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ABSTRACT 

 

Since the late 1990s millions of people have been involved in political protest 

actions contesting globalisation and war. The two issues are interconnected by the 

continuing involvement of many of the same individuals, organisations and networks 

making political claims in opposition to relevant institutional actors. Social movements 

involved in these protests include a marked diversity of political worldviews.  

This thesis analyses the worldviews informing particular instantiations of those 

movements. Social movements must be understood as continuous, dynamic processes 

which, at times, occur as large-scale public events. Participantsô political beliefs are 

formed, tested and reconstituted in continuous debate and action with their peers and 

opponents. Meaning results from the interrelations between concepts in larger 

ideational structures. Interpreting the worldviews presented by social movements 

therefore involves piecing together various ideational elements into reasonably 

coherent, interlocking structu res that make sense of the statements and behaviour of 

social movement participants. It is through extended participation within social 

movement groups that discursive processes can be observed. An ethnographic 

methodology therefore forms the empirical basis on which this thesis develops an 

hermeneutic project that elucidates the meanings of social movements. 

The activities of Sheffield-based participants in movements contesting globalisation 

and war offer the opportunity for an ideational study grounded in  everyday activities 

and discourse. Three significant justificatory worldviews are identified: revolutionary 

socialism, direct action and radical liberalism. Understanding these belief structures as 

overlapping, in conflict and in competition will be valua ble in interpreting particular 

phases of contemporary movement activity. The latter is demonstrated in detailed case 

studies of the anti-war and social forum movements. These cases illuminate complex 

connections between the local and global spheres of social movement action, offering 

understanding of how beliefs identified at the local level reflect claims made by broader 

social movements. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You want to track each trickle back to its source,  

And then scream at the faucet ótill your face is hoarse, 

óCos youôre surrounded by a worldôs worth of things 

you just canôt excuse. 

 

 

 

 

 

Ani DiFranco, óYour Next Bold Moveô 
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I NTRODUCTION  

Since the mid 1990s a series of spectacular protests surrounding the meetings of 

international financial and political institutions signalled increasing dissatisfaction 

with the dominant ideas propelling neoliberal globalisation. Despite the collapse of the 

USSR as a systemic alternative to capitalism, and the development of the óWashington 

Consensusô among political and economic elites, plans for a future of uncontested, free-

trade capitalism have been questioned by millions of people across the globe. 

Internationally networked social movements created a cycle of protest that first 

challenged economic globalisation and then the US-led reaction to the terrorist attacks 

of 11th September 2001 (911), generating an anti-war movement of unprecedented 

proportions. Simultaneously, the search for new solutions to problems identified in the 

global political economy began in the self-consciously inclusive space of the World 

Social Forum, offering inspiration to groups in hundreds of cities to follow their lead.  

Participants recognised diversity in the alternative globalisation movement, 

wherein groups rooted in wide-ranging particular struggles, from disparate countries 

with markedly different social and economic conditions, found a common cause. Some 

commentators celebrated a new kind of social actor as a source for political optimism.1 

Others saw diversity as intensely problematic. Following the Seattle protests, Halliday 

argued that, ñthe net of world -wide collaboration has been cast so far that it lacks 

rational, let al one emancipatory, coherence... [It is] not by any but the most random 

criteria a plausible alternative to, let alone a plausible analysis of, the contemporary 

world.ò2 However, the alternative globalisation movement not only sustained its activity 

but grew in size and militancy despite the fact that participants continued to ñhave 

radically different views about most things.ò3  

                                                        

1 Gill, S., 2000, ñTowards a Postmodern Prince? The Battle of Seattle as a Moment in the New 

Politics of Globalisationò in Millennium: Journal of International Studies 29(1) , pp. 131-150. 

2 Halliday, F. , 2000 , ñGetting Real About Seattleò in Millennium: Journal of International 

Studies 29(1), p. 127. 

3 Crossley, N., 2002, ñGlobal Anti-Corporate Struggle: A Preliminary Analysisò in British 

Journal of Sociology 53(4) , p. 674. 
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This characteristic is particularly probl ematic for social movement researchers. I 

will indicate two reasons in this introduction, both of which flow from the fact that 

scholars of social movements typically assume that some level of shared belief, or some 

relatively defined set of challenges to authority, is required to enable purposive 

collective action. The first problem is in understanding how collective action is possible 

among groups within such a diversity of ways of thinking and acting. There is some 

truth in the notion that joint collecti ve action was possible, ñthanks to the sheer 

imperialist ambition of the corporate project at this moment in history é 

multinational s have grown so blindingly rich, so vast in their holdings, so global in their 

reach, that they have created our coalitions for us.ò4 Social change organisations of 

many kinds, based in the rich world and the poor, had independently identified bodies 

such as the IMF and GATT as opponents before recognising their common cause. 

Similarly, the huge scale of the anti-war movement may be partly attributed to a 

combination of pre -existing international networks of activists ready to make 

mobilising efforts and the ease with which a US-led war was identified as hypocritical, 

unjust or strategically mistaken. However, such explanations are harder to apply to the 

rise of the social forums which, while strongly linked to the critique of neoliberalism, 

seek positive solutions out of the knowledge and experience of a diverse base of 

participants. In any case, explanations focused purely on the particular targets of 

mobilisations are quite superficial. Specific critiques that protesters offer must be set 

within wider belief -structures in order to make sense to the individual, let alone form 

the basis for international collective action. It is primarily belief -structures, 

conceptualised in chapter one as óorientational framesô, that this thesis examines.  

Both the celebrations and critiques of diversity, and the entire raison dô°tre of the 

social forum, make it clear that we should not expect to find a single orientational 

frame to which movement participants subscribe. Having identified three orientational 

frames that offer justificatory worldviews used by significant sections of contemporary 

protest networks (in chapters three, four and five), the remainder of the thesis takes the 

form of an examination of the way that these interact. It is possible to discover the 

degree of convergence between relatively stable orientational frames that enable 

individuals and groups to find agreement on, for in stance, targets or tactics. 

Interrogating tensions both between and within frames proves valuable in 

understanding dynamics within th e movement of movements. Simply, political ideas 

exert a strong influence over actorsô decisions regarding political action. Much frame 

analysis focuses on the ways in which systems of ideas are presented over relatively 

                                                        

4 Klein, N., 2001, ñReclaiming the Commonsò in New Left Review 9, pp. 81-9. 
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short timescales. However, since the planning of collective action involves a process of 

deliberation in which participants apply their own knowledge and expe rience to 

generate expectations concerning the results of their activities, belief structures are 

linked into longer movement histories. Each of the chapters in Part II therefore 

examine the ideational precursors to the orientational frames identified in 

contemporary protest. By so doing, the movements studied are grounded in a longer 

social movement history. 

The second conceptual problem for social movement scholars raised by 

contemporary protest results from the fact that particular social movements are 

associated with sustained periods of collective action and usually labelled in terms of 

the set of challenges they represent.5  The phenomenon that has been labelled, 

variously, óanti-globalisationô, óanti-corporateô, óanti-capitalistô or ósocial justiceô defies 

categorisation as one cohesive social movement. The claim that activities contesting 

globalisation constitute, rather, a protest field containing multiple interacting strands is 

conceptually valuable.6  Furthermore, this makes sense of the ómovement of 

movementsô label that has more recently been taken up within the movements 

themselves, and is utilised often in this thesis. The social movement category has, in 

any case, been strongly contested, particularly with respect to the level of internal 

homogeneity that we should expect.7 This thesis takes as its research subject, not a 

single social movement, but a cycle of contention encompassing distinct, but 

interacting, phases of collective action and including a diversity of participants with 

discrete, but interacting, sets of claims about the contemporary political world. Using 

ómovementô flexibly, I refer to the three major phases of the contemporary cycle as the 

alternative globalisation movement, the anti -war movement and the social forum 

movement.  

The analysis of ethnographic data presented in this thesis primarily relates to the 

latter two phases of the cycle of contention. As chapter two explains, there are notable 

continuities in individual and organisational participation from the alternative 

globalisation movement to the later stages. The particular orientational frames 

identified in Part II are found to be continuous within both strips of activity examined 

                                                        

5 Tilly, C., 1985, ñModels and Realities of Popular Collective Actionò in Social Research 52(4), 

pp. 735-6; Diani, M., 1992, ñThe Concept of Social Movementò in Sociological Review 40(1), p. 
13; Della Porta, D, & Diani, M., 1999, Social Movements. An Introduction , (Blackwell, Oxford), 
p. 16. 

6 Crossley, ñGlobal Anti-Corporate Struggleéò, p. 674. 

7 Melucci, A., 1995, ñThe New Social Movements Revisited: Reflections on a Sociological 

Misunderstandingò in Maheu, L., ed., Social Movements and Social Class, (Sage, London), p. 
111. 
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in Part III. By examining the movements as phases in a longer cycle it is possible to 

avoid either the pitfalls of reifying them as natural objects or of wrenching them from 

their social and political context. The result is an increased sensitivity to the 

construction of collective action as a continuous and contentious process, heavily 

dependent on protagonistsô varied interpretations of the political world and 

opportunities for political change.  

The thesis thereby offers two important forms of political context that ground 

contemporary collective action. The orientational frames utilised by p articipants are 

linked, on the one hand, into histories of protest in the UK since the 1950s and on the 

other, to the global protest activity with which local forms of protest have 

organisational and ideational connections. The transnational nature of cont emporary 

protest has been much remarked upon. As a result, analyses of alternative globalisation 

protests emerging in the social movements literature attempt to understand the global 

movement in its broadest terms. While such studies can offer broad depictions of 

ideational diversity or illuminate the beliefs held by movement óleadersô,8 they offer 

little concrete understanding of the órank and fileô of the movement. Alternatively, 

analyses have focused on particular high-profile demonstrations. Where these have 

examined the discursive practices of participants they have tended to focus on the 

production of temporary, strategic texts, rather than seeking more broadly applicable 

systems of meaning.9 However, the ideational developments at the root of social 

movements take place in a variety of communicative situations. Spectacular global 

protests may form the most visible instantiations of collective action but do not 

represent the normal mode of interaction among activists. The latter is found, instead, 

in th e everyday activities of submerged networks in which new cultural codes and 

collective identities are continually recreated. 10 It is for this reason that this thesis 

approaches the interpretation of a nominally global movement from a particular local 

setting.  

                                                        

8 Starr, A., 2000 , Naming the Enemy. Anti -Corporate Movements Confront Globalization , (Zed 

Books, London); Ashman, S., 2004, ñResistance to Neoliberal Globalisation: A Case of Militant 
Particularism?ò in Politics 24(2) , pp. 143-153. 

9 For example, Gerhards, J. & Rucht, D., 1992, ñMesomobilization: Organizing and Framing in 

Two Protest Campaigns in West Germanyò in American Journal of Sociology 98(3) , pp. 555-95; 
Chesters, G. & Welsh, I., 2001, ñThe Rebel colours of S26: Social Movement óFrame Workô 
During the Prague IMF/WB Protestsò in Cardiff University Social Sciences Working Paper 
Series.  

10 Melucci, A., 1996, Challenging Codes. Collective Action in the Information Age , (CUP, 

Cambridge).   
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The UK has been among the most active European countries within contemporary 

global protest. For instance: the 1999 óCarnival Against Capitalismô, as explained in 

chapter two, is seen by some participants and commentators as the genesis of  

alternative  globalisation protests; Reclaim the Streets (RTS), an organisation central to 

that protest and the wider international process of which it was a part, has undoubtedly 

served as an inspiration to groups in many other countries; the 15th February 2003 anti -

war demonstrations in the UK were amongst the largest in the world; and in 2004 

London played host to the third European Social Forum. Within the UK a number of 

cities would be appropriate for local investigations into the broader movements. 

Sheffield serves this purpose well because it contains a politically active population 

across a broad spectrum of ideational positions and taking part in a variety of modes of 

action. Concrete links with the anti -roads movement and the emergence of local 

Reclaim the Streets parties and Critical Mass cycle protests as well as the production of 

a local protest newsletter, The Sheffield Digger in the late 1990s all demonstrated a 

vibrant protest milieu connected with broader movements. The political population 

also included a range of active far-left organisations, capable of mobilising hundreds for 

demonstrations in Sheffield or elsewhere, and active local sections of a number of 

national and international non -governmental organisations such as Friends of the 

Earth, World D evelopment Movement and Campaign Against the Arms Trade. The 

tightly -knit nature of the political community in Sheffield and the present researcherôs 

pre-existing contacts within it were particularly conducive for ethnographic work that 

sought to cross the boundaries of particular political groupings. Anti -war activities in 

Sheffield began within weeks of 911, building momentum throughout the invasion of 

Afghanistan and hitting a peak of activity around the time of the invasion of Iraq. As 

participation in the anti -war movement dwindled a group of activists began work 

towards the creation of Sheffield Social Forum (SSF). SSF found foci in both local 

activities and in relation to the European Social Forum, and participation of SSF 

members within ESF III in Lo ndon marks the end point of my data collection period.  

Naturally, care is required in applying the findings of local research to a much 

broader context. However, local instantiations of collective action are deserving of 

study in themselves, since all but the most transnational activities must have a local 

base. The occurrence of frequent óglobal days of actionô during the alternative 

globalisation movement, which involved spontaneous protests in dozens, and 

occasionally hundreds, of cities, demonstrates that participation was not limited to a 

relatively small number of activists capable of travelling to every international 

instantiation of the movement of movements. Rather, protests focused on international 

institutions, while certainly including a number of international travellers, were also 
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heavily dependent on local participation. 11 Further, one of the key claims of some 

participants in the movement of movements is that global action represents the coming 

together of concrete local struggles. That this claim has been contested from within the 

movements demonstrates that the nature of the link between the local and the global is 

an important and non -obvious facet of contemporary protest. Discovering how 

participants understand their relationship to the glo bal level, and examining the forms 

that those links take, is therefore essential to interpreting the movements as a whole. 

This understanding may then be used to ground tentative extrapolations of the 

ideational characteristics of Sheffield protest network s to other participants in the cycle 

of contention.  

Plan of Work  

In sum, this thesis utilises  a combination of local ethnographic fieldwork and 

broader documentary analysis in order to examine the ideational content of the current 

cycle of contention. The structure of exposition emerges from the nature of the project. 

A sensitive understanding of the complex ideational bases of contemporary movements 

requires significant theoretical development  based on an extensive body of literature. 

Both the theory of óinterpretive framesô and the contemporary phenomena themselves 

have been conceptualised in new ways in Part I. In chapter one I argue that social 

movement theories of frames may be profitably articulated with recent scholarship on 

ideologies in order to gain a fuller understanding of the challenges that social 

movements represent. I thereby develop an hermeneutic approach to frame analysis 

that insists on the importance of the content, as well as the process, of interpretative 

framing and offer some reflecti ons on the value of ethnographic methods for such an 

endeavour.12 Chapter two details the boundaries of the research subject to which my 

theoretical approach will be applied by offering a detailed introduction to the 

alternative globalisation movement, set in the context of longer term trends in social 

movements.  

The theoretical work carried out in Part I enables identification of three frames that 

offer justificatory worldviews utilised by significant sections of contemporary protest 

networks. Part II of t he thesis examines the ideational features of the current cycle of 

contention. Chapters three, four and five of the thesis detail the revolutionary socialist, 

                                                        

11 Fisher, D.R., Stanley, K., Berman, D. & Neff, G., 2005, ñHow do Organizations Matter? 

Mobilization and Support for Participants at Five Globalization Protestsò in Social Problems 
52(1), pp. 102-121. 

12 The details of data collection and analysis, as well as some reflections on research 

relati onships and objectivity are found in the methodological appendices at the back of this 
thesis. 
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direct action and radical liberal frames, 13 and chapter six outlines particular 

connections between these frames on the basis of their rival understandings of 

processes of social change that are clearly grounded in deeper divisions over the nature 

of power in the contemporary world and the transformative potential of democracy. 

Identification of frames  is an empirical endeavour, albeit one that is strongly 

theoretically grounded. The chapters in Part II therefore draw on primary data 

gathered from participant observation, interviews and a wide range of movement -

produced texts. The latter are properly considered primary sources since they form part 

of the fabric of the movements, and one of the major avenues through which frames are 

transmitted and reconfigured.  Additionally, each of chapters three, four and five 

contain material from secondary sources in order to explicate the historical precursors 

to the ideational content found in present movements.  

Part III of the thesis offers a different angle on the empirical material  through 

examining particular  local instantiations of the anti -war and social forum movements. 

Here, exposition is divided by strips of activity, rather than by structures of ideas. These 

ócase studiesô reflect on the local instantiations of broader movements, offering a 

detailed ethnographic analysis of local thought and action and the contextual material 

required to explore the link between the local and global levels.14 By doing so, it is 

possible to offer a detailed understanding of particular dynamics within the movement 

of movements that is not possible when treating the frames singly; the role of frames 

within movements becomes visible. As a whole, therefore, this thesis offers a novel 

approach to an ideational analysis of social movements; a detailed analysis of the 

ideational content of the movement of movements; and an explication  of the dynamics 

within the movements.  

 

 

 

 

                                                        

13 These are referred to by their initials - RS, DA and RL - throughout.  

14 I use the term ócase studyô merely to indicate the analytically bounded nature of the periods of 

activity referred to. I do not, therefore, engage with methodological literature that locates the 
case study within either a research design seeking to generalise explanations of ócovarianceô of 
phenomena within the cases, nor that which seeks to reflect on the most general level trends 
through personal engagement within an óextended case studyô. Rather, the presentation of these 
two strips of activity is justified within the broader hermeneutic endeavour explained in chapter 
one. Gerring, J., 2004, ñWhat Is a Case Study and What Is it Good for?ò in American Political 
Science Review 98(2), pp. 341-354; Borawoy, M., 1991, Ethnography Unbound: Power and 
Resistance in the Modern Metropolis , (University of California Press, Berkeley), pp. 271-90. 
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CHAPTER ONE  

UNDERSTANDING SOCIAL M OVEMENTS :  TOWARDS A 

THEORY OF I NTERPRETATIVE FRAMES  

1. INTRODUCTION  

Social movements are most commonly defined with reference to three properties: 

they consist in a number of individuals working together voluntarily; this collective 

actor strives to change or defend some structural feature of society; and they tend to 

use non-institutional means of pursuing that change. 1  In section two, below, I explain 

how the study of social movements has progressed from focusing on public outbursts of 

protest to the organisational processes taking place on a fairly continuous basis. This 

has led to a number of insights. However, in doing so, until the mid 1980s the beliefs 

and values held by participants, i.e. the very source of the desire for change that is 

clearly central to the social movement, were largely ignored. Out of this context, ideas 

were reconsidered via the study of interpretative frames: relatively coherent structures 

of beliefs and values that, as a whole, offer a particular understanding of the world and 

a justification for acting to change it.  

This chapter offers a critique of the framing perspective as it has developed thus far, 

arguing that if we are to understand the ideational features of particular social 

movements then we need to move away from the positivist attempt to discover 

predictive laws and into a more interpretative endeavour. It is for this reason that I 

introduce a novel conception, using the label óorientational framesô to distinguish it 

from the concepts of the framing perspective. Frames are óorientationalô in a number of 

senses: they relate to peopleôs basic beliefs and attitudes; they offer direction since they 

are inherently action -focused; and they allow actors to understand their own position 

relative to others. This concept is closely related to Michael Freedenôs understanding of 

ideologies, which is detailed below. I will argue that ideologies form part of the political 

context within which we can identify activistsô orientational frames. I also describe a 

                                                        

1 Scott, A., 1990, Ideology and the New Social Movements  (Routledge, London), p. 6; Castells, 

M., 1997,  The Power of Identity , The Information Age: Volume II. (Blackwell, Oxford ), pp. 69-
72; della Porta, D. & Diani, M., 1999, Social Movements.  An Introduction  (Blackwell, Oxford), 
pp. 15-25; Kriesi, H. , 1988, ñThe Interdependence of Structure and Action: Some Reflections on 
the State of the Artò in Klandermans, Kriesi & Tarrow, eds., From Structure to Action: 
Comparing social Movement Research Across Cultures, pp. 350-1. 
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hermeneutic approach to the identification of such frames within contemporary 

movements and describe the particular fit between this broad approach and the specific 

ethnographic methodology I employ for this study.  

2. THE ROLE OF IDEAS IN SOCIAL MOVEMENT THEORIES 

In this section I will present a number of strands of thought that aim to offer a 

predictive explanation of the emergence and dynamics of social movements. In later 

sections I will argue for a notably different basis for approaching current social 

movements. My focus in reviewing the literature is, therefore, simply to present some 

of the most important ways in which the ideational aspect s of social movements have 

been integrated into more general theories. 

Social Movements as Collective Behaviour  

With in the broadly defined phenomenon  of ócollective behaviourô, social 

movements have received sustained attention from scholars and theorists of society 

since the late 1950s.2 Collective behaviour could include the mob, the fad or the riot and 

much of this work attempted to explain ódeviantô behaviour on behalf of the individual 

with reference to crowd psychology.3 Much of this work has been heavily criticised for 

simplistic explanations based on the mental abnormalities of leaders and gullibility of 

their followers. 4 However, towards the late 1960s and early 1970s this work advanced 

considerably, and Crossleyôs more sympathetic account is a necessary corrective to the 

tendency of contemporary scholars to present a straw man of the collective behaviour 

approach.5 

With a strong wave of left-wing political protest since the late 1960s, the study of 

social movements shifted. The explosion of social movement activities, firstly, drew 

academics from various disciplines to focus exclusively on the social movement as a 

                                                        

2 It is possible to find substantial studies from an earlier period; see fn. 2, below. Furthermore, 

attempts to understand political movements by prominent figures such as Marx, Lenin and 
Gramsci all provide recognisable roots for more recent social movement theories; Tarrow, S., 
1998, Power in Movement. Social Movements and Contentious Politics ï Second Edition,  
(CUP, Cambridge), pp. 11-13. 

3 For instance, Le Bon, G., 1913, The Psychology of Revolution, translated by B. Miall , (Putnam, 

New York). 

4 For a critique, see Turner, R.H. & Killian, L.M., 1972, Collective Behavior , Second Edition, 

(Prentice-Hall, New Jersey), p. 408. 

5 Crossley, N., 2002, Making Sense of Social Movements, (Open University Press, Buckingham), 

esp. ch. 2-3. 
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form of collective behaviour. Secondly, a normative shift occurred, reflecting the 

gaining acceptance among government officials and the general public that certain 

kinds of disorder should be viewed as legitimate political protest. 6 The fascist and 

nationalist movements which had provided the most contemporary empirical 

ingredient for early studies of collective behaviour, had temporarily s unk into the 

background.7  New movements for the liberation of women, ethnic minorities and 

homosexuals, often couched in the liberal discourse of legal rights, generated a much 

more sympathetic audience with in academia. While previous studies of the conditions 

for success for protest movements had (usually implicitly) provided policy advice for 

suppression by elites, some scholars began to question the implications of such advice.8 

Among sociologists attempting to explain the deviance of collective behaviour 

participation through reference to broader societal trends a number of key concerns 

emerged that have particular relevance today.9 One strand of current research, for 

instance, examines the creation of collective identity within activist organisations t hat 

allow members to maintain a reasonably coherent and consistent understanding of the 

group, while providing affective benefits for participation. Such considerations are 

found in the much earlier work of Blumer who delineated the role of a variety of so cial 

processes in the creation, on a group level, of ña culture, a social organisation, and a 

new scheme of life.ò10 His references to espirit de corps and morale seemingly 

foreshadow the concern with collective identity. Blumerôs stress on analytically distinct 

roles of the formation of group ideology and group tactics also seem to highlight 

processes close to those examined within the framing perspective on which this thesis 

is based. The notion that ósocial unrestô creates situations in which individuals may find 

innovative spaces through which ñóspeeded-upô interactions, new ideas and projects 

take shapeò11 will, it will become apparent, echo throughout the thesis. Similarly, Gurr 

examined the role of relative deprivation as a grievance that created the potential for 

political violence. Because, like Blumer and other contemporaries, Gurr recognised that  

                                                        

6 Turner, R.H., 1969, ñThe Public Perception of Protestò in American Sociological Review 34(6) , 

p. 815. 

7 Eyerman, R. & Jamison, A., 1991, Social Movements. A Cognitive Approach , (Polity, 

Cambridge). 

8 See, for instance, Oberschallôs critique of Gurrôs relative deprivation theory on the grounds of 

its counter-intuitive policy implications with respect to the black civil rights movement; 
Oberschall,  A., 1978,  ñTheories of Social Conflictò in Annual Review of Sociology 4 , p. 302; 
Gurr, T., 1970, Why Men Rebel, (Princeton University Press, New Jersey). 

9 Tarrow, Power in Movement , p. 14. 

10 Blumer, H., 1969, quoted in Crossley, Making Senseé, p. 29. 

11 Crossley, Making Senseé, p. 29. 
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grievances or strains must be interpreted by the protagonists, he highlighted the need 

for ñnormative and utilitarian justifications for political violence among members of a 

collectivity.ò12  

One further early understanding of the culture of social movements is worthy of 

note. For Neil Smelser, also, the growth and spread of some generalised belief was 

essential to the eruption of collective action. Smelser offered a systematic account that 

located this interpretative activity in a wider process. The eruption of collective action 

could only be explained when a number of factors were present: facilitative structures 

for collective behaviour; strain around which  that behaviour were mobilised; the spread 

of a common belief relating to the strain; some precipitating event; mobilisation 

through communicative networks; and weakened forces of social control. Most 

importantly, Smelser insists on the accumulation of the se variables such that each is a 

necessary condition and ñthe sufficient condition for [collective behaviour] é is the 

combination of every necessary condition, according to a definite pattern.ò13 There are 

many levels on which these accounts of social movement activity have been criticised, 

particularly with respect to integrating understandings of structure and agency. 14 The 

most useful and enduring facet of this work is the attempt to understand social 

movements as the result of multiple and interlocking s ocial phenomena. 

óSupply Sideô Explanations 

Mancur Olsonôs statement of the problem of collective action grounds much 

subsequent social movement research.15 Bringing an economic mode of analysis to the 

field, he began with an assumption of rationality on be half of social movement 

participants. This highlighted the possibility of the ófree-riderô problem in struggles over 

collective goods; put simply, why would the individual pay the costs of participation 

when the nature of collective goods (a clean environment or a universal health care 

system, for example) when they would receive the benefits whether they participated or 

not? The rational individual would ófree-rideô on the efforts of others.16 In seeking 

solutions to this problem Olson stressed the role played by organisations in mobilising 

collective action. The collective may both reduce the costs of participation to 

                                                        

12 Gurr, Why Men Rebel, pp. 360-377; a detailed critique of Gurrôs work may be found detailed 

in Oberschall, ñTheories of Social Conflictò, pp. 300-1. 

13 Smelser, N., 1962, Theory of Collective Behaviour , (Routledge & Kegan Paul, London) 

14 Again, for a sensitive account see Crossley, Making Senseé, p. 29. 

15 Olson Jr., M., 1965, The Logic of Collective Action, (Harvard University Press, Cambridge). 

16 Olson, The Logic of Collective Action, pp. 5-8. 
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individuals and create selective benefits, such as group membership, that would only be 

available to participating individuals. 17  

Two foci ï the rationality of the individual and the importance of the organisation ï 

set the agenda for a generation of óresource mobilization theoristsô.18 Olsonôs collective 

action problem focuses the study of social movements around the question of how 

social movement organisations (SMOs) create a situation in which it is rational to act 

collectively in order to contend  for collective goods. At root is a methodological 

individualism that forgoes structural theorising in order to explain sociological 

phenomena with reference to individual action. A satisfactory explanation, on this 

account, is one which begins with a minimal image of the individual actor as a 

rationally calculating agent with an ordered set of preferences or goals. Such goals are 

typically understood  as private and asocial, since positing altruistic desires that would 

overcome the collective action problem leads down a óslippery slopeô to arguing that 

some people participate in social movements simply because they have a desire to 

participate in social movements.19 

On the basis of such assumptions, resource mobilisation theory (RMT) developed 

the argument that in explaining social movement activities ósupply-sideô variables, such 

as the availability of finance, skills and organisation, were more importa nt than 

ódemand-sideô variables, such as the desire for social change.20 McCarthy & Zaldôs 

classic statement of the resource mobilisation approach defines the social movement 

as, ñset of opinions and beliefs in a population which represents preferences for 

changing some elements of the social structure and/or reward distribution of a 

society.ò21 By analogy with economics the level of preferences for social change is 

considered as a demand which is satisfied by the entrepreneurial activities of SMOs. 

Key definitions are, therefore, ósocial movement industriesô (collections of SMOs 

relating to one set of concerns) and ósocial movement sectorsô (all social movement 

industries within a given society). These structure the field in which SMOs compete to 

                                                        

17 Olson, The Logic of Collective Action, pp. 43-48. 

18 Garner, 2002, ñOlson and Beyond: Recruitment and Mobilization in the Animal Rights 

Movementò a paper for the Eight International Conference on Alternative Futures and Popular 
Protest, (Manchester Metropolitan University, 2nd ï 4th April 2002 ). 

19 Crossley, Making Senseé, pp. 61-5. 

20 Leits, N. & Wolf Jr., C., 1970, Rebellion and Authority.  An Analytic Essay  on Insurgent 

Conflicts  (Markham, Chicago); Oberschall, A., 1973, Social Conflict and Social Movements  
(Prentice-Hall, New Jersey), ch. 4-6. 

21 McCarthy, J.D. & Zald, M.N.,  1978, ñResource Mobilization and Social Movements: A Partial 

Theoryò in American Jou rnal of Sociology 82(6) , pp. 1217-18. 
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attract the resources of potential beneficiaries or óconscience adherentsô.22 

Understanding collective action in this way led the RMT perspective to profitably 

analyse ñthe variety and sources of resources; the relationship of social movements to 

the media, authorities , and other parties; and the interaction among movement 

organizations.ò23 

The resources to which an SMO might have access are not evenly spread. 

Explaining differential access partly relates to the performance of particular SMOs. A 

broader focus, however, offers a valuable connection between social structural change 

and the micro-level assumptions about the individual agent. Two points are noteworthy 

in this context. First, the development of the concept of ópolitical opportunity 

structuresô highlights the relationship between the state and society and the SMO. 

Political opportunity structures are defined as elements of the political environment 

(polity structure, governmental responsiveness, social stability)  linked in such a way as 

to provide a context in which political behaviour takes place.24 Because political 

opportunity structures constrain or enable social movements in particular way, the 

concept facilitated valuable cross-national comparisons of particular social 

movements.25 The development of what became known as the political process (PP) 

approach recognises that changing political opportunities ñact indirectly upon 

incidence and forms of conflict by changing the mobilization potential of various social 

formations, by changing the social milieu and ecological locus of conflict, and by 

changing the social control capabilities of the authorities.ò26  

RMT was broadened in a second direction through explaining how particular 

SMOsô utilised pre-existing networks. This is a particularly robust finding within the 

empirical literature. 27 Close-knit groups may reduce the potential of free-riding through 

both selective incentives and social forms of punishment for non-participation. An 

ostensibly non-political network can, therefore, be a fertile ground for the rec ruitment 

of human resources. Furthermore, like the church groups and colleges studied in 

relation to the black civil rights movement in the US, networks often contain a resource 

                                                        

22 McCarthy & Zald, ñResource Mobilizationéò, pp. 1220-27. 

23 McCarthy & Zald, ñResource Mobilizationéò, pp. 1210. 

24 Eisinger, P.K., 1973, ñThe Conditions of Protest in American Citiesò in American Political 

Science Review 67(1) pp. 11-28. 

25 Kitschelt, H.P., 1986, ñPolitical Opportunity Structures and Political Protest: Anti-Nuclear 

Movements in Four Democraciesò in British Journal of Political Science 16(1) , p. 58. 

26 Oberschall,  A., 1978,  ñTheories of Social Conflictò in Annual Review of Sociology 4 , pp. 291-

315. 

27 Oberschall, Social Conflicté, esp. pp. 120-4. 
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base of leadership, finance, physical space, affective bonds and organisational and 

administrative skills. 28 

Doug McAdamôs sustained work on the US civil rights movement is particularly 

relevant as he frequently notes the role of ideas within networks. Specifically, those who 

take part in protest activities frequently have intense óideological affiliationsô for the 

goals of a the broader social movement as well as being integrated into appropriate pre-

existing networks.29 McAdam describes a process of ócognitive liberationô in which 

would-be protesters must first define their experiences as injustice, overcoming the 

ófundamental attribution errorô of blaming either themselves or insignificant others for 

their woes. With a Marxian inflection, McAdam argues that those suffering injustice 

must also come to realise their collective strength, gaining, as a community, an 

óinsurgent consciousnessô.30 Cognitive liberation and movement networks interact . On 

the one hand, frequent contact with others involved in a political network is likely to 

increase oneôs exposure to a particular ideological stance. On the other, similarity of 

worldview is likely to be one reason for being in that network in any case.31 This 

description of a process of psychological empowerment as a pre-requisite for collective 

action is intuitively appealing and connects with pr evious empirical work as well as 

receiving empirical support since.32 The recognition of the importance of beliefs centred 

on injustice is hardly novel, as demonstrated in the preceding section; i t is among such 

ideational claims that we find the roots from  which the framing perspective grew.33  

                                                        

28 McAdam, D., 1982, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency, 1930-1970, 

(University of Chicago Press, Chicago). 

29 McAdam, D., 1986, ñRecruitment to High -Risk Activism: The Case of freedom Summerò in 

American Journal of Sociology 92(1) , pp. 74-76. 

30 McAdam, Political Processé, pp. 48-51. 

31 McAdam, ñRecruitment to High-Risk Activisméò.  

    A further connection between ideas and networks is notable. Nepstad presents convincing 
empirical evidence that the structures of interlocking networks, that allow for particular 
individuals to provide a communication channel between disparate groups, also enable the 
spread of ideas. The connections between networks thus provide clues to why particular ideas 
take hold at particular times; Nepstad, S.E., 1997, ñThe Process of Cognitive Liberation: Cultural 
Synapses, Links, and Frame Contradictions in the U.S.-Central America Peace Movementò in 
Sociological Inquiry 67 (4) , pp. 470-487. 

32 Piven, F. F. & Cloward, R. A., 1977, Poor People's Movements : Why They Succeed, How They 

Fail , (Pantheon Books, New York). For examples of recent applications see: Klandermans, B., 
1992, ñThe Social Construction of Protest and Multiorg anizational  Fieldsò in Morris & Mueller, 
eds., Frontiers in Social Movement Theory , (Yale University Press, New Haven), pp. 77-103; 
Nepstad, ñThe Process of Cognitive Liberationéò. 

33 Snow, D.A., Rochford Jr., E.B., Worden, S.K., & Benford, R.D. (1986) ñFrame Alignment 

Processes, Micromobilization, and Movement Participationò in American Sociological Review 
51(4), pp. 466-7. 
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The study of framing processes is thus contextualised within models of social 

movements that attempt to provide a predictive theory of the emergence of and 

potential for success for particular SMOs within broader soci al movements. With 

evidence of the importance of a number of distinct processes in explaining social 

movement emergence and dynamics several scholars have reconsidered the synthetic 

potential of Smelserôs óvalue-addedô approach as an integrative schema.34 I t is clear, 

however, that interpretations and perceptions, and hence, interpretative framing, 

appear as pervasive throughout various social movement processes.35 For instance, the 

role of political opportunities must properly be understood as impacting on s ocial 

movement behaviour only through the under standing that relevant actors have of those 

opportunities. 36 This point has received considerable empirical support.37 Furthermore, 

the examination of frames has led to connections with a wide range of mobilising 

structures where the latter refers to the material, organisational aspects of social 

movements.38 The study of interpretative frames therefore takes on a central role within 

broader attempts to explain social movement processes. 

Interpreting Social Moveme nts ï A Preview  

The potential significance of the framing perspective is heightened further in 

connection with a body of theory I will only briefly introduce at this point. The 

approaches adumbrated above are generally associated with American sociology and 

political science. Simultaneously a different perspective on social movements has 

developed among sociologists and social theorists within the European context.39 

                                                        

34 Crossley, Making Senseé, esp. ch. 9; Garner, R., 1996, Contemporary Movements and 

Ideologies, (McGraw-Hill, New York), pp. 62 -4. 

35 See, for instance, Melucci, A., 1988, ñGetting Involved: Identity and Mobilization in Social 

Movementsò in Klandermans, Kriesi & Tarrow, From Structure to Action: Comparing S ocial 
Movement Research Across Cultures, pp. 339-41. 

36 Gamson, W.A. & Meyer, D.S., 1996, ñFraming Political Opportunityò in McAdam, McCarthy & 

Zald, eds., Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements, pp. 275-290. 

37 Cornfield, D.B. & Fletcher, B., 1998, ñInstitutional Constraints on Social Movement óFrame 

Extensionô: Shifts in the Legislative Agenda of the American Federation of Labor, 1881-1955ò in 
Social Forces 76(4), pp. 1305-1321; Stanbridge, K. (2002) ñMaster Frames, Political 
Opportunities, a nd Self-Determination: The  Åland Islands in the Post-WWI Periodò in 
Sociological Quarterly 43(4) , pp. 527-552. 

38 Nepstad, ñThe Process of Cognitive Liberationéò; Polletta, F., 2000 , ñThe Structural Context 

of Novel Rights Claims: Southern Civil Rights Organizing, 1961-1966ò in Law and Society 
Review 34(2) , pp. 367-406; Nathanson, C.A., 2003, ñThe Skepticôs Guide to a Movement for 
Universal Health Insuranceò in Journal of Health Politics, Policy and Law 28(2 -3), pp. 445-
474. 

39 Tarrow, S., 1988, ñNational Politics and Collective Action: Recent Theory and Research in 

Western Europe and the United Statesò in American Review of Sociology 14, pp. 421-40. 



 24 

Melucci characterised the distinction as that between (US) theories which sought to 

explain how social movement processes functioned and (European) theories more 

concerned with why particular movements emerged at particular times and what they 

could tell us about broader societal developments.40 In fact, Melucci argues that these 

academic differences actually reflect genuine political differences between the 

American and European social movement landscapes.41  

The notion that the differential development of soci al movement research in 

Europe and America is due to different political traditions intro duces two important  

concerns. First, it implies a difficulty with the very notion of creating theories of social 

movements that may be of general applicability. The focus on political opportunity 

structures, for instance, ought to offer flexibility to the researcher to apply the theory in 

different political contexts.  To the extent that European scholars have found US 

theories unhelpful in analysing their local movements it suggests that despite ambitions 

to generalizability, the theories produced as yet, remain tied to a particular range of 

movements in a particular context. A second, concern is the significance of ideas. 

Among the US literature we will see that interpretative framing is understood primarily 

as a strategic process in which SMOs engage in order to attract new members to the 

cause. Reflecting on this, Wall argues that ñmovements, more so than pressure groups, 

are motivated by political belief, they do not construct attractive forms of ideology 

simply as a means of resource mobilisation. It is easy to slip é to the assumption that 

activists simply spin words and images in search of donations to fund alternative forms 

of career politics.ò42 This relates to the division between American and European social 

movement research because the former tends to examine the relatively professional 

SMOs (that is, organisations that resemble pressure groups) whereas the latter 

attempts to understand whole social movements. A key purpose of this chapter and the 

next is to strengthen both the claims that positivis tic theorisations of social movements 

have only limited applicability and that the interpretative frames that we may identify 

within social movements have a greater significance for participants than is ordinarily 

supposed. It is ultimately these two arguments on which my óreframingô of frame 

analysis is based. 

                                                        

40 Melucci, A., 1989, Nomads of the Present. Social Movements and Individual Needs in 

Contemporary Society , (Century Hutchinson, Victoria ), pp. 17-19. 

41 Melucci, A., Nomads of the Present..., ch. 9. This point is made from another angle by Garner, 

Contemporary Movements and Ideologies , pp. 100-103, and is related specifically to the 
development of frame theory by Oliver, P. & Johnston, H., 2000, ñWhat A Good Idea! Ideology 
and Frames in Social Movement Researchò in Mobilization 5(1) . 

42 Wall, D., 1999, Earth First! and the Anti -Roads Movement. Radical Environmentalism and 

Comparative Social Movements , (Routledge, London), p. 144. 
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Returning to Melucciôs approach, he is particularly concerned with the ónew social 

movementsô as challenging dominant cultural codes, rather than aiming at the 

distribution of material resources. Suc h movements are, therefore, indicative of deeper 

shifts towards an information or network society. 43 Here movements not only signal 

broader changes but are products of them. Thus examining the broader context tells us 

why social movements emerge in particular forms and the significance of the 

movements is that they relay important signals about broader structures. To the extent 

that frame analysis is capable of explicating the character of the cultural challenge 

mounted by social movements it uncovers their significance as a commentary on 

contemporary social structures.  

Studying the ideational content of social movements thereby offers the possibility of 

connecting the political and social context with the various processes described above. 

Naturally, one cannot simply merge the disparate approaches into a grand theory of 

social movements. The óhowô questions are being answered within a broadly positivist 

framework while the ówhyô questions are associated with a more interpretative 

endeavour. Attempts at integration, therefore, potentially introduce a host of 

epistemological and ontological tensions.44 Evaluations of the potential of a synthesis 

between theories of structures that affect organisations, on the one hand, and cultural 

impacts of broader structural  change, on the other, remain mixed.45 In the remainder of 

this chapter I will examine the current literature on interpretative frames and lay out 

some theoretical and methodological benefits to drawing frame analysis away from its 

positivist roots and into  a more hermeneutic project. In chapter two I set out a rather 

different argument for this approach, suggesting that the diversity ideational claims 

within the  current ómovement of movementsô demands a different conception of 

interpretative frames from tha t so far developed in the literature. 

                                                        

43 Melucci, A., 1996, Challenging Codes.  Collective Action in the Information Age (CUP, 

Cambridge). 

44 Steinberg, M.W., 1998, ñTilting the frame: Considerations on collective action framing from a 

discursive turn.ò in Theory and Society 27, pp. 845-872.  

45 On the optimistic side, see: Benford, R.D., 1997, ñAn Insiderôs Critique of the Social Movement 

Framing Perspectiveò in Sociological Inquiry 67(4) , pp. 409-430; Zald, M.N., 1992, ñLooking 
Backward to Look Forward: Reflections on the Past and Future of the Resource Mobilization 
Research Programò in Morris & Mueller, eds., Frontiers i n Social Movement Theory , pp. 326-
348. On the pessimistic side, compare Jenkins, J.C., 1983, ñWhy Do Peasants Rebel - Structural 
And Historical Theories Of Modern Peasant Rebellionsò in American Journal of Sociology 88 
(3), pp. 487-514; Cohen, J.L., 1985, ñStrategy or Identity: New Theoretical Paradigms and 
Contemporary Social Movementsò in Social Research 52(4), pp. 663-716. 
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3. IDENTIFYING THE FRAME 

To specify the character of interpretative  frames I will  begin with this definition 

from a recent overview of the literature:  

ñóFramesô are collective patterns of interpretation with which cert ain 
definitions of problems, causal attributions, demands, justifications and 
value-orientations are brought together in a more or less consistent 
framework for the purpose of explaining facts, substantiating criticism 

and legitimating claims.ò46   

This draws our attention to three important elements. F irst, frames are often conceived 

of as an entity belonging to the collective level. This, however, immediately raises 

difficulties because the concept was developed on the grounds that it has a basis in 

indivi dual cognitive structures. I shall explore this problem in the second sub-section 

below. Second, frames have a range of content consisting of beliefs and values, 

structured in a way that fulfils certain functions for those using them . I will argue that 

exploration of the content of frames has either been oversimplified, or underplayed. I 

outline a more sensitive approach to exploring the content of frames at a level of 

abstraction that allows us to connect particular movement instantiations to longer 

tradit ions of protest, on the one hand, and more general social structural changes on 

the other. I will propose that the concept of óorientational framesô may fulfil this 

function. Third, frames are employed by agents (both individual and collective) for 

various social movement tasks. It is this latter point that is  most thoroughly covered in 

the social movement literature and indicates the conception of frames specific to social 

movements. And it is this to which I will immediately turn.  

Strategic Framing  

There are understood to be two sides to the frame, metaphorically distinguishable 

as being akin to a picture or window  frame and a house frame or scaffold.47 The key 

functions of frames can be related to this metaphorical distinction. So, on the one hand, 

frames define boundaries around what is important, thereby allowing a group to focus 

on the órelevantô detail. On the other hand, frames provide a basic structure on which 

more detailed arguments and information are hung.  Frames situate information. That 

is, when a frame is available to both speaker and listener then adumbration of one or 

                                                        

46 Rucht, D. & Neidhardt, F., 2002 , ñTowards a 'Movement Society'? On the Possibilities of 

Institutionalizing Social Movementsò in Social Movement Studies 1(1), p. 11.. 

47 Creed, W.E.D., Langstraat, J.A. & Scully, M.A., 2002, ñA Picture of the Frame. Frame Analysis 

as Technique and as Politicsò in Organizational Research Methods 5(1) , pp. 34-35; Davies, S., 
2002, ñThe Paradox of Progressive Education. A Frame Analysisò in Sociology of Education 
75(4), pp. 270-1. 
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more parts by a speaker increases the salience of other elements and their connections 

in the listener:  frames offer discursive shortcuts.48 In a recent intervention, David Snow 

added a third property to collective action frames, namely, that they are transformative 

ñas in the transformation or reconfiguration  of aspects of oneôs biography é or in the 

transformation of routine grievances or misfortunes into injustices or mobilizing  

grievancesò.49 The collective action frame necessarily highlights injustices in the world. 

However, the most useful aspect of this quotation is the reference to biography. As well 

as helping us understand the world around us, the interpretative frame also aids our 

self-understanding; bringing particular aspects to the foreground and situating them 

among a number of related concepts. 

The interpretative frame is considered to be a facet of all social life. However, 

frames have gained particular attention in r elation to social movements because one of 

the most obvious functions of movements is to make claims about the world and 

attempt to persuade others of the veracity of them. Social movements, therefore, can be 

considered as a potential source of new interpretative frames. Gamsonôs description of 

the ócollective action frameô is among the most influential attempts to describe a generic 

structure of ideas found in social movements. He suggests that a collective action frame 

exists when people articulate three ideational  components.  First, an injustice 

component is required which defines a problem in an emotion -laden way.  Second, an 

agency component refers the possibility of political action having an im pact on the 

problem.  Third, an identity component defines both the óweô of interested people, and 

perhaps more importantly, a ótheyô who hold opposing values.50  Following Snow, I shall 

use ócollective action frameô to refer to the concept as used in the social movement 

literature and use óinterpretative framesô, or simply óframesô, when describing the more 

general, social-psychological properties of such. 51 

The bulk of social movement frame analyses have, in either historical or 

contemporary context, examined the framing activities of SMOs.52 Here it is the process 

of framing, rather than the content of the frame, on which analysis is focused. The SMO 

is often considered to be a conscious agent of framing; demonstrating varying degrees 
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of skill in manipulating the presentation of particular issues in order to brin g 

bystanders to their view, make some positions appear illegitimate and ultimately  force 

policy change. The manipulation of discourse through strategic framing appears to be 

required for the self -reproduction of organisations: ñWe assume that social movements 

cannot exist in the long term without the promotion of convincing movement -specific 

frames.ò53  

Snow et al. influentially outlined four processes of óframe alignmentô: bridging, 

amplification, extension and transformation .54 Each involves the reconstruction of 

collective action frames on the basis of expectations about the effect this would have on 

the general public. Because interpretative frames are conceived as having an existence 

at the individual, cognitive level, each of these processes entails an SMO seeking a 

degree of fit between the collective action frames they portray and the interpretative 

frames already used by bystanders to make sense of the world. Snow and Benford take 

their work on frame alignment further by attempting to offer a n explanation of how 

exactly frame alignment can produce positive movement outcomes. They develop the 

concept of ómaster framesô, which are simply a larger scale, more generic form of 

collective action frame: ñmaster frames are to movement-specific collective action 

frames as paradigms are to finely tuned theories.ò55 The particular explanatory 

potential of the master frame is laid out in connectio n with Sidney Tarrowôs work on 

cycles of protest. Tarrow, among others, found that protest movements occur clustered 

throu gh time, and spread geographically from an óepicentreô of protest.56 Snow and 

Benford suggested that this could be explained by the development of a particular  

master frame developed by óearly riserô movements. The development of the master 

frame (ócivil rightsô is perhaps the most solidly applied example) offers a cultural tool 

which could then subsequently be used in different contexts by different social 

movements.  That is, other SMOs, having perceived the success of the master frame in 

connecting with t he cultural values of the general public, then build their own collective 

action frames with direct reference to that master frame.   
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The concept has been applied in a number of different ways, leading to some 

uncertainty over its meaning. 57 There is an overemphasis on the creative role of early 

risers in the initial description that Snow appears, later, to accept . He claims that in 

empirical application of the concept, scholars found the master frame useful, rather, in 

describing sets of ideas with broader applicability than the particular SMO. 58 This may 

be closer to how Gerhards and Rucht, for instance, apply the concept in investigating 

coalitional movements opposing the IMF in Germany. 59 There, a number of groups had 

consciously constructed a text to which a wide range of other groups would sign up to. 

The master frame retains the purposively constructed nature that is descriptive of most 

understandings of the collective action frame but is understood as simply existing at a 

broader level; that is, its content is less specific and therefore a greater number of 

groups can align their collective action frames with it. Broader still, some scholars view 

the master frame rather in the light of Gamsonôs notion of ócultural themesô. The main 

definition of the latter  is that they transcend specific issues and suggest a larger 

worldview. 60 Indeed, the case of the ócivil rightsô frame suggests that rather than 

constructing a master frame anew, activists included elements of framing that existed 

in broader liberal -democratic culture around the rule of law and the principle of 

equality within it. That is, they directly connected with notions that were created, not in 

social movements, but within mainstream political discourse. Exactly the same can be 

said of, for example, struggles for national self -determination. The strategy here lies in 

being able to utilise broadly agreed cultural values in order to transcend current 

practices.61 There are three clarifications of the idea of strategic alignment processes 

that are illustra tive, before I move on to examine their foundations in social -

psychology. 

First, groups that do not choose to promote their interpretations with some 

awareness of bystandersô frames are unlikely to grow .  This understanding is quite 
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common among social movement activists.62 Consequently those groups that do not 

engage in frame alignment processes are rare.  However, participants in some groups 

may be less interested in gaining support, and more interested in targeting their 

opponents in a forceful, direct manner. A stark example would be animal rights 

activists who harass and assault individuals involved in vivisection. The way one is 

understood to be acting may be less important to participants, than the concrete results 

of their actions. 63 Alignment processes do not, therefore, seem to be a ubiquitous 

feature of social movement activities, merely a common one. Furthermore, because 

part of the content  of a collective action frame is seen to be a conception of agency 

(óhow we can change the worldô) the content of the frame itself is likely to determine to 

what degree a movement group aims at aligning its collective action frame with 

outsiders. This signals a connection between the contents of particular collective action 

frame and órepertoires of contentionô, i.e. the distinctive sets of tactics that SMOs may 

employ. This connection will be explored further below . 

The second clarification is based on the fact that a movement is ña field of actors, 

not a unified entityò.64  While we might accept that consensus on a collective action 

frame existing within a particular organisation, this  cannot be assumed to be 

representative of a movement as a whole since movements are typically made up of a 

plurality of organisations. Indeed, the RMT approach gained credence through 

examining social movements as ómulti-organisational fieldsô that generated dynamics of 

competition. The individual bystander may be expected, therefore, to come across a 

range of collective action frames within a single movement.  This is clearly the case with 

the movements contesting globalisation.65 Thus, strategic framing by SMOs is, at best, 

only part of the story of alignment between collective action frames and individualôs 

understandings. As a result we cannot expect examination of strategic framing to give 

us access to the full range of political beliefs and values within the movement. To the 

extent that we are interested in the ideational basis of individualsô decisions to 

participate in a social movement we therefore need a supplementary, or alternative, 

approach.  
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Third , if an individual  is not already a participant in some movement, their access 

to collective action frames is usually mediated through some third party.  Many  SMOs 

are dependent on mass media coverage.  The knowledge of mediation often has a strong 

affect on both the actions and statements coming from SMOs, and the possible 

interpretations for bystanders and constituents who become aware of such activities 

through those channels.66 SMOs find themselves in a relationship of óasymmetrical 

dependenceô when attempting to utilise mainstream media; that is, while the SMOs 

have a particular need for the media, the media has no particular need for them. I t is 

apparent that the nature of the political project that a group is engaged in, that is,  its 

political content, determines the strategies available to the group when dealing with 

this unequal, structured relationship. Carroll and Ratner argue that groups with aims 

that can be described in terms of universal needs, like those working on environmental 

issues, can justify their newsworthiness by the broad relevance of their project. Groups 

with very particular interests that are not understood in universal terms, like those 

defending particular cultures, may have to resort to the kinds of tactics  that will attract 

the media whether or not they are interested in the ideas themselves.67 This point offers 

a little more evidence for  the connection between repertoires of contention and 

collective action frames.  

In sum, while strategic óframe alignmentô captures a part of the activity of some 

(though by no means all) SMOs, its focus on strategically manipulated collective action 

frames may mislead us as to the actual political beliefs of participants. This becomes 

problematic within the positivist projec t of frame analysis because, as I shall now 

describe, the causally effective nature of interpretative frames is supposed to lie at the 

individual level. Most problematically, for my own purposes, it focuses only on the 

ideas that collectives agree to portray without investigating where t hose ideas have 

come from, namely, the range of individual interpretations of a situation.  

The Social -Psychological Foundation of Interpretative Frames  

The  interpretative  frame was first defined for application to social m ovements, 

using a concept borrowed by Snow et al. from Erving Goffmanôs Frame Analysis . 

Quoting Goffman they explain frames as: ñóschemata of interpretationô that enable 

individuals óto locate, perceive, identify, and labelô occurrences within their life s pace 
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and the world at large.ò68 The language of óschemataô and the related concept of óscriptsô 

remain central to understanding cognition in social psychology where they help to 

explain how actors decide on appropriate behaviour in novel situations. Schemata may 

cover a myriad of topics from the stereotyping of ethnic minorit ies to the mundane 

activities of our everyday lives.69 The interpretative frame building on this literature is , 

therefore, presented as a cognitive shortcut utilised by the individual to order their 

perceptions of the world.70 To paraphrase Donati: rather than understanding an object 

or event through reconstruction from its component parts,  we actually assign a 

satisfactory definition to a complex whole that, in turn, enables us to understa nd the 

component parts as having an identifiable meaning; ñperceptive data are ógroupedô 

together under the heading of one subsuming category, a larger óframeô which provides 

them with a recognizable structure and meaning.ò71  

There are dangers, however, in the sociologist taking too readily from the 

psychologist. It is ontologically attractive  to think that there might, at some deep 

structural level of the brain, be a physical representation of an interpretative  

framework. However, it is impossible to simpl y assume an isomorphic relationship 

between enunciable ideas and physical brain structure.  More importantly , for the 

student of social movements the idea is epistemologically and methodologically 

troublesome.  An individual interpretative  frame (schema) is, by definition, privy only 

to the individual . Even for them the effects are indirect, rather than resulting from 

conscious knowledge.  One cannot become, as it were, part of that individual to learn 

the frame as one can (with some methodological caveats) become part of an 

organisation that shares a collective action frame.  What numerous applications of the 

framing approach have been able to show is that collectives in social movements appear 

to come to a degree of common understanding about particular salient is sues.  This 

understanding, we as researchers (or as activists) can attempt to access. 

The solution for students of social movements at present is seeking an 

understanding of interpretative  processes in movements as if the individual holds 

certain, reasonably structured interpretative  frames.  It is certainly the case that 
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individuals come to communication with certain preconceived beliefs, values and so on 

that affect their subsequent communicatio ns.  However, the only context we have for 

examining frames is communicative. The impact for the study of strategic framing is 

that its assumptions about the efficacy of frames when explaining mobilisation or 

movement are just that, tempering somewhat the claimed significance of this link 

between the micro level of individual beliefs and the meso level of social movement 

activities. 

Furthermore, the dualism  of conceiving of the interpretative frame at both the 

individual and collective level raises a deep problem of the conception of agency within 

the framing  literature. Framing is posited to be causally effective because the issues 

raised by the SMO appeal to some set of ideas held by some bystanders. To the degree 

that the SMO aligns its claims with some more broadly accepted set of beliefs the 

greater will be its success at mobilising resources. But ñIt is not clear whether actors 

largely are synchronizing frames or ideologies provided to them within a larger political 

culture, or whether they creatively are reformulating óideational elementsô.ò72 Frame 

alignment assumes a rather limited level of agency for the bystander with respect to 

interpretative frames. Yet, simultaneously, the members of the SMO (óconstituentsô) 

have chosen to present their issues in a particular way, assuming a wide degree of 

control over their collective action frames. At some point the bystander becomes a 

constituent and, on this model, will gain control over their interpretative framing. This 

problem plainly highlights the deficiency of the bystander -constituent distinction when 

faced with the rapidly changing field in which social movements operate and the many 

shades of grey that may colour an individualôs assessment of their ómembershipô of a 

movement. The individual -collective dualism also raises the larger question of the 

extent to which any agents, including those in well-resourced SMOs, have the freedom 

to meld their own understandings in a particular way. It is clear that the presentation of 

ideas may be manipulated, within some broad limits of credibility. Yet the presentation  

of ideas in a particular way does not imply the internalisation of those ideas on behalf 

of either the author of that presentation or the recipient.  

Growing out of the study of ósupply-sideô variables, the framing literature has 

focused on the way that SMOs can offer understanding as an incentive to participation 

in a movement. However, ñFrames are not objects or utensils in the objective world, 

which agents can pick up and use like tools.  They are constitutive aspects of the 

subjectivity of social agents which those agents cannot get behind or detach themselves 
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from.ò73 While claiming to bring the realm of beliefs and values into a theory of social 

movements criticised for its ignorance of culture, the focus on strategic framing has in 

fact pushed beliefs themselves to the periphery of its own approach. Simultaneously, its 

attempt to slot the interpretative frame into an explanatory theory that bridges the 

micro and meso levels of analysis is unconvincing. The fundamental understanding of 

schemata is that ideas may be organised into broader interpretative frames which 

provide understanding by locating individual  elements within a constellation that, as a 

whole, make sense. This remains an appealing notion, and one that potentially 

dovetails with sociological work on discourses and narratives as well as continuing 

work in social psychology.74 In the following section I óreframeô the notion of framing, 

bringing it into an interpretative endeavour that, I argue, is suitable for understanding 

the diverse pluralit y of meanings that are presented within contemporary social 

movement activity.  

4. CENTRING THE IDEA: A DEFINITION OF THE ORIENTATIONAL FRAME 

In the following the óorientational frameô is described as identifying a justificatory 

worldview which may be utili sed by social movement participants to create 

understanding of significant events and processes of which they are aware. The 

contents of an orientational frame may be directed to a range of political issues 

including: political processes at a variety of levels; moral values; visions for long-term 

change; the agency of the individual or the group in a variety of fields of action; and the 

relationship of other social actors to different sets of ideas.75 The frame may be 

visualised as a web of interconnected beliefs and values. Some ideas may be more 

central, and have more connections than others. Importantly, ideas are given meaning 

not through a simple linguistic representation, but rather through their connections 

with a range of other ideas.76 Particular ideas may be imbued with moral force for those 

who believe them. The orientational frame does not, therefore, simply describe a 

cognitive process valuable for understanding, but one that also provides a drive to act 

                                                        

73 Crossley, Making Senseé, p. 141. 

74 Fisher, ñLocating Frameséò. 

75 I have not found it helpful to limit the contents of the frame to a formulaic description of 

injustice, agency and identity as found in Gamsonôs collective action frames, although all of 
these types of element do, at times, appear. 

76 This point neatly articulates, on the one hand, the understanding of meaning in cognitive 

structures described above, and on the other, recent work on ideologies, described below. In 
particular, my understanding of meaning in this context rests on Michael Freedenôs work on 
ideologies which, in turn, links the fields of political theory and linguistics.  



 35 

in particular ways and a basis for an emotional reaction to events or the beliefs of 

others. 

The orientational frame is an analytical construct and should, therefore, simplify 

the óreally existingô beliefs and values to which individuals subscribe. Within an 

interpretative process the orientational frame is useful to the extent that it makes sense 

of the proclamations and behaviour of individual and collective actors. The critiques 

presented above suggest that we should not assume that all individuals within a 

movement share exactly the same set of ideas. Neither should we assume that the ideas 

are ordered in a manner similar to the logical systems used by philosophers and 

theorists. Rather, individuals gather their ideas from multiple sites: their biographies, 

the events theyôve been involved in, the groups theyôve joined or been thrust into, the 

groups theyôre opposed to; in short,  the infinite variety of life circumstances that brings 

individuality to the human condition.  If the concept of the orientational frame is to 

bring these multitudinous cont extual factors into a simplified form then it must be an 

abstraction. Individuals may use multiple signifiers to convey the same meaning; or the 

same words and phrases to convey multiple significations. In the processes of 

abstraction ï an attempt to corra l this herd of ideas into a simplified structure ï some 

ideas can be penned together in a way that makes sense of movement activity and 

discourse. Others refuse to submit. It is through this process that we begin to find the 

boundaries of an orientational frame; boundaries appear where the connections 

between elements become less referential or reinforcing and more distant or divisive.  

As we will see throughout the thesis, movement protagonistsô belief structures are 

complex, varied and, at times, contradictory. Even within the abstracted orientational 

frames there will, therefore, be tensions between elements. The identification of such 

tensions is highly illuminating when attempting to understand particular movement 

dynamics. Furthermore, no frame exists in isolation and individualsô beliefs about 

orientational frames utilised by other people (perhaps described as ideologies or 

dogmas) help to give their own belief-structure solidity. 77 The tensions within and 

between frames can lead to intensely fractious political behaviour. The orientational 

frame represents, therefore, a field of struggle in itself. While this point is primarily 

developed in an analysis largely located within the field of social movement activities, it 

has broader relevance. It is hardly novel to note that discourse can represent both the 
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exertion of power and a field of struggle.78 To the degree that orientational frames can 

be identified in all political behaviour then doing so illuminates those battles.  

Because the evaluation of the use of particular orientational frames is dependent on 

the understanding it creates of particular strips of activity, the value of the concept 

óorientational frameô can only be established in empirical application. In the second and 

third parts of the thesis I will describe the results of my ethnographic research. Among 

Sheffield activists involved in movements contesting globalisation I identify three 

prevalent orientational frames: the revolutionary socialist frame, the direct action 

frame and radical libera l frame. These frames are not all encompassing with relation to 

individual activists or ideas expressed, but I present evidence that these frames are 

particularly significant. In Part III  I examine these frames as utilised by activists in two 

periods of coalitional activity, both noted for their diversity of participation: the anti -

war movement and the social forum movement. Because my interpretative approach 

can only be fully evaluated after such empirical application the following will not 

attempt to hypothesise the explanatory potential of the óorientational frameô. Rather, I 

will mark out the conceptual territory which the orientational frame covers, and give a 

description of the way it may be utilised in research. In doing so, it is possible to further 

reflect on the literatures within which this concept is located. 

Finding the Level  

By describing the orientational frame as an abstraction from common individual 

beliefs I am attempting to move away from the tendency to describe the ósharedô beliefs 

of some collection of individuals. This is a subtle distinction from the notion of the 

ócollective action frameô. There are two ways that we can attempt to describe the ideas 

an individual may hold without simply presenting, in full, the transcript of a long and  

in-depth interview with that individual. 79 We can, firstly, shift our attention from the 

individualsô thoughts to the groupsô óthoughtsô; this is usually described as a change in 

levels of analysis. This move requires a simplification and reduction of the number of 

ideas presented, so that it can be demonstrated to reflect a set of ideas on which the 

collective is in agreement. Secondly, we can shift our attention from the particular 

representations of ideas which our empirical research presents us with, to implied 

meanings and connections, tensions and contradictions that lay behind the ideas 
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communicated. This move progresses through increasing the complexity of that with 

which we are presented, to a simplification of these ideas for the purposes of 

presentation.  

The first approach is that usually taken within the social movements literature 

around the concept of collective action frames. These are intended to convey the ideas 

that a group holds. Or rather, the ideas that all members of the group agree upon. The 

production of position papers and policies is taken as an indication of agreement within 

the group and the assumption is that individual members should all express these same 

ideas when the opportunity arises. In short, the collective action frame takes us from 

the individual level of analysis to the collective. As explained above, this is not in 

keeping with the origin of the concept of óframeô. Ontologically, it can only be based on 

the notion that members of the group all share a particular set of ideas on a particular 

set of topics. This generally leads the researcher to a very specific set of ideas, expressed 

in the language used by the particular SMO under study. The concept of the ómaster 

frameô is an attempt to broaden out the framing perspective, and to link it to sets of 

ideas that were more widely available, thus shifting the level of analysis again. 

Essentially, it is a step to a much broader collective, no longer defined by the SMO. 

However, the definition of the group necessarily becomes rather vague. This is 

problematic since the predictive explanatory model, which intends to link multiple 

levels of analysis, requires one to infer from group membership adherence to a 

particular set of beliefs. 

In fact, at any level the assumed link between the projected beliefs of an SMO and 

the actual beliefs of individual members is dubious because notional agreement can be 

created in ways that does not require genuine consensus. In an electoral structure of 

decision-making, for instance, many participant s may disagree with the statements 

made by an organisation while in continuing agreement with the process through which 

they were decided on. In any case, as I will describe in chapter two, my own research 

subject is characterised by ideational diversity. The individual -collective link, while it 

may hold up for particular small organisations, is only likely to hinder understanding in 

such a situation. Indeed, both chapters in Part II I evidence the fact that statements 

from organisations with which I worked rarely represented the views of all the 

participants. Sensitivity to internal conflict is a particular benefit of the combination of 

ethnographic methodology with this analytical approach to social movement ideas.  

The second approach to moving away from the detailed description of individual 

beliefs to some sort of generalisation is that we can make an analytical abstraction. 

Here we must give up the attempt to describe an idea-set that many (or indeed any) 

individuals will whole -heartedly agree to. Our abstraction must, nevertheless, be 
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connected to the real world of activistsô beliefs and values. That is to say: the 

component parts of the orientational frame must all appear in activist discourse. Since 

it is the structure of ideas that give particular elements their meaning, the component 

parts of the orientational frame really encompass the connections between ideas rather 

than particular beliefs about the world or particular moral values. Indeed, it is difficult 

to conceive of a belief that can have substantial meaning without, in fact, connecting 

two or more subjects. Connections may consist in arguments that progress in a logical 

manner or associations of ideas that frequently occur together. The latter, refers to 

elements that appear as ideationally proximate yet whose logical connection is unclear 

or may be expressed in a myriad of different ways. The inclusion of ideational 

connections in one orientational frame is valid to the extent that they appear in activist 

discourse. Because the orientational frame is an abstraction, however, its empirical 

base may be found in the speech or text produced by a variety of activists at a variety of 

times.  

As argued above, the individual interpretative frame is unknowable because at any 

time some parts are latent and others prominent. As Thomas Scheff comments in a 

critique of the tendency for misunderstanding of Goffmanôs work, ñThe difficulty of 

measuring latent frames could partially explain the gradual theoretical shift toward a 

conceptualization of frames as being more actively adopted and manufactured.ò80 While 

not explicitly oriented towards social movement theory this quotation clearly points out 

the direction such scholarship has taken. The active process of framing issues in a 

particular way  for a particular  audience is relatively easy to perceive as it becomes 

ossified in the various textual artefacts that one can find within a movement. Yet here 

we do not detect the frame in its entirety since we can only perceive those aspects of the 

frame that are, for particular purposes, intentionally put to the fore. While this is 

certainly valuable data we must reject the notion that it accurately reflects any 

individualsô (let alone a group of individualsô) full set of beliefs. The hermeneutic 

endeavour need not make any such substantive claims as to the ontological status of the 

tools we use to understand the world. Or rather, the ontological status of our tools is 

simply that their existence is an artefact of our research. They must nevertheless be 

grounded in empiri cal research in order to offer an understanding of a particular 

situation that makes sense. As this thesis will demonstrate, such tools may both 

increase understanding of a substantive area of human activity, and present a model of 

analysis that is reproducible in other contexts. 
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Frames Over Framing  

The framing approach has done much to bring the concrete ideas that drive 

movement participants back into our sociological un derstandings. Having 

problematiz ed the ideational processes within social movements we have some strong 

indications of how such work is carried out.  With ósignification workô now in the 

foreground of social movement studies, it has become even more important to consider 

the signified itself. Taking part in a debate over the role of ideology in such research 

(discussed below) Oliver and Johnston state this position clearly: 

ñOf course, all of social life is emergent, negotiated, and contextual é but 
to insist on the primacy of emergent processes above all é limits all 
research to descriptions of process. To é talk about how frames or 
ideologies relate to other features of social life, it is necessary to make 

the verbs of process in to nouns of ideas.ò81 

Our understanding of social movements, and of the societies in which they arise, will 

become richer if we accept the importance of the content, along with the process.  My 

primary positive justification for this is simply that what we are examining are political, 

as well as sociological phenomena. Echoing the Meluccian distinction between the how 

questions and the why questions of social movements, it is still the case that the former 

have received by far the greatest body of systematic study.82 The framing approach 

offers the beginnings of a more sensitive way to ólistenô to social movements; ñSocial 

movements must be understood on their own terms: namely, they are what they say 

they are. Their practices (and foremost their discursive practices) are their self-

definition. ò83 To be sure, such discursive practices require analytical work to 

understand the significance of social movements; nevertheless, they offer reflections on 

the organisation of social, political and economic life which are of value to all those for 

whom a normative appraisal of current political and social structures is necessary.  

Secondary justifications for the importance of the message of movements come 

from several directions, but all hang on the potential to increase our sensitivity to the 

multiplicity of messages within any movement. From the sociological angle 

understanding the various bases of the political projects in which movements engage 

will feed back into our attempts to unders tand the processes - the how questions - of 

social movements. As indicated above, the content of frames affects the many processes 
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in which social movements are engaged. From a public policy angle it is now necessary 

to accept the social movement as an institution of social change or defence.84 In 

discussing the historical background of the radical liberal frame  in chapter five I 

describe a process through which certain organisations have become increasingly 

politicised within the formal institutions of óglobal civil societyô, yet have turned 

increasingly to social movement activities and so operate in both fields. But the multi -

vocal nature of social movements makes it difficult to predict reactions to policy 

innovation and implementation. Understanding the many messages from social 

movements engaged in a contentious issue area ought to aid the creation of policy , and 

the understanding of the process in hindsight.  Frame analysis has already been taken 

into a range of substantive policy areas, and improvement in the tools of frame analysis 

can potentially, therefore, have a broader impact.85  Finally, from the perspective of the 

engaged researcher, the focus on message and the relationships between messages, 

offers interesting potential for active research within the current general movements. 

Elements of these movements, most visible in the social forums described in chapter 

eight, are consciously striving to bring toget her and debate a variety of political 

positions. Focus on the content of the orientational frame can offer a position from 

which one can gain deeper understanding of a range of perspectives in relation to each 

other. It becomes possible to highlight what is at stake in competition between the 

ideational patterns, which differences between positions might be central, and which 

are peripheral. 

Frames and Ideologies  

Interpretative  frames undoubtedly have a very close conceptual linkage with 

ideologies.  Snow and colleagues use the terms almost interchangeably, and consciously 

develop their description of three key framing tasks (diagnosis, prognosis and 

motivation) from Wilsonôs decomposition of ideology.86  These authors and others have 

been criticised for failing to distinguish between frames and ideologies, resulting in 
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conceptual opacity.87 However, the debate has been relatively unproductive; Snowôs 

most recent contribution, for instance, simply asserts that ideologies are variable 

phenomena and that the relationship between ideologies and collective action frames 

requires empirical study. 88 In describing ideologies it is necessary to simplify a massive 

area of study; I therefore choose movement-focused criteria to judge some rival 

conceptualisations of ideology. Two distinct viewpoints may be initially assessed for 

their utility for frame analysis: the critical approach and the political science approach. 

These are the conceptions utilised within the social movement literature and will 

therefore ground consideration of those recent debates. I will introduce a third 

approach to ideology, Freedenôs óideological morphologyô, and through this delineate 

exactly where the concept of orientational frames fits in relation to ideology and 

collective action frames. 

The critical approach to ideologies has had, in truth, as many guises as it has 

proponents. That the critical edge remains central to conceptions of ideology is 

witnessed by the encyclopaedic definition as: ña collection of beliefs and values held by 

an individual or group for other than purely epistemic reasonsò.89 Jorge Larrain 

extensively charts developments in the concept, finding that it has been considered an 

antithesis to science as it lacks positivistic standards of rationality  and objectivity with 

regards to accepted knowledge. Alternatively, science has been branded as a form of 

ideology itself. Where it has been (within Habermasian thought) it is as a criticism of 

science for the instrumental nature of its work and scienceôs inability to consider the 

acceptability of the ends to which it is put.  Another critical strand sees ideology as a 

form of knowledge that stems from class position.  With roots in Marx, the pejorative 

conception of ideology has been variously considered to apply to all class-based 

thinking or to bourgeois science as distinct from the thinking of the conscious working 

class.90 What ties all these approaches together is the perception of ideology as an 

aberration from  rational thought. While this aspect may usefully hi ghlight one 

component of ideology (that it can be coherent without being strictly logical) the critical 

conception would require some stretching to be applicable to the sets of beliefs carried 

within current social movements. Against the latter strand, contemporary social 

movements take a huge range of social bases, and participants may be consciously 
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opposed to a class based analysis. Furthermore, as they are intrinsically in conflict with 

the status quo, ideologies in social movements clearly do not take, as their source, 

attempts to justify the current distribution of resources. Against the former strand, in 

social movement studies we need not seek a rationalisable understanding of any 

particular ideology, but to treat them as unique an alytical categories that inform an 

actorôs judgement. 

It may be that the conception of ideologies described above is the main reason that 

ideologies have lacked attention within the framing literature;  Oliver and Johnston, for 

instance, explicitly call for a non -pejorative conception of ideology.91 For these authors, 

what I refer to as the political science approach to ideologies appears the obvious 

alternative , and it  is almost certainly the one with  which US social movement scholars 

are most familiar. 92 Here, ideology is understood as, ñidea complexes containing beliefs 

é which  support or contest political arrangements and processes, as well as providing 

plans of action for public political institutions; and in doing so they act as devices for 

mobilizing mass political activi tyò.93 As Freeden explains, this conception has been 

utilised in order to bring a positivist stance to the cataloguing and classi fication of 

various ideological traditions.  In most uses, ideologies are considered to have a weight 

and tradition that collective action frames do not. Collective action frames are 

temporary solutions, and the focus on strategic framing suggests they are somehow less 

deeply held than ideologies are normally considered to be. Because of the conceptual 

focus on processes of frame construction, some argue that ñFrames and ideologies are 

related concepts, of course, and overlap somewhat in their empirical referents, but each 

points to different dimensions of social construction. Very roughly, framing points to 

process, while ideology points to content.ò94 Ideologies may also be considered as a 

ócultural toolô which, among others, provides the ingredients for the creation of 

collective action frames; this point, from another angle, will appear closer to the mark .95  

The ócataloguing and classificationô project from which the political science 

approach to ideologies stems aims to create from a multiplicity of ideas, a single, 
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coherent thread that can pass judgements on a huge range of political issues. It is this 

that suggests a distinction between this view of ideologies and my understanding of 

orientational frames. In the context of social movement studies, by papering over the 

cracks of ideational debate we get drawn into treating the movement as a unified 

political actor, with unified aim s and strategies.  This severely hampers our potential 

for understanding the processes by which a movement finds its voice, articulates its 

message, and ultimately meets success or failure.96 Snow seems to agree with this point 

when he suggests four incorrect assumptions used in trying to connect ideologies and 

frames: the assumed coherence of ideologies; assumed ideological unanimity among 

groups; assumed correspondence between ideology and behaviour and a tendency to 

see collective action frames in movements as derived from ideologies.97 These are useful 

points, despite the fact that it is difficult to see exactly who Snow is suggesting makes 

these assumptions since the only work on the link between frames and ideology has so 

far been theoretical, not empiri cal, and generally sensitive to such problems. Indeed, 

the first three of these problems could equally be directed at much work on framing 

itself. If, as Snow implies, these assumptions have more solid ground in examinations 

of collective action frames then this serves to highlight the small-scale and temporary 

nature that such constructions must have. 

It is here that a third conception of ideology - the morphological approach ï may be 

profitably introduced. Michael Freeden steers a course between the positivist and the 

crit ical positions, attempting  to avoid either a normative or epistemological critique of 

ideologies or an oversimplification of their contents . There are a number of points that 

are highly relevant to concept of óorientational framesô that I have been developing. 

Definitionally, Freeden claims that ideologies are ñubiquitous forms of political 

thinkingò that are ñproduced by, directed at, and consumed by groupsò. Ideologies are 

functional, performing the services of ñlegitimation, integration, socialization, ordering, 

simplification and action -orientationò which are essential within the social context. 

Ideologies are essentially concerned with power, in connection with encouraging 

political action, justifying political decisions and so on. 98 Freeden attempts to take a 
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delicately balanced ontological and epistemological position that bears a lengthy 

quotation:  

ñideologies are distinct thought-products that invite careful investigation 
in their own righté it is vital to recognize that in studying ideologies we 
are directing our analyses at actual arrangements of political thinkingé. 
True, we may never be able to detach completely the thought-products 
we examine from our own values and interpretative frameworks, but at 
least we should try to represent and discuss the features of ideologies 
that can be shown to exist. We need to do so while remembering also é  
not to neglect their wealth of detail, intricacy of structure, and 

complexity of argument.ò99 

Here, the subjects of ideological research, for instance liberalism or socialism, appear 

as facts with existence beyond the individual, rather resembling Durkheimian ósocial 

factsô.100 The features of ideologies are knowable, though requiring self-reflection on 

potential biases by the researcher. The reference to their internal complexity indicates 

the authorsô respect for the ideational work represented by ideologies and that 

ideologies when conceived as a method of categorisation are likely to be so 

oversimplified as to retain little value. It also support s an earlier claim that the category 

of ideology itself, significantly singular, is less real than the concrete ideologies: ñThe 

many theorists who concentrate on the generic term óideologyô are largely conducting a 

debate about a particular perspective on the social and political world, and not a debate 

about a phenomenon within that world, or one helping concretely to constitute that 

world.ò101 The implication seems to be that theorising ideology, where that implies 

imbuing the category with reality through  inclusion in supposedly generalisable 

predictive -explanatory models, rather misses the point. ñTheoretical treatments of 

ideology have been largely silent on the nature, forms of, and differences among, 

concrete ideologies and have adopted far too unitary an approach. On the other hand, 

the explorations of concrete ideologies have been insufficiently analytical é frequently 

limiting their effort to classifying attitudes.ò102 In sum, particular ideologies need to be 

explored in depth, not because they are particular instances of some over-arching 

category, but because they are interesting and valuable in themselves. 

A number of other noteworthy features of ideologies are well understood from 

Freedenôs perspective. First, ideologies overlap in their ideational terrain; the same 
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ideas and arguments may well be found in different ideologies that are often 

categorised as mutually opposed.103 Second, while ideologies are constructed at the 

collective level, this does not mean that  they adhere to particular groups or parties. 

Together, these points suggest a far more complicated, multidimensional picture of 

political beliefs that has little use for the standard left -right spectrum. 104 These features 

will be evidenced throughout the thesis in relation to the orientational frames identified 

in Part II. Third, ñideologies, like other forms of human thinking, will exhibit 

combinations of rational and non -rational componentsé [they] may vary among 

themselves in respect of the emotive force attached to their principlesé ideologies mix 

rational and emotive debate freely.ò105 A related point is that ñlogic may not always be 

the most conspicuous attribute, and it may well be that mass belief-systems display low 

degrees of logical constraint.ò106 Again, this feature will appear empirical ly in the 

following chapters. This is not to criticise the political thought of social movements as 

irrational, but to recognise both the emotive and rhetorical features of communication 

of that thought. As a result, comparing different instances of commun ication of 

particular elements found within the same orientational frames may highlight deeper 

differences that appear to spawn óinternalô tensions. Fourth, because ideologies are the 

product of groups, incorporating beliefs that are widely held, ñthey may have no 

identifiable makers, or many makersò.107 This latter connects directly with my 

contention that we must investigate orientational frames at a level of abstraction away 

from individualsô thought and communication. Each of these features, which Freeden 

attaches to ideologies, have influenced my conceptualisation of orientational frames 

because they must be understood as features common to political thought in general. 

Moreover, this analytical perspective is wholly grounded, through the hermeneutic 

process described below, in the empirical examination of ideas in movements presented 

in parts II and III.  

The first chapter of Freedenôs book is an argument that the political concepts of 

ideologies, that is, their content, should matter to those engaged in political philosophy. 

He progressively breaks down the distinction between philosophies and ideologies 

arguing that the difference is found, rather, in our mode of interpreting these ideational 

patterns. Indeed, political philosophies can be examined as ideologies. That is to say, 

                                                        

103 Freeden, Ideologiesé, p. 24. 

104 Freeden, Ideologiesé, pp. 24-25. 

105 Freeden, Ideologiesé, pp. 29-30. 

106 Freeden, Ideologiesé, p. 36. 

107 Freeden, Ideologiesé, pp. 34-35. 



 46 

one examines the particular pattern of concepts at an abstract level, making inferences 

from both explicit arguments and political and historical context in order to reconstruct 

a pattern of ideas that transcends the individual. The orientational frames I have 

identified in this thesis may be conceived as very much the same family of phenomena: 

they are patterns of political ideas that are pieced together by actors in a manner that 

produces particular kinds of meaning, and makes purposive action possible.108 The 

orientational frame is analytically distinguishable from the ideology, but as a matter of 

degree along a number of dimensions. As ideologies shade into political philosophies, 

so too, orientational frames shade into ideologies.  

There are two dimensions in particular on which I would like to differentiate 

orientational frames from ideologies, and both require some explication. The first 

relates to the particular action -orientations of ideas utilised among social movements 

and the second to the role of intellectual leadership in ideational production.  

The orientational frame is conceived to make sense of thought in social movements; 

we would therefore expect particular frames to say something about the nature of 

action required f or social change. To be sure, all ideologies contain some beliefs that 

influence action decisions. As explained in the introduction, however, social 

movements are partially defined by their public instantiations in non -institutional 

forms of political acti on. The depth of critique of liberal democratic institutions varies, 

yet some element of that critique is inherent in each frame identified in this thesis. 

Furthermore, that critique must insist that to change society one needs to find forms of 

action outside of electoral politics. Interrogating the way that social and political beliefs 

lead to certain forms of action is, therefore, central to an ideational study of social 

movements.  

Above, I suggested a link between repertoires of contention and the nature of the 

political beliefs that a movement projects. The repertoire of contention is understood to 

refer to knowledge of a certain way to act to achieve change. Sometimes, particular 

movements or particular cycles of contention are largely brought together by particular 

repertoires.109 In the following chapters I explore some of the connections between 

repertoires of contention (or simply tactics, or strategies) and the political beliefs and 

values with which they are connected. Tactical choices convey political beliefs and 
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values.110 Clearly, purposive action must be related to some conception of agency and 

some conception of power. However, even where the action appears almost identical on 

the outside, these ideational connections may provide a different understanding of that 

action for its participants. A brief example will be illuminating. It makes sense to chain 

oneself to a tree if the felling of that tree is a part of (or wholly constitutes) a particular 

injustice that ought to be stopped. Alternatively, i t makes sense to chain oneself to a 

tree if one believes that the public display of moral commitment is an efficient way to 

change wider societal beliefs and thus reduce future injustices. These action 

justifications are far from mutually exclusive. Howeve r, the results of these ideational 

differences emerge when, for instance, weighing concerns of security against those of 

ensuring media coverage. To put it another way, once the journalist has left, is it 

acceptable to unchain oneself? This thesis is based on the premise that particular social 

movement activities are highly reflective. The practices of protest activity and 

structures of political beliefs are highly intertwined. To be sure, Freeden says that the 

ñaction-orientation of ideologies distinguishe s them by their propensity either to 

recommend political conduct directly or, indirectly, to make others adopt conduct -

evoking thinking.ò111 Nevertheless, what Freeden is interested in throughout, that is, 

what he substantively studies, are almost exclusively written texts.  

This point connects with the notion of ideological production as an élite activity 

which, for Oliver and Johnston, marks an important difference between ideologies and 

frames. ñSystematic ideologies are generally developed by the more educated members 

of a group, and are generally developed in intellectual dialogue with prior ideas and 

ideologies and cultural valuesé óThe massesô come to adopt systematic ideologies 

through processes of education and socialization.ò112 This view of ideology sharply 

divides it from ideas around frames and framing. I would contend two points however. 

First, it is certainly true that ideological development takes place in dialogue with pre -

existing political ideas, yet if we are to take the notion of political cu lture seriously then 

we can expect that access to political ideas need not require direct access to the words 

of intellectual leaders. Each of the chapters in Part II  demonstrates a number of 

ideational continuities that tie presently existing orientationa l frames to a longer 

history of contention; such ties are certainly attributable to a cultural awareness of 

movement histories among present activists.  
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Second, it must be noted that the role of intellectuals in performing the ideational 

work of social movements has, at times, been incredibly strong.113 Yet to begin with an 

assumption that ideological production is removed from óthe massesô must surely be 

mistaken in any endeavour that seeks to understand the use of ideas within social 

movements. Freeden asks whether another view is possible: ñto regard ideologies as 

forms of grass-roots political culture, focused on the political issues of the day, 

reflecting the widely prevalent thought processes that a specific society evolves over 

time, as well as those ideas that smaller groups within it generate differentiallyé 

ideologies may be ubiquitous, emanating from popular reasoning and prejudice.ò114 

Freedenôs own work claims to balance these perspectives. Yet while he undoubtedly 

pays attention to social and politi cal context he nevertheless ties his investigation to 

great works of notable individuals. These individuals are understood to represent a 

wider set of beliefs. While necessarily putting their own imprint on these ideas, they are 

therefore ñserving as nodal and eloquent points of ideological discourse é offer[ing] an 

excellent illustration of a particular ideological position.ò115 Given his broad historical 

sweep, Freedenôs decision to use particular individuals in this way is partially 

methodological and he admits that in another context ñthe investigation of ideologies 

ought to examine mass, or at least large-scale, social thinking é Out of that 

examination the contours of ideological families will begin to emerge, é as a reflection, 

to the best of the analystôs interpretative ability, of discoverable ideological patterns.ò116 

I present this quotation not to suggest that it is this undertaking that I aim to achieve, 

but to evidence the implication that the grassroots ought not to be ignored in the 

analysis of political ideas. 

In sum, the orientational frame is conceived to be very similar to Freedenôs 

conception of ideologies. It is a patterned set of ideas that exists in the interactive 

realm, in the sense that its effects may be seen on the political thought of individuals 

and their subsequent behaviour. It is discoverable through an analytic abstraction from 

concrete expressions of political ideas that fit together into a coherent whole. The 

orientational frame gives meaning to idea elements by situating them in a structure of 

other ideas. Particular orientational frames are internally complex, involving a range of 

elements that may be in relationships of tension as well as those of reinforcement. 
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Orientational frames may overlap and particular individualsô political communication 

may mix elements, ad hoc, from different orientational frames.  However, this study of 

orientational frames is directed to understanding a particular set of social movements 

in a particular context. This means that the orientational fra me has a stronger 

relationship to certain conceptions of political action than Freedenôs ideologies; indeed, 

the frame may be represented through action as much as through speech or text. The 

link with social movements provides a second distinction from id eologies, and one that 

situates the study strongly within the realm of social movement research. That is, 

orientational frames are produced by actors deeply involved in social movement 

activities. It is through the discourse and action surrounding politica l contestation, 

carried out through a variety of non -institutional means, that ideas are assembled in 

particular patterns.  

5. AN ETHNOGRAPHIC METHODOLOGY FOR FRAME ANALYSIS 

In the preceding discussion I have frequently referred to this investigation of id eas 

within social movements as a hermeneutic endeavour. In the following I will briefly 

describe hermeneutics as an attempt to recognise the role of interpretation within the 

social sciences, while avoiding the impossibility of truth implied by absolute re lativism. 

I will then detail  how the ethnographic methodology utilised in this thesis engages 

practically with the hermeneutic method.  

Tracing the Hermeneutic Circle  

Rather than offering an exegesis of the long philosophical tradition of hermeneutics 

the concern of this thesis is simply to draw out some implications for the interpretation 

of orientational frames in social movements. For this purpose we can understand 

hermeneutics as the development of a critique of positivist social science. The attempt 

to ape the natural sciences in both methodology and theory construction is the target of 

that critique. Centrally, hermeneuticists claim that there is something starkly different 

about understanding human behaviour that differentiates it from understanding th e 

phenomena of the natural world; that is, the need to interpret human meaning. To the 

degree that we consider the meaning attached to events, processes, structures and 

communication as important, social science that is primarily oriented to behaviour 

loses value. Yet, where human behaviour may be objectively and empirically 

observable, the meaning that actors attach to their behaviour can only be interpreted.  

Interpretation is defined as, ñan attempt to make clear, to make sense of, an object 

of study.  This object must, therefore be a text or text-analogue, which is in some way 
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confused, incomplete, cloudy, seemingly contradictory ... The interpretation aims to 

bring to light an underlying coherence or sense.ò117 It should be noted that wherever  we 

seek meaning, that meaning will always be confused, incomplete and cloudy. This is a 

result of the inextricably interwoven nature of meaning and language. 118 As described 

above, the present study of orientational frames seeks to transcend the particular 

expressions of the ideas found within movement speech and literature and seek an 

ideographic expression of the significant components. Nevertheless, the elements of the 

orientational frames themselves ï the political concepts from which worldviews are 

created ï are likely to be contested themselves. Connolly explicates this point with 

reference to the set of conditions required to assess valid truth conditions for 

statements about the political world. For instance, the concept of revolution has a range 

of features that we may include such as: involving popular violence, causing lasting 

change to an established state order, being performed by citizens conscious of their 

rebellion, leading to change in basic class relations, being aimed at such a change, 

happening in a relatively short space of time.  The list may go on, but already we can 

see that some periods of political change we might want to class as revolutions may not 

involve all these elements.  We may, however, insist that those conditions are still part 

of what órevolutionô means. The point of having the word is to collect these elements 

under one rubric.  Thus, the conditions are variable and one cannot specify a necessary 

and sufficient set. 119  

The hermeneutic perspective understands the interpretation of such concepts as a 

circular process. One exposition describes it thus: 

ñWe face the dilemma: how can we know the parts without already 
knowing the whole context and, conversely, how can we grasp the whole 
without prior knowledge of the parts? This circularity i s gradually and 
partially overcome by working backward and forward between the wider 
context and the particular text or action in question, building up an 
interpretation in layers since not everything can be understood at onceé 
Movement between the part and the whole necessarily involves 
understanding phenomena in their intellectual, social and historical 

context.ò120 

In its simplest application to the notion of frames, this suggests that we cannot proceed 

simply from the ideational elements we find expressed within social movements to 
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120 Oliver, I., 1983, ñThe óOldô and the óNewô Hermeneutic in Sociological Theoryò in The British 

Journal of Sociology 34(4) , pp. 527-8. 
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understanding the orientational frames in their entirety in one step. Rather, we must 

engage in an iterative process wherein the ideational elements themselves are 

continually reinterpreted as understanding of the larger structu re of ideas is improved. 

This quotation also demonstrates the importance of context; a point to which I will 

return.  

Importantly, ñThere are no final truth claims é since understanding is always part 

of a hermeneutic circle ï a process of criss-crossing horizons mutually affecting each 

other and never converging in a final objective viewpoint.ò121 This flows from a slightly 

different conception of hermeneutics, wherein the circle is described as that between 

the interpreter and the author of the relevant text . Each has a horizon of 

understanding, consisting in a set of pre-existing beliefs, understandings and 

prejudices which can never be fully transcended.122 This inevitably means that the 

particular worldview within which the researchersô pre-existing beliefs must be 

recognised. Here we essentially introduce a second dimension to the iterative, 

interpretative process. However, the never-ending nature of the hermeneutic process is 

applicable to both dimensions since the impossibility of final truth claims can be  

understood as a result of the contested nature of concepts. To put the same point 

differently, hermeneutics highlights context and the tentativeness of understanding 

which ñis underlined by a consciousness of its own historicity. History is part of the 

process of understanding. Understanding is thus always interpretation, and has no 

constant points of reference.ò123  

Despite the denial of ultimate or permanent tru th values on political concepts the 

hermeneutic circle, understood epistemologically, halts the slide into the 

meaninglessness of absolute relativism. It asserts that it is possible, through the 

óconversationsô between text and interpreter, between author and interpreter and 

between rival interpretations, to gain a substantially better understanding of really 

existing social processes. That this understanding does not resemble in form the mode 

of explanation claimed by the natural sciences is to be expected, since hermeneutics is 

grounded on the distinction between the subjects of the human and natural sciences. 

Hermeneutic understanding should not be conceived as inferior to scientific 

explanation. 
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ñThe "hermeneutic circle" (the fact that observation and interpretation 
of meanings are inseparable) is no more damaging for the empirical 
credentials of interpretative  sociology than the corresponding circularity 
of theory and theory-laden observations in natural science. When we 
attribute a meaning to an individual, we are able to cite various pieces of 
evidence that serve to support or disconfirm the attr ibution; and this is 
all that is required in order to provide an empir ical basis for the 

attribution.ò124 

Within the human sciences, the failure to perceive that oneôs observations are theory-

laden is commonly perceived as a serious failing of the research project as a whole. The 

hermeneutic process forces us to be conscious of our own place in traditions and 

ñmakes conscious the prejudices governing our own understanding, so that a more 

balanced evaluation of a text becomes possible.ò125  

Hermeneutics has been criticised for its lack of clear, practical methodological 

guidelines.126 It is certainly the case that the philosophical complexity associated with 

the broader ontological and epistemological debates mitigates against clear 

understanding of the implication s for the researcher. More importantly, however, its 

focus on individualsô traditions, historical context and the variability of meaning make 

the production of a schematic methodology for universal application impossible. 

Rather, we must take the hermeneutic circle as a starting point to be adapted in oneôs 

particular research situation. Nevertheless, some methodological tendencies 

encouraged by a hermeneutic perspective are discernible. First, the notion of a ótextô for 

interpretation is understood very wi dely, encompassing human action in general. 

Second, context must always be defined, and may be done so at different levels of 

comprehensiveness. Third, context may be defined either synchronically or 

diachronically.  Fourth, analyses often begin at the level of most specificity, and move 

towards a more general level. In other words, the first iteration generally progresses 

from the parts to the whole. Fifth, because hermeneutics does not seek to understand 

the authorsô intentions, but rather a deeper, more holistic meaning, such analysis is 

eminently suitable for texts with many or identifiable authors or none. 127 
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The Benefits of Ethnography for Hermeneutic Frame Analysis  

The points listed in the previous paragraph form a órough guideô to the use of 

hermeneutics; however, such guidelines need greater detail in order to produce a 

comprehensible and performable research project. The ethnographic methods utilised 

for this study combined participant observation, open -ended audio-recorded interviews 

with a minimal sc ript, ad hoc informal interviews recorded with observation notes, and 

documentary analysis from movement literature and news reports. Participant 

observation was the primary method of data collection throughout, and participation 

took a variety of forms in cluding: protest events and public meetings; protest planning 

meetings, publicity work and activist training workshops; and prolonged discussions 

via email discussion lists, via websites with interactive bulletin board and chat facilities 

and in informal, though not ostensibly movement-focused settings. The practicalities of 

data collection and analysis, and issues around sampling, reliability and validity will be 

detailed in the methodological appendices at the end of this thesis. This section focuses 

prim arily, therefore, on the relationship between participant observation and the 

theoretical perspective detailed above. 

The process of identifying abstract orientational frames in order to understand the 

ideational content of a social movement must be absolutely empirically grounded. That 

is to say, the ideas and connections identified must be those commonly enunciated by 

activists. However, as explained above, identifying meaning is not a straight-forward 

task. There are three strands of justification for participant observation as particularly 

suited to interpreting meaning in social movements.  

First, the non -obvious relationship between language and beliefs and values 

requires the researcher to óread between the linesô of activist discussion. The contested 

nature of political concepts that are common elements of the activist vocabulary and 

the polysemy of the words used to represent them hold potential for profound 

misunderstanding. A social movement that is avowedly ópro-democracyô, for instance, 

must be read closely to discover the uses to which ódemocracyô is put. As this thesis 

demonstrates repeatedly, even within the relatively narrow context of social movement 

groups commonly judged to have broadly similar aims, words like ódemocracyô and 

ófreedomô are essentially contested. Following Freeden, I have argued that it is through 

embedding such concepts within a wider ideational context ï the orientational frame in 

this case -  that they are decontested. Because social movements are principally 

concerned with contestation, and because they interact with political realities, social 

structures and individual will and whim, decontestation is only ever temporary. 

Ethnography in the social movement submits the researcher to frequent, repeated 

linguistic contestat ion and decontestation, thus enabling the researcher to perceive 
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trends in use, discovering which meanings appear more durable and widespread. The 

early phases of research were characterised by the attempt to understand who meant 

what by using particular k ey terms. 

There is a quantitative argument that can be made for the value of participant 

observation in this case. The psycho-sociological understanding of frames described 

above recognises that the precise linguistic context influences the enunciation of 

elements of cognitive schemata. That is, preceding conversation topics will prime 

conversants, raising the salience of particular issues. Therefore, the larger the number 

of interactions, the broader the view we will get of the frames being utilised. A survey 

may claim a greater number of cases, because it has interacted with a greater number of 

individuals. However, each individual only represents one interaction, and then they 

have each been identically óprimedô. Interaction over time, however, even with relatively 

few individuals ensures a large, if less quantifiable , number of cases, where the case is 

understood to be an expression of meaning. Multiple interactions with the same 

respondents is particularly valuable, of course, where it is relevant that it is the same 

individual expressing meaning. This latter is essential if we are to develop a valid 

interpretation of the meaning that individuals habitually ascribe to particular signifiers. 

In sum, if we are to access how an activist understands the world, we must hear the 

answers in a variety of linguistic contexts that can only be made available to the 

researcher through repeated observation.  

The second strand of justification concerns the interactive nature of meaning 

production. The interaction of the  readerôs mind (filled with preconceptions, beliefs and 

values) and the authorôs text (containing sub-texts and implying broader discourses) 

produces temporary understanding. However, as described above, the expression of 

meaning is primed by ideational context. The parties to a conversation are a significant 

contextual factor since their interjections will mould subsequent expressions of 

meaning. While the researcher can never completely leave the ideational context while 

continuing to observe interactions, since oneôs impression of how others are likely to 

receive your comments will shape your presentation, it is, at least possible not to play 

an active role in the conversation.128 This is a clear benefit of participant observation 

over the interview as a method of collecting data and relates to the much cited 

ónaturalnessô of the ethnographic research context. This justification demonstrates that 

within a hermeneutic understanding of interpretation of meaning we can specify 

exactly why ónaturalnessô should be a valued feature.  

                                                        

128 In the appendix I will describe s ome techniques used for sinking as far into the background as 

possible. 
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In addition to offering many interactions involving particular concepts, therefore, 

each of these interactions represents a different ideational context. Participation offers 

the chance to observe the use of particular concepts in a new light, potentially bringing 

to the fore new angles on the same ideas and highlighting different connections 

between related ideas. The third strand of justification for participant observation 

relates to the iterative nature of the hermeneutic process. Ethnography necessarily 

involves a less-clear cut distinction between data collection and data analysis than 

many other social science methods. The circular progressions from parts to whole and 

back again may, of course, be performed on an unchanging set of texts, where the texts 

are the parts and whatever the selection of texts represents is the whole. However, 

because each iteration should increase ones understanding of both parts and whole, it 

may effect the way that the next iteration is carried out. To put the point concretely, 

when our analysis of the data (individualsô statements, groupsô position papers and so 

on) leads to the view that there is an orientational frame being utilised by some activists 

that is broadly related to activist understandings of liberal ideology, oneôs knowledge of 

that ideology may suggest new ways to interrogate the understandings of research 

participants. To be sure, that can, and has been performed repeatedly on the same texts 

(interview transcripts for example) through rec oding in the light of new hypotheses. 

However, such work may highlight questions for which the data does not currently hold 

the answers, and it is here that the continuous nature of ethnographic data collection 

becomes particularly valuable. Following the hermeneutic circle lends itself to the 

creation of new understandings or new hypotheses to test and participant observation 

lends itself well to continually testing such hypotheses. There is a potential pitfall in 

this repeated method, that the researcher begins to seek only data for the confirmation 

of developing theories. However, through examining new data in the light of a re-

examination of previously collected data, and with data coming from substantially 

different sources (for example, documentary analysis) a degree of triangulation is 

possible. With care, the opportunity to collect new data while developing analyses 

further leads to an accumulation and broadening of knowledge, rather than a 

narrowing of ones own horizons. 

Finally, participant observat ion, supported by interviews and analysis of primary 

documents offers rich data for the analysis of the beliefs and values inherent in 

contemporary movements contesting globalisation and war. However, the hermeneutic 

approach stresses the importance of diachronic context. Clearly, the current ideational 

structures within social movements cannot be treated as historically discontinuous, not 

least because many members of contemporary movements have long activist 

biographies spanning other political contests i n other times and places. The need for 

context in the identification of orientational frames is met with recourse to secondary 



 56 

materials concerning either the history of social movements or the history of political 

ideas. Conceptualising the orientational frame as a category of political thought similar 

in kind to ideology helps to highlight similarities between particular frames and 

particular ideologies. Activistsô understandings of ideologies provide some of the 

ideational content for orientational frame s. However, activistsô awareness of the 

contents of ideologies will generally (but with noted exceptions) be raised in settings 

connected with movement activities, rather than the academic arena. For this reason, 

the broadest contextual material in  the thesis, found at the beginning of chapters three, 

four and five, is biased towards the history of movements, rather than the philosophical 

history of ideas. 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

The present study is firmly located within the study of social movements through its 

connection to the preceding research on interpretative frames. The latter successfully 

brought much greater focus to the impact of political ideas in social movement 

activities, finding that for many movement organisations the production and 

presentation of beliefs is a central activity and has an impact on potential for success in 

both mobilisation and longer -term outcomes. However, because such work self-

consciously seeks laws governing social movement processes it has focused excessively 

on the interpretat ive frame as a resource utilised by organisations and framing as a 

process determining success or failure.  

Furthermore, the treatment of frames as resources, that is, as ósupply-sideô 

variables, is somewhat inconsistent with its explicit grounding on a ps ychological 

theory of cognition that stresses the necessity of the individualsô cognitive schemata in 

creating understanding. This necessarily implies that interpretation is deeply 

individualistic in nature. The ócollective action frameô has an exceedingly unclear 

collective-level ontological status, but is supposed to impact on all mobilised 

individuals in approximately the same way. It may be argued that a broadly shared 

cultural perspective among mobilised bystanders creates enough common content to 

allow the strategic production of frames to work in this way. However, this is a matter 

for empirical assessment that simply has not been addressed. Most important, for the 

present purposes, such theorisation mitigates against the possibility of discovering 

diversity within social and political movements, reinforcing the tendency within social 

movement research to reify the movement as a homogenous object. 

My specification of the óorientational frameô brings together three separate 

treatments of the same basic phenomenon of the use of political beliefs and values by 
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individual agents. First, the cognitive psychological conception initially utilised by 

Snow and Benford, understood as stressing that meaning is constructed through the 

interplay of presented ideatio nal elements and those with which the listener is already 

familiar, is reaffirmed. Second, Michael Freedenôs treatment of ideologies is read as 

indicating a similar ideational structure: a set of ideational elements that only have 

meaning in the context of a structure of other ideational elements. Third, a 

hermeneutic methodology that explicitly seeks to understand interpretative 

phenomena through an iterative process that works with both individual elements and 

the broader structure of ideas. 

This understanding guides my interpretation of the political content of current 

movements confronting globalisation. I abstract from the individual level of meaning 

construction in order to find a level at which such interpretation becomes a significant 

portrayal of particular social movement beliefs. Because this is an interpretative, rather 

than a predictive-explanatory, endeavour, identified abstractions need not be linked by 

assumption to the particular beliefs of particular individuals. It is the contention of this  

thesis that the analysis of orientational frames through ethnographic research does 

point to significant cultural structures that are effective in UK social movements. They 

óexistô in the same sense that other social structures exist: a structuration process 

wherein individual agentsô behaviour is constrained or enabled by extraneous features 

of the world. 129 In this case, behaviour connects to the recreation of beliefs and values, 

and their expression through action; what Freeden theorises as óthought-behaviourô.130 

The extraneous features of the world are, of course, created by the thought-behaviour of 

other agents similarly constrained. This thesis begins a journey around the 

hermeneutic circle and finds its own justification for these contentions. However, 

judgement on the value of this journey will only be improved as the circle is widened to 

take in new readers with other horizons. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

I DENTIFYING THE RESEARCH SUBJECT :  THE óMOVEMENT 

OF M OVEMENTS ô AS CYCLE OF CONTENTION  

1. INTRODUCTION  

This chapter describes contemporary protest against globalisation and war as a 

cycle of contention that has included three phases: the alternative globalisation 

movement, the anti -war movement, and the social forum movement. The latter two, in 

particular, have a great degree of overlap in time, in participants, and in the ideas they 

promote. They are also both strongly rooted, organisationally and ideationally, in the 

preceding movement. Globalisation and its alternatives therefore form a part of the 

political context  required in order to understand the later phases of the cycle, which are 

detailed from the perspective of their local instantiations in Part II I of the thesis. 

The alternative globalisation movement was most publicly visible in a series of 

globally inter connected protests against international financial and political 

institutions from mid -1999 until late-2001. The diversity of participants, in terms of 

their economic and social backgrounds, their political ambitions and their modes of 

action resulted in the óanti-globalisation movementô being re-described from a variety 

of perspectives. Latterly, use of the label ómovement of movementsô signals the 

importance that many participants place on the interconnections of social movements 

across geographical boundaries and issue-areas. The movements within current cycle of 

contention do not lend themselves to neat boundary-drawing and thereby throw down 

a conceptual challenge to social movement researchers more accustomed to the 

investigation of dynamics within disc rete social movements. To clarify the conception 

of movements and cycles utilised in this thesis it is first necessary to return to the 

theoretical literature around new social movements, briefly foreshadowed in chapter 

one. This discussion will also add further justification to the orientational frames 

approach utilised in the rest of this thesis and offer some broad political context 

relevant to the developing ómovement of movementsô. It will then be possible to detail 

the early development of alternative globalisation movements and trace continuities 

from that phase through the anti -war and social forum movements. 



 59 

2.  OLD AND NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

New Social Movements and the Post -X Society  

In an extensive review of new social movement theories, Steven Buechler usefully 

highlights a number of prevalent themes. Such theories utilise a model of contemporary 

society which provides the structural context for understanding collective action. 

Theorists use labels such as ópost-industrialô and ópost-materialô and ópostmodernô to 

imply a radical break from industrial capitalism. Others more cautiously refer to 

óadvancedô, óacceleratedô or ólateô capitalism. Still others may use a term that sums up 

what appears to be the fundamental feature of the new society, such as the ónetworkô, 

óprogrammedô or óinformationô society. Either way, collective action is understood as a 

response to large scale social dynamics and the study of social movements is thereby 

elevated as an examination of the signifiers of sweeping social changes.1 The claimed 

novelty of the post-1960 social movements hinges on a distinction from the óold social 

movementsô of labour against capital, understood in Marxian terms. Thus, a new 

broader social base encompassing the middle classes was highlighted, with the creation 

of new collective identities around ethnicity, religion and lifestyle as particularly 

distinctive. Culture is distinguished from either politics or economics as the field of 

struggle and symbolic forms of action thus become more prevalent. A preference for 

decentralised, egalitarian, participatory organisational forms was considered to mark 

the importance of the moral message of movements that sought to embody their social 

goals for the future in their present action. Finally, such movement s were considered to 

have a new set of values and organisational methods that made them less susceptible to 

traditional forms of cooptation and social control since material interests became less 

important. 2 The novelty claim has been widely disputed and, in any case, the ónewô label 

could only ever be temporary.3 Certainly, the forms of organisation highlighted by these 

theories are ones that had long been associated with some forms of anarchism.4 

However, such theories clearly offer some useful insight, given the importance of social, 

political and cultural context in the hermeneutic methodology described in chapter one. 

                                                        

1 See especially, Touraine, A., 1988, Return of the Actor.  Social Theory in the Postindustrial 
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Sociology 23, pp. 411-430; Melucci, A., 1995, ñThe New Social Movements Revisited: Reflections 
on a Sociological Misunderstandingò in Maheu, L., ed., Social Movements and Social Class, pp. 
107-119. 

4 These will be briefly described in chapter four.  
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In the following paragraphs, I select some of the most relevant details from the 

influential works of Habermas, Touraine and Melucci.  

Habermas brings the examination of communicative contexts to the fore of social 

theory generally, and social movement theory in particular. Several interweaving 

threads are required to picture the relationship between an advanced form of 

capitalism and the potential for new forms of social movement s. First, the logic of 

capitalist accumulation has created strong oligopolistic tendencies in the economy, 

aided by massive investments in mass marketing.5 The rise of the multinational 

corporation and the multinatio nal brand are clear indicator s of this trend. Second, 

Habermas reinterpreted Weberôs work on rationalisation and bureaucratisation as 

colonisation of the ólifeworldô of everyday experience. Habermas uses the concept of the 

lebenswelt to refer to ña totality of meaning relations and referential connections with a 

zero point in the coordinate system shaped by historical time, social space and semantic 

field.ò6 In other words the lebenswelt is a context specific cultural construct that allows 

individuals to un derstand the society in which they find themselves.  This construct 

arises out of, or is reproduced by, communicative interaction between individuals and 

the concept is used to contrast informal, everyday lived experience from the systems of 

market and administration .7 Theoretical similitude between the lebenswelt and the 

understanding of frames presented within this thesis suggests that the examination of 

frames may offer substantial insight into the órealityô of the lebenswelt for actors in the 

contemporary social context. Colonisation proceeds from both the state and the 

economy. The state has tended to expand its control over the individual within the 

private domain , imposing in matters of, for example, health, education, sexual 

relations, and old age, in which it defines categories and claims expertise. These 

interventions increase dependency and surveillance of the individual and thus reduce 

autonomy.  The economy increasingly impinges on the lebenswelt through the 

commodification of culture and its use of public space for the promotion of brands and 

product .8 The latter processes fit closely with the substantive critique of the corporation 

presented in Kleinôs iconic No Logo.9 The third important claim is that pervasive 
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rationalisation has left the stat e little grounds for legitimacy.  Habermas describes the 

stateôs output as administrative decision -making and the technical expertise for 

implementation.  This requires an input of ñmass loyalty that is as unspecific as 

possibleò since there is little substantive normative content with which citizens may 

identify. 10 Increasing state involvement in the lebenswelt produces an increasing need 

for legitimacy. Furthermore, legitimacy is dependent on cultural norms and meaning : a 

state is perceived to be legitimate only through the communicative action of its subjects 

defining it as conforming to a widely accepted set of norms.  As the state rationally 

justifies its increasing intervention , it transforms cultural, moral or political values into 

technical debate, but by doing so it risks a crisis of legitimacy. 

Bringing these threads together provides a context of social change that explains a 

shift in the focus of social movement activity as legitimation crises begets ómotivational 

crisisô. As Giddens explains: ñthe motivational commitment of the mass of the 

population to the normative order of advanced capitalism is tenuous anyway, as the old 

moral values are stripped away.  Technocratic legitimation provides little in the way of 

meaningful moral commitment é the threat of widespread anomie, Habermas says, is 

endemic in late capitalism.ò11 Because class conflict has been diffused through 

compromises made to the individual as client of the welfare state and as private 

consumer, conflict is displaced into other areas of life.  And, given that Habermasô 

analysis says that the sources of conflict become encroachment of the sub-systems of 

economy and state onto the lebenswelt we can expect that it is here, in the realm of 

communicative creation of culture , where contention will be played out. Social 

movements emerge wherein, ñthe question is not one of compensations that the welfare 

state can provide.  Rather, the question is how to defend or reinstate endangered life 

styles, or how to put reformed life styles into practice.ò12  

Touraineôs work offers some additional understanding of this form of conflict. 

Because both political and economic institutions present their own ability to manage 

and intervene in societal development, ñsociety appears, at all its functional levels, as 

the product of an action exercised by the society itself, and not as the outcome of 

natural laws or cultural specificities.ò13 Actors in the óprogrammed societyô experience 

massively increased flows of information and the social production of not just mea ns, 
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but also the óobjectives of social lifeô.  The experience of a reproduced role in such a 

society, a position not of oneôs own choosing, becomes an injustice requiring 

emancipation.14 In Touraineôs work, like Habermasô, we see the struggle over culture as 

one of the main characteristics of the social movement.15 The stakes for social 

movements are considered to be higher than the old social movementsô material goals, 

including the fundamental relations of the contemporary societal type.  The ótotalityô (or 

the ideology) of a social movement is inextricably linked with its  self-conceived 

identity , and its identification of its opponents.16 Touraineôs work thus adds a sensitivity 

to the interlocking belief structures present within social movements.  

Referring to ócomplex societyô (indicating structuration) and the óinformation 

societyô (indicating the core resource), Melucci similarly suggests that new forms of 

inequality arise from the increased potential for the individual  to choose their own 

identity. Higher  levels of education and the extension of citizenship enhance this 

potential;  both result  from the  compromises that Habermas considers as a consequence 

of the attempt to contain class conflict .17 Melucci sees culture, conceived in terms 

similar to the lebenswelt, as the field in which the highest forms of social conflict take 

place. While struggle is possible at a range of ósystem levelsô (including the economy 

and the polity) the struggle within interactive and communicative systems questions 

the basic requirements of social life. The status quo is dependent on a relatively stable 

transmission of beliefs and values in the cultural sphere.18 The primary  activity of new 

social movements is, therefore, challenge to dominant cultural codes rather than 

struggle over material resources. Importantly,  this conception raises the status of 

social movement activities taking place in less public forums. Submerged (or latent) 

networks of resistance constantly recreate cultural codes. These only become obvious, 

however, at a certain stage of conflict where activities become publicly visible.19 This 

insight challenges us to look beyond the public face of social movements, and in doing 

so, enables us to begin to understand where the claims that social movements make 

come from. Where social movements present apparently novel interpretative frames, 
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these are never created entirely anew but take in many elements of the surrounding 

political culture. The latter is itself, in part, dependent on the historical claims of 

previous social movements.20  

There are three clarifications of this material required before explaining its utility 

for the present study. First, because such work highlights the novel features of social 

movements oriented to culture it creates an impression of a radical break from the past. 

Yet it is empirically demonstrable that the struggle over material resources, especially 

through trade union movements, continues. Indeed, the presence of large trade unions 

at the demonstrations against international financial inst itutions, and among the 

leadership of both the anti -war and social forum movements, demonstrates their 

continuing relevance. It will become clear that ñthe radical division between the old and 

the new social movements, as it was perceived in the 1970s, appears less evident in 

times of globalization.ò21 Second, the distinctions between political, economic and 

cultural fields of action should not be oversimplified. The promotion of solidarity by 

socialists, for instance, may often be justified in the language of collective economic and 

political strength, but nevertheless has a strong cultural component. Alternatively, the 

promotion of gay pride through mardi gras  is an obvious candidate for an identity-

focused, cultural conflict. However, contesting discrimina tion almost always relates to 

treatment in the workplace and by the state as well. Within the current cycle of 

contention, as I shall explain shortly, the distinctions between these fields of action is 

even more difficult to maintain. Third, claims describ ing ónew social movementsô are 

often highly euro -centric. To the extent that the alternative globalisation movement has 

brought movements of the global north together with those of the global south, it has 

also highlighted significant differences in their claims and their social contexts. The 

carnivaleque anti-roads protests of Reclaim the Streets are clearly very different in 

nature to the physical occupation of uncultivated land by Brazilôs Movimento dos 

Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra  (MST, the Landless Workersô Movement).22 Yet both 

groups are connected within the current cycle of contention through, for example, their 

participation in Peopleôs Global Action (PGA). 
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Despite these difficulties, there are two principal  ways in which the new social 

movement li terature is valuable to the current project. First, it highlights the 

importance of the structural context conceived at the broadest possible level. The 

notion of ópolitical opportunity structuresô has been operationalised in a number of 

ways, but always seeking the particular features of either a national polity (for instance, 

asking whether it is authoritarian or democratic) or of more immediate political 

concerns (for instance, if there is a forthcoming election). 23 New social movements go 

beyond the national-level and are therefore highly relevant for the transnational nature 

of the current cycle. In the northern context it is certainly the case that non -material 

concerns have become of increased import to social movement organisations; in 

particular, the  studentsô movements, womenôs movements, ethnic identity-based 

movements and environmental movements that are the major empirical subjects of 

new social movement theory. It is true that the social base has changed, and that 

increasing affluence appears to have increased the scope for non-material contention. 24 

Furthermore, when we take globalisation itself as an important feature of the context of 

social movement activity, we can understand why it is that many of the social 

movement activities within the alt ernative globalisation movement are targeted at 

ostensibly non-state actors. All theories of globalisation admit some level of power-shift 

from the nation -state to higher level structures; activistsô perceptions of this process 

makes sense of the international and transnational character of their targets. The 

second utility of new social movement theory is that by raising the status of cultural 

challenge it increases the researcherôs sensitivity to the variety of beliefs, values and 

practices of which a movement may be comprised. It becomes obvious that we cannot 

simply assume that a social movement acts on a rational calculation of the best way to 

achieve a different distributive outcome from the political -economic arena.  To be sure, 

many of the claims heard within the movement of movements are distributive in 

nature, but often in an apparently altruistic sense. It is difficult to make sense of such 

aims without recognising that values are promoted for other than instrumental reasons. 

Values such as power equality may be promoted because it is only through the 

universalisation of such values that positive outcomes are expected. The promotion of 

values can therefore become an end in itself. To the extent that this is true, such social 
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movements are indeed challenging cultural codes that are perceived to be a dominant 

value-set in wider society. It is the creation of alternative values that Melucci describes 

as the process of collective identity construction understood as taking place within 

submerged networks; collective identity therefore deserves some further consideration. 

Collective Identity and Collective Action  

The most frequently discussed element of Melucciôs work is his description of 

collective identity. He suggests that analysis of social movements must establish: 

ñthe capacity of the actor to (a) maintain a unity and a consistency that 
enable him to compare expectations and rewards at different times; (b) 
relate his deprivation to an identifiable agent of the environment toward 
which the protest or m obilization can be directed; and (c) can recognize 

the expected benefit as not only desirable but due.ò 25  

This defines the function of the concept of collective identity, which is understood as a 

process involving the ñconstruction of an interactive and shared definition produced by 

several individuals and concerned with the orientations of action and the field of 

opportunities and constraints in which [collective] action takes place.ò26 Importantly, 

the process of construction is never finalised. The first  of Melucciôs questions is most 

obviously grounded in the psychological conception of identity which must be supposed 

as the basis of this view: the ability of the individual to recognise themselves in the 

future and in the past is precisely what identity refers to.27  The second question, 

referring to the definition of an opposition, also has an obvious identity component: t he 

definition of the self implicitly includes the definition of the other.  However, there is 

no necessary reason for the individual or collective to define the other antagonistically. 

An oppositional collective identity, or oppositional consciousness , therefore, implies 

the third question, that of injustice. 28 In addition, collective  identity  contains an 

empowering understanding of oneôs capacity to change that injustice. The conception of 

the self as in some sense a consistent being through time is  therefore necessary, but not 

sufficient, for the creation of a belief in the power of oneôs agency and a desire for 

change.29  
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There is clearly a large degree of conceptual overlap between interpretive frames 

and collective identity. Some of the same insights have appeared from both bodies of 

literature and Snow and McAdam claim, almost tautologically,  that, ñframing processes 

that occur within t he context of social movements constitute perhaps the most 

important mechanism facilitating identity construction processes, largely because 

identity constructions are an inherent feature of framing activities.ò30  At the individual 

level, the term ósocial identityô is used to refer to elements of the individualôs self-

understanding that are inherited from their membership of numerous groups that may 

have a more or less open character. Individuals therefore continually negotiate among 

multiple self -identitie s. Additionally, group membership may lead to different 

understandings for different individuals. 31 While criticising the notion of ócollective 

identityô for being too vague to be operationalisable, Klandermans and de Weerd 

explain that ñcollective identity  is a collective belief; social identity, an individual 

belief.ò32 As such, collective identity operates on the same level of analysis as the 

collective action frame described in chapter one: it refers to sets of beliefs that all 

members of a group appear to share, however temporarily that is defined. Furthermore, 

it has an analogous relationship to the individualsô identity as do collective action 

frames to schemata. Since I have already highlighted philosophical and methodological 

problems with the identif ication of such constructs at the collective level, there is no 

need to rehearse them here. Furthermore, as the chapters in parts two and three of this 

thesis make clear, activists are quite capable of working together, albeit temporarily, 

even where a shared identity is difficult to perceive. This notion supports McDonald ôs 

description  of a shift from solidarity to ófluidarityô.33 For the present purposes it is 

enough to use the concept of collective identity to offer additional sensitivity to our 

understanding of activistsô belief structures. Because analyses often lack a focus on 

understanding of the self, interpretive frames may appear as purely cognitive and 

instrumental constructions. The identity component of the frame demonstrates that 

there is more at stake in belief structures than either rational argumentation or the 
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persuasion of others to the cause. Individuals are attached to particular sets of beliefs 

because they offer an understanding of their past actions and future plans; they are, 

therefore, more difficult to change than the purely strategic view of frames implies. 

Empirical investigations into individualsô experience of membership of social 

movement groups suggests the importance they attach to their group activities, which 

provide meaning and purpose to their life projects. 34  

The Meluccian Challenge and the Cycle of Contention  

Melucciôs focus on collective identity as a process taking place within submerged 

networks adds one further element of value for the present study. More than most 

theorists, Melucci is sensitive to the identification of social movements as a process 

dependent on the worldview of the observer; that what we call a social movement ñin 

reality embodies a whole range of social processes, actors and forms of action. The 

problem, for politics as well as theory, is to understand how and why these different 

processes hold together.ò35 This begins from the ñdiscovery that identical things can be 

given different names, and that each name conveys a different meaning é [this] 

ambivalence encourages us to acknowledge different points of view.ò36 When the 

researcher defines a social movement as an object of study they necessarily reify what 

is, in fact, a set of events and processes that may have competing interpretations. 

Reification gi ves the aggregation of individual and collective behaviours an undeserved 

ñontological weight and qualitative homogeneity; collective reality, as it were, exists as a 

unified thing.ò37 As a result, ñthe collective dimension  of social behaviour is taken as a 

given, as a datum obvious enough to require no further analysis.ò38 In sum, reification 

hides the capacity for a group of individuals to act collectively which, for Melucci, 

should be the central problematic of social movement research. 

It should be noted that reification is quite pervasive in social movement research, 

appearing in two forms. The first, which is associated more often with US scholarship, 

is to treat the social movement as a real rather than analytical category with natural 

boundaries in tim e and space. It takes its place in reductive theories as if such theories 

could be applied to all social movements, implying a commonalty of form that exists 
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independently of analysis. The ósocial movementô concept exhibits, however, the classic 

signs of being essentially contested. There is no set of its distinctive features that may 

satisfyingly be described as necessary and sufficient to qualify some phenomenon to the 

name social movement. The second form of reification is more often found in European 

scholarship and is to perceive the social movement as an historical actor, subject to 

social forces and sometimes responsible for historical change. This problem may be 

perceived in, for instance, Eyerman and Jamisonôs cognitive approach to social 

movements. Their concept of ócognitive praxisô is not dissimilar to the óorientational 

frameô utilised in this thesis since it stresses the formation of action-oriented ideas in 

social movements. They are certainly sensitive both to the interplay of multiple social 

movements and the internal differentiation that problematized the drawing of 

boundaries around the phenomenon being studied.39 Nevertheless, despite criticising 

the reification inherent in othersô theories they conceptualise social movements as 

ócognitive actorsô. Their historical approach seeks to:  

ñlimit the number of social movements to those especially ósignificantô 
movements which redefine history, which carry the historical óprojectsô 
that have normally been attributed to social classes. A movement 
conceptualizes fundamental contradictions or tensions in society é Not 
until the theme has been articulated, not until the tensions have been 
formulated in a new conceptual space can a social movement come into 

beingò40 

Yet the ascription of agency to a collective can only be an analytical shorthand for a 

myriad of processes instituted by the (constrained) actions of individuals constraining 

or enabling individual agency. 41 The authors consequently place the social movement 

back into a generalised explanatory schema, arguing that ñmuch if not all new 

knowledge emanates from the cognitive praxis of social movements, that new ideas 

both in and out of science are the often unconscious results of new knowledge interests 

of social movements.ò42 Thus the two forms of reification can both lead to the same 

problematic location of the social movement in a generalised causal process that 

obscures the features of particular social movements.  

What I refer to as the óMeluccian challengeô is therefore to analyse social 

movements without starting from an assumption of unity. Answering the challenge 

opens analysis up to understanding how that unity is constructed within social 
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movement activities. This is a particularly important ambition with respect to the 

present research subject because the ómovement of movementsô is highly internally 

differentiated. Taking the orientational frame as a unit of analysis is helpful in this 

regard, since we begin with individualsô interpretations of their action and the world on 

which they are acting, seeking to abstract to a level at which some generalised 

description is possible. The practical difficulty for the researcher is to define a research 

subject from which to begin analysis. Without setting boundaries practical research 

decisions regarding, for instance, which groups to participate in, or which individuals 

to interview, become problematic. This study starts from a loosely defined cycle of 

contention, described below. Answering the Meluccian challenge reaffirms the value of 

the hermeneutic approach, since we begin with a temporary understanding of the 

ówholeô, which will be modified in connection with subsequent analysis of the ópartsô.  

The notion of cycles of contention (also referred to as ócycles of protestô) comes from 

historical social movement research that tends to take a long-term view, and a 

quantitative mode of analysis.43 Tarrow describes the cycle as a measurable period of 

increase and decline, in the total activity apparent in the ósocial movement sectorô (i.e. 

all participants  active in social protest within a society at any given time).44 The body of 

theory attached to cycles of protest was developed by analogy with economic trends, 

and tends to massive generalisations. For instance, Tarrow argues that,  

ñas at the peak of a business cycle people will continue to invest and to 
form new companies, even as demand declines, so at some stage in a 
protest cycle movement organisations continue to form as participation 
declines and more movement organisations are competing for the 
loyalty of a few supporters. They do this by using ever more radical 
forms of collective action. The result is violence, which leads many 
people to desert movement activity and, hence, to the close of the 

cycle.ò45 

Similar broad claims are made with relation to  interpretive frames and repertoires of 

contention, the creation of which (by óearly riserô organisations) may be understood as 

aiding uptake in a new cycle.46 Neither the contemporary focus, nor the ethnographic 

methodology of this thesis is suited to confirmation or denial of such generalisations. I 

avoid the teleological supposition that cycles always take the same route through 
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violence and dissipation to disappearance.47 Rather, I borrow the terminology simply to 

highlight the fact that since the mid -1990s there has been a perceptible rise in certain 

forms of protest activity, oriented to a particular range of targets. This óweakô notion of 

the cycle of contention directs analysis in two promising ways. First, it points to the fact 

that there are multiple , interacting social movements operating simultaneously and on 

overlapping fields of action. The following section of this chapter will examine the 

alternative globalisation movement in this way. Second, it assumes that either 

endogenous or exogenous events and trends may substantively effect the nature of 

active social movements. Section four will offer a broad indication of important 

continuities and changes within the current cycle.  

3. WHAT IS THE ALTERNATIVE GLOBALISATION MOVEMENT? 

In the following para graphs I will briefly describe globalisation as seen from the 

point of view of more critical scholars of political economy and international relations. 

These views serve both to introduce globalisation as a phenomenon, and indicate some 

issues on which the alternative globalisation movement has made claims.  

At the most basic level, globalisation refers to a set of processes operating in 

economics, politics and culture that increase the extensity and intensity of connections 

across national boundaries.48 Clearly, globalisation is uneven, economically 

concentrated in Western Europe, the USA and Japan and politically clustered around 

distinct regions. Globalisation is usually considered to be rooted in the increasing scale 

and scope of economic relationships, especially since the collapse of the USSR. Indeed, 

for Radice, ñwhat is abundantly clear is that globalisation is intrinsically a capitalist 

processò and Scholte argues that ñthe pursuit of surplus accumulation has provided a 

principal and powerful spur to globalization.ò49 The rise of the multinational 

corporation is consistently linked with globalisation processes as finance flows across 

borders, both within and between corporations, increases. Large scale mergers and 

acquisitions reduce the number of corporations in a range of sectors including 

                                                        

47 Tarrowôs later work, in any case, shows much less certainty about the nature of the decline of 

protest cycles; Tarrow, Power in Movementé, p. 160. 

48 Held, D. & McGrew, A., 1999, Global Transforma tions. Politics, Economics, Culture , (Polity, 

Cambridge), p. 55. 

49 Radice, H., 1999, ñTaking Globalisation Seriouslyò in The Socialist Register. Global 

Capitalism Versus Democracy, p. 13; Scholte, J.A., 1997, ñGlobal Capitalism and the Stateò in 
Internatio nal Affairs 73(3) , pp. 433. 



 71 

telecommunication, transport, electrical equipment, film, music and banking. 50 Fear of 

homogenisation results, as the same, commodified cultural products and services are 

made available everywhere and some mourn the loss of cultural diversity. 51  

Furthermore, for academic as well as activist critics, globalisation may be 

characterised as a neoliberal project related to increasing the sphere of free trade.52 

Since the mid-1970s neoliberalism has developed as the belief that markets are the 

dominant social form in capitalist society and that the practice of politics should be 

focused on making them work more efficiently. Neoliberalism therefore contains policy 

prescriptions of: a more open world economy; embedding financial  orthodoxy 

(referring to controlled inflation, low taxation and balanced budgets) within the 

neoliberal state; a focus on ex-post regulation rather than intervention in order to 

provide a loose framework in which markets can operate; and ñthe privatisation  of 

many public and social services and experimentation with mixed public -private 

productive and distributive goodsé [it] involves the semi -fragmentation of government 

into cross-cutting and overlapping institutions and processes.ò53 The neoliberal project 

is based on the separation of politics from economics and ñsubjects people to social 

power relations of transnational scope even as its relentlessly individualist discourse 

implicitly denies the existence of structured dominance relations rooted in the 

capitalist organization of production (or anything else, for that matter ).ò54 For this 

reason, it is often claimed that neoliberalism is justified on the simple basis that óthere 

is no alternativeô.55 

For Rupert it is the reconnection of politics and economics that has allowed the 

emergence of transformative potential among the forces opposed to neoliberal 

globalisation. 56 Globalisation is seen as reducing the scope of democracy at the national 
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level since it produces a strong downward pressure on welfare.57 Simultaneously, 

globalisation has seen the increasing activity and authority of international legal and 

political bodies which has, for some, offered hopes for a liberal political order that may 

protect universal human rights. 58 Such processes have undoubtedly given NGOs 

increased access to international decision-making forums. 59 However, such hopes 

appear less justified in the post-911 context wherein US foreign policy has been 

characterised as óregressive globalisationô; that is, actors support only those aspects of 

the globalisation agenda that offer significant gains for themselves.60 

The Public Face of Alternative Globalisation  

The most obvious reference point for discussions of the alternative globalisation 

movement is the óBattle of Seattleô, which took place at the end of 1999. Attention was 

focused on the ministerial meeting of the World Trade Organisation (WTO), where 50 -

70,000 people gathered to demonstrate over five days, during which there were over 

570 arrests. Simultaneously, there were connected demonstrations in over seventy 

cities worldwide. 61 Klein described Seattle as the ñcoming out party for global activismò, 

rightly implying a preceding, less visible process of growth.62 There had certainly been a 

growing focus by protesters on international finan cial institutions, and massive 

protests against the an IMF-World Bank meeting as early as 1988.63  

In the UK, protests included in the earliest phase of the alternative globalisation 

movement are those against, firstly, the G8 meeting in Birmingham, in May 1998 where 

a claimed 70,000 demonstrators encircled the summit venue in a human chain while 
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simultaneous protests occurred in thirty -seven cities worldwide.64 The following week 

rioting occurred in Geneva where protesters targeted a meeting of the WTO, ñrejecting 

the whole process of globalisation and corporate power that is the new world 

governmentò.65 Second, the June 1999 óCarnival Against Capitalismô in London was 

timed to coincide with the first day of a G8 Summit in Germany. The original proposals 

for action had been worked out in London and networked through PGA internationally, 

and a range of organisations across the UK. On the day small affinity groups took 

actions to disrupt the transport infrastructure; a number of fights broke out between 

police and protesters and thousands of people joined a carnival which made its way via 

a number of routes to begin a street party outside the London International Financial 

Futures and Options Exchange building, where the windows were smashed and 

protesters attempted to shut down the trading floor. With the confrontational nature of 

the protesters, and the clear targeting of the financial heart of London, the movement 

was generally referred to as óanti-capitalistô at this point; however, the failure to present 

a coherent critique of capitalism was criticised within the movement. 66 The scale and 

militancy of the protests was understood as an increase in the level and intensity of 

struggle and the carnival style of organising - using Samba drumming bands and sound 

systems, huge puppets and costume ï served as an inspiration to organisers of future 

protests. 

During the eighteen months following the Battle in Seattle, dozens of mobilisations 

attracted tens or hundreds of thousands. High profile demonstrations targeted: the  

IMF (Washington DC, April 2000; Okinawa, July 2000; Prague, September 2000); 

World Economic Forum (Davos, Switzerland, February 2000, February 2001;  

Melbourne, September 2000); the Global Forum (Naples, March 2001); the Free Trade 

Area of the Americas (Quebec, April 2001); the EU (Gothenburg, June 2000; Nice, 

December 2000); and the G8 (Genoa, July 2001).67 These events formed the public face 

of the óanti-globalisation movementô; a period that Prime Minister Tony Blair described 
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as ñan anarchistsô travelling circus that goes from summit to summit with the sole 

purpose of causing as much mayhem as possible.ò68 

For the present purposes, it is important to delineate what was common across 

these various mobilisations. There are four noteworthy elements: targets; repertoires of 

contention; mobilising networks; and political range of participation. In relation to the 

first, the list in the preceding paragraph clearly indicates the targeting of institutions of 

global governance. While economic institutions saw the most protests, political 

institutions were also included and generally accused of pursuing a neoliberal agenda. 

Additionally, the offices or shop fronts of notable multinational corporations were also 

targeted at the demonstrations. Thus, the alternative globalisation movement clearly 

located power beyond the individual nation -state and solidly linked the political and 

economic spheres. In relation to repertoires of contention, a similar set of activities 

were found across these events, including: educational  events before and during the 

main days of action; demonstrations and marches, often including imaginative 

theatrics and carnival themes; blockades, sometimes including ólockdownô techniques 

aimed to make arrest extremely difficult ; property destruction  targeted primarily at 

banks and high profile multinational corporations ; and movement-produced media 

coverage. The third and fourth elements, mobilising networks and range of 

participation, are clearly related. Established in 1998, Peopleôs Global Action (PGA) has 

been among the most influential mobilising network s, having a role in setting dates for 

almost all the protest events listed above, and many others besides.  Its international 

conferences provide a planning forum, in which activists inform each othe r of 

upcoming events and conceive of new ones.  The organisation has a minimal structure 

related to pre-existing regional and national organisations and networks (such as 

Reclaim the Streets in the UK). PGA attempts to work with a principle of subsidiarity , 

i.e. that decisions be taken at the lowest appropriate level, as far as is commensurate 

with their goal to ñmake resistance as transnational as capitalò.69 The 1999 óCarnival 

against Capitalismô had demonstrated the efficacy of a loose network structure in 

enabling autonomous, self-organised groups to come together for spectacular protests. 

This form of organising thereby encourages an anarchic feel to events. The continuing 

existence of PGA (and similar networks such as the Direct Action Network from the 

west of the US, and the Genoa Social Forum in Italy) implies a continuity of 

protagonists at the series of events listed above.  Furthermore, innumerable groups 
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were present at several of the major protest events performing various functions: from 

civil di sobedience training (Ruckus Society) to samba bands (Rhythms of Resistance, 

Infernal Noise Brigade) to theatrics and carnival ( Reclaim the Streets, Tactical 

Frivolity) and news production (Indymedia).  Such groups were not necessarily made 

up of the same individuals at each demonstration, but rather continuity was found 

through inspiration and lesson learning as new groups took on the tactics, style and 

even names of previously existing groups.70 These groups represent an autonomist 

strand of the movement, generally oriented to direct action. I have focused on PGA 

because it appears as one of the most novel elements of the alternative globalisation 

movement, and because it is the network form of organising that is most frequently 

celebrated within movement pr oduced literature. Nevertheless, participation from 

other political perspectives, connected to different forms of organisation was also of 

importance. The revolutionary socialist left was increasingly present after Seattle, 

organised through the various socialist internationals (discussed in chapter three). In 

addition, a range of highly professional development and environmental NGOs were 

responsible for mobilising their members and supporters to participation (discussed in 

chapter five).  

The Globalisatio n of Protest?  

The selected targets and the critique of neoliberalism from within the alternative 

globalisation movement gave rise to the óanti-globalisationô label. Certainly, the 

language of óglobalisationô had become increasingly used within movement discourse. 

Vandana Shiva, for instance, wrote that ñthe failure of the WTO Ministerial meeting in 

Seattle was a historic watershed é it has demonstrated that globalisation in not an 

inevitable phenomena which must be accepted at all costs but a political project which 

can be responded to politically.ò71 Similarly, Griffin describes it as marking a ñturning 

point in the óimperial overstretchô in neo-liberal globalisation.ò72 However, at another 

level the movement was clearly intertwined with globalisation itself.  Groups are 

networked internationally, take aim at multinational corporations and international 
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financial and political institutions, utilise cheap global transportation routes, are 

heavily dependent on the internet and other new communication technologies , and 

contain appeals to global solidarity. Like globalisation itself, the movement has always 

been unevenly spread. Yet, contrary to some critiques of the movement, the 

phenomenon has never been limited to the global north. Research from the World 

Development Movement highlights seven countries in South America and three in 

Africa in which  protest activity over the previous year is interpreted as a direct response 

to IMF policies, usually in the form of Structural Adjustment Plans  on which loans are 

condit ional.  The report argues that the ñónew movementô, portrayed by the media as 

students and anarchists from the rich and prosperous global north, is just the tip of the 

iceberg.ò73  Dwyer & Seddon argue that ñthe trade union movement in sub-Saharan 

Africa demonstrated greater independence and militancy during [the late 1990s] é 

arguably, than at any time in its historyò and document protest in North Africa, Latin 

America, Asia and Eastern Europe.74 We should be careful, however, not to conflate 

what may be distinct movements  since much protest in the global south appear as 

responses to immediate economic problems.75 Nevertheless, there are concrete 

connections between movements of the north and the south. Notably, PGA developed 

out of international meetings in t he Chiapas region of Mexico, before moving to Spain, 

Switzerland and India. Their meetings attracted farmersô trade unionists from South 

Korea, landless peasantsô organisers from Brazil and Zapatistas from Mexico as well as 

anarchists and autonomists from the global north. 76 The Seattle demonstrations were 

notable because they did, in fact, include protesters from a range of different 

movements in the global south. The ability to network these different constituencies, 

and to organise simultaneous mobilisati ons in cities across the world gives the 

movement the transnational character that the strongest definitions of globalisation 

demand.77  

These characteristics of a global movement should not be considered as an 

inconsistent parasitism, simply making use of the products of globalisation while 
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criticising the process itself, but as suggesting a different vision for globalisation. Hence 

the description of a movement of óglobalisation from belowô, for instance, as arguments 

for the democratisation of global governance restate the case for collective self-

determination but on a global scale.78 In very practical ways too, we can see the 

affirmation of globalisation. The spread of Indymedia (websites created by locally based 

Independent Media Collectives, or IMCs) is an illustrative example. The first 

Independent Media Collective was created in anticipation of the demonstrations at 

Seattle. They set up a website that anybody with an internet connection would be able 

to update instantly with their own news stories. Thi s feature displays an attachment to 

autonomy and empowerment, and is discussed further in chapter four. What is relevant 

here is that the purpose was to increase communication across borders, allowing those 

involved in protests to instantly transmit messag es globally, without the intervention of 

mainstream media. The Indymedia model has been a huge success, with IMCs 

emerging at most of the major international demonstrations, utilising and developing 

the software created for Seattle, and arranging for space at the demonstrations where 

protesters could get free access to the internet in order to update the websites. This 

demonstrates the desire for the connection of struggles across borders that is at the 

heart of the alternative globalisation movement.  

In t he context of globalisation, the relation of the local level to the global is not 

obvious. During the óalternative globalisationô phase, some criticised the movement for 

ignoring local struggle. Klein explains,  

ñOn the one hand, there are the international anti -globalization activists 
who may be enjoying a triumphant mood, but seem to be fighting far -
away issues, unconnected to people's day to day struggles. They are often 
seen as elitisté On the other hand, there are community activists 
fighting daily stru ggles for survival, or for the preservation of the most 
elementary public services, who are often feeling burnt-out and 
demoralized. They are saying: what in the hell are you guys so excited 

about?ò79 

One of the claims of the movement of movements is, however, that the forces of 

neoliberal globalisation affect everybody. To the extent that Kleinôs statement is true, 

therefore, this local-global divide is a serious problem for the claims of the movements 

and their chances for success. On the contrary, however, some claim that in some 

summit venues ñthe build up to the demonstration meant creating networks that have 

long outlasted the original event, but have been the catalyst for the rise of new 
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communities of resistance and even political movements.ò80 The source of this 

quotation recognises that such effects are dependent on the pre-existing political 

structures in the locality, suggesting that making general claims about the local-global 

relationship is difficult. Furthermore, in the UK at least it seems that  the development 

of the cycle of contention has involved changes in the relation of local struggles to 

global, that might in part signal recognition by activists of the dangers of focusing solely 

on global mobilisations. This theme is developed in chapters seven and eight of this 

thesis, where we see two particular dynamics of local -global connections.  

The Politics of Names and Dates  

The recognition that significant sections of the movement of movements positively 

value a certain form of globalisation has led to a search for a more accurate label than 

óanti-globalisation movementô. The selection of particular labels is clearly imbued with 

political assumptions .81 For instance, counterpoising óalternativeô to óantiô may suggest 

the radical-reform debate often found within movement discourse. At its simplest, the 

radical position is taken to refer to the dismantling of global institutions, considered to 

be inherently unjust while the reformist position is one in which ameliorative steps are 

envisaged in order to ensure justice through global institutions. 82 Describing the 

movements as óanti-capitalistô clearly contains a stronger political claim, but one that is 

made by anarchists and revolutionary socialists alike, despite their many other 

differences.83 It is un doubtedly the case, however, that significant sections of the 

movement of movements reject anti-capitalism. It may be feasible to label some types 

of action as óobjectively anti-capitalistô if they strongly counter any economic policy that 

could be consistent with capitalist society. 84 However, showing that to be the case is an 

incredibly stringent condition, and if it were achieved might potentially make some 

protagonists change their mind about carrying a proposed action out. In any case, a 

number of different groups ñmay, objectively, be involved in a common collective 

construction, but this does not mean that, subjectively, they share the same ideas about 
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what they are doing, why they are doing it or how they should do it.ò85 Because the 

latter is precisely what this thesis attempts to understand, any label that groups many 

movements by their óobjectiveô features is likely to obscure the research subject and fail 

the Meluccian challenge. I use the ómovement of movementsô as a general label for the 

phenomenon under study because to my mind it is the least politically loaded label. 

Used in the activist context it may well be understood as a valorisation of diversity, 

which would be criticised from some perspectives. However, the existence of political 

diversit y within the current cycle of contention is undeniable, and it is the exploration 

of diversity that this thesis is principally concerned with.  

In addition to the labelling of the movement, the histories that are offered are also 

coloured by the political perspective of the author. The Zapatista uprising against the 

Mexican government is perhaps the earliest frequently cited beginning point of the 

broader movements.86 There are a number of general features that point forward to the 

concerns described in parts II and III of the thesis. First, the Zapatista National 

Liberation Army (EZLN) launched their uprising on the day that the Free -Trade Area of 

the Americas came into effect, consciously linking their own struggle to broader 

political -economic trends. Second, they explicitly criticised neoliberalism as an 

ideology; a target that became increasingly familiar over succeeding years. Third, they 

embodied the link between local struggles and global consciousness that other 

participants have sought to emulate, making use of  new communication technologies 

in order to spread information about their struggle and garner international support 

and attracting over 4,000 activists to international óencuentro against neo-liberalismô 

in the summer of 1996.87 They are therefore connected to the ónetwork logicô displayed 

by later debates within the social forum movement. 88 Furthermore, the second 

encuentro, attracted 3,000 participants to Spain from sixty countries and sowed the 

seeds for the creation of PGA, influential in the organisation of many of the 

demonstrations against various international financial and political institutions. 89 The 

EZLN are, however, an armed guerrilla group. While they have renounced the use of 
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violence, this nevertheless divides them sharply from the methods of protest at 

demonstrations normally associated with the broader movements. It is certainly the 

case that they became, ñin effect a beacon for movements in the rest of the world.ò90 It is 

particularly among those participants in the ómovement of movementsô for whom 

notions of autonomy from any form of authority are central that the Zapatistas have 

most provided inspiration. 91 Zapatismo  is understood as the search for political 

autonomy, creating social change without taking state power.92 In the UK, those who 

emphasise autonomy might also refer to the 1999 Carnival Against Capitalism as the 

beginning of the movement, since, as described above, it was an anarchic event based 

on affinity -group direct action and confrontation. Based on a longer tradition  of direct 

action utilised for peace and environmental campaigns these demonstrations signalled 

a broadening in the focus of groups like Reclaim the Streets (RTS) who began to 

develop a more comprehensive critique of capitalism. This development is central to 

the direct action frame, detailed in chapter four.  

A quite different campaign, that against the Multilateral Agreement on Investments 

(MAI), is also often cited as a starting point for the current cycle of contention. After 

three years of negotiation within the Organisation for Economic Co -operation and 

Development (OECD) plans for instituting the MAI were cancelled. In fact, the first use 

of the word óanti-globalisationô that I can find in the UK mainstream press relates to 

this development. This piece explains the ñanti-globalisation backlashò among 

politicians and lobby groups as a reaction to the Asian financial crisis of 1997. In 

retrospect the authorôs argument is ironic when he claims that ñlobby groups should be 

fighting for the right kind of MAI  rather than opposing it tooth and nail. A deal 

brokered by the World Trade Organisation é might be a sensible alternative.ò93 The 

MAI campaign was waged at multiple levels of governance with NGOs such as the 

World Development Movement (WDM) lobbying at loc al and national levels of 

government as well as directly at the OECD itself. After the MAI was dropped, groups 

involved in the campaign warned that the same developments would have to be battled 

in other institutions; as the Economist put it, ñflush from that victory, the WTO was the 

                                                        

90 Wallerstein, I., 2004, ñThe Dilemmas of Open Space: The Future of the WSFò in  International 

Social Science Journal 56(4), pp. 632. 

91 See, for instance, Graeber, D, 2002, ñThe New Anarchistsò in New Left Review  13, p. 68; 

Notes from Nowhere, We Are Everywhereé. 

92 Holloway, J., 2002, Change the World Without Taking Power. The Meaning of Revolution 

Today, (Pluto, London).  

93 Anon., 1998, ñTalks Failure is Bad for the Worldôs Poorò in The Independent, 28/04/1998.  



 81 

next obvious target.94 The MAI campaign clearly linked trade liberalisation to corporate 

power and concern for democracy, since it argued the MAI would ñallow multi-

nationals to ride roughshod over democratically -elected governments, preventing 

politicians from refusing access to multinationals, giving corporations the right to sue 

administrations é and threatening any attempts to introduce workplace or 

environmental legislation.ò95 The understanding of the MAI as a major starting  point 

for the alternative globalisation movement comes most obviously from the larger NGOs 

that are often described as comprising óglobal civil societyô.96 The action-orientation is 

to the mobilisation of popular pressure on those who have power within the  relevant 

institutions; a sharp difference from the confrontational action of the EZLN. Many of 

the same campaigning groups were involved in the protests at the meeting of the heads 

of state of the G8 countries in Birmingham in the same year, where a claimed 70,000 

demonstrators encircled the summit venue, and in Seattle the following year.97 This 

coming together of civil society organisations with social movement activity is one of 

the central dynamics described as at the root of the radical liberal frame, detailed in 

chapter five. 

Attention on the movement by politicians and mainstream media increased 

massively after the Seattle demonstrations later in the same year, not least because the 

disruption caused by the protests was understood as one cause of the failure of the talks 

to complete the launch of a new trade round. It became clear that the various lobby 

groups involved in campaigns around MAI and the protests in Birmingham and the 

direct action groups and networks involved in the Carnival Against Capit alism could 

work together. It thus became obvious that multiple tactics and understandings were 

being utilised by groups with the divide commonly being described as one between 

reformist NGOs and radical street groups.98 Furthermore, at Seattle there was also a 

much greater involvement of revolutionary socialist organisations than either at 

Birmingham or London. Highlighting the involvement of large trade unions in the 
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demonstrations, the SWPôs history of the movement begins at Seattle.99 Since that point 

traditional far left organisations formed a significant bloc in the alternative 

globalisation movement; their ideas are identified as a revolutionary socialist frame in 

chapter three. 

I describe the early phase of the current cycle of contention as an óalternative 

globalisation movementô to indicate the primary orientation of social movement 

activities. I used óalternativeô, not to indicate reformism but to indicate that all these 

movement strands were themselves engaged in globalisation processes that, to a 

greater or lesser extent, were dependent on the same technologies that are often seen as 

enabling economic globalisation. Rejecting the óanti-globalisationô label has the 

additional effect of excluding some globalisation critiques that other analysts have 

sought to include among the broader movements, such as the protectionism of small 

business. Starrôs attempt to include this strand along with óanarchyô and ósustainable 

developmentô as expressing discourses of delinking or relocalization is somewhat 

strained. Even if activists arguing in the language of sustainable development are 

rightly categorised as aiming for órelocalizationô (although the stress on global solutions 

to global problems makes this problematic), there is clearly a different set of broader 

understandings involved that sharply differentiate them from small business 

protectionism. 100 In any case, with the benefit of a longer view, this thesis demonstrates 

that that section of the movement is no longer, if it ever was, allied to the more 

significant strands detailed above.  

4. THE óMOVEMENT OF MOVEMENTSô AS CYCLE OF CONTENTION  

Over the period of summit -hopping demonstrations that formed the public face of 

the alternative globalisation movement, the level of violence and tensions this caused 

within  the movement, increased. This potentially offers some backing to Tarrowôs 

prediction of the course of the cycle of protest. To be sure, a significant number of 

participants were intent on disruption or destruction. Seattle had been interpreted as 

successful partly because by blocking roads around the conference centre it had a real 

impact on delaying the WTO meeting. This led to police and security services creating 

larger and larger no-protest zones around summit venues. The shop fronts of 

multinational c orporations such as McDonalds and Starbucks had been targeted, and 
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so they were advised to close and board up windows during the summit. Tensions with 

police increased progressively and tear gas, truncheons and water cannons used by 

heavily armoured police were a constant feature. Genoa was undoubtedly the peak of 

violence, with one protester killed by police and many more injured. In one particular 

incident police performed a violent early morning raid on the convergence centre where 

protesters were sleeping, hospitalising many. The evidence used against the protesters, 

that the centre contained materials for making óMolotov cocktailsô, was later admitted 

to have been planted by police as a pretext for action.  

The debate over property damage and violence against police was hard fought 

within the alternative globalisation movement. However, as the cycle has continued 

into the social forum and anti -war movements this debate has sunk further into the 

background as the general level of violence in movement activities has declined. 

Anheier et al. suggest three causes which serve well to introduce shifting dynamics as 

the cycle progressed. 

ñthere was a mounting sense of frustration which culminated in Genoa, 
where the possibly police-infiltrated black blocs formed  the excuse to 
crack down on peaceful activists.  Second, while violence may seem 
appropriate in direct confrontation with the power -holdersé it has no 
similar logic in a civil society only forum é Thirdé many anti-capitalist 
protestors have focused in recent months on anti -war activities and 
these have mobilised very large, often non-political, sections of the 

population who  would be deterred by violence.ò101 

A perceptible increase in violence, combined with dissatisfaction at portrayals of the 

movements (suggesting they could offer only opposition with out alternatives) had led 

some activists and organisations to seek a different form of gathering. As noted above, 

each of the big international demonstrations was accompanied by teach-ins and 

workshops that covered both techniques and tactics of protest and also concrete 

debates on the processes that protesters opposed and the various alternatives that 

might be possible. In 2000 the idea of holding a óworld social forumô was developed in 

order to accentuate the positive elements of these gatherings. It is certainly the case 

that the ñbirth of social forums has changed the aim of the alternative globalisation 

movement on an international scale. The culture of pure protest has given way to a 

multicultural, multidime nsional system of debate.ò102  

More immediately obvious, however, were the effects of the terrorist attacks on the 

World Trade Centre and the Pentagon on 11th September 2001 (911). The mainstream 
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media reported with disgust the cheers of crowds protesting on that day at the Defence 

Systems Exposition International (DSEi) exhibition in Londonôs docklands as the news 

filtered through the crowd. Naturally, that reaction can mostly be explained by 

misunderstanding the nature of the events given the word of mouth reportage available 

during the demonstration. However, it does underline that the targets chosen by Al 

Qaida were ones which participants of the alternative globalisation movement had 

superficially shared. In the anger against 911, the alternative globalisation movement 

was conflated with anti -capitalism and anti -Americanism and located on the wrong 

side of the war on terror.103 For reasons of moral clarity and because of perceptions of 

the likely increase in state repression it became all the more necessary to distinguish 

sharply between the activities of the movement of movements and those of terrorists. 

While admitting that the movements contained ñsome extremists who are intent on 

violenceò, therefore, Noreena Hertz argued ñthere is a need for the whole movement to 

do what it can to keep them outé they are not part of the mainstream, nor do they 

represent its underlying ethos. Non-violence is a guiding principle of the movement, 

and the prevention of unnecessary deaths is exactly what they are fighting for é the 

millions whose life expectancy has fallen in a world of growing inequality.ò104 

While the effects of 911, and the internal dynamics produced by those within the 

movement of movements, was to create a shift in both the foci and modes of action 

among protest groups, there are a number of continuities that ground the claim that 

both the anti -war and social forum movements should be understood as part of a cycle 

of contention rooted on the alternative globalisation protests. Briefly introducing these 

two movements highlights some of the more obvious continuities. Furthermore, one of 

the themes of the rest of the thesis is that particular orientational frames , which 

developed in understanding and contesting globalisation, ground both the critique of 

the war on terror and the various social forum projects.  

The Anti -War Movement  

The peak of the anti-war movement is identifiable as 15th February 2003 when 

approximately 10-12 million world -wide marched against the coming US-led invasion 

of Iraq. The sheer size of the movement against war in Iraq, together with its apparent 

unity of purpose, has led many commentators to see it as a distinct movement. Indeed, 

to the degree that we are interested in the masses that joined the movement who had 

                                                        

103 Applebaum, A., 2001, ñAnti-Americanism Creates Some Strange Bedfellowsò in The Sunday 

Telegraph, 16/09/2001 ; Appleyard, B., 2001, ñWhy do they Hate America?ò in The Sunday 
Times, 23/09/2001 .  

104 Hertz, N., 2001, ñWe Beg to Differò in The Guardian, 17/09/2001.  



 85 

not been involved in alternative globalisation movement, this is a coherent mode of 

analysis. However, there is also a danger that focusing purely on the biggest 

demonstrations mystifies the earlier stages of the campaign, which were essential to its 

later success. Firstly, the campaign against war in Iraq was a part of a broader 

movement against the ówar on terrorô that began within days of 911. The UK Stop the 

War Coalition, for instance, was created on 21st September 2001, creating a platform 

explicitly aiming to ñstop the war currently declared by the United States and its allies 

against óterrorismô.ò105 The anti-war movement therefore encompassed both the 

campaign against the invasion of Afghanistan, and that against invasion of Iraq. It build 

partly on a pre-existing movement that had emerged sporadically ever since the 

protests around the previous US-led invasion of Iraq in the early 1990s. Protests 

against the subsequent regime of economic sanctions on Iraq encompassed criticisms 

of unnecessary human suffering and were an affront to sovereignty. This had erupted 

into a more populous movement in 1998 as a result of a new wave of bombings ordered 

unilaterally by President Clinton.  

Furthermore, the fact that the anti -war movement was composed of many 

individuals and organisations active in the alternative globalisation movement was 

obvious to media commentators from the beginning. 106 In Washington a planned 

protest against a meeting of the IMF and World Bank for 29 th September had been 

rescheduled as an anti-war rally and some commentators were led to pronounce the 

death of the óanti-globalisationô movement. However, it is clear that what in fact was 

occurring was a shift in focus.107 In particular, during the alternative globalisation 

movement, the focus was primarily on international bodies and multinational 

corporations. Governments were understood as engaged in a battle for market share, 

their sovereign powers reduced by the diktats of free trade.108 As the titles of two books 

ï The Silent Takeover and The Captive State ï that come from within the movements 

make clear, the state was seen as weakened by global capitalism.109 The US-led reaction 

                                                        

105 Stop the War Coalition, 2001, Platform , available at: http://www.stopwar.org.uk/about.asp ; 

last accessed: 15/04/05.  

106 Anon., 2001, ñGive Peace a Chance? A Peace Movement Springs Upò in The Economist, 

22/11/2001 ; Walsh, N.P., 2001, ñProtesters Threaten to Block Military Basesò in The Guardian, 
23/09/2001 . In chapter seven I offer evidence that this was the case in Sheffield. 

107 Campbell, D., 2001, ñAnti-War Rally Gains Pace in New York, Pacifists Globalisation Effort 

Gives Way to Peace Protestò in The Guardian, 20/09/2001.  

108 Hertz, N., 2002, The Silent Takeover, Global Capitalism and the Death of Democracy , 

(Arrow , London), pp. 9, 13-4. 

109 Hertz, The Silent Takeoveré; Monbiot, G., 2000, The Captive State. The Corporate 

Takeover of Britain , (MacMillan, London).  
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to 911 refocused attention on the powers retained by the state both in terms of military 

force abroad and repression at home. Claims that this marked a radical departure for 

the alternative globalisation movement can only been seen as superficial, however, 

since (as I will demonstrate in Part II  of this thesis) many activists were operating with 

orientational frames that understood the political and the economic as closely 

interconnected. The destinies of states (and in particular the US state) and powerful 

multinational corporations were often understood as intertwined . Indeed, protesters 

targeted summits such as the WTO Ministerials, where it was primarily state actors that 

were criticised for pursuing the neoliberal agenda. Moreover, that agenda itself has 

clearly been effected by 911 and the subsequent war on terror, with notions like that of 

óregressive globalisationô, cited above, attempting to make sense of the shifting 

priorities of significant actors. Rather than the death of the alternative globalisation 

movement, therefore, 911 and the war on terror prompted its development into an anti -

war movement more vigorous than the contest against international financial and 

political institutions ever had been.  

The Social Forum Movement  

The birth of the social forum movement actually preceded 911, demonstrating that 

the shift from the óanti-globalisationô position and the rejection of violence within the 

movement were not purely effects of the new constituency involved in anti-war 

protests. The first World Social Forum (WSF I), held in Porto Alegre in 2001, emerged 

as a counter to the World Economic Forum (WEF) held annually in Davos, Switzerland. 

Previous WEF summits had seen unofficial counter-conferences, but tight security and 

often inaccessible locations made planning large events particularly difficult. 110 The 

originators of WSF, aimed to create space for an alternative summit that contained its 

own centre of gravity, while simultaneously opposing the WEF.111 By so doing they 

created an event with the potential for demonstrating that those involved in the óanti-

globalisationô movement were capable of constructing a positive vision for a future 

driven by social rather than economic concerns. An analysis of neoliberalism as a 

dogmatic claim that óthere is no alternativeô led to the slogan óanother world is possibleô.  

A brief comparison of the WSF with PGA highlights relevant similarities  that may 

be taken as evidence of continuity within the general movements. The two 

                                                        

110 Teivainen, T., 2002, ñThe World Social Forum and Global Democratisation: Learning from 

Porto Alegreò in Third World Quarterly 23(4) , p.623. 

111 Cassen, B., 2003, ñOn the Attackò interview in New Left Review 19(Jan/Feb) . Brazilian 

activists Chico Whittaker and Oded Grajew and Bernard Cassen of ATTAC France are generally 
acknowledged as the originators of WSF; e.g. Teivainen, ñThe World Social Foruméò, pp. 623-4. 
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organisations are similar in both the targets they select and the role they choose for 

themselves within the struggle for social change. In relation to targets, PGA clearly 

opposes ñcapitalism, imperialism and feudalism; all trade agreements, institutions and 

governments that promote destructive globalisationò112 and the WSF brings together 

groups ñopposed to neoliberalism and to domination of the world by capital and any 

form of imperialismò.113 In relation to roles, both structures were created in order to 

connect ongoing struggles, rather than to build a political programme around which to 

mobilise.  PGAôs first organising principle is that it is ñan instrument for coordination, 

not an organisation.ò The WSF principles similarly offer a self -description that stresses 

a coordination role, as ñan open meeting place for reflective thinking, democratic 

debate of ideas, formulation of proposals, free exchange of experiences and interlinking 

for effective action.ò114  

Significantly, both PGA and WSF are expressly committed to creating connections 

across global distances demonstrating the importance attached to the recognition of 

common enemies in the agents of economic globalisation. This idea influenced the 

decision to locate WSF I in Brazil. Cassen explains that,  

ñWe need a symbolic rupture with everything Davos stands for. That has 
to come from the South. Brazil has the ideal conditions for doing so, as a 
Third World country with gigantic urban concentr ations, a wretched 
rural population, but also powerful social movements é Although most 
anti -globalization activists come from the North, Western Europe or 

America, for our purposes it was crucial to kick off from the South.ò115 

In the first edition of WSF a ctivists from America, and to a lesser extent Europe, were 

under-represented. This may be partly explained by the continuing draw of protests at 

the WEF. Subsequent editions of WSF found much greater numbers, including many 

more from America and Europe, as participation jumped from 12,000 in 2001, to 

68,000 in 2002 and 100,000 in 2003. In fact, critics have suggested that the events in 

Porto Alegre have been ótoo whiteô,116 with over -representation of relatively wealthy civil 

                                                        

112 PGA, 1998, Hallmarks of Peopleôs Global Action available at 
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society organisations. Nevertheless, a real connection with grassroots social movements 

from the global south is maintained. This is first through location of WSF. After three 

editions were held in Brazil, the fourth edition attracted 74,000 participants to 

Mumbai, India in 2004. WSF retu rned to Brazil for 2005 and will take place in 

ósomewhere in Africaô in 2007. This not only makes it easier for participants from the 

south to attend but also puts the tasks of organising the huge event in the hands of 

Organising Committees drawn from civi l society organisations and social movements in 

the host countries. Particularly notable is the long -running influence of MST, the 

Brazilian landless peasants movement, in organising the events. While the geographical 

reach of WSF remains very uneven, Wallersteinôs assessment that WSF is ñprobably 

more global already than any prior historic agglomeration of antisystemic movementsò 

is highly plausible.117 

As well as continuity, the WSF represents significant changes in the cycle of 

contention. I will begin cha pter eight by arguing that WSF represents a greater 

commitment to diversity and pluralism than seen in previous attempts at international 

coordination. It is also clear that WSF shifts emphasis away from the confrontation of 

problems to the creation of positive alternatives, and by doing so reduced the influence 

of violence within the movements. Finally, the social forum movement has also 

changed the nature of local-global dynamics. The WSF does so by providing space to 

connect local concerns in a positive way that is far more conducive to linking local 

struggles than the context of a heated demonstration. More importantly, and almost as 

an unintended consequence, the success of the various WSFs has led to the creation of 

social forums at regional, national and local levels world-wide. In some ways, the 

creation of autonomous organisations inspired by the WSF has led to an efficient flow 

of complex political ideas both horizontally and vertically, as well as creating multiple 

sites for the interlinking of con crete struggles. This dynamic is the subject of chapter 

eight. 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

The peak periods of activity during the alternative globalisation movement took 

place before the period of empirical research for this study. However, a broad 

understanding of th is period is essential context within the hermeneutic approach 

described in chapter one. Activistsô interpretations of the present are always coloured 
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 89 

by their past experiences and their understanding of the history of current processes. 

This chapter shows that there are multiple understandings of the alternative 

globalisation movement that come out, in particular, in issues around labelling the 

movement and interpreting its history. The three particular interpretations outlined 

above map broadly onto other analystsô divisions of the movement into, for instance, 

alternatives, reformers and statists which may be broadly related to the direct action, 

radical liberal and revolutionary socialist frames that are identified in Part II of the 

thesis.118 Because the specific strands of movement activity connected to these 

orientational frames each have a longer history in pre-existing periods of contention, 

these distinctions highlight a significant dimension of diversity that makes the 

ómovement of movementsô label apt.  

In part II it will become clear that a part of that longer history is present in the new 

social movements discussed at the beginning of this chapter. However, the various 

strands of the alternative globalisation movement were connected through making 

largely distributive demands on inter -state organisations. As energy was diverted into 

anti -war activities, the movements took on the state. When one looks at the most 

obvious claims within the movement of movements, therefore, there appears to be a 

shift away from the cultural focus of the new social movements. This is not to deny that 

social movement participants are engaged in the creation of new cultural codes or 

collective identities but that if they are doing so, then it an adjunct to the contest over 

globalisation and war taking place in the realms of economy and state. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

I NSIDE THE GUIDING STAR :  THE REVOLUTIONARY 

SOCIALIST FRAME  

ñsomewhere up in the sky there is a guiding star é And that 
guiding star has been there since 1917 and will stay there until we 
have our revolution.ò1 

1. INTRODUCTION  

In identifying the revolutionary socialist (RS) frame utilised within the current 

movement of movements this chapter locates a number of central elements: a 

particular understanding of class struggle, a belief in the objective truth of Marxism, a 

belief in the need for revolutionary change (characterised as sudden and violent) and 

the centrality of the vanguard party to that project . This list is related to, but 

distinguishable from the elements that Freedenôs authoritative study places at the core 

of socialism. The latter are: the constitutive nature of human relationships; human 

welfare as a desirable objective; human nature as active (creativity ); equality; and 

history as the arena of beneficial change.2 This difference stems from two reasons. First, 

unlike Freeden I have limited my analysis to those professing revolutionary  ideas, 

since they form a significant section of the current movements with a distinctive 

structure of beliefs. It is hardly surprising that a belief in revolution, where it is present, 

would become central to the broader belief structure since it depends on a very radical 

critique of the present and must determine a strategy for the future. Second, the 

sources of data for the RS frame are activists involved in contemporary protest 

movements involving significant interactions with actors utilising different frames . 

Because, as I will demonstrate, the RS frame contains a stress on bringing activists 

from other movements into the revolutionary vanguard, both ideas and action appear 

to shift  according to the surrounding movement context.  

Understanding revolutionary socialism in contemporary movements requires an 

understanding of t heir history.  It is obvious that Marxism - in its characterisation of 

                                                        

1 óHardyô, interview, December 2004 

2 Freeden, M., 1996, Ideologies and Political T heory. A Conceptual Approach , (Oxford 

University Press, Oxford), p. 426-6. 
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capitalism, in its understanding of the nature of classes and in its understanding of 

history - provides a direct route to the creation of activist frames that provide both an 

understanding of the world and a justification for radically contentious action. 

Outlining the history of British Trotskyism offers an initial understanding of the way 

that theory and philosophy have fed into action. I will highlight a number of issues 

which have been definitional for the way that Trotskyists generally understand the 

world.  The second section brings the analysis up to date, and into contact with the 

contemporary cycle of contention. Here it becomes possible to specify both the 

particular relationsh ips among concepts within the RS frame, and the reactions in 

rhetoric and belief that come from the specific nature of the contemporary movements.  

It is in contemporary analysis that it becomes possible to specify an orientational frame 

as conceptualised in chapter one.  The analysis of class struggle and exploitation will 

enable understanding of the nature of power in the current frame, while the notions of 

equality and community (through common ownership) together with the nature of 

revolution will enabl e a particular specification of democracy within the RS frame.  

 2. THE LONG VIEW : A BRIEF H ISTORY OF TROTSKYISM IN BRITAIN . 

This section traces the development of revolutionary socialism in Britain. It is the 

Trotskyist version of socialism that I will fo cus on, almost exclusively, in this chapter. 

In  organisational terms the Socialist Workersô Party (SWP) will be put primarily, 

though not exclusively, in the spotlight. By weight of numbers the Trotskyists dominate 

the organised revolutionary left, and the  SWP dominate the Trotskyists. According to 

óLeftist Parties of the Worldô researched by the Marxist Internet Archive , there are 

eighteen active Trotskyist groups in the UK (and several listed as óex-Trotskyistô).3  By 

comparison there are less than 10 other revolutionary socialist groups active in the UK, 

some of whom describe themselves as Leninist and have very much in common with 

the groups described here.4 

                                                        

3 Information as of May 2005, óLeftist Parties of the Worldô is available at the Marxist Internet 

Archive , at: http://www.marxists.org/admin/intro/index.htm  

4 It may be noted that since the 1950s, as the extent of the Stalinist purges begun to be 

understood, and again with new information since the 1990s the scope of ideational resources 
for the revolutionary left has been reduced.  It became rhetorically essential for organisations to 
defend themselves against the charge of Stalinism, a particular challenge for those groups that 
had a long term history of communication with (and funding from) the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union.  
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Socialist Internationalism  

British Trotskyism cannot be understood without reference to its inter national 

organisations; its ideology  insists on the necessity of international socialism: 

ñThe experience of Russia demonstrates that a socialist revolution 
cannot survive in one country. China and Cuba, like the former Soviet 
Union and Eastern Bloc, have nothing to do with socialism. They are 

state capitalist regimes which oppress and exploit workers.ò5  

Since the foundation of the International Workingmenôs Association in 1864 (now 

known as the First International) there has been a convoluted history of attempts at 

international coordination of revolutionary socialist activities. The key historical points 

of reference for the present study begin with the creation of the Comintern (the 

Communist International or third international) by Lenin and Trotsky in  1917. Leninôs 

democratic centralism (implying the idea of the primacy of the international 

organisation), together with his insistence on strict party discipline set the tone and 

organisational form of revolutionary socialism across Europe.  

Following Leninôs death, the absolute domination of Comintern by Stalin from the 

mid 1920s led eventually to Trotskyôs admission of the impossibility of working for 

socialist revolution through that organisation. In 1938 he and the Left Opposition 

which had been attempting to influence the Comintern from a distance, set up the 

Fourth International  (FI) . The tangled and fractious history of international Trotskyism 

has led to the present situation, where there are at least two dozen Trotskyist 

internationals, of which ma ny claim to be either a continuation or a re-foundation of 

the original FI. Additionally, since 1989 there has been a óLeague for the Fifth 

Internationalô of which Workers Power is the British section.  

Similarity and Difference  

As the present plurality of  internationals suggests, there are deep divides among the 

Trotskyist groups. Their ideological positions clearly have a great deal more common 

content than that which separates them. The deepest divisions stem from variance over 

the interpretation of the Russian revolutions but, as we shall see, stretches much 

deeper into the fundamental belief structures than is at first apparent. In fact the 

mention of the state capitalist thesis in the International Socialist Tendency (IST) quote 

presented above hints at one of the most important, definitional splits in British 

Trotskyism.  

                                                        

5 International Socialist Tendency, 2004, ñInternationalismò, available at:  
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In l abelling the USSR and the Eastern Bloc as state capitalist, it is possible to see a 

key example in the differentiation of contemporary Trotskyists and Trotskyôs own 

thinking. Trot skyôs view on the Russian experience was that the USSR became a 

ódegenerated workers stateô, dominated by a bureaucratic layer within society, who 

reaped personal material reward in a novel relationship to the means of production. 

The presence of a centrally planned economy together with state ownership of the 

means of production was seen as evidence that capitalism had been transcended.  The 

development of the true workersô state, however, was being held back by the growth of 

the caste of bureaucrats, administrators and managers. Within the degenerated 

workers state the workers had, in fact, lost political control, requiring a political 

(though not total) revolution to restore power to a dictatorship of the proletariat. 6   

Alternative interpretations of th e USSR have been present within Trotskyism since 

the 1930s. Describing the USSR as óstate capitalistô or óbureaucratic capitalist, these 

imply that a counter revol utionary struggle had succeeded in bringing capitalist 

relations back into the life of every Russian was aired among the Trotskyists since the 

1930s. However, Trotskyôs position was not strongly challenged until 1948 when Tony 

Cliff began to circulate his óstate capitalistô thesis among members of the Revolutionary 

Communist Party 7 ï the only Trot skyist organisation in Britain at the time, and the 

national section of the Fourth International. This made two notable claims. First, 

Trotsky had erred in inferring from the form of property ownership the actual relations 

of production. As Cliff argued, i t was the relations of production that created and 

maintained the class structure that gave capitalism its shape, and contained its 

historically significant contradictions. The massive denial of elementary workersô rights 

and their exclusion from political  and economic decision making demonstrated the 

continued existence of a class society. Second Cliff claimed that competition had not, in 

fact, been displaced by the collective ownership of the means of production. In keeping 

with Trotskyôs conception of the permanent revolution, Cliff argued that the USSR was 

set in an international context of capitalist relations, and was thus forced into 

competing economically and militarily with both states and corporations from abroad.  

The bureaucratic counter-revoluti on, in order to put the USSR in a position of military 

strength perceived to be necessary for its own survival, became willing and able to 

dictate to the proletariat. 8 

                                                        

6 Callinicos, A., 1990, Trotskyism , (Open University Press, Buckingham) pp. 14-16. Callaghan, 

The Far Left, pp. 84-5. 

7 Later published as Cliff, T., 1974[1955], State Capitalism in Russia , (Pluto, London).  
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This debate led to a significant split in what had  already been an organisation 

already divided  by factionalism. 9 The Socialist Review Group was formed around Cliffôs 

views and eventually became the Socialist Workersô Party (SWP), undoubtedly the most 

significant Trotskyist organisation currently operating in the UK. The reward for the 

óstate capitalistô heresy was to be barred, almost immediately, from the Fourth 

International resulting in the creation of the International Socialist Tendency for those 

sympathetic to the state capitalist theory.  The divisions created by such a detailed and 

theoretical argument indicate a number of things about the development of Trotskyist 

thought. It demonstrates the emotional charge that Russia had for revolutionaries; that 

this is still the case is evinced by the leading quote to this chapter. It also helps us locate 

the position of internationalism within Trotskyist thought, that is that internationalism 

flows from the notion of permanent revolution itself, not the experiences of Russia in 

particular. Trotskyists who hold the ódegenerated workersô stateô thesis, active today, 

agree that,  

ñThe whole idea of building ósocialism in one countryô is reactionary. A 
successful revolution in one country would have to spread quickly to 
others. If not, it would either be defeated by an imperialist attack, or 

would corrode from within like the USSR under Stalin.ò10 

Most importantly, it shows the importance of establishing truth. The status of 

knowledge within Marxism will be discussed below, and is implicated in a number of 

other significant beliefs. The real impact of the state capitalist thesis is that it had deep 

ramifications for the interpretation of Marxist doctrine, and thus for the future of class 

struggle. As SWP leader and historian, Alex Callinicos puts it: 

ñIf not only the Soviet Union but also the Eastern European states, 
China, Vietnam and Cuba represented, not a deformed socialism, but a 
variant of capitalism, then there was no question of socialism being 

achieved without the self-activity of the working class.ò11 

There is, in fact, a logical fallacy in this point: it is not necessarily the case that all 

avenues for a ótop-downô construction of socialism have been exhausted, even if the 

authoritarian ósocialismsô so far seen have failed. This demonstrates, rather, that the 

idea of socialism in an authoritaria n context offends the notions of equality and 

emancipation that are so central to the orthodox Marxist doctrine. The state capitalist 

thesis, on this reading, radically re-centres Trotskyism on a Marxist base, and 

Callinicosô fallacy may indicate the importance the author places on these ideas. A more 

                                                        

9 Callaghan, J., 1987, The Far Left in British Politics,  (Blackwell, Oxford ), p. 57. 

10 Revolution, 2002, What We Stand For. Manifesto produced by Revolution National 

Committee, p. 12. 
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grounded exposition of the same point is simply that would -be revolutionary socialists 

were deeply troubled by association with Stalinism, and needed the theoretical critique 

of Stalinism from a revolutionary position. 12 However, as we will see in the following 

sections, these commitments continue to compete with notions of the vanguard, and of 

democratic centralism which in practice makes the commitment to the óself-activity of 

the working classô more difficult to concretely pursue than merely to promote. 

The Growth of the UK Organisations  

Two other significant splinters from the  Revolutionary Communist Party have had 

a long running relevance to the British left. Founded by Gerry Healy, óthe Clubô became 

the óSocialist Labour Leagueô but remained small enough to be utterly reliant on the 

entryist tactic, of joining the óreformist organisations of the proletariatô (the Labour 

Party and CND in this case) in order to promote the revolutionary perspective. Their 

pri nciple mobilising claim was to indicate the imminence of the vast economic crisis 

into which Britain was heading, which must be taken advantage of by a revolutionary 

party. While the group increased in size and became the Workersô Revolutionary Party 

in 1973, with the self-confidence to declare themselves a potential vanguard party, their 

politics never really changed. Under Healy the group became increasingly millenarian, 

repeatedly offering the prospectus of the collapse of capitalism in the UK measured in 

months. It also became cultist and violent, finally imploding when allegations of 

Healyôs sexual abuse of women in the group surfaced. 13 Nevertheless, Healyôs final 

splinter from his own group, the Marxist Party, retains a small active membership 

today. More importantly, while the pronouncements of imminent crisis were 

exaggerated to caricature proportions among the Healy group, they remain a vital 

argumentative tool within Trotskyist propaganda. For instance, one local activistôs 

thoroughly argued explanation for the war on Iraq claimed:  

ñThe Bush administration senses that the US economy is just one 
recession away from entering a Japanese-style deflationary spiralé 
[from which] there is no escape. This is not just another economic 
crisisé the very nature of the war on Iraq [is] determined by the overall 
context, of a capitalist world economy on the verge of a global 

depressionò 14 

                                                        

12 In his memoir the comedian and long -term SWP member, Mark Steel, explains how his 

discovery of the state-capitalist thesis through the SWP allowed him to identify himself as a 
revolutionary socialist. At the time he had simplified, ñthe Russians arenôt socialist, theyôre shitò; 
Steel, M., 2001, Reasons to be Cheerful, (Scribner, London).  

13 Callaghan, The Far Left , pp. 55-83. 

14 Smith, J., 2003, Why is Britain Going to War , article widely circulated by email, pp. 8 -9. 
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In addition, ñpolitical radicalisation, in the context of sharply-declining living standards 

and deepening economic crisis, threatens to provoke revolutions.ò15  We find within 

such statements an indication of the continuing force of the dialectic approach to 

history developed by Marx and his disciples. A deep economic crisis, demonstrating the 

international contradictions of capit alism and potentially resulting in revolution is an 

image regularly portrayed.  

Another  significant splinter  was headed by Ted Grant, who was briefly aligned with 

Healyôs faction within the Revolutionary Communist Party, but, after his expulsion, 

moved into the Labour Party in order to create an entryist group of militant Leninists. 

It was this tactic to which he had been committed since the mid-1930s, and was 

suitably rewarded when his tiny group was recognised as the official British Section of 

the Fourth International in the late 1950s. By the 1970s his group had grown 

significantly and become known as the Militant Tendency and eventually members 

gained electoral success both nationally and locally and they achieved a large degree of 

disruptive power within the Labour Party. Party leader Neil Kinnockôs purges of the 

Militant entryists from the Labour party were successful, though the group were, in any 

case, discussing the virtues of taking more open action as an independent organisation. 

In the anti -poll  tax campaign they took a high profile role, and are currently active as 

the Socialist Party. The most enduring aspect of this tendency, however, has been 

ñMilitantôs scorn for the rest of the Left. It regards all other Marxist organizations .. as 

the óanti-Marxist sectsô.ò But, according to Callaghanôs analysis: 

ñThis attitude is perfectly in keeping with the Leninist credentials of the 
Militant leaders. Being steeped in this tradition they have learned to 
regard rival organizations, especially those closest to their own 

ideological positions, as dangerous obstacles to socialism.ò16 

This is a major critical theme within Callaghanôs work. The search for ideological 

purity, and the legacy of ñComintern documents [that] referred repeatedly to the need 

to óbrand not only the bourgeoisie but also its helpers, the reformists of every shade, 

systematically and pitilesslyô.ò17 helps to explain the continued factionalism among 

Trotskyist organisations. The most vitriolic critiques of any revolutionary organisation 

are often found among the writings of their competitors. Factionalism is another key 

theme to which we will return throughout this chapter, it connects with the notion of 

Marxism as science and the importance placed, therefore, on establishing truth.  
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Having outlined three major groupings, the details of the continuing splits, 

infighting, expulsions and even beatings meted out to those with opposing ideological 

understandings need not concern us. What I would emphasis from this brief sketch is 

the extent to which there is a common developmental path taken by many Trotskyist 

organisations. The commitment to entryism, coming from the recognition of their own 

numerical weakness within the Fourth International has, under particular leaders, been 

abandoned when the leadership perceived that the organisation was strong enough to 

stand alone, on the basis of its own revolutionary membership, and potentially become 

the single vanguard party of the revolution. Behind entryism we can see the 

relationship between epistemology and a theory of working class consciousness. Even 

in Leninôs practice within the Comintern, the notion that the ideological purity of the 

revolutionaries would win over the working class was central. While it may be difficult 

to break through the ideological hegemony of the capitalist system, the strong 

presentation of the case for revolution will eventually motivate those on the left to give 

up on óreformistô organisations and take up the revolutionary position. This is only 

possible when the analysis is considered objectively true and powerful.  The entryist 

tactic, however, has somewhat fallen by the wayside, to be replaced by the united front. 

The membership boom that each of these organisations experienced through the 1960s 

gave them the confidence to take on the óvanguard partyô role.  Once this self-perception 

was created it became possible, to return to united front action, whereby the 

revolutionaries can work alongside reformist organisations as a partnership of equals, 

rather than the semi-covert usurpation of reformist organisations necessitated by 

weakness.18  However, the justification for the tactic is the same: presentation of the 

strong revolutionary line will eventually demonstrate its validity above that of the 

reformist parties, which are ultimately bound to capitulate to capital. The united front 

tactic, it may be noted, was adopted by Lenin following the utter failure of a ódivide and 

ruleô approach to the national sections of the Comintern, whereby the international 

leadership engineered splits in the belief that the reformist elements would wither, 

while the revolutionary elements would emerge with the full backing of the politically 

conscious proletariat. The united front tactic as applied in the 1930s was more bellicose 

than that of today, however. While revolutionary groups would join óreformistsô for 

particular campaigns, they would also loudly denounce their policies in the public 

sphere; it was no secret that they were certain of their own position and only taking 

part in order to d emonstrate the corruption of the reformists who were not acting in the 

                                                        

18 It should be noted that membership numbers have dropped. The SWP presently has 

somewhere around 2,000 presently, compared with about 4,000 in the late 1960s. Nevertheless, 
the return from the status of v anguard party to that of entryist minority cannot be possible.  
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true interests of the working class. Todayôs adaptation is a little more subtle. United 

front organisations may well be created on the initiative of a Trotsk yist organisation, or 

alternatively emerge more or less spontaneously from a set of events. Either way, the 

revolutionaries will attempt (or at least appear to attempt) to work with others on 

genuinely equal terms, without the automatic denial of the claims of those from other 

politi cal backgrounds. How exactly this functions within the current movement conte xt 

will be examined in section three. 

An alternative description of this choice of tactics is simply that Trotskyist 

organisations work wherever they perceive there to be a potential membership base of 

active leftists, in order to recruit them to their own party. It is this view that is taken by 

many within the broader anti -capitalist movement with regard to the SWP. A little 

more detail on the SWPôs history of interaction with broader movements may 

demonstrate why. Tony Cliffôs Socialist Review Group, as it gained strength, became 

International Socialism (IS) and demonstrated a confidence in debating ideas and an 

openness to dissent through its federalist, democratic structure. At this time its 

membership rose steadily, but was drawn from the student body and the ócaring 

professionsô, rather than the industrial working class required by the Trotskyist plan.  

Cliffôs thinking regarding the role of the revolutionary party was, at the time, influenced 

by Rosa Luxemburg rather than Trotsky. Luxemburg had criticised Leninôs strict 

centralism and argued instead that the socialist organisation must be built from the 

bottom up. However, Cliff moved to the orthodox Leninist -Trotskyist positio n in the 

early 1970s and reorganised the party along democratic centralist lines. According to 

John Callaghanôs reading of these events this reflected a deep disappointment with the 

political convulsions of 1968 that had petered out without achieving any r eal 

revolutionary potential. 19 Cliff felt that a óturn to classô required greater party discipline, 

exercised through the democratic centralist structure.  

The rising wage militancy among the industrial working classes during the 1970s 

signalled, for those in the IS, an increasing politicisation, which held promise for the 

revolutionary party. 20 However, 1968 had seen the membership double, and the party 

paper was re-branded the Socialist Worker . On the basis of this increased strength 

(although membership was still only around 4,000) and the analysis that the Wilson 

government proved that the Labour Party had nothing on offer to the working class, IS 

turned all its attention to building rank and file groups within industry. This met with a 

degree of success and Cliffôs revolutionary appetite had been whetted; he insisted on the 

                                                        

19 Callaghan, The Far Left , pp. 94-5. 

20 Callaghan, The Far Left , pp. 96-7. 



 101 

óproletarianisationô of both the party and the paper, bringing in branch members from 

provincial industrial town s to both the central executive and the paperôs editorial board. 

Using this as his justification he massively changed the organisationôs structure, giving 

himself ñan unassailable position and enabled him to launch major initiatives ï such as 

é the Socialist Workersô Party in January 1977 ï without the need for a discussion 

within the ranks.ò21 The creation of the SWP marked another increase in confidence, 

the party was intended to stand as an alternative to both the Labour Party and the 

CPGB, organise strike action through branches, and ultimately take on the role of the 

vanguard party. The internal structure of the SWP is now very distant from Cliffôs 

Luxemburg inspired organisation of the 1960s, and has been described (by a member of 

a rival party) as ña hierarchical organisation which is dominated by a self-perpetuating 

Central Committee and which prides itself on ruthlessly banning all internal factions 

and organised dissensionò.22 

Trotskyism  and the New Social Movements  

In order to bring this analysis up to date the interplay of the Trotskyist 

organisations with the new social movements (NSMs) 23 since the 1960s and 

particularly since 1989 must be considered.  From the point of view of midway through 

the second decade after the collapse of communism the histories of the far left 

undoubtedly require a new chapter with a long view and deep reflection. I will argue 

that we may legitimately extrapolate some of the trends already emerging in the 1960s 

to the continued behaviour of Trotskyist organizations toward the new approaches to 

radicalism. Throughout the rest of this chapter I will describe aspects of these 

relationships within the current cycle of contention, which may serve to ground this 

extrapolation.  

A number of movements emerged from the late 1960s onwards, to whom the 

Trotskyist organisations could not help but be attrac ted. The movement against the war 

in Vietnam and the womenôs movement were two obvious contenders. The former drew 

its protagonists mostly from the student body and peace activists in CND. The ódeep 

                                                        

21 Callaghan, The Far Left , p. 101. 

22 Perrin, 2000, ñAnother leader called Tonyò in The Socialist Standard, Journal of the Socialist 

Party. Available at: http://www.worldsocialism.org/spgb/may00/cliff.html ; last accessed 
12/06/05.  

23 In Chapter 1 I criticise the notion of the new social movement within soci al movement theory. 

In this context it is to be understood as shorthand for those movements that emerged from the 
1960s onwards that were not self-consciously connected with class struggle, but instead oriented 
to the articulation of rights and equality su rrounding gender, sexuality, race, the environment 
and peace. However, I do not mean to imply any of analysis of these movements that is found in 
the corpus of ónew social movement theoryô. 

http://www.worldsocialism.org/spgb/may00/cliff.html
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entryistô organisation, the International Marxist Group, had been hidden inside the 

Labour party, making gains particularly in its youth section. Through the latter it 

established the Vietnam Solidarity Campaign, and led the movement into radicalism, 

drawing 100,000 to march in 1966 under the banner of óVictory to the NLFô. IS was also 

active within the campaign, recruiting  a good number of students to its cause. 

Nevertheless, the Trotskyist analysis of the situation, and their strategy for dealing with 

it, were rarely heard, indeed, ñbelievers in the virtues of spontaneous direct actioné 

were more numerous than the Leninists among VSCôs rank and file.ò24  

The politics of the womenôs movement was more complicated because the radical 

activists here were consciously looking for a form of organisation that would eradicate 

the faults they perceived in any prior radical organisations. The reaction of a number of 

Trotskyist organisations was simply to dismiss the movement as a middle-class 

phenomenon (WRP, Militant), while others partially recognised the claims of the 

movement while downplaying some of the most important claims by arguing 

vehemently that the personal was not political, and it was not the business of 

revolutionary organisations to dictate peopleôs lifestyles. "The SWP, while recognizing 

the importance of women as an agency of revolution, sees itself as the nucleus of a 

revolutionary party to which all revolutionary forces must rally... Accordingly the SWP's 

Women's Voice was concerned primarily with women as workers or strikers and with 

both in so far as they were potential recruits to the SWP."25  The critique of claims 

concerning the importance of the personal and the cultural as ólifestyle politicsô remains 

pronounced within the range of Trotskyist organisations - a critique that seems to flow 

easily from the primacy of economics and the state within classical Marxism. This 

continues to create disharmony with a range of other activist currents. Indeed, one 

interview ee, previously a member of the SWP for many years claimed that, ñwhatôs 

required is a revolution in peopleôs social relationships, and the only way you can have 

these social relationship is to start living them.ò But, that is exactly, ñwhat my old 

Trotskyist self would dismiss as lifestylism.ò26 

There are certainly many other examples that could be considered. However, these 

two may suffice to give an indication of the struggles to come when Trotskyist 

organisations attempt to engage with the new social movements. We find repeatedly 

that the attempt to approach the novel claims of new movements from the perspective 

of class struggle produces a clash in both interpretations and strategies.  Throughout 

                                                        

24 Callaghan, The Far Left , p. 123. 

25 Callaghan, The Far Left , p. 139. 

26 óDanielô, interview, July 2004.  
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the 1970s and 1980s the working class had almost universally been identified as the 

industrial working class, and so within the Trotskyist understanding  the new 

movements had less status. The centrality of the notion of the working class as the 

exclusive agent of revolution is difficult to fit with the existence of radical systemic 

critique and contentious action that draws from a broad socio -economic base, and 

refuses to argue solely within the rhetoric of economics. It is both the nature of the 

struggles, and the competing orientational frames of participants in the new 

movements that contribute to this difficulty. This is what Carver identifies as the l ine 

between Marxism and post-Marxism: ñMarxists have engaged in vigorous debate with 

post-Marxists, insisting that the latter have abandoned class politics and hence any 

systematic account of the óaction-oriented ideasô that Marxism has handed down for 

contemporary adaptation. Post-Marxists have treated class as a ósocial imaginaryô like 

any other ónewô social movement, with the potential for developing ideas and practices 

that would be politically persuasive in mass action.ò 27 We will see in Part II I below that 

similar attitudes (although with a broader definition of the working class) are pervasive 

today, and colour interaction s within the current cycle of contention.  

There has been a shift in the position of Trotskyist groups from focusing explicitly 

with in the labour movement, to engaging with any mass popular contention. They have 

(sometimes unwillingly) accepted this shift, and at times continue to idolise the 

shrinking manual working class.  A number of historic trends have counted against the 

viabilit y of class struggle in Britain. High unemployment under Prime Minister 

Thatcher, the dismantling of union powers and the restructuring of the economy 

toward service are domestic causes, all bolstered by the changing nature of political 

conflict in the West , the global collapse of communism and the long boom. However, 

Trotskyism tends to subsume other struggles within that of class. The claims of 

particular groups to have their oppression recognised and combated, if not based on 

class lines are seen as misunderstood. The usual argument is that multiple oppressions 

are the result of a capitalist strategy of ódivide and ruleô applied to the working class. So, 

for example, racism needs to be combated because it divides the working class, thus 

making it much hard er to achieve a revolutionary consciousness.  

I have resisted the temptation to present the foregoing analysis in terms of 

orientational frames, given the necessity (established in chapter one) for detailed 

ethnographic examination to fully understand the ideas being utilised by activists. 

                                                        

27 Carver, T., 2001, ñDid ideology fall with 'the wall'? Marx, Marxism and Post-Marxismò in 

Freeden, M., (ed.) Reassessing Political Ideologies. The Durability of Dissent , (Routledge, 
London), p.46. 



 104 

What should be clear is that despite the multiplicity of factions and tendencies, splits 

and splinters within British Trotskyism the central ideological principles have 

remained remarkably constant and ï barring the state capitalism thesis ï loyal to 

Trotskyôs own analyses. The tradition of Trotskyist organisation in the UK has therefore 

transmitted a number of ideational elements that can be used by contemporary 

activists to provide both interpretative  resources and tactical repertoires. Central 

components include the Marxist critique of capitalism, the permanent revolution, the 

roles of the vanguard party, and democratic centralism. Furthermore, the connections 

between these elements have also been highlighted, because it is not the ideas 

themselves, but their locations within the broader system of beliefs that provides 

meaning. 

3. THE REVOLUTIONARY SOCIALIST FRAME: CLASS STRUGGLE UNDER 

ADVANCED CAPITALIST HEGEMONY. 

Marxism provides all the necessary ideational elements to fulfil the functions that a 

collective action frame, in the sense attributed to Gamson in chapter one, is ósupposedô 

to fulfil. That is, it provides a clear critique of current social arrangements, a range of 

solutions, a strategy for bringing those solut ions about that confirms the agency of 

participants, and a strong shared identity for those who pursue change.  This exposition 

will proceed in roughly that order demonstrating the specific decontestations of key 

concepts that flow from the tradition of Br itish Trotskyism. We will see a high level of 

consistency in the orientational frames applied by Trotskyist activists; implying that the 

frames are not very open to novel ideas. It will become apparent that a number of 

prominent ideational elements - the notion of truth in Marxism, the idea of class 

consciousness, and the commitment to class - contribute to the constraint on accepting 

new ideas and methods. This presentation relates the various frame elements to the 

general guiding themes which I similarly draw from the other frames identified in this 

thesis: power, knowledge, democracy and organisation.  These are issues to which all 

orientational frames within the contemporary cycle of contention are oriented. 

The Marxist Base  

Naturally, those active withi n Trotskyist organisations take a fairly orthodox 

Marxist approach to critique of the current international political economy:  

ñfundamentally, we go to work all day long, pulling the levers on the 
machine, or in my case I work in a school, which is trainin g people to 
pull the levers when they leave school, so that they will produce the 
wealth. And we are effectively ruled over by a class of people who do not 
do the work, and that is the problem. There are two classes in the world, 
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and they exist in every country, even the poorest countries have their 

rulers,  and itôs the same the whole world over.ò28  

While offering a very simplified understanding, such comments display what is at the 

core of the RS frame. Centrally, there is a division of society into two fundamentally 

opposed classes. The notion that ówe do all the workô calls up the idea of exploitation of 

one class by another and is this essence of the critique of capitalist society.  The 

international financial institutions against which the anti -globalisation movement first 

emerged make sense, therefore, as organisations of the ruling class, through which they 

ensure their own profits from global capitalism. The World Economic Forum (WEF) is 

an easy target: 

ñThe WEF prides itself on being "the foremost global partnership of 
business, political, intellectual and other leaders of society committed to 
improving the state of the world." But in fact the bottom line -when it 
comes to the WEF - is just that: the "bottom line" - profits. What is clear 
is that the WEF is committed only to improving the state of the world for 

capitalists and capitalist governments.ò29 

Such institutions were frequently targets for mass mobilisations from within all of the 

orientational frames described here, the particular understandi ng within the RS frame 

has clearly been to associate it with the class distinction, participants therefore become 

the ótheyô against whom óweô must struggle. 

Highlighting class exploitation, that position implies a positive value on equality of 

some form, although this almost always takes the form of óto each according to his 

needô. As Freeden explains, equality in Marxism has never really meant exact material 

equality, but rather inequality was ñwas astutely and innovatively decoded as political 

inequality , including especially inequalities of powerò.30 The problem clearly identified 

in the first quote above is óbeing ruled overô.  The critique of power inequalities implies, 

on the positive side, a human equality that resides not in rights (as in liberalism)  but in 

the physical basis for human life: ñWhat do we have in common with each other? 

Bloody everything is my answer to that, bloody everything, potentially. Now lets get rid 

of the silly stuff and just think about food, living, transport, getting on with  life, basic 

things like that, thatôs what we should - the basic hierarchy of needs.ò31 From this basis, 

extreme poverty becomes a target of critique, and within the frame the connection 

                                                        

28 óHardyô, interview, December 2004. The same points are raised prominently in the manifestos 

and propaganda of Trotskyist organisations, for example: SWP, undated, ñWhere we standò, 
published weekly in Socialist Worker , available at: http://www.swp.org.uk/where.php ; 
Revolution, 2002, What We Stand For , p. 1. 

29 Workers Power, ñWhat is the World Economic Forum?ò in Workers Power, 24/08/00 .  

30 Freeden, Ideologiesé, p. 431. 

31 óHardyô, interview, December 2004 
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between exploitation and developing world is more obvious than would b e found in an 

examination of Trotskyism at any time from the 1920s to the 1980s. This should be 

understood as a reaction to a number of movements that have focused on these issues 

within the cycle of contention. To be sure, the RS frame has not lost the óworkeristô 

complexion it gained particularly in connection with industrial action for better pay and 

conditions during the 1970s and 1980s.  However, along with reports of industrial 

action, and the British business news, the Trotskyist newspapers highlight the policies 

and actions of government and business that affect the worldôs poor, whether it 

concerns debt, patent law (around drugs), or trade tariffs. 32  

Central to Marxist thought is the inseparability of politics and economics; or rather, 

the determination of all other facets of social life by economic relationships. The result 

is that government and business in capitalist society are not opposed (as they are, for 

example, by libertarians) but seen as two aspects of the ruling class, with the same 

inter ests. This is exemplified by the description of the WEF, above. The perceived 

partnership of business and capital is at the root of the notion of imperialism which is 

used to explain both the poverty-stricken state of the developing world and every war of 

the last century. 

ñLenin said the essence of imperialism was the division of the world 
between into a tiny number of oppressor states and a great majority of 
oppressed nationsé  The essence of imperialism is the exploitation, the 
idea that rich nations or elites within them somehow or other feeding off 

the living labour in those poor countries.ò33 

This quotation  demonstrates the connection between imperialism and exploitation: the 

former is the latter writ large. It also indicates that imperialism is carried  out by nation -

states, therefore the governments of those states are identified (in the strictest sense) 

with capitalists. The relationship between the imperialist aggressor nation and its 

colonies is, then, identified as the same as relationship between the ruling class and the 

working class within any nation. The response given above was actually a critique of the 

way that the respondent saw other revolutionary socialists using the concept, for he saw 

essentially that it had been stretched in its myriad applications. The theory of 

imperialism has had to be adapted to the changing nature of global capitalism, shifting 

its focus from the Western European colonialists to what was conceived as a more 

subtle form of imperialism led by the USA. The precise methods of exerting power by 

imperialists were seen to have changed, but ultimately relied on coercion. What is 

certain is that nation -states continue to be the agents of imperialism, and motivated by 

                                                        

32 SWP, ñWhere We Stand: Against Imperialismò in Socialist Worker 1890,  21/02/04.  

33 óEldonô, interview, February 2005. 
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the need to secure markets and resources for the ever-growing monopolistic 

corporations who are based within their own borders. The boundaries of the conception 

exclude, therefore, Hardt and Negriôs conception, presented in Empire. 34  The area of 

agreement, on the other hand, among practically all revolutionary socialists would be a 

number of current trends which may be labelled imperialist, including: the extraction 

of capital from poor countries through debts; the extraction of resources by 

multinational companies whose profits go to elites based in the US, Western Europe or 

Eastern Asia; and the prosecution of wars in the Middle East under the banner of the 

ówar on terrorô. The concept of imperialism, therefore, utilises the Marxist 

understanding of political economy to answer the particular questions thrown up by the 

movements in the current cycle of contention. It has consequently become a 

particularly prominent aspect of the RS frame, and one that, as we shall see in chapter 

seven, has been utilised from a number of different perspectives. 

The ills of the present global economy, then, are explained in terms of exploitation, 

both within and between nations. ñAs Rosa Luxemburg said, ósocialism or barbarismô, 

and barbarism can take various forms, all of which are in The Guardian  every single 

day - famine, war, unemployment, despair ... the only alternative, is socialism, whereby 

the workers of the world take control of the means of production.ò35 This demonstrates 

the idea that objectively better conditions of life could be achieved, if power was 

transferred to the wor king class. As it is economic relations around production and 

distribution that defines capitalist society, transferring control of the means of 

production would result in something other than capitalism. Naturally, given the 

fundamental position of econom ic relations within Marxism, it is the control of the 

means of production that defines socialism as qualitatively new, control must be 

located within the mass class of the proletariat and would imply a method of economic 

planning by which to ensure that everybodyôs needs are met.  Socialism is also held to 

be democratic, (which incidentally leads some working within the RS frame to dismiss 

Cuba as a potential example of socialism) because, ñplanning isnôt socialist unless its 

democratic.ò36 The Marxist conception of equality on which the RS frame is based 

simply cannot allow for differences in access to control of productive resources; as 

                                                        

34 Hardt, M & Negri, A., 2000, Empire , (Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts). 

The critique may be found in Callinicos, A., 2003, ñWar Under Attackò in Socialist Review, April 
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Freeden argues, ñauthoritarian variants which emerged within the socialist tradition ... 

have distanced themselves from the socialist ideological structures.ò37 

The nature of the revolutionary struggle required to wrest control of the means of 

production from the hands of capitalists and state will be investigated shortly. First, 

however, a brief note on knowledge is appropriate.  The Marxist approach to ideology is 

briefly dis cussed in chapter one where the application of the term to the ideas 

propagated by the ruling class was noted.  Marx argued that the very relations of 

production determined the possibility for understandi ng the world, leading to the 

often-quoted notion that, ñThe ideas of the ruling class are, in every age, the ruling 

ideasò38  An opposing aspect is clearly most relevant to grassroots organisers, i.e. the 

belief in the scientific credentials of Marxism, whi ch does not seem greatly at variance 

with Leninôs claim that, "the Marxist doctrine is omnipotent because it is true. It is 

comprehensive and harmonious and provides men with an integral world outlook." 39  

Marx opposed his historical materialism with óideologyô, offering a dialectic 

interpretation of history progressing through long periods of class opposition and short 

bursts of revolution. The philosophical defence of these ideas throughout the history of 

Trotskyism (spurred on by Trotskyôs own insistence on the dialectic approach40) has 

given proponents the confidence to make claims to scientific truth, and an ability to 

explain why others disagree. We have seen that the British Trotskyist tradition outlined 

above only makes sense when we understand what was at stake in the often arcane 

theoretical disputes that fostered the factionalism which marred the work of many 

organisations. What was at stake in the rival interpretations of the Russian revolution 

(and those in China, Cuba and Eastern Europe) was the mantle of truth, and that 

bestowed authority on the wearer to direct the class struggle.  Being in possession of the 

truth is clearly an enduring Marxist belief:  

ñThe problem with being a socialist is that you know, absolutely, that 
you are right.  You know that one-day we will be able to look back and 
wonder why it took so long to convince people.  This can make us seem 

very arrogant.ò 41 

                                                        

37 Freeden, Ideologiesé, p. 439. 

38 Marx, K., 1964, Selected Writings in Sociology and Social Philosophy , translated by 
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39 Lenin, quoted in Callaghan, The Far Left, p. 4. 
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The belief in the scientific certainty of Marxism rarely appears in such an obviously 

self-reflective form. However, it is one of the most striking differences with the other 

political perspectives present in this analysis and is required to understand the strategic 

repertoire utilised by the RS frame. 

Prospects for Revolution  

The notion of imperialism gives the RS frame an explanation of war as competition 

for economic power by different sections of the ruling class. The Marxist explanation 

relates this to the tendency of the rate of profit in enterprise to fall, the need for 

businesses to become ever-larger in order to expand on their profits, and the 

consequent need to open new markets and new bases of cheap resources (labour in 

particular). As was obvious in the movement against the 2003 Iraq war, such ideas 

could be massively simplified within the RS frame. Thus, the name of óimperialismô 

often stood in for explanation, although if pressed proponents might indicate, ñthis 

huge economic crisis thatôs being constantly fought off by the American government, 

the huge deficit they have and the precariousness of the dollar.ò42  However, the 

economic arguments here are of a different character from the kind of described with 

respect to the Socialist Labour League, which are criticised by some as óthe classic caseô 

of óeconomic catastrophismô.43 Trotsky had, in fact, made such catastrophic claims, but 

the ability of the advanced capitalist economy to continue on a long and relatively 

stable boom has enforced a rethinking of such possibilities. There are three connected 

results of the difficulty of the catastrophic predictions. First,  it demonstrates that 

revolution would have to be won by struggle, and would unlikely be the result of 

massive economic collapse. Second, it reduces the revolutionary potential in the 

wealthy Western countries, increasing the draw of reformism. Third, it a llows the 

ruling class to cope with a degree of success from reformist movements. The 

óTransitional Programô that Trotsky drafted for the Fourth International44 had made the 

(temporally specific) strategic claim that to support struggles for reform would be  to 

support the revolution, because in óthe death agony of capitalismô even the smallest 

demands would show up the inability of capitalism to deliver a decent standard of 

living to the masses, and hence radicalise the working class into revolutionary action. 
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The ruling class are understood to hold structural powers (through their control of 

the means of coercion, and through their ideological control), and to the extent that 

capitalism avoids catastrophe there are no obvious weaknesses. Consequently, for 

revolution to be conceivable, the strength of the working class requires demonstration 

and affirmation; indeed one activist comments, ñI certainly think that we can do 

whatever we want, it is in our power, in our hands to rebuild Jerusalem, to knock it 

down and build it again.ò45  The source of power of the working class is, of course, their 

economic position. The profits of the ruling class are understood as utterly dependent 

on the labour of the working class and therefore, the refusal to labour is the first  tactic 

of the revolutionary socialist, the strike is idolised in the press and the failure to use it 

was seen by some as the biggest failing of the anti-war movement: 

ñthe stop the war movement didnôt put its money where its mouth is 
really... [it] talked  about strikes and walkouts, but it didnôt organise 
them. All the trade union leaders ... on paper said they wanted to stop 
the war, but didnôt do anything to organise their millions of members to 

do anything about it.ò46  

What is evident from this quotatio n is the importance placed on strong radical leaders 

within the trade unions. However, union politics is often labelled as ósocial democraticô, 

ódemocratic socialistô or simply óreformistô.47 Furthermore, the structural weakness of 

trade unions in Britain i s often noted, in connection with low membership and the 

reduced industrial sector. This may be taken as an indication of what is, within the RS 

frame, the biggest hurdle to revolution: the lack of solidarity and class consciousness. 

The former is understood as a recognition of oneôs connections with the working class 

both at home and abroad 48 while the latter is an understanding of the óobjectiveô 

condition of exploitation as explained above. Without these qualities, trade union 

activity is reduced to óworkerismô, i.e. the fight for marginal increases of conditions of 

one group of workers, usually at the expense of the others. For Kara, the situation she 

described above was particularly galling because, ñWeôre only asking them to stop a 

bloody war, its not óbring down capitalism and death to the Tsarsô.ò49 

The weakness of the unions is generally evidenced with reference to falling union 

membership numbers, the increase in part-time and temporary work, and the tendency 
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of those in non-manual occupations not to see themselves as working class. There is, 

therefore, a central ascription of ófalse consciousnessô50 to the massed working class. 

False consciousness may be understood as a result of two distinct features of capitalist 

society. First, (through the ideas of Georg Lukács51) the conflation of material goods 

with their exchange value (i.e. commodity fetishism) disassociates the product from the 

labour required to produce it, and as a result, the consumer from the producer. Thus, 

alienation is a result of the fundamental processes of capitalism and decreases the 

potential for a class to become conscious of itself, as a class. Workers relate to each 

other through the exchange of use values, not as workers labouring together. In the less 

theoretical terms of activi st discourse this becomes a reference to the idea that a high 

standard of living in the UK (largely understood a result of imperialist processes) allows 

people to live in comfortable apathy, without recognising either their lack of control 

over their own l ives or their connection to the poor at home or abroad.  In the latter 

formation, this idea element can appear very similar to the critique from other 

movement strands (found particularly in the RL frame) that the wealth of those in the 

rich world is predi cated on the poverty of others, although its roots are notably 

different.  

The second process involved in ófalse consciousnessô, identified primarily in the 

work of Antonio Gramsci, 52 is ideological hegemony. As alluded to earlier, social 

institutions within  capitalism ï education, media, culture ï are understood to reinforce 

capitalist values and hide the true nature of exploitation. Again this reduces the 

potential of the development of a class consciousness of itself, and therefore of the 

power it has as a result of its structural location.  The division of the working class 

through discrimination based on race, religion, gender and sexuality must, for the 

Trotskyist, fall under this heading. Such divisions, which are clearly much easier to fit 

into the news format than their theoretical expositions, are most likely to feature in the 

far-left press, with the blame for these divisions placed on capitalists implying some 

level of hegemonic power. Again, this notion of capitalistsô ódivide and ruleô offers the 

possibility of connections with other streams in the current wave of contention as it 

offers a way of criticising, from within the RS frame, oppressions that are not 

immediately located in the economic structure of society. While the current wave is not 

                                                        

50 An idea that, according to [ref], was never developed in Marxôs own writings. However, Lucaks 

[spelling and ref] development of óclass consciousnessô has clearly had lasting influence. 

51 Lukács, G., 1971, History and Class Consciousness : Studies in Marxist Dialectics, translated 

by Livingstone , R., (Merlin Press, London).  

52 Gramsci, A., 1971, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci , edited and 

translated by Hoare, Q. & Nowell Smith, G., (Lawrence and Wishart, London).  
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pr imarily characterised by the identity -based politics that is associated with the ónew 

social movementsô, it has nevertheless brought the claims of those movements centrally 

within its ambit. As we saw above, Trotskyist organisations have historically struggled 

with non -class claims of oppression but the value of this argument in making 

connections with the wider movements has given it a high profile within the RS frame. 53 

Class struggle  - the competition between those whose power and privilege is based 

on exploitation and expropriation and those whose power is based on their vital role in 

production - is understood as a clash of interests. It is in the interests of the ruling class 

to hold onto their power and privilege; this is simply axiomatic within the R S frame as 

within Marxism. The implications of this axiom spin off in various directions. It has an 

impact, for instance, on the conception of the individual as what the individual ought to 

do is predicated on what is in the interest of the class as a whole. However, by far the 

most important implication is that it grounds the need for revolution: members of the 

ruling class will act in the interests of the class as a whole (and thus it is assumed that 

they have a level of class consciousness not found in the contemporary British working 

class) and therefore they will not give up their position without struggle. This is most 

clearly seen in expectation of violence: 

ñby the time I was 16 I realised that I was a revolutionary, on the simple 
grounds that I coul d see clearly that fundamental change would require 

overcoming the resistance of people who donôt want to see that changeò54  

ñthey will not go quietly. They will get the army... All the worldôs history 
says that when the ruling class is seriously threatened by its own people 

they react. In a big way.ò55 

ñYou cannot chip away at capitalism hoping to build a new society; after 
a while capitalism will respond, óNo more chipping!ô and repress that 

attemptò56 

"The vile Mexican ruling class is permitting the Zapati stas - for the 
moment - to remain in control of indigenous areas of south Mexico, only 
because the Zapatistas have promised not to promote revolution across 
Mexico. However, the economic, social and political emancipation of the 

                                                        

53 Several articles from the SWPôs ñWhere we Standò column, for instance, utilise arguments 

about the division of the working class in this way:  SWP, 2004, ñRights of the Oppressed to 
Organise Their Own Defenceò in Socialist Worker 1893, 20/03/04 ;  ñReal Equality for Gays and 
Lesbians is Still to be Wonò in Socialist Worker 1898, 24/04/04; ñOppose All Barriers that 
Divide Workersò in Socialist Worker 1889, 21/02/04; ñWhat is the Real Case for Socialist 
Revolution?ò in Socialist Worker 1886, 31/01/04.  

54 óEldonô, interview, February 2005.  

55 óHardyô, interview, December 2004.  

56 óHamiltonô, field  notes, informal setting, June 2002  
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oppressed and exploited peasants and workers of Chiapas can only be 

secured through such a revolution."57 

I quote at length to emphasise the importance of this conception of revolution. óEldonô 

(first quotation ) tends to be critical of Trotskyist organisations, and is not a member, 

yet the notion of revolution has guided several decades of thought and action. óHardyô 

(second quotation ) is an SWP member, and (on this matter) follows the standard SWP 

line: revolution is necessary because the ruling class will not give up their power 

voluntarily. A result of this notion is that social change cannot be built piecemeal, this 

means that attempts at reform are not capable of accumulatively bringing in a socialist 

society and thus forms a part of the argument against a range of other movement 

streams (third quotation, from a member of Workersô Power). Finally, this idea is 

utilised to understand the meaning of particular political events and situations (fourth 

quotation ). The Zapatistas are celebrated within much of the movement produced 

litera ture, and the writings of its charismatic leader, Subcomandante Insurgente 

Marcos have aided the identification of neo-liberalism as its enemy. However, it is 

primarily within streams that emphasis e autonomy (which the DA frame exemplifies) 

that the EZLN struggle is affirmatively evaluated, whereas those that emphasise the 

permanent revolution can only understand it as limited. This is a very clear example of 

how the content of orientational frames with a basis in a longer tradition, give rise to 

particular  understandings of particular situations.  

Organising Revolution: the Variable Role of Democracy  

ñthe central point of Marxism is that from below we can create new 
structures, structures that have to be democratic, have to be based on 
mass self-emancipation, self-activity, but have to be centralised and have 

at some decisive point to disarm the ruling class before they kill us.ò58 

This view, from a central thinker in the SWP, highlights the expectation of violence in 

revolution just described. The idea of a militia is frequently connected with the notion 

of democratic self-rule by the working class. However, the details of militia activities, 

other than that officers would be directly elected and accountable, is very rarely made 

explicit and it certainly appea rs that these concerns are seen to be somewhat distant, 

given the present understanding of the very low revolutionary potential within the 

                                                        

57 óGarethô, email to public discussion list, May 2002  

58 Chris Harman, contributing to a debate between Alex Callinicos and John Holloway, 2005, 

ñCan We Change the World Without Taking Power?ò at WSF V; transcript in International 
Socialism 106. Available at: http://www.isj.org.uk/index.php4?id=98&issue=106 ; last accessed: 
07/08/05.  
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British working class. 59 For this reason I will focus, in this section, on the tension 

between democracy and centralisation to which the above quotation is primarily 

orientated. The notion of democracy is a particularly complex one in the RS frame, and 

its meaning and evaluation appear to shift through the various historical stages that are 

expected in the progress towards socialism. Progress is understood, at the more 

theoretical level, with reference to dialectical materialism as adumbrated above. For 

this reason, it is not necessarily inconsistent to have a number of different conceptions 

of democracy, dependent on the historical circumstances. However, we will see that to 

the extent to which the orientational frame employed by activists floats free of the 

complex theoretical understandings of Marxist ideology, there is great potential for 

confusion and conflict.  

Revolutionary socialists claim not to be utopian, in the sense that they do not have a 

blueprint for the ideal society. The revolution is conceived as such a break from the 

capitalist present, altering the consciousnesses of all involved to such a degree,60 that 

ñwe cannot ... specify the details of a socialist society, we would limit ourselves to a 

statement of general principles ... its in the guiding star this, decisions can, should and 

must be taken by everybody.ò61  Nevertheless, at times there is further specification, 

where democracy appears in a form markedly similar to the soviets that appeared 

during 1917 in Russia, wherein: 

ñcouncils of workers' delegates ... based on elected delegates from the 
work places and the neighbourhoods will become the ultimate decision-
making body in society... they will be organs of direct democracy whose 
delegates can be recalled by the electors. Combining political and 
economic functions, workers' councils will allow direct participation in 

the running of society by the working  masses.ò 62 

This post-revolutionary endpoint provide s an image of an ideal form of democracy 

which informs the thought of those utilising the RS frame. However, as we shall see 

shortly, this does not necessarily inform practic e in the pre-revolutionary con text.  

                                                        

59 A notable exception to that is the level of planning that some Trotskyist groups put into mass 

demonstrations. The ambition to óget into the red zoneô, referring to an area cordoned off by 
police at the Prague IMF/World Bank conference, was articulated and planned. Elsewhere, 
activists have commented on óde-arrestô training in order to physically release comrades in the 
process of being arrested; óHamiltonô, field notes, discussion at anti-war university occupation, 
October 2002. 

60 SWP, ñWhat we Stand For: What is the Real Case for the Socialist Revolutionò in Socialist 

Worker 1886, 31/01/04.  

61 óHardyô, interview, December 2004.  

62 IST, Where We Stand. 
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Within the RS frame liberal representative democracy is described as óbourgeois 

democracyô. Theoretically, this is because of Marxôs description of the progress of 

history requiring first a bourgeois revolution, overthrowing the aristocracy in order  to 

create capitalism before the socialist revolution becomes possible.63 The label serves far 

more often to indicate that democracy in capitalist society will work to the benefit of the 

powerful, because it is not fundamentally constituted of the direct pa rticipation of the 

working class and because the economy is largely outside of the control of the 

democratically elected representatives in any case. As a result, the most positive 

revolutionary socialist approach to British democracy is that, ñParliament is a 

dungheap. But if you stand on top of it, your voice carries further. A socialist who is 

elected as an MP (or a councillor) wins a megaphone which is useful for socialist 

agitation. It doesn't make parliament any less of a dungheap.ò64 Nevertheless, the fact 

that both bourgeois democracy and the socialist ideal of democracy involve 

representation is an important parallel and highlights a major source of contention 

between the RS and DA frames. Possibly in reaction to this debate, the notion of 

immediate recall of representatives is often highlighted as an essential aspect of 

democracy.65 

If the extent of the claims about democracy in post-revolutionary society are limited 

by an unwillingness to specify too much in advance, and the representative democracy 

of the state in the present is understood as fundamentally flawed then we must look to 

the process that stretches from the consciousness raising activities of the present, 

through the revolution to find the understanding of democracy that is central to the  

everyday thought and practise within the RS frame.  What we find here is a 

commitment to democratic centralism. The Trotskyist organisations stress the need for 

strong central leadership and party discipline. In the óWhat we stand forô column in 

Socialist Worker, the centralist element is reduced to this: ñThere's a key principle 

involved in democracy. Once a plan of action has been debated and decided, we should 

stick to it. That doesn't just apply to parties, but also to movements. An anarchistic "do 

your own thing" mentality produces unnecessary defeats.ò66 In the context of a broad 

                                                        

63 Trotskyôs position was different, the notion of permanent revolution explicitly claims that 

bourgeois revolution can develop immediately into a socialist revolution, as was thought to have 
happened in Russia. 

64 SWP, ñWhat we stand for: Can't we win change through parliament?ò in Socialist Worker  

1883, 10/01/ 04. Also, IST, Where We Stand. 

65 óHardyô, interview, December 2004.  

66 SWP, ñWhat we Stand For: Democracy without Centralism Will Failò in Socialist Worker 

1902, 22/05/ 04. Similarly, the SWP constitution notes, ñwe need to act in a unified way. Once 
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movement that includes significant streams with a position of direct, non -

representative democracy, it is clear that this statement is aimed as distinguishing the 

revolutionar y position. In addition, it is directed toward maintaining party discipline, a 

theme that is echoed in a number of internal documents and in the practice of 

Trotskyist organising; centralism is justified on the basis of effectiveness. What is left 

unspoken here, is the commitment to hierarchy. Centralism within the Trotskyist 

tradition, as we have seen, includes a willingness to defer to higher levels of authority, 

especially to the various óInternationalsô. The international bodies have used a variety of 

means, but particularly the expulsion of national sections and denial of funding, in 

order to enforce their will. However, while the belief in the efficiency of centralism by 

those working on the ground is vital to the functioning of Trotskyist organisation s as 

they are currently constituted, it is unclear whether this should be counted among the 

key traits of the RS frame. After all, there are undoubtedly revolutionary socialists who 

are either not members of Trotskyist organisations, or whose membership does not 

limit them from ógoing it aloneô in some elements of their activism. 

A related, but more central notion is the idea of the vanguard party. I described, in 

the first section of this chapter, the commonalty of history that a number of Trotskyist 

organisations share, from low-key tactics of entryism and united front action, to a 

declaration of their own importance as the óvanguard of the proletariatô. óHardyô 

explained that inside his guiding star was the idea, ñmost of all, you must build a tight 

knit organisation at the centre, this organisation is not the mass movement, but it 

should be at the centre of the mass movement.ò67  The purposes of such an organisation 

are to protect, develop and pass on the truth found in their interpretation of Marxism, 

and to be at the centre of revolutionary struggle. 68 Ultimately, given the position of the 

Russian revolution as the example in revolutionary socialism, the vanguard must be 

understood as the kernel of the workersô state in the period of transition between 

revolution and ótrueô communism. At this point the revolution is understood to be 

potentially under attack both from capitalist nation -states and from counter-

revolutionary forces and therefore the transition needs guiding from a strong central 

government, which is destined to ówhither awayô. 

While not including democracy as one of the five ócoreô elements of socialism, 

Michael Freeden nevertheless notes the importance of the concept. The centrality of 

                                                                                                                                                                   

decisions have been taken, all members are expected to carry out party policiesò; SWP, Post-
Conference Bulletin, December 2004. 

67 óHardyô, interview, December 2004.  

68 óFloydô, field notes, informal setting, October 2002. 
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equality together with the overriding importance of the c ommunity (class) over the 

individual suggest that ñauthoritarian variants which emerged within the socialist 

tradition, those which assent to the role of elites of talent or of organizational capacity 

as well as those which remain cemented to functional dictatorships of the proletariat, 

however ephemeral their life-span was originally envisaged, have distanced themselves 

from socialist ideological structures.ò 69  With a history of deep conflict with S talinism, 

Trotskyists stress the necessity of óbottom-upô structures to allow the self-emancipation 

of the working class.  It is this, together with the need to distance themselves from 

authoritarian socialism, that provides a focus on democracy. Yet, in the present, the 

vanguard parties see themselves in the role of protecting the Marxist truth, while 

attempting to increase the number of people who follow the same revolutionary 

understanding; i.e. an educative role. The vanguard is justified, along with democratic 

centralism, by the need for efficient and effective decision making in the revolutionary 

situation: ñon a snap decision may hang the fate of the entire revolution. What is 

needed is a cool and clear head, a firm sense of the ultimate objective, the ability to 

make rapid tactical judgements, and an organisation capable not only of making 

decisions, but of carrying them out." 70  The commitment to Marxism as science ensures 

that none of the central beliefs of the vanguard are available for negotiation, and this 

creates the tension with democracy in the RS frame.  Their relationship with other 

streams within the current cycle of contention, let alone with the trade union 

movement they classify as reformist, cannot be, therefore, a relationship of equals. The 

realm of debate is absolutely limited by the Trotskyist tradition and a narrow amount of 

flexibility in interpreting óclassical Marxismô. 

Members of the working class, i.e. anyone who works for a wage or salary, who do 

not subscribe to the Marxist doctrine are ascribed the quality of false consciousness. 

This does not necessarily conflict with democracy as normally understood, as the 

process of democracy should have some deliberative and educative elements through 

which the presentation of Trotskyist ideas, if true, convince workers of the Trotskyist 

case. However, as the history of the organisations demonstrate, the commitment to 

democracy either internally, or in their dealings with broader movements is a fragile 

one indeed. There are practical and theoretical problems here, discussion of which will 

offer the opportunity for advancing our understanding of the connections between the 

key components of the RS frame as it is currently composed.  

                                                        

69 Freeden, Ideologiesé, p. 439. 

70 Callinicos, A., 1986, The Revolutionary Road to Socialism , (Socialist Workers Party), p. 46. 
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Practically, the application of democracy as educative and deliberative process lacks 

an obvious location. On the one hand, bourgeois democracy is understood simply as 

another arm of capitalist hegemony; radical ideas do not get a fair hearing. Within 

revolutionary organisations, on the other hand, it might be argued members have 

already achieved a level of consciousness sufficient for action, and there is simply no 

point in deliberating at length. The revolutionary organisation is, after all, supposed to 

be oriented to revolutionary action: the epithet ótalking shopô is pejoratively applied to 

any organisation that has focused on deliberation at the expense of action.71 The 

engagement of Trotskyists within larger movements and organisations does provide a 

space in which political discussion may take place with individual s who are likely 

already to have developed some level of critique of capitalist relationships. But here 

exist a number of tensions that could allow deliberation to fall by the wayside. Most 

simply, coalitions forming around particular issues or instances are likely to involve 

many óold handsô who have been confronted with the Trotskyist world -view before and 

rejected it. Additionally, they are likely to be oriented to urgent forms of action 

producing again the need to avoid becoming a ótalking shopô. Most tellingly, the 

perceived superiority of the Trotskyist  analysis encourages an attempt to dominate 

coalitional groups, simply because of the necessity of acting in the órightô way. 

Theoretically, what we can detect here is an important difference between the 

justifications of democracy on offer from the variou s orientational frameworks within 

contemporary movement milieu. For the Trotskyist the importance of democracy flows 

from the (more central) notions of equality and community. The latter insists that - 

given the sociability at the base of human nature - it  is societies, groups and classes 

rather than individuals that should be the basis of our decision making. That is, we 

should act in a way that is good for the group as a whole, rather than any one or other of 

its members. However, the value of equality should temper the potential of utilitarian 

calculations that might produce decisions requiring the (large) sacrifice of the one for 

the (small) good of the many. Acting as a group (particularly in the context of shared 

ownership of the means of production) r equires regular group decision making and 

equality suggests that no one must be excluded from that decision making. This is 

markedly different from the conceptions of democracy we will see attached to the other 

orientational frames identified in this thesi s. Both take a very much more individualist 

conception of the value of democracy. The notion of equality itself, in the RS frame, can 

be overridden for the good of the group, and where the individual has óreactionaryô, 

                                                        

71 The need to avoid óbecoming a talking shopô structured much of the initial development of the 

Sheffield Social Forum, as I will demonstrate in chapter eight, due largely to the input of 
Workersô Power members óKaraô and óGarethô and SWP organiser óFloydô. 
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óreformistô or órevisionistô views it is always possible to argue that the good of the class is 

absolutely primary.  

4. CONCLUSIONS 

The historical outline of the development of British T rotskyism presented in the 

first section of this chapter demonstrates a tradition of thought and action tha t is still 

influential in the UK today. The classical Marxism carried by revolutionary 

organizations has a number of central elements that appear virtually unchanged in the 

contemporary movement context: the class analysis of capitalist exploitation; the value 

placed on human welfare and power equality; the necessity of the revolutionary road to 

socialism; the integration of politics and economics ; the debilitating effects of 

(Gramscian) hegemonic ideology; and the belief in the vanguard party practicing  a 

united front strategy all appear to have been transmitted faithfully to the present. All 

retain centrality in the orientational frame that guides the thought and action of a 

significant section of the current movements.  Underlying all of these elements are 

found a theoretical belief in the primacy of the society over the individual and an 

attitude of certainty that colours activist interpretation and praxis in the current 

movements. These elements are less likely to appear in grassroots activist discourse, 

and play a less prominent role in even the theoretical literature attached to the 

Trotskyist organisations. Nevertheless, the relative positions of the other elements 

require these underlying assumptions for the frame to have coherence. These elements 

alone offer a specification of the RS frame that is, as we would expect, much more 

specific than Freedenôs ideological analysis with which I began this chapter. 

To draw out only the most stable elements in the frame would, however, be to miss 

out an important part of the story, and would make a genuine understanding of this 

stream within the  ideas of the contemporary movements very difficult. The RS frame 

is, I suggest, relatively closed to innovation, venerating its theoretical and activist 

forebears. Conversely, the focus on party-building, in order to spread the truths 

perceived in the core beliefs in the frame, forces those working within the RS frame to 

look to wider movements; to live up to their philosophy they must attempt to connect 

with those who have not yet gained a revolutionary understanding. The conversations 

with broader movements have brought about a number of (more or less durable) 

changes, developing what we can now see as the RS frame. First, the definition of the 

working class has undoubtedly been widened. Second, the notion of democracy has 

gained in importance, at least within the rhetoric of the frame. And, third, the 

orientation of the struggle has turned from primarily focusing on the struggles of those 
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in industrial workplaces for bette r pay and conditions to spread focus out among the 

multiple movements that have, since the mid-1990s come to see themselves as a 

ómovement of movementsô. These shifts may all be understood as responses to changes 

in the political opportunity structure, bro adly conceived. The new cycle of contention 

seemed to offer up a new generation of radical activists, whose politics was not based 

on the narrow identity claims associated with the ónew social movementsô. For 

Trotskyist organisations languishing, in part, because of the numerical and political 

weakness of the trade union movement since the failure of the 1984-5 minersô strike, 

this was a much needed opportunity for a fresh burst of political activity. Furthermore, 

the new mobilisations were targeted at international economic institutions: the control 

centres of capital. While much of the movement understood itself to be anti -neo-liberal 

the revolutionary socialist could interpret this as an anti -capitalist movement.  

The vanguard parties in twenty-first cent ury Britain cannot survive long without 

exploiting the potential of these radical movements as recruiting grounds. But more 

importantly, it is the very nature of the vanguard, which must be understood (within 

the RS frame) as a carrier of ideas that requires activists to reach out to other politically 

active sections of the population. The movements had largely internalised the claims 

made by the ónew social movementsô, and were centred organisationally around a non-

representative notion of democracy. In th ese two areas, therefore, the revolutionary 

socialists have shifted the emphasis of their rhetoric. In terms of identity claims (claims 

to non-class oppressions) the shift appears to have been wholly genuine. Activists have 

been able to make sense of these oppressions as grounds for struggle within the 

revolutionary socialist frame. It is also in the nature of the vanguard to attempt to 

dominate a movement in terms of attempting to set its strategy; this appears as a 

central idea in the revolutionary social ist tradition. This suggests that, in fact, 

involvement in the movement is not purely motivated by the ambition of party building 

but because the vanguard parties see there to be potential in the struggle, if only it is 

appropriately guided down the revolu tionary road. However, it is here that the central 

tension within the RS frame is created. In continuing to highlight the gap between 

Trotskyism and Stalinism there has been an increase in discussion of democracy as a 

óbottom-upô force. But the requirements of centralism, and leadership of the broader 

movement act against this rhetoric: the bells of democracy ring hollow when struck 

against the practice of domination.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

THE D IRECT ACTION FRAME :  ANARCHY AND ECOLOGY 

CONFRONT AUTHORITY  

ñThe very notion of direct action é emerges directly from the 
libertarian tradition. Anarchism is the heart of the movement, its 
soul; the source of most of whatôs new and hopeful about it.ò 1 

1. INTRODUCTION  

Direct action (DA) is often considered as a tactical approach to protest that is 

utilised by a variety of movements. More recently, the notion that DA forms the basis of 

a radical social change movement of itself, i.e. a ódirect action movementô, has gained 

some currency.2 However, this is difficult to fit withi n the confines of social movement 

theory, which traditionally demands the identification of particular goals to which 

movements work. I will argue, rather, that DA is best understood as the basis of an 

orientational frame within a broader cycle of contenti on. It has become closely 

connected to a number of normative claims which are implied wherever the 

recognisable tactics of DA are utilised. Direct actionists have rediscovered a strong anti-

authoritarian position that flows from the centring of individual freedom within the 

positive values of the frame. They have reinvented an attitude to decentralised, direct 

forms of decision making that offers a particular  understanding of democracy. And they 

have developed new understandings of political space as a collective construction, free 

from systems of power domination.  

Activists whose understandings are informed by the DA frame tend to be less 

inclined to explicitly theorise their protest activity than those informed by the other 

frames I identify in this thesis . Exposition of the frame will, therefore, be strongly 

centred on a number of periods of contentious activity in which local activists have 

been involved. Principally, these will include: actions against the DSEi arms exhibition 

in Londonôs Docklands; local anti -consumerist protest for óNo Shop Dayô; the creation 

of Sheffield Indymedia ; and a ómass direct actionô at US ólistening stationô NSA 

                                                        

1 Graeber, D., 2002, ñThe New Anarchistsò in New Left Review 13, p. 62. 

2 Doherty, B., Plows, A. & Wall, D., 2003, ñôThe Preferred Way of Doing Thingsô: The British 

Direct Action Movementò in Parliamentary Affairs 56 , pp. 669-686. 
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Menwith Hill in Yorkshire. Because the frame emphasises the prefigurative role of 

protest action, the modes of organisation are as important as reflective speech or 

writing in highlighting core political principles. Examination of consensus -based 

decision making (CBDM) uncovers the connection between understandings of 

individual freedom and democracy. It is here that we  will find tensions both within the 

frame, and in the relationships between the DA frame and other currents in the general 

movement.  In examining the divisions created by the precepts of the DA frame, it will 

become apparent that frame-specific decontestations of democracy contain the 

potential for contest within the current cycle of contention.  

To understand how DA has come to be imbued with the political ideals I specify we 

must look to the traditions from which current practices have emerged. My analysi s 

begins, therefore, by briefly tracing the history of direct action in the UK. It is a history 

of various applications and diffuse understandings. The roots of the practice are to be 

found in the movement for nuclear disarmament and have been developed through 

movements reacting to a number of events and trends in mainstream politics. There is 

a recognisable genealogy of certain facets of confrontational direct action that are based 

on a ñrejection of a politics which appeals to governments to modify their  behaviour in 

favour of physical intervention against state power in a form that itself prefigures an 

alternative.ò3 Graeber only tells part of the story, however, and a more detailed 

examination finds further characteristics central to current DA practice s. In my 

analysis of the latter I will offer explanations for the unmediated and prefigurative 

nature of DA through relating it to particular understandings of freedom and 

knowledge. Furthermore, I will argue that in its more positive and creative aspects,  the 

DA frame encompasses beliefs about processes of empowerment and the creation of 

space that are inextricably tied to its confrontational aspect.  Yet Graeber is right to 

claim that the idea of direct action is grown from anarchist roots and it is those to 

which I turn first.  

2. THE LONG VIEW : ANARCHY, PEACE AND ECOLOGY 

Direct Action and Anarchist Thought  

Observers frequently divide anarchism into individualist and collectivist camps; the 

ideology  may be understood as liberalism taken to its logical conclusions or as an anti-

                                                        

3 Graeber, ñThe New Anarchistsò, p. 62. 
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authoritarian socialism. 4 This division finds its extremes, on the one hand, in Max 

Stirnerôs conception of egoism, 5 and, on the other, the federal collectivism of thinkers 

such as Bakunin (in his opposition to Marx 6) and Kropotkinôs notion of Mutual Aid .7 

While Freeden finds anarchism troublesome as an ideology, precisely because of its 

twin roots, his description of its óthin coreô is valuable. The most obvious element is a 

deep antagonism to power, leading to the belief in the necessity of destruction of the 

state. This is motivated by a longing for liberty; a society in which human agents can 

freely choose their action with no coercive constraint. The anarchist ideal is predicated 

on an assumption of the potential for harmony withi n human society without coercive 

control. 8 Colin Ward demonstrates all these points more proselytically, ñAnarchists are 

people who make a social and political philosophy out of the natural and spontaneous 

tendency of humans to associate together for their mutual benefit  é it is possible and 

desirable for society to organise itself without government.ò9 

The notion of direct action, as the preferred method of achieving social change, is 

capable of bringing together  both libertarian and collectivist strands of anarchism. It 

has been present in anarchist thinking since at least the beginning of the twentieth 

century, when Voltarine de Cleyre explained, 

ñEvery person who ever had a plan to do anything, and went and did it, 
or who laid his plan before others, and won their co-operation to do it 
with him, without going to external authorities to please do the thing for 

them, was a direct actionist.ò 10 

By this definition, direct action may encompass a wide range of different activities 

carried out by individuals or  groups. It is painted in this light as constructive action, but 

it equally applies to action that is motivated by the desire to stop some injustice. 

Anarchistsô have typically stressed the distinction between direct and political (or 

                                                        

4 Ward, C., 1982, Anarchy in Action , (Freedom Press, London), p. 4; Freeden, M., 1996, 

Ideologies and Political Theory. A Conceptual Approach , (Clarendon Press, Oxford), pp. 311; 
Miller, D., 1984, Anarchism , (Dent, London), chapter 1. 

5 Festenstein, M., & Kenny, M., 2005, Political Ideologies , (Oxford University Press, Oxford), 

pp. 353-6. 

6 Woodcock, G., 1963, Anarchism , (Pelican, Middlesex), pp. 17-9. 

7 Kropotkin, P., 1972[1902], Mutual Aid: A Factor in Evolution , (Penguin, London). 

8 Freeden, M., 1996, Ideologiesé, pp. 311-14. 

9 Ward, C., 1982, Anarchy in Action , (Freedom Press, London), p. 4. 

10 De Cleyre, V., c.1912, ñDirect Actionò, in Spunk Library , available at:  

http://www.spunk.org/library/writers/decleyre/sp001334.html ; last accessed: 22/07/05. 
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indirect) action. 11 In  taking the first path one acts for oneself. Taking the second path is 

any attempt to influence others to exert power on your behalf, which may take the form 

of lobbying an MP or supporting a revolutionary party; either way it highlights your 

dependency on another. As such, the direct action tactic is inherently anti -

authoritarian, fulfilling the first element of the shared anarchist core. Second, direct 

action stresses the autonomy of the individual; action must be freely chosen, and 

groups taking direct action must be free associations which offer their members the 

opportunity to have a full influence on group decisions. As such, it fulfils the desire for 

liberty inherent in anarchism. Third, because direct action among collectives should be 

organised by free association with the utmost respect for liberty, it prefigures anarchic 

society. The notion that people are, of their own free will, choosing to take some 

purposive action together is a demonstration of the relationships that will compose a 

preferable future.   

The idea of direct action as prefigurative deserves a brief digression. Anarchism is a 

revolutionary ideology in that all anarchists (as all revolutionary socialists) assert that:  

ñit is not in the least likely that states and governments, in eit her the rich 
or the poor worlds will, of their own volition, embark on the drastic 
change of direction which a consideration of our probable future  
demandsé Power and privilege have never been known to abdicate. This 

is why anarchism is bound to be a call to revolution.ò12 

This lends anarchism an oppositional attitude that colours its proponentsô interactions 

with all agents of state or corporate power and with other movements for social change. 

However, in the UK there has also been a tendency to accept that revolutionary 

overthrow of the state is unlikely in the near future. It is an acceptable alternative, 

therefore, to seek out areas in which to create alternative societies in the here and now. 

Indeed, for Ward the enlargement of such spaces might be the primary meaning that 

revolution has.  Anarchism, ñfar from being a speculative vision of a future society, is a 

description of a mode of human organisation, rooted in the experience of everyday life, 

which operates side by side with, and in spite of, the dominant authoritarian trends of 

our society.ò 13 In this context, direct action takes on two meanings. First, it refers to 

oppositional, confrontational action, carried out in a particular manner that attempts to 

make a concrete impact on authority. Second, it is the construction of spaces in which 

one can live and work in free association with others, without coercion of any form. 

                                                        

11 de Cleyre, Direct Action; Weick, D., 1996, ñThe Habit of Direct Actionò in Ehrlich, H.J., ed., 

Reinventing Anarchy, Again , (AK Press, Edinburgh). 

12 Ward, Anarchy in Action , p. 142. 

13 Ward, Anarchy in Action , p. 14. 



 125 

Both of these meanings are prefigurative, although the latter, with its stress on 

producing the essentials for life, can most obviously serve as a detailed example of the 

way one óoughtô to live. Both continue to find expression in a range of movements in the 

UK today. 

This sketch of the connections between anarchism and direct action has been 

necessarily brief. However, my purpose is not to seek anarchism within the current 

movements on the basis of a programmatic description of the ideational elements that 

define an ideology. Rather, I reflect on ideological traditions as a way of understanding 

present interpretative frames. The picture that emerges from my local ethnographic 

work is that it is more often ódirect actionô to which activists are oriented, rather than 

anarchism as such. In fact, the influence of self-conscious anarchism in UK political 

movements has always been minor. In the early twentieth century other European 

nations had strong anarcho-syndicalist strands within trade union movements. 

Especially for the syndicalist, direct action referred to industrial tactics such as go-

slows and work-to-rule, with the general str ike as its highest form. But syndicalist 

groups made few inroads in the UKôs trade union movement, and their influence 

dwindled to ever smaller proportions after the First World War. 14 To some degree in the 

British New Left 15, and more ostentatiously in the counter-cultural movements of the 

late 1960s and early 1970s16 anarchism has had some continuing influence. However, 

for those engaged in political activism anarchist ideas have come largely through 

practice rather than philosophy. That would certainly be i n keeping with Woodcockôs 

imagery; anarchism characterised as ñwater percolating through porous ground é 

disappearing from sight, and then re-emerging where the cracks in the social structure 

may offer it a course to run.ò17 In examining the course of the use of direct action in the 

UK below, a number of anarchist themes will resurface, offering reflection on prevalent 

ideational elements. 

Direct Action and Nuclear Disarmament  

From 1956 to 1961 there was a crescendo of civil disobedience against the testing 

and deployment of nuclear weapons. The Direct Action Committee (DAC) had been 

born out of a long-running pacifist group, after an attempt to understand how 

                                                        

14 Marshall, P., 1993, Demanding the Impossible. A History of Anarchism , (Fontana, London), 
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15 Miller, D., 1984, Anarchism , pp.141-150. 

16 Marshall, P., 1992, Demanding the Impossible,  pp. 542-546. 
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Gandhian techniques of protest could be applied in the UK. It was motivated by the 

desire to see the emergence of a non-violent society. In bringing Gandhiôs anti-

authoritarian pacifism to the UK the group also saw a coming together of means and 

ends of action; the methods of protest prefiguring the ideal of a non-violent society.18  

Furthermore, as the founding document of the 1957 Committee (a forerunner of DAC in 

both ideas and personnel) demonstrates, the critique of society was far-reaching: 

"non violent resistance should be related equally to ending war and to 
bringing about radical social changes. These two should be regarded as 
inextricably interwo vené Social aims in the United Kingdom hinged 
around the decentralisation of the bu reaucratic, managerialist and 
militaristic features of State Socialism and State Capitalism experienced 

today."19 

 By the end of 1957 the Direct Action Committee (DAC) had been formally created 

with an intention to send a small group of volunteers on a sailing boat into the waters of 

the British nuclear test zone in the Pacific ocean.20 Although the group failed to raise the 

necessary funds the vocal support they received from many quarters (including the 

prominent anarchists Alex Comfort and Herbert Read) led to the conception of a march 

to the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment in Aldermaston, Berkshire. Perhaps 

the most significant aspect of this demonstration is that it was a march from London to 

Aldermaston. The organisers clearly considered that the protest should be addressed 

not to government but to the individuals working in the industry. The march 

culminated in a demonstration and picket of the base and attempts to persuade facility 

staff to pledge not to be involved in the manufacture of nuclear weapons. Previous civil 

disobedience had been self-consciously symbolic, but Aldermaston marked the 

development of a more direct kind of action. 21 Subsequent demonstrations at UK and 

US airbases (many of the same ones targeted by the most recent anti-war movement) 

went as far as creating blockades around building equipment, prompting significant 

                                                        

18 Taylor, R., 1988, Against the Bomb. The British Peace movement, 1958-1956, 

(Clarendon Press, Oxford), p. 117. 

19 Quotation from the founding document of the 1957 Committee, quoted in Taylor, Against the 
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debates within the peace movement about whether obstruction was acceptable within a 

liberal democracy.22  

DAC became the Committee of 100, running in parallel with the recently 

established CND23 and drawing away its more militant members (including Bertrand 

Russell, probably the most recognised intellectual leader). The new group represented a 

more diffuse set of understandings than the tightly -knit DAC. Inspired by Gandhian 

non-resistance protesters would sit-down wherever they met confrontation with the 

police, and if arrested would offer  no resistance, but go limp, requiring the police to 

carry them away. That such tactics were disruptive and threatening is evidenced by the 

arrest of over 1,300 people for attending a prohibited demonstration in 1961. However, 

Russell saw civil disobedience as a publicity stunt, his call to ófill up the jailsô with peace 

activists was a reflection of the urgency with which government policy must be 

influenced.24 Others within the Committee of 100, had an understanding of direct 

action that went beyond the tactical, involving, among other elements the notion that 

the means one uses are the ñends in embryoò and, ñthe idea of the óparallel societyô 

evolving not side-by-side but over and against present societyò.25 However, the 

movement dwindled and apart from mom entary upsurges around major crisis points 

(notably the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962) it was not until the Vietnam Solidarity 

Committeeôs more confrontational marches in 1967-8 that civil disobedience was again 

seen in the urban setting. These had been largely led by the far-left (see chapter three) 

and fed by the burgeoning youth movement, but there was little concrete 

understanding of the politics of the tactics being used, the leadership ñdid not look 

beyond the next demonstration, did not want to look b eyond it, and strongly 

discouraged anyone else from doing so. The demonstration was an end in itself.ò26  

The 1956-61 period of peace activism represented a reawakening of politics outside 

of the normal channels. Furthermore, the social base of the movement was genuinely 

new, located mainly in the middle classes.  The practice of disobedience necessarily 

instilled in the participants the notion that there could be a moral justification for law -

breaking. For some, combating nuclear weapons led to a political radicalisation and full 
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commitment ñto a struggle which would not end until the system itself had changed.ò27 

However, while participants were ñvery keen on the notion of people controlling their 

own livesò, the depth of systemic critique was mitigated by the single-minded focus and 

the political diversity of participation. Even among the most radical, the anarchist 

notion of direct action was considered to be beyond the non-violent civil disobedience 

which they practiced. April Carter, a central DAC protagonist, noted in Peace News that 

ñthe pure Direct Action approach is basically anarchist and anti -authoritarian - the 

Direct Action approach to a rocket base is ólet's demolish the damned thingôò. óFull-

bloodedô direct action seemed neither compatible with non-violence, nor the openness 

with authorities that the  groups scrupulously practiced.28  

Environmental Direct Action  

From the late 1960s the focus for protest in Britain shifted to the environment. A 

number of books predicting an unmanageable population explosion and environmental 

breakdown appeared,29 and the membership of traditional conservation and 

environmental organisations increased massively. In 1970 Friends of the Earth (FoE) 

was established as an autonomous organisation to the original US group. One of their 

first high -publicity actions was part of a campaign against Cadbury-Schweppesô 

decision to move from reusable to disposable bottles. They repeatedly dumped 

thousands of empty bottles at central and regional offices of the company. This 

demonstrates clearly the development of a belief that actions by individuals and small 

groups could change the behaviour of large corporations. Capitalist organisations 

became the target of actions that sought no mediation through government channels. 

Within six ye ars there were 140 local FoE groups, operating in an autonomous, 

decentralised structure. Throughout the 1970s FoE publications contained a systemic 

critique that emphasised not just the destructive capacity of capitalism, but also the 

role of decentralisation, democracy and regional self-sufficiency as solutions. They also 

promoted practical changes that every individual could make in their lifestyles through 
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individual choice (household efficiency, recycling) and community action (food 

cooperatives, allotments campaigns).30  

During the 1970s a string of significant ecological publications developed a radical 

critique of capitalist industrial society. They offered alternative systemic visions 

dependent not on economic development, but on the creation of decentralised, directly 

democratic communities. Autonomy of groups at local and regional levels was stressed, 

in contrast to the perceived global nature of the problems. Murray Bookchin developed 

these motifs into a concept of anarchist society that was proposed specifically to answer 

the ecological destruction created by capitalism. At the same time, a number of authors 

were linking environmental destruction with global inequality. 31 All of these themes 

have achieved prominence in the current cycle of contention in general, and the DA 

frame in particular.  

Despite the theoretical connections between ecology and anarchism, the 

environmental movement has, since the 1960s used a wide variety of modes of action 

tending towards the more institutional forms of action.  FoE and Greenpeace have both 

increasingly sought influence within policy networks, while the Green Party has made 

small gains.  Having made its name with direct action, Greenpeace in particular has 

become a highly professionalized NGO. Fearful of damaging the reputation among 

policy makers it is highly centralised and direct action is often purely symbolic and 

certainly part of a much broader tactical repertoire that as a whole is directed at 

government.  

During the early 1990s a more radical interpretatio n of direct action emerged with 

the development of the anti-roads camps. At this time Earth First! in the US had been 

established for about a decade, focused primarily on the defence of wilderness areas 

through direct action. óMonkey-wrenchingô tactics, i.e. sabotage of logging and mining 

equipment, had become common, along with more institutionally focused legal 

challenges.32 The first UK Earth First! (EF!) group was established in 1991, but it was in 

contesting the development of new roads and bypasses (most of which resulting from a 

major road-building programme initiated in 1992) that the inspiration of US EF! 
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became apparent. In 1992 protests at Twyford Down demonstrated the possibility of 

massively delaying road building work through the direct tactic o f occupying the land, 

and the trees, in areas due for new roads. Over a number of actions the protesters 

developed a sophisticated repertoire of contention including the building of complex, 

interconnected tree-houses, tunnelling and monkey-wrenching. Protest camps sprung 

up at nearly a dozen other road building projects across the country, and similar tactics 

were used (and still are being used) for other forms of ecological defence. Throughout 

the period the anti -roads movement encompassed two wings. The more conventional 

wing had been involved in the legal channels of opposition for years. However, perhaps 

through the frustrations of failure in these efforts, many individuals supported the 

counter-cultural eco-protesters. 33 

Particularly within the direct action anti -roads movement there are no obvious 

markers of ideology: no published political programmes and no national organisations 

in which central political decisions could be made. While this mitigates against making 

any very specific claims about the political beliefs informing the participants, this very 

fact demonstrates ñthe oppositional character of the direct action eco-protesters. Their 

ideology is anarchistic, but they reject as irrelevant the doctrinal debates which have 

characterised many anarchist groups. They are hostile to politicians and believe that 

non-hierarchical ways of working empower individuals to take political responsibility 

themselves.ò34  The very fact of their decision to completely reject the instruments of the 

state, and their willingness to take action themselves, are indications of a libertarian 

philosophy. Furthermore, the car has served as a potent symbol of capitalism and the 

logic of road-building connected with the logic of growth. Phil McLeish writes, ñIn the 

rejection of mobility for its own sake there is implied a rejection of the whole 

restlessness of capitalist modernity... the anti-roads movement has managed to pounce 

on transport ... as a particularly potent symbol of capitalist development/destruction. 

But it is not just a symbol, the economy actually does depend massively on cars and 

road building.ò35 The target has a dual purpose ï both a symbol and a legitimate, direct 

target.  I will refer to this form of symbolism as the use of a synecdoche: a central part 

of a system used to represent the whole. It is only when the symbol is conceived as a 

fundamental part of a wider system that action against it can be understood as direct in 

the fullest sense. That is, individuals taking it upon themselves to fight an element of 
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the system they oppose in the hope of having a real, economically measurable effect on 

the opponent. 

While the anti -roads campaigns were all clearly defensive, in the sense that they 

were attempts to  block government policies being enacted, there were more positive, 

forward -looking elements to the direct action culture. This is most obviously evinced by 

the creation of Reclaim the Streets in 1995 out of the protest occupations against an 

extension to the M11 through Wanstead, London. The M11 campaign was notably 

different from the previous anti -roads direct action manifestations for two reasons. 

First, it was an urban rather than rural setting; the occupations were primarily of 

buildings scheduled for demolition rather than trees and its location in the  capital 

increased the potential for direct interaction with potential adherents. Second, it 

intertwined with a new current of contention. The Criminal Justice Act (CJA) had been 

proposed by a conservative government apparently keen to give the police extra powers 

against a range of youth subcultures. This suddenly brought a new group of potential 

allies into contention: ravers, new age travellers and gay rights campaigners were 

among those offended by the legislation. Furthermore, ñMany of those criminalised by 

the CJA share a rejection of dominant social values. In place of conspicuous 

consumption and the achievement ethic they prioriti se non-material values such as 

autonomy, community and self -expression... the state has so far only succeeded in 

politicising them.ò36 The result was a highly creative, committed group who were willing 

to put themselves in risky, confrontational situations and determined to enjoy the 

experience. Combining these elements, their most successful action involved a staged 

car crash, closing a section of motorway in London, which was then used for a party of 

up to 8,000 people. 37  

The idea caught hold across the UK and groups organising RTS parties emerged, 

óspontaneouslyô defying the Criminal Justice Act.  Thus, RTS quickly became 

synonymous not with one particular protest organisation but instead an action idea, 

and a style of ódisorganisationô. RTS had both taken aim against car culture, and against 

the encroachment of the state onto private space.  Those involved were willing to 

concretely specify their claims for direct action:   

ñthe alternative message that RTS was pushing was one of 
empowerment - for people to participate in direct action, not only in the 
political arena but in all aspects of their lives. It was an attempt to 
dissuade people from the belief that we can change things by working 
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within the system, when it is the system itself that we must destroy if we 

are to have any meaningful and lasting change.ò38   

Local activists frequently describe both the concept of RTS and the particular London 

based group as inspiring and informative. It is through RTS that see the most self-

reflective assertions of the anti-authoritarian ideological content of direct action that 

goes beyond the strategic: ñDirect action is not just a tactic, it is individuals asserting 

their ability to control their own lives and to participate in social life without the need 

for mediation or control by bureaucrats or professional politicians. ò In a lengthy 

definition they highlight: the primacy of moral commitments over legal rules; the 

possibility of positive, creative DA as well as confrontational DA; the empowering 

nature of DA; its potential for self -realisation in terms of both the individual and the 

collective; and the necessity of involving all participants directly in decision making. 

Further, it contains prefiguration in, ñthe idea that people can develop the ability for 

self rule only through practiceò.39 Within RTS, therefore, we find a particularl y clear 

statement of the anarchistic principles that inform the practice of DA in the 

contemporary movement context.  

Finally, further supporting the notion of prefiguration, is the practice of defining an 

alternative space that flows from the particular me thods of the anti -roads movement. 

Occupation necessarily involves the creation and defence of a physical space in 

opposition to authority. Those occupying Claremont Road against the extension of the 

M11, in connection with the other groups targeted by the CJA, were particularly 

conscious of it, ñthe common denominator of the movement is a demand for free space. 

Claremont powerfully symbolised just such a space. The sculptures; the colour; the 

breakdown of the boundary between indoors and outdoors, public and private; the 

absence of cars; the communal kitchens and the sky bound towers, making a mockery 

of every planning permission guideline ever thought up.ò40  RTS similarly claim, ñfor the 

city, the streets are the commonsò and the ñstreet, at best, is a living place of human 

movement and social intercourse, of freedom and spontaneity. The car system steals 

the street from under us.ò41  

The practice of direct action can be found in connection with practically every 

significant wave of protest in the UK since the 1950s. Notable mobilisations include: 
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the anti -apartheid movement, (and in particular the campaign against the Springbok 

Tour of 1970);42 the disruption of nuclear power sites in the late 1970s;43 the womenôs 

and peace movements, particularly at Greenham in the 1980s;44 and the movement 

against genetically modified crops from the mid 1990s.45 By detailing the nuclear 

disarmament movement I have demonstrated that the direct action tactic has always 

come with some ideological baggage; that at least some practitioners saw in it a mode of 

organising that may be relevant to a future, preferable way of life. Through the 

combination of ecology with anti -authoritarianism the anti -roads movement 

demonstrates the development of the explicitly anti -capitalist credentials  of the DA 

frame. This contributed to the blossoming of protest in multiple, seemingly disparate 

sites that Doherty and colleagues describe as Britainôs direct action movement. 46 More 

importantly, for the present purposes, it is through these developments that direct 

activists in the UK became rapidly embroiled in the current cycle of contention.  

Undoubtedly, across all of these movements debates have developed and lessons 

learned. Connections are not, of course, limited to the transferral of ideas but of 

individuals and groups active across decades.47 Latent networks carry friendships and 

ideas through periods of reduced activity, containing the potential for new 

instantiations. Furthermore, the development of understanding is neither universal nor 

evenly spread. While some activists embraced broadened critiques, and more militant 

expressions of confrontation, others will have shied away from such mobilisations. Still 

others continue to utilise direct action as a repertoire of contention that has more in 

common with the uses it was put to by CND than the DAC or more in common with the 

Donga tribe of the Newbury bypass protests than RTS. These comments indicate the 

distance between the real anthropology of protest and the reified images of social 
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movements so often present in the literature. That is, they represent the Meluccian 

challenge described in chapter two. 

It is for this reason that throughout this thesis I have largely eschewed the attempt 

to define particular social movements around either issue areas or tactics. I have 

preferred, instead, to retain the heterogeneity of politics and practices in a cycle of 

contention whose origins are traceable to the late-1980s. The preceding discussion 

demonstrates that many of the ideational elements present in that cycle have a longer 

history. Rather than debating the birth of a direct action movement, therefore, I have 

described some of the key developments among those who have used direct action since 

the 1950s. Furthermore, it should be noted that the óreality gapô is more obvious in 

relation to the DA frame than the others identified in this thesis. Particularly when set 

aside the RS frame, with its focus on building a permanent organisation that transmits 

a doctrine valued for its purity, the development of the D A frame seems somewhat 

abstruse. 

The uneven spread of ideas and networks within contemporary movements 

potentially poses a problem for understanding local instantiations of an apparently 

national dynamic. I will briefly, therefore, suggest a few connection s between the direct 

action milieu in Sheffield and some of the trends just outlined, before offering  a 

detailed ethnographic presentation. That the ecological critique has been influential on 

Sheffield activistsô choice of action is evinced by the (intermittent) existence of Sheffield 

Environmental Action. Their focus has been avowedly ecological, for example through 

support for the long-running Nine Ladies anti -quarry protest camp in Derbyshire, 

through organising critical mass cycle protests and through their protests at the 

extension of a waste incinerator in central Sheffield. One of the connections with the 

anti -roads movement developed (somewhat surprisingly) out of the fact that Sheffield 

has a large, skilled climbing community. This drew the attent ion of the police in the 

mid -1990s who recruited amateur and semi-professional climbers to remove protesters 

from trees, particularly in the battles at Newbury in 1995 -6. This divided the climbing 

community, which contained a large number of environmentali sts, some of whom were 

then motivated to join the Newbury protesters. 48 While this had a radicalising effect on 

some, there had already been a network in existence connecting Sheffield activists to 

others in the anti -roads-anti -CJA nexus. Several more experienced activists have told 

me about a two-day meeting about the CJA that took place in 1994. In a squatted school 

in Sheffield, the meeting involved a large number of activists who went on to be 

centrally involved in direct action around the UK. One partic ipant even claimed, ñwith 

                                                        

48 óIsadoreô, interview, May 2003.  
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hindsight, that was the genesis of the anti-capitalist movement in Britainò.49 Partly as a 

result, Sheffield held its own RTS party in 1997, at which perhaps 5,00-1,000 people 

were in attendance. Those involved cemented connections with others around the UK 

by travelling to other cities to share their experiences and skills. The activists who came 

together around that event formed a loose network that has been noticeable in a range 

of mobilisations ever since; confirming Melucciôs notion of the continuity  of submerged 

networks.50  

3. THE DIRECT ACTION FRAME: PROCESS AND PRACTICE 

It is clear from the preceding discussion that some ideational elements contained in 

the direct action tactic have retained importance today. These are: the attempt to have 

an effect on oneôs opponent directly, without mediation; the notion that the practice of 

the action must prefigure the modes of action acceptable in some ideal future society; 

and the high regard for individual freedom. Equally, it is clear that there have been a 

number of changes in the way that direct actions have been carried out and understood. 

These have been in the direction of a more militant expression of direct action, to a 

broader set of purposes, with a stronger understanding of the ideal which direct action 

ought to prefigure. For many in the 1950s nuclear disarmament movements direct 

action was clearly a last resort, whereas by the late 1990s RTS had described it as the 

ópreferred way of doing thingsô. This suggests an increased value on the anarchist core 

as it has become less acceptable to proponents to attempt to work through the system.  

Militancy is evident in the fact that the strictures on non -violence have been relaxed so 

that damage to property and physical self-defence against authorities have become 

(conditionally) acceptable for a large number of direct activists.   

I divide the exposition below into, firstly, an analysis of the critique of capitalist 

society offered within the DA frame, and second, an analysis of the positive 

prescriptions for social change that exist within the frame. In each case I begin with the 

practical aspects, utilising ethnographic data covering a number of contentious strips of 

activity, before moving onto the more philosophical aspects of the frame.  

                                                        

49 óDarrellô, field notes, informal setting, April 2004. 

50 Melucci, A., 1989, Nomads of the Present.  Social Movements and Individua l Needs in 

Contemporary Society , (Century Hutchinson, Victoria ), p. 60. 
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Engaging Opposition  

Directness of action has been understood in a variety of different ways. It can, 

counter-intuitively, be applied to lobbying work. Asked whether there was ever any 

point lobbying councillors or MPs, óKelvinô responded,  

ñYeah, well I do it sometimes, I call it arsehole wastage time. Most of it is 
just é the time they spend dealing with you, é  it makes it harder for 
them to push through what they want to do.  You can sometimes get an 
MP to ask a good question or something, but the amount of work you 
have to put in to make them do it, compared with what you actually get 

out at the end - its hardly ever worth it.ò51 

óKelvinô claims libertarian anarchist views. As such, he argues against any form of state 

power. But his engagement in concrete political issues makes him willing to engage the 

state. As this quote makes clear, he understands this work as (partially) direct action. 

Where the state are identified as an opponent, using the conventional legal channels 

becomes subversive, because they are identified as a way of wasting the resources of the 

opposition. Similar attitudes are commonly taken towards the police. For instance, in 

April 2003 the Gloucester Weapons Inspectors, at RAF Fairford carried out a 

ósponsored stop and searchô during the war on Iraq. They were, in part, protesting at 

what they saw as misuse of Section 44 of the Terrorism Act which had led to police 

repeatedly searching the same people protesting at the base. Seeing this as 

intimidation, the protesters set up a co mpetition, and collected sponsorship for charity 

for the number of times they got searched.52 There were also prizes available for the 

ómost unusualô items that were carried around the base for the police to find. The 

intention was clearly to embarrass and confuse the police, while wasting their time and 

potentially acting as a decoy for more direct actions. 53 

Confrontational direct action, based on affinity groups, and using tactics such as 

locking-on and blockading are the more óclassicô expressions of the DA frame. This is 

the model of action that took place on 19th June 1999 at the óCarnival against Capitalô 

discussed in chapter two. Within the period of my research it is the protests against the 

Defence Systems Equipment International (DSEi) arms fair in  September 2003 that 

most resemble those events. Taking place biannually in Londonôs Docklands, the arms 

fair had already attracted protesters from a range of political perspectives in 2001. The 

London based group Disarm DSEi called for autonomously organised protests in 2003 

                                                        

51 óKelvinô, field notes, informal setting, December 2004. 

52 Reclaim the Bases, available at: http://reclaimthebases.gzzzt.net/history.html ; last accessed 

01/08/05; óUnfairfordô in Schnews 399, 04/ 04/03 . 

53 Anon., field notes, discussion at Gatecrasherôs Ball protest Menwith Hill, July 2003. 
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and the call was answered publicly by over 60 different activist groups.54 The most 

spectacular direct action was carried out by several groups who sailed dinghies into the 

Thames where individuals chained themselves to a set of lock gates at Gallions Reach 

Lock. This successfully disrupted the passage of a convoy of naval vessels due to be 

exhibited alongside the ExCel exhibition centre. Throughout two days of protests, 

activists repeatedly halted the Docklands Light Railway by locking the train doors open, 

or locking themselves to the front of the train. Other groups blockaded the roads 

leading to the centre. One group erected large tripods made from scaffold poles in the 

middle of a service road, with activists roped to the top.55 The lock-on and tripod tactics 

are examples of the ómanufactured vulnerabilitiesô developed in the anti-roads protests, 

whereby activists put themselves in a dangerous position on the expectation that police 

or security services will have to spend a great deal of time and effort to remove them 

safely.56  The massive transport delays these actions caused resulted in many DSEi 

delegates walking to the centre where they encountered various street demonstrations, 

held by less confrontational organisations such as Campaign Against the Arms Trade 

(CAAT) or the SWP front group Globalise Resistance.  

The majority  of direct actions aimed to disrupt the exhibition itself, on the grounds 

that, ñthe longer we keep them outside, the less time theyôve got to buy and sell 

weapons of mass destructionò.57 Many protesters saw the potential for economic 

disruption; there had already been complaints in the press about how much the 

policing operation would cost the taxpayer. 58 It was considered that with high costs, and 

enough disruption  the exhibition would have to find another location.  

In addition, in the weeks leading up to the event there were a number of actions 

carried out against companies that were either exhibiting at DSEi, or were involved in 

running the event. In Sheffield a company called Fluent - who develop computational 

fluid dynamics software (CFD) - was identified as a participant at DSEi and about 20 

protesters blockaded the entrance for several hours, including two locking on to doors 

                                                        

54 Allison, R., ñLondon police braced for violent protests at Europes biggest arms fairò in The 

Guardian, 6th September 2003. 

55 BBC, 2003, ñProtests Begin at Arms Fairò on BBC News 05/09/03 , available at: 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/3084090.stm ; last accessed, 01/10/03. Also, field notes, 
DSEi protests, September 2003. 

56 Doherty, ñPaving the Wayéò  

57 Anon., field notes, DSEi Protests, September 2003. 

58 Thomas, M., 2003, ñIt Creates Jobs? So Does Burglaryò in New Statesman 08/09/03 . 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/3084090.stm


 138 

with bicycle locks, and a banner was hung that read óFluent Deal in Deathô.59 The action 

had failed in its intention of stopping business for the day, as workers used a fire-door 

to enter and exit. But the action was also intended as ña powerful symbolic protestò it 

ender after 2-3 hours, ñbut not before local press and TV had visitedò. Banners 

advertised the forthcoming actions at DSEi itself and the action was understood partly 

as a ówarm upô.  

Criticisms of the Fluent action, posted on the Sheffield Indymedia  website claimed 

that the company only manufactured fluid mechanics software and asked, ñWhat are 

you going to do next: picket a spanner manufacturer because they happen to sell some 

spanners to Lockheed [Martin, US arms manufacturer]?ò The responses to that 

criticism are illuminating.  Several respondents claimed simply that they were a viable 

target because they were exhibiting at DSEi, and therefore their clients would be arms 

buyers and manufacturers. One respondent noted the complex interrelationships 

within the arms industry:  

ñEvery weapon and delivery system is just a collection of components 
put together. And every manufacturer of components has to take the 
blame for the end product. Nobody forces this company to sell their 
products to the defence industry do they?ò 

Another respondent said: 

ñCFD has lots of beneficial applications, as you mention. If it were being 
exhibited at, say, a medical exhibition I'd be happy. But that doesn't 
mean we should remain silent when it's being promoted as a military 

tool at an arms fair!ò 60  

Both of these quotations evidence an attitude to industry that insists on individuals and 

companies making moral choices about their business actions. Because both comments 

were written to defend a confrontational action it implies that it is morally acceptabl e 

for a small number of people to attempt to hold a business to account for its moral 

decisions.  While participants may have hoped to stop work at the office for the day, 

thus having a direct economic impact on the corporation, they also willingly accepted 

that their actions might intimidate workers and óruin their dayô. To a degree, therefore, 

it demonstrates the individual culpability for a businessôs actions. The first quotation 

also displays an understanding of the arms industry that is shared by the organisers of 

DSEi itself. UK Secretary of State for Defence, Geoff Hoon, enthused, ñSo much of the 

defence industry is now involved in collaborative and Joint Venture projects - and DSEi 

                                                        

59 ñFluent anti-DSEi action in Sheffieldò on Sheffield Indymedia , 2nd September 2003; available 

at: http://www.indyme dia.org.uk/en/regions/sheffield/2003/09/276382.html ; last accessed: 
30/09/05.  

60 Ibid . 
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recognises that trend.ò61 While the respondent quoted above recognises the complexity 

of the economic relationships involved, they nevertheless insists on the complicity of 

those even tangentially involved. 

In sum, the majority of actions were planned to be directly effective against 

identified targets both corporate and ind ividual. Delegates were sought on the public 

transport system, on the streets or in their hotels. 62 Companies were sought at their 

own offices with the hope of delaying their work and publicly identifying them with the 

arms trade. Furthermore, small groups planned their own actions with the absolute 

minimum of coordination and maximum of group and individual autonomy.  

Multiple Targets and General Critiques  

The suggestion that an identifiable orientational  frame exists focused on ódirect 

actionô implies the primacy of action over theorising .  Indeed, as one activist admits: 

ñaction is more important than the philosophy behind it, which is 
possibly one of the weaknesses of the movement - things aren't 
necessarily as well thought out as they should beé but its one of the 

strengths of the movement as well, because things tend to happen."63 

For this reason it is examining the targets of action through which we may understand 

the critique of the activists using the DA frame. The DSEi actions described above were 

claims that any involvement in the arms trade was unjustifiable. Coming after a 

massive anti-war movement the claims for peace rather than war hardly needed to be 

stated.  Some involved were pacifists, but more commonly an almost absolute distrust 

of the moti ves of those working within political institutions was portrayed. The 

relationship between corporations  and states had been criticised and DSEi displayed 

the both institutions óat their worstô.  

Ecological arguments were also used against DSEi, but are more obviously apparent 

in relation to direct action in its anti -consumerism. I will briefly describe some local 

instantiations of these broader trends as they offer additional perspectives to the ones 

already outlined with respect to DSEi. The main ecological claims relate to resource 

use: those in the rich world are consuming a disproportionate quantity of limited 

resources too quickly. This becomes a cultural anti-consumerism, the positive aspects 

of which are evident in the lifestyle choices made by many direct activists: second hand 

                                                        

61 Quotation from the welcome message by Geoff Hoon, published in the DSEi Pocket Preview 

Guide available to registered participants; scanned image available at Indymedia UK; 
http://www.indymedia.org.uk/en/2003/09/276432.html ; last accessed:  01/08/05. 

62 The Samba bands had made a point of making noisy, early morning visits to the hotels at 

which delegates were staying; óAdrianô, field notes, DSEi Protests, September 2003. 

63 'Scott', interview, May 2003.  
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clothing and the bicycle are among the everyday symbols which aid mutual recognition. 

Anti -consumerism reaches its zenith in relation to Christmas. One Sheffield activistôs 

anti -Christmas website declares that ñChristmas is the ideal time to spread the anti-

Christmas, anti -consumerist message to the world.ò The further claim that, ñFor 

anyone fighting capitalism, Christmas  must be seen as a major targetò demonstrates 

the implicit relation of ecology and economics. 64 In the sense outlined in section one 

above, Christmas serves as a synecdoche for the whole of capitalism.  

In this vein, local activists took up the óNo Shop Dayô idea, first developed in the US 

around thanksgiving. In 2002 a group of about twenty activists went to the  large out of 

town shopping centre (Meadowhall) during the busy Christmas shopping period aiming 

to make customers reconsider their consumption.  The cultural critique was evident in 

the stickers placed on goods in a range of shops stating simply, óThis product will not 

make you happyô. Targets were often connected with sweatshop labour conditions 

imposed in the production of goods in the global south. Gap was identified as a target, 

with leaflets describing the abuse of rights represented by sweatshop labour hidden in 

the pockets of their clothing in the hope that once they had bought the item customers 

would find the leaflet and consider returning it.  Similarly, óinvisible theatreô actions 

whereby a number of activists posed as everyday customers in sports shops, laden with 

goods from Nike and Reebok. Other activists came in to engage these óshoppersô in a 

debate about the use of sweatshops. The hope was that because the planted óshoppersô 

were willing to get involved in a debate, it might break down the b oundaries that exist 

when activists with recognisably different lifestyles attempted to discuss issues with 

non-activists in a public setting. The action failed in that regard; in the busy shop, ñwe 

could have run in naked and screaming ósweatshops kill babiesô and still no one would 

have stopped staring at the till, thinking about nothing but what they were going to buy 

nextò.65 One further theme was evident in the many actions carried out in the shopping 

centre. Meadowhall was understood as public space, but restricted by security guards 

imposing the rules and regulations intended to ensure the focus on consumption. The 

design of seating areas was criticised for positively discouraging people from sitting and 

chatting and Meadowhall as a whole criticised for taking life away from the city itself. 

As a result, some of the activists focused on trying to reclaim some space for non-

consumerist activities. They had brought along food which they gave away for free, and 

sat as at a picnic, playing games and chatting. As expected, the security guards asked 

                                                        

64 The Anti-Christmas Zone, available at: http://www.stevethepro.ukf.net/xmas/index.htm ; last 

accessed: 25/07/05. 

65 óLeanneô, field notes, November 2002. 
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them to move on. Eventually most of the activists, after mass leafleting and an attempt 

to hang a large banner over the central food hall, were escorted out of the building.66 

No Shop Day presented an anti-consumerist message through a number of different 

themes: some wanted emphasise the environmental cost of mass consumption, others 

the international inequality inherent in the manufacture of certain goods, and still 

others the takeover of public space for corporate-led consumerism. The events were 

organised in a wholly decentralised way: informal affinity groups had planned their 

own action with no communication with others, to the extent that nobody knew who 

would turn up on the day or what they would be doing. As such, there was never any 

sustained debate about why the action was taking place. Although this is clearly a case 

of action over theory, it is not because of a lack of theory. Rather, it signals a wide 

pluralism within particular parameters; participants t rusted that the points that others 

were making in their autonomous actions were largely in line with their own views. In 

fact, the coming together of these different themes offered a spontaneous and lively way 

of presenting a varied critique of consumer culture, utilising the understanding of a 

range of individuals. Reading a little deeper, it suggests a view of knowledge that 

accepts that everyone has some part of the truth, while nobody is in a position to 

prescribe a particular understanding to others in  the movement.  This will be 

emphasised in discussion of decision making and democracy below and is sharply 

divergent with the epistemological foundations of the RS frame presented in chapter 

three.  To the extent that consumer culture stands in for capitalism in general, such 

actions display a systemic critique. This can also be seen in relation to the prior use of 

Reclaim the Streets, and the continuing use of Critical Mass.67  

These local instantiations, and the development of anti-capitalist critique inh erent 

in them, are broadly inline with the general movements. During the late 1990s in 

Britain, the targets of direct action became much broader. The Birmingham meeting of 

the G8 in 1998 was met with a number of direct actions, while the óCarnival Against 

Capitalô in the City of London on 18th June 1999 was timed to coincide with the 

beginning of a G8 meeting in Germany. The latter was, for some, the event which 

demonstrated the birth of a new direct action movement against capitalism. The ócall to 

                                                        

66 Field notes, November 2002. 

67 Critical Mass is a form of demonstratio n that developed out of cycle campaigns for practical 

improvements in cycle provision. It involves anything between twenty and one thousand cyclists 
deliberately slowing traffic during rush hour. It often has a carnival atmosphere, and has 
developed ideas around the reclamation of space not dissimilar to those of RTS. Particularly in 
the UK, it has been utilised for a range of different messages; Anon., 2002, ñCritical Mass 
London Styleò in Carlsson, C., ed., Critical Mass. Bicyclingôs Defiant Celebration, (AK Press, 
Edinburgh), pp. 68 -70. 
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actionô that led to the J18 protests described the target as: ñthe heart of the global 

economy: the financial centres, banking districts and multinational corporation power 

basesò. It went on to offer a broad strategy and a definition of the collectives who might 

be involved: 

ñEach event would be organised autonomously and co-ordinated in each 
city or financial district by a variety of movements and groups.  It is 
hoped that a whole rangeé everyone who recognises that the global 
capitalist system, based on the exploitation of people and the planet for 

the profit of a few, is at the root of our social and ecological troubles.ò68 

That this event was an important moment in the development of beliefs is evidenced by 

activists who, like óScottô, admit, 

ñFor me it was a couple of years or so before I got the whole picture , 
1999 was very important, people started to link all the arms of 
capitalism, something RTS had been doing. You need a quite developed 
political and philosophical analysis to see all these connections and 
people started to get that all the environmental and social problems are 
like a many-headed monster, you can keep hacking away at the heads 

but youôve got to go to heart, which is capitalism  itself.ò69 

It is at this point, therefore, that for many activists t he ecological critique was brought 

together with an anarchistic critique. Capitalism became understood as the root cause 

of major social problems because it is based on exploitation, and therefore contains 

inherent social inequality and environmental destr uction. What we see in the 

mobilisations against consumerism, against DSEi, and against the Afghan and Iraq 

wars (see chapter seven) can all be understood as targeting what protagonists believe 

are, at the time, the most destructive elements of capitalism. However, the anarchist 

outlook is required within the DA frame to explain why capitalism continues to be so 

destructive. Much like the RS frame, the DA frame contains a belief that those in power 

will act to reinforce their power. However, for the DA fram e, this is reinforced by a 

more general belief that ópower corruptsô.  Kropotkinôs contention that, ñany group of 

people entrusted with deciding a certain set of activities often of an organisations 

quality always  strives to broaden the range of these activities and its own power in 

these activitiesò70 expresses an idea that continues to have currency.  The individualism 

within the DA frame is predicated on the idea that people will be capable of living 

virtuous lives if left to their own devices, so there is a need to explain why it is that so 

many people are apparently not capable of acting on moral principles of justice. Those 

                                                        

68 ñAction Proposal for June 18thò, widely circulated and available at: 

http://www.nadir.org/nadir/initiativ/agp/free/global/j18call_en.htm ; last accessed: 02/08/05.  

69 'Scott', interview, May 2003.  

70 Kropotkin, P., quoted in Morland, D., 1997, Demanding the Impossible? Human Nature and 

Politics in Nineteenth -Century Social Anarchism , (Cassell, London), p. 150. 

http://www.nadir.org/nadir/initiativ/agp/free/global/j18call_en.htm
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in power are seen as corrupted individuals, no longer capable of virtuous action. 

Conversely, the majority of óordinaryô people are understood as disempowered; they do 

not believe the fundamental DA frame contention that they can make a difference 

acting on their own, or as part of a small group.  

The precise nature of the critique offered by those who work within the DA frame 

will va ry depending on the particular target. The typical arguments that we have seen 

evidenced thus far highlight the specific actions of specific actors rather than generalise 

to capitalism as a whole. Nevertheless, there is an overriding tendency to understand 

the actions of targets as structured by a capitalist system that enables those with power 

to increase their power. The frame does not seem to carry a sharp distinction between 

the state and corporations; the two are understood as acting óin cahootsô and often 

conflated as óthe eliteô, óthe powerfulô or simply óthemô.  

Organising Action and Space  

Direct action need not be purely confrontational. The same ideational elements may 

be found in some positive actions, of which the setting up of Sheffield Indymedi a is an 

example. There are fourteen local Independent Media Collectives (IMCs or 

Indymedias) in the UK, and each subscribes to the organisational principles of the UK 

Indymedia Collective. These are,  

ñthe Indymedia UK collective works on a non-hierarchical basis;  

we reject all systems of domination and discrimination;  

we acknowledge that the struggle for a better world takes many forms. 
The focus of the Indymedia UK collective is on grassroots politics, 
actions and campaigns;  

the Indymedia UK collective does not have any ties with political parties 
or larger NGO's;  

we understand that by lobbying there will be no radical change. As a 
collective our attitude is assertive, and where necessary 

confrontational.ò71 

In their own organisation, therefore, the IMCs  reflect the core aspects of the DA frame. 

These are reflected in the composition of the websites themselves. News stories are 

published by users, directly and without moderation.  Features, which are typically 

longer and do not necessarily relate directly to current events may be published and are 

sent to an open-membership email discussion list.  Ten days are then allowed for 

discussion before the feature is automatically made publicly available, assuming that a 

collective decision is not made to hide the item.  The site administrators, through public 

                                                        

71 IMC UK, ñIMC UK Mission Statementò available at: 

http://www.indymedia.org.uk/en/static/mission.html ; last accessed: 24/07/05. 

http://www.indymedia.org.uk/en/static/mission.html
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e-mail discussion may choose to hide any story that breaks basic editorial guidelines 

concerning harassment and discrimination. Such decisions are very rare and offending 

articles remain available on a separate section of the site for those who wish to see how 

the editorial guidelines have been used in practice. 

The confrontational attitude of the IMCs is evident in their practical support for 

mobilisations. Many durable IMCs have been created initially as a temporary space 

created at sites of major international mobilisations (first in Seattle, then at every 

major protest against the G8, WTO and so on). This has often involved setting up 

physical spaces where activists could get free internet access, and many computers are 

available for the instant uploading of news stories, pictures and audio reports to the 

main internet sites. This was carried out at DSEi. Locally, Sheffield Indymedia  set up a 

ólabô consisting of about eight networked computers at the launch of the Sheffield Social 

Forum 72 (see chapter eight). Most recently they set up another óhacklabô in a squatted 

building that was made available as a convergence centre during a meeting of the G8 

justice and interior ministers in central Sheffield. 73 At the time of writing the 

convergence centre is being used as a more permanent social centre, with a continuing 

hacklab. A Sheffield Indymedia contributor, defined a hacklab as: 

ña DIY, self-sufficient spaces based on the horizontal model of decision-
making, they are óautonomous technology zones, spaces for learning, for 
making your own media, for the sharing and developing of free and not-
for -commercial-use technologies and software, for battling surveillance 
and alienation, for ongoing projects and for using new forms of 

communication in direct action.ôò74 

In the mainstream media perception óhackingô is a form of vandalism inflicted on 

networked data systems.  Among those involved in Indymedia and the free software 

movement75 it carries a different meaning. Hacking  refers to: 

                                                        

72 ñIndymedia lab at the SSF launchò on Sheffield Indymedia , 25th March 2004; 

http://www.ind ymedia.org.uk/en/regions/sheffield/2004/03/287904.html ; last accessed: 
08/08/05. The quotation within the text is from the London based direct action group the 
Wombles. 

73 ñHack Sheffield!ò on Sheffield Indymedia , 13th July 2005; 

http://www.indymedia.org.uk /en/regions/sheffield/2005/07/318190.html ; last accessed: 
08/08/05.  

74 Ibid . 

75 Indymedia is based on software written by a large group of volunteers in a coordinated but 

radically decentralised way. The free software movement has created a range of software 
applications, including operating systems, word processing packages, graphics manipulation 
packages, and internet browsers. It has a commitment to autonomy and a sophisticated critique 
of copyright and patents. It has come up with a standard  óGeneral Public User Licenceô that 
gives users the right to distribute it in any way they wish, for free or for payment, provided the 
same licence is provided. In so doing it ñuses copyright law to enforce sharing, and creates a 
commons of free infrastructureò; 'Larry ', interview, July 2004.  
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ñcomputers and giving away free software, teaching people how to use it, 
playing with it  é hacklabs are self-organised and donôt get funding from 
anyone so they donôt have to do things in certain ways. Ironically é this 
has meant that one of the hacklabs has started running [Microsoft] 

Windows on some of its computers.ò76 

The production and use of free software is a substantive attempt to move away from 

capitalist production structures and the jibe at Windows in this quotation indicates that 

Micr osoft is a primary target. The software is criticised on technical grounds and 

because of the firmôs aggressive stance towards other software developers and its 

maintenance of monopoly. Interestingly, free software proponents often use ecological 

metaphors, explaining the incidence and destructive potential of computer viruses as a 

result of the spreading ómonocultureô of Microsoft products. While ecology places value 

on biodiversity, and within the DA frame value is placed on social diversity, so too 

among those who promote Indymedia and free software value is placed on 

technological diversity.  

As far as possible, therefore, IMCs attempt to ensure principles of individual 

autonomy by facilitating individual self expression.  They attempt to enhance the 

inspirational elements of direct action by allowing those involved to report them to 

others and they encourage critique of the status quo through their independence from 

corporate or government funding.  Further, they provide a space in which activists can 

come to understand their history and relationship s and discuss issues of politics and 

tactics, as evidenced by the quotations presented in relation to the Fluent-DSEi action 

above.   

The IMC example demonstrates that the DA frame has applications beyond 

confrontation into the creation of durable public spaces in which the positive principles 

within the DA frame guide action .  There is a potential articulation with the various 

cooperative and squatters movements that have emerged in Britain, primarily since the 

late 1960s. Here protagonists attempt to withdraw from capitalist relations into a space 

governed by alternative principles.77 Within the DA frame, the emphasis on individual 

moral culpability together with a realism about the durability of capitalism can lead to 

attempts to withdraw from the capitalist system.  

ñYou're not going to pour sand into the engine of capitalism overnight, 
itôs a social relationship, people have to withdraw themselves from it é  
So in my life I'm trying to build the alternatives, like the housing co-

                                                        

76 'Larry', interview, July 2004.  

77 Stevens, S.M., 2005, ñIntentional Communities as Prefigurative Politics: New Social 

Movements and The Maturation of Utopiaò, paper presented at the Tenth International 
Conference on Alternative Futures and Popular Protest, (Manchester Metropolitan University, 
March 2005).  
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operative I live in  é taking things away from normal corporate or 
money-making control, trying to encourage workers coops on an equal 

levelò78 

At the same time, however, a tension emerges from the confrontational attitude that is 

appended to the core of the DA frame.   

ñcities are where the people are, and where ideas are born, its where 
culture changes é Its no good all the people who disagree with the 
system withdrawing entirely from that and letting all the other elements 
define what that culture's gonna be and how its gonna change and 

things. It needs those people to be in there and influencing things.ò 79 

Another activist suggested that, ñthe problem is that people build these lives for 

themselves and drop out of the movement culture, they forget the buzz of protest and 

there's no longer any confrontation.ò80 The creation of alternative spaces takes place in 

very temporary ways at demonstrations, and in slightly more durable ways when 

strategies of occupation are applied. However, that the DA frame contains self-

conscious space creation is most obvious in its meeting with the cooperative movement. 

The alternative spaces exhibit the features of individual autonomy, non-hierarchical 

organisation and consensus decision making that are at the centre of the frame and are 

therefore prefigurative in a strong sense. But for the adherent to the frame, on this 

reading, any non-confrontational space is a distant adjunct to the central principles. 

The problems identified with the capitalist system, on ce recognised, cannot be 

ignored.81 

The frames I identify in this thesis all contain a rationale for acting; as explained in 

chapter one this is a common finding of frame analysis throughout the social 

movement literature. In the DA frame empowerment fulfil s a similar function to that of 

class consciousness in the RS frame. One activist declared the aim of his work as 

ñempowering people to take control of their own lives, change their own lives, become 

part of strong communities that can provide support, secure housing, secure work.ò82 

This quotation refers to action that is in the positive, constructive mode. It is also seen 

within the context of confrontational action. With reference to blockades at DSEi, one 

local activist claimed, ñBeing able to stop military vehicles entering the arms fair is 

                                                        

78 'Scott', interview, May 2003.  

79 'Scott', interview, May 2003.  

80 Anon., field notes, May 2003.  

81 Interestingly, during July 2004 there was a prolonged debate on whether Sheffi eld Indymedia 

should be primarily concerned with covering protest, or whether it should in fact reach out to 
community building events. This period can be understood as a momentary conflict between the 
DA frame and the RL frame, and is explained in chapter six. 

82 óZackô, field notes, December 2003. 
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empowering. You as an ordinary citizen can stand up and make a difference. If more 

people tried it there would be no arms fair .ò83 Empowerment is thus conceived as a 

requirement for collective action, and a positive outcome justifying action.  

Empowerment carries different meanings in different contexts, and we will see an 

alternative version within the RL frame. Katherine Ainger argues against the 

conception used within development policy networks, where ñempowerment suggests 

that someone ï usually the development agency ï is giving power to the oppressed or 

powerless.ò In contrast, she notes, ñpower cannot be given ï it can only be taken. 

óPower toô is the ability to act for oneself, the ability to create rather than to coerce. It is 

social power, experienced in relationship with others.ò84 So, empowerment is the 

willingness to take action on the basis of moral claims for oneself or for others. 

Furthermore, empowerment can connect the individual to the collective. In a 

somewhat critical tone óOrsonô points out that, ñits an empowering thing to be in a 

movement and say I am this, I am stop the war, I am the social forum or whatever, its 

an empowering thing to put this badge on yourself and say Iôm a member, wear your 

gang colours as it were.ò85 The collective is an arena in which people can become 

empowered. 86  

The collective, or affinity group, as a mode of organisation is typical of the DA 

frame. Affinity group organising depends on trust, and is based on the maintenance of 

the groupôs autonomy with respect to other affinity groups. We saw in relation to DSEi 

that the affinity group is understood as an effective mode of organising protest. The 

latter are seen as the most efficacious means of organising for particular protest 

actions, with between five and twenty individuals who already know and trust each  

other organising with a particular goal in mind.  Generally, different individual s 

temporarily take on different roles depending on particular skills and thei r willingness 

                                                        

83 óTomô in a comment to ñDSEi Arms Fair Venue Blockadedò, on UK Indymedia , 2nd September 

2003, available at: http://www.indymedia.org.uk/en/2003/09/276341.html ; last accessed, 
12/12/03.  

84 Ainger, K., 2003, ñAgainst the Misery of Power, the Politics of Happinessò in New 

Internationalist 360 .  

85 óOrsonô, interview, December 2004.  

86 Interestingly, social psychological work has come to similar conclusions. Drury and Reicher 

define empowerment as ñsocial-psychological state of confidence in oneôs ability to challenge 
existing relations of domination .ò They argue that empowerment results from collective actions 
wherein relevant aspects of social identity (for instance, desire to protect green spaces) is 
reinforced throu gh some symbolic action. This process is aided by an antagonistic relationship 
with an intractable out -group such as the police. Drury, J. & Reicher, S., 2005, ñExplaining 
Enduring Empowerment: A Comparative Study of Collective Action and Psychological 
Outcomesò in European Journal of Social Psychology 35 , p. 35-52. 
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to take on risk. For example, one or more members of the group will typically act as 

legal support. This involves taking up a position safe from arrest, and being available to 

pick up others from police stations, call solicitors and so on. If a group is int ended to 

exist beyond one particular action all roles are rotated.87 

The anti-hierarchical nature of the affinity group is valued in part because 

centralisation is seen as a high risk strategy in relation to the possibility of arrests of 

key individuals, or  the seizure of key resources. Primarily, however, the justification is 

more ideological. Murray Bookchin developed the concept out of the anarchist 

organising of the Spanish Revolution in 1936. He explains, 

"The affinity group could easily be regarded as a new type of extended 
family, in which kinship ties are replaced by the deeply empathetic 
human relationships - relationships nourished by common revolutionary 
ideas and practiceé Each affinity group is deliberately kept small to 
allow for the greatest degree of intimacy between those who compose it. 
Autonomous, communal and directly democratic, the group combines 
revolutionary theory with revolutionary lifestyle in its everyday 
behaviour. It creates a free space in which revolutionaries can remake 

themselves individually, and also as social beings." 88 

Again, we see the connection between the individual and the society, the prefiguration 

of alternatives and the creation of space that are major themes within the DA frame. 

The affinity group is a space in which, through the practice of free and equal relations, 

the individual can become empowered. 

Freedom,  Consensus and Democracy  

Prefiguration can be understood as a response to the lack of utopian imagery within 

the DA frame. Activists may argue clearly against the use of utopia, ñI suppose I've got a 

vague idea of how I would like the world to be. But I think to try and impose that is a 

really dangerous thing to do ... you start planting the seeds for tyrannies when you start 

getting into that sort of thingò 89 Rather, a better society may potentially emergence 

from the current practices of those who create free space within capitalism. The affinity 

group or the collective must, therefore, base their practice on the positive principles 

within the frame:   

ñThe aim of the direct action I do is to help along the new society I crave, 
built on the principles of equality of access to resources, mutual freedom 
and respect for people and the environment, social and political 

                                                        

87 Direct action training meeting, field notes, October 2002.  

88 Bookchin, M., 1986, Post-Scarcity Anarchism , (Black Rose Books, Montréal), p. 243. 

89 óIsadoreô, interview, May 2003.  
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solidarity, and the development of the indivi dual through social 

progress.ò90 

Logically, we might expect some tension between the desire to bring about radical 

social change and insistence on not pushing a particular utopia. Nevertheless, activists 

do hold both aspects simultaneously. 

ñItôs believing that we don't need a state to administer for us, we don't 
need police forces, we should organise in small local based groups on 
whatever's appropriate for where we live, that we should find the right 
way of organising for our locality, that there isn't a bl ueprint to be 
imposed on everyone. Everyone has their blueprint, whether its 
McDonalds or the SWP.  My idea would be find your own way within a 

group, and there will be different ways" 91 

What this demonstrates is the importance of freedom within the DA fram e. óFreedomô 

assumes the role of a meta-value; a free society is one in which people can choose the 

values by which they live. Freedom is conceived both negatively (freedom from the 

state and the police) and positively (equality of access to resources). Nevertheless, 

freedom adheres to the empowered individual rather than the group and therefore 

creates a problem for practical organising: how can individuals act in the interests of a 

group and retain their freedom?  

It is the practice of consensus-based decision making (CBDM) that offers a solution 

to the problem of individual freedom within the collective.  CBDM has been used with 

very large groups, 92 and is regularly practiced within Quaker groups. In the present 

movement context it is usually confined to smaller collectives and affinity groups. The 

aim is never to take a collective decision where any group member objects. By so doing, 

the process aims to create solutions that everyone can accept through the avoidance of 

polarised debate between a few propositions. Those committed to CBDM indicate that, 

ñall persons have some part of the truth é in them, and we will reach a better decision 

by putting all of the pieces of the truth together.ò93 A large range of techniques have 

been developed for dealing with conflict and these have been distilled into various 

handbooks and training courses.94 The most common set of rules for meetings is that if 

they become irrevocably stuck with one or two individuals objecting to a proposition, 

those individuals must choose how to continue. They may choose to óstand asideô, 

                                                        

90 Solidarity Federation, ñDare to Dreaméò 

91 'Scott', interview, May 2003.  

92 Caroline Estes reports consensus decisions in groups of 5,000 in the Berkeley free speech 

movement; Estes, C., 1996, ñConsensusò in Ehrlich, Reinventing Anarchy, Again , pp. 368-375. 

93 Estes, ñConsensusò, p. 369. 

94 Seeds for Change offered training in both consensus based decision making and planning 

direct action at the launch of the Sheffield Social Forum; field notes, March 2004.  
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meaning they register their objection to the decision and are not held responsible for its 

consequences, but allow it to go ahead. Or, if convinced that the decision would be 

harmful to the groupôs objectives, they may block the decision with a veto. Both of these 

are considered serious breakdowns of the process and are only to be used occasionally.  

Guides to CBDM usually suggest that if one or two members frequently object to 

decisions that the rest of the group want to take they should consider leaving the group, 

or could be asked to leave.95  

CBDM defines democracy within the DA frame. Liberal representative democracy is 

strongly criticised:  

ñWhen people vote for an executive they also hand over their power to 
make decisions and to effect change. This goes hand in hand with 
creating a majority and a minority, with the minority  often feeling 
deeply unhappy with the outcomeé People in a majority rule system 
donôt need to listen to the dissenting minority, or take their opinion 
seriously because they can simply outvote themé This creates a 
situation where there are winners and losers and promotes an aggressive 
culture  and conflict  é the minority [are] expected to accept and carry 
out the decision, even if it is against their most deeply held convictions 

and principles .ò96 

This fits precisely with the anarchist critique pithily surmised by Wildeôs description of 

democracy as ñthe bludgeoning of the people by the people for the people.ò97 CBDM is 

understood to lead to more creative decisions which are inherently more just because 

the minority can block decisions that go against their interests. Because every 

individual has at least had the opportunity to have their voice heard in the decision 

making process they are expected to be more committed to the outcome. For this 

reason CBDM is seen as particularly important when a group takes high risk action. 

CBDM can be enlarged through delegation. However, in that context individuals 

must concede some of their power over decision making to someone else. This is only 

deemed acceptable when the agenda is known in advance, and the smaller group has 

had a chance to come to consensus on the positions it feels are of import. Any other 

form of delegation is unacceptable. For instance, when the Sheffield Social Forum 

attempted to send delegates to a national meeting one participant strongly argued that 

without an agenda in advance no one could take part in decisions on behalf of the 

group. ñYou might be a smashing bloke, everyone in the room might think youôre a 

smashing bloke, but you canôt possibly represent me because you donôt know what I 

                                                        

95 Estes, 1996, ñConsensusò, p.373; Seeds for Change, undated, ñConsensus Decision Makingò, p. 

5; available at: http://seedsforchange.org.uk/free/consensus.pdf ; last accessed: 08/08/05.  

96 Seeds for Change, ñConsensus Decision Makingò. 

97 Wilde, 1891, The Soul of Man Under Socialism, quoted in Woodcock, Anarchism , p. 426. 
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think about [a decision issue] unless weôve already talked about it.ò98 Perhaps the most 

celebrated aspect of the protests at Seattle in 1999 was the óhubs and spokesô model of 

making decisions on the streets. This was a delegative form of CBDM, where spokes-

councils would bring together individual members from autonomous affinity groups. 

óSpokesô would be delegated with a strictly limited mandate, and where some further 

decisions came up they would return to their own groups with the range of possibilities. 

The operation of these groups led to the much copied chant, ñThis is what democracy 

looks like.ò 

Given the confrontational attitude within DA, how ever, there is a potential tension 

with upholding democracy. Doherty and colleagues rightly note, ñDirect action is é 

coercive. Its practitioners assert their moral claims, irrespective of the legality of their 

protest, by using their bodies to occupy a space or to harm people or damage property.ò 

Again, ñdirect action is often intended to do more than simply represent concern, it is 

intended to resist what its practitioners regard as injustices and é has not always been 

peaceful in tone.ò99 Wherever direct action takes place, a minority actively and 

consciously impinges on the lives of others on the basis of the urgency of the issues they 

have identified. Within the DA frame, activists are critical of the liberal version of 

democracy whose codes such actions break. But we must ask how it fits with alternative 

form of democracy indicated by the principles of CBDM.  

Democracy is understood as free (i.e. un-coerced) participation by relevant 

individuals or groups in the decisions that effect them. This is the basis of the call for 

decentralisation we have seen throughout. Decentralisation may be argued for in terms 

of the rights of people to take part in the decisions that affect their lives and the 

consequent necessity to reclaim power from those who currently make such decisions. 

But, of course, the views of employees of a corporation are barely considered in the 

planning of an action against their bosses. Yet in general, were the action to have 

maximum impact, they may well become unemployed as a result. Claims to a right to 

participation in decisions that affect you cannot, therefore, logically be made within the 

DA frame. Justifications of CBDM tend rather to be made on the basis of the 

effectiveness of decision making. Efficacy demands a common outlook and objective 

and is therefore incompatible with full inclusion. Similar claims may coherently be 

transferred to decentralisation, provided one also argues that the local community is 

capable of discovering its shared needs and working fairly and imaginatively to achieve 

them - a conception close the anarchist understanding of human nature.   

                                                        

98 Anon., field notes, December 2002. 

99 Doherty, Plows & Wall, ñThe Preferred Wayéò, pp. 670, 685. 



 152 

The suggestion that those who regularly object to the flow of a groupôs decision 

making should leave the group reinforces the exclusive nature of affinity group work. 

Furthermore, the requirement on physical presence in decision making situations, and 

the fact that these may require demanding levels of concentration and focus makes it 

difficult to include some individuals, particularly those who work long hours or are 

physically or mentally vulnerable. By denying the utility of either representation or 

aggregation the DA frame contains a particularly demanding vision of democracy that 

may be unrealisable in relation to the disempowered. We will see this argument 

mirrored in re lation to the carrying out of action in the critique of DA as elitist in 

chapter seven. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter began by demonstrating protagonists using direct action have always 

been split between those see it as one tactical repertoire among many, and those who 

attach a set of deeper meaning to it. It is from the latter group that has developed the 

identifiable orientational frame prevalent within the current cycle of contention. I have 

described a historical process through which the tenets of anarchism and ecology have 

become enmeshed with a growing tactical repertoire, deepening and solidifying the 

content of the frame. 

Ethnographic exploration of current practices of DA encourages the view that there 

is an identifiable core of interconnected under standings. We can best understand the 

DA frame as containing six key precepts; these are beliefs and values that the majority 

of direct activists within the current cycle of contention can be expected to hold. First, 

we find a very high value placed on individual freedom expressed as a desire for liberty 

to do as one wishes and as an affirmation of the validity of oneôs own moral judgement. 

There is a concomitant stress on moral responsibility which is often used to justify 

particular actions. Second is a distrust of any structures of authority seen as self-serving 

for those in power, and as having negative impacts on the individualôs freedom and 

capacity for moral responsibility. The third, and most obvious element is the value 

placed on unmediated and confrontational collective action. This kind of action is 

understood as most likely to have an impact on identified targets and a positive, 

empowering impact on participants. Fourth, we find a value on the creation of spaces of 

political interaction that shoul d be completely open for anyone to participate, and 

governed by respect for individual freedom. Fifth, the developing critique of capitalism 

that has put the DA frame firmly within the current cycle of contention understands 

political economy as the root of social and ecological problems that effect people across 
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the globe. Synecdochical action understands its targets as symbols of a wider system, 

while considering an unmediated impact on the particular target  as valuable in its own 

right. Sixth, the frame  contains an understanding of democracy as requiring in-depth 

participation in decision making spaces that are free from domination or control 

through any form of structural power. CBDM is the most concrete expression of the 

attempt to create the appropria te decision making arena. 

The justification of this óthick coreô lies in the implication of these ideas in many 

forms of action and the understandings offered by activists both in the midst of action 

and in reflection. Nevertheless, the identification of f rames remains an interpretative 

endeavour. The frame itself remains an analytical construct. As such, there is no 

necessary reason for activists to hold all of these ideas together, or to make the 

connections that have been described in the foregoing analysis. There are undoubtedly 

activists who cross the boundaries of the various frames I identify, of whom we will see 

more in the case studies in Part II I . My claim is rather that through the historical 

processes that have created the current cycle of contention - through the discussions, 

networks and media of protest - these ideas have come to be densely connected. As 

such there is a marked tendency for the ideas to hang together in activist discourse and 

action. The enunciation of particular ideas, therefor e, to signal the other values 

inherent in the frame.  

Finally, this frame has been defined as related, first and foremost, to a particular 

mode of action rather than a particular critique of the world or a prognosis for change. 

This may appear somewhat counter-intuitive as the social movement literature has 

tended to emphasise particular critiques and defined social movement themselves 

around them. In exploration of this frame we find confirmation of two arguments made 

in Part I  of this thesis. First, I argu ed that the tendency to reify social movements is 

only compounded by the tendency to structure research around particular issue foci. 

While a number of movements that have developed since the 1950s may be accurately 

portrayed in this way I have, second, argued that it is inappropriate for the current 

cycle of contention. In sum, I have avoided primarily focusing on the critique of 

capitalism within this frame. The purpose of frame analysis is to highlight the modes of 

thought applied by activists. I have attempted to identify the cognitive constructions 

that help a range of activists interpret new information and make decisions about the 

appropriate way of acting. In the terminology of Snow and Benford, 100 it is the ócall to 

                                                        

100 Snow, D. & Benford, R., 1988. ñIdeology, Frame Resonance and Participant Mobilizationò, in 

Klandermans, Kriesi & Tarrow, From Structure to Action: Compari ng social Movement, 
Research Across Cultures., (JAI Press), p. 199. 
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actionô, rather than the diagnosis or even the prognosis, that is most central here. It has 

become obvious that these kinds of ideas are, however, interconnected so that those 

who have more general critiques and systemic alternatives tend also to be more 

committed to the definitional featur es of direct action. That is direct action as acting 

against a synecdoche of a broader target, and acting in a way that prefigures an 

alternative. It is here that the frame is at its most logically coherent, bringing in both 

ecological and anarchist philosophies. And it is this version of the frame that is 

prominent within the current movements against global capitalism.  
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CHAPTER FIVE  

THE RADICAL L IBERAL FRAME :  IN SEARCH OF A JUST 

POLITICAL ECONOMY  

ñBeing radical means getting to the root of the problem. It means 
abandoning your pre -conceptions and pre-judgements so that 
you can change your actions and know youôre doing the right 
thing.ò1 

1. INTRODUCTION  

A cluster of high-profile non -governmental organisations (NGOs) have been 

prominent protagonists in the  current cycle of contention. Since the middle of the 

1990s they have appealed to their supporters not simply to donate money or time to 

their various causes, but also to take part in political actions aimed at influencing 

governments and corporations. Predominantly focused on third -world development 

and the environment they have long indicated that power inequalities inherent in 

rapacious capitalism do unjustified harm to people and planet alike. It is primarily 

among these supporters and members that we find evidence for a third orientational 

frame within the movement of movements.  

The overarching claim of this part of the thesis has been that there are three 

identifiable constellations of ideas which are intertwined in contemporary protest. They 

are comparable because of their orientations to critique of the international political 

economy. At the same time, there are substantial differences. Differences are not 

limited to content. The content and structure of idea elements within interpretative 

frames are mutually constitutive, as described in chapter one. At the centre of the RS 

frame are a number of theoretical insights, understood as certainly true, that inform 

interpretation of world history and individual experience. Understanding that frame 

therefore focused on the theoretical premises that proponents hold true. The DA frame 

is centred rather on a mode of action, and a series of key events in the developing 

understandings they inspire. Understanding the DA frame therefore required an 

analysis focused on action-oriented understanding. The RL frame is rather based on the 

understanding participants have of particular issues, one that is self-consciously built 

                                                        

1 óEdgarô, interview, February 2005.  
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on sets of broadly agreed facts. To be sure, the way those facts are constructed and 

interpreted is inextricably linked to a particular morality. However, the facts are 

organised around identifiable issues; peace, development and environment being the 

most high-profile in the current cycle. Understanding the RL frame therefore requires a 

third angle, one oriented to particular issues rather than theoretical positions or types 

of action. 

In explicating the current RL frame, in section two, I will describe positions on a 

number of themes which have all been the subject of debate and discussion among local 

campaign groups. In terms of critique these encompass privatisation, trade 

liberalization, and debt. In the portrayal of positive alternatives they include fair trade, 

co-operatives and human rights. Engaging with these debates demonstrates a number 

of more abstract concerns that can be understood as the heart of the RL frame. First, 

justice is understood in terms of power equality; the present political economy is 

criticised because structured power inequalities lead to human suffering, particularly in 

the poorest parts of the world. Second, a complex understanding of the interplay of 

knowledge and power is apparent and simplified within the frame as a strong position 

against any form of dogma. Neoliberalism and Marxist socialism alike are accused of 

taking dogmatic positions which are disconnected from empirical reality. Third, a 

particular attitude to change becomes apparent, that sees it as essential to engage 

constructively with institutionalised power -holders in order to make positive change. 

Finally,  a strong tendency to argue in terms of democracy, combined with a growing 

scepticism about representative democracy indicates a deep tension within the frame. 

This will be considered in detail in the third part of section two, where I will argue that 

the RL frame forces its proponents into a position where representative democracy is 

both praised and critiqued, while simultaneously the outlines of a more participatory 

and óbottom-upô version of democracy are being explored.  

2. THE LONG VIEW : APPROACHES TO PEACE, ENVIRONMENT AND 

DEVELOPMENT 

Naturally, the positions that have emerged in the current cycle of contention are 

informed by a process of learning within a number of spheres. I first consider, 

therefore, historical development of a form of political a ction that has merged an 

analytical, institutional mode of action with morally informed popular protest. It is 

predominantly the development and environment lobbies that have influenced the 

particular issue-sets that formed the focus of the emergence of the current cycle of 

contention. I will describe the processes of politicization and professionalization that 

have created from these lobbies a recognisable set of beliefs and mode of action. After 
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911, the focus of the current cycle of contention became the ówar on terrorô. In chapter 

seven a number of parallels between aspects of the current movement, and those 

campaigning for nuclear disarmament in the 1960s and 1980s. It is, therefore, the 

development of CND, running in parallel with the direct action gro ups described in 

chapter four, that I turn to first.  

Lobbying for Peace  

In 1958 the short-lived National Council for the Abolition of Nuclear Weapons 

Tests (NCANWT) became the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) with the aim 

of convincing the British g overnment to take up unilateral nuclear disarmament.  While 

the DAC had been influential in spreading the notion of direct action in post -war 

Britain, ñin its outlook, membership and methods, NCANWT remained within the 

sphere of legitimate political actionò.2 CND continued this role, focusing on persuading 

politicians of the moral veracity of their case, and utilising the mass demonstration as 

one means to do so. By the early 1960s CND was capable of mobilising up to 100,000 

participants on demonstrations in  central London 3 leading contemporary 

commentators to describe it as the ñre-emergence of ideological politics in Great 

Britain.ò4  

To the extent that CND had an ideology it was, in its early instantiations, peculiarly 

focused on the British national -state. Henry Steck justified his ideological re-emergence 

claim in relation to a perceived desire to see sweeping change in both the domestic 

political alignment and foreign policy. Displaying some parallels with the most recent 

anti -war movements, the first wave of CND occurred at a time when a Tory opposition 

accepted the need for the welfare state and the Labour government was pushing for the 

production of new weapons, the defence of the remaining colonial lands and a closer 

relationship with the USA. 5 Like the vast majority of British citizens, CND activists 

remained attached to the notion of Britain as a great power. However, rather than 

seeking ways to maintain the projection of military power, they saw the potential for 

Britain to be an example to the world by making a moral stand against the development 

                                                        

2 Steck, H.J., 1965, ñThe Re-Emergence of Ideological Politics in Great Britain: The Campaign 

for Nuclear Disarmamentò in Western Political Quarterly 18 (1), p. 92. 

3 Byrne, P., 1987, ñThe Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament: the Resilience of a Protest Groupò 

in Parliamentary Affairs 40(4) , p. 517. 

4 Steck, ñThe Re-Emergenceéò. 

5 Steck, ñThe Re-Emergenceéò. 
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of nuclear weapons. 6 As such, their chief political ambition was that the British 

government should unilaterally renounce its nuclear  armaments:  ñIts simple cry ï óBan 

the Bombô ï was moral and political in content, absolutist in tone, and, in consequence, 

productive of action.ò7 

In both its first and second waves of popularity ï early 1960s and early 1980s ï 

CNDôs strategy was to win the Labour party to its cause, and through the Labour party, 

the government. Those attempts met a series of serious setbacks. Seen as the most 

prestigious politician on the left of labour, Nye Bevan, in 1957, described the 

unilateralist policy ñas óan emotional spasmô which would ósend a British Foreign 

Secretaryé naked into the conference chamber.ò8 In 1960 the party leader, Hugh 

Gaitskell, declared that he would ñfight, fight and fight againò to oppose unilateralism. 

Gaitskell won the argument, with the major trade unions reversing their nuclear policy 

after only a brief flir tation with unilateralism. 9 CNDôs arguments briefly passed muster 

in the Labour party when its 1982 national conference accepted a policy of unilateral 

disarmament. But these were years of great internal dispute within the Labour party. 

The right of the party had hived off the Social Democratic Party in 1981, and the left of 

the party was divided by Trotskyist entryism. The policy failed the test of a general 

election in which, following the Falklands war, foreign policy was high on the agenda.10 

Election defeats under, first, Michael Foot, then Neil Kinnock,  led Labour to abandon 

the policy in the late 1980s.  

While the possibility of winning unilateralism through political parties seemed 

remote, feelings around the issue ran particularly high. The decade of détente had 

eroded, increasing cold war fears and the salience of images of nuclear holocaust. At the 

same time the public had become increasingly aware of the ólimited nuclear warô 

scenarios being devised by US military game theorists; the possibilities of first strike 

capabilities were again being discussed, weakening the apparent deterrence effect of 

the doctrine of mutually assured destruction. Additionally, Margaret Thatcherôs 

government had come to power with a policy of expansion of Britainôs nuclear capacity 

and a ócivil defence policyô that required local councils to build nuclear bunkers from 

which the country could be governed in the event of nuclear strikes. The dreadful and 

                                                        

6 Hinton, J., 1989, Protests and Visions. Peace Politics in Twentieth Century Britain , 

(Hutchinson Radius, London), p. 155. 
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8 Hinton, Protests and Visions, p. 158. 
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implausible, government -produced pamphlet Protect and Survive  did nothi ng to calm 

nuclear fears and inspired E.P. Thomson to write an influential riposte.11  

Hintonôs description of CND ñnegotiating the frontiers of electoral politicsò 

demonstrates the continuing attempt to use institutional political systems to achieve 

social change. When the attempt to influence the Labour party had failed some turned 

to the kinds of direct action described in chapter five. The larger part of CND, in 

connection with thinkers of the New Left, turned rather to standing independent 

candidates in parliamentary elections. 12 While during both periods peace movements 

were associated with direct action (through the DAC in the first wave and the women of 

Greenham Common in the second) the membership of CND consistently considered 

ñEducational work and big public events é to be of more importance.ò13 Nevertheless, 

throughout both periods of activity CND regularly organised large demonstrations, sit 

downs and the annual march from Aldermaston to London. The direction of the latter 

march had been reversed from its early years, indicating the attempt to influence the 

government rather than those directly involved in the manufacture of nuclear weapons.  

Despite Steckôs claim to the ideological nature of CND it is difficult to identify an 

extensive set of political claims shared within the organisation. In fact, Frank Myers 

identifies four political elements: pacifism, liberal internationalism, international 

socialism and non-violent direct action. While the latter was never represented on the 

Executive Committee, the other three were and included influential and politically 

committed individuals. As a result, attempts to make detailed policy proposals were 

strained and Myers cites the central pacifist, Nicholas Walters as stating, ñNo one who 

thinks thinks óBan the Bombô is enough; but no two people seem to agree on anything 

more.ò Supporters were motivated by an ñantipolitical and moralistic toneò that saw 

disarmament as an issue for nation-statesô ethical decision-making rather than 

bargaining in an internationa l sphere governed by principles of national interest.14 

Examining CNDôs second phase, Byrne similarly argues, ñCND is effectively a coalition 

of people with differing views on many issues who are prepared to unite around the 

single issue of British unilateral disarmament.ò15  

                                                        

11 Hinton, Protests and Visions, pp. 182-5; Thompson, E.P. & Smith, D., 1980, Protest and 
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14 Myers, F.E., 1973, ñDilemmas in the British Peace Movement since World War IIò in Journal 

of Peace Research 10(1-2), pp. 81, 83, 84. 

15 Byrne, ñThe Campaign for Nuclear Disarmamentéò, p. 518. 
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While Myers attempted to explain the ófailureô of CND in relation to its coalitional 

nature, Byrne attempts to use the same data to explain its óresilienceô. More modestly, 

we might agree that the broad political commitments of the leadership resulted in a 

narrow set of political beliefs serving to motivate action. Lacking an ideological core by 

which to understand CNDôs supportersô beliefs, we must therefore return to the moral 

claim. This posits that public, political action may be take n in order to persuade elected 

politicians of a particular policy position. There is no necessarily implied critique of the 

democratic system, with CND supporters more likely than the general public to be 

involved in party politics. 16 This ability to marry respect for liberal democracy with 

willingness to act óoutsideô the system, as part of a mass movement, is a theme that runs 

throughout the radical liberal frame. Furthermore, as Myersô description of liberal 

internationalism within CND is instructive,  

ñthey were part of a British political tradition extending back to the 
1840s when liberals associated free trade with internationalism and 
pacific foreign policies. This tradition é has more or less consistently 
argued for the establishment of international institutionsé This juridical 
and institutional orientation has normally been accompanied by reliance 
on expertise expressed in pamphlet, book, and lecture, as a tactic to 
persuade the public and decision-makers of the authority behind their 

arguments.ò17 

We will see that the radical liberal frame retains trust in the principle of democratic 

international institutions, while sharply criticising the actions of particular 

organisations. Their faith in technical expertise over ideological argument will be 

surfaced repeatedly in the current context, and will be seen as a lesson learned by 

important elements of the development and environment movements. CND serves, 

therefore, both as an important example of coalitional peace politics that will offer 

interesting ref lective material for my case study of the movement against the Iraq war, 

and as a key instance of the use of popular protest to put moral pressure on elected 

politicians to act in a particular way.  

Politicizing Development  

The post-WWII period has also seen the rise of a number of development charities, 

based in the UK and operating overseas to deliver humanitarian relief to those suffering 

poverty. Oxfam began as the Oxford section of the National Famine Relief Committee 

in 1942, sending food and supplies to Nazi-occupied Greece. At the end of the war the 

group broadened its aims, and by the mid 1950s they were sending aid to India, Korea 

                                                        

16 Byrne, ñThe Campaign for Nuclear Disarmamentéò, p.520. 

17 Myers, ñDilemmas in the Britishéò, p. 82. 



 161 

and Hong Kong, as well as many locations in Europe.18 1959 was declared by the UN as 

óWorld Refugee Yearô and Oxfamôs capacity for fund -raising increased. Christian Aidôs 

beginnings were also in response to refugee crises created by war, raising £1 million in 

1949, their first year.  Like Oxfam, they rapidly broadened their focus during the 1950s, 

aiming to work wherever deprivation was greatest. Doing their best to provide aid to 

the need created by warfare, the charities remained apolitical in their first years. 

However, the histories of both organisations demonstrate a degree of politicization 

brought about by seeking the causes of poverty as well as relief for the victims. 

The humanitarian work of both of these organisations quickly moved from the relief 

of immediate suffering towards the provision of longer -term development work 

through projects such as building wells and irrigation systems, providing training 

centres and medical assistance. Throughout, the principle has been to teach self-help, 

so that members of the local community have often been put in charge of the 

administration and planning of projects. At this poi nt they apparently remained 

detached from political institutions and arguments. One commentator notes the 

advantage of their NGO-status: ñAn Oxfam field director can start organising local 

labour to build a brace of wells while the visiting dignitaries fro m the World Bank and 

the local politicians are still being photographed at the airport.ò19 By this time, Oxfam 

and Christian Aid had been joined by a number of other development organisations. 

War on Want, a more overtly political group was established in 1951, and the Catholic 

Fund for Overseas Development (CAFOD) was established in 1961. In 1969, Christian 

Aid, with a number of church groups, created the World Development Movement 

(WDM), a non -charitable, non-profit organisation oriented to research and 

campaigning on the issue of hunger. The organisation, now entirely independent, has 

gained a reputation for rigorous economic and political analyses and a high degree of 

internal democracy. 

From the late 1960s there was a process of politicization, and as early as 1971 ñthere 

was a vigorous internal debate over whether Oxfam should divert a large part of its 

resources into out-and-out political propaganda.ò20 The battle was won by those who 

wished to focus their resources on relief work, nevertheless, during the 1970s, ñOxfam 

started - within the bounds set by charity law - to campaign on behalf of the people it 

worked with overseas and to talk to decision-makers who shaped policy on relevant 
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issues.ò21 Christian Aid also quickly gained a political message. One former director is 

quoted as claiming that ñChristian Aid is committed constantly to be seeking disturbing 

change ï change that will give power to the powerless, that will set the cry for justice on 

the lips of those who have been trodden into the ground.ò His successor argued, ñWe 

can not longer pretend that the social and economic structures of our civilization will 

enable the 600 million people who lack for food, shelter, water and clothing to meet 

their basic needs. If we take the Gospel seriously, we are obliged to engage in 

revolutionising those structures.ò22  

Christian Aid and Oxfam were jointly responsible for the setting up of New 

Internationalist  in 1973, and supported it until 1981 when the UK Charities 

Commission advised them to stop because of the political nature of the monthly 

journal. The aims of the journal have always been to ñfocus attention on the unjust 

relationship between the rich and the poor worlds; to debate and campaign for the 

radical changes necessary within and between nations if the basic needs of all are to be 

met.ò23 Bernard Smith, who quotes this passage, is strongly critical of the politicization 

of charities, and describes the New Internationalist  as having a ñcrudely anti-Western, 

anti -capitalist stanceò.24 To be sure, with its co-operative structure New 

Internationalist  is intended to present an alternative to profit -oriented capitalist 

enterprise and with its rotating editorial structure avoids centralising power. As such, 

its creation from within the centre of the British d evelopment charity sector represents 

the need identified by the charities to seek the causes of poverty, and to articulate these 

to a wider public. Doing so has never been a purely intellectual exercise; rather the 

issues covered by the New Internationalis t have informed campaigners and activists 

for three decades. 

One further noteworthy development of this time is the founding, in 1961, of 

Amnesty International. This followed an article published in The Observer, and 

subsequently reprinted across the globe, which highlighted the case of two Portuguese 

students imprisoned for seven years for raising their glasses in a toast to freedom. The 

author, Peter Benenson, called for people to write letters in support of their case to 

their governments and to the prisoners. By 1962 Amnesty International groups had set 
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up in twenty -four countries. Beginning as a truly international organisation and 

avoiding the restrictions of charitable status it served as an example of a non-partisan 

political organisation that could act across borders. Furthermore it utilised mass public 

opinion in the form of moral rather than political or economic pressure. The 

implication was that anybody could be involved in a form of lobbying that aimed not at 

influencing the actions of a constit uency MP or local councillor, but foreign 

governments and international agencies. The concrete connection it made between the 

grassroots and the international sphere is one that has had continuing influence in the 

present movement of movements.  Amnesty International gained consultative status at 

the UN in 1964, allowing them to produce official UN documents, access UN buildings 

and observe and speak in a wide range of UN forums.25 It was some time later that the 

development agencies began to take the route of international lobbying with Oxfam UK 

gaining consultative status in 1973, the World Development Movement in 1976, and 

War on Want and Christian Aid not until the late 1990s. 26  

The rise of these various organisations represents the constellation of issues around 

which the current RL frame may be identified. At the grassroots they have always 

involved more than simple financial donations but have been constituted by networks 

of people committed to organising fundraising activities, and convincing others of  the 

import of the issues on which they focus. Nevertheless, these organisations have gained 

a markedly different complexion today. This can be understood as encompassing two 

processes: radicalization and internationalisation. In relation to the first, thr oughout 

the 1970s and 1980s the development agencies developed far-reaching critiques of 

international political economy that has repeatedly found societies in the northern 

hemisphere guilty of exploitation of those in the south. At the more radical end of  the 

development lobby, Chris Miller, a Programme Officer for War on Want, argued in 

1983 that it was only through, ña campaign, aimed at a revolutionary redistribution of 

income, wealth and power that poverty can effectively by eliminated.ò27 However, whil e 

War on Want are more inclined to argue in the language of struggle between capital 

and labour, their actions as a grant-making body are commensurate with those of the 

other development agencies described above.  
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One particular meeting serves as a representation of many of the political claims 

still seen among the NGO sector of the current cycle of contention. Meeting in Oxford 

in September 1987, representatives of 38 NGOs met with a number of UN agencies for 

a workshop on óDebt, Adjustment and the Needs of the Poorô. Their final statement 

brought politics and economics clearly together in an analysis that targeted 

policymakers in Northern countries and the international community as well as elites 

of the Third World for creating an economic crisis in the s outhern hemisphere. The 

most consistent element of the critique coming from this perspective is the targeting of 

inequality:  

ñIt is clear that the crux of the development crisis rests on the unequal 
distribution of resources and economic power at both the international 
and national levels. This basic inequality is reinforced by outward -
looking development models (dependence on primary commodity 
exports, foreign investment and foreign loans, over-dependence upon 
non-essential imports) that increasingly suck resources from the Third 
World.ò  

The policies they were criticising were precisely those attached by the IMF as 

conditionality to loan renegotiations; they argued that ñthe concept of conditionality 

must be replaced.ò  Poverty was understood to bring with it a number of other threats, 

including to the exploitation of women in particular, to the natural environment and it 

ñthreatens democracy where it exists or where it is being built, and leads to increasing 

repression and human rights abuses.ò A final message from this significant publication 

is that democracy was at the heart of the solutions proposed by the NGOs. It was 

individuals and grassroots organisations that should implement new adjustment 

programs in order to ñfoster social justice and solidarity.ò The scale of the institution-

building challenge was not underestimated, recognising that it would generate 

reactions from ñnational and international elites which have monopolized power and 

decision-makingò. 28  I will describe the impact of these ideas on campaign targets 

shortly, but this must be intertwined with the process of internationalisation within the 

UN system that brought the development lobby into close contact with the 

environmental movement.  

Professionalizing Environmentalism  

The global nature of the major environmental problems being identified in the 

1960s and 1970s made the international political system an obvious field of action for 

campaigners motivated by these issues. Shifting patterns of international governance 

have created multiple new sites and processes in which NGOs have become increasingly 
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involved. In the terms of social movement theory this may be described as the opening 

of political opportunity structures, which have been matched by the increasingly 

international and profe ssional organisation of NGO lobby groups. It is through an 

examination of environmental movements that these processes are most clearly 

understood, which also allows for an examination of a third set of issues with which the 

RL frame can currently be seen as articulating.  

In chapter five I referred to the Ecologist magazineôs Blueprint for Survival  as 

presenting an anti-industrial critique that argued the benefits of decentralization and 

diversity in small scale human societies in direct opposition to the m ass production 

society being blamed for environmental degradation. 29 The publication briefly gained a 

great deal of public attention partly because of the upcoming United Nations 

Conference on the Human Environment (UNCHE) to be held in Stockholm. 30 While 

NGOs had had influence in the UN system since its inception, it was here, according to 

one thoroughgoing analysis, that a number of institutional innovations gave NGOs 

greater influence on policy-making in the international sphere. First, the daily 

conference newspaper, created by The Ecologist, which presented serious and detailed 

daily analysis as well as promoting the opinions of the NGO sector, has now become a 

feature relied upon by NGOs, governments and media alike. More than 250 NGOs were 

registered as observers and many more were involved in the unofficial, but supported, 

Environmental Forum which coincided with UNCHE. This second innovation was 

given some political weight when the conference Secretary-General Maurice Strong 

participated in an anti -whaling teach-in presented by the Hogg Farm Commune. A 

third innovation was the suggestion by Strong, in the planning of the conference, that 

governments take advantage of the expertise of NGOs by hiring NGO professionals for 

government delegations. In the event over 15% of government delegates were drawn 

from NGOs.31 

Throughout the 1980s both the environmental and development NGOs grew in 

number and size. Greenpeace International is the most striking example of the 
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simultaneous professionalization and internat ionalisation of an organisation. In the 

1970s it had been a chaotic network of groups emerging wherever the Greenpeace 

flagship Rainbow Warrior  would come into dock. The groups were entirely 

autonomous in their actions, which were often direct action in th e sense outlined in 

chapter five. It wasnôt until 1981, following an acrimonious court battle between 

Greenpeace Vancouver and Greenpeace San Francisco, that some international order 

was imposed by a charismatic leadership.32 From this point Greenpeace put in place a 

corporate international structure. The media savvy originators of Greenpeace (the 

small crew of their first voyage included three óembeddedô journalists) began 

increasingly to protect their image. Supporters donated money, but action became the 

task of professionally trained individuals. This is in stark contrast to the direct action 

network Earth First!, discussed in chapter four. While Greenpeace remains known for 

its spectacular ódirect actionsô these are always primarily media events, aimed at 

influencing their targets through public pressure as well as serving as an excellent 

advertisement to bring in more revenue. For this reason, grassroots direct action 

networks have become increasingly critical of the organisation. Friends of the Earth 

(FoE) has managed a more subtle balancing act. Still firmly attached to its grassroots it 

encourages members to take part in the groupôs decision making and to take (a limited 

range of) independent direct action. Simultaneously, FoE has been involved in 

international lobbying since the Stockholm conference, gaining UN consultative status 

in 1972. 

The connections between development and environment were hinted at in the 1987 

UN/NGO document discussed above, and were already being made by a few 

environmentalist  writers in the 1970s.33 In 1989, CAFOD had begun the campaign 

óRenewing the Earthô highlighting the connections between poverty and environmental 

degradation. 34 Most influentially, the Brundtland Report explored the connections 

between poverty and environment and described the concept of ósustainable 

developmentô. The resultant creation of the United Nations Conference on 

Environment and Development (UNCED) cemented relations between the two lobbies.  

óSustainable developmentô rapidly gained wide recognition, with the UN Commission 

on Sustainable Development becoming an independently funded and acting NGO after 

its statutory period was served. But in the UNCED preparatory process it became 
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apparent that governments of developing countries were wary that it may provide 

either an excuse for rich governments to impose restrictions on their nascent industries 

or a distraction from the human suffering at home. Popularly known as the Rio Earth 

Summit, 650 NGOs had consultative status at the inter-governmental conference, and 

many more were involved in the associated NGO forum. Many of the same mechanisms 

were in place in 1992 as in the 1972 conference; the real difference was that ñthe NGOs 

were well organized right from the beginning of the preparatory process. Mor eover, by 

mid -1990 they were far ahead of the governments in bridging the North-South political 

divide, both by NGOs from North and South working together and by environmental 

and development NGOs working together.ò35 

It is from this point that the developm ent NGOs increased their political campaign 

and lobbying work. While Oxfam had long maintained an international reputation, it 

wasnôt until the mid-90s that it became Oxfam International, when it brought together 

a number of internationally active NGOs based in different countries. The organisation 

began to focus more globally on its lobbying work, setting up its first advocacy office in 

Washington in order to gain better access to the international financial institutions 

based there. Perhaps its most obviously political campaign beforehand had been 

óHungry for Changeô in the mid-1980s, aiming at convincing the British government to 

lead the way in increasing aid. In the mid-1990s its óCampaign for Basic Human Rightsô 

demonstrated an increasing willingness to use the language of international politics. 

Oxfam supporters and staff have been among those protesting against IFIs, and 

involved in workshops and forums around the events. For Christian Aid the 1990s ñwas 

a decade of campaigning for real change, with the World Bank and the IMF being 

challenged to make policies to help, rather than harm, poor countries.ò36  A clear 

demonstration of this is their 1994 campaign, which asked ñWho Runs the World?ò 

targeting the IFIs that have since been singled out by the broader anti-globalization 

movement. WDMôs brief led them, in the mid 1990s, to campaign against the 

Multilateral Agreement on Investment (MAI) being negotiated by the OECD nations. In 

a coalition with a number of NGOs the organisation applied significant pre ssure, taking 

a team of well-briefed legal and economic experts to meet the OECD negotiators. By 

1998 WDM describe, ña world-wide movement é [that] had extended beyond the 'usual 

suspects' to include trade unions; churches; local government; academics; women's 

groups; artists, writers and members of the cultural community; farmers; a significant 
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number of parliamentarians; political parties; and a growing number of small business 

associations and ethical businesses.ò WDM lobbied at every level, as well as directly 

meeting the OECD negotiators they had also persuaded a number of UK local councils 

to pass resolutions opposing the agreement. First France, then the UK pulled out of the 

negotiations, describing MAI as unreformable. 37  

The collection of influential  ómomentsô described above clearly indicate a process in 

which both environmental and development NGOs have simultaneously gained far-

reaching and radical critiques of the international political economy while becoming 

deeply enmeshed in the United Nations system. The latter was generally enabled 

because the organisations displayed particular merits that governments were seen to 

lack. They appeared to be highly responsive, representative organisations with a level of 

detailed, international expertise in the ir chosen fields that broader government 

departments found difficult to mimic. 38 They were also proving themselves capable of 

mobilising the general public. During this period the big NGOs were also planning the 

Jubilee 2000 campaign which attempted to pers uade northern governments to adopt a 

policy of debt óforgivenessô. As early as 1994 there was a suggestion that there was 

ñdiscreet encouragement from the inner courts of the International Monetary Fund and 

the World Bank.ò Nevertheless, the role of popular protest was always recognised, ñThe 

appalling current picture of world poverty could be transformed by a combination of 

strong popular demand, particularly in OECD countries, for the remission of third -

world debt and fundamental questioning of some economic principles on which the 

status quo is founded.ò39 The final clause from that quotation demonstrates that while 

attempting to find ways of reforming international governance, members of the NGO 

community have a radical perspective on political economy. That particular author was 

calling for altruism to displace self -interest at the heart of economics.  It also spelled 

out the need for popular protest, and the climax of the campaign came when a claimed 

70,000 protesters joined hands around the venue for a G8 meeting which took place in 

Birmingham in 1998. 40 This event brought the campaigns initiated by the development 

lobby firmly within the emerging anti -globalization movement. They were similarly 
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involved at the Seattle WTO ministerial the following year, and followed the summit 

hopping protests around the globe. Oxfamôs own history notes, ñThe Seattle riots forced 

the public to wake up to the blatant injustices of international trade, increasing support 

for Oxfam's trade lobbying, and the subsequent campaign to Make Trade Fair.ò While 

the use of the word óriotô often suggests a distance between author and protagonists, it 

was the police, rather than protesters that Oxfam condemned for violence.41 Even of the 

most violent demonstrations, in 2001, CAFOD boast, ñsupporters travel to G8 Summit 

in Genoa, Italy to call on the world's richest nations to óDrop the Debt.ô CAFOD hosts 

[a] virtual newsroom on the web edited by three young reporters.ò42 

Summary  

The preceding sections demonstrate the development of a particular approach to 

social change that attempts to interact with power structures rather than to 

diametrically confront or to subvert them. This approach contains two aspects that 

provide the beginnings of an understanding of the current RL frame and also sets it 

apart from the DA and RS frames. The first is the commitment to mainstream 

institutions where they are evaluated as democratic and therefore potentially 

progressive. This becomes most obvious in the continuing debates between the RL 

frame and the RS and DA frames, of which I will say more in section 3. The second 

aspect is what I will describe as the pragmatic attitude. In the contemporary context RL 

proponents point out the need to engage the powerful in the locations of power in order 

for meaningful  change to be achievable. This can be seen to flow directly from 

understandings within the development lobby that ñaccepts the existing system of 

global accumulation as a fact. It does not propose to turn away from it and shut the 

dooré Broadly speaking, the objective of an alternative development is to humanize a 

system that has shut out [the Third World]é  Its central objective is their inclusion in a 

restructured system that does not make them redundant. It is a moot point whether 

capitalism so transform ed can still be called capitalism." 43  

The ideational bases of peace, development and environmental organisations have 

a disparate appearance because they appear focused around specific, analytically 

separable issues. By abstraction, however, we can see a similarity of form that implies 

concrete ideational commitments in common. The peace, development and 

                                                        

41 Oxfam, ñA Short History o f Oxfamò. 

42 CAFOD, The Story of CAFOD. 

43 Friedman, J., 1992, Empowerment. The Politics of Alternative Development , (Blackwell, 
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environment lobbies each proceed from the definition of a social problem that is 

understood as urgent, empirically clear and morally straightforward. Urgen cy has, of 

course, proved a staple motivator, so much so that Oxfam has long recognised the 

disjuncture between the huge success of its disaster appeals and their preference for 

long-term development work. 44 We will shortly see a critique of dogma, opposed 

frequently to óstarting from the factsô, within the RL frame. This is reflected in a 

tradition which has avoided the theorisation of struggle in recognisably ideological 

terms. While each of the lobbies has undoubtedly contained many cross-cutting and 

overlapping frames those that have had the highest public profile, and those which 

seem most to foreshadow the RL frame, have typically provided clear-cut claims about 

avoidable human suffering. This is most obviously the case with the peace movement, 

with CND transmitting images of nuclear holocaust. Development organisationsô use of 

óheart-stringsô images of suffering is well known, and their arguments centre on 

absolute poverty and attendant ill -health juxtaposed with plenty in rich nations. The 

environment movement is clearly more divided in this aspect, but nevertheless has 

always contained a strong element of anthropocentric argumentation that makes moral 

claims on behalf of unborn generations whose potentially dire life -circumstances are 

again juxtaposed with a position of plenty.  

While the arguments of the lobbies continue to claim deep roots in empirical reality 

the RL frame has become capable of making highly articulated political economic 

critique. In the midst of globalization the field of action has spread from the national to 

the international level. As the WDM MAI campaign demonstrates, the NGOs and their 

supporters are increasingly capable of working both across borders and at all levels of 

governance. As the IMF and World Bank redefined their roles in relation to the Third 

World and the GATT negotiations accelerated so development and environmental 

organisations have been increasingly consistent in their explanations for growing 

poverty and environmental degradation. As the Washington Consensus has increased 

in certainty and reach its ideological elements have created the conditions for 

ideological critique. The combination of real political change with the process of 

learning within the NGO sector has led to the presentation of targets for the 

mobi lization of popular protest. The fact that these targets can be equally understood 

within the RS and DA frames goes some way to explaining how it is that these different 

political traditions have been able to combine their efforts in the contemporary cycle  of 

contention.  

                                                        

44 Smith, ñOxfam Rethinks.ò 



 171 

3. THE RADICAL LIBERAL FRAME 

The acceptance that the differing nature of the subjects under study requires subtly 

different analytical foci, as explained in the introduction, also impacts on the links we 

can draw between the general movements and the particular, local instantiations. 

Protest participants, attached to either the RS or DA frames are relatively easily 

identifiable; the former by their attachment to self -consciously ideological political 

organisations, and the latter by their in volvement in a recognisable style of action. Such 

connections are less clear-cut with respect to the RL frame. A high public profile 

certainly amplifies the projected beliefs and values of particular NGOs, which therefore 

become a part of the ideational environment of local political protest. Organisations 

with internal democratic structures and in which local membership is highly valued 

allow for more concrete connections. Here, Friends of the Earth and WDM, both having 

active Sheffield groups, stand out. Additionally, there are many organisations that take 

on a similar approach to those described above, which may be focused on other issues 

or have support drawn from different constituencies. Here Campaign Against the Arms 

Trade (CAAT) and the student campaigning group People and Planet are key examples 

with local groups. In addition, the RL frame has a closer fit with mainstream and 

popular political thought. As a result, it is more apparent in those independent activists 

and campaigners who are less attached to particular groups. These individuals, highly 

active around particular campaigns, are as much a part of the movement as those 

deeply committed to certain groups. As we shall see in chapter seven, the eruption of 

protest around the Iraq war must be par tly explained by the degree to which critique 

was possible from within a position close to the mainstream of popular political 

understandings. This all adds up to a tension, common in ethnographic work, between 

the need for interaction with the individual in order to understand the detail of the 

research subject, and a concern for generalizability. In the following I will therefore 

draw on a broad range of sources, from individual interviews and my own field notes, to 

relatively mainstream and movement publ ications to evince the connection between 

the particular and the general. 

The Critique of Neoliberal óDogmaô 

In targeting the IMF and the World Bank in particular, the development lobby has 

come up with three sets of arguments against the neoliberal free-trade agenda. 

Specifically, these concern privatization, liberalization and the net resource flow from 

poor countries to rich ones as debt repayment. I will consider each of these arguments 

in their technical guise before drawing out some of the implication s for the claims and 

values at the heart of the RL frame. 
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Both privatization and liberalization are targeted by WDMôs analysis of the IMFôs 

óPoverty Reduction Strategy Papersô (PRSPs), which replaced the highly criticised 

Structural Adjustment Policies (SA Ps): ñThe core macro-economic elements have 

changed little from the old structural adjustment programmes with a continued 

adherence to privatisation, liberalization  and a reduced role for the state.ò45 The first 

and third elements relate to the claim that n eoliberalism is ideologically committed to a 

small-state approach that insists, through conditions attached to loans or to debt 

reduction, on the need to privatise large national concerns such as banks and power 

suppliers. In another report we find that th e claim that indigenous companies are not 

yet capable of taking over privatised utilities, and therefore privatising governments 

have to seek out multinational corporations, offering large incentives in order to fulfil 

SAPs or PRSPs.46 The incentives offered by governments to private companies, and 

recommended by the IMF, often involve promising to pay the company for any increase 

in capacity and to pay in a foreign currency (usually dollars). Typically, the agreements 

also guarantee a monopoly for the incoming company for a period of decades. The RL 

frame is thus willing to remain within the same broader framework as the neoliberal 

economists, when they argue that, ñwithout having to respond to market signals there is 

no economic reason to believe that private companies will create óefficiency gainsôé 

there is a gaping chasm between World Bank and IMF free market competition rhetoric 

and the realities of private monopolies, fixed prices and guaranteed demand.ò47 

The second area, trade liberalization, is also pinpointed as a pernicious feature of 

SAPs and PRSPs demanded by the international financial institutions. Liberalization is 

argued to benefit wealthy multinational corporations to the detriment of nascent, 

indigenous industry. This is most vociferously opp osed where those industries provide 

essential services such as water, electricity or health care. Policy advice from the IFIs 

has been focused on the development of industries based on the export of primary 

commodities. This is seen as disabling for developing economies which have a severe 

need for indigenous production of goods and services. Primary commodities are 

understood to have key disadvantages. First they offer less potential for adding value 

and thereby reaping profit. Second, prices are subject to large fluctuations, reducing 

                                                        

45 Marshall, A., Woodroffe, J. & Kjell, P., 2001, ñPolicies to roll-back the State and privatise?: 

Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers investigatedò published on Eldis Gateway to Development 
Information , available at: http://www.eldis.org/static/DOC9285.htm ; last accessed: 12/08/05. 

46 Hardstaff, P., 2003, ñTreacherous Conditions. How IMF and World Bank Policies Tied to Debt 

Relief are undermining development.ò in World Bank Debt Reports, available at: 
http:// www.wdm.org.uk/campaigns/cambriefs/debt/treachcond.pdf ; last accessed: 12/08/05, 
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47 Hardstaff, ñTreacherous Conditionséò, p.17. 

http://www.eldis.org/static/DOC9285.htm
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stability in poor countries; especially where the IMF offers identical advice ï to prepare 

for increased exports in some particular commodity ï to a number of countries at the 

same time.48 More recently, the practice of óexport dumpingô whereby subsidised 

companies in the global north either sell or donate surpluses in the south, wreaking 

havoc on local economies while often being counted as aid has been widely criticised as 

a result of the free trade agenda. 49 

A third component of the development lobbyôs developing arguments against the 

international financial structure, and perhaps the most highly publicised, is the issue of 

debt. The Jubilee 2000 debt campaign, for instance, appeared to succeed in a number 

of ways. The IMF now has a Highly Indebted Countries initiative offering a degree of 

debt forgiveness. A number of countries including the UK agreed to drop the debts 

owed to them, for the worst off countries, provided they fulfilled the various HIC 

procedures. However, these procedures, it is argued, amounted to the very same 

structural adjustments in the areas of privatisation and liberalization. óConditionalityô 

thus came in for heavy criticism, and the organisation Jubilee 2000 morphed at the 

turn of the millennium into t he Jubilee Debt Campaign. At root, the critique is based on 

the belief that there is a net resource flow from the poorest countries in the world to the 

richest. This is seen through debt repayments, through the ófixerô deals for companies 

taking on newly privatised utilities and through the comparative advantage of western 

firms now competing on the same terms as young indigenous companies for market 

share in the third world.  

These arguments often appear in sources that have the luxury of precise, considered 

language that is rarely available in grassroots activist discourse. Nevertheless, they are 

available to activists on the ground; Oxfam, Christian Aid and WDM all produce 

concise campaigning packs presenting technical arguments in brief for their members 

and supporters. The essentials of their analyses of international political economy 

therefore become part of everyday campaigning discourse. The research carried out by 

these organisations articulates strongly with the high value placed on óstarting from the 

factsô within the RL frame.50 It is precisely because of the technical nature of research 

carried out by professional NGOs that those working within the RL frame will give 

greater respect to their whole argumentative gamut. Here we find a parallel with the RS 
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frame: in both cases the organisations that are strongly associated with the frames that 

activists are using are respected as the producers and protectors of truth. However, 

these complex arguments are also built into moral claims centring on the notions of 

justice and democracy. 

The three areas of argument, as we have seen, can be summarised as describing a 

flow of resources from poor countries to rich ones. When these arguments are 

concatenated with an interpretation of colonialism that understands  it as the theft of 

resources from the south to supply the material wants of populations in the north we 

discover the meaning of global injustice within the RL frame. George Monbiotôs óbasic 

economic formulaô expresses a common understanding, ñwe in the rich world live in 

comparative comfort only because of the inordinate power our governments wield, and 

the inordinate wealth which flows from that power. We acquiesce in this system every 

time we buy salad from a supermarket (grown with water stolen from Ken yan nomads) 

or step into a plane to travel to the latest climate talks.ò51  Furthermore, injustice is 

delineated in both present and historical actions of IFIs and the governments of rich 

nations:  

ñWhile recent evidence debunks the myth that unilateral liberalization 
policies are good for development, historical evidence demonstrates 
conclusively that most, if not all, of todayôs industrialised and newly 
industrialised countries used a wide variety of what would now be 
considered ótrade distortingô policy interventions during their 
development process. Yet little or none of this evidence and analysis on 
the real world  implications of trade liberalization  seems to have 
permeated through to IMF and World Bank policy -makers or their 
political masters in  industri alised country treasury/finance 

departments.ò52 

This quotation further demonstrates the perceived injustice flowing from global 

inequalities of power. The north is seen to have taken a particular developmental path 

that included, for instance, protectionist  fiscal policy.53 In foisting trade liberalization 

into poverty reduction packages the north is seen as having had an unjust advantage 

over the south, which it continues to exploit, ñA succession of authoritative studies has 

shown how the poor suffer most from unfair trade and how the rules are nakedly rigged 
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in favour of the rich.ò54 This argument is paralleled with respect to the depletion of 

finite resources and the capacity of the environment to absorb the effects of human 

production and consumption.  

Significantly, the quotation above also demonstrates a particular attitude to the 

IMF and World Bank; the phrase óreal worldô evinces the belief that policy is made 

dogmatically. In relation to both trade liberalization and privatisation the authors refer 

to óone-size fits allô policies that stem from economic theory rather than realities on the 

ground. Further, the phrase ópolitical mastersô is highly suggestive of the agendas 

suspected to operate within this sphere. The ability of multinational corporations based 

in the global north to profit from structural adjustments in the south defines the 

interests being served by western politicians.  

It is most commonly through the connected themes of justice and democracy that 

we find these issues raised in local campaigning work. The self-proclaimed Trade 

Justice Movement (TJM), for instance, saw mobilizations across the country in June 

2003 which had been promoted with a óscales of justiceô emblem. In a typical symbolic 

protest, the Sheffield Trade Justice Movement organised a march and rally in the city 

centre, carrying a seven feet high set of scales with them.55 The rallies were connected to 

a mass lobby of MPs which saw 500 MPs lobbied across the country. In choosing this 

type of action, activists were learning from the successful campaign against the MAI: 

ñWhat you find, again and again, is that MPs donôt really know whatôs going on, nobody 

has briefed them on how these international agreements are going to affect people, the 

poor and the rich. Youôve got to tell them, and some of them will be on your side.ò56 The 

lobbying work of the large organisations is based on the notion that those in power can 

be convinced by argument and is clearly mirrored at the grassroots. While powerful 

groups with vested interests are perceived as playing a role in creating injustice, the 

interests of democratically representative politicians seen as necessarily opposed to 

neither the campaigners, nor those on whose behalf they campaign. We will see that 

representative democracy is not necessarily seen as the best model of political decision 

making, and that the RL frame includes stronger notions of participation. However, the 

combination of applying the anti -dogmatic position to oneôs own action with the 

pragmatic attitude supports the t endency towards utilising the more conventional 

routes of gaining access to power. 
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While justice is certainly understood to be a function of equality, in this realm, it is 

not necessarily equality of wealth in a strict sense. Equality is rather valued in the 

capacity to influence othersô decision-making. One activist made this particularly 

explicit: ñI do still believe that equality in terms of income is pretty much impossible, 

and probably undesirable é itôs some other sort of equality that is essential, more than 

equality of opportunity it is equality of power.ò57 The need for power for the poor carries 

an assumption, often made explicitly, that current power -holders abuse their position 

for self-interested gain. That is, specific actors intend to use their power to their own 

good, regardless of the consequences for others. Intention indicates one of the more 

complex features of the RL frame. Much critique is couched in structural terms centred 

on the interplay of nation -states and the institutions through w hich they negotiate. 

Thus we often find the rules governing the WTO, IMF and World Bank explicitly 

criticised as favouring rich nations over poor. This does not, however, provide a 

structural explanation for continuing injustice in the same way that the RS  frame does. 

The intention of agents, individual as well as collective, is not reduced to their position 

within the structures and consequently there is, for instance, potential for good world 

leaders as well as bad. As a result, individuals can become the explicit subject of 

critique. As one interviewee recognised, ñYou think about it and realise that the people 

who are doing all these terrible things are out there, theyôre real and they have names 

and addresses.ò58 At the same time, structures of knowledge and power are held 

responsible for limiting the possibility for creative, progressive action within large 

institutions:  

ñBoth privatisation and trade liberalization  policies can work when 
implemented at an appropriate stage in a countryôs development, with 
effective government regulation and with public support, but there is no 
evidence that the IMF and World Bank are capable of dealing with such 
subtlety. Past evidence and current practice still suggest a belligerent 
adherence to theory rather than a careful examination of real world 
evidence, and a rigid óone-size-fits -allô approach to policyé It is time for 
the poorest countries in the world to have control over economic policy 

and to be able to explore their own routes to development.ò59 

This WDM report  again criticises the IFIs for dogmatic reasoning and opposes their 

own approach of óstarting from the factsô. Similar arguments are applied in other 

circumstances. For instance, in relation to the US drive for war in Iraq, óEdgarô argued: 

ñthey did what they did because they had their own view of how the 
world works, how power works, and then they went and acted on that 
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basis and because they had power é they made the world in their own 
imageé they have a particular view of world and they make it happen, 
and their  view of the world is, in my opinion, deeply deeply deeply 
fucked up and damaging. Its one that says that power is everything. And 

to an extent é if you act that way it becomes true.ò60 

The connection between knowledge and power that is explicit in Edgarôs reasoning is 

also implicitly made in the WDM report when it suggest that because the world -view of 

the IMF and World Bank is distorted by theory, poor countries should have power over 

their own direction of development. Here we also see what might be considered a 

Gramscian notion of hegemony. The ideology of those in power is identified as a key 

explanation for suffering and inequality. Furthermore because it is the ideology of the 

powerful it becomes dominant, governing interactions at every level;  it óbecomes trueô. 

The preceding WDM quotation demonstrates another key component of the RL 

frame. In accepting the potential viability of privatisation and trade liberalization under 

certain circumstances, the authors of that report are using an argumentative method 

that is very common for proponents of the RL frame. They are implicitly opposing their 

own freedom from dogma, to the dogmatism perceived in neoliberalism. 

Simultaneously they distance themselves from other strands of the broader movement 

(inc luding the proponents of the RS and DA frames identified above) by demonstrating 

that they are not necessarily anti-capitalist. Indeed, proponents of the RS frame are as 

much a target for being labelled dogmatic as are neoliberal economists. In sum, the RL 

frame, rather than criticising capitalist systems per se, takes aim at one particular 

approach to capitalist globalisation and contains an alternative vision of how a 

democratic capitalism could be structured to avoid the injustices and inequalities that 

seemingly flow from the neoliberal vision. It is to this positive aspect of the RL frame 

that I now turn.  

Towards an Alternative Political Economy  

Despite the claim, within the RL frame, that one must begin from the empirically 

real situation it is clear that there are a number of positive elements also contained 

within the frame that describe an alternative economic and political system. I will 

describe these in detail in the present section. In sum, they comprise a vision of ógood 

capitalismô. This has the following features: enterprises are small in scale; both political 

and economic institutions must be democratically controlled; it must be based on 

power equality and the protection of human rights; and it must be replete with built -in 

checks and balances which mitigate against the accumulation of power and wealth. 
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Because capitalism is understood as a self-organising system ï i.e. with negative 

tendencies resulting from the structure itself ï the state is likely to have a role in 

several areas61 includin g the maintenance of checks and balances, the protection of 

human rights and upholding legal restrictions at every level from individual to 

international.  

RL frame proponents are unlikely to offer this account of an alternative political 

economy in such a programmatic way. It is the argument of this chapter that this 

account is discernable through examining the critiques and alternatives contained in 

many more specific issue-based campaigns. Additionally it represents the current 

position in a history of l esson-learning through both political critique and active 

involvement in issues connected with peace, environment and development. It is, of 

course, the third of these sets of issues that is most prominently placed in this chapter. 

The current cycle of contention most obviously takes aim at the institutions of 

economic globalisation so the prominence of development issues is hardly surprising. 

Yet, concerns for environmental sustainability and peaceful co-existence are frequently 

connected to development, and examples will be presented below. Primarily, however, 

the following will focus on the search for solutions to the injustice of wealth inequality 

understood as a result of power inequality. In particular, I will focus on ideas around 

fair trade, co-operative organisation and human rights. This will allow a move from 

issue-focused discussion, to further abstracted concerns throughout the exposition, 

which mirrors the structure of the RL frame itself.  

The Fairtrade Foundation was established by a group of development NGOs in 1992 

in order to promote products that represented a óbetter dealô for producers than those 

found in the mainstream. Oxfam had started Café Direct the previous year - a major UK 

coffee importer that guarantees a certain price level and long-term relationship with 

growers. The Fairtrade Foundation regulates trade in certain products to guarantee 

higher than market -level prices which includes a premium which groups of producers 

must democratically choose how to spend. It also offers advice and training for 

producers. This innovation must be understood as resulting from a drawn -out process 

of change in the interaction of development organisations to poor communities. For 

instance, the notion of self-help for the poor, as we have seen, goes back to Oxfamôs 

earliest development work and often included skills for production for trade. Further, 

Traidcraft had already been established in 1979 as a ñChristian response to povertyò62 

                                                        

61 óEdgarô, interview, February 2005.  

62 Traidcraft, undated, ñAbout Usò available at: http://www.traidcraft.co.uk/  

template2.asp?pageID=1634&fromID=1275; last accessed: 15/08/05. 
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and also sought to encourage international trade. According to Traidcraft, a fair trade 

organisation is one which,  

ñfocuses on trading with poor and marginalised producer groups, 
helping them develop skills and sustainable livelihoods through the 
trading relationship; pays fair prices that é enable a living wage; 
provides credit é and pays premiums to be used to provide further 
benefits to producer communities; encourages the fair treatment of all 
workers, ensuring good conditions in the workplace and throughout the 
supply chain; [and] aims to build up long -term relationshi ps, rather 

than looking for short -term commercial advantage.ò63 

Both Traidcraft and the Fairtrade Foundation attempt to rebalance power in an 

economy they explicitly criticise for gross inequalities that result from colonial histories 

and differences in corporate scale. Multinational corporations are seen to be the 

benefactors of globalization processes that allow them vast choice in suppliers, while 

their competitive success as businesses ensures that the choice allowed to producers 

about who to sell their goods to is restricted. A related inequality is in access to 

information; global concerns can gather information on markets for particular goods 

across the world, whereas small producers simply do not have that information 

available. The role of the Fairtrade Foundation therefore includes ensuring that farmers 

get training and regular market information. In this they attempt to radically alter 

economic relationships between producer and trader and between producer and 

consumer: ñFair trade is a strategy for poverty alleviation and sustainable development. 

Its purpose is to create opportunities for producers who have been economically 

disadvantaged or marginalised by the conventional trading system and it promotes 

trading partnerships based on dialogue, transparency and respect.ò64 In addition, they 

focus on environmentally sound production methods; some producers use their 

premiums to move to organic methods while all have to maintain a sound 

environmental policy in order to be included in the Fairtrade scheme . 

In many instances fair -trade organisations are run as co-operatives. But this is only 

one area of enterprise that is organised in this way. Described briefly in section one, the 

New Internationalist  was set up by development NGOs as a co-operative. Like fair -

trade, the intention of a co-operative is to change relationships of production and 

consumption, recognising the unity that these roles must achieve within the individual. 

Fundamentally, co-operatives are about changing power structures, both within 
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enterprises and between them. Within the co-operative, equality is taken to be the 

guiding norm, applied to wages, roles and influence on decisions. It is through 

democracy that equality is expected to be maintained: ñco-ops are founded on the 

principles of  co-operation between people. In other words they have to be democratic - 

they are responsible to each of their members, not to whoever happens to own their 

shares.ò65 Fair-trade organisations demonstrate a recognition that by banding together, 

small businesses can level the playing-field with large -scale capitalist enterprise. That 

this same notion is central to the co-operative ideal is evidenced by one frequently 

occurring symbol which depicts a group of small fish competing with one large fish. 

One example is shown in figure 1 below. Clearly the purpose is to demonstrate that 

strength may be found through organised numbers. 

 

   Fig. 1 ï Co-operative  Symbolism, from Radical Routes. 66 

This notion of collective organisation may appear to fit within a sociali st ideological 

framework rather than a liberal one. It is more usefully understood as a radical 

liberalism, however, due to the degree to which the individual is valued within the 

collective. The intention of co-operative organisation is precisely to avoid the 

subsumption of individual interests within those of the larger organisation. The 

International Co-operative Alliance has laid down principles that the 'good' co-

operatives act in accordance with: participation must be voluntary and without 

discriminat ion and organisations must be democratic, participatory and autonomous 

(i.e. democratic control by members must be retained in any link with other 

organisations).67  Co-operatives very often utilise consensus decision making of the 

form described in chapter  four. This set of rules is focused predominantly on 

maintaining power equality within the organisation, mirroring the attempt to seek 

methods of equalising power at the level of international political economy.  
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Support for fair trade and co -operative methods of production and distribution are 

characteristic of the RL frame. The political economic critique, combined with the 

notion of accepting the existence of a global trading system as the necessary starting 

point for any positive change seeks ways to empower the poor within that system. Both 

modes may also be supported within the DA frame, at least where it corresponds to the 

free organisation of producer collectives and co-operatives. This is one point at which 

the libertarian ideals within the DA frame and the liberalism of the RL frame can meet. 

There remains, nevertheless, a difference in emphasis and large-scale regulative bodies 

such as the Fairtrade Foundation do not fit easily within the normal mode of activity 

promoted as direct action. As a result, most of the arguments for fair -trade fit within 

the RL frame. The following three arguments all illustrate that base:  

ñtraditional products like handicrafts, made in the South for a fair price 
and sold in the North é help to overcome óexclusionô from the benefits of 
conventional trade. Others say that selling Southern products é that 
guarantees a better deal for the producers, not only helps more people 
but challenges orthodox trading relationships. Still others believe that 
even more people will benefit if big business is made socially responsible 

and signs up to codes of conduct.ò68  

Each argument presented here refers to a positive engagement with the global trading 

system rather than either confrontation or subversion. The RL frame thereby accepts 

that  present structures of capitalism may be altered by collective action, without the 

need for revolutionary change. 

The promotion of both free -trade and co-operative enterprise reinforce the view 

that uniquely among the frames analysed here, the RL frame is not anti -capitalist. 

Perhaps the most typical summary is that, ñbig capitalism doesnôt work, but small 

capitalism is life.ò69 A more academically inclined activist argues that, ñtrade links 

create bridging social capital between European countries é leading up to the fact that 

they've stopped having wars with each other for the first time in hundreds of years.ò70 

The foci in these rather different views is that, first, trade relationships are a naturally -

occurring aspect of human societies and, second, these relationships can overcome 

other barriers, having positive solidarity effects and binding participants into a 

common purpose.71 However, the power inequalities seen as inherent in the neoliberal 

                                                        

68 Ransom, D. (2000) ñFair Trade: Small Change, Big Differenceò in New Internationalist 322: 

Fair Trade .  

69 óKennethô, interview, January 2005.  

70 óEdgarô, interview, February 2005.  

71 It is interesting to note that this argument also goes back at least to the nineteenth century 

debates on free and fair trade. 
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free-trade agenda are perceived as a distortion of what may potentially be a beneficial 

relationship and fair -trade and co-operatives can be properly understood as speaking to 

both of these concerns. Nevertheless, this is not reduced to a technical matter of 

administration and the alternatives within the RL frame are , usually implicitly, taken as 

a demonstration of a better system of production and exchange. Vocal support for co-

operative ventures displays an idealism that is often veiled by discourse tinged with a 

pragmatic attitude. For instance, one trade justice activist, referring to a very large 

Spanish co-operative business, remarked, 

ñIôve become really saddened by Mondragon recently. It was like a 
candle, showing us a different é more just way of doing things. But é 
now theyôve started hiring people who arenôt allowed to be members of 
the coop. So theyôve got no stake in the business, and no voting rights. 

Theyôre being paid much less than the membersé itôs lost its purpose.ò72  

The implication of this quotation is that the co -operative demonstrates goals in terms 

of systemic changes that overarch the specific issue interests around which so much 

activism inspired by the RL frame focuses.   

To the extent that these issues are centrally concerned with altering power 

relationships they allow further specification o f the understanding of power within the 

frame. Like the DA frame, the RL frame positively values empowerment. However, 

where the DA frame sees empowerment as a psychological result of lived experiences 

(hence the notion of taking part in confrontational di rect action being empowering), 

the RL frame is more willing to understand empowerment primarily as a feature of 

structure. There is some evidence that development discourse has been self-critical 

with respect to its notion of empowerment, moving away from the idea that people or 

communities can be empowered by external, hierarchical agencies: ñIn development 

circles é empowerment suggests that someone ï usually the development agency ï is 

giving power to the oppressed or powerless. But power cannot be given ï it can only be 

taken. óPower toô is the ability to act for oneself, the ability to create rather than to 

coerce.ò73 While this idea closes that gap between the DA and RL understandings of 

empowerment, the focus on fair-trade and cooperatives demonstrate that, nevertheless, 

empowerment can be a result of particular institutional structures that enable people to 

take part in relationships with a greater degree of power equality. 

The co-operative and (to a lesser extent) fair-trade offer ways of bringing 

democracy into the economy at the level of individual enterprises and relationships. 
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The democratisation of international economic structures is frequently posed as an 

amelioration for power inequalities that such institutions currently reproduce. 

óKennethô clearly expressed the expectation that structural change can mitigate against 

the problems identified in the preceding section:  

ñI want structures that deal with accumulations of power and nip them 
in the budé what I want is a far more effective anti -monopoly law 
applied right across the board in terms of political power, economic 
power, financial power and all the rest of it. I think what you need is é a 
system which is always working to bring the thing back to a certain 

level.ò74 

It is a result of the pragmatic attitude, that is, the belief in taking the present situation 

as a necessary starting point, that makes the reform of such international institutions 

conceivable. This is one of the key tensions within the broader movement, and will be 

displayed empir ically in both chapters in Part III . At this point it is possible to point to 

the critiques and alternatives already discussed as accepting regulatory institutions at 

an international level. Furthermore, the historical material demonstrates how the key 

organisations I have connected to the frame have worked within international 

governance. Many movement authors many have proposed particular changes to 

international systems. Among these, George Monbiot provides one of the most 

integrated accounts. He proposes a designed system for the management of the 

political economy, yet with some sensitivity to the need for that system to be self-

reinforcing.  

ñThe four principle projects are these: a democratically elected world 
parliament; a democratised United Nations General Assembly, which 
captures the powers now vested in the Security Council; an International 
Clearing Union, which automatically discharges trade deficits and 
prevents the accumulation of debt; a Fair Trade Organisation, which 

restrains the rich while emancipating the poor.ò75  

Such work demonstrates the tendency within the frame towards the positive evaluation 

of the possibilities for international governance, 76 which will be discussed further in 

relation to democracy below. However, such grand projects are in tension with the 

pragmatic elements of the frame that I have referred to throughout.  

                                                        

74 óKennethô, interview, January 2005.  

75 Monbiot, G., 2003, The Age of Consent. A Manifesto for a New World Order , (Flamingo, 

London), p. 4. 

76 There is notable potential for the RL frame to inform, and be informed by the cosmopolitan 
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around the impacts of globalization on the nation -state. Operating at a more abstract level it  
"seeks to prescribe general principles , structures and practices essential to the construction of a 
more humane world order in  which peoples needs come to take precedence over the interests of 
states"; McGrew, T., 2002, ñTransnational Democracy: Theories and Prospectsò in Carter & 
Stokes, ed., Democratic Theory Today , (Polity, Cambridge), p.272.. 
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Far more frequently, the idea of human rights is used to exemplify the possibilities 

for just international institutions. Furthermore, this is proposed as a demonst ration of 

the radical potential within the current institutional setting: ñthe UN declaration is a 

radical document. If all the articles were kept then it would basically make modern 

national and international governance unworkable é I'm thinking of the articles on 

movement of people and all that.ò77 Such claims give the lie to critics who use the label 

óreformistô. Within the RL frame, support for human rights does not imply a readiness 

only to look to what those in power are willing to give up. On the cont rary, it 

demonstrates a commitment to a particular set of moral values in combination with a 

tool to use against those in power, where they are not conforming to those values. 

Amnesty International, described briefly in section one, leads the defence of human 

rights from within civil society. Through public moral pressure they attempt to hold 

national governments to account for failing to live up to treaties already signed. 

Oxfamôs mid-1990s Campaign for Basic Human Rights marked that organisationôs 

increasing willingness to take a similar approach.78 Human rights articulate with two, 

otherwise rather disjointed aspects of the RL frame. On the one hand, it speaks to the 

desire to put in place particular structures that may prove to be empowering. Human 

rights  are necessarily an expression of human equality and as such can be used as a 

lever to political and economic equality. In this mode, Edgar recognises that, ñit might 

not be a universal truth but it certainly has a utilitarian value in trying to empower 

people.ò79 On the other hand, the expression of human equality speaks to the particular 

morality held within the RL frame. The notion of power inequality is at the centre of the 

entire critique within the RL frame. It is often identified as the cause of unnec essary 

human suffering and therefore wrong in this instrumental sense. However, it is also 

clear that power inequality is understood as morally wrong, regardless of the 

consequences. The commitment to human rights demonstrates the positive aspect of 

this concern for equality, and grounds it in the fact of humanity.  

The commitment to equality creates a tension, within the frame, with the value on 

cultural diversity. Because all people, as a consequence of their humanity, have a right 

to free speech and religious observance proponents of the RL frame are put in a 

seeming impossible position by those whose speech or culture does not contain that 

same notion of equality. Simply, is it possible to tolerate the intolerant? Those actively 

engaged in political processes and moral argumentation necessarily need to guard their 
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ability to make moral judgements about the actions of individual and collective agents. 

Zygmut Bauman expresses this position particularly cogently: 

ñWithout self-confidence and a grip on the present, no culture worth 
defending and likely to inspire defenders in the future stands much 
chance. Any serious defence of the intrinsic value of the variety of 
cultural choice needs to start from securing the degree of human self- 
esteem and self-confidence that makes such choices possible. This 
simple truth seldom surfaces in current "multiculturalist" discourse, a 
circumstance which opens that discourse to the charge of reflecting 
concerns and preoccupations of the most affluent while refusing to the 
others the intellectual aid they need most: an insight into the causes of 

their misery and the mechanisms of its perpetuation.ò80 

This argument aids understanding of the preceding material. In its historical 

development and in the issues it has taken aim at within the contemporary cycle of 

contention, the RL frame displays a marked focus on the most basic necessities. The 

environmental and peace aspects of the frame have tended to erupt in defensive, 

though not necessarily self-interested, moments, whereas the development lobby must 

be understood as the advance of these interests. 

At its most sophisticated level, the moral and structural justifications for human 

rights are unified. Mary Robinson moved from her position as the UN High 

Commissioner for Human Rights  into the NGO sector with a group called the Ethical 

Globalization Initiative . She claims strongly that the values enshrined in the Universal 

Declaration are truly global values. She argues, for instance, that ñFreedom from 

discrimination for women, ensuri ng that female children can learn to read, these are 

human needs for half the human race, not western values.ò81 But the point, for 

Robinson, of 'values-led globalization' is that by getting governments to agree to a 

particular set of norms is to offer a tool to individuals who are suffering to insist on 

some rectification through government policy. It is not, therefore, primarily concerned 

with articulating a shared set of values, but about empowering people through changing 

the institutional structure with in which they live. In this we see a strong commonalty 

with the examples of fair-trade and co-operatives described above. 

Two Democracies  

At the start of this chapter I described the nation -state focus of the first-wave of 

CND, which hoped to achieve international ambitions through the actions of the UK 
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government. I also briefly described the various attempts to lobby UK governments 

from within the development sector. The current cycle of contention contains two 

scepticisms with respect to the national governments that were not prevalent at that 

time. Proponents of the RL frame have been far from immune to these scepticisms, 

resulting in a deep ambiguity in its conceptualisation of democracy.  

The first scepticism is domestically located and takes the form of a deepening 

distrust of elected politicians. This is a far less axiomatic position than that found 

within the DA frame, but rather found in the experiences of lobbyists at all levels of 

government. Most recently, the war on Iraq was frequently cited as the point at which 

campaigners and activists had finally lost faith in the ability of the government to 

represent their wishes, leading many to agree that ñ[MPs] are supposed to be 

representing my views in parliament, but what they do is they come back from London 

and represent the views of the government to usò82. Another suggested, ñthe pressures 

to cynicism have been gathering é but Iôve temperamentally fought against that, and 

thought the system weôre in is basically democratic. What did it for me was my local MP 

é [who] had a chance for a ten-minute rule bill. It was her big chance to make a mark, 

she could have said something on world poverty, or her own interests which are around 

children, but no, she just did some little Blair back -scratching jobé Iôve given in, Iôve 

given up on party politics.ò83 Naturally, throughout the decades there have been many 

moments at which those engaged in lobbying elected officials have finally ógiven inô and 

CNDôs frustrations likely had a similar effect on some participants. However, for many 

in the current cycle of contention myriad disappointments with an extremely powerful 

Labour government have led to the search for other avenues of change. Furthermore, 

this has led to a critique of representative democracy per se as insufficient to ensure 

equalising of power relationships within or between national capitalisms.  

The second scepticism of democracy is internationally located and results from the 

general movementsô engagements with globalization. The notion of the nation-state 

weakening in the face of global forces, long debated in international relations, is equally 

contested among campaigners and activists. So, for instance, Monbiot argues strongly 

that many powers have shifted upwards to inter- and transnational institu tions. 

Furthermore, the global nature of many of the most pressing problems requires global 

solutions; 84 a problem long recognised by the environmental movement. Ainger 

similarly argues, ñthe nation-state is less able to deliver than ever. Where radical 
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governments espousing the cause of social and environmental justice have been voted 

in at the national level, globalization has severely limited their ability to change 

anything.ò85 In section 1 a trade justice activist was quoted as saying that MPs had little 

knowledge of what was being negotiated at the supra-national level. This demonstrates 

the combination of the two scepticisms: even if one could faithfully trust oneôs elected 

representative to represent, they are, in any case, largely disconnected from key issues. 

Combined, these views lead the proponent of the RL frame to look to the 

international level structures. However, here democracy is found lacking. It is for this 

reason that Monbiot proposes multiple, democratic international institutions, includi ng 

a world parliament. 86 While critique of free trade economics takes a technical and 

consequentialist mode, the critique of opaque and unaccountable structures appears to 

rest much more on democracy valued absolutely. The critique has several aspects. IFIs 

are seen as internally undemocratic and unaccountable. It is widely recognised that 

within these structures, rules of decision making are weighted towards wealthy nations 

and óWhose Rules Rule?ô became a popular banner slogan. In addition, the IFIs are 

criticised as anti-democratic in some of their work in developing nations. In another 

thorough WDM report, the organisation claims that IMF conditions are repeatedly 

pushed by field staff despite the opposition of democratically elected parliaments. 

Pushing the argument further, the authors state that, ñThe extent of this ongoing denial 

of basic democratic rights for the poorest countries and their people means that it 

cannot be regarded as accidental or an unintentional by-product of history. It is 

intention al and systematic.ò87  

The call for democracy in the international sphere is, therefore, a call for a means to 

limit the abuse of power. RL frame proponents note the ñcrisis of legitimacy which 

blights every global decision-making body. Those who claim to lead the world were 

never granted their powers: they grabbed them.ò88 The activity of global civil society 

may be seen as a potential ameliorative to the present lack of democracy, transparency 

and accountability in international governance: ñcitizen groups need to give more 

attention to supranational institutions. There are no direct channels for democratic 

representation to é any of the 300 é intergovernmental organizations that affect the 
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lives of individuals and communities around the world. In this conte xt, CSOs [civil 

society organisations] today are a powerful reservoir of valuable policy intelligence 

based on their innovative work in almost every sphere of human existence.ò89 With the 

growth of the social forum movement, such arguments have become more frequent, 

and offer new ways of thinking about democratic organisation discussed in chapter 

eight. At base, democracy is understood as a power equaliser as it gives the weak the 

chance to take part in decisions, thus reducing the reproductive tendencies in structural 

inequalities. While generally biased towards small-scale organisation the combination 

of the recognition of benefits of trade and the pragmatic attitude allows for the 

possibility of the continuation of the much criticised IFIs, for instance. I n this case, 

democracy is seen as the only guarantor against excessive power accumulation: ñGiven 

that weôve got capitalism all over the world, it may be that weôve got to have some 

international body to watch over it, to ensure that itôs not trampling on peoples rights 

and so on. If weôre gonna have to have that, then at least it can be democratic.ò90 

The increasing critique of representative democracy as insufficient for progressive 

decision-making ï the domestic scepticism mentioned above ï highlights a different 

conception of democracy, however. Democracy is valued for effective decision making, 

which is seen as dependent on getting participation from those who will be affected: 

ñmy belief in local democracy is not just some fluffy belief in the fact that  
óthe peopleô should have power, because óthe peopleô are just as stupid as 
anyone else, [but those in power]  are just as dim as the people, so you 
may as well give power to the people because the people know where 

they are, and they know what the context is.ò91 

It is to the extent that democracy is so valued that large-scale, representative 

democracy is found wanting. 

ñAny method of democracy on the scale of countries is gonna be flawed, 
its bad enough just doing it with a group of 10 or 20 people, so on a scale 
of 56 million its kind of pretty difficult to do é we shouldn't really be 
talking about democracy on those levels, ideally, you should be saying a 

lot of stuff should be done locally.ò92  

What óOrsonô refers to as óany method of democracyô is participatory or deliberative 

democracy. Proponents of the RL frame are typically open to using either voting or 

consensus methods of decision making in their own groups provided that voting is 

structured in a way that allows full deliberation. In distinction to th e DA frame, then, 
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the RL frame values small-scale, participatory democracy for its deliberative elements, 

rather than for the commitment to creating a group decision that will satisfy every 

group member. In addition, the greater the degree of participation  the further 

dispersed is power. At one level, therefore, there is an ideal of participative democracy 

that both disperses power and leads to better decision making through better 

communication. However, in critique and suggested alternatives we see that the 

pragmatic attitude cuts across the ideals, allowing for the proposal of temporary or 

partial solutions where the ideal is evaluated as unrealistic. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

The RL frame inhabits a philosophical space where the respect for liberty meets the 

desire for collective action to ensure a basic standard of living and equality of power for 

all. As alluded to in section two, this position is by no means new among those who 

argue for social change to defeat injustice and could be traced back to the ónew liberalsô 

at the beginning of the twentieth century. 93 While such assertions may help the political 

theorist understand the RL frame, this chapter argues that it is not the mode through 

which we can best decipher the understanding present among a particular strand of the 

current movements. Rather, it is a worldview oriented to action for social change 

around a concrete set of issues. It is through the examining the positions taken with 

respect to these issues that I have identified the various elements of this distinctive 

orientational frame.  

In their explorations of alternatives, proponents of the RL frame have identified 

potential in (among others) fair trade, cooperatives and the democratisation of political 

and economic institutions. Each of these is understood as changing power relationships 

in order to make them less reproductive of current inequalities. Such solutions indicate 

a number of more basic claims that align, broadly, with liberal ideology. First, trade is 

seen as a natural relationship among people that can, under certain circumstances, be 

mutually beneficial. Second, democratic institutions are more just because they limit 

the potential for abuse of power. Third, because all humans have the capacity for reason 

and sympathy, deliberative institution s offer the potential for more effective decision 

making. It follows that, fourth, such institutions, including the international level and 

the nation -state, may potentially offer valuable checks and balances on the negative 

tendencies inherent in complex societies. 
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While resource equality is not necessarily a goal within the RL frame, the 

juxtaposition of great wealth and great poverty creates the moral opprobrium and sense 

of urgency that serve as motivators for action. The respect for technical expertise and 

empirical knowledge within the frame has led, through a search for the roots of the 

problem, to the careful identification of structures of power and knowledge that 

reproduce inequalities of power, resources, opportunity. It is for this reasons that i n its 

most recent instantiations the ónew liberalismô of the RL frame has taken, as its primary 

opponent, the neoliberalism of the Washington Consensus. 
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CHAPTER SIX  

CONFLICT AND CONVERGENCE BETWEEN THE THREE 

FRAMES  

1. INTRODUCTION  

Both social movements and ideologies are often analysed in isolation from each 

other. I argued in chapter one that orientational frames, like Freedenôs ideologies, 

should be understood as overlapping in content and in chapter two that the current 

cycle of contention should be understood as a coming together of distinct social 

movement processes. Having separated the orientational frames for the purpose of 

identification and individual analysis it is now possible to examine some points of 

convergence and divergence, as they emerge in the movement context. Encounters 

between actors utilising various aspects of each of the frames are certainly not unique 

to contemporary movements. Because each has overlapping historical continuities the 

following examines issues which some activists would consider age-old debates. In the 

most part these issues relate to the different understandings of methods for social 

change since it is primarily óon the streetsô where such encounters take place. However, 

since those methods are reflections of deeper structures of political beliefs and values, 

tactical debates highlight areas of tension and agreement across each frame taken as a 

whole. 

The chapters in Part II I examine two very specific strips of movement activity, 

where the frames become a useful way of understanding the interrelations of different 

sections of the movements. For this chapter, I retain the structure of dealing with each 

frame individually, except now focus ing on their place in movement interactions. Since 

frame interactions are so often found in action -focused contexts, it is action-focused 

frame elements that I will highlight in order to explore the understanding of each 

frame, taken from the perspective of the others. Doing so highlights a number of 

important threads that run through the relationships between frames. These relate to 

tactics for social change, understandings and practices of democracy, and 

understandings of óthe movementô itself. These threads are brought together in the 

conclusion to the chapter. 
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2. THE UNITED FRONT AND ITS DISCONTENTS 

By tracing the development of British Trotskyism and investigating its current 

instantiation in the RS frame I have described the critique of capitalism and the 

planned alternative that is utilised by a significant current within the rece nt waves of 

contention. I have, thus far, only briefly touched on the specific tactics used within the 

movement of movements. As we will see, the latter is key to defining the interaction of 

the different activist frames found therein. In chapter three I described the difficulties 

that Trotskyist activists had in finding genuine common ground with activists in the 

emerging new social movements. Some solutions, with respect to identity-based 

movements have been found within the RS frame; however, present movements have 

thrown up a new range of difficulties.   

Rituals and Tactics  

There are a number of tactics that most revolutionary vanguard organisations 

engage in, which have been consistently used in Britain since the 1930s. Educational 

work in the form of me etings open to those outside of the main organisations, 

discussing current or historical events and offering the revolutionary socialist response 

are common. Weekly paper sales, and public stalls promoting organisations are another 

staple tactic, and may be located in busy urban centres or near significant workplaces. 

The frequency of such activities tends to increase as the activity of other movements 

increase.  Members are also expected to take part in any trade union that is attached to 

their profession and stand for elections as shop stewards.1 Trotskyist organisations 

attempt to influence the political direction of the trade unions through caucusing 

wherever there are two or more members involved in the union. All of these activities 

serve dual purposes: creating dialogue with politically active populations who may have 

different political standpoints, and seeking to build the vanguard. 

Activity on demonstrations also has the same dual foci, explicitly using  the tactics of 

paper sales and stalls to fulfil their goals.2 However, there are clearly additional tactics. 

Organisations commonly attempt to lead marches, using very long (road width) 

banners held at the front as a physical and symbolic barrier stopping others marching 

ahead. At the anti-war march held on the final day of ESF I the large number of 
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revolutionary socialist organisations attempting to lead the march led to the farcical 

situation of many hundred of marchers at the starting point for several hours, jostling 

for position with one group eventually deciding to start the march over an hour ahead 

of schedule in order to keep their ópole positionô.3 Certain forms of uniformity are very 

evident on demonstrations, with large colourful  flags an obvious symbol. These may be 

interpreted variously as solidarity building among the grassroots members ; as 

tradition; or as self-consciously displaying strength of numbers to the wider 

movements. The megaphone-led chants are another solidarity raising, communicative 

habit. Finally, a march tactic new to this researcher appeared in Florence, at ESF I and 

subsequently became far more common on UK demonstrations. A number of marchers 

repeatedly sat down, waiting  for several minutes in order that some free space became 

available on the road ahead. On a signal participants would óchargeô forward. The mass 

produced, widely distributed placards are also significant. Their value for widely 

advertising the organisation who produced them is lost on neither the organisations 

themselves, who display the names of their papers prominently across the top (a tactic 

copied by the Daily Mirror  at the F15 anti-war march) nor those who take the banners, 

some of whom can be seen tearing the óadvertisingô from the placard or rewriting the 

slogans.4  

These behaviours clearly attempt to demonstrate the strength of the organisation. 

They also often give a military feel to the procession of particular Trotskyist 

organisations within mass marches. As such, they may be interpreted to connect with 

the belief in the necessity of a militia in the organisation of the revolution, a óplayingô of 

roles that may take much more significance at some point in the future. The fact that 

these are óplayingô (i.e. purely symbolic) tactics also demonstrates the distance from the 

present with which the revol utionary situation is perceived. 5 Such behaviour should 

logically be rejected within either of the other frames identified here. The ómassed 

ranksô approach is never used within the DA frame wherein small, flexible groups are 

always preferred. Uniform can be perceived among the black bloc tendencies on the 

marches but this, as I will describe below, is a rather wayward variant of the DA frame. 

The RL frame baulks at the straight-forward creation of divisions implied by 

uniformity. As described below, there is also a distrust of the over-simplification of 
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complex critiques and alternatives when they appear in the guise of a mass 

demonstration.  

Two aspects to the rituals described above are noteworthy:  the presentation of 

militancy and party building. Both are consequent on the involvement of Trotskyist 

organisations in broader mass movements.  Combining the perceived ótruthô of 

Marxism and the need to spread that truth to people as yet unconscious of their class 

interests leads to the belief that the vanguard organisation must take part in any 

movement that may yield potential recruits.  The current cycle of contention may be 

interpreted within the RS frame as óobjectively anti-capitalistô, as discussed in chapter 

two. The failure of many participants  to grasp the revolutionary truth is understood as 

in need of correction: ñits not like class has disappeared, because it hasnôt. So youôve got 

radicalism  é going in the wrong direction ... youôve got the labour movement over here, 

the young radicals over there, and what youôve got to do somehow is pull them 

together.ò6 Vanguard participation in broader movements is strongly instrumental. The 

following quotation  comes from a tactical critique by the SWP on the activities of the 

International Socialist Organisation (I SO, which is the American national -level affiliate 

of the IST). ISO had taken part in Ralph Naderôs independent candidacy for president 

in the 2001 elections. Callinicos supported the involvement but criticised the fact that 

ñEvery ISO branch or district was instructed to hold a public meeting on óThe 

Revolutionary Ideas of Karl Marxôò aimed at non-revolutionaries in the Nader 

campaign.  

ñThe ISOôs approach showed little sense of the dynamic of a growing and 
radicalizing movement whose members are bound together by their 
common activity. In such a movement, revolutionaries establish 
themselves in the first instance through their effectiveness in this 
activity. Political discussion, of course, is important, but it is most likely 
to emerge organically from the work of the movement rather than 
originating from abstract topics artificially introduced by the 

revolutionaries.ò7 

Two alternatives for action are present: ISOôs method of bring ing people out of the 

campaign into a discursive context intended to stimulat e radicalism or the 

establishment of respect within the campaign in order to carry political points later.  

Presently, the implication is more important than the tactical debate: the debate only 

makes sense if both parties accept that the revolutionaries have a superior 

                                                        

6 'Kara', interview, December 2004.  

7 Callinicos, A., 2001, The Anti-Capitalist Movement and the Revolutionary Left , C3, a strategic 

document for the SWP, available at: 
http://www.swp.org.uk/swp_archive_list.php?issue_id=176 ; last accessed, 03/07/05. 




