Marcuse’s work lies in 
his proposition that the central tension in human nature is not, as is 
often thought, between instinct and reason but within instinct itself, 
between eros and thanatos. Reason might be harnessed in the cause of 
either but Marcuse advocated a society reflecting a rationality based on 
the pleasure principle, that is, as far as practical on the life instincts 
rather than thanatos.
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How far Marcuse’s work directly influenced the Counterculture is 
uncertain, but the lifestyle radicalism of the second half of the 1960s 
synchronised with his theories, at least until many of its practices 
morphed into the mainstream becoming imitative, mere radical chic 
and less an indicator of a radical orientation. The Counterculture did 
not exactly follow his carefully theorised notions of cultural and social 
liberation. When ‘the lid blew off the id’ as well as creativity, anger and 
excess also poured out, sometimes confusingly interwoven with ideal-
ism. By the late 1960s, liberals of what Mills had designated as the ‘end 
of ideology’ school were lining up to condemn the direction the 
Movement was taking, some seeing it as quasi Fascist (see Bettleheim 
1969; Lipset 1972).

In adopting a radical elite/mass theoretical approach and in designat-
ing ‘the masses’ as the focus of their moral and political concern, Mills 
and Marcuse anticipated perspectives widely expressed in the social 
movements following the crash of 2007–2008. Further, they were influ-
ential in arguing that fundamental social change should be rooted in the 
values and practice of activists themselves. The diffuse social movement 
field of which the Counterculture was an often anarchic part reflected 
these insights, intuitively as much as intellectually. What Calhoun refers 
to as ‘aesthetic production and reception’ was important in signifying 
alternative lifestyles and an aspirational direction of social change (2012, 
274–275). However, without parallel political and institutional change 
of the kind advocated by Mills, alternative culture is at risk of being 
absorbed, trivialised or remaining peripheral.

�Populism and Occupy

The elite/masses theme of Mills and Marcuse, influential on the American 
New Left, recurred in the Occupy movement. Post the 2008–2009 crash, 
both radical activists and theorists appeared to use the term elite (or 
elites) more than ruling class although the terms are not necessarily 
incompatible. However, terms such as ‘the 99 per cent’ or ‘the rest’ were 
generally preferred to the somewhat patronising ‘the masses’ that is also 
associated with conservative political theory. However, the key point 
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from a radical perspective is that the majority of people are seen as 
exploited, not merely one social stratum. As far as elite theory is con-
cerned, the interlocking of the economic/financial, political and military 
elites offers an account of power and exploitation less prone to economic 
reductionism than cruder forms of ruling class theory. These analytical 
trends prompted some radicals of the left to adopt the term populist in 
describing their political orientation.

The term ‘anarcho-populist’ was successfully floated to describe 
Occupy and other movements that appeared across the Americas, Europe 
and elsewhere following the financial crash of 2007–2008 (Gerbaudo 
2013). While Occupy reflected other ideological strands including 
Marxism, as did the 1960s Movement, the term ‘anarcho-populism’ 
comes closest to describing its direct action tactics, targeting of mass sup-
port and communitarian tendencies.

The Occupy movement fits Calhoun’s broad description of popu-
lism and shares similarities with the 1960s radical movement in the 
United States. Its reactive element was anger, especially of young peo-
ple, at the behaviour of the financial elite and at the relentless shrink-
ing of their career and life prospects. The slogan ‘99% and the 1%’ 
signalled, well before Piketty (2014), the emergence of a global elite 
increasingly remote materially and culturally from the majority of the 
world’s population.

Todd Gitlin, a former New Left activist and President of SDS, pro-
vides a closely observed account of the Occupy protests in the United 
States. Gitlin avoids overstating the similarities between Occupy and 
the radical movement of the 1960s. However, the parallels are 
considerable, and in Gitlin’s terms the two movements are part of the 
same radical tradition that he refers to as ‘[a] kind of anarchism of direct 
participation’ (2012, 80) but which could as accurately be described as 
‘anarcho-populist’.

In tones reminiscent of Bob Moses (quoted above), he describes this 
tradition further:

There is lineage even longer. Decision making by consensus is of Quaker 
inspiration, as if to say: Speak and listen, listen and speak, until the spirit 
of the whole emerges. (Gitlin 2012, 80)
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Occupy’s tactic of occupying public space, in some cases by camping, 
evokes those adopted in the 1960s, resembling a cross between a sit-in 
and a commune. Direct democratic forms of participation were adopted 
by Occupy and other radical groups including, in Britain, 38 Degrees. 
The potential for networking increased where the same activists partici-
pated in various protests and actions (Diani 2000). The Web greatly facil-
itated horizontal communication, enabling a global flow of information 
and ideas and the co-ordination of activities.

As Gitlin describes it, Occupy Wall Street attempted, not always suc-
cessfully, to model what a different society might look like through inte-
grating ideology and practice. He quotes one activist:

Occupation is more than just a tactic […] Many participants are prefigur-
ing the kind of society they want to live in. (Gitlin 2012, 73)

The same sentiments were often expressed by activists in the 1960s. 
By the end of that decade, the idea that a fundamental socio-cultural 
change in American society was at hand had gone ‘viral’. Books such as 
Theodore Roszak’s The Making of the Counter Culture (1968) speculated 
that the influence of the young radicals might transform dominant cul-
ture. A survey by the mainstream journal Fortune categorised three mil-
lion out of eight million respondents aged 18–24 as ‘forerunners’ who 
took a good quality of life as a given and were motivated by moral ideal-
ism and a desire for career fulfilment (Seligman 1969). In reality, even 
as these works were published, the Movement was in rapid decline. 
Change on the scale and in the radical form envisaged did not occur. 
The demise of the Movement and the current low visibility of Occupy 
raise the issue of whether in order to make long-term impact, social 
movements should address more directly the task of gaining institu-
tional power. This is not to downplay their historic role as a stimulant 
to society’s conscience and moral imagination. Less well-known than 
Occupy’s symbolic ‘performance’ in Zuccotti Park is that, in a distant 
echo of the community projects of SDS, it generated a number of grass-
roots actions, including a major disaster-relief effort following 
Superstorm Sandy.
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�Conclusion

Populism is a significant and formative current in the stream of radical 
politics. Often it is considered to ‘muddy the waters’ of radicalism, intro-
ducing confusing and disturbing elements of ideological incoherence, 
mass disorder and authoritarian leadership. Albeit referring to populism 
of the left, even a Daily Telegraph editorial frets about ‘worrying populism’ 
(2016). However, as Calhoun argues and this chapter illustrates, populism 
can voice genuinely democratic sentiments, particularly when drawn into 
the larger flow of progressive politics. The desire for freedom, negatively 
from self-seeking elites and positively to establish a meaningful degree of 
autonomy across personal and public life, deserves to be taken seriously.

The tough challenge to radical thinkers and activists is to focus the 
democratic potential of populism and to formulate concrete policies that 
can deliver on sometimes valid but often vague aspirations: thus consoli-
dating populism within the progressive fold. In both the United States 
and parts of Europe the post-war decline in traditional ‘right/left’ divi-
sions is reflected in more fluid patterns of political identification and 
voting behaviour. This creates an opportunity for progressive radicals (as 
it does for reactionary ones) to win over new constituencies, including 
from among populist movements. Further, the regular failure in Britain 
of about a third of the electorate to vote, particularly among the young, 
offers a so far untapped opportunity to reshape and revitalise the political 
landscape. Already the social movement sector is giving a lead in the 
direction of enhanced institutional democracy. Equality is also being re-
envisaged in terms that might have wide appeal, for instance, in the form 
of a participatory citizens’ income. Such possibilities offer a glimmer of a 
realistic utopia. Alain Touraine in After the Crisis (2014) attempts to 
sketch a fuller picture of transformation. He reflects that there remains 
no single class interest that defines radical politics and that the conflict is 
now between the global elite and the ‘interests of the population’ 
(Touraine 2014, 156). He envisages a crucial role for social movements 
to pursue not merely sectional interests but universal human rights. This 
is a long-term vision that transcends populism but also has the capacity 
to channel the populist impulse in a direction of moral and practical 
reconstruction.
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�Introduction

This chapter challenges the claim that parliamentary democratic institu-
tions are either inherently ‘bourgeois’ or ‘liberal’. Unfortunately, this 
claim retains considerable traction among Marxists and in cognate eman-
cipatory political theories. In what follows we argue that the notion of a 
necessary structural connection between capitalism and parliamentary 
democracy, while problematic even when applied to the post-war epoch, 
is becoming increasingly counterproductive today. First, because it pro-
vides a barrier to understanding the current unravelling of the post-
Second World War compact of relative harmony between capitalism and 
national parliamentary democracies. Second, because it stands in the way 
of a productive theoretical engagement with post-2011 popular move-
ments to reinvigorate and expand representative democratic institutions 

A. M. Mulvad (*) 
Copenhagen Business School, Copenhagen, Denmark 

R. M. Stahl 
University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-70600-9_10&domain=pdf


172 

against oligarchic elites. Thus, we argue that anti-capitalists today should 
reaffirm the radical republican tradition that Marx saw himself as a part 
of, as a philosophical basis for a democratic project to overturn capitalism 
in an age of increasing threat to parliamentary institutions.

In his 2010 book Envisioning Real Utopias, Erik Olin Wright distin-
guishes three ideal-typical strategies for achieving systemic transforma-
tion beyond capitalism: ruptural (‘revolutionary socialist/communist’), 
interstitial metamorphosis (‘anarchist’) and symbiotic metamorphosis 
(‘social democratic’) (Wright 2010, 304). While Wright’s typology pro-
vides a clear analytical framework for discussions about strategy, what 
falls through the gaps left open by the typology is the historical experi-
ence of parts of the socialist workers’ movement in rejecting the rupture/
symbiosis dichotomy (also known as ‘revolution vs. reform’). We posit 
that while the dichotomy between the Leninist path of class war and the 
Bernsteinian path of evolutionary change1 has dominated debates in the 
last century, there is an older tradition in the workers’ movement that 
transcends this fruitless binary, and which can be useful for anti-capitalist 
movements today. As we will demonstrate below, this original Marxian 
strategy sought to use the state to gradually achieve ruptural change of 
property relations. It was neither extra-legally ‘ruptural’ nor naïvely evo-
lutionist, and, contrary to the impression that Olin Wright’s model leaves 
us with, it certainly did not build on ‘class compromise’ in any meaning-
ful sense. It is perhaps best described as a pro-constitutionalist strategy of 
using democratic republics as vehicles for the gradual abolition of 
capitalism.

Thus, as we challenge below the perhaps most prolific contemporary 
exponent of the Neo-Leninist ‘rupturism’, Slavoj Žižek, we simultane-
ously hope to add a modicum of historical nuance to Olin Wright’s theo-
retical model.

Perhaps the most prominent intellectual proponent of the claim of the 
bourgeois character of parliamentary democracy in contemporary aca-
demic and political discussions is the Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek. 
Hence, we devote considerable space to a discussion of the content and 
implications of his political analyses. While Žižek is himself a lifelong 
critic of the former communist countries, he nevertheless argues that 
contemporary anti-capitalists should reformulate the issue of taking over 
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State power through a reengagement with the extra-legal vision of the 
Leninist tradition (Žižek 2002, 3). For example, in the afterword to 
Living in the End Times, he writes:

Radical changes in [social relations of production] need to be made outside 
the sphere of legal “rights.” In “democratic” procedures […], no matter 
how radical our anti-capitalism, solutions are sought solely through those 
democratic mechanisms which themselves form part of the apparatuses of 
the “bourgeois” state that guarantees the undisturbed reproduction of capi-
tal. (Žižek 2011, 450)

Žižek here construes the state as a monolithic and purely capitalist 
entity. While this reading is clad in superficially Marxist terms, by draw-
ing on the Communist Manifesto slogan of the State as the executive 
committee of the bourgeoisie, it is hardly representative of the more 
nuanced view of the State in the Marxist tradition. Of course, the state 
can and often does serve as an instrument for capitalist class control. But 
the state is also, as Nicos Poulantzas (2001) and Bob Jessop (1990) have 
argued with inspiration from Antonio Gramsci, itself a site of class strug-
gle. On this more refined strategic-relational view, the pro-capitalist func-
tionality of state apparatuses is a research hypothesis, not an a priori 
truth. Moreover, the parliamentary institutions we know today are the 
product of past but still ongoing struggles between different social classes 
and political-ideological movements that know very well that their class-
specific effects depend on institutional set-ups. Furthermore, as we shall 
argue, although Žižek evokes Marx to support his position, his stance 
does not represent the views that Marx himself held on parliamentary 
democracy.2 On the contrary, Marx consistently stressed that supporting 
constitutional reforms towards political democracy is a vital part of social-
ist politics.

In terms of strategy, the simplistic notion of the State as a pro-capitalist 
entity leads Žižek to the inevitable conclusion that the very notions of 
constitutionality and legality stand in the way of any real socialist trans-
formation. Instead he demands a return to the insurrectionary stance of 
Lenin, where the break with constitutionality becomes the guarantor of a 
‘politics of truth’ (Žižek 2002, 167).
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Rejecting all existing forms of legal and constitutional frames as rigged 
beyond repair in favour of the bourgeoisie, Žižek regards the extra-legal 
revolutionary coup as an indispensable part of revolutionary politics.3 For 
Žižek the depth of the interpellation of the population and the working 
class under capitalist ideology makes a revolutionary break absolutely 
necessary as a means of breaking ideological dominance. Thus, the rup-
ture with the institutional and legal order in itself becomes a way of creat-
ing a new form of politics, through the instigation of a State of exception. 
This idea seems more indebted to Carl Schmitt’s decisionism (see Schmitt 
2007)—an affinity which Žižek himself openly endorses (Žižek 1999)—
than to that of Karl Marx.

Žižek’s position is problematic in three respects. First, it neglects the 
radical mobilising potentials that lie in struggles to achieve democratic 
rights. Second, it reinforces the ideological conception of a natural con-
nection between capitalism and democracy—an ideological connection 
he often criticises in his works  but inadvertently reinforces through  
his flirtation with Schmitt’s anti-parliamentary theories. Third, it 
neglects the necessity for anti-capitalists to engage with the constitu-
tional question. Serious consideration for exactly what institutional 
character a project of radical democracy shall take can, if we follow 
Žižek, apparently be postponed until after the transformative act of 
revolution. However, by rejecting the relevance of legal rights and dem-
ocratic procedures, Žižek not only runs the risk of discarding the main 
lessons from the horrible mistakes of the Leninist revolutions of the 
twentieth century. He also inadvertently equates legal and democratic 
procedures with bourgeois rule, and argues that such procedures must 
be circumvented if the goal is the profound transformation of social 
relations of production.

In what follows, we provide a historically grounded argument for 
why anti-capitalists should defend parliamentary democracy and fight 
to expand its socio-economic constitutional reach, rather than reject it 
entirely. In doing so, we highlight an alternative set of theoretical 
resources within the Marxist tradition—particularly those of the his-
torically conscious Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm and the 
Republican-socialist Spanish intellectual historian Antoni Domènech 
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(see Hobsbawm 1973; Domènech 2004)—in order to provide a more 
constructive platform for thinking about parliamentary democracy in 
the twenty-first century.

In the section entitled ‘Before the First World War: Liberalism Against 
Democracy’, we dispute the notion that parliamentary democracy—
defined as the constitutionalisation of state executive power under a leg-
islative body with regular elections and universal suffrage—was originally 
a liberal or bourgeois invention. We look at historical examples of how 
democratic enfranchisement was achieved as the product of protracted 
struggles of workers’, women’s and civil rights movements. The section 
entitled ‘Marx on Parliamentary Democracy’ engages directly with the 
works of Karl Marx. Through a rereading of his ‘Third Address’ on the 
Paris Commune (Marx 1871), we demonstrate that Žižek’s rejection of 
parliamentary democracy is at odds with the pro-parliamentary 
democratic-republican allegiances that Marx himself expressed. The sec-
tion entitled ‘1917 Onwards: Emergence of the Myth of “Bourgeois 
Democracy”’ investigates how the assessment of parliamentary democ-
racy within the socialist workers’ movement was polarised in the period 
after the First World War, due to the tragic split between Bolshevik ‘rup-
turalists’ and evolutionist social democrats. We show how the Marxist 
left, under the influence of Lenin, became progressively alienated from 
parliamentary democracy in the aftermath of the October revolution, 
while liberals developed a new and profoundly ahistorical interpretation 
of parliamentary democracy as their own brainchild—an interpretation 
which achieved hegemony after 1945 as it was accepted by both liberals, 
social democrats and communists in the Cold War period. The final sec-
tion draws on this historical reappraisal to investigate the predicament for 
anti-capitalists in today’s neoliberal conjuncture, where tensions between 
capitalism and democracy are becoming politically urgent once again. 
The emerging divorce between capitalism and democracy provides anti-
capitalists with a golden opportunity to deconstruct the myth that parlia-
mentary democracy is inherently bourgeois, and instead invest their 
energies in the construction of a counter-hegemonic popular project to 
restore and expand the democratic capacity of States against unregulated 
global markets.
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�Before the First World War: Liberalism 
Against Democracy

Before the twentieth century, the term democracy did not primarily refer 
to a specific set of political institutions or decision-making procedures. 
Rather, democracy was identified as a type of social class rule, namely, the 
rule by and power of the popular class—the poor—against the noble and 
propertied classes.4 In Aristotle’s famous typology of State forms, ‘democ-
racy’ as it existed in the city state of Athens only indirectly referred to the 
institutional procedure of majority-based decision-making—insofar as 
the class of poor freemen made up the vast majority of the population. In 
the first instance, democracy was defined by social class, rather than in 
institutional terms, as government in the interest of the poor, and, as 
such, it constituted a deviation from the kind of mixed constitution with 
aristocratic elements that Aristotle preferred (Aristotle 1995, III, v.4 
[1279B]). This equation of democracy as a majority rule with the politi-
cal power of the ‘Party of the Poor’, and hence with egalitarian policies, is 
evident throughout history. It reappears both with opponents of popular 
rule, such as aristocratic republican Cicero (Wood 2008, 143), and with 
the early modern proponents of democratic constitutions, such as popu-
lar republicans in the North Italian city states (McCormick 2011) or the 
Levellers and Diggers of the English Civil War (Robertson 2007).

The radical phase of the French Revolution, led by Robespierre and the 
Jacobins, marked the (re)introduction of the idea of democracy as the 
rule of common people into the heart of the political scene in Europe. 
Crucially, the ideology of liberalism first emerged precisely as a reaction 
to the radical-democratic republicanism of the French Revolution. The 
term ‘liberalism’ was coined in 1812, designating an ideologically centrist 
position on the constitutional question, in the spectrum between radical 
republican democrats and conservatives who defended absolutist monar-
chy. Liberals favoured keeping monarchs but curtailing their arbitrary 
power through constitutions (Domènech 2004). The new ideology of 
liberalism emerged out of a century-old tradition of liberal thought, rep-
resented by thinkers such as Locke and Montesquieu who voiced a cri-
tique of monarchy without demanding a fully democratic-republican 
constitution (Skinner 1998; Wood 2012). The latter became an influential 
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force with his notion of ‘moderate government’, based on a division of 
power by the combination of monarchy and constitutional elements 
(Montesquieu 1794, book 5§14). This liberalism became the ideology of 
the rising bourgeoisie of Western Europe. Self-declared liberals played a 
leading role in the moderate government after France’s 1830 Revolution, 
and in Great Britain the Whig Party finally changed its name to the 
Liberal Party in 1859 (Hobsbawm 1973).

The primary goal of the liberals was to secure private property from the 
potential encroachment of the absolutist State and to open the feudal 
economic structures to commercial development. Rule of law and the 
control of State power were the ultimate goals of the liberals of the nine-
teenth century, and popular participation was only an instrument to 
achieve this aim.5 Sometimes this quest for a constrained State and per-
sonal liberty demanded alignment with the popular classes against con-
servatives, such as in the revolutions of the 1830s and 1848. However, 
whenever the threat from the reactionary forces of absolutism became less 
serious, there was no desire of the liberals to introduce general political 
participation. For instance, in Germany after the revolutionary fervour of 
1848, liberals joined in an alliance with the Junkers, and were quite con-
tent with the restricted parliamentarism of the Bismarck years, when the 
law restricted not only suffrage, but also, through the so-called 
Sozialistengesetze (anti-socialist laws), the organisation of popular resis-
tance to these restrictions via a partial ban on the rising SPD (Blackbourn 
and Eley 1984, 255).

Even John Stuart Mill, arguably the strongest nineteenth-century pro-
ponent of an inclusive liberalism, feared the prospect of majority rule 
(Losurdo 2011, 254). In Considerations on Representative Government 
(1861), he states: ‘But even in this democracy, absolute power, if they 
chose to exercise it, would rest with the numerical majority; and these 
would be composed exclusively of a single class’ (Mill 1861). The class 
Mill had in mind is of course the poor and unpropertied: The ‘demos’, 
which in England in the nineteenth century had taken the form of the 
industrial proletariat. In order to get a model of democracy which would 
be compatible with his liberal inclinations, Mill had to transform the 
notion of democracy from the rule of the majority to the divided rule 
between the majority and the propertied minority.6
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Thus, the preferred constitution for nineteenth-century liberals was 
not one that entailed a system of full parliamentary sovereignty and uni-
versal suffrage but rather a mixed constitution with elements of monar-
chy, democracy and aristocracy. Remembering this genesis of liberalism is 
important, because it demonstrates that the terms ‘liberal democracy’ 
and ‘bourgeois democracy’ are, historically speaking, oxymorons.

If the founders of political liberalism did not envision the broadening 
of enfranchisement much beyond their own class of the wealthy and the 
educated, and conservatives opposed the idea of constitutionalism alto-
gether, how then did we nevertheless see a continued expansion of the 
suffrage to wider and wider groups from 1848 onwards? The reason was 
the pressure from a variety of popular social movements, manifesting 
themselves with increasing ferocity through campaigns, riots and even 
revolutions, fighting for a say in public policy through gaining the right 
to vote. Popular force was already present in the Sans-Culotte wing of the 
French Revolution, but it was with the rise of the organised working class 
that the pressure became consistent and permanent. The first manifesta-
tion of this was the Chartist movement in Britain, through which mil-
lions of craftsmen and industrial workers joined in the support of a 
programme for general suffrage which had as its central demands ‘a vote 
for every man twenty one years of age and […] [n]o Property Qualification 
for members of Parliament’ (London Working Men’s Association 1838). 
The Chartist movement led a decade-long campaign with demonstra-
tions, strikes and petitions, and was fiercely opposed by liberals and con-
servatives in parliament. As a result, a substantial widening of political 
enfranchisement was not realised until Disraeli’s reform in 1867, and 
anything resembling full male suffrage only in 1918 (Hobsbawm 1973, 
152).

Crucially, the struggle for universal suffrage and parliamentary power 
was not abandoned with the rise of Marxism and the workers’ movement 
in the later decades of the nineteenth century. On the contrary, the 
demand for representation and universal suffrage remained a key part of 
the programmes of national workers’ parties until the First World War. In 
the last decades of the nineteenth century, the Suffragettes also entered 
the scene, demanding the vote for women (Hobsbawm 2005).
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�Marx on Parliamentary Democracy

In order to understand the significance of the constitutional question in 
the nineteenth century, it is useful to take a closer look at how it is treated 
in the political writings of Karl Marx. We propose to treat these not as 
supra-historical oeuvres of political theory, but as works of their time, 
interventions written in a specific historical context. Some Marxists, 
including Žižek, interpret Marx’s stance towards constitutional democ-
racy as one of dismissal. However, their interpretation actually fits poorly 
with a closer reading of his works.

Our aim here is not to suggest that a pro-parliamentary reading of 
Marx is the only acceptable one. We do, however, think that our analysis 
can at least lay to rest the erroneous claim that Marx saw parliamentary 
democratic institutions as intrinsically pro-capitalist. Moreover, we do 
consider—as forcefully argued by Hobsbawm (1973) and Domènech 
(2004)—the interpretation of Marx as a lifelong democratic republican 
worthy of renewed consideration. Put simply, this reading posits that 
Marx consistently propagated the view that constitutional republics with 
elected parliaments—even if dominated by bourgeois classes in the short 
term—were clearly preferable to monarchies and empires seen from the 
perspective of the working class. A republican and parliamentary demo-
cratic solution to the constitutional question of the social distribution of 
political power within modern states was quite simply a sine qua non—a 
necessary but not sufficient condition—for a communist solution to the 
social question of class divisions under capitalism.7 As Hobsbawm points 
out ‘Marx and Engels had always seen the democratic republic, though 
plainly “bourgeois”, as the ante-chamber of socialism, since it permitted, 
and even encouraged, the political mobilisation of the proletariat as a 
class’ (Hobsbawm 2005, 110). Indeed, the mature Marx remained true 
to the youthful conviction that led him to make the introduction of a 
German republic with a parliament and universal suffrage the first 
demand of his 1848 proposal for the Program of the German Communist 
Party (Marx and Engels 1848).

One key text that is certainly consonant with the democratic-republican 
interpretation of Marx is his lengthy comment on the Paris Commune, 
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the ‘Third Address’ to the International Workingmen’s Association, pub-
lished in May 1871 (Marx 1871). The ‘Third Address’ has been inter-
preted as Marx’s ultimate denouncement of the ‘bourgeois state’—including 
all its representative democratic institutions—favouring instead the con-
struction of an entirely new political system created in the image of the 
proletariat (see Lenin 1917). In particular, the formulation that ‘the 
working class cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made state machinery, 
and wield it for its own purposes’, has been taken to mean that Marx saw 
the need for a working-class strategy pivoted on a complete rupture with 
all aspects and institutions of ‘the bourgeois state’ (Lenin 1917, 419f.) 
However, careful scrutiny of Marx’s ‘Third Address’ reveals that he does 
not in fact demand that the workers’ movement give up the republican 
form of national constitutional government as such, nor the practice of 
elections or the principle of representation:

The Commune was formed of the municipal councilors, chosen by univer-
sal suffrage in the various wards of the town, responsible and revocable at 
short terms. The majority of its members were naturally working men, or 
acknowledged representatives of the working class. The Commune was to 
be a working, not a parliamentary body, executive and legislative at the 
same time. (ibid., 331, our emphasis)

We note here how universal suffrage was implemented in the Commune 
and that this allowed for a majority of ‘poor freemen’ in the representative 
organs—which were, however, not exclusively made up of workers. 
Second, although it may appear as if Marx denounces parliamentary 
democracy in the last sentence, he actually argues that true parliamentary 
democracy requires that the parliamentary body is not checked by a State 
apparatus acting on its own behalf, with the ability to selectively execute 
the decisions made by parliamentary majorities. What Marx celebrates is 
that, unlike the bourgeois-controlled republic which came before Louis 
Bonaparte’s coup in December 1851, the Commune (1871) was struc-
tured in such a way as to bring executive power under the firm control of 
the elected legislature. The prior system had divided those functions into 
two, so that on one hand there was a parliament (to which only rich men 
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could vote) and on the other there was an independent State executive, 
including a heavily politicised police force, independent of popular con-
trol (Marx 1986 [1871], 331–332).

Indeed, the Paris Commune that Marx celebrates as an exemplary case 
of a new kind of unexploitative, popular-controlled political order retains 
a written constitution, a national parliamentary assembly and even insti-
tutions to maintain a monopoly of violence and national territorial integ-
rity (a police force under democratic control and a popular army, the 
National Guard). Specifically, the republican idea of a popular (cross-
class) National Assembly, through which popular will is expressed, is 
clearly not rejected by Marx as an inherently bourgeois invention. What 
has been changed, however, is rather the class-relevant mode of function-
ing of key State institutions, indeed of the State apparatus in its entirety.

Nor did Marx envision the dismantling of the nation-state. To the 
contrary, he frames the Paris Commune as setting the example for the rest 
of France, even down to ‘the smallest country hamlet’. The Paris 
Commune does provide an innovative model for a federal system of bot-
tom-up democratic government. Importantly, however, this system of 
local Communes would still function with the larger confines of a parlia-
mentarised nation-state:

The rural communities of every district were to administer their common 
affairs by an assembly of delegates in the central town, and these district 
assemblies were again to send deputies to the National Delegation in 
Paris [...] The unity of the nation was not to be broken, but, on the con-
trary, to be organised by Communal Constitution. (ibid., 332)

Given this, seeing Marx as an opponent of parliamentary, representa-
tive democracy at the level of actually existing States becomes untenable. 
His affirmation of the Paris Commune’s method of re-organising national 
unity on a bottom-up democratic basis shows that it was not parliamen-
tary democracy per se he derided, but a particular way of implementing 
it in countries with bourgeois dominance. Even his oft-cited rejection of 
‘deciding once in three or six years which member of the ruling class was 
to misrepresent the people in Parliament (ibid., 333)’ turns out, on closer 
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inspection, to be a call for the deepening of representative democracy and 
not a rejection of it:

While the merely repressive organs of the old governmental power were 
to be amputated, its legitimate functions were to be wrested from an 
authority usurping pre-eminence over society itself, and restored to the 
responsible agents of society. Instead of deciding once in three or six years 
which member of the ruling class was to misrepresent the people in 
Parliament, universal suffrage was to serve the people, constituted in 
Communes (ibid., 333).

Marx thus explicitly favoured a system of universal suffrage for electing 
local representatives for a national parliament—only with much wider 
powers to recall and replace representatives than was given in the 
bourgeois-dominated republics or indeed in ‘liberal democratic’ systems 
today. Marx did not consider parliamentary democracy a bourgeois illu-
sion best thrown on the scrapheap of history but wanted to use—and 
deepen—it as a key tool for social transformation. Indeed, supporters of 
the representative system in the twentieth century, with suffrage for all 
regardless of gender or social position, would find much more support 
for their views in the writings of Marx than in those of his liberal 
contemporaries.

�1917 Onwards: Emergence of the Myth 
of ‘Bourgeois Democracy’

A conundrum emerges: If Marx was indeed in favour of parliamentary 
democracy at the level of the nation-state, then how come many of his 
modern-day followers consider it an essentially bourgeois phenomenon? 
To explain this, we need to return to Lenin. After 1917, the socialist 
labour movement experienced a tragic split produced by the October 
revolution and the lacking mirror revolutions in Western Europe. 
Consequently, Lenin’s Bolsheviks abandoned belief in the constitutional 
assembly as the institutional means to achieve socialism.
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In his most systematic discussion of the State and democracy, 
‘Revolution and the State’ (1917), written shortly before the Russian 
Revolution, Lenin did not yet attack the idea of representative, parlia-
mentary democracy as such. On the contrary, he unequivocally declared, 
‘We cannot imagine democracy, even proletarian democracy, without 
representative institutions’ (Lenin 1917). However, in the post-
revolutionary turmoil, he quickly shifted his position. An example of this 
hardened stance towards parliamentary democracy can be found in 
Lenin’s (1919) inaugural address to the First Congress of the Communist 
International in March 1919. After announcing the ‘absurdity of promis-
ing freedom of assembly to exploiters’ (thesis 7), Lenin—a year after the 
Bolshevik suspension of the Constituent Assembly and in the midst of 
the Civil War—has come to conceptualise the relationship between the 
models of the Paris Commune and the Soviet State not as parallel options 
but as a historical progression—‘the first epoch making step’ vs. ‘the sec-
ond [step]’ (thesis 19). Thus, Lenin goes on to suggest that ‘genuine 
democracy’ is achievable ‘only through Soviet, or proletarian, democracy’ 
(thesis 20, our emphasis). Indeed, while the ‘Soviet System’ now embod-
ies Lenin’s ideal of proletarian dictatorship, the institution of a ‘National 
Assembly’—which,  as shown in section ‘Marx on Parliamentary 
Democracy’, was part of Marx’s grassroots vision of a model of democ-
racy built on the principles of the Paris Commune—is now branded sim-
ply as ‘bourgeois dictatorship’ (thesis 21).

Eric Hobsbawm, himself a lifelong communist, makes the case that 
Lenin’s interventions constitute a root cause for large parts of the socialist 
labour movement forgetting its parliamentary democratic past:

‘A democratic republic’, argued Lenin in 1917, ‘is the best possible shell for 
capitalism, and therefore, once capitalism has gained control of this very 
best shell…it establishes its power so securely, so firmly, that no change, 
either of persons, of institutions, or of parties in the bourgeois-democratic 
republic can shake it’. As always, Lenin was concerned not so much with 
political analysis in general, as with finding effective arguments for a spe-
cific political situation, in this instance against the provisional government 
of revolutionary Russia and for Soviet power. In any case, we are not con-
cerned with the validity of this claim, which is highly debatable, not least, 
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because it fails to distinguish between the economic and social circum-
stances which have safeguarded states from social upheaval, and the institu-
tions which have helped them to do so. We are concerned with its 
plausibility. Before 1880, such a claim would have seemed equally implau-
sible to either supporters or opponents of capitalism insofar as they were 
committed to political activity. Even on the political ultra-left, so negative 
a judgment on ‘the democratic republic’ would have been almost incon-
ceivable. (Hobsbawm 2005, 110)

In this passage, Hobsbawm notes how Lenin’s position constitutes 
a break with the thought of Marx. Moreover, he cuts through a key 
analytical problem with the Žižekian position on democracy, which 
remains faithful to Lenin’s idea that the very institutional form of the 
democratic republic makes any social revolution impossible. The fail-
ure to distinguish institutional forms from material factors—such as 
the economically grounded power relationships between specific 
social classes at given stages of capitalist development—leads Lenin to 
blame the practice of general elections for what could also be the 
result of the industrial working class being too structurally weak to 
succeed in overturning capitalism at a particular historical stage.8 The 
Leninist position amounts to a peculiar kind of ‘institutional fetish-
ism’ and ignorance of economic and social circumstances for a theo-
rist who supposedly values historical materialism highly. Still, we can 
identify in Lenin the original philosophical articulation of the 
‘Marxist’ rejection of parliamentary democracy.

However, we also need to understand how Lenin’s rejection of ‘bour-
geois democracy’—which morphed into a more general rejection of par-
liamentary democracy as such—could gain hegemonic status on the 
radical left. This development appears surprising, because the idea seemed 
to be running against the practical experience of popular movements for 
democracy across Europe for several decades. It also went against fierce 
theoretical opposition from within the Marxist movement, especially 
from Karl Kautsky who attacked Lenin’s new dismissive stance towards 
democracy and representation in his pamphlet The Dictatorship of the 
Proletariat (Kautsky 1964).
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On this issue, Antoni Domènech has posited that the propaganda of 
the young Soviet state ‘launched in self-defence against the harassment 
of the powers of the Entente’ was ‘so successful that it literally ended up 
becoming a majority viewpoint even among social democrats’ (Domènech 
2009, 99f., our translation).9 In any case, it is evident that during the 
interwar years, the radical-democratic position of socialist republican-
ism—which sought to use and stretch existing constitutional frame-
works for socialist purposes—went on the defensive. This, however, was 
not just a question of it being pressured discursively by the propaganda 
of the Third International but also had to do with the rise of the fascist 
movement, which made the promise of annihilating working-class 
attempts of building socialism through radical-democratic republican-
ism (e.g. in Germany, Austria and Spain). It is an irony of history that 
the entrenchment of Bolshevik discourse describing parliamentary 
democracy as essentially ‘bourgeois’ happened during the decades of the 
1920s and 1930s, a time when a significant fraction of the capitalist class 
turned to a tacit or explicit support of fascism as the ultimate solution to 
the threat to private property and social stability posed by parliamentary 
democracy.10

We are not arguing, however, that the assumption of an intrinsic con-
nection between capitalism and ‘liberal’ democracy should simply be 
turned on its head and that the true political nature of capitalism is that 
of some sort of despotic, disciplinary regime in the style of fascism. Our 
argument is rather that finance and large corporations tend to lend sup-
port to whatever system they perceive to be the best safeguard for stable 
capital accumulation. In the context of general social upheaval and the 
unprecedented level of workers’ radicalism after the First World War, a 
significant fraction of the capitalist class rejected parliamentary democ-
racy (Domènech 2004). While in continental Europe, many capitalists 
sided with the fascist movement to quell the popular threat to property, 
a different strategy prevailed in the UK and the USA. There the sections 
of business that leaned towards fascism never gained a strong standing. 
Instead, the propertied classes developed an understanding with the 
new fact of popular involvement and general suffrage (Hobsbawm 
1994). Indeed, as continental Europe’s newly parliamentarised repub-
lics, many with radical republican constitutions, started to fall apart, the 
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moderate republic of the US and the ‘parliamentarised’ monarchy of the 
UK remained strong.

Meanwhile, the idea that there was something inherently liberal about 
the parliamentary representation and democratic participation, as 
opposed to the totalitarian systems of Communism and Nazism, began 
to resonate both among social democrats and among Anglo-American 
liberals. The idea was born that there existed a natural connection between 
capitalism, liberalism and democracy—all bound together by the con-
cept of liberty. This attitude was perhaps most clearly expressed in 
Friedrich von Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom (1944), in which liberal capi-
talism was put forward as the only system capable of securing a stable 
foundation of democracy and individual liberty. This was in contrast 
both to the collectivised planning he saw in the new regimes of Europe 
and to the emerging Keynesian welfare states of the West. Without ‘a 
competitive system based on free disposal of private property’, Hayek 
argued, ‘democracy would inevitably destroy itself ’ (Hayek 1944, 52). 
The implication was that, for democracy to survive, it had to be restricted, 
with strong constitutional restraints on all forms of majority rule, to 
secure the principles of individual property rights and limited govern-
ment (Hayek 1993[1960], 103ff).

It was not Hayek’s neoliberalism that came to dominate the post-war 
decades, however. It was rather the Anglo-American model of embedded 
liberalism, which emerged out of the depression and the New Deal 
(Ruggie 1982). This embedded liberalism involved a compromise 
between labour and capital, where the survival of private ownership in 
the economy was combined with a strong widening of welfare services 
and rising wages. This compromise not only included economic aspects 
as often acknowledged but also a specific constitutional arrangement 
based on parliamentarism and universal suffrage (see Streeck 2011). 
Before the Second World War, the capitalist class in the developed world 
was divided over the issue of democracy. But after the war this changed 
in favour of general support for universal suffrage under democratic con-
stitutions, which on the one hand protected private property and on the 
other guaranteed certain social rights and a general right to political par-
ticipation.11 The novel character of this institutional compromise was 
quickly forgotten, along with the recent support for non-democratic 
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regimes by large parts of the capitalist class. Instead, the newfound, con-
tingent connection between capitalism and democracy (in the 
US-dominated West at least) soon came to be seen as the natural order of 
things.

This development was, in no small part, a product of the thinking of 
the left. In the heavily polarised climate of the Cold War, social demo-
cratic parties emphasised that they were democratic socialists as a way of 
distinguishing themselves from the communists (Padgett and Paterson 
1991, 8). At the same time, communists, as a way of defending Soviet 
dominance over Eastern Europe, deepened their opposition to the so-
called bourgeois and shallow democracy of the Western States, and con-
trasted it with the genuine popular democracies that they alleged to have 
set up (Hobsbawm 1994, 372). Through this double movement, the 
social democrats moved into the camp that celebrated the marriage of 
capitalism and parliamentary democracy in the guise of the social market 
economy, whereas the communists rejected both. Thus, both the social 
democratic and the communist wings of ‘the left’, each in their way, inad-
vertently assisted the liberals in strengthening the pedigree of the new-
born bastard of ‘democratic capitalism’.

�Democracy in the Age of Neoliberalism

In recent decades the post-war compromise—which contingently tied 
capitalism and a particular variant of parliamentary democracy together—
has been steadily unravelling. The epoch of neoliberalism is marked by 
growing tensions between an increasingly unfettered capitalism and the 
institutions of parliamentary representation. The USA has been the front-
runner in this development. From the 1970s onwards, the country expe-
rienced an unprecedented mobilisation of business interests with the aim 
of restoring the squeezed profits of corporate America, through a direct 
involvement in federal and State politics (Duménil and Lévy 2004; 
Harvey 2005). This paved the way for the political landscape of the last 
decades, during which economic inequality has spiked and the power of 
business has trumped all other interest groups in both of the two major 
political parties (Hacker and Pierson 2010). Meanwhile, Europe has not 
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been far behind. The introduction of the Common Market and the Euro 
has drastically decreased the scope of parliamentary and democratic 
politics, with issues of monetary policy being left to the unelected ECB 
while the scope of fiscal policy is severely restricted (Lapavitsas 2012).

In recent years, however, the tension between capitalism and parlia-
mentary democracy has moved from indirect to direct confrontation, as 
has been demonstrated most forcefully with the harsh reaction of the EU 
elite to popular attempts at reversing austerity through the election of 
anti-austerity blocs in Greece and Portugal. The emerging divorce is fur-
ther strengthened by the emergence of the ‘Chinese Model’, by which 
China’s Communist Party has so far managed to combine a successful 
capitalist accumulation strategy with sustained authoritarian control of 
the State (Harvey 2005).

We agree with Žižek’s diagnosis that the ‘virus’ of authoritarian capital-
ism is indeed spreading globally (Žižek 2009a, 132). This is precisely why 
we disagree with this attempt to build an anti-capitalist movement based 
on rejecting the relevance of parliamentary democracy to emancipatory 
struggle. Imperfect as parliamentary institutions and democratic consti-
tutions might be, they nonetheless serve as means for popular organisa-
tions to put checks on the arbitrary power of State and corporations and 
protect against resurgent forms of authoritarian elite rule.

The urgency of the issue is heightened by the fact that the demand for 
truly functional representative democracy has been a central factor of 
motivation in the post-Crisis global wave of protests. One common 
denominator of the popular movements emerging since 2011 has been a 
concern with fixing broken political systems by reinstating popular dem-
ocratic control against the global financial oligarchy and their local allies. 
This was the case in the various pro-democracy movements of the Arab 
Spring that called for democratic elections and the rule of law, as well as 
the Indignados in Spain, and subsequently the party of Podemos, whose 
stated aim is to build a truly democratic political system in the spirit of 
the Second Republic of the interwar years. In Greece, the rise and fall of 
Syriza was the story of a forceful popular rejection of the social conse-
quences of a neoliberal plan for debt reduction on the explicitly political-
legal grounds of the moral invalidity of any supranational economic 
policy that overrides the democratic autonomy of a people. Most recently, 
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both Jeremy Corbyn and Bernie Sanders embody strongly pro-democratic 
reactions to neoliberalism.

The problem anti-capitalists ought to deal with is not how to start 
popular mobilisations against the status quo—because this is already 
happening. It is, rather, to propose radical strategies and aims to the pro-
testors and to outline a feasible plan for global transformations beyond 
capitalism. Here, we find that the contemporary theoretical poverty 
regarding the constitutional question and the role of parliaments and 
representative structures in a socialist transformation constitutes a severe 
hindrance. By flatly denying that issues of political representation and 
parliamentary democratic institutions are at all relevant for progressive 
change, influential theorists like Žižek render their position unintelligible 
to the millions who have taken to the streets in recent years precisely to 
protest the lack of truly representative political systems.

Žižek portrays his turn to the act of subjective transgression of the 
law—as the guarantor of proper political change—as Marxian. But in 
reality he owes more to the political decisionism of Carl Schmitt and 
Lenin than to the work and practice of Marx and the early labour 
movement.

Two central problems remain with this attitude, one theoretical and 
the other strategic. First, it strengthens the myth of the bourgeois charac-
ter of any form of parliamentary democracy, and thus makes it harder to 
mount constitutional challenges to the status quo. As we have argued, 
this myth is not justified by the historical record and should be chal-
lenged through a historical awareness of the essential role of workers’ 
parties and popular movements in creating a system of parliamentary 
sovereignty and universal suffrage. Furthermore, without a proper under-
standing of the State and of parliamentary democracy, this myth cannot 
be effectively challenged. Taking on the myth of bourgeois democracy, 
hence, not only requires a deconstruction of bourgeois ideology but also 
of certain ideas which have become prevalent within contemporary anti-
capitalist theory.

In his book Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism?, Žižek (2001) 
laments that the liberal ideology of our time manages to exclude any 
proposals for radical political change by evoking the fear of a descent into 
totalitarianism if the liberal consensus or the sanctity of private property 
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is in any way challenged by radical political movements. We agree with 
this analysis. However, Žižek seems unaware that he himself is contributing 
to strengthening this very ideological mechanism by insisting that any 
break with capitalism must be characterised by extra-legal measures. In 
this way, he reinforces the message of Hayek and his followers that the 
severely limited democracy endorsed by liberalism is the only attainable 
form of democracy, because any attempt to fundamentally change the 
social or economic basis of capitalism threatens the possibility of a con-
stitutional order. Through insistence on this anti-legalism, Žižek cedes 
the ground of democratic constitutionalism to the liberal tradition, which 
has always been sceptical towards the prospects of unfettered democracy 
and majority rule.

The second strategic problem is that if one desires a ‘ruptural’ break 
with the capitalist mode of production in order to pave the way for ‘real 
democracy’, it is both counterintuitive and dangerous to begin by destroy-
ing all existing institutional fragments of a democratic society, however 
incomplete they may be. In other words, even though the intent of a 
Leninist ‘ruptural’ strategy might be to find a new political order of ‘real 
democracy’, taking a road which involves neglecting constitutional pro-
cedures and restraints in favour of faith in the transformative power of 
the party seems doomed to lead to the same sort of antidemocratic 
regimes that emerged from the communist revolutions of the twentieth 
century.

Instead, contemporary anti-capitalists should return to the radical-
democratic and constitutional roots of Marx and the early labour move-
ments. In a period when the connection between democracy and 
capitalism is unravelling, the task of the left is to defend existing repre-
sentative institutions against persistent attacks and to call for their rein-
forcement and further development rather than their disbandment. Truly 
popular control is always constitutional and bound by laws, and the revo-
lutionary transformation we desire is exactly the extension of this control 
to the entire social and economic system.

If the left is to play a significant role in the social struggles of the com-
ing decades, it needs to formulate a coherent counter-hegemonic project 
that encompasses both the demands for greater social justice and the 
belief in the fundamental role of democratic representation. Here we 

  A. M. Mulvad and R. M. Stahl



191

need theory to mirror the political practices developing in the battle 
against the emergence of post-democratic neoliberalism. And here it 
seems counterproductive to follow Žižek in denying the significance of 
the institutions of parliamentary democracy at the exact historical 
moment when growing fractions of the capitalist class appear willing to 
abandon their (contingent) embrace of ‘liberal democracy’.

Furthermore, it would be a tactical error to throw away the banner of 
democracy in the middle of a conjuncture of crisis, in which the most 
potent expressions of popular mass discontent pivot on the need for dem-
ocratic constitutions, which serve the broad majority rather than the plu-
tocratic elites. There are, of course, many ways for the left to rise to this 
challenge. Yet, as we have argued, dismantling the myth of the bourgeois 
essence of parliamentary democracy is an essential task. This also leads 
back to a necessary rediscovery of the radical potential of unfettered 
democracy that forms part of the Marxist and radical republican 
tradition.

Notes

1.	 Summarised by Olin Wright (2010, 304) as: ‘attack the state’ and ‘con-
front the bourgeoisie’ vs. ‘use the state’ and ‘collaborate with the 
bourgeoisie’.

2.	 The in-depth analysis of Marx’s works in this chapter does not imply that 
we view him as an infallible voice of trans-historical philosophical 
authority on issues of theory and strategy. Rather, this approach is cho-
sen because of a discontent with the fact that fragments of his thought 
are distorted and used to support strategic conclusions which would 
have been quite foreign to Marx himself. Furthermore, we actually think 
that Marx (and Engels)—if read with proper contextual understand-
ing—actually provides useful points of orientation (but not, of course, a 
definitive guide) for the organisational and intellectual challenges of our 
generation.

3.	 Žižek’s concepts of egalitarian terror (2007, xi) and divine violence 
(2009b) both point to the transformative character of the revolutionary 
act itself.
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4.	 For two important contributions which argue this point, see Domènech 
(2004, 25) and Wood (2008, 39).

5.	 Benjamin Constant describes this ‘modern liberty’ of liberalism as essen-
tially the right to ‘peaceful enjoyment and private independence’, as 
opposed to ‘the liberty of the ancient’, which consisted in political par-
ticipation (Constant 1988[1816]).

6.	 The main method was the introduction of qualification on the vote. 
Most often this took the form of property qualification, but even Mill’s 
inclusive model gives extra votes to the educated and informed (which 
included owners of property) and restricts it from servants and recipients 
of public relief (Mill 2010 [1861], Chap. 8, Sects. 1–2).

7.	 In making this argument, we are indebted to the insights of Hal Draper 
(cf. Johnson 2011).

8.	 Or even—dare one say it—the socialist workers’ movement lacking the 
ability (because of its dogmatically hostile attitude towards the ‘petit 
bourgeoisie’ and to peasants) to make itself the head of an anti-oligarchic 
movement with a popular backing solid enough to decisively tip the bal-
ance of social power against capitalist interests.

9.	 Domènech (ibid.) furthermore contends that: “neither for [Edward] 
Bernstein, nor for Rosa Luxembourg, and nor for the Lenin of ‘What is 
to be done? (1902)’ […] did ‘bourgeois democracy’ refer to a form of state 
or government introduced by the bourgeoisie and characteristic of an 
entire epoch of capitalist political dominance and triumph—as it later 
would to the main part of vulgar and de-memorised twentieth century 
Marxism. Even less did it refer to a political ‘superstructure’ which neces-
sarily emerges out of the development of capitalist economic life. To 
encounter Marxists willing to give away ‘democracy’—and the workers 
movement’s long and painful struggle of to obtain it—so cheaply to the 
‘bourgeoisie’ and to an inveterately anti-democratic liberalism, one 
would have to await the ending of the Great War and to the desperate 
Bolshevik propaganda.”

10.	 For an investigation of the role of (parts of ) the German grand bourgeoi-
sie in funding Hitler, see, for example, Domènech (2004, 340–350).

11.	 Claus Offe (1983, 25) has described how this compromise as ‘mass par-
ticipation through a competitive party system makes democracy safe for 
capitalism and Keynesianism and the welfare state makes capitalism safe 
for democracy’.
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In the past six years, Greece has been at the epicentre of debates about the 
future of Europe, the viability of the Eurozone and the divisions between 
North and South. In many ways, it has become a metaphor for the 
European crisis itself. In these turbulent times, ‘crisis’ has become simul-
taneously a descriptive and explanatory framework, a synecdoche which 
embodies fears, hopes, rapid transformations, precarisation, the rise of 
extremisms, insecurity, civil disorder, repression, resistance, solidarity, 
xenophobia and scapegoating. In short, the term signals to one of the 
most significant—yet difficult to fully evaluate—historical moments in 
Europe’s living memory. This chapter is an attempt to document but also 
reflect upon this peculiar historical juncture, this ongoing story, using 
Greece as a case study and putting forward the perspective of those who 
have been central figures—albeit with limited agency and ability to con-
front the full force of the changes inflicted upon them—in the six years 
that shook the Greek world. If, from the dominant ideological point of 
view, Greece is the prime example of crisis and dysfunction, it is also, 
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from a different perspective which I present here, a major example of 
resistance and of the hope that another way out of the crisis is possible.

The title of this chapter aims to question the assumptions embedded 
in the acronym PIGS, used in economic and diplomatic circles to refer to 
the economies of Portugal, Ireland (initially Italy), Greece and Spain. The 
present historical occurrence represents a significant challenge for all 
political movements which propose a different, more socially centred 
approach to the dominant economic rationality of our days. As I hope 
will become obvious, my contribution to this volume is not only about 
Greece. Seeing like a PIG is a vehicle for deconstructing the hegemonic 
economistic view of society and assessing possibilities as well as pointing 
to limitations, especially given the trajectory taken by radical political 
movements in Greece once in possession of State power. It is above all an 
opening to the progressive political movements of today, and an invita-
tion to assess the promise embodied in practices of resistance to the 
dehumanisation of economy and the precarisation of life itself. But it is 
also a call to reflect on the limitations of those social movements of resis-
tance which made it into State power, and the perils related to their 
trajectory.

In my view, radical thinking is the ability to question dominant narra-
tives which naturalise inequality—and hence injustice—and which dis-
empower dissent by systematically assigning the possibility of alternatives 
to the realm of the ‘unrealistic’. It is the ability to think beyond the domi-
nant ideology and hence to speak back to the hegemonic economic and 
social paradigms of our times. Critical thinking is essential in times of 
crisis, when a prevailing, dangerous ideology has subsumed society and 
those values that make us distinctively human under the tyranny of the 
market. But it is also the ability to face our own disenchantment with 
regard to the rise to power of radical left political formations, not in order 
to give up and accept the re-affirmation of the ‘There Is No Alternative’ 
logic, but with the aim of evaluating where real possibilities of change lie 
in the current juncture.

For this purpose, this chapter is constructed around two narratives, 
two turning points in the history of the Greek crisis, aiming to open a 
space to think about hope and disillusionment, potentials and stalemates 
via focusing on specific instances in the unfolding chronicle of the global 
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crisis of capitalism. The first story is a tale of hope: it narrates a moment 
of rebellion, which was represented largely by the Indignados movement 
in the 2011 summer of discontent and which culminated in the electoral 
victory in Greece of a radical left coalition—Syriza—in January 2015. It 
is a story revolving around the perspective of the PIGS and the ability of 
such viewpoint to deconstruct the dominant economistic narrative of the 
‘market’ as a ‘neutral’ and ‘fair’ force and to shed light on the ways ordi-
nary people reclaim the empty conceptual space of values, such as democ-
racy and social rights, through their resistance. The second story is one of 
disillusionment: it is the story of the radical left’s capitulation to the 
demands of an austerity agenda. It offers a critical account of the compli-
cations in the passage of a radical social movement into political, and 
more precisely State, power.

�A Tale of Hope

Greece has appeared in international press headlines in recent years more 
than ever in the history of mass media. In the civilised ‘North’, ‘Europe’ 
or ‘the West—terms which to a large extent have ceased to represent the 
once-called Great Powers and have increasingly become synonymous 
with a dominant, albeit abstract point of view, that of the ‘economy’—
Greece, the ‘archetypical’ PIG, has become a metaphor for everything 
threatening the ‘global economy’: instability, irresponsibility, social 
unrest. Aside from the ongoing obsession with Islamic fundamentalism, 
the ‘Greek crisis’ has become the name of the most fundamental fear of 
all: the crisis of the global capitalist economic system itself.

As a result, the omnipresent accounts of economic, political and dip-
lomatic experts have been underpinned by a general feeling of urgency to 
the imminent global catastrophe to which we must react ‘now’. Analysts 
from all over the world, together with the unpopular creditors, con-
stantly bombard their publics with admonitions that time is running 
out, that now is the time to act, that the whole world is on the verge of 
collapsing if the Greeks (and by extension the other three little PIGS) do 
not rush to comply with the increasingly predatory demands for the 
privatisation of public goods, the commercialisation of the State, the 
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curtailment of social rights—in short, with the precarisation of life 
itself—as requested by the authorities of the IMF, the Central European 
Bank and the World Bank.

This sense of urgency to act against the looming disaster—if we follow 
Žižek (2009), a deeply anti-theoretical and in that sense anti-critical 
move, which, as we shall see below, is instrumental in discouraging any 
critical reflection about the situation—goes together with the deploy-
ment of an impressive arsenal of stereotypical, quasi-racist representa-
tions of the PIGS in the Western media. Hierarchical binaries, long 
associated with the political, economic and ideological supremacy of the 
West, have been given new leases of life: the developed North versus the 
backward South, the orderly West versus the unruly Orient, and the dis-
ciplined, peaceful protests in civilised Europe versus the violent and cha-
otic riots in the Mediterranean. Indeed, the evocation of the image of the 
clean ‘real Europe’ versus the dirty European periphery in the invention 
of the acronym PIGS says a great deal about the deeply ingrained binary 
stereotyping constructions at the heart of the EU.

It goes without saying that framing the discussion about the ‘Greek 
crisis’ in this way allows the legitimation of the discourse of ‘fair punish-
ment’. Probably the most employed stereotype by politicians and the 
media, the one that seems to speak directly to the minds and hearts of 
those European citizens who express indignation and anger against the 
Greek protesters, is the ‘hard-working’ Northern European versus the 
‘lazy’ Southerner. This binary is itself underpinned by one of the most 
potent myths of capitalist ethics, meritocracy, which asserts that in our 
(neo)liberal societies everyone gets what they deserve. What if the Greeks 
work on average 2119 hours per year whilst the Germans 1390?1 As the 
media know only too well, facts are too feeble against the power of stereo-
types: after all, does not everybody know that Greeks are ‘lazy’, Italians 
‘corrupted’, Germans ‘efficient’ and the English ‘fair’?

One would be even tempted to think of the PIGS, and more precisely 
the Greeks who have been at the spotlight of world attention lately, as a 
contemporary version of the homo sacer. As Agamben analyses in his 
famous study in Roman law, the homo sacer was a man who, having com-
mitted a certain kind of crime, was banned from society and all his rights 
were revoked. As a consequence, he became homo sacer, and could be 
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killed by anyone, whilst his life, which was henceforth considered sacred, 
could be sacrificed in a ritual ceremony. Agamben defined the homo sac-
er’s life as ‘human life […] included in the juridical order [ordinamento] 
solely in the form of its exclusion (that is, of its capacity to be killed)’.2 
Much like a contemporary homo sacer, Greece’s crime to default on her 
debts has led to her ostracism from a ‘society’, that is, European commu-
nity, and—as constantly repeated by the media—the market, with her 
rights as an autonomous, sovereign country retracted. The cold, unapolo-
getic indifference demonstrated by technocrats concerning the dreadful 
consequences of the ‘austerity package’ to the lives of real people, namely 
an accelerated pauperisation as a form of punishment, reflects to a certain 
extent the logic and practice of the homo sacer.

However, framing the discussion in terms of racism or Orientalism 
and the discursive practices of inclusion and exclusion they sustain, 
important as it may be in the current climate of scapegoating, has little 
to say about the nature of the current predicament. Northern European 
racism here feels too narrow a focus, not the least because Greece, as 
well as the other countries which are the object of the Western negative 
stereotyping, does not fall short of inventing scapegoats and culprits for 
their national plights—invariably immigrants, refugees and asylum 
seekers. The unbearable pain of the pogroms perpetrated by extreme 
right groups against immigrants in Greece (Christopoulos 2014; 
Kirtsoglou 2013; Psarras 2012), coupled with the unbearable shame of 
those public intellectuals—incidentally, the enthusiasts of the neolib-
eral reforms—who legitimise these acts by deploring the ‘fall of Athens’ 
to the hands of ‘undefined tribes, which regardless of their origin, race 
or religion, have a common trait: crime’,3 suggests the significance of 
the Greek predicament cannot be totally encapsulated by the frame-
work of imperial racism inflicted by the West on the Rest. The exacer-
bation of inequalities and the rapid pauperisation caused by the 
application of the logic of neoliberalism seems to be bound to lead to 
the kind of public reasoning that seeks scapegoats. For this reason, the 
task of any critical engagement towards current power relations is to 
point out that the positions of the dominant and the dominated are not 
fixed nor reducible to any binary of good and evil, to any essentialised 
good or bad people or nations.
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What could be more helpful to understand the predicament and 
promise of the ‘Greek crisis’ would be to take critical distance from the 
dominant perspective. This perspective—that is, the ‘economy’—has 
become so hegemonic, so naturalised, that the mere act of thinking out-
side its framework—for instance, in terms of collective good—is auto-
matically rejected as heretic, lunatic, dangerous or naïve. It is within this 
viewpoint of the ‘economy’ that international economic and political 
experts scold the Greeks as bad students failing their neoliberal re-
education,4 praise the brutality of the sweeping ‘reforms’ and the ‘bold-
ness’ of the Greek governments that implemented the creditors’ demands, 
deplore the ‘backwardness’ of the Welfare State, blackmail the resisting 
Greek people with reprisals of total disaster and present the tremendously 
unfair, anti-social ‘bailout packages’ as the only viable solution. Greece is 
currently implementing its third.

Stepping out of the ‘objective’ framework of the ‘economy’ would 
allow us to assume a different position and enable us to see what is at 
stake in the ‘Greek crisis’. It would also allow us to reflect upon the mean-
ing and intentions of the Greek protests, rather than easily attribute them 
to an essentialised fiery Greek character, or the presumed lack of rule of 
law in the Orient,5 therefore reducing them to a senseless burst of vio-
lence. But let us for a moment resist the frantic calls of urgency to save 
the ‘economy’ and adopt, tentatively, the perspective of the PIGS. Perhaps 
then we can ask a couple of critical questions, such as: what is it really 
that the Greeks and the other three little PIGS are so vociferously accused 
of? What is the meaning of Greek resistance, what does this necessarily 
amorphous, heterogeneous and recently radicalised crowd so vigorously 
defend?6

Demystifying the abstractness of the ‘economy’ with the specificity of 
history would allow us to see that what we are witnessing is the engineer-
ing of the accelerated death of the twentieth century and its promise of a 
better, more equal, society. The dismantling of the Welfare State, the 
devaluation of public (and in Greece, free) education, the commodifica-
tion of health, the systematic shrinking of the public sector and the 
demonisation of the poor as failing because of personal choices and short-
comings are all typical symptoms of the neoliberalisation of political 
(State) power, already experienced in other parts of the world since the 
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1970s. What is unusual in the Greek case is the brutal rapidity, one could 
even say the rage, with which neoliberal reforms are implemented. The 
reform of the alleged Welfare State, usually qualified as ‘bold’ and ‘inno-
vative’ by technocrats and supporters of neoliberal politics, is a good 
example of what gets conveniently masked when the complexity of the 
social gets reduced to the economistic, instrumental one-dimensionality: 
the fact that the State is not merely an instance of bureaucratic efficiency. 
Embedded in the Welfare State, not only symbolically but literally, are 
the social rights that made the twentieth century the most egalitarian, the 
most progressive, the most democratic in the history of the ‘West’ (at the 
expense of the Rest, as the postcolonial critics rightfully never cease to 
remind us). What is at stake in Greece is a core aspect of the political 
tradition of the Enlightenment that made it worthy to be called universal 
and inspired the national and social revolutions of modernity: that is the 
commitment to social egalitarianism rather than social privilege, to the 
redistribution of wealth rather than its accumulation at the top. The 
much-maligned Welfare State is the practical application of these ideals.

What the Greek protesters are defending—and what they are accused 
of—is not a return to the past, the residue of a traditional attachment to 
the ‘redundant’ Welfare State that is deemed too slow and old-fashioned 
for the fast financial capitalism whose most cruel manifestation has been 
the current economic crisis. Quite the contrary: the meaning of the pro-
tests should be read as a political move oriented to the future, a future 
which must keep the promise of egalitarianism, not only as a legalistic 
concept nor limited to universal franchise and parliamentarism. Giving 
substantive content to concepts such as egalitarianism means resisting 
against the selling out of the national—and non-negotiable—common 
wealth, such as water, electricity and transport. It means defending labour 
rights and the right to education and healthcare. It means resisting the 
commodification of basic human values, such as care for the elderly, the 
poor, the ill, the unemployed. Ultimately, it means resisting the dehu-
manisation of society itself. What we witness in Greece is a remarkable 
resistance to the manipulation of those ideals on which the political edi-
fice of modernity stands and a struggle for their meaningful application.

‘REAL DEMOCRACY NOW’—the slogan that emerged in Puerta 
del Sol to conquer the squares of European cities—is not a claim looking 
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at the past, as many neoliberal supporters claim. It is not mere discontent 
for the loss of ‘privileges’ of the Welfare, quasi-socialist in certain aspects, 
Greek state, for the simple reason that accessible and adequate education, 
healthcare, transport, the protection of the weak, the disadvantaged and 
the marginalised are not ‘privileges’ but undeniable social rights from any 
perspective which puts society rather than profit at its centre. The Welfare 
State and its provisions materialised, to a certain extent, the struggles for 
social equality. These provisions are the result of ongoing struggle against 
a formal understanding of equality which boils down to voting rights. 
Social rights are the answer to privilege in our unequal societies, not a 
privilege granted by the powerful and wealthy to the ‘lazy’ and ‘unwor-
thy’ poor. The Greek resistance is a battle for their protection, even for 
the widening of their inclusivity, at least for the most progressive ones 
amongst the protesters. ‘REAL DEMOCRACY NOW’ is a claim 
embodying a political desire for a future which needs to be imagined 
radically different from the precarisation of life, from the accelerated eco-
nomic, cultural, social and intellectual deprivation imposed on the 
Greeks.

From this perspective, Greek protesters can be seen as defenders of the 
universalist ideals of the Enlightenment: the ones who reimagine their 
future in human rather than economic terms, who dream of a meaning-
ful rather than bureaucratic democracy—whose content has shrunk into 
the formal affirmation of predetermined decisions and fake choices, such 
as the ones related to the prevailing logic of austerity. Despite the rhetoric 
of ‘innovation’ and ‘change’, it is the neoliberal devotees who are commit-
ted to the past, to a perverted amalgam of pre-political social privilege 
and post-political economic instrumentality. Therefore, the real possibil-
ity of change lies in the concreteness of resistance to pauperisation, in the 
subjectivity of the Greek rioters and not in the ‘objective’ abstractness of 
the ‘economy’ and its political representatives. In that sense one could 
even see the Greek resistance as an exemplary instance of what is called 
catachresis in postcolonial theory. As Spivak (1990) explains, catachresis as 
a strategy of displacing and seizing the value of concepts such as democ-
racy or equality, whose ‘correct’, authoritative content was decided else-
where, in the social formations of Western Europe and its contemporary 
bureaucratic configuration, the EU. In this perspective, what gets seized 
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and displaced is also the conceptual topography of Europe. Today, the 
site of progress and political future is where the battle for the meaning of 
universal concepts—such as democracy and equality—and resistance to 
the submission of the economy to the market is taking place: in the 
periphery of Europe, in the PIGS’ lands, rather than the West.

In this logic, Seeing like a PIG may not sound as foolish, irresponsible 
and misguided as it is often represented, and the resistance of the Greek 
protesters may seem as something more than a residue from the past, or 
a quasi-Luddite reaction to the wonders of neoliberal capitalism. Seeing 
like a PIG may also mean that it is time to stop regarding the basic social 
rights gained through political struggles of past generations as privileges 
to be sacrificed so that plutocrats limit their losses whilst the rest of us, all 
of us, are called to pay a bill that is not ours to pay.

�A Tale of Disillusionment

As far as Greece is concerned, this mobilisation, this political energy 
and hope, which was manifested via the social movement of aganaktis-
menoi (the equivalent of the Indignados movement), culminated with 
the victory of Syriza—a coalition of the radical left which in past 
decades typically scored between 3% and 5%—in January 2015.7 A 
party of left-wing intellectuals, Marxist in terms of economic analysis, 
progressive in terms of social rights and causes, emerged as the most 
potent, innovative political power challenging the hegemony of auster-
ity politics in Greece. Syriza embraced those who were hit by the crisis, 
mainly the lower and middle classes. Widespread identification with 
Syriza was not only due to their anti-austerity agenda and promise of 
change but was also a response to what was perceived as a corrupt polit-
ical system which functioned along the lines of clientelism (Featherstone 
2008; Cinar 2016). Syriza’s victory was a reaction against the two dom-
inant parties, the centre-right New Democracy and the centre-left 
PASOK, which dominated the Greek political scene since the collapse 
of the Colonels’ dictatorship in 1974. Widespread support for Syriza 
was as much a response to austerity as a reaction to the political system 
which had led the country to the crisis.
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During the first months of its mandate, Syriza enjoyed popular sup-
port whilst being pressured to prove itself from day one. This did not 
mean Greeks became Marxist overnight, but revealed the immense level 
of discontent with the austerity policies followed by the previous govern-
ments along with a certain willingness to see what a left governance may 
look like. Naturally, economic matters were at the centre of attention of 
analysts before and after the elections. However, there are political as well 
as symbolic developments stemming from the nature of the coalition 
government, which have often been overlooked. This was the case of 
Syriza’s choice to form a coalition with right-of-centre ANEL (Independent 
Greeks), which received much criticism from the opposition and the 
mainstream press alike. ANEL seemed like an unnatural ally, given the 
dividing lines of internationalism versus patriotism defining the political 
landscape throughout the twentieth century, as well as sharp differences 
on cultural issues that typically determine the imaginaries of the Left and 
the Right. In joining forces with ANEL, Syriza was accused of making an 
opportunistic and possibly dangerous choice. However, placing Syriza’s 
decision within the political and historical context which made it possi-
ble, and perhaps inevitable, may allow for a different reading of the 
situation.

Syriza and Alexis Tsipras—Syriza’s president and prime minister—
himself have often been compared, respectively, to PASOK and Andreas 
Papandreou (the Socialist Party which had dominated the political scene 
in the past 40 years and its leader). Although this is a problematic com-
parison, there is certainly an analogy to be drawn in terms of their 
responses to popular demands. If for 1981 ‘allagi’ (change)8—meaning 
democratisation after the authoritarian rule of the Colonels along with 
the overdue liberalisation of Greek society—was the central issue at stake, 
justice was the popular demand in the 2015 election. Syriza not only 
captured the public’s mood but capitalised on it by choosing as a partner 
a political party which was ‘clean’ in terms of involvement with the aus-
terity policies of the previous government and with the political elites 
who led the country to economic disaster. Justice in this historical 
moment was defined by a widespread conviction regarding the unfair 
nature of austerity economics, which hit the already disadvantaged much 
harder than the privileged. But justice in this context is more than 
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economic relief and the restoration of life standards tout court. Demands 
for justice also need to be understood as anger against the political and 
economic elites who led the country to the crisis, and against the failure 
to persecute corruption scandals involving government officials, local and 
international businesses and the justice system itself.

Syriza succeeded in capturing the popular mood, and in that sense, the 
choice of ANEL—given the refusal of the Communist Party to partici-
pate in a coalition—made sense. ANEL, itself a product of the crisis, is a 
nationalist party (and, as far as cultural matters are concerned, a far-right 
one) which has held a clear anti-austerity line since 2012. Indeed, the 
cultural makeup and agenda of ANEL could not be more far removed 
from those of Syriza, which has a consistently progressive programme in 
cultural and social issues such as immigration and integration policies, 
gay and minority rights, or the separation between State and Church. 
However, given the extraordinary circumstances, the economy, anti-
austerity and the popular mood for justice determined the agenda, Syriza’s 
pool of choice was extremely small. Strategically, Syriza’s choice of ANEL 
was proven right at the time: support for the government was overwhelm-
ing. This is partly because this move demonstrated to sympathisers, but 
most importantly to opponents, that the government seemed to be some-
thing more than a ‘government of the Left for the Left’. Symbolically, the 
choice of ANEL was catalytic in engaging right-wing voters, who felt that 
they had a stake in the government, and in creating a vast national 
consensus.

Lastly, these developments indicated a significant transformation of 
the political landscape in Greece. The dividing lines between the Left and 
the Right seem to be being renegotiated and re-drawn. What happened 
in Greece was the reinvention of politics on purely and unapologetically 
economic terms: after almost three decades in which the culturalisation 
of politics prevailed in the West, the economy seems to be setting the 
tone of the debate. In that sense, we seem to have moved from the post-
Cold War definitions of the Left and Right to the lines of life politics 
(Giddens 1991). Such redefinition of politics, however, has cost Syriza—
along with other anti-austerity parties—the accusation of populism. 
However, reducing the analysis of such re-orientation of politics to popu-
lism hinders a proper recognition of the devastating effects of economic 

  Seeing Like a PIG: The Crisis in Greece as a Tale of Hope… 



208 

necessity and hastily reduces the desire for national dignity to national-
ism, the rejection of the austerity agenda to xenophobia and the support 
for Welfare policies to backwardness.

In that sense, Syriza seemed, at least until July 2015, to represent not 
just simply a change of government but a change of regime. Certainly, its 
advent to power marked the end of an era, which started with 
Metapolitefsi9 in 1974 and the hope of ‘allagi’ (change) in 1981 and 
ended in economic disaster. Syriza’s victory—as well as its post-election 
support—suggests that the persuasive power of the austerity narrative 
was weaning rapidly. This remarkable popular support, however, as well 
as trust in Syriza’s ability to challenge the austerity agenda, began to fade 
in July 2015. The Syriza government’s negotiation with creditors led to a 
stalemate and was followed by a referendum, where despite the immense 
popular support for the rejection of the austerity package (61.31% NO 
and 38.69% YES to the proposed agreement) did not materialise into a 
much desired political and economic break. On the contrary, it led to the 
signing of yet another memorandum within austerity lines, few days after 
the referendum was held. In the September 2015 elections following the 
referendum, Syriza made an effort to deal with the contradictions between 
the terms of the memorandum and its anti-neoliberal ideological orienta-
tion by putting forward the idea of implementing an austerity package 
with a ‘human face’. However, as austerity tends to impact hardest on 
those who are most in need by weakening the safety net provided by the 
Welfare State, this idea was proved impossible to implement in terms of 
concrete policies. Syriza’s capitulation against the creditors led to further 
retreat in a number of crucial fronts—such as the privatisation of public 
assets, the deregulation of labour relations, pensions, wages, policies to 
counter unemployment—and has been experienced by the majority of 
the public as a ‘betrayal’.

However, ‘betrayal’ belongs to the moral rather than the analytical 
realm, and, as such, it can do little to promote critical reflection, even if 
such feelings are understandable. A certain analytical distance is necessary 
to understand rather that condemn. Beyond the obvious consequences of 
Syriza’s capitulation to the demands of creditors, I would like to highlight 
the particularly problematic political and ideological aspects of Syriza’s 
transformation in power into a political party of the system.
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Syriza’s failed attempt does not only represent the return with a ven-
geance of the TINA (‘there is no alternative’) dogma, but also deprives 
ideological legitimacy, popular support and hope to the very idea of radi-
cal change. It also promotes a climate of political confusion, if not para-
noia. Facing a widespread wave of discontent, strikes and protests, Syriza 
found the only recourse to be the narrative of ‘unwilling yet necessary’ to 
follow what austerity demands. Legitimacy is built on the government’s 
emphasis of its disagreement with the same policies it brings into parlia-
ment for validation. This contradictory political stance is further height-
ened by the party’s open support for the protesting social and professional 
groups which are hit by the austerity measures. Demonstrations and 
social strikes are embraced by the government and represented as the 
government’s arsenal against the demands of creditors. Anti-systemic dis-
course is adopted by the members of the government and party officials 
as if they were representing the opposition rather than State power.

In this climate, words, promises and actions seem to lose their mean-
ing. When austerity and further pauperisation of the population are re-
labelled ‘salvation from disaster’ and when protests and strikes against the 
government are re-labelled ‘manifestations of support’, one has to ask 
how close we risk resembling peculiar forms of 1984-style public dis-
course. Nonetheless—and despite Syriza’s failure to materialise a mean-
ingful break with the neoliberal structures and institutions—the 
momentum before the party’s ascension into State power, as well as the 
people’s mobilisation around the idea of rejecting the austerity politics (as 
expressed by the NO vote of the July 2015 referendum), gave a glimpse 
of what an alternative may look like. One where people resist the over-
determination of their lives by the dicta of profit, ‘efficiency’ and prosper-
ity for the few, and recast the meaning of democracy as politics which 
protects the commons and serves society first.

�Conclusion

Since history does not end, despite Fukuyama’s (1992) melancholic prop-
osition,10 where can we identify spaces and forces which can generate 
hope and possibilities of transformation? Where can we identify 
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trajectories of unintended social change in the current predicament? Has 
the radical left’s capitulation in Greece signalled the dead end of alterna-
tive horizons for the time being?

The final chapter of the Greek story—and as such of anti-austerity, 
society-centred politics—has not been written yet. Syriza’s retreat, after 
the initial puzzlement and disorientation, which kept people off the 
streets for a few months, radicalised the Greek public once again. 
Professional and social groups took to the streets in one of the most well-
attended general strikes on 4 February 2016. In this ongoing crisis, it 
seems that social battles are given and won in the streets, because the 
organised political system and its parties are, for the time being, totally 
dominated by economic forces which lie beyond the nation-state, at least 
as far as Europe is concerned.

Syriza’s experiment demonstrated that alternative politics needs to be 
reimagined in a different, un-systemic rather than anti-systemic manner. 
Mere antagonism to the ‘system’ seems too susceptible to being engulfed 
by it once power is seized. Anti-systemic politics have been proven effec-
tive in overthrowing structures of power throughout the twentieth cen-
tury. Gender equality and anti-racist movements, as well as the anticolonial 
struggle—to mention but a few notable cases—have challenged struc-
tures of power which sustain relations of domination. To a certain extent, 
anti-systemic politics could be said to be similar to the history of revolts 
against inequality, exclusion and subordination. However, much like 
these movements, radical politics of the crisis era have failed to transform 
the unequal relations of power and work towards alternative horizons for 
profound social change. Indeed, anti-systemic movements have a one-
dimensional conception of the system and see one type of power as the 
basis of all other forms, without, however, challenging power itself 
(Fotopoulos 2001).

This could be the reason behind these movements’ failure to reimagine 
power after it is seized. The Syriza experience in Greece suggests that radi-
cal politics of the crisis era seem willing to replicate the existing power 
model, by simply replacing the people in positions of power, being unable 
to deliver an alternative project. Anti-systemic thinking may succeed in 
challenging existing power relations, but it tends to reflect the very sys-
tem they oppose once the existing relations of domination are toppled. 
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For this reason, Kouvelakis (2016) may be right when he argues that it is 
a mistake for the radical left to follow a line which is merely complemen-
tary to social democracy. For a meaningful and viable alternative, the 
horizon needs to be extended beyond ‘corrective’ measures to the existing 
power structures. In this perspective, un-systemic thinking—in other 
words, thinking that challenges power itself, once power is seized, and 
deconstructs its articulations—seems as a necessary path for any possibil-
ity of imagining alternative horizons.

Notes

1.	 [Retrieved 12 March 2016] http://www.tovima.gr/politics/
article/?aid=407156.

2.	 Agamben 1998, 12.
3.	 [Retrieved 12 March 2016] http://www.tanea.gr/empisteytika/?

aid=4630465.
4.	 As Harvey (2005) has been persistently arguing, neoliberalism is above 

all a political project of disciplining of the self to the logic of ‘the 
market’.

5.	 The idea that Greece’s peculiarity vis-à-vis ‘civilised Europe’ is due to a 
deficiency of modernising spirit, and as such incomplete modernisation 
is a recurrent theme in the field of Greek studies (e.g. Diamantouros 
1994; Mavrogordatos 1997). For a critique of modernisation theories 
employed by scholars of modern Greek history and politics, see 
Andriakiana (2016). For an analysis of the deployment of this explana-
tory scheme for the 2008 Athens riots, see Vasilaki (2017).

6.	 A clarification about resistance is necessary here: I do not mean to ide-
alise resistance or to see resistance as necessarily conducive to progressive 
politics. Besides, the Greek resistance to austerity has produced its own 
dark side—namely, the rise of the far-Right, xenophobia and racism—
and it is not entirely disconnected with the popularisation of conspiracy 
theories, even in its progressive versions. For an astute analysis of the 
ambivalence of the Greek resistance to the crisis, see Thedossopoulos 
(2014a, 2014b). Foucault’s writings are indicative in bringing to the fore 
the ambivalent nature of power and, consequently, resistance. For an 
interesting discussion on the political and ethical underpinning of 
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resistance and the distinction between liberation and freedom and the 
kind of politics they sustain, see Armstrong (2008), Heller (1996) and 
Pickett (1996).

7.	 For an extensive account of Syriza’s trajectory from fringe party to State 
power and its course in the past year, see Ovenden (2015) and Kouvelakis 
(2016).

8.	 ‘Change’ in the particular context of 1981 was meant both as a change 
of regime—democratic rule was only established in Greece in 1974—
and in terms of polity, institutions and culture after several years of 
authoritarianism and repression.

9.	 The post-authoritarian years is a period commonly known as 
‘Metapolitefsi’ (literally, political transition). Many see this period end-
ing with the 2008 riots, others with the Greek crisis (2010) and yet oth-
ers with the advent of Syriza to power in January 2015. In any case, there 
seems to be agreement that the era of Metapolitefsi has come to an end 
and Greece currently undergoes another period of transition.

10.	 On the analysis of Fukuyama’s forecast as melancholic rather than trium-
phant, see Ahmad (1997).
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Unleashing the Emancipatory Power 
of the ‘Spirit of Free Communal Service’: 

G.D.H. Cole, Dialogical Coordination 
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In the preface of this volume, Göran Therborn offers a rather pessimistic 
diagnosis regarding the prospects for large-scale social change within the 
‘North-Atlantic zone’. This pessimism is, to a large extent, justified if, like 
Therborn, one looks at the centre and on the surface of economic and 
political life within the zone in question. Given the seemingly unshakable 
rule of neoliberal capitalism and spread of far-right political movements, 
the current economic and political climates do seem to offer little hope 
for a genuinely progressive form of social change. It is also too early to 
know with certainty whether the unexpected entry of Bernie Sanders and 
Jeremy Corbyn into mainstream politics will make a lasting impact on 
American and British political life, respectively. But in order to find the 
seeds of social change, one need not restrict the focus of analysis on devel-
opments taking place at the centre of economic and political practices 
and discourses within the North-Atlantic zone. Changes can indeed find 
their origins in the margins. In this chapter, I shall propose to look for 
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‘glimmers of hope’ in the definite tendencies emerging within the con-
fines of the solidarity and digital economy which offer possible avenues 
for the institutionalisation of some of the central components of 
G.D.H. Cole’s libertarian socialist alternative.

As a leading figure of the early twentieth-century guild socialist move-
ment, Cole was keen to circumvent the aporias of mere negation and was 
unwilling to find comfort in the belief in capitalism’s self-destruction. In 
his early works, he expressed a particular concern with the perversion of 
innate ‘creative’ and ‘communal’ impulses by the logic of the capitalist 
market while highlighting the democratic deficit of pre-existing political 
institutions. To these he opposed a system of allocation of resources and 
political representation based on the ‘spirit of free communal service’ 
(Cole 1980, 44). In this chapter I aim to demonstrate that Cole’s own 
alternative not only captures the spirit of pre-existing marginal economic 
practices and contemporary global social movements but can also offer 
an invaluable source of inspiration for their coordination in a strategy for 
large-scale social transformation. I shall proceed by first reviewing some 
of the core components of his critique of capitalism and liberal democ-
racy. I will then discuss the features of the ‘spirit of free communal ser-
vice’ Cole had in mind and draw the contours of his libertarian socialist 
alternative. In the third and final section, I shall provide some reflections 
on the prospects for social transformation by exploring the manifesta-
tions of the ‘spirit’ in question in the margins of economic life and a 
contemporary global social movement like Occupy Wall Street, which 
will lead to a discussion of possible strategies of coordination.

�Cole’s Critique: A Tale of Two Repressed 
Impulses

Cole was highly critical of the type of institutions upholding the capital-
ist mode of production and liberal forms of democratic representation. A 
central concern underpins his critique, namely, the fact that these institu-
tions fail ‘to be so organised as to afford greatest possible opportunity for 
individual and collective self-expression to all its members’ (Cole 1980, 
13). For Cole, the plight facing individuals in capitalist and liberal 
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democratic societies is not merely characterised by ‘limits to individual 
autonomy’ but also by ‘hindrances to the collective realisation of auton-
omy’. In what follows, both the origins and nature of these limits within 
the economic and political spheres will be exposed.

Let me start with his critique of capitalist economic life. Cole expressed 
his key concern as follows:

The crowning indictment of capitalism is that it destroys freedom and indi-
viduality in the worker, that it reduces man to a machine, and that it treats 
human beings as means to production instead of subordinating production 
to the well-being of the producer. (Cole 1917, 24)

So, for Cole, capitalism rests on an intolerable logic, according to 
which workers’ autonomy in the sphere of production comes to be 
severely restricted. Such a restriction is explained by the subsumption of 
the labour process under the ‘invisible hand’ of a supply and demand 
mechanism upheld by private ownership, driven by the profit motive and 
competitive ethos, imposing imperatives of productivity and efficiency 
upon the workplace. Translated into a rigid division of labour imposed by 
the private owners on workers in an attempt to maximise their gain, these 
imperatives undermine the latter’s capacity to unleash, freely, what Cole 
described as ‘the creative impulse’ (Cole 1917, 302). Like William Morris, 
whom he admired greatly, Cole severely condemned the fact that the 
‘impulse to self-expression [has been] thwarted by commercialism’ (Cole 
1917, 119).

But, in addition to the repression of the ‘creative impulse’, the capital-
ist workplace has given rise to an equally problematic phenomenon: the 
repression of the ‘impulse of the communal spirit’ (Cole 1980, 49). 
Inspired by Rousseau, who ‘put an immense emphasis on this sentiment 
[…] as a force in the shaping of human affairs’ (Cole 1950, 128), Cole 
conceptualised solidarity as a fundamental human impulse. The root of 
its repression, he claimed, can be located in both the ‘motives of greed 
and fear’ (Cole 1980, 45) upheld by an institution like the capitalist mar-
ket and the worker’s incapacity to enjoy ‘real self-government and free-
dom at his work’ (Cole 1980, 49). While the former pit workers against 
one another, the latter undermines the autonomy necessitated for 
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engaging in spontaneous and self-directed cooperation. The capitalist 
regime of accumulation, then, not only imposes significant obstacles to 
self-expression but also denies the worker the capacity to align his/her 
individual conception of the good life with that of other workers.

Contrary to Marxian analyses of capitalism, however, Cole extended 
the scope of his critique beyond the sphere of production. For him, the 
problem of repression of the ‘impulse of the communal spirit’ is not lim-
ited to bonds between workers themselves. The profit motive also inter-
feres with the way producers relate to consumers, by giving rise to a 
‘divergence of interests between them’ (Cole 1980, 39). Under a system 
of production and exchange whereby producers prioritise the private 
maximisation of gain over the direct satisfaction of the needs of consum-
ers, a rather striking situation emerges: the interests of producers are pit-
ted against those of the very individuals they provide the service to, as 
exemplified by the various strategies devised by commercial agencies in 
manipulating consumer demand. The logic of the capitalist market, 
therefore, also undermines collective self-expression between workers and 
consumers. What are, in principle, two complementary sets of interests 
come to oppose one another—something Cole viewed as a wholly irra-
tional and unjustifiable state of affairs. A fully rational system of satisfac-
tion of needs, he insisted, ought to recognise the formal complementarity 
between producers’ and consumers’ interests.

Although addressed separately here, Cole regarded ‘communal and 
personal well-being’ (Cole 1920, 62) as mutually constitutive. ‘Communal 
well-being’, for example, depends on producers’ capacity to unleash the 
‘sentiment’ of solidarity. Workers deprived of personal well-being cannot, 
however, be expected to express it, for they will end up prioritising their 
own interests over those of others. If they do cooperate, however, the 
motive will assume a self-interested form, rather than being expressed in 
the form of sentiment. Personal well-being is therefore an essential pre-
condition for communal well-being. Conversely, an individual is said to 
be ‘most free when he [sic, and throughout the chapter] cooperates best 
with his equals’ (Cole 1917, 227–228). Acting with other individuals in 
the pursuit of a shared goal can significantly increase the chances of meet-
ing this goal. Cooperation, therefore, empowers individuals and acts as a 
highly favourable condition for the attainment of personal well-being. It 

  C. Masquelier



219

is such a relationship between the individual and collective basis of 
self-expression that lies at the operational core of Cole’s ‘spirit of free 
communal service’, whose additional features will be discussed in the 
next section.

But given Cole’s particular concern with the problem of ‘communal 
organisation’ (Cole 1980, 32), his critique also sought to tackle the form 
of communal life unfolding under the liberal democratic mode of repre-
sentation. His diagnosis of liberal democracy is in fact no less severe than 
his diagnosis of capitalist economic life. While the latter is so organised 
that it pits workers against one another and workers against consumers, 
the liberal democratic state is said to be ‘an organ of class domination’ 
(Cole 1980, 122). He therefore complemented his critique of the ‘indus-
trial autocracy of capitalism’ (Cole 1980, 51) with a critique of political 
institutions he deemed ‘utterly unsuitable to any really democratic com-
munity’ (Cole 1980, 32).

Cole identified a key cause of liberal democracy’s failures with the 
highly divisive character of the hostile economic life unfolding under 
capitalism’s guise. Because ‘the economic sphere of social action has 
become the battle-ground of contending sections [those involved in such 
battles] are irresistibly impelled to widen their battlefront so as to lay 
waste the tracts of social organisation which lie outside the economic 
sphere’ (Cole 1920, 149–50). Socio-economic inequalities, he argued, 
inevitably give rise to conflicts of interests affecting the political sphere. 
After all, how can an authentic conception of common good be embodied 
by the state, if the very individuals it is meant to represent are organised 
into conflicting factions? Under such conditions, political institutions 
come to be ‘perverted by the power of the capitalists’ (Cole 1980, 122). In 
the face of such divisions, the state is forced to manufacture the common 
good and impose a ‘conception of human society’ onto its citizens through 
the rule of ‘Force and Law’ (Cole 1920, 6). The liberal democratic state 
therefore fails to give life to the ‘desire for comradeship upon which 
democracy is built’ (Cole 1950, 106), and cannot be expected to represent 
the interests of its citizens in any meaningful manner. It follows that, had 
Cole been around at the time of the Occupy Wall Street movement, he 
would have most certainly been sympathetic with their own condemna-
tion of the perversion of political institutions by the so-called 1%.
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However, Cole’s critique of liberal democracy did not end there. He 
also expressed concerns with the very tenets of the liberal democratic 
theory of representation. Although ‘false’ in practice, it is also ‘false’ in 
theory, for ‘[n]o man can represent another man, and no man’s will can 
be treated as a substitute for, or representative of, the wills of others’ (Cole 
1920, 103). The problem with the ideas of ‘omnicompetent State [and] 
omnicompetent Parliament’ (Cole 1980, 32) is their tendency to ‘include 
all sorts of people, without reference to the sort of people they are, the 
sort of beliefs they hold, or the sort of work they do’ (Cole 1920, 95). 
Thus, because liberal democratic theory’s universalist postulates fail to 
accommodate the pluralism of social life in decision-making processes, 
its operationalisation cannot be expected to translate individual concep-
tions of the good life into a politically effective force.

One can now see why Cole’s diagnosis of liberal democratic life is as 
severe as his diagnosis of capitalist economic life: both give rise to 
decision-making processes that distort ‘individual and collective self-
expression’ and, as a result, hinder the release of what he regarded as two 
fundamental human impulses. But Cole did not succumb to resignation. 
Instead, he advocated the ‘complete disappearance of private ownership 
from […] industry’ (Cole and Mellor 1933, 7) and claimed that the lib-
eral democratic state and parliament ‘must be destroyed or painlessly 
extinguished’ (Cole 1980, 32). Both economic and political life can and 
must therefore be radically re-organised. In what follows, I shall draw the 
contours of his alternative.

�Cole’s Alternative: Unleashing the ‘Spirit 
of Free Communal Service’

Despite being equally critical of both the economic and political spheres, 
Cole believed that the ‘transformation required’ is ‘fundamentally not 
political but economic’ (Cole 1980, 180). In other words, any radical re-
organisation of social and political life rests on the transformation of eco-
nomic life into a ‘free system [that] will bring to the front man’s natural 
qualities’ (Cole 1917, 256). I shall therefore start by reviewing the eco-
nomic transformations Cole had in mind.
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Although Cole eventually became somewhat more sympathetic 
towards central planning (see Cole 1937),1 his early works offer a very 
different form of re-organisation of economic life than the one found 
under state socialist alternatives. ‘State control of production’ (Cole 1920, 
98), he argued, cannot adequately accommodate the plurality of needs 
and desires of individuals as either producers or consumers (Cole 1980). 
But because he, along with his fellow guild socialists, ‘repudiat[ed] the 
profit basis and all forms of profit-sharing’ (Cole 1944, 284), he also 
rejected the market socialist alternative. Instead, Cole sought to re-
introduce, in a modernised form, the ‘moral principles’ of the mediaeval 
guilds, which are, today, ‘regarded almost as intruders in the industrial 
sphere’ (Cole 1980, 45). His own alternative aims to accomplish ‘the 
substitution of service to the community for service for private profit’ 
(Cole 1946, 10). It therefore guided the moral principles of a ‘spirit of 
free communal service’ entailing values, motives and practices in radical 
opposition to those at the root of the repression of both the ‘creative’ and 
‘communal’ impulses. In fact, Cole anticipates the development of an 
altogether different logic from the one upon which the capitalist market 
rests, namely, one that, in virtue of being guided by the ‘impulse of free 
and unfettered service’ (Cole 1917, 302), can pave the way for a form of 
‘social empowerment’ (Wright 2010, 121), comprising individuals who 
are not only autonomous but also ‘socially good’ (Cole 1950, 10). He 
proposed to achieve such a goal through the re-organisation of economic 
life into democratically organised associations of producers and consum-
ers, coordinating the satisfaction of needs through dialogue. His pro-
posed re-organisation is divided into two distinct, albeit connected, levels 
of action: the re-organisation of economic life into associations, which 
entails exploring actions within associations of producers and consumers, 
and their dialogical coordination, which regards actions between these 
two sets of associations. I shall start by tackling the associational level.

In an essay acknowledging his debt to, and admiration of, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, Cole exposed the underlying logic of associative action. He put 
it as follows:

[W]henever [individuals] form or connect themselves with any form of 
association for any active purpose, [they] develop in relation to the associa-
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tion an attitude which looks to the general benefit of the association rather 
than their own individual benefit. This is not to say that they cease to think 
of their own individual advantage – only that there is, in their associative 
actions, an element, which may be stronger or weaker, of seeking the 
advantage of the whole association, or of all its members, as distinct from 
the element which seeks only personal advantage. (Cole 1950, 114)

In any voluntary and democratically organised association, individuals 
treat the interest of their association as an extension of their own. Such a 
type of organisation is therefore thought to be an ideal organisational 
form for releasing the ‘impulse of communal spirit’. They are highly suit-
able for the cultivation of the values of ‘cheerfulness, comradeliness, co-
operativeness, consideration, kindness’ (Cole 1950, 7) characterising 
‘good men’ (Cole 1950, 71). Also, because it is at the workplace that ‘men 
have the habit and tradition of working together’, it is also there that the 
‘the spirit of association’ can ‘best [be] able to find expression’ (Cole 1980, 
49). The economy is, for Cole, the natural home of the communal spirit, 
which voluntary and democratic associations are in the best position to 
bring to life.

But by introducing ‘democracy in industry’, Cole also expects indi-
vidual producers to find the means for authentic self-expression. A demo-
cratically organised association is one in which individuals can ‘agree […] 
together upon certain methods of procedure, and lay […] down, in how-
ever rudimentary a form, rules for common action’ (Cole 1920, 37). It is 
therefore a space where the individual worker can exert the degree of 
control over the labour process necessary to express ‘his likes and dislikes, 
desires and aversions, hopes and fears, his sense of right and wrong, 
beauty and ugliness, and so on’ (Cole 1920, 184). Democracy induces 
the form of cooperative practices that can, as highlighted above, empower 
individuals in their quest for individual self-expression. But given the 
benefits of democratic associative action, Cole thought that consumers, 
too, should be in a position to ‘make articulate and definite [their] needs 
and desires’ (Cole 1980, 89) collectively. He consequently anticipated its 
introduction into the spheres of production and consumption, so that 
individuals qua producers and consumers can acquire the means to 
achieve both individual and collective self-expression.
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While associative action is an essential precondition for the alignment 
of individual conceptions of the good life with the common good lying at 
the core of the free communal spirit, it is not a sufficient one. Indeed, 
according to Cole, the idea that the success of producers is not measured 
‘in terms of profit, but in terms of rendering a good service to the con-
suming public’ (Cole 1957, 36) can only be expected to materialise if 
both producers and consumers coordinate their activities through nego-
tiations. While producers are united through the ‘performance in com-
mon of some form of social service’, the bond uniting consumers is that 
of ‘receiving, using or consuming such services’ (Cole 1980, 34). They 
make up two different but complementary sides of the same process and 
should consequently, Cole argues, be able to ‘negotiate on equal terms’ 
(Cole 1917, 86). The vision Cole has in mind is a system of allocation of 
resources whereby producers and consumers negotiate the terms and con-
ditions of exchange—for example, prices, nature/quantity of goods and 
services—through their representatives in producer guilds and consumer 
councils. No longer motivated by profit but by the ‘direct and useful con-
tribution […] they freely make to the service of the community’ (Cole 
1980, 89), producers will no longer ‘seek to thwart [consumers, but 
instead] be eager to elicit and respond to them because [they] will have 
the strongest of social motives for doing so, and no sufficient motive for 
doing otherwise’ (Cole 1980, 89). As an alternative to the ‘invisible hand’ 
of the capitalist market, Cole therefore offers the visible hand of dialogical 
coordination between producer guilds and consumer councils.

However, in order to guarantee the direct representation of producers’ 
and consumers’ interests or, as he put it, individual ‘wills’ (Cole 1920), 
Cole identified another essential precondition: functional representation. 
A function embodies the purpose or general interest of an association 
(ibid.). It is by representing its function in the local, regional and national 
guilds and councils that the ‘social value’ (Cole 1920, 55) of an associa-
tion is asserted. Representation based on associations’ function can, in 
turn, assert the ‘general will’ of an association at the level of dialogical 
coordination, which is ultimately the level where issues regarding ‘men 
liv[ing] together in communities’ (Cole 1920, 67) are addressed. 
Functional representation serves as a more ‘real’ and ‘direct’ mode of 
political representation than its liberal democratic counterpart. It is, Cole 
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insisted, the only ‘guarantee of the recognition of the fact that society is 
based upon the individuals’ (Cole 1920, 192) and the key not only to 
‘social’ but also to ‘communal and personal well-being’ (Cole 1920, 62).

According to Cole, then, the dialogically coordinated activities of 
functionally represented associations of producers and consumers will 
induce ‘an immense liberation of social and individual energy’ (Cole 
1980, 159), opening up the scope for the release of the ‘spirit of free com-
munal service’. He was therefore a profound idealist or, as he put it, a 
‘social idealist’ (Cole 1957, 168) who believed in the goodness of indi-
viduals and the positive role some specific institutions can play in culti-
vating it (Cole 1955, ix). Despite the social ills engendered by capitalist 
economic life and liberal democratic institutions’ democratic deficit, 
Cole remained optimistic. But was Cole not guilty of a misplaced opti-
mism? It is to this question that I shall now turn.

�From the Margins to the Centre

Given the seemingly radical nature of his proposals, one would be for-
given to think that the emergence of an economic system organised 
around the spirit of free communal service is a desirable but highly 
improbable expectation. But is the idea of an economy in which ordinary 
workers can exert direct control over their working conditions treat the 
interests of co-producers as an extension of their own and are ‘eager’ to 
provide a free service to the community such an unrealistic prospect? 
Cole certainly did not think so and insisted that ‘these principles them-
selves are not the inventions of the theorist or social philosopher, but are, 
however imperfectly, at work everywhere around us in Society’ (Cole 
1980, 203). But their mere existence is, Cole further argued, insufficient 
for the large-scale social transformation his alternative entails. Workers, 
he added, should aim for a ‘policy of encroachment’ involving trade 
unions ‘wresting bit by bit from the hands of the possessing classes the 
economic power which they now exercise’ (Cole 1980, 196).

Since he anticipated a conflict between workers and the bourgeoisie, 
his approach to social change appears to involve the kind of a ‘ruptural’ 
transformation identified by Wright (2010, 303). However, it fails to 
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meet Wright’s own criteria on two crucial grounds. Firstly, Cole did not 
expect workers to organise themselves ‘through political parties’ (Wright 
2010, 305), but claimed that the conflict would remain within its natural 
home, namely, the economic sphere. Secondly, since Cole advocated a 
gradual transformation through ‘encroachment’, he did not expect 
change to involve a ‘sharp break within existing institutions and social 
structures’ (Wright 2010, 303).

The ‘interstitial’ and ‘symbiotic’ strategies of transformation identified 
by Wright also fail to accommodate Cole’s own stance. Since the latter 
involves changes emanating from a ‘class compromise’ (Wright 2010, 
306), Cole could not be expected to advocate it. His stance on the pros-
pects for an ‘interstitial’ path towards social transformation is, on the 
other hand, ambiguous. Here is, for example, what Cole made of the 
prospects of social change through the expansion of the cooperative sec-
tor, which Wright (2010, 324) himself presented as a possible ‘interstitial’ 
strategy of transformation:

The fuller utilisation of working-class resources for Co-operative develop-
ment would do something but not enough; for Co-operators are faced by 
the fact that it is simply not possible, at least within any measurable period, 
to drive the possessing classes out of industry simply by competing with 
them under conditions which these classes themselves prescribe. (Cole 
1980, 191)

However, despite such a pessimism regarding an ‘interstitial’ social 
change led by the cooperative sector, Cole did acknowledge the fact that 
‘important social changes are usually inaugurated in the parts and not in 
the whole of Society, and often nearer to its circumference than to its 
centre’ (Cole 1980, 206). What, then, could these ‘parts’, today, be? 
Unlike Cole, I shall treat aspects of the cooperative sector as a potential 
source of large-scale social change, along with developments taking place 
within the contemporary digital economy.

Several works attributing a potentially transformative role to the coop-
erative sector have emerged in recent years (see Alperovitz 2011; Satgar 
2014; Shantz and MacDonald 2013; Wyatt 2011). This sector is divided 
into two types of cooperatives: those making up the ‘social economy’ and 
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those comprised in the ‘solidarity economy’ (Satgar 2014). While the 
former are said to represent just another business model oriented towards 
growth and profit, the latter is both ‘a theoretical discourse and practice 
[that] places the needs of human and nonhuman nature […] at the centre 
of social activity’ (Satgar 2014, 13). Some are therefore another way of 
putting the values of competition and private gain into practice. Others, 
however, make up a ‘counter-hegemonic alternative driven from below’, 
confronting neoliberal capitalism with ‘values’, ‘visions’ and ‘practices’ 
(Satgar 2014, 12) aiming to overcome the subordination of the well-
being of producers to the economy, which Cole viewed as the ‘crowning 
indictment of capitalism’. For example, in their work on ‘workers’ self-
managed and recovered companies’, Ozarow and Croucher have shown 
how cooperatives can ‘exhibit […] a sharp political edge’ induced by a 
generalised disaffection towards political and economic elites following 
the destructive 2001–2002 Argentinian economic crisis (Ozarow and 
Croucher 2014, 995). They have proven capable of becoming spaces 
where ‘workers’ alienation from themselves, from other workers, their 
products and society is at least partially overcome’ (Ozarow and Croucher 
2014, 1003). They became spaces for individual and collective 
self-expression.

For these reasons, several contemporary analysts of the solidarity econ-
omy expect its expansion to give the cooperatives in question the collec-
tive power to shape the values and norms of societies under their reach. 
The recent proliferation of values and practices of the solidarity economy 
in such regions as North America, Latin America, Europe and Africa 
(Satgar 2014) could, in this sense, be understood as developments mak-
ing up a process of large-scale social transformation within these regions. 
Alperovitz, for example, spoke of an ‘evolutionary reconstruction’ that 
can be expected to ‘re-democratiz[e] the American system in general’ 
(2011, xxv). The change anticipated here is, therefore, aligned with Cole’s 
own calls for democratisation.

New possibilities have also opened up through developments within 
the digital economy. Of particular interest are some recent studies reveal-
ing the increased potential for the realisation of a communal economy. 
Take, for example, the practice of commons-oriented production, refer-
ring to the voluntary production and free distribution of goods such as 
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Free and Open Source Software (FOSS) programmes and the Wikimedia 
foundation. The search engine Firefox, the content management soft-
ware Wordpress and Wikipedia are highly successful examples, operat-
ing on the basis of a networked and ‘voluntaristic cooperation that does 
not depend on exclusive proprietary control or command relations as 
among the co-operators’ (Benkler 2013, 214). Both the Mozilla and 
Wikipedia community comprise a minority of paid employees and a 
majority of volunteers. These are not-for-profit organisations, which use 
their revenues to be able to keep providing the free service to users and 
improving it, while giving their paid employees the necessary means of 
subsistence. These revenues are drawn either from partnerships with 
major search engines in the case of the former, or from donations in the 
case of the latter. None of these organisations relies on advertising. In 
fact, the facts that they provide a free service to users and ‘[n]o one 
makes a profit directly from [their] activities’ (Wright 2010, 195) mean 
that they are able to operate outside market relations. Moreover, both 
heavily rely on a vast network of volunteers willing to share their knowl-
edge and skills for the community. Anyone can volunteer to act as an 
editor of Wikipedia entries or programmer for the Mozilla Firefox web 
browser. The services they provide are the result of highly collaborative 
practices between a core of paid employees and volunteers. In the case of 
the online encyclopaedia, for example, no editor has ‘special privileges 
over others in the production of content’, and ‘decisions are generally 
made directly by editors in a deliberative process with other editors 
without mediation by any body that has editorial or managerial control’ 
(Wright 2010, 196).

Given such features, it is possible to view these undertakings as con-
temporary manifestations of Cole’s ‘spirit of free communal service’. The 
interest of the ‘producer’ is here construed as one and the same as the 
interest of the community at large. Both place a strong emphasis on 
decentralised and collaborative online participation, with activities aim-
ing to ‘empower and engage people around the world to collect and 
develop educational content’2 in the case of Wikipedia and to ‘serve […] 
the public good’ in such a way as to make the Internet a ‘public resource 
that […] remain[s] open and accessible’3 in the case of Mozilla Firefox. 
Services are provided by the community, for the community. Firefox, for 
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example, is ‘built by and for a community of users who seek greater con-
trol over their own Web browsing experience’ (Benkler 2013, 226). As 
radical alternatives to conventional economic models, then, they provide 
a space for the liberation of service users and providers from the propri-
etary, alienating, exploitative, inegalitarian and oppressive logic of the 
capitalist marketplace. As such, ‘online peer mutualism’ in the form dis-
cussed here is a ‘critical social practice’ that has emerged in opposition 
and as an alternative to neoliberal capitalist relations by ‘counteracting 
some of its social pathologies’ (Barron 2013, 597). In addition to the soli-
darity economy, one therefore finds a range of experiments within the 
digital economy marked by values and practices sharing a close affinity 
with those making up Cole’s own alternative.

But what if these two sets of developments at the margins of contem-
porary economic life—solidarity economy and online commons-oriented 
production—could combine their transformative energies? In a recently 
published article Bauwens and Kostakis (2014) explored possible avenues 
for achieving this goal. Here, they set out a plan for the development of 
an ‘open cooperativism’ marking the convergence of commons-oriented 
production found in the digital economy (characterised by ‘abundance’) 
and production practices found in the cooperative movement (character-
ised by ‘scarcity’). Driving such a model is the need to eliminate the reli-
ance of both sets of practices on conventional for-profit organisations for 
their self-sustenance—a goal echoing guild socialists’ repudiation of the 
profit motive. Underlying their strategy is a ‘reciprocal economy’ within 
which goods (both material and immaterial) would be made freely avail-
able ‘to all that contribute’ (Bauwens and Kostakis 2014, 358). Open 
cooperativists, they further argue, should ‘adopt multi-stakeholders forms 
of governance which would include workers, users-consumers, investors 
and the concerned communities’ (Bauwens and Kostakis 2014, 358). The 
strategy proposed here, then, is essentially a vision for the development of 
practices ‘oriented towards the creation of the common good’ (Bauwens 
and Kostakis 2014, 358) and the provision of a free service. As such, it 
provides a possible avenue towards the model of dialogical coordination 
anticipated by Cole.

What such a strategy also offers is an illustration of the kind of alli-
ances that could convert what are, today, marginal values and practices 
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into a source of large-scale social transformation. Several scholars keen to 
attribute a transformative role to the solidarity economy have insisted on 
the coordination of efforts between different movements. Referring to 
the Occupy Wall Street movement, Richard Wolff claimed that ‘workers’ 
self-directed enterprises’ (WSDEs) could ‘speak to those active in or 
inspired by Occupy struggles’ (Wolff 2012, 177). Such a call is not sur-
prising, given an ‘inner core of the movement’ not only calling for ‘differ-
ent policies’ aimed at increasing socio-economic equality but also 
advocating ‘a different way of life’ (Gitlin 2013, 8). Several of the occupa-
tions making up the movement contained a ‘new way of political organiz-
ing […] revolving around the words like “General Assemblies” and 
“horizontals” and “consensus” and “working groups”’ (Flank 2011, 8). 
They aimed to provide ‘the most open, participatory, and democratic 
space possible’ (Taylor et al. 2011, 5). Thus, in their occupations, mem-
bers of the movement effectively brought to life the ‘alternative [they] 
wish to see in [their] day-to-day relationships’ (Taylor et al. 2011, 5)—an 
alternative which, as indicated by the aforementioned practices, shared 
an affinity with practices and values found in the solidarity economy and 
the alternative advocated by Cole.

But, as Chomsky observed, the movement failed to ‘persist and […] be 
brought into the wider community [in the form of, for example] enter-
prises owned and managed by the work force and the community’ 
(Chomsky 2012, 74–75). What appeared to be missing was a broad ‘stra-
tegic and theoretical vision’ (Gorz 1982, 412) capable of facilitating the 
creation of cooperative ‘start-ups’. This is where, I think, Cole’s own 
vision can make a particularly valuable contribution. Given its affinity 
with the values and practices found in the solidarity economy, 
commons-oriented production and a global social movement like Occupy, 
the ‘spirit of free communal service’ can provide the language capable of 
coordinating their opposition to the current neoliberal order and translat-
ing it into a politically effective force. While WSDEs can speak to Occupy 
protesters, the ‘spirit of free communal service’ speaks to a wide range of 
contemporary movements and ‘critical social practices’ including, but not 
restricted to, those discussed in this chapter. But what distinguishes 
Cole’s work from those of the different scholars discussed in this section 
is the close attention he paid to a re-organisation of political life. His 
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functional mode of political representation can therefore offer the strate-
gic and theoretical vision that, once the economic conditions are ripe, 
could channel individual and collective self-expression into political deci-
sion-making processes.

�Conclusion

The task of diagnosing the prospects for social change in the North-
Atlantic zone invites us to look both within and outside mainstream eco-
nomic and political life. In this chapter, I sought to reveal that 
developments within the margins offer reasons for remaining optimistic 
about such prospects. Cole certainly was. Whether the changes taking 
place in these margins will indeed pave the way for the large-scale institu-
tionalisation of the spirit of free communal service in a dialogically coor-
dinated system of allocation of resources is, to be sure, anyone’s guess. A 
strategic vision, in the broad form offered here, could nevertheless pro-
vide a fruitful basis upon which to move the values and practices making 
up these marginal operations towards the centre of economic and politi-
cal discourse.

It is also worth remembering that capitalism itself began its journey in 
the margins of feudal economic life. Thus, there is no reason to exclude 
the possibility that the solidarity economy, commons-oriented produc-
tion and social movements could one day coordinate their efforts and 
gain sufficient critical mass to drive social change. Given the range and 
scale of pre-existing attempts to overcome the repressive character of 
dominant economic and political institutions, there is, in fact, every 
reason to believe, like Cole himself did decades ago, in the possibility for 
transformations that can ‘make men good’ (Cole 1950, 128).

Notes

1.	 Cole did indeed admire the fact that central planning could treat ‘the 
entire available supply of labour and other productive instruments solely 
as means to the satisfaction of human wants’ (Cole 1937, 252).
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2.	 [Retrieved 13 March 2016] http://wikimediafoundation.org/.
3.	 [Retrieved 13 March 2016] https://www.mozilla.org/.
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When putting pen to paper in 2017, we were mindful that events can 
quickly overtake any long-term project. While preparing this volume for 
publication, we have nevertheless found that the trend lines of social 
change that Therborn (Preface “The Labyrinths and the Layers of Social 
Change”) observed in the aftermath of the financial crisis of 2008 remain 
visible. On the one hand, austerity measures and neoliberal politics con-
tinue to increase inequality and erode the welfare state, and authoritarian-
ism, nationalism, racism, xenophobia and right-wing extremism remain 
on the rise. Indeed, one finds that much of people’s indignation at exploi-
tation and exclusion has been channelled into political projects that seek to 
reestablish an imaginary past, to restore a chimerical ‘greatness’, rather 
than offer a progressive future. Examples of this abound in North America 
and Europe, but it is Trump’s presidency and Brexit that are the epitomes 
of this alarming manifestation. Scapegoating immigrants; dismissing the 
expertise of scientists, academics and journalists; and attacking dysfunc-
tional albeit democratic institutions have become part of mainstream 
political discourse, to the detriment of us all.
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On the other hand, social movements and rebellious citizens are resist-
ing these developments. Take, for example, the worldwide Women’s 
March on 21 January 2017 that took place the day after Donald Trump 
was inaugurated as the 45th President of the United States. Welcoming 
protestors of all genders and ethnicities, its aim was to take a stand against 
Trump’s anti-women behaviour and advocate for the rights of women, 
foreigners, workers and the natural environment. In the United States, 
the Women’s March was the largest day of protest in the country’s history, 
while in the United Kingdom 100,000 protestors took to the streets of 
the capital, marching from the US embassy to Nelson’s column. Globally, 
an incredible five million people were estimated to have demonstrated in 
81 countries on all continents (including the Arctic and Antarctica), 
reflecting a level of coordination unthinkable in the days before social 
media. Indeed, the Women’s March appears to have been one of the most 
widespread and participative demonstrations in world history.

Within this context, our book’s overarching idea—that the maturation 
of a new generation of critical thinkers and activists could provide a fer-
tile source of progressive social change—gives us cause for hope. 
Paraphrasing Gramsci, our authors have shown that while the old has not 
yet died, there exists a new world struggling to be born. This has involved 
actors comprising social movements, political parties and NGOs engaged 
in conscious projects of social change. The two transformative strategies 
that our authors have delved into—interstitial and symbiotic—were 
drawn from Eric Olin Wright’s framework for exploring emancipatory 
alternatives to the contemporary capitalist system. Both strategies are 
aimed at promoting and achieving a trajectory of sustained metamorpho-
sis rather than a dramatic rupture with existing institutions and struc-
tures. However, they differ in their relationship to current institutions: 
while symbiotic strategies try to use them to advance social empower-
ment, interstitial ones seek to build anew. The advantage of Wright’s 
approach is that it helps to overcome the long-standing antagonism 
between proponents of each of the strategies by viewing them as comple-
mentary and mutually dependent. In light of this, let us now reflect on 
the import of the contributions of this book in relation to the three chal-
lenges we identified at the outset: reclaiming universities, revitalising 
democracy and recasting politics.
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�The Future of the University

Across the world, many universities are adopting neoliberal managerial 
practices and inculcating kindred ideas, but they remain crucial sites of 
resistance. If we are to reclaim control over how universities currently 
function, Mike Finn (Chapter “The Never-ending Crisis in British 
Higher Education”) reminds us that there first needs to be a clear articu-
lation about what is wrong. In the case of the United Kingdom, his his-
torically grounded account of higher education reform reveals that the 
subordination of the university to market fundamentalism is only partly 
attributable to the rise of neoliberalism in the 1980s. Rather, its origins 
lie decades earlier with the growing aggrandisement of the state in 
expanding higher education to increase economic growth and geopoliti-
cal power. Thus, Finn argues, the development of any alternative vision 
for the university requires repudiation of the state’s mandate to deter-
mine the shape of the university through funding and regulation. Alice 
Pearson’s contribution (Chapter “Consuming Education”) adds to this 
argument by providing ethnographic insight into how the state’s marke-
tisation of education appears to be shaping the subjectivities of under-
graduates into  that of consumers, even when they are protesting the 
economic theories used by policymakers to legitimise this shift. Focusing 
on graduates, Eric Lybeck (Chapter “The Coming Crisis of Academic 
Authority”) draws our attention to the ways in which the prioritisation 
of research over teaching erodes the academic authority of doctoral 
degrees, degrades the quality of education and turns academics into 
entrepreneurs beholden to grant-making organisations and academic 
associations on whom they rely for research grants and publications. The 
result: a bifurcation within departments, where the elite researchers able 
to win grants enjoy secure employment, and teaching staff with limited 
time for research are precariously employed. The primary task, then, is 
for academics and students to mobilise and wrest back control from the 
state and the market.

One way forward is Eric Lybeck’s proposal to (re)introduce the model 
of the scholastic guild: a self-regulating community of teachers and schol-
ars that would uphold the value of teaching by helping to identify, insure 
and support postgraduate students committed to its improvement. 
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Underpinning its reintroduction is the idea to use the graduate union to cre-
ate an unemployment insurance scheme that would reduce the risk of 
unemployment for early career academics transitioning from graduate 
school to their first secure faculty position—an often-gruelling experience 
that benefits those privileged enough to be able to hold out until getting a 
job. Ideally, this would help foster a relational web of solidarity between 
established and aspiring academics while strengthening the bargaining posi-
tion of the latter. This strategy is symbiotic, in Wright’s terms: it seeks to 
empower the members of graduate unions, which exist in most universities. 
Once established on a substantial scale, one could imagine that this new 
community could broaden its activities. For example, it could enable aca-
demics, whose work is often highly individualised, to make demands for 
greater autonomy and challenge the state’s assessment frameworks through 
the development of alternatives. While Lybeck’s attempt to become 
Cambridge Graduate Union President and implement his platform failed 
due to the conservatism of staff and students and corruption of the demo-
cratic process, there are likely to be other graduate unions and universities 
much more open and willing to experiment. A vibrant coalition of young 
academics and students would be pivotal for such a project to be successful.

Another strategy for making knowledge production and transfusion 
more democratic and egalitarian would be to pursue an interstitial strategy 
aimed at building alternative spaces for research and teaching that exist 
outside of the university. More specifically, this could involve the creation 
of autonomous self-owned and self-organised institutions. One promi-
nent example is the free universities movement in the United Kingdom 
that provides free lectures, discussions and workshops to people at little or 
no cost. A more radical proposal is for academics, especially early career 
researchers, to form worker cooperatives in which members own the 
enterprise, decision-making is democratic, and differences in pay are 
eschewed in favour of solidarity between workers. These could help sup-
port cooperative values and principles—within both the education sector 
and the economy—and help combat what Alex Simpson (Prologue 
“Consecrating the Elite: The Cultural Embedding of the Financial 
Market”) calls the ‘cultural system of competitive market behavior’ that 
some universities have helped nourish. Indeed, within the arts there are 
plenty of artist collectives that collaborate in similar ways towards a shared 
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vision. Given the enormous number of PhD students disgruntled with the 
hierarchy, bureaucracy, nepotism and inequality within the contemporary 
university, it seems plausible to imagine that there would be a critical mass 
supportive of, and interested in, participating in such an alternative.

�Democracy Now!

Turning to the question of how to revitalise democracy, the authors of the 
second section to this volume have provided us with some tentative 
answers. Olga Zelinska’s perspective on the Maidan movement (Chapter 
“Local Maidan Across Ukraine: Democratic Aspirations in the Revolution 
of Dignity”) demonstrates the importance of people’s local assemblies, 
which allow people to envisage different ways of organising themselves. 
In the Ukrainian context, activists imagined restoring ‘people’s rule’ over 
political decision-making and budgetary processes through the creation 
of alternative political institutions such as a new supreme legislative body, 
the People’s Council, with new Regional Councils acting as its founda-
tion. At the local level, they proposed overhauling the representative 
model of governance, in line with direct-democracy principles, by creat-
ing neighbourhood committees and holding regular local referendums 
on city management. Indeed, people’s assemblies have been a prominent 
feature of contemporary protest and resistance against austerity in other 
countries such as Greece, Spain and the United Kingdom. The formation 
of people’s assemblies therefore represents a vital first step for any collec-
tive effort towards developing an alternative horizon of possibility.

However, as Zelinska notes, the actual implementation of such visions 
ultimately depends on the ability of activists to overcome the usual barri-
ers to any major challenge to the status quo: co-optation, repression and 
(geo)political crises. As Benjamin Anderson argues (Chapter “Opportunity 
in Crisis: Alternative Media and Subaltern Resistance”), while assemblies 
and other forums such as alternative media can help ignite the radical 
imagination, it is social movements that are the predominant drivers of 
purposeful social and political progress. Without traditional political 
activism—that is, strategic, vigorous and crucially, collective—even the 
most laudable call to action, cleverly crafted and communicated via social 
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media to millions, is liable to fall flat. Here Steven Speed’s riveting account 
of the battle of Barton Moss (Chapter “The Battle of Barton Moss”) 
shows just how effective participatory forms of protest such as slow walk-
ing can be against intense corporate and state pressure. Whether they 
succeed or fail, though, people involved in the process gain experience 
and expertise, and organise networks of fellow activists, which are invalu-
able for future social struggles.

�Populism, State Power and Alternatives 
to Capitalism

Turning to the question of how to recast politics, Mike O’Donnell 
(Chapter “The Limits of Populism: Mills, Marcuse and Nineteen-Sixties 
Radicalism and Occupy”) has shown how the populist use of the elite/
mass dichotomy by the Occupy movement in the aftermath of the 2008 
financial crash was also a distinguishing feature of 1960s radicalism in 
the United States. In light of their shared populist character, he suggests 
that contemporary social movements in North America and Europe 
must learn from one of the key strategic mistakes of their predecessor, 
namely, an inadequate appreciation of the importance of accessing state 
power. The challenge, then, for critical thinkers and activists today is to 
recognise this oversight and help progressive political parties articulate a 
discourse and develop policies that resonate with disaffected right-wing 
and left-wing voters. Failure to do so will allow the reactionary and 
authoritarian current within the populist zeitgeist to further undermine 
institutional democracy. The debilitation of democratic institutions in 
places like Hungary and Poland is a clear example of this risk. It is espe-
cially important to channel the populist impulse among young people 
towards electoral politics and get them to register and vote, as they are 
often more progressive than their older counterparts. This was one of 
the cornerstones of the Labour Party’s political strategy during the UK 
snap election in 2017 in which they increased their share of the vote by 
an impressive ten per cent. Mulvad and Stahl’s contribution (Chapter 
“The Myth of Bourgeois Democracy”) provides theoretical ammunition 
for proponents of this type of symbiotic transformational strategy by 

  T. Geelan et al.



239

illustrating how the radical origins of parliamentary democracy have 
been obscured by a false association with bourgeois liberalism. Rather 
than abandon our democratic institutions at a time of deepening capi-
talist crisis, they argue, anti-capitalists should instead seek to defend 
them, reinforce them and re-orientate their interventions.

There are, however, limits to what radical political movements can 
achieve once in possession of state power. In the case of Greece, Rosa 
Vasilaki (Chapter “Seeing Like a PIG: The Crisis in Greece as a Tale of 
Hope and Disillusionment”) reminds us how Syriza’s coalition govern-
ment with ANEL failed to challenge the Troika’s austerity demands, 
despite over 60 per cent of the public voting ‘NO’ at the national refer-
endum in July 2015. The lesson, she argues, is that while Syriza’s anti-
systemic politics proved effective at disrupting the corrupt political 
factions that had been dominant since the 1980s, the social democratic 
alternative it sought to implement did not challenge the system itself. 
Thus, she concludes, radical politics in the era of crisis need to move 
beyond seeking corrective measures to contemporary capitalism and 
engage in un-systemic thinking that identifies and challenges entrenched 
articulations of economic and state power while enhancing social power. 
One way of developing a systemic alternative is Charles Masquelier’s pro-
posal to organise a large-scale alliance of cooperatives, solidarity economy 
networks and social movements guided by G.D.H Cole’s ‘spirit of free 
communal service’ (Chapter “Unleashing the Emancipatory Power of the 
‘Spirit of Free Communal Service’: G.D.H. Cole, Dialogical Coordination 
and Social Change”). The hope is that once the values and practices of 
these marginal movements reach a critical mass, it becomes possible to 
replace the invisible hand of the market with the visible hand of dialogi-
cal coordination between producer guilds and consumer councils. What 
role political parties and other collective institutions such as trade unions 
should play, and would be willing to play, in constructing such an alter-
native to capitalism is open to debate.

One thing is clear. The notion that ‘there is no alternative’ to neoliber-
alism as the best way for humanity to develop has been challenged. The 
critical task that lies before us now as students, scholars and activists is to 
take advantage of this opportunity and help construct alternative hori-
zons of possibility as we have endeavoured to do in this book. Rather 

  Afterword 



240 

than the ‘end of history’ as Fukuyama observed, this historical moment is 
a critical juncture, which marks a new beginning. The new generation of 
critical thinkers and activists engaged in conscious projects of gradual 
social change is our best hope for envisioning and enacting a future that 
moves beyond a continuation of the present and a regression to the past. 
Giving young people the benefit of the doubt and the space to think the 
world anew is, in this sense, not only desirable but also perhaps our only 
way forward.
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