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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. Participants’ 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 structures 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 valuable 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 ‘till your face is hoarse, 

‘Cos you’re surrounded by a world’s worth of things 

you just can’t excuse. 

 

 

 

 

 

Ani DiFranco, ‘Your Next Bold Move’ 
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INTRODUCTION 

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 ‘Washington 

Consensus’ 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, “the net of world-wide collaboration has been cast so far that it lacks 

rational, let alone 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.”2 However, the alternative globalisation movement not only sustained its activity 

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

radically different views about most things.”3  

                                                        

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

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

2 Halliday, F., 2000, “Getting Real About Seattle” in Millennium: Journal of International 

Studies 29(1), p. 127. 

3 Crossley, N., 2002, “Global Anti-Corporate Struggle: A Preliminary Analysis” in British 

Journal of Sociology 53(4), p. 674. 
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This characteristic is particularly problematic 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 collective action was possible, “thanks to the sheer 

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

multinationals have grown so blindingly rich, so vast in their holdings, so global in their 

reach, that they have created our coalitions for us.”4 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 ‘orientational frames’, that this thesis examines.  

Both the celebrations and critiques of diversity, and the entire raison d’être 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 instance, targets or tactics. 

Interrogating tensions both between and within frames proves valuable in 

understanding dynamics within the movement of movements. Simply, political ideas 

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

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

                                                        

4 Klein, N., 2001, “Reclaiming the Commons” 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 experience 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, ‘anti-globalisation’, ‘anti-corporate’, ‘anti-capitalist’ or ‘social justice’ 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 ‘movement of 

movements’ 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 

‘movement’ 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, “Models and Realities of Popular Collective Action” in Social Research 52(4), 

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

6 Crossley, “Global Anti-Corporate Struggle…”, p. 674. 

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

Misunderstanding” 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 protagonists’ 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 participants 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 contemporary 

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 ‘leaders’,8 they offer 

little concrete understanding of the ‘rank and file’ 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 the 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, “Resistance to Neoliberal Globalisation: A Case of Militant 
Particularism?” in Politics 24(2), pp. 143-153. 

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

Two Protest Campaigns in West Germany” in American Journal of Sociology 98(3), pp. 555-95; 
Chesters, G. & Welsh, I., 2001, “The Rebel colours of S26: Social Movement ‘Frame Work’ 
During the Prague IMF/WB Protests” 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 ‘Carnival Against Capitalism’, 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 Development Movement and Campaign Against the Arms Trade. The 

tightly-knit nature of the political community in Sheffield and the present researcher’s 

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 London 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 ‘global days of action’ 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 global 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 networks 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 ‘interpretive frames’ 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 reflections 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 the 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, “How do Organizations Matter? 

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

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

relationships 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 

‘case studies’ 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 ‘case study’ 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 ‘covariance’ of 
phenomena within the cases, nor that which seeks to reflect on the most general level trends 
through personal engagement within an ‘extended case study’. Rather, the presentation of these 
two strips of activity is justified within the broader hermeneutic endeavour explained in chapter 
one. Gerring, J., 2004, “What Is a Case Study and What Is it Good for?” 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 MOVEMENTS: TOWARDS A 

THEORY OF INTERPRETATIVE 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 ‘orientational frames’ to distinguish it 

from the concepts of the framing perspective. Frames are ‘orientational’ in a number of 

senses: they relate to people’s 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 Freeden’s understanding of 

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

context within which we can identify activists’ 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, “The Interdependence of Structure and Action: Some Reflections on 
the State of the Art” 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 aspects of social movements have 

been integrated into more general theories. 

Social Movements as Collective Behaviour 

Within the broadly defined phenomenon of ‘collective behaviour’, 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 ‘deviant’ 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 Crossley’s 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 – 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 sunk 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 within 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 that 

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 social 

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

new scheme of life.”10 His references to espirit de corps and morale seemingly 

foreshadow the concern with collective identity. Blumer’s 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 ‘social unrest’ creates situations in which individuals may find 

innovative spaces through which “‘speeded-up’ interactions, new ideas and projects 

take shape”11 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, “The Public Perception of Protest” 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, Oberschall’s critique of Gurr’s relative deprivation theory on the grounds of 

its counter-intuitive policy implications with respect to the black civil rights movement; 
Oberschall, A., 1978,  “Theories of Social Conflict” 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 Sense…, p. 29. 

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

for “normative and utilitarian justifications for political violence among members of a 

collectivity.”12  

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 these variables such that each is a 

necessary condition and “the sufficient condition for [collective behaviour] … is the 

combination of every necessary condition, according to a definite pattern.”13 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 social phenomena. 

‘Supply Side’ Explanations 

Mancur Olson’s 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 behalf of social movement 

participants. This highlighted the possibility of the ‘free-rider’ 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 ‘free-ride’ 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 Gurr’s work may be found detailed 

in Oberschall, “Theories of Social Conflict”, pp. 300-1. 

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

14 Again, for a sensitive account see Crossley, Making Sense…, 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 – the rationality of the individual and the importance of the organisation – 

set the agenda for a generation of ‘resource mobilization theorists’.18 Olson’s 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 ‘slippery slope’ 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 ‘supply-side’ variables, such 

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

‘demand-side’ variables, such as the desire for social change.20 McCarthy & Zald’s 

classic statement of the resource mobilisation approach defines the social movement 

as, “set 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.”21 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, ‘social movement industries’ (collections of SMOs 

relating to one set of concerns) and ‘social movement sectors’ (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, “Olson and Beyond: Recruitment and Mobilization in the Animal Rights 

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

19 Crossley, Making Sense…, 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, “Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: A Partial 

Theory” in American Journal of Sociology 82(6), pp. 1217-18. 
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attract the resources of potential beneficiaries or ‘conscience adherents’.22 

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

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

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

organizations.”23 

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 ‘political opportunity 

structures’ 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 “act 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.”26  

RMT was broadened in a second direction through explaining how particular 

SMOs’ 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 recruitment 

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, “Resource Mobilization…”, pp. 1220-27. 

23 McCarthy & Zald, “Resource Mobilization…”, pp. 1210. 

24 Eisinger, P.K., 1973, “The Conditions of Protest in American Cities” in American Political 

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

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

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

26 Oberschall, A., 1978,  “Theories of Social Conflict” in Annual Review of Sociology 4, pp. 291-

315. 

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

administrative skills.28 

Doug McAdam’s 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 ‘ideological affiliations’ 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 ‘cognitive liberation’ in which 

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

‘fundamental attribution error’ 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 

‘insurgent consciousness’.30 Cognitive liberation and movement networks interact. On 

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

increase one’s 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 previous 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; it 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, “Recruitment to High-Risk Activism: The Case of freedom Summer” in 

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

30 McAdam, Political Process…, pp. 48-51. 

31 McAdam, “Recruitment to High-Risk Activism…”.  

    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, “The Process of Cognitive Liberation: Cultural 
Synapses, Links, and Frame Contradictions in the U.S.-Central America Peace Movement” 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, “The Social Construction of Protest and Multiorganizational  Fields” in Morris & Mueller, 
eds., Frontiers in Social Movement Theory, (Yale University Press, New Haven), pp. 77-103; 
Nepstad, “The Process of Cognitive Liberation…”. 

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

Processes, Micromobilization, and Movement Participation” 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 social 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 Smelser’s ‘value-added’ approach as an integrative schema.34 It 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 social 

movement behaviour only through the understanding 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 Movements – 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 Sense…, esp. ch. 9; Garner, R., 1996, Contemporary Movements and 

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

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

Movements” in Klandermans, Kriesi & Tarrow, From Structure to Action: Comparing Social 
Movement Research Across Cultures, pp. 339-41. 

36 Gamson, W.A. & Meyer, D.S., 1996, “Framing Political Opportunity” in McAdam, McCarthy & 

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

37 Cornfield, D.B. & Fletcher, B., 1998, “Institutional Constraints on Social Movement ‘Frame 

Extension’: Shifts in the Legislative Agenda of the American Federation of Labor, 1881-1955” in 
Social Forces 76(4), pp. 1305-1321; Stanbridge, K. (2002) “Master Frames, Political 
Opportunities, and Self-Determination: The  Åland Islands in the Post-WWI Period” in 
Sociological Quarterly 43(4), pp. 527-552. 

38 Nepstad, “The Process of Cognitive Liberation…”; Polletta, F., 2000, “The Structural Context 

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

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

Western Europe and the United States” in American Review of Sociology 14, pp. 421-40. 
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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 social movement research in 

Europe and America is due to different political traditions introduces 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 “movements, 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 … to the assumption that 

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

of career politics.”42 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 positivistic 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 ‘reframing’ 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, “What A Good Idea! Ideology 
and Frames in Social Movement Research” 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 Melucci’s approach, he is particularly concerned with the ‘new social 

movements’ as challenging dominant cultural codes, rather than aiming at the 

distribution of material resources. Such 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 ‘how’ questions are being answered within a broadly positivist 

framework while the ‘why’ 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 ‘movement of movements’ demands a different conception of 

interpretative frames from that 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, “Tilting the frame: Considerations on collective action framing from a 

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

45 On the optimistic side, see: Benford, R.D., 1997, “An Insider’s Critique of the Social Movement 

Framing Perspective” in Sociological Inquiry 67(4), pp. 409-430; Zald, M.N., 1992, “Looking 
Backward to Look Forward: Reflections on the Past and Future of the Resource Mobilization 
Research Program” in Morris & Mueller, eds., Frontiers in Social Movement Theory, pp. 326-
348. On the pessimistic side, compare Jenkins, J.C., 1983, “Why Do Peasants Rebel - Structural 
And Historical Theories Of Modern Peasant Rebellions” in American Journal of Sociology 88 
(3), pp. 487-514; Cohen, J.L., 1985, “Strategy or Identity: New Theoretical Paradigms and 
Contemporary Social Movements” 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: 

“‘Frames’ are collective patterns of interpretation with which certain 
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.”46   

This draws our attention to three important elements. First, 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 

individual 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 

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

the other. I will propose that the concept of ‘orientational frames’ 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 ‘relevant’ 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, “Towards a 'Movement Society'? On the Possibilities of 

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

“as in the transformation or reconfiguration of aspects of one’s biography … or in the 

transformation of routine grievances or misfortunes into injustices or mobilizing 

grievances”.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 relation 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. Gamson’s description of 

the ‘collective action frame’ 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 impact on the 

problem.  Third, an identity component defines both the ‘we’ of interested people, and 

perhaps more importantly, a ‘they’ who hold opposing values.50  Following Snow, I shall 

use ‘collective action frame’ to refer to the concept as used in the social movement 

literature and use ‘interpretative frames’, or simply ‘frames’, 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 

                                                        

48 Fisher, K., 1997, “Locating Frames in the Discursive Universe” in Sociological Research 

Online 2(3). 

49 Snow, “Framing Processes…”, p. 384. 

50 Gamson, W.A., 1992, Talking Politics, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge), pp. 7-8. 

51 Snow, D.A., 2004, “Framing Processes, Ideology, and Discursive Fields” in Snow, Soule & 

Kriesi, eds., The Blackwell Companion to Social Movements, p. 380-413. 

52 Polletta, F., 1997, “Culture and Its Discontents: Recent Theorising on the Cultural Dimensions 

of Protest” in Sociological Inquiry 67(4), pp. 439.  



 28 

of skill in manipulating the presentation of particular issues in order to bring 

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: “We assume that social movements 

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

frames.”53  

Snow et al. influentially outlined four processes of ‘frame alignment’: 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 an explanation of how 

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

concept of ‘master frames’, which are simply a larger scale, more generic form of 

collective action frame: “master frames are to movement-specific collective action 

frames as paradigms are to finely tuned theories.”55 The particular explanatory 

potential of the master frame is laid out in connection with Sidney Tarrow’s work on 

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

through time, and spread geographically from an ‘epicentre’ of protest.56 Snow and 

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

master frame developed by ‘early riser’ movements. The development of the master 

frame (‘civil rights’ 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 the 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 Gamson’s notion of ‘cultural themes’. The main 

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

worldview.60 Indeed, the case of the ‘civil rights’ 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 illustrative, 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 bystanders’ 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 

(‘how we can change the world’) 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 ‘repertoires of contention’, 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 “a field of actors, 

not a unified entity”.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 ‘multi-organisational fields’ 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 individual’s 

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 individuals’ 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 ‘asymmetrical 

dependence’ 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. It 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 ‘frame alignment’ 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 project 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 those 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 movements, 

using a concept borrowed by Snow et al. from Erving Goffman’s Frame Analysis. 

Quoting Goffman they explain frames as: “‘schemata of interpretation’ that enable 

individuals ‘to locate, perceive, identify, and label’ occurrences within their life space 
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and the world at large.”68 The language of ‘schemata’ and the related concept of ‘scripts’ 

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 minorities 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 understand the 

component parts as having an identifiable meaning; “perceptive data are ‘grouped’ 

together under the heading of one subsuming category, a larger ‘frame’ which provides 

them with a recognizable structure and meaning.”71  

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 simply 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 issues.  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 communications.  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 “It 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 ‘ideational elements’.”72 Frame 

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

interpretative frames. Yet, simultaneously, the members of the SMO (‘constituents’) 

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 individual’s assessment of their ‘membership’ 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 ‘supply-side’ variables, the framing literature has 

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

in a movement. However, “Frames 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.”73 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 ‘reframe’ the notion of framing, 

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

the diverse plurality of meanings that are presented within contemporary social 

movement activity. 

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

In the following the ‘orientational frame’ is described as identifying a justificatory 

worldview which may be utilised 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 
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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 ‘really existing’ 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 they’ve been involved in, the groups they’ve joined or been thrust into, the 

groups they’re 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 contextual 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 – an attempt to corral this herd of ideas into a simplified structure – 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 protagonists’ 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 individuals’ 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 

‘orientational frame’ 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 liberal 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 ‘orientational frame’. 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 ‘shared’ beliefs 

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

‘collective action frame’. 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 

individuals’ thoughts to the groups’ ‘thoughts’; 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 ‘frame’. 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 ‘master 

frame’ 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 participants 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 III 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 



 38 

connected to the real world of activists’ 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 Goffman’s work, “The difficulty of 

measuring latent frames could partially explain the gradual theoretical shift toward a 

conceptualization of frames as being more actively adopted and manufactured.”80 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 

individuals’ (let alone a group of individuals’) 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 empirical 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 understandings. Having 

problematized the ideational processes within social movements we have some strong 

indications of how such work is carried out.  With ‘signification work’ 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: 

“Of course, all of social life is emergent, negotiated, and contextual … but 
to insist on the primacy of emergent processes above all … limits all 
research to descriptions of process. To … 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.”81 

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 ‘listen’ to social movements; “Social 

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.”83 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 understand 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 ‘global civil society’, 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 together 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 Wilson’s 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; Snow’s 

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, Freeden’s ‘ideological morphology’, 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: “a collection of beliefs and values held by 

an individual or group for other than purely epistemic reasons”.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 science’s 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 highlight 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 analytical categories that inform an 

actor’s 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, “idea complexes containing beliefs 

… 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 activity”.93 As Freeden explains, this conception has been 

utilised in order to bring a positivist stance to the cataloguing and classification 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 “Frames 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.”94 Ideologies may also be considered as a 

‘cultural tool’ 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 ‘cataloguing and classification’ 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 aims 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 empirical, 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 – may be 

profitably introduced. Michael Freeden steers a course between the positivist and the 

critical 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 ‘orientational frames’ that I have been developing. 

Definitionally, Freeden claims that ideologies are “ubiquitous forms of political 

thinking” that are “produced by, directed at, and consumed by groups”. Ideologies are 

functional, performing the services of “legitimation, integration, socialization, ordering, 

simplification and action-orientation” 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: 

“ideologies are distinct thought-products that invite careful investigation 
in their own right… it is vital to recognize that in studying ideologies we 
are directing our analyses at actual arrangements of political thinking…. 
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 …  
not to neglect their wealth of detail, intricacy of structure, and 

complexity of argument.”99 

Here, the subjects of ideological research, for instance liberalism or socialism, appear 

as facts with existence beyond the individual, rather resembling Durkheimian ‘social 

facts’.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 authors’ 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 supports an earlier claim that the category 

of ideology itself, significantly singular, is less real than the concrete ideologies: “The 

many theorists who concentrate on the generic term ‘ideology’ 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.”101 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. “Theoretical 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 … frequently 

limiting their effort to classifying attitudes.”102 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 

Freeden’s perspective. First, ideologies overlap in their ideational terrain; the same 

                                                        

99 Freeden, Ideologies…, p. 23. The reference to ‘interpretative frameworks’ is something of a red 

herring for the social movement researcher, being rather a reference to one’s own consciously 
chosen method of understanding. 

100 See Durkheim, E., 1982, Rules of the Sociological Method, translated by Steven Lukes, 

(Palgrave MacMillan, London). 

101 Freeden, Ideologies…, p. 22. 

102 Freeden, Ideologies…, p. 23. 



 45 

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, “ideologies, like other forms of human thinking, will exhibit 

combinations of rational and non-rational components… [they] may vary among 

themselves in respect of the emotive force attached to their principles… ideologies mix 

rational and emotive debate freely.”105 A related point is that “logic may not always be 

the most conspicuous attribute, and it may well be that mass belief-systems display low 

degrees of logical constraint.”106 Again, this feature will appear empirically 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 communication of 

particular elements found within the same orientational frames may highlight deeper 

differences that appear to spawn ‘internal’ tensions. Fourth, because ideologies are the 

product of groups, incorporating beliefs that are widely held, “they may have no 

identifiable makers, or many makers”.107 This latter connects directly with my 

contention that we must investigate orientational frames at a level of abstraction away 

from individuals’ 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 Freeden’s 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, 
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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 for 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 action. 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, it 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. However, 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 

“action-orientation of ideologies distinguishes them by their propensity either to 

recommend political conduct directly or, indirectly, to make others adopt conduct-

evoking thinking.”111 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. “Systematic 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 values… ‘The masses’ come to adopt systematic ideologies 

through processes of education and socialization.”112 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 culture 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 orientational 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 ‘the masses’ 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: “to 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 differentially… 

ideologies may be ubiquitous, emanating from popular reasoning and prejudice.”114 

Freeden’s own work claims to balance these perspectives. Yet while he undoubtedly 

pays attention to social and political 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 “serving as nodal and eloquent points of ideological discourse … offer[ing] an 

excellent illustration of a particular ideological position.”115 Given his broad historical 

sweep, Freeden’s decision to use particular individuals in this way is partially 

methodological and he admits that in another context “the investigation of ideologies 

ought to examine mass, or at least large-scale, social thinking … Out of that 

examination the contours of ideological families will begin to emerge, … as a reflection, 

to the best of the analyst’s interpretative ability, of discoverable ideological patterns.”116 

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 Freeden’s 

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 individuals’ 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 frame has a stronger 

relationship to certain conceptions of political action than Freeden’s 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 ideologies, 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 political 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 ideas 

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 relativism. 

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 the 

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, “an 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 



 50 

confused, incomplete, cloudy, seemingly contradictory ... The interpretation aims to 

bring to light an underlying coherence or sense.”117 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 – the political concepts from which worldviews are 

created – 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 ‘revolution’ 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: 

“We 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 is 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 once… 
Movement between the part and the whole necessarily involves 
understanding phenomena in their intellectual, social and historical 

context.”120 

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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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 structure of ideas is improved. 

This quotation also demonstrates the importance of context; a point to which I will 

return. 

Importantly, “There are no final truth claims … since understanding is always part 

of a hermeneutic circle – a process of criss-crossing horizons mutually affecting each 

other and never converging in a final objective viewpoint.”121 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 researchers’ 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 “is 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.”123  

Despite the denial of ultimate or permanent truth 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 

‘conversations’ 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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“The "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 attribution; and this is 
all that is required in order to provide an empirical basis for the 

attribution.”124 

Within the human sciences, the failure to perceive that one’s 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 

“makes conscious the prejudices governing our own understanding, so that a more 

balanced evaluation of a text becomes possible.”125  

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 implications for the researcher. More importantly, however, its 

focus on individuals’ 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 one’s 

particular research situation. Nevertheless, some methodological tendencies 

encouraged by a hermeneutic perspective are discernible. First, the notion of a ‘text’ for 

interpretation is understood very widely, 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 authors’ intentions, but rather a deeper, more holistic meaning, such analysis is 

eminently suitable for texts with many or identifiable authors or none.127 

                                                        

124 Little, D., 1995, “Objectivity, Truth, and Method. A Philosopher’s Perspective on the Social 

Sciences” in Anthropology Newsletter, November 1995.  

125 Freeden, Ideologies…, p. 115. 

126 Hamel, J., 1998, “The Position of Pierre Bourdieu and Alain Touraine Respecting Qualitative 

Methods” in British Journal of Sociology 49(1), pp. 1-19. 

127 Prasad, A., 2002, “The Contest Over Meaning: Hermeneutics as an Interpretative 

Methodology for Understanding Texts” in Organizational Research Methods 5(1), pp. 24-6. 
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The Benefits of Ethnography for Hermeneutic Frame Analysis 

The points listed in the previous paragraph form a ‘rough guide’ 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 script, 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 including: 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 

primarily, 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 ‘read between the lines’ 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 ‘pro-democracy’, for instance, 

must be read closely to discover the uses to which ‘democracy’ 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 ‘democracy’ and 

‘freedom’ are essentially contested. Following Freeden, I have argued that it is through 

embedding such concepts within a wider ideational context – 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 contestation 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 key 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 ‘primed’. 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 reader’s mind (filled with preconceptions, beliefs and 

values) and the author’s 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 one’s 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 

‘naturalness’ of the ethnographic research context. This justification demonstrates that 

within a hermeneutic understanding of interpretation of meaning we can specify 

exactly why ‘naturalness’ should be a valued feature.  

                                                        

128 In the appendix I will describe some 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 (individuals’ statements, groups’ 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, one’s 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 recoding 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 observation, 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 in other times and places. The need for 

context in the identification of orientational frames is met with recourse to secondary 
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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. Activists’ understandings of ideologies provide some of the 

ideational content for orientational frames. However, activists’ 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 interpretative 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 ‘supply-side’ 

variables, is somewhat inconsistent with its explicit grounding on a psychological 

theory of cognition that stresses the necessity of the individuals’ cognitive schemata in 

creating understanding. This necessarily implies that interpretation is deeply 

individualistic in nature. The ‘collective action frame’ 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 ‘orientational frame’ 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 ideational elements and those with which the listener is already 

familiar, is reaffirmed. Second, Michael Freeden’s 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 

‘exist’ in the same sense that other social structures exist: a structuration process 

wherein individual agents’ 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 ‘thought-behaviour’.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. 

 

                                                        

129 Giddens, A., 1984, The Constitution of Society. Outline of the Theory of Structuration, 

(Polity, Cambridge). 

130 Freeden, Ideologies…, p. 43. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

IDENTIFYING THE RESEARCH SUBJECT: THE ‘MOVEMENT 

OF MOVEMENTS’ 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 III of the thesis. 

The alternative globalisation movement was most publicly visible in a series of 

globally interconnected 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 ‘anti-globalisation movement’ being re-described from a variety 

of perspectives. Latterly, use of the label ‘movement of movements’ 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 discrete 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 ‘movement of movements’. 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. 
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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 ‘post-industrial’ and ‘post-material’ and ‘postmodern’ to 

imply a radical break from industrial capitalism. Others more cautiously refer to 

‘advanced’, ‘accelerated’ or ‘late’ capitalism. Still others may use a term that sums up 

what appears to be the fundamental feature of the new society, such as the ‘network’, 

‘programmed’ or ‘information’ 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 ‘old social 

movements’ 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 movements 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 ‘new’ 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 

Society, (University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis), esp. ch. 1. 

2 Buechler, S.M., 2000, Social Movements in Advanced Capitalism. The Political Economy and 

cultural Construction of Social Activism, (OUP, Oxford), pp. 45-8. 

3 Pichardo, N.A., 1997, “New Social Movements: A Critical Review” in Annual Review of 

Sociology 23, pp. 411-430; Melucci, A., 1995, “The New Social Movements Revisited: Reflections 
on a Sociological Misunderstanding” 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 movements. 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 multinational brand are clear indicators of this trend. Second, 

Habermas reinterpreted Weber’s work on rationalisation and bureaucratisation as 

colonisation of the ‘lifeworld’ of everyday experience. Habermas uses the concept of the 

lebenswelt to refer to “a totality of meaning relations and referential connections with a 

zero point in the coordinate system shaped by historical time, social space and semantic 

field.”6 In other words the lebenswelt is a context specific cultural construct that allows 

individuals to understand 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 ‘reality’ 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 Klein’s iconic No Logo.9 The third important claim is that pervasive 

                                                        

5 Habermas, J., 1973, “What Does a Crisis Mean Today? Legitimation Problems in Late 

Capitalism” in Social Research 40, pp. 645-9. 

6 Habermas, 1985, cited in Outhwaite, W., ed., 1996 The Habermas Reader (Polity, Cambridge), 

p. 358. 

7 Outhwaite, W., ed., 1996, The Habermas Reader, (Polity, Cambridge), p. 369. 

8 White, S.K., 1988, The Recent Work of Jürgen Habermas. Reason, Justice and Morality, 

(CUP, Cambridge), pp. 109-13. 

9 Klein, N., 2000, No Logo. No Space, No Jobs, No Choice, (Flamingo, London). 
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rationalisation has left the state little grounds for legitimacy.  Habermas describes the 

state’s output as administrative decision-making and the technical expertise for 

implementation.  This requires an input of “mass loyalty that is as unspecific as 

possible” 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 ‘motivational 

crisis’. As Giddens explains: “the 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 … the threat of widespread anomie, Habermas says, is 

endemic in late capitalism.”11 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 Habermas’ 

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, “the 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.”12  

Touraine’s 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, “society 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.”13 Actors in the ‘programmed society’ experience 

massively increased flows of information and the social production of not just means, 

                                                        

10 Habermas, “What Does a Crisis Mean Today?...”, p. 655. 

11 Giddens, A., 1977, “Review Essay: Habermas’ Social and Political Theory” in American 

Journal of Sociology 83(1), pp. 209-10. 

12 Habermas, J., 1981, “New Social Movements” in Telos 49, p. 33. 

13 Touraine, Return of the Actor…, p. 104. 
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but also the ‘objectives of social life’.  The experience of a reproduced role in such a 

society, a position not of one’s own choosing, becomes an injustice requiring 

emancipation.14 In Touraine’s work, like Habermas’, 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 movements’ material goals, 

including the fundamental relations of the contemporary societal type.  The ‘totality’ (or 

the ideology) of a social movement is inextricably linked with its self-conceived 

identity, and its identification of its opponents.16 Touraine’s work thus adds a sensitivity 

to the interlocking belief structures present within social movements. 

Referring to ‘complex society’ (indicating structuration) and the ‘information 

society’ (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 ‘system levels’ (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, 

                                                        

14 Touraine, Return of the Actor…, p. 106. 

15 Touraine, A., 1985, “An Introduction to the Study of Social Movements” in Social Research  

52, pp. 751-7.   

16 Touraine, A., 1981, The Voice and the Eye. An Analysis of Social Movements, (CUP, 

Cambridge), pp. 77-82. 

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

Cambridge), pp. 89-93.   

18 Melucci, Challenging Codes…, p. 27. 

19 Melucci, A., “The New Social Movements Revisited…”, p. 113. 



 63 

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 institutions, and among the 

leadership of both the anti-war and social forum movements, demonstrates their 

continuing relevance. It will become clear that “the radical division between the old and 

the new social movements, as it was perceived in the 1970s, appears less evident in 

times of globalization.”21 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 discrimination 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 describing ‘new social movements’ 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 Brazil’s Movimento dos 

Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST, the Landless Workers’ Movement).22 Yet both 

groups are connected within the current cycle of contention through, for example, their 

participation in People’s Global Action (PGA). 

                                                        

20 Tarrow, S., 1992, “Mentalities, Political Cultures and Collective Action Frames. Constructing 

Meanings through Action” in Morris & Mueller, ed., Frontiers in Social Movement Theory, 
(Yale University Press, New Haven), pp. 174-202. 

21 Vargas, V., 2003, “Feminism, Globalization and the Global Justice and Solidarity Movement” 

in Cultural Studies 17(6), p. 908. 

22 Compare, for instance, Jordan, J., 1998, “The Art of Necessity: The Subversive Imagination of 

Anti-Road Protest and Reclaim the Streets” in McKay, ed., DiY Culture: Party and Protest in 
Nineties Britain, pp. 129-152, with Petras, J., 1999, The Left Strikes Back. Class Conflict in Latin 
America in the Age of Neoliberalism, (Westview Press, Colorado), pp. 19-21. 
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Despite these difficulties, there are two principal ways in which the new social 

movement literature is valuable to the current project. First, it highlights the 

importance of the structural context conceived at the broadest possible level. The 

notion of ‘political opportunity structures’ 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 students’ movements, women’s 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 alternative 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; activists’ 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 researcher’s 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 Melucci’s work is his description of 

collective identity. He suggests that analysis of social movements must establish: 

“the 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 mobilization can be directed; and (c) can recognize 

the expected benefit as not only desirable but due.” 25  

This defines the function of the concept of collective identity, which is understood as a 

process involving the “construction 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.”26 Importantly, 

the process of construction is never finalised. The first of Melucci’s 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: the 

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 one’s 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 one’s agency and a desire for 

change.29  

                                                        

25 Melucci, 1988, “Getting Involved: Identity and Mobilization in Social Movements” in 

Klandermans, Kriesi & Tarrow, From Structure to Action: Comparing Social Movement 
Research Across Cultures, pp. 341-42. 

26 Melucci, “Getting Involved…”, p. 342. 

27 Baron & Byrne, 2003, Social Psychology, (Allyn & Bacon, Boston), pp. 164-5. 

28 Morris, A.D., 1992, “Political Consciousness and Collective Action” in Morris & Mueller, 

Frontiers in Social Movement Theory, pp. 351-373. 
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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, “framing processes 

that occur within the 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.”30  At the individual 

level, the term ‘social identity’ is used to refer to elements of the individual’s 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-identities. Additionally, group membership may lead to different 

understandings for different individuals.31 While criticising the notion of ‘collective 

identity’ for being too vague to be operationalisable, Klandermans and de Weerd 

explain that “collective identity is a collective belief; social identity, an individual 

belief.”32 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 individuals’ identity as do collective action 

frames to schemata. Since I have already highlighted philosophical and methodological 

problems with the identification 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’s 

description of a shift from solidarity to ‘fluidarity’.33 For the present purposes it is 

enough to use the concept of collective identity to offer additional sensitivity to our 

understanding of activists’ 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 individuals’ 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 

Melucci’s 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 “in 

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.”35 This begins from the “discovery that identical things can be 

given different names, and that each name conveys a different meaning … [this] 

ambivalence encourages us to acknowledge different points of view.”36 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 gives the aggregation of individual and collective behaviours an undeserved 

“ontological weight and qualitative homogeneity; collective reality, as it were, exists as a 

unified thing.”37 As a result, “the collective dimension of social behaviour is taken as a 

given, as a datum obvious enough to require no further analysis.”38 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 time 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 ‘social movement’ 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 Jamison’s cognitive approach to social 

movements. Their concept of ‘cognitive praxis’ is not dissimilar to the ‘orientational 

frame’ 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 others’ theories they conceptualise social movements as 

‘cognitive actors’. Their historical approach seeks to:  

“limit the number of social movements to those especially ‘significant’ 
movements which redefine history, which carry the historical ‘projects’ 
that have normally been attributed to social classes. A movement 
conceptualizes fundamental contradictions or tensions in society … 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 

being”40 

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 “much 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.”42 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 ‘Meluccian challenge’ 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 ‘movement of movements’ is highly internally 

differentiated. Taking the orientational frame as a unit of analysis is helpful in this 

regard, since we begin with individuals’ 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 

‘whole’, which will be modified in connection with subsequent analysis of the ‘parts’.  

The notion of cycles of contention (also referred to as ‘cycles of protest’) 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 ‘social movement sector’ (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,  

“as 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.”45 

Similar broad claims are made with relation to interpretive frames and repertoires of 

contention, the creation of which (by ‘early riser’ 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 ‘weak’ 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 paragraphs 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, “what is abundantly clear is that globalisation is intrinsically a capitalist 

process” and Scholte argues that “the pursuit of surplus accumulation has provided a 

principal and powerful spur to globalization.”49 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 
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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 “the privatisation of 

many public and social services and experimentation with mixed public-private 

productive and distributive goods… [it] involves the semi-fragmentation of government 

into cross-cutting and overlapping institutions and processes.”53 The neoliberal project 

is based on the separation of politics from economics and “subjects 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).”54 For this 

reason, it is often claimed that neoliberalism is justified on the simple basis that ‘there 

is no alternative’.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 

                                                        

50 Scholte, “Global Capitalism…”.  

51 Stevenson, N., 2000, “Globalization and the Cultural Political Economy” in Germanin, R.D., 

Globalization and its Critics. Perspectives from Political Economy, (MacMillan, Basingstoke). 

52 Gill, S., 1995, “Globalisation, Market Civilisation and Disciplinary Neoliberalism” in 

Millennium: Journal of International Studies 24(3), pp. 399-423. 

53 Cerny, P.G., 2004, “Mapping Varieties of Neoliberalism” a Conference Paper for the 

International Studies Association Annual Convention, Montreal, March 2004. Available at: 
www.psa.ac.uk/cps/2004/cerny.pdf; last accessed: 30/04/03. 

54 Rupert, M., 2000, Ideologies of Globalization. Contending Visions of A New World Order, 

(Routledge, London), pp. 48-9. 

55 Gill, S., “Globalisation, Market Civilisation…”, p. 402. 

56 Rupert, Ideologies of Globalization…, p. 67. 

http://www.psa.ac.uk/cps/2004/cerny.pdf


 72 

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 ‘regressive globalisation’; 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 ‘Battle of Seattle’, 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 “coming out party for global activism”, 

rightly implying a preceding, less visible process of growth.62 There had certainly been a 

growing focus by protesters on international financial 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, “rejecting 

the whole process of globalisation and corporate power that is the new world 

government”.65 Second, the June 1999 ‘Carnival Against Capitalism’ 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 ‘anti-capitalist’ 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 – 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 ‘anti-globalisation movement’; a period that Prime Minister Tony Blair described 
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as “an anarchists’ travelling circus that goes from summit to summit with the sole 

purpose of causing as much mayhem as possible.”68 

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 ‘lockdown’ 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, People’s Global Action (PGA) has 

been among the most influential mobilising networks, 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 other 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 “make resistance as transnational as capital”.69 The 1999 ‘Carnival 

against Capitalism’ 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 disobedience 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 produced 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 Globalisation of Protest? 

The selected targets and the critique of neoliberalism from within the alternative 

globalisation movement gave rise to the ‘anti-globalisation’ label. Certainly, the 

language of ‘globalisation’ had become increasingly used within movement discourse. 

Vandana Shiva, for instance, wrote that “the failure of the WTO Ministerial meeting in 

Seattle was a historic watershed … 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.”71 Similarly, Griffin describes it as marking a “turning 

point in the ‘imperial overstretch’ in neo-liberal globalisation.”72 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 

conditional.  The report argues that the “‘new movement’, portrayed by the media as 

students and anarchists from the rich and prosperous global north, is just the tip of the 

iceberg.”73  Dwyer & Seddon argue that “the trade union movement in sub-Saharan 

Africa demonstrated greater independence and militancy during [the late 1990s] … 

arguably, than at any time in its history” 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 the Chiapas region of Mexico, before moving to Spain, 

Switzerland and India. Their meetings attracted farmers’ trade unionists from South 

Korea, landless peasants’ 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 mobilisations 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 ‘globalisation from below’, 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. This 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 messages 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 the context of globalisation, the relation of the local level to the global is not 

obvious. During the ‘alternative globalisation’ phase, some criticised the movement for 

ignoring local struggle. Klein explains, 

“On 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 elitist… On the other hand, there are community activists 
fighting daily struggles 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?”79 

One of the claims of the movement of movements is, however, that the forces of 

neoliberal globalisation affect everybody. To the extent that Klein’s 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 “the 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.”80 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 

‘anti-globalisation movement’. The selection of particular labels is clearly imbued with 

political assumptions.81 For instance, counterpoising ‘alternative’ to ‘anti’ 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 ‘anti-capitalist’ 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 undoubtedly 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 ‘objectively anti-capitalist’ 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 “may, 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.”85 Because the 

latter is precisely what this thesis attempts to understand, any label that groups many 

movements by their ‘objective’ features is likely to obscure the research subject and fail 

the Meluccian challenge. I use the ‘movement of movements’ 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 

diversity 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 ‘encuentro against neo-liberalism’ 

in the summer of 1996.87 They are therefore connected to the ‘network logic’ 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, “in effect a beacon for movements in the rest of the world.”90 It is 

particularly among those participants in the ‘movement of movements’ 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 ‘anti-globalisation’ that I can find in the UK mainstream press relates to 

this development. This piece explains the “anti-globalisation backlash” among 

politicians and lobby groups as a reaction to the Asian financial crisis of 1997. In 

retrospect the author’s argument is ironic when he claims that “lobby 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 … might be a sensible alternative.”93 The 

MAI campaign was waged at multiple levels of governance with NGOs such as the 

World Development Movement (WDM) lobbying at local 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, “flush from that victory, the WTO was the 
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next obvious target.94 The MAI campaign clearly linked trade liberalisation to corporate 

power and concern for democracy, since it argued the MAI would “allow multi-

nationals to ride roughshod over democratically-elected governments, preventing 

politicians from refusing access to multinationals, giving corporations the right to sue 

administrations … and threatening any attempts to introduce workplace or 

environmental legislation.”95 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 ‘global civil society’.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 Capitalism 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 SWP’s 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 ‘alternative 

globalisation movement’ to indicate the primary orientation of social movement 

activities. I used ‘alternative’, 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 ‘anti-globalisation’ 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. Starr’s attempt to include this strand along with ‘anarchy’ and ‘sustainable 

development’ 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 ‘relocalization’ (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 ‘MOVEMENT OF MOVEMENTS’ 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 Tarrow’s 

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 corporations 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 ‘Molotov cocktails’, 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. 

“there 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-holders… it has no 
similar logic in a civil society only forum… Third… 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.”101 

A perceptible increase in violence, combined with dissatisfaction at portrayals of the 

movements (suggesting they could offer only opposition without 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 ‘world social forum’ was developed in 

order to accentuate the positive elements of these gatherings. It is certainly the case 

that the “birth 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, multidimensional system of debate.”102  

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 London’s 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 “some extremists who are intent on 

violence”, therefore, Noreena Hertz argued “there is a need for the whole movement to 

do what it can to keep them out… 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 … the 

millions whose life expectancy has fallen in a world of growing inequality.”104 

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 
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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 ‘war on terror’ 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 “stop the war currently declared by the United States and its allies 

against ‘terrorism’.”105 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 29th September had been 

rescheduled as an anti-war rally and some commentators were led to pronounce the 

death of the ‘anti-globalisation’ 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 

– The Silent Takeover and The Captive State – that come from within the movements 

make clear, the state was seen as weakened by global capitalism.109 The US-led reaction 
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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 

‘regressive globalisation’, 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 ‘anti-globalisation’ 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 ‘anti-

globalisation’ 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 ‘there is no alternative’ led to the slogan ‘another world is possible’.  

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 
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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 “capitalism, imperialism and feudalism; all trade agreements, institutions and 

governments that promote destructive globalisation”112 and the WSF brings together 

groups “opposed to neoliberalism and to domination of the world by capital and any 

form of imperialism”.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. PGA’s first organising principle is that it is “an instrument for coordination, 

not an organisation.” The WSF principles similarly offer a self-description that stresses 

a coordination role, as “an open meeting place for reflective thinking, democratic 

debate of ideas, formulation of proposals, free exchange of experiences and interlinking 

for effective action.”114  

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,  

“We 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 concentrations, a wretched 
rural population, but also powerful social movements … 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.”115 

In the first edition of WSF activists 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 ‘too white’,116 with over-representation of relatively wealthy civil 

                                                        

112 PGA, 1998, Hallmarks of People’s Global Action available at 

http://www.nadir.org/nadir/initiativ/agp/free/pga/hallm.htm; last accessed: 12/12/05. 

113 WSF, Charter... 

114 PGA, 1998, Organising Principles available at 

http://www.nadir.org/nadir/initiativ/agp/cocha/principles.htm; last accessed: 12/12/05; WSF, 
2001, “Charter”; WSF, 2001, Charter of Principles, principle 1. Available at 
http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/main.php?id_menu=4&cd_language=2; last accessed: 
12/12/05. 

115 Cassen, “On the Attack”, pp. 49-50. 

116 Hardt, M., 2002, “Today’s Bandung?” in New Left Review 14, p. 112; Allahwala, A. & Keil, R., 

2005, “Introduction to a Debate on the World Social Forum” in International Journal of Urban 
and Regional Research 29(2), pp. 409. 
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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 returned to Brazil for 2005 and will take place in 

‘somewhere in Africa’ 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 civil 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, Wallerstein’s assessment that WSF is “probably 

more global already than any prior historic agglomeration of antisystemic movements” 

is highly plausible.117 

As well as continuity, the WSF represents significant changes in the cycle of 

contention. I will begin chapter 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 concrete 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 this period is essential context within the hermeneutic approach 

described in chapter one. Activists’ interpretations of the present are always coloured 

                                                        

117 Wallerstein, I., 2004, “The dilemmas of open space: the future of the WSF” in International 

Social Science Journal 56(4), pp. 634. 
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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 analysts’ 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 

‘movement of movements’ 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. 

 

                                                        

118 Green, D. & Griffin, M., 2002, “Globalization and Its Discontents” in International Affairs 
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CHAPTER THREE 

INSIDE THE GUIDING STAR: THE REVOLUTIONARY 

SOCIALIST FRAME 

“somewhere up in the sky there is a guiding star … And that 
guiding star has been there since 1917 and will stay there until we 
have our revolution.”1 

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 Freeden’s 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 their history.  It is obvious that Marxism - in its characterisation of 

                                                        

1 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004 

2 Freeden, M., 1996, Ideologies and Political Theory. 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 relationships 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 enable a particular specification of democracy within the RS frame.  

 2. THE LONG VIEW: A BRIEF HISTORY OF TROTSKYISM IN BRITAIN. 

This section traces the development of revolutionary socialism in Britain. It is the 

Trotskyist version of socialism that I will focus on, almost exclusively, in this chapter. 

In organisational terms the Socialist Workers’ 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 

‘Leftist Parties of the World’ researched by the Marxist Internet Archive, there are 

eighteen active Trotskyist groups in the UK (and several listed as ‘ex-Trotskyist’).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, ‘Leftist Parties of the World’ 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 international 

organisations; its ideology  insists on the necessity of international socialism: 

“The 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.”5  

Since the foundation of the International Workingmen’s 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. Lenin’s 

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 Lenin’s death, the absolute domination of Comintern by Stalin from the 

mid 1920s led eventually to Trotsky’s 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 many claim to be either a continuation or a re-foundation of 

the original FI. Additionally, since 1989 there has been a ‘League for the Fifth 

International’ 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, “Internationalism”, available at:  

http://www.istendency.net/node/view/6 
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In labelling the USSR and the Eastern Bloc as state capitalist, it is possible to see a 

key example in the differentiation of contemporary Trotskyists and Trotsky’s own 

thinking. Trotsky’s view on the Russian experience was that the USSR became a 

‘degenerated workers state’, 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 workers’ 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 the USSR have been present within Trotskyism since 

the 1930s. Describing the USSR as ‘state capitalist’ or ‘bureaucratic capitalist, these 

imply that a counter revolutionary struggle had succeeded in bringing capitalist 

relations back into the life of every Russian was aired among the Trotskyists since the 

1930s. However, Trotsky’s position was not strongly challenged until 1948 when Tony 

Cliff began to circulate his ‘state capitalist’ thesis among members of the Revolutionary 

Communist Party7 – the only Trotskyist 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, it 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 workers’ 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 Trotsky’s 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-revolution, 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). 

8 Callinicos, Trotskyism, pp. 73-79. 
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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 Cliff’s 

views and eventually became the Socialist Workers’ Party (SWP), undoubtedly the most 

significant Trotskyist organisation currently operating in the UK. The reward for the 

‘state capitalist’ 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 ‘degenerated workers’ state’ thesis, active today, 

agree that,  

“The whole idea of building ‘socialism in one country’ 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.”10 

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: 

“If 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.”11 

There is, in fact, a logical fallacy in this point: it is not necessarily the case that all 

avenues for a ‘top-down’ construction of socialism have been exhausted, even if the 

authoritarian ‘socialisms’ so far seen have failed. This demonstrates, rather, that the 

idea of socialism in an authoritarian 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 

Callinicos’ 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. 

11 Callinicos, Trotskyism, p. 79. 
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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 ‘self-activity of 

the working class’ 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, ‘the Club’ became 

the ‘Socialist Labour League’ but remained small enough to be utterly reliant on the 

entryist tactic, of joining the ‘reformist organisations of the proletariat’ (the Labour 

Party and CND in this case) in order to promote the revolutionary perspective. Their 

principle 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 Workers’ 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 

Healy’s sexual abuse of women in the group surfaced. 13 Nevertheless, Healy’s 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 activist’s 

thoroughly argued explanation for the war on Iraq claimed: 

“The Bush administration senses that the US economy is just one 
recession away from entering a Japanese-style deflationary spiral… 
[from which] there is no escape. This is not just another economic 
crisis… 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 

depression” 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, “the Russians aren’t socialist, they’re shit”; 
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, “political radicalisation, in the context of sharply-declining living standards 

and deepening economic crisis, threatens to provoke revolutions.”15  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 capitalism and potentially resulting in revolution is an 

image regularly portrayed.  

Another  significant splinter was headed by Ted Grant, who was briefly aligned with 

Healy’s 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 Kinnock’s 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 

“Militant’s scorn for the rest of the Left. It regards all other Marxist organizations .. as 

the ‘anti-Marxist sects’.” But, according to Callaghan’s analysis: 

“This 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.”16 

This is a major critical theme within Callaghan’s work. The search for ideological 

purity, and the legacy of “Comintern documents [that] referred repeatedly to the need 

to ‘brand not only the bourgeoisie but also its helpers, the reformists of every shade, 

systematically and pitilessly’.”17 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.  

                                                        

15 Ibid. 

16 Callaghan, The Far Left, pp. 209. 

17 Callaghan, The Far Left, p.8. 
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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 Lenin’s 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 ‘reformist’ 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 ‘vanguard party’ 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 ‘divide and 

rule’ 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 ‘reformists’ 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 demonstrate 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 vanguard party to that of entryist minority cannot be possible. 
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true interests of the working class. Today’s adaptation is a little more subtle. United 

front organisations may well be created on the initiative of a Trotskyist 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 

political backgrounds. How exactly this functions within the current movement context 

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 SWP’s history of interaction with broader movements may 

demonstrate why. Tony Cliff’s 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 ‘caring 

professions’, rather than the industrial working class required by the Trotskyist plan.  

Cliff’s thinking regarding the role of the revolutionary party was, at the time, influenced 

by Rosa Luxemburg rather than Trotsky. Luxemburg had criticised Lenin’s strict 

centralism and argued instead that the socialist organisation must be built from the 

bottom up. However, Cliff moved to the orthodox Leninist-Trotskyist position in the 

early 1970s and reorganised the party along democratic centralist lines. According to 

John Callaghan’s reading of these events this reflected a deep disappointment with the 

political convulsions of 1968 that had petered out without achieving any real 

revolutionary potential.19 Cliff felt that a ‘turn to class’ 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 Cliff’s 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. 
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‘proletarianisation’ of both the party and the paper, bringing in branch members from 

provincial industrial towns to both the central executive and the paper’s editorial board. 

Using this as his justification he massively changed the organisation’s structure, giving 

himself “an unassailable position and enabled him to launch major initiatives – such as 

… the Socialist Workers’ Party in January 1977 – without the need for a discussion 

within the ranks.”21 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 Cliff’s 

Luxemburg inspired organisation of the 1960s, and has been described (by a member of 

a rival party) as “a hierarchical organisation which is dominated by a self-perpetuating 

Central Committee and which prides itself on ruthlessly banning all internal factions 

and organised dissension”.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 attracted. The movement against the war 

in Vietnam and the women’s movement were two obvious contenders. The former drew 

its protagonists mostly from the student body and peace activists in CND. The ‘deep 

                                                        

21 Callaghan, The Far Left, p. 101. 

22 Perrin, 2000, “Another leader called Tony” 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 social 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 surrounding 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 ‘new social movement theory’. 

http://www.worldsocialism.org/spgb/may00/cliff.html
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entryist’ 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 ‘Victory to the NLF’. 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, “believers in the virtues of spontaneous direct action… 

were more numerous than the Leninists among VSC’s rank and file.”24  

The politics of the women’s 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 people’s 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 ‘lifestyle politics’ 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 

interviewee, previously a member of the SWP for many years claimed that, “what’s 

required is a revolution in people’s social relationships, and the only way you can have 

these social relationship is to start living them.” But, that is exactly, “what my old 

Trotskyist self would dismiss as lifestylism.”26 

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 ‘Daniel’, 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 line 

between Marxism and post-Marxism: “Marxists have engaged in vigorous debate with 

post-Marxists, insisting that the latter have abandoned class politics and hence any 

systematic account of the ‘action-oriented ideas’ that Marxism has handed down for 

contemporary adaptation. Post-Marxists have treated class as a ‘social imaginary’ like 

any other ‘new’ social movement, with the potential for developing ideas and practices 

that would be politically persuasive in mass action.” 27 We will see in Part III below that 

similar attitudes (although with a broader definition of the working class) are pervasive 

today, and colour interactions within the current cycle of contention. 

There has been a shift in the position of Trotskyist groups from focusing explicitly 

within 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 

viability 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 ‘divide and rule’ applied to the working class. So, 

for example, racism needs to be combated because it divides the working class, thus 

making it much harder 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, “Did ideology fall with 'the wall'? Marx, Marxism and Post-Marxism” in 

Freeden, M., (ed.) Reassessing Political Ideologies. The Durability of Dissent, (Routledge, 
London), p.46. 
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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 – barring the state capitalism thesis – loyal to 

Trotsky’s 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 ‘supposed’ 

to fulfil. That is, it provides a clear critique of current social arrangements, a range of 

solutions, a strategy for bringing those solutions 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 British 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 within Trotskyist organisations take a fairly orthodox 

Marxist approach to critique of the current international political economy: 

“fundamentally, we go to work all day long, pulling the levers on the 
machine, or in my case I work in a school, which is training 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 it’s the same the whole world over.”28  

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 ‘we do all the work’ 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: 

“The 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.”29 

Such institutions were frequently targets for mass mobilisations from within all of the 

orientational frames described here, the particular understanding within the RS frame 

has clearly been to associate it with the class distinction, participants therefore become 

the ‘they’ against whom ‘we’ must struggle. 

Highlighting class exploitation, that position implies a positive value on equality of 

some form, although this almost always takes the form of ‘to each according to his 

need’. As Freeden explains, equality in Marxism has never really meant exact material 

equality, but rather inequality was “was astutely and innovatively decoded as political 

inequality, including especially inequalities of power”.30 The problem clearly identified 

in the first quote above is ‘being ruled over’.  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: “What 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, that’s what we should - the basic hierarchy of needs.”31 From this basis, 

extreme poverty becomes a target of critique, and within the frame the connection 

                                                        

28 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004. The same points are raised prominently in the manifestos 

and propaganda of Trotskyist organisations, for example: SWP, undated, “Where we stand”, 
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, “What is the World Economic Forum?” in Workers Power, 24/08/00.  

30 Freeden, Ideologies…, p. 431. 

31 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004 
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between exploitation and developing world is more obvious than would be 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 ‘workerist’ 

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 world’s 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 

interests. 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. 

“Lenin 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 nations…  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.”33 

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, “Where We Stand: Against Imperialism” in Socialist Worker 1890, 21/02/04. 

33 ‘Eldon’, 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 Negri’s 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 

‘war on terror’. 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. “As Rosa Luxemburg said, ‘socialism or barbarism’, 

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.”35 This demonstrates 

the idea that objectively better conditions of life could be achieved, if power was 

transferred to the working 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 economic 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 everybody’s 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, “planning isn’t socialist unless its 

democratic.”36 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, “War Under Attack” in Socialist Review, April 
2003.  

35 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004  

36 'Kara', interview, December 2004  
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Freeden argues, “authoritarian variants which emerged within the socialist tradition ... 

have distanced themselves from the socialist ideological structures.”37 

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 discussed 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 understanding the world, leading to the 

often-quoted notion that, “The ideas of the ruling class are, in every age, the ruling 

ideas”38  An opposing aspect is clearly most relevant to grassroots organisers, i.e. the 

belief in the scientific credentials of Marxism, which does not seem greatly at variance 

with Lenin’s 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 ‘ideology’, 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 Trotsky’s 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:  

“The 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.” 41 

                                                        

37 Freeden, Ideologies…, p. 439. 

38 Marx, K., 1964, Selected Writings in Sociology and Social Philosophy, translated by 

Bottomore, T.B., (McGraw-Hill, London), p. 78. 

39 Lenin, quoted in Callaghan, The Far Left, p. 4. 

40 Trotsky, L., 1942, In Defense of Marxism, available at: 
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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 ‘imperialism’ 

often stood in for explanation, although if pressed proponents might indicate, “this 

huge economic crisis that’s being constantly fought off by the American government, 

the huge deficit they have and the precariousness of the dollar.”42  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 ‘the classic case’ 

of ‘economic catastrophism’.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 allows the 

ruling class to cope with a degree of success from reformist movements. The 

‘Transitional Program’ 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 ‘the death agony of capitalism’ 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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44 Fourth International, 1938, “The Transitional Program”, available at:  
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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, “I 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.”45  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: 

“the stop the war movement didn’t put its money where its mouth is 
really... [it] talked about strikes and walkouts, but it didn’t organise 
them. All the trade union leaders ... on paper said they wanted to stop 
the war, but didn’t do anything to organise their millions of members to 

do anything about it.”46  

What is evident from this quotation is the importance placed on strong radical leaders 

within the trade unions. However, union politics is often labelled as ‘social democratic’, 

‘democratic socialist’ or simply ‘reformist’.47 Furthermore, the structural weakness of 

trade unions in Britain is 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 one’s connections with the working class 

both at home and abroad 48 while the latter is an understanding of the ‘objective’ 

condition of exploitation as explained above. Without these qualities, trade union 

activity is reduced to ‘workerism’, 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, “We’re only asking them to stop a 

bloody war, its not ‘bring down capitalism and death to the Tsars’.”49 

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 ‘false consciousness’50 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 activist 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 lives 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 predicated on the poverty of others, although its roots are notably 

different. 

The second process involved in ‘false consciousness’, identified primarily in the 

work of Antonio Gramsci,52 is ideological hegemony. As alluded to earlier, social 

institutions within capitalism – education, media, culture – 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 capitalists’ ‘divide and rule’ 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 
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primarily characterised by the identity-based politics that is associated with the ‘new 

social movements’, 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 RS 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: 

“by the time I was 16 I realised that I was a revolutionary, on the simple 
grounds that I could see clearly that fundamental change would require 

overcoming the resistance of people who don’t want to see that change”54  

“they will not go quietly. They will get the army... All the world’s history 
says that when the ruling class is seriously threatened by its own people 

they react. In a big way.”55 

“You cannot chip away at capitalism hoping to build a new society; after 
a while capitalism will respond, ‘No more chipping!’ and repress that 

attempt”56 

"The vile Mexican ruling class is permitting the Zapatistas - 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 
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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. ‘Eldon’ 

(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. ‘Hardy’ 

(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 Workers’ 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 

literature, 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 emphasise 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 

“the 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.”58 

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 appears that these concerns are seen to be somewhat distant, 

given the present understanding of the very low revolutionary potential within the 

                                                        

57 ‘Gareth’, email to public discussion list, May 2002 

58 Chris Harman, contributing to a debate between Alex Callinicos and John Holloway, 2005, 

“Can We Change the World Without Taking Power?” 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 

“we 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.”61  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: 

“councils 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.” 62 

This post-revolutionary endpoint provides 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 practice in the pre-revolutionary context.  

                                                        

59 A notable exception to that is the level of planning that some Trotskyist groups put into mass 

demonstrations. The ambition to ‘get into the red zone’, referring to an area cordoned off by 
police at the Prague IMF/World Bank conference, was articulated and planned. Elsewhere, 
activists have commented on ‘de-arrest’ training in order to physically release comrades in the 
process of being arrested; ‘Hamilton’, field notes, discussion at anti-war university occupation, 
October 2002. 

60 SWP, “What we Stand For: What is the Real Case for the Socialist Revolution” in Socialist 

Worker 1886, 31/01/04. 

61 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004.  

62 IST, Where We Stand. 
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Within the RS frame liberal representative democracy is described as ‘bourgeois 

democracy’. Theoretically, this is because of Marx’s 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 participation 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, “Parliament 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.”64 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 ‘What we stand for’ column in 

Socialist Worker, the centralist element is reduced to this: “There'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.”66 In the context of a broad 

                                                        

63 Trotsky’s 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, “What we stand for: Can't we win change through parliament?” in Socialist Worker 

1883, 10/01/04. Also, IST, Where We Stand. 

65 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004.  

66 SWP, “What we Stand For: Democracy without Centralism Will Fail” in Socialist Worker 

1902, 22/05/04. Similarly, the SWP constitution notes, “we 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 

revolutionary 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 ‘Internationals’. 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 organisations 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 ‘going it alone’ 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 ‘vanguard of the proletariat’. ‘Hardy’ 

explained that inside his guiding star was the idea, “most 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.”67  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 workers’ state in the period of transition between 

revolution and ‘true’ 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 ‘whither away’. 

While not including democracy as one of the five ‘core’ 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 policies”; SWP, Post-
Conference Bulletin, December 2004. 

67 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004.  

68 ‘Floyd’, field notes, informal setting, October 2002. 



 117 

equality together with the overriding importance of the community (class) over the 

individual suggest that “authoritarian 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.” 69  With a history of deep conflict with Stalinism, 

Trotskyists stress the necessity of ‘bottom-up’ 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: “on 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 ‘classical Marxism’. 

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, Ideologies…, 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 ‘talking shop’ 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 individuals 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 ‘old hands’ 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 ‘talking shop’. 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 ‘right’ way. 

Theoretically, what we can detect here is an important difference between the 

justifications of democracy on offer from the various 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) requires 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 thesis. 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 ‘reactionary’, 

                                                        

71 The need to avoid ‘becoming a talking shop’ structured much of the initial development of the 

Sheffield Social Forum, as I will demonstrate in chapter eight, due largely to the input of 
Workers’ Power members ‘Kara’ and ‘Gareth’ and SWP organiser ‘Floyd’. 
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‘reformist’ or ‘revisionist’ 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 Trotskyism presented in the 

first section of this chapter demonstrates a tradition of thought and action that 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 Freeden’s 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 better pay and conditions to spread focus out among the 

multiple movements that have, since the mid-1990s come to see themselves as a 

‘movement of movements’. These shifts may all be understood as responses to changes 

in the political opportunity structure, broadly 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 ‘new social movements’. 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 miners’ 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 century 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 ‘new social movements’, and were centred organisationally around a non-

representative notion of democracy. In these 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 socialist 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 revolutionary 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 

‘bottom-up’ 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 DIRECT ACTION FRAME: ANARCHY AND ECOLOGY 

CONFRONT AUTHORITY 

“The very notion of direct action … emerges directly from the 
libertarian tradition. Anarchism is the heart of the movement, its 
soul; the source of most of what’s new and hopeful about it.” 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 ‘direct action movement’, has gained 

some currency.2 However, this is difficult to fit within 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 contention. 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 London’s Docklands; local anti-consumerist protest for ‘No Shop Day’; the creation 

of Sheffield Indymedia; and a ‘mass direct action’ at US ‘listening station’ NSA 

                                                        

1 Graeber, D., 2002, “The New Anarchists” in New Left Review 13, p. 62. 

2 Doherty, B., Plows, A. & Wall, D., 2003, “’The Preferred Way of Doing Things’: The British 

Direct Action Movement” 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 analysis 

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 “rejection 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.”3 Graeber only tells part of the story, however, and a more detailed 

examination finds further characteristics central to current DA practices. 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, “The New Anarchists”, p. 62. 
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authoritarian socialism.4 This division finds its extremes, on the one hand, in Max 

Stirner’s conception of egoism, 5 and, on the other, the federal collectivism of thinkers 

such as Bakunin (in his opposition to Marx6) and Kropotkin’s notion of Mutual Aid.7 

While Freeden finds anarchism troublesome as an ideology, precisely because of its 

twin roots, his description of its ‘thin core’ 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 within human society without coercive 

control.8 Colin Ward demonstrates all these points more proselytically, “Anarchists 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 … it is possible and 

desirable for society to organise itself without government.”9 

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, 

“Every 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.” 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. 

Anarchists’ 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, Ideologies…, pp. 311-14. 

9 Ward, C., 1982, Anarchy in Action, (Freedom Press, London), p. 4. 

10 De Cleyre, V., c.1912, “Direct Action”, in Spunk Library, available at:  

http://www.spunk.org/library/writers/decleyre/sp001334.html; last accessed: 22/07/05. 



 124 

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: 

“it is not in the least likely that states and governments, in either 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 
demands… Power and privilege have never been known to abdicate. This 

is why anarchism is bound to be a call to revolution.”12 

This lends anarchism an oppositional attitude that colours its proponents’ 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, “far 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.” 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, “The Habit of Direct Action” 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. 
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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 ‘ought’ 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 ‘direct action’ 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 strike as its highest form. But syndicalist 

groups made few inroads in the UK’s trade union movement, and their influence 

dwindled to ever smaller proportions after the First World War.14 To some degree in the 

British New Left15, 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 in keeping with Woodcock’s 

imagery; anarchism characterised as “water percolating through porous ground … 

disappearing from sight, and then re-emerging where the cracks in the social structure 

may offer it a course to run.”17 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), 

p. 491; it is notable that this thorough volume carries nation-study chapters for a number of 
Western European country, excluding Britain. 

15 Miller, D., 1984, Anarchism, pp.141-150. 

16 Marshall, P., 1992, Demanding the Impossible,  pp. 542-546. 

17 Woodcock, Anarchism, p. 15. 
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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 Gandhi’s 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 interwoven… Social aims in the United Kingdom hinged 
around the decentralisation of the bureaucratic, 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 

Bomb, p. 121. 

20 Interestingly, it was an identical tactic successfully applied by the Vancouver-based Don’t 

Make a Wave Committee in 1969 that was the foundation of Greenpeace; Hunter, R., 1979, The 
Greenpeace Chronicle.  (Picador, London), pp. 11-19. 
21 A minor qualification: because action is symbolic does not necessarily imply that it is not 

direct action. In a sense, of course, small group action must be symbolic in order to have a 
broader effect. However, when the creation of symbols to convince those in power of the moral 
validity of an argument is the sole purpose of an action it is not direct action in the anarchist 
sense set out above. 
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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 ‘fill up the jails’ 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 “ends in embryo” and, “the idea of the ‘parallel society’ 

evolving not side-by-side but over and against present society”.25 However, the 

movement dwindled and apart from momentary upsurges around major crisis points 

(notably the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962) it was not until the Vietnam Solidarity 

Committee’s 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 “did not look 

beyond the next demonstration, did not want to look beyond it, and strongly 

discouraged anyone else from doing so. The demonstration was an end in itself.”26  

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 

                                                        

22 Taylor, Against the Bomb, pp. 123-130. These debates are well represented in the archives of 

Peace News. 

23 The CND story is told in a little more detail in chapter 6. 

24 Hinton, J., 1989, Protests and Visions. Peace Politics in 20th Century Britain, (Hutchinson, 

London), p. 168. 

25 Cadogen, P., 1972, “From Civil Disobedience to Confrontation” in Benewick, R. & Smith, T., 

Direct Action and Democratic Politics, p. 167-9. 

26 Cadogen, “From Civil Disobedience”, p. 175. 
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commitment “to a struggle which would not end until the system itself had changed.”27 

However, while participants were “very keen on the notion of people controlling their 

own lives”, 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 

“the pure Direct Action approach is basically anarchist and anti-authoritarian - the 

Direct Action approach to a rocket base is ‘let's demolish the damned thing’”. ‘Full-

blooded’ 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-Schweppes’ 

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 years 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 

                                                        

27 Clark, G., 1972, “Remember your Humanity and Forget the Rest” in Benewick, R. & Smith, T., 

Direct Action and Democratic Politics, p. 183. 

28 Quoted in Taylor, Against the Bomb, p. 185. 

29 Among the most famous are: Carlson, R., 1963, Silent Spring, (Hamish Hamilton, London); 

Ward, B., 1966, Spaceship Earth, (Columbia University Press, New York); Ehrlich, P.R., 
1975[1968], The Population Bomb (Rivercity Press, Massachusetts); Commoner, B., 1971, The 
Closing Circle: Confronting the Environmental Crisis, (Cape, London); Ward, B., & Dubos, R., 
1972, Only One Earth: The Care and Maintenance of a Small Planet, (Penguin, Middlesex); 
Schumacher, E.F., 1973, Small is Beautiful: a study of economics as if people mattered, (Blond 
& Briggs, London).  
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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 interpretation 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. ‘Monkey-wrenching’ 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! 

                                                        

30 Veldman,1994, Fantasy, The Bomb, and the Greening of Britain. Romantic Protest, 1945-

1980, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge), pp. 205, 224-7. 

31 Goldsmith, E. & Allen, R., 1972, Blueprint for Survival, first published as a special issue of The 

Ecologist 2(1); Veldman, Fantasy, The Bomb...,  pp. 233-4; Meadows, D.H., et al., 1972, The 
limits to growth, a report for the Club of Rome's Project on the Predicament of Mankind, 
(Earth Island, London); Marshall, Demanding the Impossible,  p. 610; Ward, C., 1982, Anarchy 
in Action, (Freedom Press, London), p. 136. 

32 Davis, J., ed., 1991, The Earth First! Reader. Ten Years of Radical Environmentalism, 

(Peregrine Smith Books, Salt Lake City). 
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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 of 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 “the 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.”34  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, “In 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.”35 The target has a dual purpose – 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 

                                                        

33 Doherty, B., 1999, “Paving the Way: the Rise of Direct Action against Road-building and the 
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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, “Many of those criminalised by 

the CJA share a rejection of dominant social values. In place of conspicuous 

consumption and the achievement ethic they prioritise non-material values such as 

autonomy, community and self-expression... the state has so far only succeeded in 

politicising them.”36 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, 

‘spontaneously’ 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 ‘disorganisation’. 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:  

“the 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.”38   

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: “Direct 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.” 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, “the idea that people can develop the ability for 

self rule only through practice”.39 Within RTS, therefore, we find a particularly 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 methods 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, “the 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.”40  RTS similarly claim, “for the 

city, the streets are the commons” and the “street, 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.”41  

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 women’s 

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 Britain’s 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 ‘reality gap’ 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 DA 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 connections 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 activists’ 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 attention 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 environmentalists, 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 participant even claimed, “with 
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hindsight, that was the genesis of the anti-capitalist movement in Britain”.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 Melucci’s 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 one’s 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 

‘preferred way of doing things’. 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.  
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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, ‘Kelvin’ responded,  

“Yeah, well I do it sometimes, I call it arsehole wastage time. Most of it is 
just … the time they spend dealing with you, …  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.”51 

‘Kelvin’ 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 

‘sponsored stop and search’ 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 competition, and collected sponsorship for charity 

for the number of times they got searched.52 There were also prizes available for the 

‘most unusual’ 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 ‘classic’ expressions of the DA frame. This is 

the model of action that took place on 19th June 1999 at the ‘Carnival against Capital’ 

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 London’s 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 ‘Kelvin’, field notes, informal setting, December 2004. 

52 Reclaim the Bases, available at: http://reclaimthebases.gzzzt.net/history.html; last accessed 

01/08/05; ‘Unfairford’ in Schnews 399, 04/04/03. 

53 Anon., field notes, discussion at Gatecrasher’s 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 ‘manufactured vulnerabilities’ 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, “the longer we keep them outside, the less time they’ve got to buy and sell 

weapons of mass destruction”.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., “London police braced for violent protests at Europes biggest arms fair” in The 

Guardian, 6th September 2003. 

55 BBC, 2003, “Protests Begin at Arms Fair” 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, “Paving the Way…”  

57 Anon., field notes, DSEi Protests, September 2003. 

58 Thomas, M., 2003, “It Creates Jobs? So Does Burglary” in New Statesman 08/09/03. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/3084090.stm
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with bicycle locks, and a banner was hung that read ‘Fluent Deal in Death’.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 “a powerful symbolic protest” it 

ender after 2-3 hours, “but not before local press and TV had visited”. Banners 

advertised the forthcoming actions at DSEi itself and the action was understood partly 

as a ‘warm up’.  

Criticisms of the Fluent action, posted on the Sheffield Indymedia website claimed 

that the company only manufactured fluid mechanics software and asked, “What are 

you going to do next: picket a spanner manufacturer because they happen to sell some 

spanners to Lockheed [Martin, US arms manufacturer]?” 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:  

“Every 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?” 

Another respondent said: 

“CFD 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!” 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 acceptable 

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 ‘ruin their day’. To a degree, therefore, 

it demonstrates the individual culpability for a business’s 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, “So much of the 

defence industry is now involved in collaborative and Joint Venture projects - and DSEi 

                                                        

59 “Fluent anti-DSEi action in Sheffield” on Sheffield Indymedia, 2nd September 2003; available 

at: http://www.indymedia.org.uk/en/regions/sheffield/2003/09/276382.html; last accessed: 
30/09/05. 

60 Ibid. 
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recognises that trend.”61 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 individual. 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 ‘direct 

action’ implies the primacy of action over theorising.  Indeed, as one activist admits: 

“action 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 be… 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 motives of those working within political institutions was portrayed. The 

relationship between corporations and states had been criticised and DSEi displayed 

the both institutions ‘at their worst’.  

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; 
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62 The Samba bands had made a point of making noisy, early morning visits to the hotels at 

which delegates were staying; ‘Adrian’, 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 activist’s 

anti-Christmas website declares that “Christmas is the ideal time to spread the anti-

Christmas, anti-consumerist message to the world.” The further claim that, “For 

anyone fighting capitalism, Christmas must be seen as a major target” 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 ‘No Shop Day’ 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, ‘This product will not 

make you happy’. 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, ‘invisible theatre’ 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 ‘shoppers’ in a 

debate about the use of sweatshops. The hope was that because the planted ‘shoppers’ 

were willing to get involved in a debate, it might break down the boundaries 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, “we 

could have run in naked and screaming ‘sweatshops kill babies’ and still no one would 

have stopped staring at the till, thinking about nothing but what they were going to buy 

next”.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 ‘Leanne’, 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 trusted 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 inherent 

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 ‘Carnival Against 

Capital’ 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 ‘call to 
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action’ that led to the J18 protests described the target as: “the heart of the global 

economy: the financial centres, banking districts and multinational corporation power 

bases”. It went on to offer a broad strategy and a definition of the collectives who might 

be involved: 

“Each 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 range… 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.”68 

That this event was an important moment in the development of beliefs is evidenced by 

activists who, like ‘Scott’, admit, 

“For 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 you’ve got to go to heart, which is capitalism itself.”69 

It is at this point, therefore, that for many activists the 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 destruction. 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 frame, this is reinforced by a 

more general belief that ‘power corrupts’.  Kropotkin’s contention that, “any 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 activities”70 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 “Action Proposal for June 18th”, 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. 
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in power are seen as corrupted individuals, no longer capable of virtuous action. 

Conversely, the majority of ‘ordinary’ 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 vary 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 ‘in cahoots’ and often 

conflated as ‘the elite’, ‘the powerful’ or simply ‘them’.  

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 Indymedia 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,  

“the 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.”71 

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 
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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 

‘lab’ consisting of about eight networked computers at the launch of the Sheffield Social 

Forum72 (see chapter eight). Most recently they set up another ‘hacklab’ 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: 

“a DIY, self-sufficient spaces based on the horizontal model of decision-
making, they are ‘autonomous 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.’”74 

In the mainstream media perception ‘hacking’ 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 “Indymedia lab at the SSF launch” on Sheffield Indymedia, 25th March 2004; 

http://www.indymedia.org.uk/en/regions/sheffield/2004/03/287904.html; last accessed: 
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“computers and giving away free software, teaching people how to use it, 
playing with it … hacklabs are self-organised and don’t get funding from 
anyone so they don’t have to do things in certain ways. Ironically … this 
has meant that one of the hacklabs has started running [Microsoft] 

Windows on some of its computers.”76 

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 

Microsoft is a primary target. The software is criticised on technical grounds and 

because of the firm’s 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 ‘monoculture’ 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 relationships 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.  

“You're not going to pour sand into the engine of capitalism overnight, 
it’s a social relationship, people have to withdraw themselves from it …  
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, “Intentional Communities as Prefigurative Politics: New Social 

Movements and The Maturation of Utopia”, paper presented at the Tenth International 
Conference on Alternative Futures and Popular Protest, (Manchester Metropolitan University, 
March 2005). 



 146 

operative I live in … taking things away from normal corporate or 
money-making control, trying to encourage workers coops on an equal 

level”78 

At the same time, however, a tension emerges from the confrontational attitude that is 

appended to the core of the DA frame.   

“cities are where the people are, and where ideas are born, its where 
culture changes … 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.” 79 

Another activist suggested that, “the 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.”80 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, once 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 fulfils a similar function to that of 

class consciousness in the RS frame. One activist declared the aim of his work as 

“empowering 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.”82 

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, “Being able to stop military vehicles entering the arms fair is 
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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.”83 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 “empowerment suggests 

that someone – usually the development agency – is giving power to the oppressed or 

powerless.” In contrast, she notes, “power cannot be given – it can only be taken. 

‘Power to’ is the ability to act for oneself, the ability to create rather than to coerce. It is 

social power, experienced in relationship with others.”84 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 ‘Orson’ points out that, “its 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 I’m a member, wear your 

gang colours as it were.”85 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 group’s 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 individuals 

temporarily take on different roles depending on particular skills and their willingness 
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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 intended 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 practice… 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, “I 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 thing” 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:  

“The 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 ‘Isadore’, interview, May 2003.  
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solidarity, and the development of the individual through social 

progress.”90 

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. 

“It’s 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 blueprint 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 frame. ‘Freedom’ 

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, 

“all persons have some part of the truth … in them, and we will reach a better decision 

by putting all of the pieces of the truth together.”93 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 ‘stand aside’, 

                                                        

90 Solidarity Federation, “Dare to Dream…” 

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, “Consensus” in Ehrlich, Reinventing Anarchy, Again, pp. 368-375. 

93 Estes, “Consensus”, 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 group’s 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: 

“When 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 outcome… People in a majority rule system 
don’t need to listen to the dissenting minority, or take their opinion 
seriously because they can simply outvote them… This creates a 
situation where there are winners and losers and promotes an aggressive 
culture and conflict … the minority [are] expected to accept and carry 
out the decision, even if it is against their most deeply held convictions 

and principles.”96 

This fits precisely with the anarchist critique pithily surmised by Wilde’s description of 

democracy as “the bludgeoning of the people by the people for the people.”97 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. “You might be a smashing bloke, everyone in the room might think you’re a 

smashing bloke, but you can’t possibly represent me because you don’t know what I 

                                                        

95 Estes, 1996, “Consensus”, p.373; Seeds for Change, undated, “Consensus Decision Making”, p. 

5; available at: http://seedsforchange.org.uk/free/consensus.pdf; last accessed: 08/08/05. 

96 Seeds for Change, “Consensus Decision Making”. 

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 we’ve already talked about it.”98 Perhaps the most 

celebrated aspect of the protests at Seattle in 1999 was the ‘hubs and spokes’ 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. 

‘Spokes’ 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, “This is what democracy 

looks like.” 

Given the confrontational attitude within DA, however, there is a potential tension 

with upholding democracy. Doherty and colleagues rightly note, “Direct action is … 

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.” 

Again, “direct action is often intended to do more than simply represent concern, it is 

intended to resist what its practitioners regard as injustices and … has not always been 

peaceful in tone.”99 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, “The Preferred Way…”, pp. 670, 685. 
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The suggestion that those who regularly object to the flow of a group’s 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 relation 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 understandings. 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 one’s 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 individual’s 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 should 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 appropriate decision making arena. 

The justification of this ‘thick core’ 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 frames 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 III. 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, therefore, 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 argued 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 ‘call to 

                                                        

100 Snow, D. & Benford, R., 1988. “Ideology, Frame Resonance and Participant Mobilization”, in 

Klandermans, Kriesi & Tarrow, From Structure to Action: Comparing social Movement, 
Research Across Cultures., (JAI Press), p. 199. 
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action’, 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 features 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 LIBERAL FRAME: IN SEARCH OF A JUST 

POLITICAL ECONOMY 

“Being 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 you’re doing the right 
thing.”1 

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 ‘Edgar’, 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 ‘bottom-up’ 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 action 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 ‘war on terror’. 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 groups 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 government to take up unilateral nuclear disarmament. While 

the DAC had been influential in spreading the notion of direct action in post-war 

Britain, “in its outlook, membership and methods, NCANWT remained within the 

sphere of legitimate political action”.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 London3 leading contemporary 

commentators to describe it as the “re-emergence of ideological politics in Great 

Britain.”4  

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, “The Re-Emergence of Ideological Politics in Great Britain: The Campaign 

for Nuclear Disarmament” in Western Political Quarterly 18 (1), p. 92. 

3 Byrne, P., 1987, “The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament: the Resilience of a Protest Group” 

in Parliamentary Affairs 40(4), p. 517. 

4 Steck, “The Re-Emergence…”. 

5 Steck, “The Re-Emergence…”. 
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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:  “Its simple cry – ‘Ban 

the Bomb’ – was moral and political in content, absolutist in tone, and, in consequence, 

productive of action.”7 

In both its first and second waves of popularity – early 1960s and early 1980s – 

CND’s 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 “as ‘an emotional spasm’ which would ‘send a British Foreign 

Secretary… naked into the conference chamber.”8 In 1960 the party leader, Hugh 

Gaitskell, declared that he would “fight, fight and fight again” to oppose unilateralism. 

Gaitskell won the argument, with the major trade unions reversing their nuclear policy 

after only a brief flirtation with unilateralism.9 CND’s 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 ‘limited nuclear war’ 

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 Thatcher’s 

government had come to power with a policy of expansion of Britain’s nuclear capacity 

and a ‘civil defence policy’ 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, 
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implausible, government-produced pamphlet Protect and Survive did nothing to calm 

nuclear fears and inspired E.P. Thomson to write an influential riposte.11  

Hinton’s description of CND “negotiating the frontiers of electoral politics” 

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 

“Educational work and big public events … to be of more importance.”13 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 Steck’s 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, “No one who 

thinks thinks ‘Ban the Bomb’ is enough; but no two people seem to agree on anything 

more.” Supporters were motivated by an “antipolitical and moralistic tone” that saw 

disarmament as an issue for nation-states’ ethical decision-making rather than 

bargaining in an international sphere governed by principles of national interest.14 

Examining CND’s second phase, Byrne similarly argues, “CND 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.”15  
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While Myers attempted to explain the ‘failure’ of CND in relation to its coalitional 

nature, Byrne attempts to use the same data to explain its ‘resilience’. 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 CND’s supporters’ beliefs, we must therefore return to the moral 

claim. This posits that public, political action may be taken 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 ‘outside’ the system, as part of a mass movement, is a theme that runs 

throughout the radical liberal frame. Furthermore, as Myers’ description of liberal 

internationalism within CND is instructive,  

“they 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 … has more or less consistently 
argued for the establishment of international institutions… 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.”17 

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 reflective 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 
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and Hong Kong, as well as many locations in Europe.18 1959 was declared by the UN as 

‘World Refugee Year’ and Oxfam’s capacity for fund-raising increased. Christian Aid’s 

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 point they apparently remained 

detached from political institutions and arguments. One commentator notes the 

advantage of their NGO-status: “An Oxfam field director can start organising local 

labour to build a brace of wells while the visiting dignitaries from the World Bank and 

the local politicians are still being photographed at the airport.”19 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 “there 

was a vigorous internal debate over whether Oxfam should divert a large part of its 

resources into out-and-out political propaganda.”20 The battle was won by those who 

wished to focus their resources on relief work, nevertheless, during the 1970s, “Oxfam 

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 

                                                        

18 Anon., 1963, “From Oxford to Chad” in The Economist 209(1), p. 37. 

19 Smith, A., 1974, “Oxfam Rethinks” in New Society 28(608), p. 497. 

20 Smith, “Oxfam Rethinks”, p. 498. 
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issues.”21 Christian Aid also quickly gained a political message. One former director is 

quoted as claiming that “Christian Aid is committed constantly to be seeking disturbing 

change – 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.” His successor argued, “We 

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.”22  

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 “focus 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.”23 Bernard Smith, who quotes this passage, is strongly critical of the politicization 

of charities, and describes the New Internationalist as having a “crudely anti-Western, 

anti-capitalist stance”.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 development 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 Internationalist 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 

                                                        

21 Oxfam, undated, “A Short History of Oxfam” in About Oxfam, available at: 

http://www.oxfam.org.uk/about_us/history/index.htm; last accessed: 15/08/05. 

22 The first quote is from a sermon by Rev. Dr. Kenneth Slack, 1977 and the second from Rev. Dr. 

Charles Elliott, 1978;  quoted in Smith, B., 1986, “Christian Aid: The Politics of Charity” in The 
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23 Quoted in Smith, “Christian Aid”, p. 74. 

24 Smith, “Christian Aid”, p. 75. 
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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 constituency 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, throughout 

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, “a campaign, aimed at a revolutionary redistribution of 

income, wealth and power that poverty can effectively by eliminated.”27 However, while 

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.  

                                                        

25 Amnesty International, 2001, “Forty Years of AI” available at: 

http://web.amnesty.org/flash/40th/flashmovie.html; last accessed: 18/08/05. 

26 UN, undated, “Consultative Status with ECOSOC”, database available at: 

http://www.un.org/esa/coordination/ngo/; last accessed: 15/08/05. 

27 Miller, C., 1983, “Development aid in a political context - the experience of War on Want” in 

Community Development Journal 18(1), p. 49. 
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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 ‘Debt, Adjustment and the Needs of the Poor’. 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 southern hemisphere. The 

most consistent element of the critique coming from this perspective is the targeting of 

inequality:  

“It 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.”  

The policies they were criticising were precisely those attached by the IMF as 

conditionality to loan renegotiations; they argued that “the concept of conditionality 

must be replaced.”  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 

“threatens democracy where it exists or where it is being built, and leads to increasing 

repression and human rights abuses.” 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 “foster social justice and solidarity.” The scale of the institution-

building challenge was not underestimated, recognising that it would generate 

reactions from “national and international elites which have monopolized power and 

decision-making”. 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 

                                                        

28 UN/NGOs, 1987, “Appendix III: Final Statement of the UN/NGO Workshop on ‘Debt, 

Adjustment and the Needs of the Poor’” in World Development 15 (Supplement), pp. 256, 258. 
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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 professional 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 magazine’s 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 mass 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 

                                                        

29 Goldsmith, E. & Allen, R. (1972) Blueprint for Survival, first published as a special issue of 

The Ecologist 2(1). Available at: http://www.theecologist.info/key27.html; last accessed: 
25/07/05. 

30 Interestingly, it also relied heavily on the use of expertise in order to give weight to their 

claims. Thirty-four high profile scientists from a range of fields signed a statement at the 
beginning of the document on its first release, which undoubtedly had an influence on the 
seriousness with which it was considered in the mainstream media; Veldman, Fantasy, The 
Bomb...,  pp. 233-4. 

31 Willetts, P., 1996, “From Stockholm to Rio and beyond: the impact of the environmental 

movement on the United Nations consultative arrangements for NGOs” in Review of 
International Studies 22(1), pp. 67-70. 
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simultaneous professionalization and internationalisation 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 the sense outlined in 

chapter five. It wasn’t 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 ‘embedded’ 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 ‘direct actions’ 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 group’s 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 

‘Renewing the Earth’ 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 ‘sustainable 

development’. The resultant creation of the United Nations Conference on 

Environment and Development (UNCED) cemented relations between the two lobbies.  

‘Sustainable development’ 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 

                                                        

32 Brown, M. & May, J., 1991, The Greenpeace Story, (Dorling Kindersley, London), pp. 64-76. 

33 For instance, Goldsmith & Allen, Blueprint for Survival. 

34 CAFOD, undated, The Story of CAFOD, available at: 

http://www.cafod.org.uk/about_cafod/history/timeline; last accessed: 15/08/05. 
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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 “the NGOs 

were well organized right from the beginning of the preparatory process. Moreover, 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.”35 

It is from this point that the development NGOs increased their political campaign 

and lobbying work. While Oxfam had long maintained an international reputation, it 

wasn’t 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 

‘Hungry for Change’ in the mid-1980s, aiming at convincing the British government to 

lead the way in increasing aid. In the mid-1990s its ‘Campaign for Basic Human Rights’ 

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 “was 

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.”36  A clear 

demonstration of this is their 1994 campaign, which asked “Who Runs the World?” 

targeting the IFIs that have since been singled out by the broader anti-globalization 

movement. WDM’s 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 pressure, taking 

a team of well-briefed legal and economic experts to meet the OECD negotiators. By 

1998 WDM describe, “a world-wide movement … [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.” 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 ‘moments’ 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 their 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 persuade northern governments to adopt a 

policy of debt ‘forgiveness’. As early as 1994 there was a suggestion that there was 

“discreet encouragement from the inner courts of the International Monetary Fund and 

the World Bank.” Nevertheless, the role of popular protest was always recognised, “The 

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.”39 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. Oxfam’s own history notes, “The 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.” While 

the use of the word ‘riot’ 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, “supporters travel to G8 Summit 

in Genoa, Italy to call on the world's richest nations to ‘Drop the Debt.’ CAFOD hosts 

[a] virtual newsroom on the web edited by three young reporters.”42 

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 “accepts the existing system of 

global accumulation as a fact. It does not propose to turn away from it and shut the 

door… Broadly speaking, the objective of an alternative development is to humanize a 

system that has shut out [the Third World]…  Its central objective is their inclusion in a 

restructured system that does not make them redundant. It is a moot point whether 

capitalism so transformed 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 
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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. Urgency 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 ‘starting from the facts’, 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 organisations’ use of 

‘heart-strings’ 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 

mobilization 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. 
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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 involvement 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 partly 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 publications to evince the connection between 

the particular and the general. 

The Critique of Neoliberal ‘Dogma’ 

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 implications for the claims and 

values at the heart of the RL frame. 
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Both privatization and liberalization are targeted by WDM’s analysis of the IMF’s 

‘Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers’ (PRSPs), which replaced the highly criticised 

Structural Adjustment Policies (SAPs): “The 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.”45 The first 

and third elements relate to the claim that neoliberalism 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 the 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, “without having to respond to market signals there is 

no economic reason to believe that private companies will create ‘efficiency gains’… 

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.”47 

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 opposed 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 
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stability in poor countries; especially where the IMF offers identical advice – to prepare 

for increased exports in some particular commodity – to a number of countries at the 

same time.48 More recently, the practice of ‘export dumping’ 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 lobby’s 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. ‘Conditionality’ 

thus came in for heavy criticism, and the organisation Jubilee 2000 morphed at the 

turn of the millennium into the 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 ‘fixer’ 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 ‘starting from the 

facts’ 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 Monbiot’s ‘basic 

economic formula’ expresses a common understanding, “we 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 Kenyan nomads) 

or step into a plane to travel to the latest climate talks.”51  Furthermore, injustice is 

delineated in both present and historical actions of IFIs and the governments of rich 

nations: 

“While recent evidence debunks the myth that unilateral liberalization 
policies are good for development, historical evidence demonstrates 
conclusively that most, if not all, of today’s industrialised and newly 
industrialised countries used a wide variety of what would now be 
considered ‘trade distorting’ 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 industrialised country treasury/finance 

departments.”52 

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, “A 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.”54 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 ‘real world’ evinces the belief that policy is made 

dogmatically. In relation to both trade liberalization and privatisation the authors refer 

to ‘one-size fits all’ policies that stem from economic theory rather than realities on the 

ground. Further, the phrase ‘political masters’ 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 ‘scales of justice’ 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: 

“What you find, again and again, is that MPs don’t really know what’s going on, nobody 

has briefed them on how these international agreements are going to affect people, the 

poor and the rich. You’ve got to tell them, and some of them will be on your side.”56 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 one’s own action with the 

pragmatic attitude supports the tendency 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 others’ decision-making. One activist made this particularly 

explicit: “I do still believe that equality in terms of income is pretty much impossible, 

and probably undesirable … it’s some other sort of equality that is essential, more than 

equality of opportunity it is equality of power.”57 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 which 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, “You think about it and realise that the people 

who are doing all these terrible things are out there, they’re real and they have names 

and addresses.”58 At the same time, structures of knowledge and power are held 

responsible for limiting the possibility for creative, progressive action within large 

institutions:  

“Both privatisation and trade liberalization policies can work when 
implemented at an appropriate stage in a country’s 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 ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to policy… 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.”59 

This WDM report again criticises the IFIs for dogmatic reasoning and opposes their 

own approach of ‘starting from the facts’. Similar arguments are applied in other 

circumstances. For instance, in relation to the US drive for war in Iraq, ‘Edgar’ argued: 

“they 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 … they made the world in their own 
image… 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 … if you act that way it becomes true.”60 

The connection between knowledge and power that is explicit in Edgar’s 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 ‘becomes true’. 

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 

(including 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 ‘good 

capitalism’. 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 – i.e. with negative 

tendencies resulting from the structure itself – the state is likely to have a role in 

several areas61 including 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 lesson-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 ‘better deal’ 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 Oxfam’s 

earliest development work and often included skills for production for trade. Further, 

Traidcraft had already been established in 1979 as a “Christian response to poverty”62 
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and also sought to encourage international trade. According to Traidcraft, a fair trade 

organisation is one which,  

“focuses on trading with poor and marginalised producer groups, 
helping them develop skills and sustainable livelihoods through the 
trading relationship; pays fair prices that … enable a living wage; 
provides credit … 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 relationships, rather 

than looking for short-term commercial advantage.”63 

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: “Fair 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.”64 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: “co-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.”65 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 – Co-operative Symbolism, from Radical Routes.66 

This notion of collective organisation may appear to fit within a socialist 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 

discrimination 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: 

“traditional products like handicrafts, made in the South for a fair price 
and sold in the North … help to overcome ‘exclusion’ from the benefits of 
conventional trade. Others say that selling Southern products … 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.”68  

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, “big capitalism doesn’t work, but small 

capitalism is life.”69 A more academically inclined activist argues that, “trade links 

create bridging social capital between European countries … leading up to the fact that 

they've stopped having wars with each other for the first time in hundreds of years.”70 

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 
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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, 

“I’ve become really saddened by Mondragon recently. It was like a 
candle, showing us a different … more just way of doing things. But … 
now they’ve started hiring people who aren’t allowed to be members of 
the coop. So they’ve got no stake in the business, and no voting rights. 

They’re being paid much less than the members… it’s lost its purpose.”72  

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 of 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 direct 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: “In development 

circles … empowerment suggests that someone – usually the development agency – is 

giving power to the oppressed or powerless. But power cannot be given – it can only be 

taken. ‘Power to’ is the ability to act for oneself, the ability to create rather than to 

coerce.”73 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. 

‘Kenneth’ clearly expressed the expectation that structural change can mitigate against 

the problems identified in the preceding section: 

“I want structures that deal with accumulations of power and nip them 
in the bud… 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 … a 
system which is always working to bring the thing back to a certain 

level.”74 

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 empirically 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. 

“The 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.”75  

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. 
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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 demonstration of 

the radical potential within the current institutional setting: “the UN declaration is a 

radical document. If all the articles were kept then it would basically make modern 

national and international governance unworkable … I'm thinking of the articles on 

movement of people and all that.”77 Such claims give the lie to critics who use the label 

‘reformist’. 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 contrary, 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. 

Oxfam’s mid-1990s Campaign for Basic Human Rights marked that organisation’s 

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, “it might 

not be a universal truth but it certainly has a utilitarian value in trying to empower 

people.”79 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 unnecessary 

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: 

“Without 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.”80 

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 “Freedom from 

discrimination for women, ensuring that female children can learn to read, these are 

human needs for half the human race, not western values.”81 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 within 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 “[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 us”82. Another suggested, “the pressures 

to cynicism have been gathering … but I’ve temperamentally fought against that, and 

thought the system we’re in is basically democratic. What did it for me was my local MP 

… [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 job… I’ve given in, I’ve 

given up on party politics.”83 Naturally, throughout the decades there have been many 

moments at which those engaged in lobbying elected officials have finally ‘given in’ and 

CND’s 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 movements’ 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 institutions. 

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, “the 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.”85 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 one’s 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, including 

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 ‘Whose Rules Rule?’ 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, “The 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 

intentional and systematic.”87  

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 “crisis of legitimacy which 

blights every global decision-making body. Those who claim to lead the world were 

never granted their powers: they grabbed them.”88 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: “citizen groups need to give more 

attention to supranational institutions. There are no direct channels for democratic 

representation to … any of the 300 … intergovernmental organizations that affect the 
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lives of individuals and communities around the world. In this context, 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.”89 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. In this case, 

democracy is seen as the only guarantor against excessive power accumulation: “Given 

that we’ve got capitalism all over the world, it may be that we’ve got to have some 

international body to watch over it, to ensure that it’s not trampling on peoples rights 

and so on. If we’re gonna have to have that, then at least it can be democratic.”90 

The increasing critique of representative democracy as insufficient for progressive 

decision-making – the domestic scepticism mentioned above – 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: 

“my belief in local democracy is not just some fluffy belief in the fact that 
‘the people’ should have power, because ‘the people’ 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.”91 

It is to the extent that democracy is so valued that large-scale, representative 

democracy is found wanting. 

“Any 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… we shouldn't really be 
talking about democracy on those levels, ideally, you should be saying a 

lot of stuff should be done locally.”92  

What ‘Orson’ refers to as ‘any method of democracy’ 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 the 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 ‘new liberals’ 

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 institutions 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 in its 

most recent instantiations the ‘new liberalism’ 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 Freeden’s 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 ‘on the streets’ 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 III 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 focusing 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 ‘the movement’ 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 recent 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 meetings 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 ‘pole position’.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 ‘charge’ 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 ‘advertising’ 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 ‘playing’ of 

roles that may take much more significance at some point in the future. The fact that 

these are ‘playing’ (i.e. purely symbolic) tactics also demonstrates the distance from the 

present with which the revolutionary situation is perceived.5 Such behaviour should 

logically be rejected within either of the other frames identified here. The ‘massed 

ranks’ 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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5 This interpretation is clearly less direct, because it is less cognitive, than the majority of the 

analysis presented here. However, to the extent that it is defensible it serves to show that frame 
elements may be attached to particular behaviours; a non-trivial point. That more serious 
behaviours are based on the militia belief is indicated in chapter three. 



 194 

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 ‘truth’ 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 ‘objectively anti-capitalist’, as discussed in chapter 

two. The failure of many participants to grasp the revolutionary truth is understood as 

in need of correction: “its not like class has disappeared, because it hasn’t. So you’ve got 

radicalism … going in the wrong direction ... you’ve got the labour movement over here, 

the young radicals over there, and what you’ve got to do somehow is pull them 

together.”6 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 (ISO, which is the American national-level affiliate 

of the IST). ISO had taken part in Ralph Nader’s independent candidacy for president 

in the 2001 elections. Callinicos supported the involvement but criticised the fact that 

“Every ISO branch or district was instructed to hold a public meeting on ‘The 

Revolutionary Ideas of Karl Marx’” aimed at non-revolutionaries in the Nader 

campaign.  

“The ISO’s 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.”7 

Two alternatives for action are present: ISO’s method of bringing people out of the 

campaign into a discursive context intended to stimulate 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 
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understanding of capitalism, and that the purpose of participating in this reformist 

campaign is to convert others to that worldview.  

The most active examples of this instrumental approach to the broader movements 

are found in the united fronts created by vanguard parties with the stated aim of getting 

a coalition of groups together to work on a particular issue. Among other issues these 

have been focused on parliamentary elections (Socialist Unity, Socialist Alliance, 

Respect), the anti-globalisation movement (Globalise Resistance) and racism (Anti-

Nazi League, Unite Against Fascism). The SWP describes the united front as 

“enormously flexible” and,  

“the most advantageous relationship between an organised 
revolutionary minority and the rest of the movement… a revolutionary 
party must both seek to provide a strategy for the movement (which is 
not the same as its total politics) and to grow by attracting to it the most 

able fighters in the class.”8   

This is not to say that activists involved in united front activities are not committed to 

the aims of the movement as a whole; the energy and time required to carry out one’s 

party duties and duties within a front organisation are demanding and not taken 

lightly. Rather, this point defines the area of tension for the specification of democracy 

within the RS frame. Democracy is based on the combination of the importance of the 

class (and ultimately the society) over the individual and a belief in equality: no one 

individual can be superior to another. However, the very essence of the vanguard party 

is based on the ascription of ‘false consciousness’ to non-partisans, and therefore the 

belief that partisans have a superior understanding of diagnoses and prescriptions than 

any other point of view. Furthermore, to the degree that adherents believe in the 

scientific truth of Marxism, they are simply unwilling to countenance any different 

analyses, consigning the latter to the realm of ‘reformism’. The united front is a space in 

which political debates across ideological barriers are possible, and in an action-

oriented context that requires decision making. Here, fundamental conflicts between 

participants are likely to come to the surface. 

The method of consensus-based decision making (CBDM), detailed in chapter four, 

provides a key example. CBDM has dedicated proponents, including Seeds for Change, 

who offer professional training for campaigners, co-operatives and community 

organisations that includes decision making methods. The participation of that group 

in the launch of the Sheffield Social Forum (SSF, see chapter eight) was secured, and 

their workshop was attended by several members of the Trotskyist organisation 

Workers’ Power. The debate followed well-worn lines about the practical application of 
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CBDM given time limits on political decisions. What was surprising in this instance, 

however, was the vehemence with which the Trotskyist organizer pursued his critique. 

CBDM had been justified as a way of making more creative decisions that could keep a 

group together because no-one would feel like their opinion was discounted. It was also 

justified in opposition to majority voting with specific reference to electoral democracy, 

but with no explicit critique of the campaign groups that held on to a representative 

committee structure governed by the norm of majority voting. The WP activist’s 

reaction is a little surprising. After all, CBDM explicitly strengthens minorities, and as 

WP members have often expressed, they know full well that they are in a minority in 

coalition meetings. They criticize the SWP tactics of bloc voting and caucusing in united 

fronts. After some time the reason for the depth of his feeling became a little more 

evident, through his use of the phrase the ‘tyranny of structurelessness’. For a 

generation of activists, this is a well-known reference to an article by feminist writer Jo 

Freeman, which has gained classic status since publication in the 1970s in a wide range 

of newsletters, magazines, journals.9 The article argued against a prevailing trend in the 

women’s movement for forming ‘structureless’ groups, a trend repeated in the ‘anti-

globalization’ activities of ‘dis-organisations’. Freeman argued that structurelessness 

was practically impossible for any group that oriented itself to activities other than 

inward focused consciousness raising (i.e. self-help). This was primarily because it 

obscures genuine relationships of power. Structurelessness creates elitism because of 

the uneven nature of communication within informal structures. Bonded by friendship 

ties, some members would inevitably communicate more frequently and, without 

necessarily conspiring to do so, would govern the overall direction of a group.  

Additionally, group leaders necessarily emerged, especially in the media. Despite those 

individuals insisting that they were not speaking for anyone else, they were 

nevertheless heard as the voice of the movement. Because of the commitment to 

structurelessness the group could not choose who that individual would be, nor have 

any say in what voice they would present. The simple utterance of the phrase ‘tyranny 

of structurelessness’ can bring these arguments to mind for many activists. Even those 

who have not read the articles are aware of the general impression of informal 

structures of power emerging in the context of self-conscious structurelessness. What 

the WP organizer had done was logically questionable: he elided debate on a technique 

for decision making into an ideological argument that takes the form of hierarchy 

versus structurelessness. At the same time, it makes sense within the conception of 

frames I have developed here. CBDM is intimately connected with the DA frame, which 
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also contains strong critique of hierarchical organising. Nevertheless, the critique of 

voting is not the same as the critique of hierarchy; this is an example of connections by 

association rather than by logic.10 It almost goes without saying that the degree of 

common ground that the proponent of CBDM and the WP member found on this issue 

was nil.11  

The View from Outside 

From a range of political perspectives the actions associated with the RS frame in 

general and the SWP in particular have been heavily criticised. This can reach paranoia:  

“Everything you think about the SWP, anything you suspect them of - well, its always 

worse than that.”12  In order to understand why, I will begin by describing a situation 

that arose out of large, multi-lingual planning meetings for ESF III, held in the Greater 

London Authority’s (GLA) City Hall. ‘Oli’ brought several large braids of garlic and 

offered the heads to participants to “ward off the influence of the undead of the far left”. 

He explained, “they always come to where the excitement is in politics, they’re attracted 

to it, but they try to control it, direct it in a certain way.  They suck the creativity out of 

it, suck it dry until there’s nothing left”.13 His was the most surreal approach to making 

this point, but the attitude of a vocal minority was of opposition to the alliance between 

the revolutionary left, the trade unions and the GLA.14 Another participant made a large 

sign with ‘SWP’ written on it, which she would raise whenever she positively identified 

speakers from the platform or from the floor as members of the SWP.15  This was partly 

a response to the official ban on political parties that had led to SWP members 

‘disguising’ themselves through claiming other allegiances. These tended to be obvious 

SWP fronts such as Globalise Resistance and Unite Against Fascism.16 In their written 

critiques, the ‘horizontal’ section of the ESF organisers aimed precisely at the lack of 

transparency and democracy in the centre of the organisation. By so doing, they target 

the tensions between the claim to superiority and the valuing of democracy raised 

above.  Seen from outside of the RS frame, the commitment to democracy and the 

                                                        

10 The precise connections, which are around the relationship between the individual and the 

group, were explored in chapter four. 

11 Field notes, Sheffield Social Forum launch event, March 2004. 
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15 Field notes, European Preparatory Meeting for ESF III, London, January 2004. 
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organisations led to his affiliation being listed as the (almost certainly fictional) ‘Project K’. 
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notion of the self-emancipation of the working class is purely rhetoric. This conflict can 

be greatly exacerbated by the practice of ‘packing meetings’, whereby the SWP organise 

a large number of comrades to attend meetings where strategically important decisions 

are to be made, that they otherwise would not have attended.17 This is a difficult tactic 

to square with party-building because it (seemingly inevitably) reduces others’ 

willingness to participate. Several ex-members I have spoken to identified the practice 

as one that contributed to their decision to leave.18  However, it fits squarely with the 

concept of the united front identified above. 

Several other points bear some development. The implication of the ‘undead’ 

labelling of both trade unionists and revolutionary socialists is an indication that the 

Marxist ideology is seen as out of date.19 While this sometimes appears as an instinctive 

reaction, at times detractors offer a more considered rejection.  First, people 

commonly, from a range of political perspectives, will deny the utility of the class 

distinction in the modern economy. While some Trotskyist groups have consciously 

tried to demonstrate the inclusiveness of their definition of the working class (to 

include youth, students and unemployed20) the historical focus on the industrial 

working class, particularly during periods of high workers militancy in the 1970s and 

1980s, has undoubtedly fed the popular conception of working class as located in heavy 

industry. Second, people will deny the desirability of revolution: the violence of the 

revolutionary situation is not seen as justified given the result of putting another 

political elite into a position of authority which they may exploit for their own ends. The 

anarchistic distrust of power found in a number of currents in the recent movements 

absolutely cannot accept the notion of the vanguard taking centralised control, even for 

a temporary period.  Third, people will deny the viability of revolution, because of the 

military and economic strength of the state and corporations, or because of the 

perceived apathy of the majority, bred by a high standard of living. Fourth, people 

regularly identify the notion of party building as a key motivation for Trotskyist 

involvement in broad based campaigns and movements. The visibility of paper sellers, 

and their tendency to attempt to sell membership of their organisations, reinforces the 

                                                        

17 One anti-war activist noted an occasion when he had spotted a lone SWP organiser in a  small 

Sheffield Against War meeting sending text messages. Within fifteen minutes, and shortly 
before a vote, several party members ‘burst through the door’; ‘Orson’, interview, December 
2004.  

18 'Joe', interview, January 2005; 'Daniel', interview, August 2004.  

19 The understanding of a battle between the new and the old within the general movements 

comes to the fore in chapter eight. 

20 Revolution, 2002, What We Stand For. Manifesto Produced by Revolution National 

Committee. 
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idea that there is a mismatch in motivations. If Trotskyist involvement is seen as party 

building, and the party line is seen as revolutionary, then other participants who value 

the particular events for themselves will see Trotskyist involvement as cynical, which 

tends to produce a rejection of the RS frame as a whole. In all of these aspects there is 

significant difference between proponents of the RS frame and other currents running 

through the recent waves of contention.  

3. APPROPRIATIONS AND ‘MISAPPLICATIONS’ OF DIRECT ACTION 

Direct action, understood as unmediated, confrontational and prefigurative has 

been filled out with a number of political principles which allow activists to make sense 

of their action and feeds their critiques of the present society. Briefly these include: 

individual freedom and responsibility; the primacy of action over doctrine; the 

acceptance of the validity of alternative understandings; the need to reclaim power 

from the state-corporate nexus; the value of decentralised, non-hierarchical structures 

and a vision of direct consensual democracy. Connected with spectacular and creative 

action within a broad ranging movement there is obviously some potential for those 

working within other political traditions to be tempted to direct action as a tactic. I will 

briefly offer some indications of the limits on the contagion of tactical ideas when used 

in isolation from the surrounding DA frame. Within the general movements there are 

also tensions created by the confrontational attitude of direct action, the potential for 

insularity of affinity groups and collectives, and the difficulties of representation 

created by their particular forms of organising. These will also be explored. 

Contagious Direct Action? 

Within the RS frame, definitions of success in terms of convincing the broader 

movement of their case can rest on recruitment to particular organisations. Within the 

DA frame, however, propaganda replaces recruitment. Propaganda is produced by 

individuals or small groups rather than large centralised organisations. At events where 

many groups are doing direct actions some may produce literature and others may help 

to distribute it. However, such agreements are usually contingent on the content of the 

literature and there is certainly no pressure applied to people to spread others’ words. 

Largely, however, to the degree that activists utilising the DA frame consider that 

others should adopt their approach, they lead by example. There are two indications 

that practices at least have spread out from those who subscribe to the anti-

authoritarian focus of much of the DA frame. 
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In the first case, the revolutionary socialist youth organisation Revolution (closely 

related to Workers’ Power) have taken up the concept of ‘affinity groups’ with 

enthusiasm. Youth training camps have taken place across Europe with practical 

training in methods of confrontation.  These have included ‘chaining’ and ‘de-arrest’. 

The former is a particular way of linking arms in dynamic ranks in order to push 

against police lines. The latter is simply a case of hounding police if they are attempting 

to arrest a comrade, and physically blocking with enough bodies that the police are 

unable to complete the arrest. However, while the training may be nominally for ‘direct 

action’, and affinity groups formed in a decentralised manner, they retain a strongly 

socialist colouring. Rather, this must be understood merely as the borrowing of a 

particular action repertoire that fits in neatly with a focus on the need for workers’ 

militia within the RS frame. 

The second case of diffusion of direct action ideas is the claimed intention by Mark 

Curtis, as he joined World Development Movement as its new director, to lead the 

organisation to utilise more direct action.  As described in chapter five, the organisation 

is more closely associated with the dissemination of independent political and 

economic research that is strongly critical of the signing of various free trade treaties 

and the powers of the World Trade Organisation. However, Curtis attempted 

something of a shift in the organisation when he claimed, “We've seen the limits of 

traditional campaigning. It is the failure of the development lobby. We're now 

considering peaceful direct action.”21 A local member noted that,  

“[Curtis said] we need to, say, be going into supermarkets and putting 
stickers on their products with campaigning slogans on them… [but] 
every year, we negotiate with supermarkets and get permission, and get 
them to support us promoting fair trade in their stores, and so the initial 
response was oh yeah, we go around Tescos stores for eleven months of 
the year putting campaign stickers on, without even asking,  and then 
the twelfth month we ask if we can do a stall on fair-trade… I do think 
that people need to know that there is a gradation of levels of action and 

everyone should be given two or three chances to get on board first.”22 

This quotation makes it abundantly clear that, at least at local membership level, direct 

action was unlikely to take place within WDM. The notion that ‘everyone should be 

given a chance to get on board’ is opposed to the planning of confrontational direct 

action which attempts to force people’s behaviour in particular ways.   

                                                        

21 Quote from Tempest, M., 2004, “Louder than Words” in The Guardian, 5th August 2004. 

22 ‘Kenneth’, interview, January 2005.  
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The View from Outside 

Often, within the social movement literature, direct action groups are understood 

as a ‘radical wing’ of a broader movement. Scholars have noted a ‘radical flank effect’: 

the presence of radicals increases the chance of success for more moderate groups 

engaging with institutional political processes.23 While this picture undoubtedly has 

some merit within quite specific movements,24 it does not appear to be the case within 

the broader cycle of contention. Rather, proponents of the DA frame are ‘doing their 

own thing’ and often see their aims as notably different from those of activists within 

recognisably different currents. For their own part, activists in other sections of the 

movement have, at times, consciously distanced themselves from direct actions. This is 

most obviously the case with the ‘black blocs’ that have appeared at all the large 

mobilisations against international financial institutions. 

The black blocs are a particular form of direct action that appear to be quite distinct 

from the tactics engaged in by local proponents of the DA frame I have identified here. 

For instance, a widely distributed communiqué from a black bloc at the Seattle protests 

claimed, 

“We contend that property destruction is not a violent activity unless it 
destroys lives or causes pain in the process … When we smash a window, 
we aim to destroy the thin veneer of legitimacy that surrounds private 
property rights. At the same time, we exorcise that set of violent and 
destructive social relationships which has been imbued in almost 
everything around us. By ‘destroying’ private property, we convert its 
limited exchange value into an expanded use value. A storefront window 
becomes a vent to let some fresh air into the oppressive atmosphere of a 

retail outlet.”25 

While those working within the DA frame may well agree with this conception of 

violence, the symbolism of the actions described here do not fit easily with the hope for 

a direct impact. To be sure, ‘economic damage’ applied to a synecdoche, an action form 

we’ve seen frequently, may also be applied here. But of course, the cost of a broken 

                                                        

23 Gamson, W.A. & Meyer, D.S., 1996, “Framing Political Opportunity” in McAdam, McCarthy & 

Zald, eds., Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements, pp.288-9; Johnson, R., 2000, 
“Advocates and Activists: Conflicting Approaches on Nonproliferation and the Test Ban Treaty” 
in Florini, ed., The Third Force.  The Rise of Transnational Civil Society, (Japan Centre for 
International Exchange, Tokyo), pp. 49-81.  

24 Indeed, there is evidence that at least some of those involved in the anti-roads protest camps, 

where there was a clear alliance with those working through legal channels, perceived their own 
behaviour in this way; Wall, D., 1999, Earth First! and the Anti-Roads Movement. Radical 
Environmentalism and Comparative Social Movements, (Routledge, London), pp. 155-6. 

25 ACME Collective, 1999, N30 Black Bloc Communiqué.  Available at: 

http://www.geocities.com/kk_abacus/ACME.html; last accessed 05/05/03. 
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window to Nike or McDonalds is negligible. More importantly, this is not an argument 

used by the ACME Collective. 

There are further cases where more radical or confrontational actions might sit 

uneasily within the DA frame, which also cause tensions with the wider movements. 

The power of Critical Mass to cause disruption makes it an attractive tactic to highlight 

other issues. As reported above, critical mass was used extensively during protests 

against the second Gulf war.  Despite the economic disruption argument, it loses its 

obvious directness when used to portray a message clearly directed to the international 

sphere rather than the local.  Both critical masses and spontaneous blockades caused 

widespread traffic disruption.  The scale and commitment required for a genuine 

attempt to ‘Stop the City’ was never available. The aims of the actions were, therefore, 

reduced to an attempt win over bystanders.26  Given the inherently emotional issue and 

the preceding level of public debate and protest, opinions were already highly 

polarised; continuing disruption led to increasingly hostile bystander responses.  Some 

previously avid supporters of critical mass as direct action were led to accept that in 

this case the tactic was misplaced.  Indeed, this kind of ‘tactical stretching’ is explicitly 

criticised in the movement produced book Critical Mass.27 

The tensions that result from these ‘misapplications’ of direct action lead activists 

from other sections of the movement to believe that direct activists are simply intent on 

causing trouble.28 They are criticised because they are not sufficiently in control of their 

anger, nor considerate of the consequences in terms of the message put out to 

bystanders.  Such criticisms hint at a deeper disagreement. Because direct action is not 

intended to be primarily symbolic, activists engaged in it do not fear upsetting 

onlookers. The classic argument with respect to anti-war critical masses was that “that 

kind of direct action just pisses people off, and they’re exactly the sort of people we 

shouldn’t be pissing off - just ordinary people going to work.”29 ‘Orson’ was looking to 

further build a mass movement, on the basis that the more people involved the greater 

the chance of success. For those engaged in direct action, however, they did not see 

                                                        

26 It also be noted that the emotionality of protest also came to the fore here. Particularly on 

‘Day-X’ (see chapter 7) many demonstrations were clearly an expression of anger confronting 
the start of hostilities in Iraq, not a reasoned tactical move with particular aims. 

27 Carlsson, C., 2002, “Cycling Under the Radar - Assertive Desertion.” in Carlsson, ed. Critical 

Mass. Bicycling’s Defiant Celebration, (AK Press, Edinburgh), pp. 75-82. 

28 I use inverted commas because, of course, they are only misapplications from a particular 

point of view, here I imply the broadest understanding of the DA frame. However, it is not the 
purpose of this thesis to label any one interpretation more correct than any other. 

29 ‘Orson’, interview, December 2004.  
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their task as primarily converting people to the cause.  Potential converts also had a 

moral responsibility to take action but had already chosen not to. Non-participation 

created a divide that, at least during the moment of action, need not be bridged. 

A continuing political tension exists between proponents of DA and traditional 

Trotskyist activists over which agents hold the power to fundamentally challenge the 

status quo.  The socialist frame, as described earlier, holds the position that revolution 

is the goal, and mass working class action is the means.  For DA activists, alternatively, 

any particular action may be held of value in challenging the status quo, for a complex 

of goals are present.  Even those activists focused on revolution consider that this may 

be achieved through the autonomous actions of disparate groups with disparate 

identities and grievances.  For instance, in arguing over the value of a particular direct 

action in the anti-war movement one activist referred back to the 1968 uprisings across 

France as being sparked by one university occupation by four students.  The standard 

argument against this emanating from the socialist frame is that such actions are 

‘elitist’.  For DA activists, agency lies firmly with the individual, and their actions as 

parts of small groups and communities.  This is in stark contrast to the socialist frame’s 

emphasis on class based action, where consciousness of one’s relationship with all 

other workers is a prerequisite to successful action. 

The charge of ‘elitism’ is levied for a number of reasons. First, direct actions require 

training and planning within small groups. Second, they tend to be relatively high-risk 

(in terms of arrest or injury); people may have good reason not to want to take part. 

Third, particular actions are not necessarily advertised in advance, so even those who 

want to take part cannot.30 The primary response within the DA frame is simply that 

anyone is free to form a group and take on similar actions. By acting, a particular 

affinity group is highly unlikely to disrupt another groups’ actions and in the context of 

large numbers of autonomous actions, is likely to provide ‘cover’ in terms of using up 

police resources and thereby increasing the chances of success of another groups 

actions.31 To the degree that groups are willing to coordinate in convergence centres, 

this effect can be compounded. 

Within the anti-war movement there were a number of attempts to create ‘mass 

direct action’. ‘Foil the base’,  ‘Day X’ (see chapter seven) and the ‘Independence Ball’ 

serve as examples of this: 

                                                        

30 ‘Orson’, interview, December 2004.  

31 One detailed case of direct action within the anti-war movement will be used to explore these 

issues in much greater depth in chapter seven. 
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“We can ‘foil the base’ - disrupt satellite signals at the base - by having as 
much foil in the air as possible...  This is the centre of the military 
machine - if only a fraction of the people marching in London take 

action at military bases the war will become unworkable.”32 

Two events have taken place at NSA Menwith Hill, a US listening station in Yorkshire 

that won prizes for its intelligence gathering during the first Gulf War are worth noting.  

‘Foil the Base’ in March 2003 drew about 1000 participants flying foil kites and 

balloons and wearing foil dresses and hats.  It was preceded by kite making workshops 

and the like all over South Yorkshire where people formed informal affinity groups with 

people they were travelling with.  Explicitly supported by the Sheffield Stop the War 

Coalition (along with a march in London on the same day) this was an unusual direct 

action because it was planned very publicly with an effort made to get as many 

participants to the site as possible.  The second on 4th July 2003 was billed as 

‘Independence from America Day - Gatecrashers Ball’.  Again aimed at a mass of 

people, this was not quite direct action as portrayed in the media.  Nevertheless, a key 

CAAB member (Campaign for Accountability of American Airbases) repeatedly 

entreated people to walk as close to the fence as possible, encouraging attempts to 

break into the base.  Repeated addresses to ‘those inside the base’, by speakers, was 

also indicative of an attempt by organisers to directly affect their target audiences. 

However, to the degree that these actions avoided elitism, they were not, in fact, 

particularly direct actions. The practical possibilities for direct action at an airbase are 

limited in any case, to either breaking into the base (and possibly causing damage to 

equipment) or to a blockade. The claim in the quotation above, that the presence of 

enough foil would disrupt the signals into the base did not seem to be widely believed. 

It was taken as an excuse for carnivalesque protest involving spectacle, giving the event 

a atmosphere of party rather than protest. Wide advertising ensured a very heavy police 

presence, thus making it practically impossible to cross the fences into the base. 

Blockades have generally been most successful when activists know how long each 

other are willing to stay and whether they will risk arrest. With a large group this 

knowledge is not possible and the blockade is likely to break down more quickly. Yet 

the hopes had been for some form of direct action. As one organiser told me, “Maybe 

two million marched in London to tell the politicians to stop the war. It failed, but yet 

there was still another London march. We got maybe four to five thousand at Menwith 

Hill. What if there had been a hundred thousand? Even fifty thousand?”33 Daniel clearly 

had a vision of a mass direct action that would have involved greater numbers, he may 

                                                        

32 ‘Foil the Base’, flyer distributed in Sheffield, June-July 2003. 

33 'Daniel', interview, August 2004.  
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rather have seen protesters breaking the fences through sheer weight of numbers than 

through the careful planning and close group work that usually marks successful direct 

action. Yet the problems would remain. The DA frame contains repertoires of action 

and modes of organising that depend on small groups with well defined shared aims 

that seem problematic in the context of large group action. 

4. LIBERAL AMBIGUITIES: THE RADICAL AND THE MASS 

The historical material presented in chapter five described a particular combination 

of institutional action and popular protest as characteristic of the RL frame. I 

abstracted a detailed set of beliefs and values that shape issue-specific argumentation 

within the frame. The frame contains a vision of ‘good capitalism’ in which a set of basic 

human rights would be respected. These are morally justified on the grounds of human 

equality. As a result, unequal relationships that offer scant opportunity for the 

satisfaction of even basic needs are the primary target of critique. The abuse of power is 

understood as intertwined with adherence to economic theories described as dogma 

within the frame. The potential for overcoming dogma is seen in democratic 

institutions which may operate in both political and economic spheres, at every level 

from the local to the global. I argue that there is a tendency to work within institutional 

structures that is bolstered by a pragmatic attitude and the respect for professional 

expertise. At the same time, however, there is a willingness to utilise moral pressure 

and public protest. It is now necessary, therefore, to examine the meaning that popular 

protest has within the frame. As both the RS and DA frames are centred on non-

institutional forms of action it is unsurprising that attitudes to protest within the RL 

frame have a strong impact on the relationships between various strands of the 

movement informed by these frames. That is, their orientation to particular forms of 

protest action flows directly from the desire for social change explicated by their 

analyses. I first argue that the RL frame does not automatically favour popular protest 

as a method of achieving social change. Indeed the ambiguous relationship between the 

frame and popular protest usefully foregrounds tensions within the frame itself. I will 

then examine the related usage of the labels ‘radical’ and ‘reformist’, which will greatly 

aid understanding of the intra-movement dynamics that appear in the following 

chapters. 

Radical Liberalism and Social Change 

The RL frame contains a number of apparent barriers to the wilful use of popular 

protest in order to create social change. These relate to the nature of the issues, the 

particular emphases of the frame, and the tradition that has informed proponents of 
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the frame. I will discuss each of these briefly before moving onto more positive 

justifications for certain types of action. 

The first barrier is that the majority of the issues with which the RL frame is 

primarily concerned are self-consciously altruistic. This accentuates the effects of 

Olsen’s ‘collective action problem’, cited in chapter one. Recognising this problem, 

Monbiot borrows the notion of empowerment I have identified with the DA frame, 

arguing that it is through the joy of collective endeavour and exercise of agency that 

individuals will be enticed to participate.34 However, this is intended as a proposal for 

encouraging broader participation and does not closely match the justifications given 

by local activists working within the RL frame. Second, it contains a strong bias, 

through the pragmatic attitude, towards utilising the institutional structures that are 

currently available. Third, the strong tradition of national and international lobbying, 

made more effective by the command of particular forms of expertise, orients the 

organisations attached to this frame firmly in this direction. Fourth, the emphasis on 

empirical knowledge and thoughtful action fits uneasily with the strongly emotive 

character of street protest. 

Nevertheless, the development agencies, environmental organisations and 

grassroots campaigners see campaigning and protest as an appropriate mode of action. 

Christian Aid, for instance, claim on their youth-directed website that  “Popular protest 

looks like hard work – but it does the job… ‘the structural causes of poverty’… are the 

basic, underlying reasons why so many people are being cheated, and left on and below 

the breadline. Campaigning is the only really effective way to deal with them.”35 And, as 

described above, with reference to the planning of the Jubilee 2000 campaign, it is 

frequently assumed that without popular pressure in powerful democratic states 

lobbying work will be limited. Those who self-consciously form a ‘global civil society’ 

have always made claims to represent, on the one hand, those who through 

powerlessness cannot represent themselves, and on the other a moral constituency in 

the wealthy nations. Often lacking in any formal system of democratic representation, 

however, most organisations must rely on pressure applied through popular protest to 

ground these claims. From this point of view, the utility of popular protest is to 

strengthen the hand of NGOs within the institutions of global governance. This is 

another facet of the radical flank effect described above. 

                                                        

34 Monbiot, G., 2003, The Age of Consent. A Manifesto for a New World Order, (Flamingo, 

London), pp. 249-254. 

35 Christian Aid, undated, “We Want Change” on PressureWorks, available at: 

http://www.pressureworks.org/dosomething/why/we_want_change.html; last accessed: 
15/08/05. 

http://www.pressureworks.org/dosomething/why/index.html
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The more direct potential of protest actions may also be appreciated within the RL 

frame. Within the current cycle of contention the exchange of stories of successful 

action from the global south are frequently used to affirm the purpose and methods of 

the general movement. In a series of publications, WDM document uprisings 

understood as direct responses to the policies of the IMF and World Bank, the latest 

including 25 country studies. In doing so, they “chart and publicise the fact that 

resistance is possible, that it is world-wide, and that it may eventually prove able to 

create real opportunities … to open up new 'spaces' for alternative processes.” 36 

Expressing a popular sentiment in the general movement, ‘Kenneth’ claimed: “we’ve 

got incredible power that we’re not using. There’s all this energy, all this power, there’s 

six billion of us, compared with a few hundred thousand of them, when you boil it 

down, and we’re letting them get away with it, just because they’ve got money.”37 

Proving his point, he used an example of popular action against increases in electricity 

prices that were part of government preparations for privatisation in South Africa. The 

climax of that campaign had been the massed poor demonstrating at a local political 

leader’s house, cutting off his electricity and nailing all their summonses for non-

payment of bills to his door. This is confrontational, non-violent civil disobedience and 

would fit well within the DA frame. But ‘Kenneth’ sees his own action in terms of 

raising awareness and putting pressure on British political institutions. To make sense 

of this within the RL frame we return us to two reoccurring notions: first, the idea that 

action must take place on the basis of a grounded, empirical understanding of a 

situation, and second, that one must start from the situation one currently finds oneself 

in, rather than an idea of how one would like it to be. In relation to the latter, one local 

activist explained,  

“You’ve got your circle of influence and your circle of interest. They 
overlap, but some things you’re interested in you just can’t influence. So 
the influence I can have on parts of the world thousands of miles away is 
limited to things like buying fair trade… Here I might have more 
influence through joining a political party … I might not like all of their 
policies but if I don’t join I can’t influence them at all. So you’ve always 
got to start from what you can currently do, and if there’s something you 
really want to change, you need to work out how to expand your circle of 

influence to include those things.”38 

                                                        

36 Ellis-Jones, M., 2003, States of Unrest III. Resistance to IMF and World Bank Policies in 

Poor Countries, available at: 
http://www.wdm.org.uk/campaigns/cambriefs/debt/stateunrest3/unrest3e.htm; last accessed: 
12/08/05. 

37 ‘Kenneth’, interview, January 2005. 

38 ‘Florence’, field notes, informal discussion, Sheffield, July 2003. 

http://www.wdm.org.uk/campaigns/cambriefs/debt/stateunrest3/unrest3e.htm
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Combined with the understanding of protest in the rich world as largely altruistic, these 

notions bifurcate the justifications for protest. Situated in poor countries, and 

struggling against injustice that directly affects them, protest may be justified in a sense 

apparently close to that found within the DA frame. Situated in the UK, protest is 

usually justified as a way of influencing decision makers. Evaluation of such influence 

may rest on connections with lobbying organisations. For others there is a strong hope 

that making a public moral claim will, of itself, serve to influence decision makers. Even 

this justification, however, can sink far into the background so that the protest becomes 

simply an avenue through which to make a moral statement, whether it is heeded or 

not. Chapter seven will present the clearest example of the latter, in which the intention 

to ‘make my voice heard’ was an often repeated rationalisation of anti-war protest. 

There will be a number of obvious parallels with the first wave of CND during which a 

combination of urgency, moral abhorrence and a belief in the unique position of the 

British government to change the course of events brought thousands to the streets. 

One further justification for action for social change will further demonstrate the 

centrality of the anti-dogma position within the frame. The belief in the intricate 

relationship between dogmatic knowledge and the self-interested exercise of power 

confronts the activist with the need to rethink truths and re-imagine their 

understanding of the world. In repetition of a common theme from across all three 

frameworks, activists see themselves as facing an uphill battle to help others avoid a 

blinkered worldview, provided by elite powers, and come to a more accurate 

understanding. However, whereas the other frames are more prescriptive about what 

that understanding might be, the RL frame is strongly attached to the idea that ‘people 

should think for themselves’: 

“what I’m really focused on now, is the need to open people’s eyes, 
you’ve got to help them go on a journey, but where that journey is going, 

where it will lead, is up to them.”39  

 “I’ve worked all my life in adult education and I think people just need 
that space and that time to think things through for themselves, which 

they don’t get in their everyday lives.”40  

“The most important thing is people questioning stuff. Because once you 
start questioning stuff then wherever you go, at least you’ve questioned 

the status quo.”41 

Each of these quotations demonstrates a very high value on the individual capacity for 

thought. The route to social change, from this point of view, is encouraging the 

                                                        

39 Anon., field notes, informal discussion, Sheffield, September 2004. 

40 ‘Graham’, field notes, informal discussion, Sheffield, March 2004. 

41 ‘Orson’, interview, December 2004.  
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willingness and ability to question current structures and power relationships. The 

moral outcry of popular protest might be interpreted, therefore, as a way of presenting 

an alternative understanding of the world in order to encourage thought. In their 

personal experiences of large demonstrations, however, we find the deepest 

ambivalence: 

“if you want to get the argument across there’s no point in trying to do 
that through the medium of a large crowd, there’s something about the 
lowest common denominator in a crowd which is … completely brain 
deadening … [in the past] the biggest noise, and the best banners and 
placards, were from the SWP and they would take over the sound of the 
event with their single ‘Maggie, Maggie, Maggie, Out, Out, Out’, which is 
alright, but its about as brain-switched-off as you can get in terms of 

campaigning argument.”42 

The simplifications of slogans and banners fit uneasily, therefore, within the RL frame. 

The urgency and injustice of a particular situation can, as we have seen, be used to 

justify many different forms of pressurising political elites. Participation in broad 

movements is therefore seen as one element of campaigning for social change. 

Simultaneously, however, there is a deep distrust of this as an effective method. The 

longer-term goals of those working within the RL frame are to encourage critique at the 

individual level. This notion is clearly akin to those of recruitment in the RS frame and 

propaganda in the DA frame; i.e. it is the basis of the reproduction of the frame in wider 

populations. 

The View from Outside 

Social movement ideas are defined in opposition. Within contemporary movements 

for social justice and peace we regularly find a double-opposition in determining 

political positions. The first (and overriding) opposition is targeted at the proponents of 

neoliberal globalization, which is seen, across the contemporary movements, as the 

source of great and increasing injustice. It is this that gives the current ‘movement of 

movements’ a semblance of unity. Within the unity we find a second opposition, which 

is against other strands of the movement. While this second opposition should not be 

overdrawn, it proves useful in understanding the particularity of the sets of beliefs that 

motivate contentious action, and give meaning to participants’ worldviews. 

Within the contemporary movements, activists who utilise the RL frame may be 

labelled ‘reformists’, ‘liberals’ or ‘mainstream’ each with an implied critique that their 

ideas are not ‘radical enough’. At this point it is possible to determine the criteria of 

radicality that proponents might define. From the RS frame, radicality requires a 

                                                        

42 ‘Kenneth’, interview, January 2005.  
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commitment to a replacement of those currently inhabiting positions of structural 

power with organisations of the working class. From the DA frame, it means a complete 

scepticism about the possibility of working with those currently inhabiting positions of 

structural power without one’s project being co-opted or otherwise rendered 

meaningless. Those most likely to brand proponents of the RL frame reformist are, of 

course, the self-identified revolutionaries. This indicates the opposed starting points of 

the two frames. The RS frame begins with the certainty that class antagonism must 

necessarily lead to revolution where the RL frame centres on a claim that the only 

realistic way forward is to engage constructively with the currently existing structures 

of power. This is made abundantly clear, for instance, in a review of Monbiot’s Age of 

Consent. The review appeared in the Fifth International, a journal set up by the British 

Trotskyist group Workers Power, and argued that the work aroused interest: “not 

because of what it proposes we should do - it is because of what it tells us not to do.  It 

is a bourgeois programme with bourgeois aims.  It would reduce the anti-capitalist 

movement to a helpless and incoherent pressure group.”43 Monbiot (along with other 

leading figures from this section of the movement such as Walden Bello and Kevin 

Danaher) also face criticism from the other direction. One explicitly anarchist direct 

actionist argued that such figures wrongly legitimate democratized states and 

marginalise the stronger part of the movement by distancing themselves from the black 

blocs on marches. Tellingly, the notion that RL proponents are wrong in targeting only 

“global capital gone awry” rather than offering an explicit critique of the very idea of 

power is also raised.44 However, from the perspective of the RL frame these notions of 

radicalism are misplaced, in relation to violence, one local activist quotes Vaclav Havel, 

who argued that “It is not that we should shy away from the idea of violent political 

overthrow because the idea seems too radical, but on the contrary, because it is not 

radical enough.”45 Influenced by the ideas of pacifism, violence is commonly perceived 

as counter-productive. At one level, this relates to the use of violence on 

demonstrations creating negative images in the media. At a much more general level, 

the use of violence to achieve change is understood to be self-justifying and self-

reproducing. Thus, states based on violent overthrow are understood as having a 

continuing basis on fear of violence in order to rule.  

                                                        

43 Brenner, R. & Dewar, J., 2003, “Anticapitalist Manifestos: Mobiot, Albert and Callinicos” in 

Fifth International: Journal of the League for the Fifth International 1, p., 107. 

44 Anon., 2002, “Anti-Capitalism as Ideology, and as Movement?” in Aufheben 10, available at: 

http://www.geocities.com/nowar_buttheclasswar/aufheben_articles.html; last accessed: 
10/10/2003. 

45 Vaclav Havel, quoted by ‘Basil’, field notes, informal discussion, Sheffield, July 2005. 

http://www.geocities.com/nowar_buttheclasswar/aufheben_articles.html#_ftn47
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There are two lessons we can learn from perceptions that exist among other 

sections of the broader movement which, while critical, nevertheless have an 

understanding of the radical liberal frame rooted in a history of shared practices, 

shared opponents and political debate. The simplest lesson is a difference in attitude 

that colours the arguments and action of activists within each frame. Frames are not 

purely rational constructions, but much meaning is found through habitual 

interpretations that are based more in affective approach than in cognitive reflection. I 

have described both the RS and DA approaches as being imbued with a deeply 

oppositional or antagonistic attitude. By contrast, the RL frame is coloured by 

pragmatic and negotiatory attitudes. By this I do not imply that the values of the frame 

are up for negotiation in any practical setting; on the contrary, we have seen strong 

value attachments at the core of this frame. However, those values imply both a 

necessity for listening and understanding that forestalls detached opposition, and an 

approach that seeks solutions in the here and now, for those who are, of necessity, 

embroiled in the structures which they oppose. This makes ‘radical’ antagonism a 

strategy that is counterintuitive, counterproductive and high-risk from within the RL 

frame. 

Our second lesson is that we should, indeed, consider liberal ideology as the 

backdrop to the radical liberal frame. While we may remain sceptical of Fukuyama’s 

claims for the global victory of liberalism,46 it has certainly achieved dominance as the 

mainstream ideological structure in Anglo-American political thought. The labelling of 

many within the RL frame as liberals or mainstream implies that they are not 

considered to be a fundamental challenge to the dominant political ideas and therefore, 

presumably share some of the core principles of liberalism. However, locating the RL 

frame within the ideology of liberalism is problematic. First, recent developments in the 

ideology have been of a deeply philosophical nature and take place at much more 

abstracted level of political thought than is typically the case within the movement 

setting. Second, partly because of its position as the mainstream structure for Anglo-

American political thought and action, liberalism’s development has been diverted in 

many different directions with many different emphases.  

5. CONCLUSIONS 

It is clear from this chapter that there are a number of tensions between the three 

orientational frames described in the thesis. At times, different combinations of frames 

                                                        

46 Fukuyama, F., 1992, The End of History and the Last Man, (London, Penguin). 
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appear to be in broad agreement, for instance the confrontational attitude of the DA 

and RS frames, or the maintenance of individuality in the RL and DA frames. At others 

each seems to have an entirely distinct perspective. The overriding difference concerns 

the way in which social change is understood as achievable within each frame. This has 

two distinct elements. First, while each assumes that a critical perspective needs to be 

adopted by many more people from outside of the movements, this is understood 

through different processes. For the RS frame recruitment is essential in order to bring 

others to a consciousness of their class position. For the DA frame propaganda spreads 

a particular understanding of the world that will lead bystanders to taking action 

among their own groups. For the RL frame it is the mission to ‘make people think’, 

encouraging questioning of the status quo, that will bring movement successes. The 

interesting commonalty here is that each frame has a belief in the efficacy of belief. 

That is, they understand their own action as motivated by political analysis, and 

therefore assume that spreading that analysis will increase the potential for success 

among the movements. The second aspect of understanding the process of social 

change relates to more concrete tactical matters. While particular situations may lead 

to the use of different tactics, each frame has a distinctive tendency.  

The current cycle of contention creates a number of spaces where the three frames 

encounter each other. Strategic and tactical differences come to the fore where there is 

a need to make collective decisions. This is exacerbated by the different approaches to 

decision making and democracy and the understanding of the nature of ‘the movement’ 

itself from within the different frames. Understanding such tensions as inherent in the 

organisations of ideas within orientational frames will be particularly illuminating 

when we move to understanding particular phases in the development of particular 

movements. It is to this task that I now turn. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

A GIVEN UNITY: THE UK ANTI-WAR MOVEMENT, 2001-
2003 

 “There may still be two superpowers on the planet: the United 
States and world public opinion.”1 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The anti-war movement was marked by massive international participation and an 

apparent unity of purpose built on a broad diversity of social, cultural and political 

backgrounds. The early history of the movement, a phase focused on contesting the 

justification for the invasion of Afghanistan, is described below as a process of network-

building at both national and local levels. This process enabled the creation of a much 

bigger movement across the UK in the phase of contention that focused on the Third 

Gulf War.2 Throughout the chapter I intersperse discussion of events and trends at 

local, national and international levels. While the bulk of my analysis is the result of 

ethnographic fieldwork in a very specific, local setting, it is impossible to consider this 

separately from the broader movement. A series of international, national and regional 

events drawing many thousands of participants punctuated the local efforts to state the 

case against war. They offered a reason to mobilise and a timetable for action. The 

national demonstrations also offered to activists the knowledge that their locality was 

not alone. Comparing ‘scores’ (‘how many coaches from Birmingham?’, ‘how many 

from Manchester?’) positioned the local organisers within a national movement. It also 

gave an indication of the breadth of the movement in more than numerical terms (‘did 

you hear about the Edale coach? A village of wealthy, middle-aged people living in the 

countryside, and even they’re bringing a full coach.’).3 Understanding the local level of 

                                                        

1 Tyler, P.E., 2003, “Threats and Response: A New Power in the Streets” in New York Times, 

17/02/2003. 

2 I shall adopt the following conventions for discussing the various wars in which Iraq has been 

involved: the First Gulf War refers to that between Iran and Iraq in 1980-88; the Second Gulf 
War refers to that between Iraq and a US-led coalition following the invasion of Kuwait in 1990; 
and the Third Gulf War, around which the presently considered anti-war movement was mostly 
focused, was that between Iraq and a US-led coalition in 2003. 

3 These are all commonly heard sentiments from multiple demonstrations; field notes, 

September 2002, February 2003. 
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action cannot, therefore, be drawn away from the development of the national 

movement. Like the activists involved, I take the scale of the national movement as an 

indication that broadly similar processes occurred in many other UK cities. This 

interpretation is supported by participation in national and international events 

focused on deliberation rather than protest.4 

Utilising the orientational frames developed in the previous chapters enables my 

analysis of the anti-war movement to investigate the creation of unity out of diversity. 

Section three argues that there was indeed a great deal of unity on a number of simple 

propositions, and demonstrates the way in which these propositions were arrived at 

from within different perspectives. I will also argue that some of the most notable 

difficulties produced by political diversity were centred not on analysis of reasons for 

war but the strategy required for stopping it. Section four investigates prominent 

strategic debates occurring at both the national and local levels.  

2. A SHORT HISTORY OF THE UK ANTI-WAR MOVEMENT 

From Afghanistan to Iraq 

Over one million people marched in London on Saturday 15th February 2003, 

joining 10-12 million marching in between 300 and 600 towns and cities worldwide.5 

This was the climax of participation in a movement that, as was explained in chapter 

two, was born immediately after the terrorist attacks of September 11th 2001 (911) and 

was built partially on pre-existing movements. However, the increase in size that 

created what will presently be referred to as the anti-war movement implies that for the 

vast majority of participants, involvement began at some point in late 2001 (protesting 

                                                        

4 For instance, debates at both ESF I in Florence and the National StWC Conference in London 

and appeared to mirror those taking place at the local level; field notes, November 2001; 
January 2003. 

5 As always, estimate numbers of marchers are subject to  massive variation; these are among 

the most common figures available from a variety of sources: Murray, A., & German, L., 2005, 
Stop the War. The Story of Britain’s Biggest Mass Movement, (Bookmarks, London); Smith, J., 
2004, “The World Social Forum and the challenges of global democracy” in Global Networks 
4(4), p.413; Fisk, R., 2003, “A million march in London but, faced with disaster, the Arabs are 
like mice” in The Independent, 18th February 2003, Harris, P., 2003, “People Power Takes to 
the World’s Streets” in The Guardian 16th February 2003 . According to a Guardian/ICM poll, 
F15 drew individuals from 1.25 million households; cited in Doherty, B., Plows, A. & Wall, D., 
2003, “’The Preferred Way of Doing Things’: The British Direct Action Movement” in 
Parliamentary Affairs 56, p. 684. 
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against the conflict in Afghanistan) or  in mid-late 2002 (protesting against the 

impending Third Gulf War).6 

While participation was much higher in opposing the war in Iraq than the war in 

Afghanistan, there are obvious and concrete continuities that suggest that, in the UK at 

least, we should view these as two phases of the same movement. Contrary to what is a 

pervasive misunderstanding among commentators and later participants alike, the UK 

Stop the War Coalition (StWC) defined itself in opposition to the war on terror and was 

focused more broadly, therefore, than either particular war.7 StWC remained the 

central national organisation throughout the period of study. The growth of key 

organisations at the local level should also be understood as an immediate response to 

the war on terror. The Sheffield Anti-War Coalition8 was formed on 6th October 2001; 

the coalition included “representatives from (among others) CND, Peace Forum, 

Sheffield Green Party, Sheffield Socialist Alliance, and the Palestinian Solidarity 

Campaign.”9 During that month anti-war groups formed in at least six localities within 

Sheffield’s borders, as well as four categorical groups (for university students, women, 

education workers and health workers). These were to number among the longest-

running and most active groups in the area. 

The UK campaign against war in Afghanistan included national demonstrations of 

about 20,000 participants in October and perhaps 50,000 in November 2001.10 Local 

mobilisation sowed the organisational seeds for the later, larger events: “from the 

Afghanistan war to the Iraq war, we started an organisation, we started the local 

networks, we learned things, talked about things, and built up the momentum… the 

Afghan campaign helped build the later stages.” 11 The organisational input initially 

came largely from people who were already politically active and had a variety of 

political goals. The first smaller local groups sprang up where there were key activists 

                                                        

6 While tens of thousands of protesters had marched in London in April it wasn’t until possible 

400,000 joined the national march of 28th September 2002 that it became obvious that 
concerted local activism in the meantime had massively swelled the ranks of anti-war protests. 

7 ‘Orson’, interview, December 2004; see also the brief introduction to the anti-war movement 

in chapter two. 

8 Later this was generally called Sheffield Against War (SAW), and later still the Sheffield Stop 

the War Coalition. I will refer to the group throughout as Sheffield Against War, or SAW. 

9 SAW Press Release, 8/10/01. 

10  The latter figure is particularly evasive, with the organisers estimating 100,000 and the police 

15,000. John Vidal gives this some interesting consideration in The Guardian. (Vidal, in The 
Guardian, 22/11/01). 

11 ‘Kara’, interview, December 2004; ‘Harriet’ offered an identical analysis of this period, 

interview, December 2004.   
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who were already politically engaged. Those political engagements came from across 

the spectrum of political ideas represented in Part II above, taking in committed 

Trotskyists, direct activists and members of the Green Party whose ideas appear to fit 

with the RL frame. Because many of the groups and individuals involved had also been 

active in the preceding anti-globalisation and social justice movements, this offers a 

solid indication of the political continuity that grounds my interpretation of these 

various movements as a coherent cycle of contention.12  

Within three days of war in Afghanistan being declared ‘over’ a new threat emerged. 

The US wrote a letter to the UN Security Council outlining the fact that they may need 

to take further military action to pursue the goal of self-defence. While not explicit this 

was interpreted in some quarters to imply Iraq.13 The following January, George W. 

Bush’s state of the union address infamously included Iraq within the ‘axis of evil’. The 

address was widely interpreted as broadening the focus of the war on terrorism, and 

giving it a new basis in the attempt to control the proliferation of ‘weapons of mass 

destruction’.14 The idea that Iraq was being lined up as a potential military adversary in 

the very near future was touted.15 By the first national anti-war demonstration after the 

end of the Afghan war, on 3rd March 2002, those working in the anti-war movement 

saw it as an obvious fact: “Iraq is the next target. Plans are underway to attack another 

impoverished population. And one that has already been the victim of over 10 years of 

brutal sanctions, that have decimated the Iraqi people's standards of living, shortening 

life expectancy by over 20 years.”16  

Between the liberation of Kabul and the March mobilisation in London the nature 

of the anti-war coalition had developed.  For two months the focus of discussion was 

not the possibility of war in Iraq; in fact, while there were occasional posting of relevant 

information and rumours on the email discussion list, some saw it as highly unlikely: 

“obviously the linking of Afghanistan to 911 was fairly tenuous, but the linking Iraq to it 

                                                        

12 This impression is also supported by quantitative work around the F15 demonstration; 

Sloboda, J., & Doherty, B., 2004, “The Human Face of Political Dissent. What we know about 
the anti-war marchers of February 2003.”, Oxford Research Group Briefing Papers; available 
at: http://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/publications/briefings/iraqprotest.htm; last 
accessed: 14/10/05.  

13 Whittaker, B., 2001, “Letter to UN alarms Arab states” in The Guardian, 10/10/01.  

14 Harnden, T., 2002 “Bush readies US for struggle with the ‘axis of evil’: State of the Union” in 

The Daily Telegraph, 31/01/02. 

15 Clark, J. and Mahnaimi, U., 2002, “Bush trains his military sights on the Iran-Iraq 'axis of evil' 

War on terrorism” in The Sunday Times, 03/02/02. 

16 StWC Leaflet, February 2002. 

http://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/publications/briefings/iraqprotest.htm
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was extremely tenuous.”17 For many activists within the movement that was a period of 

rest. Nevertheless, the creation of a network of people who had worked together, and 

the practicalities of communication, venues, funds, printing facilities, and so on had 

already been temporarily solved. When the threat to Iraq became obvious, these groups 

could reform with very little costs in time or money. 18  Yet there was also a shift in 

focus, and a development in the depth of the positions taken by many in the anti-war 

movement. 

Many of those who remained very active worked with the PSC within SAW and 

switched their focus to the Palestine-Israel conflict. Well-attended demonstrations were 

held locally and nationally in support of the Palestinian cause. The Israeli government, 

in supporting the war on terror, claimed added justification for military incursions into 

the West Bank and Gaza Strip, and the focus of the anti-war coalition naturally 

followed. On the national level this helped to cement the relationship between the Stop 

the War Coalition and the Muslim Association of Britain. On the local level the focus on 

Palestine won support from Arabic diasporas: “There was a tremendous almost 

uprising in solidarity with the Palestinians among the Yemenis here in Sheffield ... in 

some ways one of the best things that came out of the whole anti-war movement in 

Sheffield was the close working relationship we had with them, and they continued to 

be part of the much broader movement.”19 The building of trust within this network, in 

addition to the obvious mobilisation resources that could be offered, led to a mutually 

reinforcing relationship between the Palestinian cause and network building among 

Arabic communities. However, the relative low visibility of the broader movement in 

this period resulted in surprise and confusion among both the mainstream media, and 

some sections of the anti-war movement at the closeness of the ties between the issues 

at the major international demonstrations.20 

Towards 15th February and Day-X 

Clearly, while there were some qualitative continuities the period before the Third 

Gulf War also saw a massive quantitative rise in participation. For some it was the 

manner of the prosecution of war in Afghanistan that led to deeper involvement in the 

                                                        

17 ‘Kara’, interview, December 2004.  

18 ‘Harriet’,  interview, December 2004.  

19 ‘Eldon’, interview, February 2005.  

20 For instance, at the F15 march one local peace activist was particularly angered by the chants 

of ‘Victory to the Intifada’ arguing that it was a source of confusion for people who were 
marching for peace, to find themselves aligned with people supporting a violent uprising; ‘Pete’, 
field notes, February 2003. 
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second phase of the movement. ‘Orson’, for instance, who later became central to SAW, 

was initially ambivalent about the justice of the Afghanistan war: 

“When it came to Afghanistan I was unsure but still walked over to the 
demo, and there was ‘Bee’ speaking to the people and I was just one of 
the punters ... but I wasn’t decided ... with Afghanistan if they went in 
and they put loads of money in, like build this country up, and really put 
in the investment necessary and I thought well maybe that’s gonna be 
okay … but it was all bullshit, there was a token effort to reconstruct but 

nothing beyond that, so when it came to Iraq I thought no way.”21 

Myriad such justifications were offered, many more activists became involved and there 

was a blossoming of new local anti-war groups. The spring and summer of 2002 saw a 

crescendo of protest events appealing against plans for war in Iraq.  Approximately 

400,000 marching in London in September, with simultaneous protests in many cities 

in Europe and the US, appeared at the time to be an immense achievement.  

With the quantitative shift came thousands more voices, from different 

backgrounds and various levels of prior political experience. The demonstrations 

against the Afghanistan war were already being reported as involving a diverse base of 

participants22 and as the scale increased so did the awareness of the diversity of both 

social and religious backgrounds and political views included. In terms of media impact 

this became an overriding theme. The precise political nature of such differences, and 

the challenges that it created within the movement, will be explored in detail 

throughout this chapter. However, a brief examination of the media impact of the 

major demonstrations, in particular those on 28th September 2002 and 15th February 

2003 highlights the importance of the theme of diversity in the movement. An 

electronic search of five UK newspapers23 showed only one report of the September 

demonstration before the event, in The Independent.  Newspapers were reporting the 

coming F15 demonstration as early as the 13th February, with The Telegraph including 

a comment titled ‘I’ll be seeing you at the march, Saturday’ explaining why Telegraph 

readers should be taking part. On the 15th itself, each of the newspapers I examined 

included reports. The Times included four articles on the demonstration and a map of 

the march route. Reports or comments directly addressing the September 28th march 

appeared in four papers on the Sunday and three on the Monday, with a total of 

                                                        

21 ‘Orson’, interview, December 2004.  

22 Stuart, J., 2001, “Peace Demonstration - London anti- war march attracts 15,000” in The 

Independent, 22/11/01. 

23 There follows, briefly, the results of a simple media analysis, carried out using the NewsBank 

search facility, focusing on the following newspapers: The Daily Mail, The Mail on Sunday, The 
Times, The Sunday Times, The Telegraph, The Telegraph on Sunday, The Guardian, The 
Observer, The Independent and The Independent on Sunday. 
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approximately 5,500 words and just a few other articles addressed the arguments of the 

anti-war movement. The Sunday and Monday papers after F15 were awash with reports 

and analysis, and if we include articles that discussed the anti-war movement without 

explicitly reporting the F15 events, between 13th - 18th February we find over 70,000 

words written on the issues. 

The twin themes that appeared predominant in reporting of the events were the 

diversity of the participants, and the moderation of the majority. The Sunday Times 

titled one of its reports ‘Middle England Masses in London’, while The Mail on Sunday 

claimed: “This was above all a demonstration for people who never go on 

demonstrations… Many were what used to be termed the silent majority - the middle 

class, often middle-aged men and women who have disdained active protest all their 

lives.”24 This may be a somewhat inaccurate reflection, however, and there is some 

evidence to suggest that the greater phenomenon taking place was the ‘re-activiation’ of 

many individuals who had been involved in protest in previous decades.25 The Observer 

noticed the presence of the ‘usual suspects’: 

“CND, Socialist Workers' Party, the anarchists. But even they looked 
shocked at the number of their fellow marchers: it is safe to say they had 
never experienced such a mass of humanity... There were nuns. 
Toddlers. Women barristers. The Eton George Orwell Society. 
Archaeologists Against War. Walthamstow Catholic Church, the 
Swaffham Women's Choir ... One group of SWP stalwarts were joined, 

for the first march in any of their histories, by their mothers.”26  

The quotation accurately reflects the mood among many of the marchers. Noting the 

groups represented was a common pastime during the hours of waiting and walking, 

and the phrase ‘even my mum’s here’ became used as resounding proof of the breadth 

and diversity of the movement among participants. Much later, one long-term SWP 

member told me: 

“my mother … has never expressed a political idea in her life … and she 
has been incredibly opposed to the attack on Iraq, and everything that 
has happened since. She came incredibly alive at the age of 78 and she 
was engaging me in political conversations ... And I was thinking, my 

mum’s against this, of her own accord, that’s amazing.”27 

Focusing on the moderate middle classes as evidence of diversity carries the 

assumption that many other groups were represented. The mobilisation of many 

                                                        

24 Collins, P. & Cook, F., 2003, “People of Britain vote for peace” in The Mail on Sunday, 

16/02/03. 

25 Sloboda, J., & Doherty, B., “The Human Face of Political Dissent…”; field notes, passim. 

26 Ferguson, E., 2003, “The peace marches: One million. And still they came.” in The Observer, 

16/02/03. 

27 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004.  
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thousands of British Muslims gave the events racial and cultural diversity. In addition, 

many direct activists were also drawn to the marches, despite the fact that their tactical 

emphases lay elsewhere. Tactical diversity could be a source of frustration. For 

instance, one local activist was hoping for action centred on the US embassy, but noted: 

“you’d have never have got away with it because you were surrounded by school 

teachers and people’s mums. You can imagine picking up a brick and being told, “Don’t 

you DARE throw that brick young man, put it down immediately!”.”28 More tellingly, 

flyers were frequently distributed arguing that the traditional demonstration was an 

ineffective method of making change, and inviting participation in more direct 

actions.29 These had an effect on local planning and debate, and will be considered in 

detail in section four below.  

The mainstream media focus on the large-scale London events had the effect of 

hiding many instances of direct action. There had been long running traditions of 

protest at US airbases since the late 1950s, and permanent peace camps had been a 

feature of the 1980s. At NSA Menwith Hill in Yorkshire for example, Yorkshire CND 

report that hundreds of people, mostly women, have been arrested for break-ins since 

the 1950s.30 This kind of action accelerated as the war came closer and new groups were 

formed. Gloucestershire Weapons Inspectors coalesced in September 2002 and began a 

series of events aimed at ‘inspecting’ the weapons within RAF Fairford. Protests varied 

in size from small groups to thousands. Similarly, Fairford Peacewatch began by 

watching and recording the arrival and departure of US military equipment at USAF 

Fairford.31 Nationally, a day of coordinated non-violent direct action was planned for 

31st October 2002 and around the UK approximately 300 different actions were carried 

out. 

Planning for ‘Day-X’, i.e. the first day of protest after the beginning of the ‘shock 

and awe’ bombing campaign, had declared ‘Stop the City, Stop the War’ indicating an 

intention for a similar day of urban direct action. On 18th March the government won a 

                                                        

28 ‘Gavin’, field notes, February 2003. 

29 For example, Fashionably Late Collective, 2002, “Direct Action Can Stop this War”, 

distributed in London on 28/09/02. 

30 Yorkshire CND, undated, Menwith Hill – The Campaign. Available at: 

http://cndyorks.gn.apc.org/mhs/; last accessed: 15/04/05. 

31 Fairford Peacewatch, undated, “Peacewatching”. Available on Faiford Peacwatch Website at: 

http://www.fairfordpeacewatch.com/peacewatching.html; last accessed: 15/04/05; 
Gloucestershire Weapons Inspectors, undated, “Mission”, available on Gloucestershire 
Weapons Inspectors Website at: http://cynatech.co.uk/gwi/mission.htm; last accessed: 
15/04/05. 

 

http://cndyorks.gn.apc.org/mhs/
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vote in parliament, despite a rebellion of 139 Labour MPs, so that no further UN 

backing would be needed to take part in an invasion of Iraq. War began within two 

days, and 20th March became Day-X. The actions that took place, in dozens of cities 

across the UK, were generally ‘spontaneous’ demonstrations, critical mass cycle rides, 

sit-downs on busy roads and, in some cities, occupations of public buildings. Perhaps 

the most disruptive actions of Day-X were by the school students who walked out of 

school at lunch times, despite warnings of punishment. For some activists in the 

movement the most positive memory was, “noticing the school students, I was doing 

supply work at a school where there was a lot of student walk outs and so there were 

students I was teaching who I would see in town on the demonstrations. Those were the 

things that really impacted on me.”32 However, despite the celebratory remarks that 

cluttered email traffic for the following days, in retrospect, the day was a great 

disappointment to many. One said simply “I haven’t got a happy memory of that day at 

all”.33 F15 had been, perhaps, the model political demonstration, being well-organised, 

entirely without violence and achieving huge media impact. Day-X, on the other hand, 

was marred by a lack of detailed planning, ‘Orson’ noted that the result: “wasn’t 

particularly good direct action. And that was the problem because the direct action then 

was just blocking the roads … it just served no purpose really.”34 

At the time of writing, StWC continues to organise relatively high profile 

demonstrations. For example, a London demonstration held on 24th September 2005 

drew thousands of protesters.35 Following Day X, however, was a gradual dissolution of 

the movement. Numbers involved at the large gatherings, and local activities such as 

demonstrations and public meetings remained high for many weeks. The dissemination 

of information about the situation in Iraq remained high for many months afterwards. 

The key indicator, however, is that the networks focused entirely on the war on terror 

stopped expanding and started to contract. In this most significant way, the beginning 

of the war marked the beginning of the decline of the anti-war movement. 

                                                        

32 ‘Daniel’, interview, July 2004.  

33 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004.  

34 ‘Orson’, interview, December 2004.  

35 Organisers claimed ‘up to 100,000’ while The Independent  suggested a more modest ‘more 

than 10,000’; StWC, 2005, “A Great Day” on Stop War News, available at: 
http://www.stopwar.org.uk/; last accessed: 01/10/05; Anderson, T., 2005 , “Thousands march 
to demand withdrawal of troops from Iraq” in The Independent on Sunday, 25/09/05. 

http://www.stopwar.org.uk/
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Understanding the Anti-War Movement 

In this brief history I have adumbrated the interplay of unity and diversity that the 

anti-war movement represented. At the most basic level there was an apparent unity of 

purpose around the slogan ‘Stop the War’. But the broad diversity of class, race and age 

in participation immediately raises the ‘why’ question so central to (particularly 

European) social movement studies. Research that asks why people take part, i.e. for 

what purpose and under what conditions of expectation, has led to an improved 

understanding of the heterogeneity of all social movements, as discussed in chapter 

two. It is for this reason that this thesis has developed an analytical method for 

sensitising the researcher to the various answers offered to these questions from within 

the general movements. While the scale of the movement mitigates against 

understanding all of the perspectives from which activists justified their actions, it is 

my central claim that the three orientational frames I have identified offered a 

justificatory worldview utilised by significant sections of the movements.36 As I will 

demonstrate in the following sections, it is only through exploring the different sets of 

ideas used in justifying and comprehending campaign activity that we can understand 

the internal dynamics of a variegated movement. It allows us to understand the degree 

to which the movement was unified in a common purpose, and the degree to which 

activists’ analyses diverged depending on political preconceptions. 

Tactical diversity was at least as important as the diversity of worldviews in 

understanding the nature of the movement. This claim may be justified by two simple 

propositions. First, the movement was instantiated in a range of places and forms of 

action. Any account that focuses purely on the national marches is highly partial. 

Second, participants and bystanders are motivated not simply by what a movement 

‘says’ but also by what it does. Had the focus been entirely on any one form of action 

some bystanders are likely to have dismissed the movement, seeing it as either 

ineffective, morally unacceptable or personally risky. Understanding the anti-war 

movement therefore requires an understanding of the dynamics that led to decisions to 

organise particular forms of action. In Part II I argued that each orientational frame, in 

addition to offering a framework for analysis of political processes are imbued with 

                                                        

36 While my methodology does not allow me to measure significance quantitatively at the 

national level I will, through examining the particular instantiation of the movement in 
Sheffield, indicate significance in a qualitative sense. That is, activists working broadly within 
these frameworks were central to the networks and organisations responsible for mobilisation. 
Their convictions were particularly strong in motivating their own committed action. 
Importantly, it was their convictions that appeared in the movement literature that played a role 
in inspiring mass participation. Certainly, these are not the only considerations in explaining the 
quantitative success of the mobilisation. Neither can we read off the particular interpretations of 
activists from movement literature as these were often constructed in a negotiated process. 
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tactical advice. Repertoires of contention are deeply intertwined with the 

understanding of power, structure and agency offered by the frames. Precisely to the 

extent that significant sections of the anti-war movement were committed to the 

orientational frames I have identified these frames can be understood as partly 

determining the nature of the action by which the movement made its claims. 

Finally, the story presented above is one wherein a movement exploded into action 

in the attempt to stop the Third Gulf War before it had begun. In this it is arguably 

unique in social movement history.37 Where the momentum of protest against the 

invasion of Afghanistan had barely begun by the time of the liberation of Kabul, 

participation in the major phase of the anti-war movement had peaked before the 

invasion of Iraq had started. Popular explanations for the dwindling of the movement 

often refer to a feeling of hopelessness following the failure to actually stop the war, 

while some moved immediately into a celebration of how ‘we nearly stopped the war’.38 

However, had the movement rather seen a phase of renewed intensity an explanation 

based on anger at seeing its demands ignored would hold equal conviction. In the 

following I will argue that the diversity of analyses within the anti-war movement were 

obscured by a number of coping mechanisms that focused on the call for unity. When 

the beginning of the conflict altered the terrain of debate the complexity of the new 

situation raised divisions within the movement to the surface. To that extent the 

ideational dynamics within the movement offer a greater understanding of its reaction 

to the start of the war. 

3. EXPLORING UNITY IN THE ANTI-WAR MOVEMENT 

Fundamentals 

"The attacks on New York and Washington were outrageous and 
barbaric, but the decision to bomb Afghanistan will lead to the deaths of 
thousands more innocent people and is equally tragic. What kind of 
message does the Government send to young people when it sanctions 
military aggression against a defenceless population on the brink of 

starvation?"39  

This quotation epitomises the perspective on which the ideational unity of the first 

phase of the anti-war movement was dependent. Condemnation of the 911 attacks was 

                                                        

37 Chomsky, N., 2002, “Chom’pin at the Bit, an Interview with Noam Chomsky” in Schnews 386, 

available at: http://www.schnews.org.uk/archive/pdf/news386.pdf; last accessed: 19/07/05. 

38 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004.  

39 SAW Press Release, 8/10/01. 

http://www.schnews.org.uk/archive/pdf/news386.pdf
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widely perceived as a necessary precursor to critique: “in the early days we were always 

battling against the outrage at 911.”40 This is not to imply that this was a tactical sop to 

the prevailing zeitgeist. Compassion for the suffering of the victims of 911 was virtually 

always as genuine as that for the victims of an attack on Afghanistan no matter how 

strident the critique of the US. It was, therefore, the combination of an abhorrence for 

unnecessary suffering and a belief in the equality of all human beings that brought the 

initial movement together. Explicitly, many activists argued that it appeared, from the 

actions of the US, that one American life was worth much more than the life of anyone 

from a poor country.41 At the same time gross inequalities of wealth between the US 

and Afghanistan, and the plight that Afghanis already suffered due to poverty, hunger 

and cold was consistently highlighted. In-depth analysis of the three orientational 

frames identified in Part II demonstrated subtle differences in the understanding of 

equality. However, these only surface when the notion of equality is examined in the 

light of other ideational elements. For instance, the RS frame can justify different 

treatment of people on the basis of class and the DA frame on the basis of culpable 

action in the past. Any such claims are nevertheless dependent on the notion that, from 

the outset, all human beings are equal. The equality claims of the early phase of the 

anti-war movement, on the contrary, had such a foundational simplicity that it is hardly 

surprising that they were easily expressed from within any of the frames identified 

here. That this was the first and foremost mode of articulating opposition to the war 

underlines the importance with which the notion of human equality is held across 

different strands of the movement. 

The next stage in critique was to question the motivations of the governments 

involved. Some recognised that this was a ‘gut reaction’: “I tend to think in a certain 

way, and that way of thinking is that governments are always there to be challenged, 

and having a distrust of America, and George Bush.”42 This position was bolstered as it 

became apparent that plans for a war against the Taliban had been in place since well 

before September 2001.43 Similar positions were held with respect to Iraq. Thus, the 

following was a common belief: “The Bush gang, and probably Blair, already had their 

sights on Iraq before 911 … and 911 gave them the excuse, and they could say, we are 

                                                        

40 ‘Kara’, interview, December 2004.  

41 Field notes, December 2001. 

42 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004.  

43 BBC (2001) “US planned attack on Taleban” on BBC News, 18/09/01. Available at: 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/1550366.stm; last accessed: 15/04/05. 
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under attack, we are going to defend ourselves.”44 With a history of critique in engaging 

governments and businesses alike in relation to the process of economic globalization 

this, again, found easy articulation in the three orientational frames. For proponents of 

the RL frame, for instance, the drive for neoliberal, free-trade economics was located in 

Washington. The US is therefore understood as the worst offender in terms of the 

abuse of economic and political power for reasons of national self-interest. With a 

different angle, the RS frame understands the actions of the US as those of an 

imperialist nation; its elites exploiting the poor both at home and abroad. While this is 

a markedly different analysis the end result is the same: suspicion at the motives of the 

US government. In general terms we see the critique of power elites, understood in 

subtly different ways from each frame, converge on the notion that power acts to 

further its own interests.  

Even at the very local level, this underlying political diversity was a feature of anti-

war mobilisation from the beginning. The Socialist Alliance was central in bringing 

together SAW, and local groups included key activists from Trotskyist organisations, 

direct action groups, the Green Party and CND among others. Yet operating broadly 

within the frames identified, unity of purpose appeared as a given. The argument that a 

convergence of critique occurred therefore deserves closer examination. By identifying 

the motivations ascribed to US and UK governments, particularly in relation to the war 

on Iraq, we can see how the different frames each operated to cast the invasion as 

illegitimate. 

Three Frames Compared 

Within the RS frame the notion of imperialism takes a central role. As detailed in 

chapter three, the frame contains a class-oriented perspective that sees imperialist 

aggression as a natural result of the need for capitalism to expand. Imperialism is tied 

to the class analysis because it is seen as another form of exploitation of both resources 

and labour. ‘Eldon’ referenced Lenin to explain: “The essence of imperialism is 

exploitation, the idea that rich nations or elites within them somehow or other feeding 

off the living labour in those poor countries.”45 Imperialism becomes an identification 

of the worst excesses of capitalism. A number of key claims are frequently marshalled 

by those working within the RS frame to define America in particular as imperial. First, 

the US is understood as the primary symbol of advanced capitalism. Second, the list of 

over twenty nations bombed by the US since the end of the Second World War, often 

                                                        

44 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004.  

45 ‘Eldon’, interview, February 2005.  
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presented on the backs of tee-shirts like the tour dates of a rock band, defines US 

belligerence. Third, US spending on arms far outstrips that of any other country, or 

indeed, any other combination of non-allied countries.  

Of course, such information is chiefly presented to bystanders in order to make the 

case against war. For those working within the RS frame the appropriate understanding 

is already present. At whatever moment in the post WWII era that an activist had 

aligned themselves with the RS frame they would have found the US defined as the 

primary enemy. Open hostility to communism during the cold war; prosecution of 

American communists during the McCarthy era; connections with attacks on Cuba and 

attempts to assassinate Fidel Castro; and latterly the pursuance of US interests through 

international institutions (understood as exploitation of the third world) have all 

positioned America as the first opponent of revolutionary socialism. While the RL 

frame and, to a lesser extent, the DA frame identified American neoliberalism as the 

opponent during the anti-globalization phase of the current cycle of contention, the RS 

frame has little use for the word ‘neoliberalism’. ‘Capitalism’ has always been 

understood as the opponent, and the American ruling class as both the major driving 

force for spreading capitalism and the primary beneficiary of global capitalism. It is no 

wonder, then, that a US-led attack on any country is interpreted as an attempt to 

occupy in order to profit the American ruling class.  Simplifications of this position, 

such as describing the invasion of Iraq as a resource war, exemplified by Billy Bragg’s 

anti-war song “The Price of Oil”46, become common currency within strands of the 

movement strongly attached to the far left. American belligerence must be opposed as 

the most obvious example of exploitation on the grand scale. Given the internationalist 

character of revolutionary socialism, there is no hope for revolution without 

challenging the strongest capitalist nation. 

The UK is similarly understood as an imperialist nation. Evidential claims relate to 

its colonial past, its heavy involvement in the international arms industry and its 

involvement in the oil industry.47 However, while UK ruling class interests may be 

served by invading Iraq, the UK is also generally understood as subservient to the 

interests of the US ruling class: 

“The US empire, and Britain which has tied itself to its fortunes, is a 
failing empire, more and more … they have found it very very difficult to 

                                                        

46 The song was very widely distributed in the anti war movement, on the fundraising CD, Peace 

not War. 

47 It was often claimed that three of the four worlds largest oil companies are British; ‘Eldon’, 

interview, February 2005, ‘Joe’, interview, January 2005. 
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call the shots in the middle east... a precondition for the US to regain its 

world position is to overcome the obstacles in the middle east.”48 

This quotation demonstrates first the understanding of the US as a world capitalist 

power acting in order to bolster its imperial interests. Second, the way that the Britain 

is included, almost as an aside, demonstrates the notion of Britain as subservient. 

Elsewhere, ‘Eldon’ is careful to delineate the independent interests of the British ruling 

class. Others, however, consider the balance further towards the notion of the US as 

masters. One long term SWP activist explained the war as: 

“to do with the world political balance of forces, and Bush had his role as 
he saw it, he was the boss, … he says what happens on this planet … all 
the neocons, Wolfowitz and co, are primarily concerned to spread the 
American way of life. What does that mean? They want the whole world 

to function on the basis of competition.”49  

Moving to explain UK involvement, ‘Hardy’ refers to Tony Blair, arguing, “he is doing 

somebody’s bidding. However, whether that’s George Bush’s bidding, or the neocons 

behind George Bush, or similar people in this country … I frequently think he just does 

what he’s told.”50  Again these quotations demonstrate both the notion of the American 

ruling class acting in their own imperial interests and the notion that the UK is 

subservient to the US.  

These ideas, expressed by Sheffield based activists central to anti-war organising, 

appear similarly across the UK. Two of the most frequently used symbols on placards, 

tee-shirts and banners on the national demonstrations were George Bush represented 

as a cowboy and Tony Blair as a poodle. Often riding a missile in place of a horse the 

‘Texan cowboy’ was always linked with oil. The image conjures up the idea of 

independently ‘looking after number one’, displaying disregard for the law and is, of 

course, quintessentially American. The rather more surreal image of the British Prime 

Minister as a poodle, whose leash was often handled by Bush, served simply to 

reinforce the notion of subordination.51 In sum, the RS frame saw the war drive as the 

result of the necessity of economic expansion that creates imperialism. In particular, 

the US is understood as the primary capitalist nation which, with the UK following in 

its wake, was fighting for scare resources and geopolitical control. 
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49 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004.  

50 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004.  
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though primarily in relation to the Iraq-focused phase of the movement. Interestingly, such 
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Within the RL frame we should, according to my description in chapter five, expect 

an account that investigates the particular features of the particular case, through the 

lens of a moral standpoint based on a balance of individual rights with a value for 

power equality. Some common arguments entirely eschew speculation on the intention 

of the US administration and rather aim to argue directly with the justifications offered 

for the war. First, because the war was an extension of the war on terror, the most 

immediate question to occur within the RL frame was, would this war increase or 

decrease incidents of terrorism? Assuming that increased human suffering at the hands 

of the US military would increase the potential pool of recruits to Al Qaeda or other 

terrorist organisations, many RL frame proponents argued that war on Iraq would 

inevitably increase terrorist incidents.52 Second, because the war was justified on the 

grounds of an immediate threat of Iraq attacking another country, the claim that Iraq 

had developed weapons of mass destruction was sometimes directly challenged. More 

often, however, arguments focused on the notion that weapons inspectors should be 

given more time to examine the evidence. A threatened invasion was understood as 

likely to increase the chance that such weapons would actually be used.53 Third, the 

prospective invasion was often described as being against international law. The long 

debate over the ‘second resolution’ within the UN Security Council was clearly 

important here. However, claims to disrespect of international law by the US had a 

much more general nature, indicating some of the same evidential claims cited above as 

part of the case made within the RS frame. Additionally, the establishment of Camp X-

Ray at Guantanamo Bay in April 2002 appeared to conflict with both the Geneva 

Convention and the UN Declaration of Human Rights. Because such legal protections 

of the individual are seen as essential for the protection of liberty and the avoidance of 

suffering, the perception of US as acting outside of international law tarnished US 

attempts to invoke past resolutions from the UN Security Council with unacceptable 

hypocrisy.  

The final point links us to those arguments that did take account of the motivations 

of the US and UK governments. Here the argumentation with the RL frame becomes 

closer to that of the RS frame. The understanding of power within the frame sees the 

potential for powerful elites to work to their own interests in a number of different 

spheres. While the US had been criticised for its dogmatic approach to economics, and 

its control of the ‘purse strings’ within the IFIs, the focus now shifted to its military 

                                                        

52 For example: Olner, D., 2002, “War with Iraq will make the world more dangerous, not less” 

on Sheffield Base, available at: http://www.shef.ac.uk/base/waroniraq.shtml; last accessed: 
27/08/05. 

53 ‘Pete’, field notes, February 2003. 
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power. Many respondents referred to the Strategic Defense Review produced by the 

Project for the New American Century (PNAC)54 in order to criticise the ambitions of 

American power.55 While ‘Joe’ simply noted the importance of “dominance, economic, 

military and cultural dominance”56, ‘Edgar’ argued,  

“In then end it all comes back to the idea that they think that strength of 
arms and power are the most important things … and they need to get as 
much of it as they possibly can… the US  don’t see any distinction 
between them taking that power, and their ideas of freedom and justice 
… they have to try to make a world in the image of US interests … [and 
are] working on the basis of making sure that no other power base ever 

emerges”57 

Underlying specific arguments concerning the potential outcomes of war, therefore, 

was a perception of American foreign policy being oriented only towards the fulfilment 

of American interests and, therefore, public justifications for the war missed the key 

point. At this point the difference between the critique from within the RL frame and 

that within the RS frame narrows. George Monbiot appears to straddle the boundary by 

titling one Guardian column, “Wilfully blind to the empire: Why can't liberal 

interventionists see that war in Iraq is part of a bid to cement US global power?” 

Referring to documents from PNAC and others he argued that the war on Iraq was part 

of a wider strategy of dominance that related to military and economic power and 

specifically the control of oil reserves and shipping lanes.58 Yet the piece was apparently 

targeted to liberals who might be convinced by the case for humanitarian intervention. 

Monbiot is willing to argue in terms of an American imperial strategy, therefore, while 

his general analysis, as described in chapter five, is closer to the liberal 

cosmopolitanism of academics like David Held than to Trotsky or Lenin. 

Among the ideational elements central to the DA frame we find less of a focus on 

analysis, and more on proposals for action. It is clear, however, that the end point of 

analysis was distrust of both US and UK governments, a position which flows naturally 

from their distrust of power. The US were seen to be acting to secure oil; “basically, 
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America has taken over that country and its there to steal its resources.”59 As with the 

RS frame, UK government complicity is expected both because of a history of 

supporting US intervention, and because they are seen to have their own interests. 

However, those working within the DA frame are more likely to stress individual 

culpability. An evaluation of the drive to war, and the inability of the anti-war 

movement to stop that, includes the idea that, “at the end of the day loads of Labour 

MPs were prepared to go in and vote for the fucking thing … the people with the power 

have more responsibility for what happened.”60 The final part of that quotation is key to 

the frame. Those who attempted to stop the war through direct action were understood 

as potentially creating power for themselves, and as creating a space in which 

empowerment could happen. However, the starting point is a position of relative 

powerlessness. It is no surprise, within the DA frame, that MPs were willing to vote for 

the war because they are part of a powerful elite that works to its own interests:  

“None of the three main parties would change their policy to war if they 
happened to be in power right now. That’s because this war is their war: 
the war of capitalism and imperialism. Politicians simply control the way 
capitalists operate, controlling and directing various vested interests as 
they arise at different points of time… The ‘UN route’ is simply a 
diversion to gloss over the illegitimacy of a war against Iraq, using the 

UN as a fig leaf for the stark necessities of imperialism.”61  

In addition to further demonstrating the distrust of power this quotation also 

thoroughly links the realms of politics and economics. The authors of this flyer are 

clearly happy to borrow the language of imperialism from within the RS frame while at 

the same time wholly intending to promote direct action, demonstrating the close 

analytical link between the two frames. 

Finally, it is among the DA frame that the critique of hypocrisy is most likely to be 

used. Here, the relevant arguments are around the past actions of the US governments: 

“It was the CIA who helped put Saddam in power and it was the West 
who helped keep him there. It was the US who sold materials that it 
knew could easily be used to make nuclear, biological and chemical 
weapons, even after the Iraqi government had slaughtered 6,000 Kurds 
in its chemical bombardment of Halabja in 1988. A year later John 
Kelly, US Assistant Secretary of State, visited Baghdad and told Hussein 
“You are a force for moderation in the region, and the United States 
wants to broaden her relationship with Iraq.”… Saddam’s problem … [is 

that he] now refuses to toe the American line.”62 
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This quotation emphasises the dishonesty perceived in the arguments put forward for 

war, and in particular any argument to humanitarian interests. Power is clearly 

understood here as both self-serving and self-reinforcing. Scepticism is the natural 

attitude taken to the claims of governments within the DA frame, and finding the 

arguments for war unconvincing serves to reinforce this attitude: “There's a mask of 

legitimacy, a mask of democracy, that has really slipped this year with the whole Gulf 

war thing, the mask of the politicians representing the people.”63 Finding the belligerent 

governments guilty of hypocrisy from both the RL and DA frames shows another point 

at which, from different starting points, analysis of the war converged within the anti-

war movement. 

Reinforcing Unity 

The three frames each take an analysis of the war that leads to the same end-point: 

the perception of (particularly US) power as self-serving and dishonest. The subtly 

different emphases of the frames tend, I have suggested, to lead to the presentation of 

particular information about US power from different perspectives. Nevertheless, since 

these different sets of information were non-contradictory, and indeed generally 

complementary, they were easily merged into justifying the primary purpose of the 

anti-war movement. Nevertheless, the different bases of analysis were to arise within 

the coalitional arena. For instance, neither the RL frame nor the DA frame sit easily 

with the economic determinism of the RS frame. Arguments from the base of class, and 

to the necessity of revolution, have the potential for creating conflict. Similarly, only 

within the RL frame was the notion of justifiable military intervention, legitimated by 

the UN, conceivable. Those working within either the RS or DA frames were far more 

likely to understand legitimation by the UN as a demonstration either that the UN was 

equally interested in the exercise of (imperial) power for the benefit of elites or that it 

was beholden to the US and UK power.  

Though not without exception, most of the various anti-war coalitions created 

largely successful strategies for coping with diversity and avoiding schism. Primarily 

this involved the avoidance of conflict within the movement through the explicit 

recognition that the movement’s greatest asset was its broad base of support. The 

corollaries of this idea are, first, that participants must accept, rather than challenge, 

the different beliefs within the movement, and second, that it is desirable to avoid the 

conflict that would result from groups and individuals within the movement attempting 

to push their own interpretations. For instance, reacting to several emails criticising the 
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behaviour of some sections of protests on Day-X, in particular the use of sound systems 

and dance on what, for some, should have been a sombre occasion, one activist 

retorted: “You appear to have shot straight past the most relevant aspect of the current 

wave of protests … namely that the basis for protest is a broad based movement.”64  

However, the flip-side of appeals to unity is that certain ideas and interpretations 

simply don’t get discussed. ‘Orson’ noted that, “stop the war meetings were never places 

where things got thought through. And, there was a certain group there who had 

decided what they were going to do, which doesn’t help.”65 While ‘Orson’ clearly 

believes that this is partly because of an intentional strategy by some political grouping 

to retain a particular agenda, ‘Harriet’ felt that group dynamics, coupled with a 

tendency to a ‘more radical than thou’ attitude, might be to blame: 

“We were operating on the basis that we were against the war … but we 
didn’t necessarily talk about what the alternatives were … or even if 
anybody that the war might be a good idea. There’s often not much 
scope for those kinds of conversations, because it doesn’t feel safe 
enough … nobody wants to feel that they’re the odd one out, or that 
they’re being reactionary in any way, or too influenced by the 
government … For me personally, I think it might be a fear of being 
ticked off really, or feeling a bit put down, or being a bit humiliated for 

not having enough knowledge”66  

This quotation implies that, to an extent, unity may have been a false construction. 

‘Harriet’ remained optimistic, however, that “When the chips are down … we overcome 

these differences, this sectarianism or whatever… people might be doing it for different 

reasons … [but] people feel that they can and want to do something about it.”67 What 

this indicates is the possibility of a sense of collective identity around the simple theme 

of ‘stop the war’ that could transcend the divisions in analysis.  

Indeed, if ‘collective identity’ is to have conceptual value within an interpretation of 

the anti-war movement it is precisely between unity and diversity that we should find 

it. In chapter two I argued that collective identity offers a potential ameliorative to the 

tendency, in using an analysis of interpretative frames, to over-emphasise the cognitive 

aspects of thought within movements at the expense of the emotive. A brief 

examination of the more emotive elements within the anti-war movement proves 

illustrative. The most obvious point is that it is clear that participants did not interpret 

their involvement as dependent on a positive evaluation of chances of success. Those 
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involved noted that at times they saw the war as unstoppable, but that this was not a 

reason not to protest.68 Rather,  

“what I do is about how do I acceptably live in the world as it is. So if I 
did nothing I would find it very difficult to be here… I do it for my sanity 
at the same time as it means you can put yourself in situations where it 

continually brings home the vastness of the barriers to social change.”69 

A very clear theme of the demonstrations, and one that re-occurs frequently in the 

quotations presented by the mainstream media is the idea of sending a message. The 

main slogan of the F15 demonstration, ‘Not in My Name’, was obviously aimed at 

making a moral stand that separated the protester from the government no matter 

what the outcome. The attempt to publicly differentiate oneself from those with an 

alternative analysis of the war may be understood as an identity claim that specifically 

excludes those in power. ‘Harriet’ explained, “I wanted my voice to be heard and 

wanted, very much, to group together with others who felt similarly, that the war was 

wrong, and really felt it.”70 In doing so she hints at the second notable strand of emotive 

reasoning. Finding others who ‘felt similarly’ must be at the base of any notion of 

collective identity and is clearly reinforced by the participation in the large 

demonstration: “you know that bit where everyone roared, and you heard that roar 

approaching, that bit, that sound, you just thought, ‘shit!’ That welled up, yeah,”71 At 

the end of the F15 march many participants noted the sounds of the protest in similar 

way, or alternatively referred to looking between buildings and seeing another part of 

the march coming in the other direction when they realised “just how big it was, so 

many people, all there for the same thing.”72 

Unity was, therefore, reinforced by rituals of protest that encouraged a sense of 

belonging and a recognition that others were motivated by the same feelings, no matter 

what their particular analysis. Nevertheless, in movement argumentation there was 

also a clear appeal to unity that recognised political diversity, while at the same time 

attempting to minimise its negative effects. In this regard the appeal is not entirely 

dissociated from the orientational frame being utilised by the person making it. ‘Joe’, 

for instance, argued: 

“We can all argue that you can't coherently oppose wars without 
acknowledging their place in the capitalist logic … but by using this 
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campaign to push wider issues, we are in danger of losing this battle 
(many people are not ready to come that far down the road; for some, 
this is the first anti-war campaign they have supported) and we do a 
grave disservice to the Iraqi people. We sometimes need to bite our 
tongues in order to build the largest most inclusive movement possible 
and prove that we are indeed, as my comrades keep insisting, in the 

majority.”73 

I present this quotation at length because, in addition to its appeal to unity, it indicates 

a particular perspective on the purpose of unity. It comes from an SWP member 

following what had been an acrimonious SAW meeting in which the SWP had 

attempted to push for a change in organisational structure. ‘Joe’ acted independently of 

his comrades in the meeting and was clearly willing to hear different sides of the 

debate. Nevertheless, his language hints at use of the RS frame in two key ways. First, 

there is the assumption that many people are not ‘yet’ ready to take a more radical anti-

capitalist critique. This seems to imply the view of class consciousness described in 

chapter three. Second, it demonstrates the particular vision of what was needed to stop 

the war, namely ‘the largest most inclusive movement’. This, however, is undoubtedly a 

conception of social change that fits more easily into the RS frame than to either of the 

others I have identified. To be sure, all activists were seeking a large, broad-based 

movement. However, within the DA frame it was quite possible that change could be 

achieved by smaller groups of more committed individuals, and the RL frame, as 

explained in chapter five, has  a more ambiguous relationship with popular protest. In 

subsequent sections I will examine these differences in detail. 

4. DIFFICULTIES IN DIVERSITY: DIRECT ACTION VERSUS ‘THE MOVEMENT’ 

As noted above, the initial development of the anti-war movement immediately 

involved a diversity of political backgrounds. Rather than causing tensions the diversity 

of the initial band of activists took the appearance of tactical creativity. The first 

Sheffield street demonstration encompassed direct action tactics with a critical mass 

styled ‘Bikes not Bombs’, humanitarian activities under the title ‘Food not Bombs’ and a 

more traditional march and rally followed later by the cultural ‘Beats not Bombs’.74 

Nationally, CND agreed to rename its planned and permitted demonstration about 

nuclear weapons in space to be directly ‘Stop the War’ and thus underlined its 

cooperation with the communists and Trotskyists in the StWC. On the same day, the 

Campaign for the Accountability of American Airbases, usually known for affinity group 
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airbase break-ins, held a mass demonstration at USAF Menwith Hill. The image of 

tactical and political diversity that these early protests portray was one associated with 

the anti-war movement throughout. However, the simple occurrence of different forms 

of protest, even where they are simultaneous, does not demonstrate a genuine 

acceptance of others’ ideas. Rather, I will argue, most activists remained committed to a 

particular set of tactics throughout both phases of anti-war activity. Examination of the 

debate over direct action illuminates a number of subtle differences in the broader 

positions of the various frames. These relate, first, to the potential for convergence on 

tactics between the DA and RS frames and, second, to the ambivalence within the RL 

frame to the mass demonstration. The latter returns to the notion of collective identity 

and I will illustrate both its unifying and divisive tendencies. 

The Call to Direct Action 

Large national demonstrations, backed by the well-funded public relations officers 

of the StWC and drawing wide participation, managed to garner much more attention 

from the press than direct actions. Yet throughout the period of study direct action 

focused on military bases across the country was rife. In England alone, USAF Fairford 

in Gloucestershire, USAF Lakenheath and USAF Mildenhall in Cambridgeshire, 

Feltwell US Space Command in Norfolk and RAF Fylingdales and NSA/USAF Menwith 

Hill in Yorkshire were all the focus of a range of actions which included break-ins, 

blockades, people locking their heads together on runways, criminal damage to aircraft, 

mass protests, protest camps and mass ‘weapons inspections’. The number of people 

involved in actions ranged from very small affinity groups to thousands protesting at 

Menwith Hill on 22nd March 2003.  In what could be interpreted as a competition to 

influence the newer participants, public calls for a greater focus on direct action were 

frequently made. One flyer, ‘Disobedience’, distributed at the 28th September march, 

proclaimed ‘Direct Action Can Stop This War!’. While not directly criticising the StWC, 

it argued: “If you go to one demonstration and then go home, that's something, but 

people in power can  live with that. What they can't live with is sustained pressure that 

keeps building … people that learn from the last time and do it better next time.”75 

Clearly, the implication is that sustained direct action is the only effective method of 

protest.  

The StWC did, in fact, put its organisational backing and publicity behind a day of 

coordinated non-violent direct action for 31st October. Around the UK 300 different 

actions were reported to StWC. In Sheffield a critical mass, a number of 
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demonstrations and the occupation of a university department with a relationship to 

British Aerospace took place throughout the day. In total approximately 600 people 

were involved. The day served as a powerful indication to activists more aligned to the 

DA frame that there was a genuine respect for a diversity of tactics within the 

leadership of the anti-war movement. Later, Daniel noted that, “there have not been 

any substantial political differences in the Sheffield coalition for the last few months, 

since the national coalition and SWP accepted the validity of direct action. Sheffield 

has, I think, been a model of unity.”76 However, by the time of the massive F15 

demonstration the tone had changed. The date had been set since the previous 

November at a meeting of the European Social Forum in Florence. StWC’s plans for the 

day appeared to be identical to those for the September 2002 march. This was 

interpreted among some as a rejection of direct action. A new network, Direct Action 

Against War Now (DAAWN)  complained:  

“February 15th will be the biggest anti-war march we have ever seen, but 
will it be that different? Marching from A to B, constrained, controlled, 
imprisoned and made impotent by barriers, police and stewards… The 
leadership of the anti-war movement organises mass rallies, alongside 
local initiatives. Its been doing this for more than a year now yet war 
seems more inevitable than ever. The simple fact is that the war machine 
can ignore our voices if we continue to be herded around… As anti-war 
activists, we need to continue to show our commitment to direct action 
as a form of direct democracy. This means direct action on the streets, 

on the day when thousands will be able to join us.”77 

The leaflet provided a list of government targets, embassies and companies involved in 

the arms trade as suggested targets for direct action. The quotation from the flyer 

clearly indicates that the activists involved found the national StWC’s entire strategy 

unconvincing. It also demonstrates the link between direct action and democracy. 

Echoing debates between CND and the DAC four decades earlier some anti-war 

activists had argued that certain forms of direct action are not acceptable within a 

democracy. Direct action is understood as an application of force with negative effects 

on bystanders. One activist asked, “Are we hoping to make life so uncomfortable for 

citizens that the government is forced to change its policy?”78 However, for the authors 

of this leaflet, direct action is a form of democracy in itself because it potentially offers 

anyone the chance to have their voice heard. The wide focus on F15 had produced a 

point of competition. Later, the March date for Menwith Hill actually clashed with a 
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major national demonstration, the first after the war began, signalling increased 

division within the movement. 

Close examination of one local event illustrates the points at which tactical 

differences between frames ossified. Nationally, the StWC returned to direct action in 

the planning of Day-X activities. The day immediately after the start of hostilities was 

billed as ‘Stop the City, Stop the War’. The intention was that local ‘spontaneous’ 

actions would take place to cause as much economic disruption as possible. Following 

their success of the previous October, the Sheffield University Stop the War Coalition 

(SUStWC), in planning for Day-X, once again aimed at occupation. During this period 

friction between those working within a DA frame and those within the RS frame ran 

particularly high, with one of the direct action planners confiding his feelings about a 

local SWP organiser with, “I was brought up by Quakers, and have sat through a 

thousand frustrating meetings, but if he says ‘elitist’ one more time I’m gonna punch 

him.”79 The argument that direct action is essentially ‘elitist’, and therefore an 

unacceptable form of action is worth further consideration. 

The SWP organiser, along with many of his comrades, understood any direct action 

as essentially elitist. This argument, which had also come up in SAW meetings,80 

pointed to the need for protest actions to be inclusive. If not enough people were 

prepared to take part then the working class was not ready for that stage of class 

conflict. The democratic tension within the RS frame is created because, on the one 

hand, there is a high value placed on the self-emancipation of the working class, and on 

the other, there is a recognised need for a representative vanguard party to lead those 

not yet conscious of the class conflict inherent in capitalist society. However, because 

both of these position are simultaneously maintained, it is impossible for direct action 

to fit within this particular version of the RS frame. First, direct action affinity groups 

are not large enough to represent self-emancipation and, second, the anti-war group 

cannot take the role of the vanguard party because it is a single-issue coalition.81 On the 

practical level, direct action implies a level of prior, secretive planning and training 

which cannot, by definition, be open to mass participation. For the direct activists, 

however, the charge of elitism simply didn’t make sense. Their own participation 

proved that anybody could potentially take the same action. Furthermore, having taken 

occupation of a central building, they assumed that others would be encouraged to join 
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the occupation and so encounter an empowering space. While the understanding of 

democracy within the RS frame requires a group capable of representing a mass, that 

within the DA frame requires participation without representation. The tactical debates 

within this small anti-war group, therefore, mirror the conceptual differences between 

the frames and illuminate their different understandings of democracy. 

In addition to demonstrating one of the key disharmonies within the anti-war 

movement, this discussion illustrates an understanding of the longer term strategic 

ambitions within the DA frame. Certainly at the local level, direct activists appeared 

focused purely on the task of stopping the war, “that end goal is definitely worthwhile; 

the rest of it, capitalism and all the other problems are still here, but, something 

somewhere has been made better for some people.”82 However, the notion of 

empowerment serves to give these ambitions some longer term relevance. Participation 

in direct action may sow the seeds for further struggle. This would explain why, for 

activists like ‘Daniel’ cited in section one, the involvement of school students on Day-X 

was the most hopeful feature of the movement. 

In their long-term analysis some working broadly within the RS frame had their 

sights on a bigger goal than simply stopping the war. For the SWP organisers, building 

the vanguard party is one step to revolution, although this may be conceived as a very 

distant ambition. Some SWP members had a very direct understanding; when asked if 

the anti-war movement contained revolutionary potential ‘Hardy’ answered: “Oh yes, I 

do ... I was mentally preparing various emails to Nether Edge people saying, ‘Well, 

we’ve stopped the war, now what else can we stop, or start.’ ... And that is still on the 

agenda I think … very much indeed.”83 Others, with an analysis of the British working 

class that sees it as highly unlikely to find the consciousness and unity to achieve 

anything of that scale, saw stopping the war as the end in itself. Given this end, and an 

understanding of the working class as holding immense structural power, the strike 

becomes the obvious tactic. ‘Kara’ was highly sceptical of the possibility of stopping the 

war through mass demonstrations and instead argued for strike action, “you wouldn’t 

be able to get official strike action, you’d have to get unofficial action, which is illegal. 

Apart from that point, you wouldn’t be asking them to bring down capitalism at the 

same time, you’re only asking them to stop a war … not calling for the overthrow of 

society and death to the tsars.”84 
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Despite complaints about the lack of strike action there is also a tendency to 

understand the movement as a great success. The frequent claim that “we were so close, 

we came within an ace of stopping the war”85, was coupled with stories about Tony Blair 

having prepared his resignation speech.86 This evaluation tended to assume that the 

failure of the anti-war movement to achieve its primary goal was predominantly a 

quantitative failure: had a greater number of people been involved it may have finally 

forced more British politicians to move away from the pro-war stance. For others, also 

operating within the RS frame, however, this does not provide a convincing analysis. If 

the governments of the US and Britain were intent to go to war in order to bolster their 

weakening, crisis-prone imperial economies, then politicians were hardly likely to vote 

against the war en masse:  

“since the anti-war movement was never able to offer a convincing 
answer of why Blair was going to war ... they could never really answer 
the question of what was going to be necessary to stop it… It shows the 
bankruptcy and opportunism of the so-called revolutionaries within the 
movement, because it is absolutely clear that no way could we ever rely 
on any configuration of MPs in parliament to actually vote in accordance 

with the will of the majority”87 

‘Eldon’ was among those who rejected the ‘poodle Blair’ image, instead emphasising the 

independent interests of the British ruling class. His resulting analysis, highly critical of 

those from the central Trotskyist organisations, is remarkably similar to the DAAWN 

flyer cited above, which argued: “None of the three main parties would change their 

policy to war if they happened to be in power right now. That’s because this war is their 

war: the war of capitalism and imperialism.”88  

The potential for convergence between the RS and DA frames can also be 

demonstrated with respect to the planning for ‘Day-X’. This had assumed that given the 

beginning of hostilities, it would be both necessary and acceptable to increase the level 

of contention. When StWC named the protests ‘Stop the City, Stop the War’, echoing 

the calls of direct actionists within the movement, that appeared to be the intention. To 

‘stop the city’ was to cause so much disruption as to have a significant economic effect. 

Because both the RS and DA frames contain a confrontational attitude towards a 

relatively homogenised political and economic elite, both can condone highly disruptive 

tactics. Because both understand politics and economics as inextricably combined 

within capitalism, both can target economic institutions or processes. This was 
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generally used as the justification for street-blocking tactics such as critical masses or 

sit-ins: “Disruption of transport routes … causes a severe headache for the government 

because of the potential economic disruption… The more efficiently the economy 

functions the more easily the British war machine can continue. People commuting to 

and from work forms part of this process.”89 This quotation presents an argument that 

was frequently used and could patently be well-understood from both the DA or the RS 

frames. 

However, the tensions between those working with the two frames had never been 

satisfactorily resolved and no protest had yet demonstrated an effective way of getting 

across the tactical divide indicated in the discussion of elitism above. Furthermore, the 

involvement of those working within the DA frame in the coalition meetings was 

limited. Those who wished to focus on protests at American bases saw little need to be 

involved in a city centre group90 and for some involved in direct action groups within 

the city, the group structure, involving elected officials and vote-based decision making, 

was unappealing.91 Those direct activists who did participate in the meetings were often 

blocked because they were clearly in the minority. In SAW “some people had been 

trying to push direct action but the response was basically ‘not in the coalition’s 

name’.”92 The disappointment with the Day-X protest activities noted in section two 

was widespread. For some, the argument to economic disruption was unconvincing, as 

“we were just pissing people off really, pissing off people we really shouldn’t be pissing 

off.”93 For others poorly executed direct action was the near-inevitable result of a lack of 

focus on direct action throughout the period.  

“Some of the problems … went back to the previous November when the 
Stop the War Coalition flirted with direct action and then walked away 
from it... So it meant that when it came to the day the war broke out, and 
there were calls for strikes and that sort of thing floating around, and 
walk outs and we got school students only. And that shouldn’t surprise 
anybody because it hadn’t been built up … I think people’s response to it 
was, oh we’ve marched and nothing has changed … we can’t do anything, 

nothing can be done, we’re not listened to.”94  

What this quotation clearly demonstrates is an association between the tendency to 

limit the tactics of the movement to the mass march and a feeling of disempowerment. 
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This clearly connects to the belief, within the DA frame, that action cannot be focused 

on persuading others to act, but only on acting for oneself. Because direct actions had 

received relatively little attention the movement was understood as disempowered. 

From the DA frame, then, the movement is most properly understood as having failed 

because it had limited the potential for empowerment in action.  

For ‘Eldon’ at least, a misfit between analysis and strategy led to the failure in the 

anti-war movement. The attempt to influence politicians appears as ineffective within 

either the RS or DA frames, and is rather something that flows from the RL frame. It is 

certainly the case that some local activists within the Trotskyist organisations believed 

in the possibility of winning through influencing parliament, demonstrating the ability 

for individual activists to utilise different frames at different times. However, the other 

explanation for this apparent misfit refers back to the ambition of the SWP to build the 

vanguard party. With this in mind, it is perfectly fitting to present an analysis from 

within a more liberal-oriented frame if that analysis is believed to be more likely to win 

bystanders to the cause. To the extent that appeals to unity restricted the potential for 

presenting a ‘radical’ analysis, it additionally impacted on strategy, making victory 

through parliamentary pressure appear conceivable.  

Identifying (with) ‘The Movement’ 

As explained above, the call to unity was, within the RS frame in particular, 

grounded in the notion of building the biggest possible movement. The national 

demonstrations were seen as both a tactic for building the movement and evidence that 

there was a mass movement. Within the RS frame a mass movement demonstrates 

rising consciousness among the working class. However, the well-ordered march seems 

unlikely to fulfil the revolutionary ambition. ‘Joe’ was quoted in section three 

explaining that SAW may need to ‘bite their tongues’ as many people were not ready for 

the full revolutionary message. In fact, StWC at the national level, and SAW at the local, 

were certainly understood by some Trotskyists as united fronts within which struggle 

would aid the wider cause of the vanguard party. ‘Joe’ left the party as the anti-war 

movement began to disintegrate. His primary complaint was that, 

“there is a huge pressure on normal party members to use 
demonstrations, especially in the anti-war movement, to flog papers. 
Then if you flog a paper you get someone to go to a meeting. Then the 
next stage is signing them up to the party… the party has no problem at 
all with having lots of paper members who aren’t necessarily active… the 
thing that really separated me from the party was ringing up 13 and 14 
year olds who had signed a petition or something, so you keep phoning 
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them and asking if they’re coming to this meeting… And I just realised, 

‘What am I doing? This is ridiculous.’”95 

This strategy was as obvious to observers as participants, and therefore the cause of 

suspicion among other anti-war activists. It is common, among newer or ‘reactivated’ 

participants to hear a defence of SWP against the critique coming from other sections 

of the movement. As the use of the anti-war movement in order to increase party 

membership became more obvious, however, the level of scepticism increased. For 

instance, ‘Harriet’, who mentioned a great respect for the SWP after working with the 

organisation during the 1984-5 miners’ strike admitted, “I’ve come to realise that SWP 

likes to have mass demonstrations, and maybe it was in its interests to fulfil the 

worldview that huge mass demonstrations can stop the war.”96 

I argued in chapter five that within the RL frame there is an ambivalence 

concerning mass movements. A movement may be understood as a valuable expression 

of moral condemnation. This may be effective through changing the views of power 

holders or for the strength that it may lend NGOs who are identified with it.  However, 

the latter was a strategy that was manifestly unavailable as NGOs could not be part of 

the relevant decision making processes. In relation to altering the positions of power-

holders, two arguments fed into a negative evaluation of the likelihood of the efficacy of 

moral condemnation. First, there was an increasing scepticism concerning the honesty 

and independence of elected members of parliament. None of the array of justifications 

for the war coming from the British government had escaped severe critique within the 

movement. This was especially the case where the Prime Minister attempted to present 

a morally argued case for war. As the marchers descended on London for the F15 

demonstration, Tony Blair, at a speech in Glasgow, set out the humanitarian 

justification for war on Iraq. The response within the anti-war movement tended to 

combine the charge of hypocrisy with the prediction that war could not fulfil the 

humanitarian goals set out. The speech was interpreted as simply a further attempt to 

convince a sceptical public where previous justifications had failed, and thus lent 

further weight to the idea that decision-makers had their own hidden agenda. To the 

extent that politicians are seen as dishonest or playing to vested interests the efficacy of 

moral pressure must be reduced. Consequently, the increasing volume of critique of the 

tactic of mass marches from those working within the DA frame became more widely 

convincing. ‘Orson’ had been strongly committed to building for F15, having set up an 

anti-war group in his local neighbourhood to publicise the demonstration. However, he 
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responded sarcastically when later asked if the demonstration was a viable tactic for 

changing the governments view; “Yeah right, ‘We’ve come to London, now we’re gonna 

march and then we’re going to GO AWAY!’”97 ‘Orson’ argued instead that a display of a 

much higher level of commitment was required. This suggests, however, a continued 

belief in the efficacy of the moral claim if sufficiently dramatised. While he 

recommended particular tactics that appear as direct action, this was justified, not on 

the direct effect it would have on power holders, but on the strength of the message.  

The display of moral commitment may be imbued with efficacy in two ways. On the 

one hand, action may be intended to display strength of feeling to those in power and 

thereby convince them to rethink a particular position. On the other, a display of moral 

commitment may be intended to convince sympathetic members of the general public 

to join the cause. ‘Harriet’ argues, “I very much support direct action. But … I think if 

you’re gonna do something that’s direct action, make it as creative and colourful and as 

entertaining as possible ... Get it on the front page of the Guardian, saying ‘this is 

people who are passionate about what they believe’… you want the world to know about 

it”98 This is obviously a different conception of direct action from that described in 

chapter four and is clearly based on the idea that spreading the message itself has 

power for change; a notion that makes sense only when you assume that others, on 

hearing the message, will themselves be convinced to act. This blurs the divide between 

power-holders and general public, implying that everyone can play some part in 

changing decisions in a democracy. Alternatively, it may be based on the assumption 

that moral pressure from a wider base may be more persuasive to power-holders. 

Either way, these logical links are unlikely to be made explicitly; rather the belief that 

most social movement activities are at least partly directed to spreading a particular 

message appears as a generalised axiom.  

At this point it is possible to perceive more clearly the tension within the RL frame. 

First, the belief in the need to present a concrete and detailed analysis does not fit well 

with the collective sounds of a mass demonstration; there is a recognition that among 

the mass any potential for detailed analysis is lost and the message may be taken over 

by simple and misleading slogans. Second, the liberal ideals within the frame can take 

the form of a high value placed on the ability of any individual to come to a reasoned 

analysis within a deliberative context. The necessity of expanding the movement 

obviously implies that those outside of the movement must be convinced. However, 
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there is a perception that the act of defining the movement itself creates divisions that 

are not easy to overcome.  

“If you say, “we are against the war, you are for the war, fuck you,” then 
that just creates a divide, which is bollocks because you’re not exploring 
all the issues… its an empowering thing to be in a movement and say I 
am this, I am stop the war, I am social forum or whatever… But its 
always gonna be an us against them thing so … its always gonna be 

counter productive simply because its wrong.”99 

The creation of unity described in section three can be seen to lead to a situation in 

which strong barriers are erected, across which it is difficult to communicate. In a 

similar vein, ‘Eldon’ criticised the StWC on its choice of post-war slogan, ‘No More Lies 

Mr Blair’. In debate he discovered that those arguing for this slogan insisted on the 

importance of ‘connecting with people’s anger’ and responded that, “the task of the 

campaign [becomes] to channel people’s anger … But people have to learn to control 

and channel their own anger… Our connection must be first and foremost with people's 

intelligence… the problem with giving such priority to “connecting with people’s anger” 

is that it has no integrity.”100 These claims may be related to the appearance of a 

collective identity within social movements. What seems to be occurring is that, on the 

basis of a simplified unity there is a process of construction of a broad collective 

identity that necessarily begins to exclude outsiders.  

Collective identity appears at different levels of generality. That just described 

seems to refer to the whole anti-war movement, as in the frequent appeals to ‘all anti-

war protesters’ or claims made on behalf of ‘every peace activist’. In addition, some 

activists describe their own identity at a level that fits closely with particular 

orientational frames.101 There is evidence that the creation of tensions between different 

strands of the movement did not relate simply to different analyses and 

understandings.  

“Some SWP members saw the [Sheffield Samba] band as a political rival, 
as a different centre of attraction. There’s a lot of fear and paranoia in 
organisations who … separate themselves out from the rest of the world 
and tend to … label others in particular ways: as people who are 
reformist, or a contact, or a potential recruit, or in this oppositional 
organisations. People all go into their own slots, and the band went into 

this slot of  being ... political rivals.”102 
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This quotation is doubly illustrative. ‘Daniel’ noted that in identifying people with one 

or another segment of the movement some SWP members created divisions that made 

it difficult to work together. However, in doing so he was, of course, doing something 

similar himself; the quotation demonstrates a negative belief applied to ‘SWP members’ 

and thereby creates a further division. At a more general level of identity construction, 

some activists identify themselves as ‘activists’ or ‘politicos’; that is, people who are 

politically aware and active.103 Such identities have perceived consequences on one’s 

ability to connect with those who are not so involved, “because as a politico you 

gradually start to see things in a different way to the way a lot of people perceive it, 

which is to swan through life and take things as read … if you challenge your 

assumptions about it you move further and further away.”104 

The ambivalence to the mass movement within the RL frame is, therefore, best 

understood as a reaction to the creation of collective identities which implicitly define 

political positions and opponents. Identities are thereby understood as reducing the 

potential of convincing those outside of the movement of the message being portrayed. 

The stress on remaining open to argument within the RL frame, in conjunction with its 

tendency understand international institutions as potential sites of positive social 

change, produced one further potential division within the anti-war movement. There 

was a tendency among those central to local anti-war organising to assume that 

newcomers to the movement were less ‘radical’ and more ‘liberal’ in their political 

outlook, where these terms were understood to imply a general respect for democratic 

institutions that was, in most cases, relatively uncritical. Nationally, the actions of 

StWC, for instance in inviting Liberal Democrat leader Charles Kennedy to speak at the 

rally after the F15 march, demonstrated an attempt to appeal to this constituency. 

While the notion of ‘building the movement’ within the RS frame appears as an 

instrumental value appropriate to the bigger goal of strengthening the revolutionary 

vanguard in the RL frame it appears more as a democratic value. The concerns around 

stifling debate described above in both the context of meetings and that of 

demonstrations is motivated by the value placed on hearing a multiplicity of voices. 

                                                                                                                                                                   

part from bands from across Europe seen at the IMF-World Bank Prague demonstrations in 
September 2000. Many of their members were committed to direct action, with one member 
travelling to Baghdad before the start of the war to take part in a voluntary ‘Human Shields’ 
program. ‘Adrian’, field notes, January 2003. 

103 ‘Harriet’, for instance, makes identity claims across a range of positions, “as anti-government, 

or socialist or radical, or even activist … I suppose my identity is that I will always support the 
underdog”; interview, December 2004.  

104 ‘Orson’, interview, December 2004.  
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5. CONCLUSIONS 

Where the foregoing analysis touches on activists’ evaluations of the anti-war 

movement it has been in relation to the objective of stopping the war before it started 

and therefore mostly negative. In particular, this was described as one way of 

understanding the fading of the movement from March 2003. However, it is 

noteworthy that many positive evaluations have been prevalent in movement discourse. 

These included arguments that the presence of the movement altered the way the war 

was carried out, potentially reducing civilian casualties and that it reduced the potential 

for further US-led wars. Activists also commonly refer to the scale and breadth of 

politicization as valuable for future struggle. The latter can be understood in terms of 

more people “thinking politically”, who are “not going away”105; “a molecular process 

taking place in everybody’s minds … transcending the official view, the accepted view, 

and actually start looking at the world in a different way.”106  Alternatively, the benefit 

of politicization can be seen in more tangible networks that continue to exist and offer 

the potential to respond rapidly to future political changes.107 Some local activists, 

reactivated through SAW, have moved on to different projects. For ‘Larry’ and others, 

SAW led to the creation of Sheffield Independent Media Collective, who, through the 

Sheffield Indymedia website create links between local activism and international 

trends. The creation of Sheffield Indymedia may be one of the most enduring and 

concrete resources for further activism and represents a number of important lessons 

learned through the period.108 Additionally, a number of key anti-war activists, whether 

in local groups or in the Sheffield coalition, transferred their energies to the Sheffield 

Social Forum (SSF).  For some activists, that was the very purpose of SSF: “it’s a 

fantastic idea … I always thought that the social forum would be a harnessing of the 

energies of the anti-war movement”109 It is the development of SSF, within a wider 

international movement, which I will address in the following chapter. 

The hermeneutic methodology of my thesis is designed specifically to capture the 

ideational formations implicated in the continuing cycle of contention since the 

eruption of the alternative globalisation movement. As is demonstrated above, these 

particular ideational formations are highly suggestive in attempting to understand 

                                                        

105 ‘Harriet’,  interview, December 2004.  

106 ‘Eldon’, interview, February 2005.  

107 ‘Hardy’, interview, December 2004.  

108 ‘Larry’, interview, July 2004.  

109 ‘Kara’, interview, December 2004.  
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dynamics of the UK anti-war movement. The rapid growth of broad coalitions was 

premised on the ability of activists with notably different worldviews to converge on a 

simplified analysis of the reasons for war. This analysis defines the unity of the anti-war 

movement: it predicted that the consequences of war for Afghani and Iraqi people 

would be dire and claimed that none of the justifications offered by British or American 

governments were adequate given the expected level of suffering and the affirmation of 

fundamental human equality. Furthermore, it found both governments guilty of 

utilising their powers to further self-interested ends that were obscured by their public 

justifications. Understanding how these positions were arrived at enables a de-

reification of the anti-war movement. On examination of the strategic and tactical 

understanding within the anti-war movement we find divisions that follow the outlines 

described in Part II. The relevant strategic positions can be traced to the political beliefs 

concerning power and agency at the base of the various orientational frames. By 

focusing on the continuing relevance of particular orientational frames it has been 

possible to portray the movement dynamically. Self-understandings within the 

movement, for instance that unity must be maintained, had identifiable results on 

subsequent movement processes. The various methods by which unity was maintained, 

I argue, had the effect of hiding the deep implications of the particular critiques.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

THE CHALLENGE OF DIVERSITY: THE SOCIAL FORUM 

MOVEMENT, 2001-2005 

“a new democratic imaginary – post-liberal and post-Marxist – 
is taking shape and, with it, other possible futures are coming 
into view.”1 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Social forums aim to provide a discursive context in which individuals and groups 

active within the current cycle of contention can identify problems and envisage 

solutions.  The creation of social forums at every level from the local to the global 

signifies two developments: first, it marks a shift in focus from events that directly 

confront centres of economic and political power to ones that seek positive alternatives; 

second, it self-consciously encourages a diversity of political perspectives. In the first 

section of this chapter I will build on work from chapter two in order to detail the broad 

continuities and changes that confirm that “the explosion of social forums can be seen 

as a new stage in the development of what was initially termed the ‘anti-globalisation 

movement’.”2 In examining the particular path taken by a group working towards a 

Sheffield Social Forum I will suggest that, in contrast with the anti-war movement, the 

diversity of participants’ worldviews created barriers to action from the outset. I argue 

that alternative conceptions of the purpose and potential structure of the forum were 

related to the three orientational frames identified in this thesis. These conceptions did, 

however, find a number of points of convergence. Examination of the relationship of 

the Sheffield Social Forum to others around the UK highlights these convergences.  

The arrival of the European Social Forum in the UK in 2004 was a highly significant 

event for UK movements and the process of organisation was fraught with contestation. 

Many of the debates seen within the local social forum were now played out on this 

                                                        

1 Conway, J., 2005, “Social Forums, Social Movements and Social Change: A Response to Peter 

Marcuse on the Subject of the World Social Forum” in International Journal of Urban and 
Regional Research 29(2), p. 427. 

2 Anheier, H. & Glasius, M., 2003, “Global Civil Society in an Era of Regressive Globalisation: 

the State of Global Civil Society in 2003” in Glasius, Kaldor & Anheier, eds., Global Civil Society 
Yearbook, (Oxford University Press, Oxford), p. 24. 
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larger stage and thrown into sharper relief by the increase in scale and scope. Clearly 

drawn battle lines emerged between groups who became known as the ‘verticals’ and 

the ‘horizontals’. Tracing the ideational stakes of these disputes, it will become 

apparent that the horizontal-vertical axis does not map neatly onto the orientational 

frames as described elsewhere. Reconnecting the understandings of the social forum at 

the local and global levels highlights a widespread claim to novelty. This is oriented to 

the idea of the social forum as an ‘open space’ where the protection of diversity and 

encouragement of pluralism create a new mode of action and understanding in the 

movements contesting globalisation. Such claims suggest the hypothesis that the 

‘horizontal’ position represents a new orientational frame. Tentatively labelling this set 

of ideas ‘participatory pluralism’ I will examine this hypothesis. Participatory pluralism 

may be best understood as a combination of elements from the radical liberal (RL) and 

direct action (DA) frames. The shifted emphasis produced by this particular 

combination of ideas does appear as relatively novel and impacts on the meanings 

signified by other key ideational elements. The prominence of these ideas may be 

understood as flowing from an alliance between proponents of the RL and DA frames. 

How long that alliance will last, and whether the particular understandings it has 

thrown up will develop further are open questions. 

2. GLOBAL INSPIRATION: THE BEGINNINGS OF THE SOCIAL FORUM 

MOVEMENT 

In chapter two I contrasted the slogan of the WSF, ‘another world is possible’, with 

the prevalent understanding of neoliberalism as a dogmatic claim that ‘there is no 

alternative’. A second slogan of the WSF translates as “no to singular/hegemonic 

thinking” (pensée unique),3 and highlights the central value placed on ideational 

diversity within WSF events.4 The key characteristic of WSF became the notion of an 

‘open space’, as enshrined in the WSF Charter of Principles, created after the first 

international event. The WSF is described as: 

“an open meeting place for reflective thinking, democratic debate of 
ideas, formulation of proposals, free exchange of experiences and 
interlinking for effective action by groups and movements of civil society 
that are opposed to neo-liberalism and to domination of the world by 
capital and any form of imperialism, and are committed to building a 

                                                        

3 Keraghel, C. & Sen, J., 2004, “Explorations in Open Space. The World Social Forum and 

Cultures Of Politics.” in International Journal of Social Science 56(4), pp. 483. 

4 Cock, J., 2003, “A Better or Worse World? The Third World Social Forum, Porto Alegre 2003” 

in Centre for Civil Society, Research Report 5, p. 3. Available at: 
http://www.nu.ac.za/ccs/default.asp?3,45,10,723; last accessed: 12/11/05. 

http://www.nu.ac.za/ccs/default.asp?3,45,10,723
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planetary society directed towards fruitful relationships among Mankind 

and between it and the Earth.”5  

Furthermore, the WSF bars itself from making proclamations as a body, and forbids 

anyone to represent the forum as a whole. As such, WSF  

“does not constitute a locus of power to be disputed by the participants 
in its meetings, nor does it intend to constitute the only option for 
interrelation and action by the organizations and movements that 
participate in it… [it] is a plural, diversified, non-confessional, non-
governmental and non-party context that, in a decentralized fashion, 
interrelates organizations and movements engaged in concrete action at 

levels from the local to the international to build another world.” 6 

The influence of these short texts should not be underestimated. They are very widely 

cited by organisations creating regional or local social forums, by commentators both 

inside and outside the social forum movement and by participants in debate around the 

actions and meaning of the social forum. They loosely define the political analyses and 

the ambition of the WSF and, to that degree, restrict participation.  

Finding the ‘Open Space’ 

Comparison of WSF with People’s Global Action (PGA) was used in chapter two to 

demonstrate continuities within the cycle of contention.7 Further comparison illustrates 

differences which represent broader changes and lesson-learning within the movement 

of movements. That is, the range of political perspectives involved in the key events and 

organisations has continually broadened. The June 1999 ‘Carnival Against Capitalism’ 

for instance, was an anarchic, direct-action focused set of protests. The involvement of 

both large NGOs and far-left organisations was minimal. This partly reflects the 

influence of the PGA, who had initially called the ‘global day of action’ and whose 

Hallmarks contain ideational elements that do not fit easily within the radical liberal 

(RL) or revolutionary socialist (RS) frames. In opposition to the former, they claim 

“confrontational attitude, since we do not think that lobbying can have a major impact 

in such biased and undemocratic organisations, in which transnational capital is the 

                                                        

5 WSF, 2001, Charter of Principles, principle 1. Available at 

http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/main.php?id_menu=4&cd_language=2; last accessed: 
12/12/05. 

6 WSF, Charter…, principles 6 and 8. 

7 PGA was one of a range of international networking initiatives which together formed part of 

the foundation on which WSF was built and was itself inspired by inspired by the 
‘Intercontinental Enceuntro’ (encounters) organised in Mexico since 1997 by the Zapatista Army 
of National Liberation (EZLN); Juris, J.S., 2005, “Social Forums and Their Margins: 
Networking Logics and the Cultural Politics of Autonomous Space” in Emphemera. Theory and 
Politics in Organization 5(2), p. 258. For the present purposes PGA is a particularly useful 
comparator as several participants in Sheffield Social Forum saw it as a potential alternative 
source of inspiration for local organising. 
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only real policy-maker.” In relation to the latter, the Hallmarks claim “an 

organisational philosophy based on decentralisation and autonomy”.8 Their Organising 

Principles describe the ways in which decentralisation and autonomy will be achieved.9 

These principles are clearly opposed to the democratic centralism of the RS frame. That 

such principles were taken seriously, and were a source of exclusivity, was proven at the 

Milan meeting of PGA during which activists from Socialist Workers Party and 

Workers’ Power had attended but been denied speaking rights on the grounds that they 

worked within a hierarchical organisation.10 Conversely, “The World Social Forum will 

always be a forum open to pluralism and to the diversity of activities and ways of 

engaging of the organizations and movements that decide to participate in it.”11 The 

reference to ‘ways of engaging’ suggests a greater openness on tactical matters than 

PGA’s Hallmarks. In addition, the WSF document is scattered with references to ‘civil 

society’ and ‘human rights’ which suggests greater potential for those working within 

the RL frame to be included. Similarly, references to ‘solidarity’ and ‘equality’ indicate 

some appeal to the language of the RS frame while references to ‘participatory 

democracy’ and ‘decentralisation’ may attract those working within the DA frame. The 

effort to imagine another world within the structure of the WSF appears, therefore, to 

be centred on diversity and pluralism to a greater degree than previous deliberative 

spaces. 

The French campaigning group ATTAC was centrally involved in the initiation and 

planning of  the first WSF. Its focus is regulation of global finance markets, primarily 

through lobbying for the implementation of the ‘Tobin Tax’ on currency speculation 

using the combination of methods I have described as typical of the RL frame. Its 

centrality thus assured that WSF would not follow the narrower definition of methods 

exemplified by PGA’s Hallmarks. Throughout the process of organising the various 

international events such civil society organisations12 have become increasingly 

                                                        

8 PGA, Hallmarks, points 3 and 5, available at 

http://www.nadir.org/nadir/initiativ/agp/free/pga/hallm.htm; last accessed: 12/12/05.. 

9 PGA, Organising Principles, points 2, 6, 7 and 11, available at 

http://www.nadir.org/nadir/initiativ/agp/cocha/principles.htm; last accessed: 12/12/05. 

10 Anon., 2002, “Anti Capitalism as Ideology… And as Movement?” in Aufheben 10, available at: 

http://www.geocities.com/aufheben2/auf_10_anticapital.html; last accessed: 12/12/05. 

11 WSF, “Charter…”, point 9. 

12 This term lacks a clearly agreed definition. Discussions within social forums tend to 

differentiate professionalized, relatively hierarchical ‘civil society organisations’ from more 
grassroots, relatively non-hierarchical ‘social movements’. While recognising that there is a 
significant boundary-drawing problem, this convention will be utilised, where helpful, in this 
chapter. 
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important, offering paid staff, financial backing and positive publicity to the events. 

This may reflect a broader trend in which such organisations have increasingly become 

disaffected with the limits of participation found in international governance 

processes.13 It must also be understood as an increasing preference by organisations 

once primarily focused on lobbying through ‘official’ channels to turn to popular 

movements in order to promote change. However, the increased involvement of civil 

society groups has not been universally acclaimed. PGA’s response to what they see as a 

great potential for domination from the more hierarchical and professionalized 

participants to the social forums was, during the organisation of the first edition of the 

European Social Forum (ESF I), to work towards organising autonomous spaces on the 

fringe of the events.14 It was within such spaces that the claims that ‘Another ESF is 

possible’ were first heard.15 

The WSF evinces inclusion of both a broader set of political perspectives and a 

broader set of substantive concerns. Chapter two describes the recognition of common 

targets across a variety of different issues as a key feature of the globalisation-focused 

phase of the current cycle. This explains the frequent interpretation of demonstrations 

against IFIs, particularly those in Seattle, 1999, as creating an alliance between diverse 

campaigns including environmentalists, trade unionists, anti-sweat shop activists, and 

indigenous people’s movements. WSF is expressly committed to including a 

multiplicity of struggles as is demonstrated by the breadth of themes defined for the 

event. WSF III, for instance, defined the following five themes of discussions: 

democratic sustainable development; principles and values, human rights, diversity 

and equality; media, culture and counter-hegemony; political power, civil society and 

democracy; democratic world order, fight against militarism and promoting peace.16 

These themes are clearly selected in order to offer a wide inclusively for social 

movements operating in a range of fields of struggle. The 114 seminars and nearly 1,300 

                                                        

13 Biagiotti, I., 2004, “The World Social Forums. A Paradoxical Application of Participatory 

Doctrine” in International Social Science Journal 56(4), pp. 529-532. 

14 Juris, “Social Forums and their Margins…”, p. 264. 

15 Hodkinson, S., 2002, “Another European Social Forum is Necessary: Reflections on Florence” 

on Red Pepper Online, available at: http://www.redpepper.org.uk/intarch/x-anotheresf.htm; 
last accessed: 12/12/05. 

16 WSF, 2003, WSF Memorial: Themes, available at: 

http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/dinamic.php?pagina=temas_fsm2003_ing; last 
accessed: 25/10/05. 

http://www.redpepper.org.uk/intarch/x-anotheresf.htm
http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/dinamic.php?pagina=temas_fsm2003_ing
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workshops at WSF III demonstrates a huge breadth of targets, tactics and analyses.17 By 

WSF V, in 2005, the number of thematic areas had been redefined and expanded to 

include references to “reappropriation and socialization of knowledge”, “arts and 

creation”, “sovereign economies” and “ethics, cosmovisions and spiritualities”.18  

In sum, the WSF marks a particular direction of development within the current 

cycle of contention. By 2002 there appeared some consensus that alternative 

globalisation movements needed to focus on the creation of positive solutions to the 

problems that more confrontational activities had highlighted.19 Participation 

continued to be defined in opposition to neoliberal globalisation as a dogmatic and 

inherently unjust process through which powerful elites maintained their dominance. 

WSF self-consciously provided a focus for a greater diversity of participation in which 

there was no intention to form a wide consensus on analyses, alternatives or modes of 

action but rather to increase the interrelations between diverse alternatives: “the 

Forum’s intention [is] not to offer the locus of alternative visions, but rather a model 

for their dispersion.”20  

From the Global to the Local 

Despite the global appellation, participation in WSF is clearly drawn primarily from 

nearby countries. However, the idea of the ‘open space’ has had much wider resonance. 

From 2002 multiple social forum events occurred on different scales. Some were 

defined by supranational regions: Africa, the Americas, Asia, Europe, the 

Mediterranean, Oceania, Pan-Amazon, and the Transatlantic. A further series of 

‘thematic’ social forums dealt with issues such as health, education, women, local 

authorities, and the particular problems of Argentina, Columbia and Palestine. Over 

twenty different countries have also seen national level social forum events. In taking 

both the name ‘social forum’ and the slogan ‘Another World is Possible’ such events 

apparently aimed to recreate both the structure and the experience of the WSF events. 

They were therefore comprised of a combination of large-scale conferences and rallies, 

medium-scale seminars and small-scale workshops. Increasingly the agenda for 

                                                        

17 Cock, J., 2003, “A Better or Worse World? The Third World Social Forum, Porto Alegre 2003” 

the Centre for Civil Society, Research Report 5; available at: 
http://www.nu.ac.za/ccs/default.asp?3,45,10,723; last accessed: 20/10/05. 

18 Allahwala, A. & Keil, R., 2005, “Introduction to a Debate on the World Social Forum” in 

International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 29(2), p. 410. 

19 Cock, “A Better or Worse World…”. 

20 Olivers, D., 2004, “Counter Hegemonic Dispersions: The World Social Forum Model” in 

Antipode 36(2), p. 175. 

http://www.nu.ac.za/ccs/default.asp?3,45,10,723
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discussions is set by participants themselves in a two-way process of communication 

and negotiation with organisers. The various discursive events are mixed with 

performance, art and parties on the one hand, and more concrete planning for future 

protests on the other.21  

For Chomsky, “What's interesting about the World Social Forum more than the 

annual events, is that it has spawned lots of regional social forums. Regional, local and 

small towns have their own social forums and they adapt the general concerns into 

their own life interests… then it feeds back into the general system.”22 Local social 

forums number in their hundreds in Europe alone and smaller numbers have appeared 

in North America, Canada, Australia, South Africa and across South America.23 In the 

Italian context, Genoa Social Forum took place just six months after WSF I. Coinciding 

with massive demonstrations against the G8 in that city it gained much attention for 

the role it played in hosting spaces for planning, deliberation and providing 

accommodation and food.24 Attracting people with a wide range of different political 

perspectives and affiliations from across Europe it is an important moment in the story 

of the spread of social forums on the continent.  

There are several indications that WSF has served as an inspiration to the majority 

of local social forums. First, the websites of many social forums refer directly to the 

WSF. Sometimes the WSF Charter of Principles is adopted in its entirety; more often 

groups define themselves citing the ‘open space’ principle quoted above. In examining 

the debate within Sheffield Social Forum below I will show that even where activists 

rejected parts of the WSF Charter it nevertheless provided an important starting points 

for discussion. A second indication is a tendency for local social forums to copy the 

format of the international events at the local level,25 with local activists creating days or 

                                                        

21 For a typical report: Klein, N., 2001, “A Fete for the End of the End of History” in World 

Social Forum: Memorial. Available at: 
http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/dinamic/eng_bnaomi.php; last accessed: 20/10/05. 

22 Chomsky, N., 2004, “On The Strength of Movements” at a meeting of the Another World is 

Possible! Network, April 2004, Budapest.  

23 From a range of sources, including: Anheier et al., 2003: 22-3; London Social Forum, 

undated, “Local Social Forums” available on London Social Forum Website at 
http://www.londonsocialforum.org.uk/links-forums.htm; last accessed: 25/05/03; Reyes, O. & 
Hodkinson, S., 2004, “A Democratic Forum is Possible” in Red Pepper, January 2004; list of 
Italian forums on Abruzzo Social Forum Website, available at: 
http://www.abruzzosocialforum.org/socialforum.htm; last accessed: 25/05/03. 

24 Schnews, 2001, “G-Hate” in Schnews 314/315, 27/07/2001. 

25 Anheier, Glasius & Kaldor, “Global Civil Society …”;  Glasius, M., 2005, “Deliberation or 

Struggle? Civil Society Traditions Behind the Social Forums” in Ephemera: Theory and Politics 
in Organization 5(2), pp.240-252. Available at: http://www.ephemeraweb.org; last accessed: 
25/10/05. 
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weekends of conferences, seminars and workshops on a broad range of issues both 

global and local in nature.26 Third, in the European context at least, the location of a 

regional social forum event has a noticeable effect on local organising. Italy and France 

are the only countries boasting local social forums in triple figures and their emergence 

was also clearly related to hosting the first and second ESFs. A participant in St. Denis 

Social Forum, for instance, noted that the original purpose of their group was to 

mobilise for ESF II, but like other social forums in and around Paris, the group became 

more interested in developing their own activity and existed long after the ESF II had 

ended.27 Furthermore, since ESF II such local social forums have increasingly sought to 

network with other local social forums, independently of the larger events. In the 

preparation for ESF III in the UK the emergence of local social forums was also notable, 

albeit in smaller numbers than seen elsewhere.  

International organisers have demonstrated awareness of the local effect of hosting 

regional events. In justifying the London ‘bid’ to host ESF III, one argued that “it will 

give us -  the social forum movement, independent and libertarian left - an opportunity 

to build the local social forums.”28 However, this is by no means the primary concern in 

the organisation of supranational events. For instance, among the sixty-eight English 

language articles discussing the various editions of the World Social Forum, stored as 

the WSF Memorial, I can only find two brief references to local social forums.29 Two 

edited volumes have emerged from the WSF process – Another World is Possible and 

more recently Challenging Empires – both are similarly globally-focused.30 Among 

contributors to a special issue of the online journal Ephemera called The Organisation 

and Politics of Social Forums which appeared shortly after ESF III, only one gives the 

local social forums sustained attention.31 More telling of the gap between local and 

                                                        

26 Indications can be found on the many website of local social forums world wide; in the 

European context additional confirmation was found in discussions at European Social Forum 
events, particularly the local social forum space at ESF III; field notes, November 2004. 

27 Field notes, European Preparatory Assembly for ESF III, London, January 2004. 

28 Stuart Hodkinson, cited approvingly by ‘Darell’, email to SSF list, October 2003. 

29 WSF, 2005, WSF Memorial, available at: 

http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/main.php?id_menu=14_1&cd_language=2; last 
accessed: 26/10/05. 

30 Fisher, W.F. & Ponniah, T., eds., 2003, Another World is Possible. Popular Alternatives to 

Globalization at the World Social Forum, (Zed Books, New York); Sen, J., Anand, A., Escobar, 
A. & Waterman, P., eds., 2004, World Social Forum – Challenging Empires, (Viveka 
Foundation, New Delhi). 

31 Glasius, M., 2005, “Deliberation or Struggle? Civil Society Traditions Behind the Social 

Forums” in Ephemera: Theory and Politics in Organization 5(2): 240-252. Available at: 
http://www.ephemeraweb.org/journal/5-2/5-2glasius.pdf; last accessed: 26/10/05. 

http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/main.php?id_menu=14_1&cd_language=2


 258 

global, participants of French local social forums reported feeling sidelined at ESF II 

events32 and, as will be detailed in section four below, there were serious conflicts 

between the central organisers of ESF III and the burgeoning UK local social forum 

movement. The global and local social forum trends, therefore, have a degree of 

independence; the rise in local social forum organising is not the result of any form of 

direction from the ‘leaders’ of the WSF or ESF.  

This interpretation of the local-global connection has relevance to two strands of 

commentary on social forums. First, any claims that the social forum is, or could 

become, an international vanguard in the tradition of the four historic socialist 

internationals must be tempered by this fundamental structural difference.33 In earlier 

forms, national socialist organisations, as members of an international, have always 

been subordinates of the international. The social forum movement, conversely, 

contains no membership structure and no formal mechanisms for ‘higher’ level 

processes to affect ‘lower’ ones. Second, there is a more ambiguous ramification for 

those who describe the global events as a process of ‘bottom-up’ or ‘grassroots’ 

globalization.34 The creation of local social forums without top-down planning does 

imply grassroots action. However, to the extent that participants at the local level feel 

disconnected from the events at the global level this does not resemble the 

‘globalization from below’ that such authors apparently long for. There is a continuing 

danger that, “a gathering that was supposed to be a showcase for new grassroots 

movements [has] become a celebration of men with a penchant for three hour speeches 

about smashing the oligarchy… participatory democracy is being usurped at the WSF 

by big men and swooning crowds.”35 For the present purposes, these points serve as a 

warning against mapping the ideas emerging at the global and regional levels onto 

those at the local level or vice versa.  

In the remainder of this chapter I present the results of locally-focused 

ethnographic research. This enables consideration of the relationships between the 

                                                        

32 Levidow, L., 2004, “Making Another World Possible? The European Social Forum” in Radical 

Philosophy 128. Available at: 
http://www.radicalphilosophy.com/default.asp?channel_id=2187&editorial_id=16577; last 
accessed: 05/11/05; 

33 Löwy, for instance, recognises the ideational diversity that counts against interpreting the 

WSF as socialist international but does not reflect on organisational form; Löwy, M., 
2004[2003], “Towards a New International?” in Sen, et al., eds., Challenging Empires, pp. 19-
25. 

34 For instance, Brecher, J., Costello, T., & Smith, B., 2004[2001], “The Road from Genoa” in 

Sen, et al., eds., Challenging Empires, pp. 16-20. 

35 Klein, N., 2003, “Cut the Strings” in The Guardian, 01/02/03. 

http://www.radicalphilosophy.com/default.asp?channel_id=2187&editorial_id=16577
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Sheffield Social Forum (SSF) and both the ESF and the other UK local social forums. I 

will argue that the SSF was inspired by the larger events which created a particular 

framework within which local events were organised. However, it is equally clear that 

participants have felt free to experiment with and criticise the framework offered from 

the global level. The orientational frames that participants bring to this 

experimentation informs the directions in which individuals criticise and attempt to 

adapt the WSF structure at the local level. Nevertheless, as I will demonstrate 

throughout, debates at the local level have much in common with those taking place at 

regional and international levels. To the extent that similar positions are arrived at 

independently in different contexts the orientational frames identified within this 

thesis take on a broader significance. 

3. LOCAL ACTION: TOWARDS A SHEFFIELD SOCIAL FORUM 

First Impressions: Divisions and Commonalties 

The first public meeting around the notion of a social forum in Sheffield, billed as 

‘Towards a Sheffield Social Forum’, was attended by around 40 local activists and 

campaigners. Most were familiar with the phrase ‘social forum’ and the related slogan 

‘Another World is Possible’ but few had attended the international events and less were 

intimate with the particular principles embodied by them. Early discussions made it 

clear that there were a wide range of hopes and expectations raised by the term.  36 The 

early development of SSF was marked by a search for a definition for the group, which 

took place against a backdrop of pre-existing political perspectives. In particular, it is 

possible to see the influence of each of the orientational frames identified in Part II. 

There were, however, two key general assumptions clearly in operation: first, the SSF 

would be autonomous from other organisations using the ‘social forum’ name; second, 

the SSF should be as broadly inclusive as possible. This section considers both the 

divisions and shared assumptions that appeared throughout the period of group 

formation. 

A number of notable attempts were made to offer some guiding principles on which 

the SSF might be based, each of which included a set of issues on which it would work. 

The orientational frames described in Part II appeared to offer direction for some of 

                                                        

36 The following paragraphs reflect on debates that emerged in the first, exploratory phase of the 

social forum. Activity at this time included four meetings of 30-40 participants between July 
and October 2003; frequent debate on the group’s email discussion list and the setting up of a 
number of sub-groups focused on outreach, publicity, creative events, and issue research. Field 
notes, July – October, 2003. 
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those present in these debates. The Workers’ Power members who initiated the first 

meeting had prepared a list of positions on which, they felt, any ‘progressive’ group 

ought to be able to easily agree. These defined positions against various forms of 

domination and discrimination, exploitation, gross inequality and war. While the 

majority of participants may broadly have agreed with these stances, the detailed 

enunciation of such claims and competition among alternative priorities made solid 

agreement difficult. In any case the presentation was widely criticised for making 

assumptions about how SSF would operate and, for instance, its attempt to focus on 

globally articulated issues rather than the particularities of the local situation. The 

issues proposed certainly implied leftist political positions, but the proponents 

seemingly made a conscious decision not to portray a specifically Trotskyist agenda. 

Nevertheless, in the choice of targets and, more significantly, the nature of the 

presentation there are strong echoes of the RS frame.  

Subsequently the PGA Hallmarks were recommended as a potential set of action 

guidelines.37 However, their exclusionary potential was immediately recognised: 

“Unless we can all compromise then the classic leftist split could happen… someone 

says autonomy isn’t compatible with the trade unions [and] so the whole [PGA] thing is 

scrapped.”38 ‘Jasper’ recommended modifications to the Hallmarks to offer a greater 

local focus and the possibility of positive engagement with mainstream political 

institutions. However, it was precisely the emphases on autonomy and direct action 

that had attracted those motivated by the DA frame.  

A third set of recommendations attempted to synthesise preceding discussions. Its 

foci were social justice, democracy and community and its language moralistic in tone. 

For instance, rather than discussing issues in terms of relationships of power or class, it 

referred to “the absolute dignity of the individual … [and] the right and need for local 

people to articulate Sheffield's problems.” 39 The document was interpreted by one 

participant as “a bit wishy washy. By that I mean almost anyone could join in including 

new Labour or various money making capitalist charities that already exist in the 

city.”40 Beyond the tone, perhaps the key offence was the non-exclusive list of ways of 

acting for social change, reminiscent of the WSF Charter. This debate highlights the 

influence of the sets of ideas laid out in this thesis. However, a deeper set of questions 

                                                        

37 ‘Callista’, ‘Isadore’, field notes, July 2003. 

38 ‘Jasper’, email to SSF discussion list, August 2003. 

39 ‘Basil’, email to SSF discussion list, August 2003. 

40 ‘Isadore’, email to SSF discussion list, August 2003. 
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were simultaneously being addressed, and offered some potential for transcending this 

clash of perspectives.  

There were two major threads of agreement that seemed to form the common 

assumptions of those who began building a social forum in Sheffield. Despite the 

description of inspiration from the World and European Social Forums on the initial 

flyer, in the early meetings very little consideration was given to attempting to repeat 

the form of the WSF on a local scale. Over time, individual participants did begin to 

focus more on the detail of the WSF, yet the grounding assumption was always that SSF 

would be free to decide its own mode of operation, and its own issue areas on which to 

act: “none of us know what this Social Forum is going to be. That's what's so exciting - 

its an idea whose time has obviously come... but what the bloody hell is it?”41 This fact 

deserves some consideration. The majority of campaigning organisations that have 

both a local and international presence have some form of hierarchy. Friends of the 

Earth, for instance, is widely considered to be one of the more participatory, ‘bottom-

up’ lobby groups. Yet it has methods of deciding on a set of campaigns on which, 

nationally and internationally, to focus. Local groups may well be allowed to take action 

on other campaigns, especially if they are particularly local. However, they may be 

encouraged that they do so under another name.42 Direct action oriented groups 

routinely describe themselves as autonomous, but very few identifiable networks can 

claim both a high international profile and wide participation.43 As a result, for the 

majority of participants most high-profile campaign organisations with which they 

were familiar would involve a direct flow of information and campaign resources  from 

a national decision making centre to local groups. Many participants to the early SSF 

meetings, and all of the initiators, had played some role in anti-war organising, either 

within the central Sheffield Against War (SAW) or smaller local groups. While many of 

the local groups did act autonomously it was clear that, as described in the previous 

chapter, the importance of national events largely set the agenda for local groups, even 

without a formal hierarchy. Given this general background, the simple starting point 

that a nominal Sheffield Social Forum would be free to choose its own structure and set 

its own agenda is quite remarkable. In addition to indicating a belief in 

decentralisation, it implies that, for many, the social forum was an experimental form 

of organising political action. 

                                                        

41 ‘Edgar’, email to SSF discussion list, July 2003. 

42 An important example of this was cited in relation to the anti-roads movement in chapter 

four. 

43 The Earth First! network mentioned in chapter four is the most prominent exception to this 

rule.  
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A second common understanding within the early social forum meetings was that 

the social forum must be self-consciously inclusive. The desire for diversity in terms of 

both participants’ backgrounds and their political perspectives, so central to the 

international social forums, clearly emerged as important in the local context too. Thus 

the first sub-group that formed within SSF took on the role of ‘outreach’ through 

finding and developing contacts and inviting participation. The combination of 

inclusivity and participation is demanding. Inclusivity produced a desire that a wider 

range of people would become involved. However, because the nature of operation of 

the group must be decided in a participatory manner, such decisions could not be made 

until inclusivity had been addressed. Even the choice of name for the group became 

influenced by this, and so the group continued to use the title ‘Towards a Sheffield 

Social Forum’ for some time. The inclusivity-participation tension re-emerged in a 

number of concrete debates. As recognised in relation to the WSF, however, inclusivity 

can never be all encompassing. The group always defined itself around a very broad 

notion of critical, progressive political action. In its most obvious incarnation, 

therefore, this notion would exclude participation from the far right. For instance, ‘Al’ 

saw the social forum as a democratic project and argued, “I honestly don't think you 

can claim democracy in a (planning meeting for a) social forum if you're going to 

exclude certain groups, unless you're talking about the BNP or something that is 

obviously anti-democratic in itself.”44 While there was a common assumption of 

inclusivity, therefore, there also appeared to be a broad agreement on where the 

boundaries of that inclusivity would end. 

Setting Boundaries: SSF and SWP 

Consensus on the notion of a decentralised, participatory SSF was not quite 

complete, however. Members of the Socialist Workers’ Party (SWP) attending the 

earliest SSF meetings took a position that lay outside of the general assumptions 

described above. They argued that the only, or at least primary, purpose of the SSF 

should be to mobilise participation for European Social Forum events.  45 This was 

clearly in opposition to the general tendency for participants with visions for a locally 

autonomous organisation. While many participants expressed a positive view of the 

ESF and accepted that mobilisation for the ESF could form a part of the work of SSF, 

there was also a stress on the need for the development of local solutions to local 

                                                        

44 ‘Al’, email to SSF discussion list, July 2003. 

45 At this point, arguments referred to ESFII in Paris. However, given that it was the SWP that 

first presented the ‘bid’ for London to host ESF III the following year, it is quite likely that such 
plans were already known within the SWP. 
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problems. This educed a more fundamental point from the SWP members in the room 

who considered that the local social forum was not connected with a deep, working 

class struggle. At times this focused on the use of the name ‘Sheffield Social Forum’: 

“how can this group call itself Sheffield anything? It’s a self-selected elite and you can’t 

claim to represent the wishes of Sheffield.”46 This position was explicated in its local 

newsletter, distributed among the SWP membership: 

“Some people in Sheffield have taken it upon themselves to declare 
themselves the Sheffield Social Forum! Whilst the Social Forums that 
have sprung up in Italy are an absolute inspiration they came from a 
much...higher level of struggle and are an organic part of the movement. 
Forty people in a room is not representative of the movement in 
Sheffield. Unsurprisingly the people who are arguing for Social Forums 
now are the same people that abstained from building the anti-war 
movement and blame the Stop the War Coalition for not bringing down 

Blair on February 15th!”47 

The inaccurate slur in the last sentence had come after SWP members had walked out 

of the second meeting under the social forum banner and caused considerable anger 

when the newsletter was leaked to the SSF email discussion list.48 The more substantial 

preceding points connect with the notion of class consciousness within the RS frame. 

The level of consciousness in the Sheffield context was evaluated as insufficient for a 

genuine attempt at creating a new organ of working class struggle. However, such 

arguments did not pass muster in the social forum meetings. Few participants 

understood the world in primarily class terms. The idea that the local social forum must 

emerge organically from a broad base of working class people beginning to understand 

the inherent contradictions of capitalism, therefore, simply did not make sense.  

On this reading, the only participants who could potentially be convinced by the 

SWP position would be those from Workers’ Power; an organisation with an intense 

rivalry with the SWP. The SWP’s central involvement in the national StWC, and many 

of the city-based anti-war groups, appeared highly successful. In particular, it spawned 

the new political party, Respect, from an alliance of the far left and politically active 

Muslims. Workers’ Power’s involvement in the setting up of local social forums49 was 

                                                        

46 ‘Floyd’, field notes, July, 2003. 

47 Sheffield SWP Newsletter, July 2003. 

48 Clearly demonstrating the practical application of ‘democratic centralism’ the local full-time 

organiser had walked out singly, after which other SWP members received text messages and 
left the room. 

49 Sheffield was not the only city with influential Workers’ Power representation in the building 

of local social forums; Manchester, Leeds and Cardiff, at least, have all had strong Workers’ 
Power representation within local social forums, as emerged in networking meetings of the UK 
local social forums; field notes, Network Meeting of the UK Local Social Forums, Manchester, 
June 2004. 



 264 

therefore understood as “attempts by the sectarian left to supplant the Stop the War 

Coalition by social forums”. These endeavors, “have failed and deserve to fail. Such 

attempts, portrayed as a programmatic shift to left (because social forums raise issues 

of economic exploitation as well as war), would in practice be a move to the right 

because they undermine the attempt to break the Blair government over the issue on 

which it is most vulnerable.”50 The SWP have long been described as unable to accept 

the presence of any rival centres of revolutionary action; this quotation clearly 

demonstrates such an attitude.51 

Interestingly, both the SWP and Workers’ Power positions can be understood from 

within the RS frame. The SWP emphasised class consciousness and the central 

importance of the vanguard party. Workers’ Power tended to emphasise the potential of 

decision-making bodies that emerge from the working class to challenge political and 

economic elites. These differences demonstrate clearly that concrete political positions 

do not emerge with determined force from the propositions within orientational 

frames. Significantly, it is quite possible that both Workers’ Power and the SWP were 

engaged in united front strategies: Workers’ Power in the social forums and SWP in the 

anti-war groups. They are both, therefore, in competition to attract participation in 

their relevant organisations, understood as spaces in which politically active people 

could become increasingly conscious of class struggle, and ultimately recruited to the 

vanguard. However, because the vanguard party is understood as the protector of 

truths concerning revolutionary action, and because of a perceived need for efficient 

central control, it is inconceivable that more than one vanguard organisation could be 

operational. The result is that conflict appears as a product of the similarities, rather 

than the differences in the sets of ideas used by the rival groups. Whereas we might 

expect that a shared analyses and targets ought to lead to unity in action, here the 

contents of the worldview promotes competition with others on the basis of their 

ideational similarity. This goes some way to understanding the factionalism and rivalry 

that has long been rife in the British far left.  

                                                        

50 SWP, 2004, “Socialist Workers’ Party. Post-Conference Bulletin, December 2004” in SWP 

Resources. Available at: http://www.swp.org.uk/resources/Conference2004.pdf; last accessed: 
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While the direct involvement of the SWP with the SSF was short-lived, its influence 

continued to be strongly felt and shaped consideration of the notions of diversity, 

representation and democracy within the SSF. The belief that, as SSF grew in size and 

influence, the SWP would again become interested, and attempt to dominate the group 

to further their own agenda was frequently aired. Furthermore, this was often used as a 

justification for taking certain positions on, for example: methods of decision-making,52 

the concrete issues to which the forum should be oriented53 and whether the SSF should 

aim to enunciate a political programme at all.54 Because the SWP were seen as 

antagonistic to the project envisaged by most within the group, therefore, they provided 

a boundary within which to find an identity. 

What is the Sheffield Social Forum? 

In seeking a political identity the SSF drew a number of boundaries. Inclusivity, 

participation and autonomy were all broadly agreed upon, with limits drawn by 

variously specified, ‘progressive’ propositions on certain concrete issues. These notions, 

however, were too broad to offer specific direction for what the nominal Sheffield Social 

Forum could be, or should do. The terrain of debate on this question, once the SWP’s 

position was discounted, polarised along a number of dimensions that each cut across 

orientational frames. Some of these dimensions are very familiar to those involved in 

contestatory politics: the deliberative ‘talking shop’ versus the action focused protest 

group; the ‘radical’ objectives versus the ‘reformist’ ones; and the local sphere of 

interest versus the global. The most significant dimension envisioned, at one end, a 

social forum as a decision-making, corporate body that would campaign with an agreed 

political programme, and at the other, a group dedicated to the facilitation of entirely 

open networking spaces for a range of political groups.  

For the Workers’ Power activists present, the local social forum was considered as a 

democratic space in which decisions could be made on campaign priorities. Inclusivity 

and democracy were valued because there was potential perceived in the notion that 

the local social forum could become a body that would represent the views of ‘ordinary 

people’ or the working class. The long-term vision saw the social forum forming a 

centre of power that was separate from local councils. The desire to create an 

alternative power to that of the local council can best be understood in relation to the 

view of liberal representative democracy within the RS frame. That is, the various 
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institutions of government in a capitalist state are understood as indelibly marred by 

association with economic elites. Instead, “the left believes we can one day live in a 

world where the community will gather together locally and debate and decide on the 

issues that affect them… Why not start experimenting now with that?”55  This is a 

structure strongly reminiscent of the soviets that developed in the early stages of the 

Russian revolution and, for a time, were in a position of ‘dual power’ with local 

authorities. The term ‘soviet’ was assiduously avoided during public meetings; however, 

when pressed ‘Gareth’ explained, “the word ‘soviet’ has got loads of bad connotations 

for people, but yes, there is a model there of people taking control for themselves, a 

model of democracy that we can use… you’ve got to change it for the present, but its a 

pretty good place to start.”56 The Workers’ Power position therefore reflects a number 

of ideational elements associated with the RS frame: it is based on the need to put the 

working class in control of political power; it rejects the use of liberal representative 

democratic institutions in order to do so; and it has a vision of an alternative mode of 

acquiring power that is strongly inspired by the Russian revolution. It should be noted 

that the basic argument of the Workers’ Power members – that the SSF should work 

towards deciding on common ambitions and frameworks for action – was one taken 

more broadly. ‘Darell’, for instance, who describes himself as a ‘libertarian socialist’, 

argued that “the idea of the social forum as well as highlighting global injustices, is to 

create a kind of local 'dual power' structure, where we contest council decisions, … 

initiate our own innovative projects and respond to injustices/abuses, corruption etc, 

with measured, highly visible direct critiques and action.”57 This view can be 

summarised as envisaging SSF as a kind of political party: a corporate body with 

procedures for making collective decisions that would discuss a variety of campaign 

issues and decide on priorities and strategies for action. It would be following the social 

forum model to the degree that it emphasised making links with groups already active 

around issues; an openness to newcomers; and an apparent willingness to consider 

novel analyses and strategies.  

The second position was partially associated with those working within the direct 

action (DA) frame. A number of activists argued that SSF need not agree on any 

particular campaign positions in order to be effective. Rather, the social forum was 

conceptualised as a space for networking, deliberation and proposals for action. Even 

where most participants in SSF found particular ideas inspiring, detailed development 
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and planning would occur away from SSF itself. This view developed in important ways 

over the first few months of debate. Recognising the lack of consensus around the PGA 

Hallmarks, as described above, the WSF Charter of Principles soon began to receive 

more considered attention. The Hallmarks were perceived, despite the claim to be 

purely a space for coordination, as giving too much definition to the politics of the 

space. ‘Isadore’ cited WSF Charter principle six (quoted in section two above) to argue, 

“I'm more in favour of the SSF being organised along the lines of the 
WSF… This would mean the only role and decisions for us would be to 
organize the time and space for the forums. It would also mean we could 
avoid making any statements about what we are (like say the PGA 
guidelines) and the forum would be open to the widest number of 

people.”58 

The attraction of the WSF thus became precisely the notion of an ‘open space’ free from 

the requirement to decide among competing analyses and strategies and therefore 

available to a diversity of participants. In chapter four I argued that in its most positive 

incarnations the DA frame contained a belief in the transformatory power of the 

creation of spaces for political engagement. Such spaces are valuable if they are 

potential areas of empowerment for participants and if they are prefigurative of a better 

future society. The social forum may be empowering in its concrete goal: that of linking 

up individuals and collectives for effective actions. It may also be empowering in its 

acceptance of diversity; because there are few prescribed opinions participants should, 

in principle, feel safe to develop their own understandings and thus realise the benefits 

of individual freedom. Acceptance of diversity may also be linked with prefiguration. 

The centrality of individual freedom and autonomy within the anarchist-inspired DA 

frame are served well by a group situation that neither prescribes nor proscribes 

particular views. 

The use of the idea of autonomy within the SSF requires some further explication. 

All the SSF participants now saw the group as autonomous from the ESF, partly in 

reaction to the arguments of the SWP. Additionally, it was assumed that it would 

always remain autonomous from any other political organisation. This clearly does not 

imply, however, that all were working within the DA frame. The understanding of the 

social forum as a cohesive body assumes the surrender of a degree of individual 

autonomy to the group as a whole. This would particularly be the case if the group 

made regular use of voting where the decisions would effect all group members. In 

practice the group always used an unspecified form of consensus decision-making. The 

‘open space’ idea therefore came to be strongly connected with the main propositions in 

the DA frame because it appeared to offer maximum individual freedom at the same 
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time as encouraging and improving radical action contesting identified targets. 

Furthermore, to the degree that it would be built on principles understood as a guide to 

a better world, the construction of the social forum as a political space may be 

understood as direct action in and of itself. 

The debate on the nature that SSF could take was always informed by a number of 

practical concerns about the survival and growth of the group and, centrally, its 

potential for efficacy. In one direction the perceived dilemma was that without a 

coherent identity it would be difficult to attract newcomers because “when I speak to 

people they always ask what SSF is about and all I can do is give examples of other 

social forums that exist.”59 Furthermore, some considered that a projected group 

identity would have to make strong political claims in order to be effective. In the 

context of a debate over a campaign on debt, described below, one participant argued 

that “without articulating a coherent alternative to neo-liberal capitalism and the 

political, social, economic frameworks that it requires to reproduce itself … then we all 

end up in a reformist agenda which simply underlines the dominance of capital.”60 The 

concern with efficacy also related to the talking shop-action dimension. On this 

argument the RS and DA frames are often found in concert, arguing that it is essential 

that any meetings have, as part of their purpose, plans for concrete action.61 The 

strongest argument for the intrinsic value of talk and discussion is usually found within 

the RL frame: 

“‘Talking shops’ and political action are not exclusive. History shows the 
reverse: a prime example would be the suffragettes, who started out in 
bloody reading groups… don't knock talking, and don't knock actions or 
groups you might consider non-radical. In my (woolly liberal) view of 
things, all local/political engagement and discussion is good; and a 

talking shop could lead to anything, given time.”62 

This quotation gives a clue to the alignment of the RL frame in relation to the party-

space debate. The RL frame is inherently plural with respect to both analyses of society 

and strategies for change. As such, where the RS frame uses recruitment and the DA 

frame uses propaganda, the RL frame includes an ambition to ‘make people think’. The 

efficacy of a group is therefore measured more by its promotion of diverse discussions 

than by its ability to convince people of a particular set of ideas. The open space 

therefore fits well with the anti-dogma position in relation to knowledge. In addition 
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the decentralised structure fits well with the related arguments against the 

centralisation of power.  

Containing many areas of diversity, and without a formal decision making 

procedure, the SSF never reached a definitive position on these debates. Rather, the 

SSF must be understood as a process of exploration. In sections four and five I will 

argue that the processes elsewhere in the UK, as well as on the grander regional and 

international scales, covered very similar ground. The diversity of conceptions of the 

social forum did not, however, forestall certain forms of collective action. It is to an 

examination of the concrete actions of the group that I now turn. 

SSF Projects: Diversity in Action? 

Despite an inability to resolve a wide range of debates the SSF group did come to 

agree on the notion of creating a WSF-styled event. After wrangling over the use of the 

name ‘Sheffield Social Forum’ it was decided that this event would represent the launch 

of the social forum. SSF was thereby conceived to have a more permanent existence 

than the WSF: rather, the big networking event that it would hold would form the 

beginning of a continuous form of organisation. The character of the launch event 

reflected a number of criticisms of the ESF as seen from the local perspective. The 

emphasis on ‘star’ speakers in huge conferences with little interaction was criticised as 

not giving sufficient focus on the smaller workshops that were organised in a relatively 

decentralised and autonomous fashion. At the SSF launch, therefore, there would just 

be two platform speakers considered necessary to attract participants and to provide a 

starting point for discussions throughout the day. The decision to invite Hilary 

Wainwright brought up, once again, the relationship between SSF and ESF. While 

some felt that her involvement in organising the forthcoming ESF III in London, given 

its connections with Ken Livingstone and the Greater London Authority (GLA), should 

exclude her from the event most considered her involvement as offering potential for a 

valuable communication channel with the larger event.63 This debate took place well 

within the area of common understanding within the SSF as nobody suggested that SSF 

should in any way subordinate its independence to the organisation of ESF.  

A further general critique of ESF was the degree of control coming from the centre 

in terms of decisions over the agenda for events, choice of speakers, location of and 

times of workshops and so on were seen to be taken in a top-down manner. One simple 

attempt to avoid this was found in the notion that workshops would not have leaders, 

but that a number of ‘key participants’ would be invited to attend, who would have 
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significant experience in that relevant field. Finding themselves in a position analogous 

to the ESF Organising Committee they criticised, however, as the event drew closer 

there was a perceived need for the small organising group to set the agenda for 

workshops in a reasonably formal manner. Despite the terminological change, ‘key 

participants’ often became workshop leaders, and their availability became the 

determining factor in whether a topic would be covered. Furthermore, tensions among 

the ten to fifteen participants centrally involved in the SSF launch grew. A technological 

divide had emerged through the use of relatively novel ‘Wiki’ software, a product of the 

free software movement. This enabled the construction of a website used for planning 

the event that was, in principle, open to anybody to edit or post comments on. 

However, having made significant changes to the programme online, those with easy 

internet access and a higher level of technical proficiency and confidence were criticised 

for over-reliance on tools that not everybody, in practice, could use. Thus, some of the 

critiques aimed at the organisation of the ESF came to be used against a section of the 

small group organising the SSF launch.64  

Nevertheless, the most novel features of the launch event resulted from an attempt 

to overcome the tendency to centralise control for the event. The final session of the day 

was left open for topics to be decided by the full range of attendees. Suggestions were 

taken in a variety of forms throughout the day, and by mid-afternoon a list of about a 

dozen potential topics was compiled. These were read out to the group as a whole and 

any topics that had several interested parties would be discussed. In the event, among 

the 60-80 attendees present at the time (approximately 150 had passed through the 

event during the day) six topics were chosen and the final session given over to their 

discussion. The groups were intended to bridge the gap between talk and action, as the 

groups that met in this final session were encouraged to discuss plans for action and to 

sow the seeds for more continuous work. Additionally, as this process was explained as 

an experiment in democracy it demonstrates clearly the most solid point of 

convergence within the SSF organising group. Whatever position the SSF would take on 

the overarching debates over the concept of the social forum, its process would be 

democratic. Moreover, the nature of that democracy ought to be participatory and the 

method for achieving results would be novel.  

The SSF launch met a degree of success, in both its objectives of providing useful 

space for bringing together activists who might usefully work together and in ensuring 

that discussions led to concrete action. Evidencing the former objective, a chance 

meeting in the ‘Indymedia lab’ where free software and technical knowledge were 
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exchanged led to the creation of the ‘Sheffield Distributed Library Project’. Ostensibly 

this project gives individual users a tool by which they can find people willing to lend 

books, videos or recorded music they would like to use. One free software activist 

explained that more importantly it represented a new way of using the internet to build 

communities: “usually the point of websites is to connect people who are geographically 

distant and can’t meet in person, but with this, the whole point is to contact people who 

live nearby, who you may never have spoken to … it’s a way of using the internet to 

build real-life communities.”65  

Among the other outcomes of the launch event one particular is worthy of note. In 

the final, open session of the SSF launch one topic of discussion was around debt. The 

issue was raised by a member of the local Green Party in response to the actions of the 

household goods shop Brighthouse, which had recently been highlighted for exorbitant 

credit conditions on BBC Radio Four. Around a dozen participants of the launch joined 

the group, which discussed the possibility for protesting outside the city centre branch 

of the company. Further planning and debate occurred within the regular meetings of 

the SSF and on its email discussion list. In its networking mode, a meeting brought 

together a number of campaigners from groups concerned with poverty. Information 

from Sheffield Debtline on the extent of the problem locally and the particular role of 

Brighthouse was provided. Speakers from Sheffield’s credit unions – local co-operative 

organisations that encourage people to save small amounts every week and can offer 

small loans with little interest - were also invited. SSF participants, in keeping with the 

‘another world is possible slogan’, were keen to be able to present some alternative 

rather than simply condemn a particular organisation. The protest was held in early 

May 2005, the main purpose of which was to hand out informational flyers to as many 

potential customers of Brighthouse as possible. In addition, there was drumming from 

the Sheffield Samba Band and street theatre dramatising the ‘debt trap’ organised by a 

participant of SSF.  The message of the demonstration was that “many people with poor 

or no credit histories are forced to borrow or buy from companies who offer loans at 

crippling rates of interest … There is an alternative! Credit Unions are good for your 

pocket and where you live.”66 At the end of the protest the Samba drummers 

spontaneously led others involved into the shop itself, where they stayed until the 

police threatened arrests. This was a deliberately confrontational end to the protest that 

attempted to cause economic damage to a particular organisation through putting off 
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its customers, and therefore added an element of direct action. While the debt protest 

managed to bring in a number of groups to work together it was nevertheless 

controversial within the SSF group, as some interpreted it as advocating consumerism 

which was at the root of social and environmental ills.67 Nevertheless, the SSF name 

was included among the list of supporters of the protest on the flyer thus, for the first 

time, publicly taking a political position. In this way it stepped outside of the 

conception of the ‘open space’ described in relation to the WSF above. 

4. FROM THE LOCAL TO THE GLOBAL 

By the time of the SSF launch it had become clear that the 2004 edition of the 

European Social Forum (ESF III) would be held in London. The fact that attendees 

decided to hold one of the final, open workshops on the upcoming ESF signalled a 

regained focus on the relationship of the local social forum to the international events. 

Furthermore, the arrival of ESF in the UK prompted an increase in numbers of local 

social forums and a desire for the disparate groups to connect, both to learn from each 

others’ experiences and to organise intervention in the ESF planning process. The 

organisation of ESF III was marred by deep divisions over the nature and importance 

of democratic process in planning the event. Examination of the polarisation that 

occurred between the SWP, GLA, CND and several trade unions (the ‘verticals’)  on the 

one hand and a variety of NGOs and autonomous groups (the ‘horizontals’ or 

‘democratic opposition’) on the other  throws the combination of ideas being utilised 

within the social forum movement into sharp relief.  

The focus on process appears as a central theme of the thinking of the horizontals 

and they made repeated claims to be upholding the true ‘spirit of Porto Alegre’ through 

emphasising openness, inclusiveness and participation. The horizontals may, on the 

one hand, be interpreted as an alliance of people operating within the RL frame, with 

those operating within the DA frame. On the other hand, to the degree that this alliance 

has created a particular worldview that participants adhere to, it potentially heralds the 

emergence of an analytically distinguishable orientational frame. I refer to 

‘participatory pluralism’ to emphasise the important areas of agreement and apparently 

novel ideas. This particular period of activity within the social forum movement enables 

two dimensions of comparison: between the beliefs and values operational in the 

various local social forums, in one direction; and between those working at the local 

level and those at the international, on the other. In relation to the former I will argue 
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that participatory pluralism is useful in understanding the interconnections and 

interventions of the UK local social forums. In relation to the latter, I argue that the 

outlines of the participatory pluralist frame can additionally be perceived in a 

significant strand of thought found within both the ESF and WSF.   

Connecting the UK Social Forums 

After initial contacts had been made from a range of local social forums a first 

networking meeting was hosted by Manchester Social Forum in early June 2004. UK 

participants from London, Liverpool, Sheffield, Leeds and Manchester were joined by 

participants from St Denis Social Forum (France) and Madrid Social Forum. A lengthy 

written statement was offered by Cardiff Social Forum. The three themes of the two-day 

meeting were: sharing experiences, constructing a durable network, and intervening in 

the London ESF process.68  

In sharing experiences it became obvious that many of the debates seen within the 

Sheffield Social Forum occurred elsewhere. The theme of ‘are we a body or a space?’ 

was discussed in depth, and was clearly not limited to the UK. Many participants noted 

the somewhat contradictory practice of the local social forums where even those who 

wanted to preserve the notion of the ‘open space’ sometimes acted with the group as a 

body with its own substantive political projects. However, rather than seeking 

immediate solution to this question, those involved in the debate were prepared to 

accept this as an important dynamic within the social forum movement that would only 

be solved through reflective practice. The controversy surrounding the banning of 

political parties from involvement in social forums, by principles 8 and 9 of the WSF 

Charter, was also raised. While this had been a minor theme of debate within SSF, the 

written representation from Cardiff Social Forum had raised its profile within the UK 

networking meeting. Workers’ Power members in particular, saw the ban as 

unprincipled and unworkable. It was clear in the WSF processes, as well as the ESF 

processes, that political parties were represented within the organising committees and 

the forum events. However, members generally had to disguise their affiliations causing 

confusion and accusations of dishonesty. Distrust for the traditional left organisations 

was only increased, however, when it emerged that the Cardiff Social Forum written 

statement, which was presented as the consensus of the group as a whole, in fact only 

represented one strand of thought within the group, i.e. that associated with Workers’ 

Power. This was taken as confirmation of their views for those within the group who 

stressed the importance of participatory, rather than representative politics. By their 
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own admission, however, “Workers’ Power are far too small to try to dominate the 

social forum movement”69 and more serious concerns faced the SWP.  

Many of the UK local social forums had similar experiences with the SWP, where 

members of the local branch first expressed interest in the local social forums. 

However, in each city these members argued that ‘the movement isn’t ready’ for local 

social forums and the group should restrict itself to mobilization for the ESF. Failure 

led SWP members to walk out. In the build up to ESF III a new local organisation 

emerged under the name ‘Sheffield ESF’.70 This new group, headed by the SWP and 

local members of the National Union of Journalists, made no attempt to inform the SSF 

of its existence or its planned public meetings. SSF participants attended its first public 

meeting in order to begin some coordination. Concrete suggestions about publicity 

from the SSF – that informational leaflets could be produced with national information 

on one side, leaving space on the other for local groups to print whatever highlights of 

the programme the feel would be of interest to the networks and organisations they 

were involved in – were discussed positively in the meeting but never came to fruition.71 

This publicity idea was an interesting embodiment of the link between diversity and 

coordination, positively encouraging the formation of connections according to the 

particular interests of particular groups while remaining within a larger framework. 

Such ideas are understood as being of greater importance than simply a convenient way 

to arouse the interests of the maximum number of people. The creation of the Sheffield 

ESF, together with perceived power struggle within the ESF process, prompted ‘Edgar’ 

to address the following comments to Alex Callinicos via a public email list: 

“Why is there so much anger at 'London Central?' Because it is becoming 
a locus of power. It's turning the SF movement into just another power 
structure, and HAS constituted itself as the only option for inter-relation 
for participants [contra WSF  Charter principle 1] … an easy way to 
move on is for the rest of us to organise within and between social forum 
movements - build webs that will mitigate against centralised power, 

and build computer systems that enable this… Will you back this?”72 

The difficulties within the ESF process will be examined shortly.  For immediate 

purposes, this quotation demonstrates the idea of the network as the dispersal of 
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power, and the important role of information technology within creating such 

networks. 

The focus on the creation of durable networks therefore indicates more than a 

particular mode of organising, but a particular understanding of power. Action based 

on this belief was begun at the Manchester gathering of local social forums, continued 

when participants again met in Sheffield, and was an important focus during the ESF 

itself.73 In planning for the SSF launch event it was recognised that “we need to have 

plenty of space for people to just hang out, have a coffee and chat because that is where 

the real benefits come from.”74 Indeed, this mode of action was particularly evident at 

the, often frantic, European Preparatory Assemblies through which formed a part of the 

ESF organising process. One personal experience demonstrates the nature of 

networking at such events. In conversation with ‘Hazel’, from Manchester Social 

Forum, during a short break from a large meeting I expressed an interest in the newly 

emerging network of ‘horizontals’ within the ESF process. As several hundred people 

filed out of the meeting, through a crowded lobby, ‘Hazel’ propelled me towards ‘Niles’ 

with the instruction, ‘Kevin wants to meet the horizontals’. As people filed passed 

‘Niles’ would interrupt their rapid conversations in order to introduce me. Far from 

identifying them because of their affiliation to the ‘horizontals’, ‘Niles’ would describe 

their geographical location and the movements or struggles in which they were 

involved. The later conversations these introductions enabled meant that the following 

day, during the lunch break from a large and fractious meeting, I was embroiled in an 

ad hoc technological fix required to help an Oxford-based media activist (‘Oli’) transfer 

a series of short films into a format that could be supplied to ‘Nichola’, a social forum 

activist from Hungary. The films would then be shown by the Another World is 

Possible! Network (AWPN), who would also sell CD copies in order to raise funds for 

their own organisation. Through ‘Nichola’ I learned that the ‘body-space’ debate also 

took place in Hungary, where it had actually led to an organisational split, producing 

two Hungarian Social Forums (hence the unwieldy name of the AWPN). She also 

provided a video of a speech by Noam Chomsky to the AWPN, from which the 

quotation in section two of this chapter originates.75 This small example illustrates the 

purpose and form of networking that occurs at such events. The large conference 

meetings of hundreds of activists sink into the background where participants do not 

feel a need to create ideational unity; instead any opportunity to make productive 
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connections across a number of dimensions is grasped. Many of those connections are 

primarily informational, sharing knowledge, skills, analyses, media presentations or 

software. Because information resources can often be reproduced at very little cost they 

can be shared freely and without need for negotiation. By engaging in relatively simply 

sharing of resources, connections are strengthened and may lead to further shared 

resources in the future, whether further information, finances for particular campaigns, 

or free accommodation during a meeting or protest. The ideational impact of this mode 

of organisation will be examined in the following section. 

A final, point on the networking of local social forums relates to their intervention 

in the ESF process. During the Manchester meeting a proposal was worked out that:  

“for the whole duration of the European Social Forum events there be 
one dedicated space for the use of the local social forums of Europe. We 
believe that the interlinking of local social forums holds huge potential 
for positive social change in terms of learning, sharing and coordination 
around issue based campaigns and working methods. It is essential that 
those networks are created to be durable and independent of the 

spectacular moments of gathering represented by ESF.”76 

The form of meeting being requested by the local social forums was notably different to 

that usually seen within the ESF. Participants envisioned a permanent site in which 

local social forums could organise their own workshops and cultural events. While 

particular themes within ESF would often be continued through a large number of 

different meetings the disconnection between them was perceived to mitigate against 

carrying out work for social change. Rather, the consumer of the ESF would select their 

own highlights from the programme and become involved in events in a relatively 

passive way. This increased the power of those in the centre of the organising process 

and would create competition over the times and spaces that were expected to be most 

popular. All activist meetings provide opportunities for both the discussion of issues 

and the creation of network connections. However, where the seminar or workshop 

prioritised discussion, leaving networking as a beneficial epiphenomenon, the local 

social forums aimed to reverse those priorities. While the proposal, signed by 

individuals and local social forums from across Europe, was supported within the 

European Preparatory Assembly it was later rejected within British ESF Organising 

Committee. Rather, the local social forums were provided with one slot in the 

programme for a workshop and one plenary speaker. As a result, the local social forums 

moved out of the ‘official’ ESF and into the ‘autonomous spaces’ that resulted from the 

divisions between the ‘horizontals’ and the ‘verticals’ in the ESF organising process. An 

examination of that process offers the clearest understanding of the ideational 
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importance of networks, and its connection with values on participation, consensus and 

democracy. 

ESF III: Horizontal Versus Vertical  

By October 2003, a month before ESF II took place in Paris, a small group of 

activists  had put forward a proposal that London host ESF III in 2004. This was 

apparently the result of months of negotiations between the SWP, Campaign for 

Nuclear Disarmament (CND) and the Greater London Authority (GLA).77 In an 

inauspicious start, given the social forum movements’ focus on participation and 

inclusivity, “the 2004 bid has been made without any consultation across the UK 

movements, has never been discussed in a general ESF meeting and thus has no 

mandate.”78 Nevertheless, the bid was additionally backed by a number of influential 

NGOs (including Greenpeace and War on Want) and several trade unions (including 

UNISON, and the National Union of Journalists). When the London ESF took place in 

mid-October 2004, attracting 20-25,000 participants from across Europe the events 

were celebrated for their depth of discussion, range of political issues and diversity of 

participation.79 However, the tensions within the organising process had led to a direct 

action by some of those centrally involved in the ESF process against one of the plenary 

sessions of the ESF itself. The protesters made two claims: first, the organisational 

process of the ESF had been unacceptable; second, the London Mayor should not be 

allowed to give a platform speech at the occasion. Among the sites where the 

subsequent ‘internal’ debate erupted was the letters pages of The Guardian. At first a 

GLA employee, Lee Jasper, accused the direct action group of racism and violence.80 A 

number of UK anti-racist organisations and members of the UK ESF Organising 

Committee countered that Jasper was “playing the race card to silence these voices”81 

who “were not alone in the belief that the London ESF dramatically parted company 

from the democratic, transparent, non-party and consensual principles upon which the 
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World Social Forum movement was established.”82 Indeed, many reports note the 

enthusiastic applause of much of the audience after the direct intervention.83 This 

protest was merely the most visible evidence of a conflict between the ‘verticals’ and 

‘horizontals’. The former group encompassed parts of the Trotskyist and communist 

left, together with a number of major trade unions and employees of the Greater 

London Authority (GLA) in addition to some of the larger NGOs, most actively, CND. 

The latter was comprised of a large number of individuals and smaller activist group, a 

significant section of the local social forum movement and a variety of NGOs including 

the World Development Movement (WDM) and Friends of the Earth (FoE). It is among 

the latter group that we find the clearest evidence for a developing ideational 

construction, distinct from the orientational frames identified thus far. 

The scale of the ESF clearly demands continuous work, detailed planning and 

financial resources. Among the more contentious, though ostensibly ‘non political’ 

decisions were the choice of venues, the number of plenary speakers as compared with 

workshops, arrangements for travel and accommodation, the nature of the publicity 

effort, the selection of full time administrative staff, the provision of information 

technology during the organisation and the event itself and the provision of translation 

services. More obviously political decisions needed to be made about sources of 

funding, the choice of thematic areas and the method by which to choose plenary 

speakers. The process involved weekly meetings of the ESF Organising Committee 

(OC). These ‘open meetings’ were almost always held in central London during office 

hours, which offered convenience for the full time staff of the trade unions, GLA, larger 

NGOs and political parties but inconvenience and financial cost for non-professional 

organisers. After repeated complaints one OC meeting was held during a weekend in 

Birmingham and around seventy people attended. In addition were the monthly, 

peripatetic ‘European Preparatory Assembly’ meetings, which, when held in the UK, 

attracted up to 3-400 people. Decision-making was nominally by consensus although 

the method by which consensus would be achieved or measured was never formalised, 

leaving enormous scope for the personal judgement of the chair.  “The modus operandi 

was that all organisational matters … were presented as faits accomplis to the 

Committee and objections were thwarted as being petty, time-wasting or even 
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malicious obstructions by people ‘obsessed with process’ or … ‘wanting to wreck the 

ESF’.”84  

In relation to every area I have listed there were vociferous complaints about the 

process of decision making. For instance, the decision on venues was to be made at a 

European Preparatory Assembly. However, only one detailed proposal was put forward 

by the OC. Oscar Reyes, whose work with Red Pepper magazine gave him the 

opportunity to regularly attend OC meetings, was keen for people to know about the 

rival proposals. However, speaking from the floor rather than the platform he had just 

two or three minutes to read out as many details, from his own notes, as possible. While 

the alternative of an ESF distributed around the Bloomsbury area of London sounded 

promising to many attendees, there was clearly not enough information to make a 

sensible comparison; time pressures required confirmation of one proposal, so in the 

event there was simply no decision to be made.85 Accessibility of meetings, flow of 

information, and the domination of meetings through the blunt instruments of 

invented procedural rules, accusations and slurs, and threats that finances would be 

withdrawn were the most common complaints in the process. 86 

To increase the chance of influencing the process a disparate range of actors 

organised among themselves. In so doing they were required to embrace the challenge 

of coordinating diversity: 

“[There is] a bunch of anarchists, reformist NGOs, local social forum 
types and even some of the far left parties and we’re all trying to get our 
voices heard so we’ve got to coordinate. Its like trying to herd cats … The 
verticals have this single idea of huge conferences where the great and 
the good can make big speeches and the SWP can flog papers, but we’ve 

got … all sorts of ideas.”87 

This broad cooperation was clearly an unintended but novel result of the ESF process, 

“Who would have thought only 10 months ago, that members of the CPGB, Indymedia, 

Attac UK, the London Social Forum and the Green Party would work out joint tactics 
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on the way to a meeting in Birmingham?”88 These quotations demonstrate the positive 

evaluation of an ability for a diverse set of actors to work together, and this clearly 

reflects the notion of the ‘open space’ described above. Some of the larger NGOs were 

less inclined to intervene frequently within in the process. However, evidence of 

occasional interventions demonstrates at least some affinity with the cause of the 

‘horizontals’. Three instances in particular stand out. First, in Feburary 2004, a 

representative of Friends of the Earth noted with disappointment the process of 

decision-making, making a number of concrete proposals including the use of rotating 

chairs and the commitment to consensus decision-making and creative problem 

solving. Second, in mid-April there was a concrete proposal, “For a Participatory ESF 

2004” put forward by a coalition of NGOs and think tanks. The primary purpose of the 

proposals was to increase the level of self-organisation within the ESF process by 

facilitating the merging of proposed workshops and seminars by participants 

themselves, rather than by the OC, or a subgroup of that body. The intended result 

would be “a radical break from the idea that the Host Organising Committee… decides 

the themes and organises the mergers of seminars. Instead, the European Preparatory 

Process would merely 'facilitate' the formulation of ESF themes as the outcome of a 

long and dedicated bottom-up process of consultation, facilitation and outreach.”89 

Third, in September, ten of the biggest NGOs (including Oxfam, FoE, Greenpeace, War 

on Want and WDM) published an open letter criticising the ESF process. In particular 

they report disappointment that the decision on plenary speakers had been voted 

without deliberation in a meeting ‘packed’ with more than the usual number of 

members of the far left.90 The methods by which the horizontals worked together were 

mostly open and attempted to be inclusive and participatory. The overriding message of 

the horizontals was that the principles of the ‘open space’, set out by the WSF 

Organising Committee, should govern the organisation of the event as well as the event 

itself.  

‘Another ESF is Possible’ 

The specificity of many of the most heated debates between the verticals and the 

horizontals, and the horizontals’ focus on process, obscures the alternative vision of the 
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ESF that motivated the latter. However, one particular text, widely circulated by email 

and reproduced on several websites since December 2003, offers a particularly detailed 

vision for the ESF. While praising some aspects of ESF II, Phil McLeish suggested two 

failings: first “to maximise – from the point of view of the participant – relevant 

productive and potentially enduring political exchanges”, and second, “to integrate 

individuals into the Forum as deliberating and creative collective agents.”91 The 

majority of ESF participants could only take the role of passive consumers of ideas, and 

interaction was reduced to a peripheral feature of the event. This critique is based on a 

heightened value of the ‘network’ as an organisational form, “the organisation we need 

to run the Social Forum only needs to do one thing… It needs to foster, nurture and 

encourage the emergence of a new Europe as a ‘network of networks’.”92 McLeish 

therefore proposes a radically decentred structure for the ESF. Rather than utilising 

broad thematic areas chosen for ideational convenience, work streams would be 

calculated from a database of information given by participants before the events. Work 

streams would be composed along a number of dimensions: geographic area and range; 

social sector or class; identities or movements; and enemies. Given such information in 

advance connections could be suggested by the ‘arbitrary fairness’ of an internet-based 

database using keywords from participants self-descriptions to match them to others. 

Matching would be used to bring people together along the different dimensions of 

‘strategic proximity’ at different points during the forum. Through that system, 

McLeish hoped to increase the potential for creating multiple solidarities. Solidarity 

resulting from some relevant similarity between participants would increase the 

chances of connections along other dimensions, potentially creating new unities. So, for 

instance, people meeting in spaces defined by geographical area would work within, 

and share information about, a wide range of movements; people meeting in spaces 

defined by particular identities would have a wide range of geographic and social 

backgrounds. With groups defined throughout the lead up to the ESF they could begin 

work on self-organising sessions. These become most useful, in terms of stimulating 

concrete action, when particular workshops and events can be adjusted throughout the 

events to take account of newly emerging themes, lessons and connections. 

While these ideas never came to fruition, they do offer an interesting understanding 

of the purpose of the ESF, that seems to articulate with various visions put forward by a 

range of critics of the ESF III process. This may be understood as a clear description of 
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a ‘participatory pluralist’ view. By emphasising the network form McLeish argues that 

the flows of information and interaction between groups and individuals are more 

important that the points of convergence. The ‘nodes’ – points at which multiple flows 

connect – may represent a key moment during a movement’s history but have a 

tendency to create ossified traditions, incapable of reacting to changing political 

opportunities. “Organisers thrown up by events, who find themselves serving or surfing 

these waves of history narcissistically imagine themselves their authors. Last year’s 

bright creative movement becomes a fossilized bureaucracy or an inert ritualistic 

subculture.”93 This introduces the deep gulf between participatory pluralism and the 

understanding of organisations and social change within the RS frame. In the latter, 

class conflict may be understood as arising inevitably from the contradictions of 

capitalism. However, for this to become revolution requires strategic knowledge 

applied to a particular historical moment. To that degree, within the RS frame, those 

who ‘surf the waves of history’ are indeed understood as the authors of historic events. 

The revolutionary organisation must transmit the lessons of the past, interpreted 

through a Marxist lens, to the future; during lulls in activity the organisation protects 

knowledge in order to educate a new generation of activists when opportunity arises. 

The RS frame contains a vision of a linear progression of history, punctuated by events 

which may, given accumulated knowledge, be utilised by revolutionary forces. Massimo 

De Angelis, conversely argues,  

“we must abandon linear thinking, since social transformation emerges 
out of our actions, subjectivities, desires, organizational capability, 
ingenuity and struggles in unpredictable ways. Indeed, we must be very 
wary of thinking that the achievement of a victory, of any victory, is a 
move towards the promised land. And this is because what we call 
victories (or defeats for that matter) represent turning points for both us 

and our opponents.”94 

De Angelis does not deny that it is possible to learn from history, but rather claims, “we 

do not know how, whether and to what extent our victory will bring about a re-

alignment of social forces that helps to redefine a new era of capital accumulation, with 

its inevitable injustices, exclusions, stupidity, and madness.”95 Flexibility and the 

distribution of knowledge production are, therefore, two of the key advantageous 

features of the network structure and it is from these bases that diversity and 

participation gain their value. 
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Coordination amongst the horizontals led to a number of perceptible ‘victories’ 

against the verticals in the Preparatory Assemblies. The most significant organisations 

from France and Italy openly criticised the inability of the UK verticals to be inclusive, 

and at one point threatened to withdraw their support.96 However, in the perception of 

some, “the outcome of the battle was pretty much determined at the outset, given that 

some (the ‘verticals’) had more access to resources and political clout than others (the 

‘horizontals’).”97 The process was therefore understood as deeply effected by the 

inequities of wealth and power so often criticised in the global political economy. 

Despite temporary victories in the process, alternative visions for ESF failed to gain a 

significant influence and the process continued to be criticised as lacking in 

transparency, accountability and participation. A further disappointment to the 

horizontals was the use of private-sector companies to provide information technology, 

events management services and food and drinks. An obvious complaint was the simple 

fact of funnelling funds from the ticket fees, which were considerably higher than 

previous ESF meetings, into the profits of shareholders. This was also understood as a 

lack of faith in the abilities of the various social movement organisations involved. 

From within the DA frame, these decisions were particularly offensive. Since the late 

1990s, the emergence of Indymedia demonstrated the ability of those within 

movements contesting globalisation to produce new internet technologies that were 

both cutting edge and participatory. The divide was clearly represented when one of the 

autonomous spaces chose the name ‘Life Despite Capitalism’ in counterpoise to the 

plenary session titled ‘Life After Capitalism’. 

After significant failure to influence the ESF process it was on the ‘autonomous 

spaces’ outside of the ‘official’ ESF events that many of the horizontals focused. These 

were already becoming an important feature of the ESF and had emerged in Florence 

as soon as the ESF was proposed.98 A brief examination of the autonomous events helps 

to fill out the details of the political discourse of the horizontals. 

The proposal for locating ESF in Bloomsbury had a number of attractions. There 

were a wide variety of university rooms available for a range of different sizes. However, 

these were expected to focus attention on the smaller events since none of the spaces 
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would be anywhere near as big as the giant conference venue in Alexandra Palace. The 

distributed nature of the event would offer the potential for different spaces having 

different identities, while still being close enough to encourage people to move between 

them. Furthermore, there was sufficient public space for street activities that would 

encourage independent cultural activities and break down boundaries between ESF 

participants and the general public. While the official events took place in Alexandra 

Palace, therefore, spaces were organised within the University Colleges of London for 

various different autonomous events. The events taking place in autonomous spaces 

included the Solidarity Village (cooperative organising, alternative economics), Beyond 

ESF (anti-authoritarian ideas and direct action), The Laboratory of Insurrectionary 

Imagination (carnival and creative direct action), and The European Forum on 

Communication Rights (alternative media, copyright and copyleft). Each of these 

demonstrates, at least, concerns with self-organisation and the direct creation of 

alternatives that are familiar from the DA frame and a critique of the official ESF 

organising process as undemocratic. The Local Social Forum Space and Life Despite 

Capitalism both demonstrate more obvious connections with the ideas presented as 

participatory pluralism in this section. The latter is evidenced through its claims: 

“to articulate the different values and practices we adhere to in our 
diverse struggles and therefore to develop and weave together new 
political discourses … grounded in the belief that if other worlds are 
possible, it is people themselves who create them and not some 
transcendent power with a "correct" line such as parties, states, or gods 
… We call this stream ‘life despite capitalism’ instead of ‘life after 
capitalism’, in order to problematise alternatives as something in the 
here and now … This means reclaiming the exercise of our many powers 
to do and to produce things, affects and relations; it means to relate and 
learn from each other in ways rooted in dignity, respect and common 

access to resources.”99 

This quotation connects many of the elements of the horizontals’ critique of the 

verticals throughout the ESF process: it juxtaposes the creation of new understandings 

with the dogma of the organised left; insists on a plurality of other worlds that must be 

created from the bottom-up; it rejects the linearity of the RS frame that finds justice 

only after the revolution; it thereby implies a notion of prefiguration that is repeated in 

the expressed need to base social relations on dignity and respect; it includes a notion 

of empowerment; and finally, it includes an implication of equality through ‘common 

access to resources’. Many of these aspects are recognisable from the frames outlined in 

Part II of the thesis. In the next, final, section I will summarise the development of 

these ideas through activists’ statements in the local, regional and global contexts in 
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order to suggest that the particular combination of these elements transcends some of 

the divisions noted throughout the thesis. 

Towards a New Orientational Frame? 

It is the ‘highly original’ notion of the ‘open space’ that has received the greatest 

amount of attention within both movement-produced commentary and scholarly 

analysis.100 The structure devised for organising the first WSF was a result of “the 

underlying assumption … that the World Social Forum is not a deliberative body or 

actor that would take political stands and thereby need rigorous decision-making 

procedures.”101 Much the same argument was used locally when the vision of SSF as 

networking space was justified because “the only decisions we’d have to make would be 

on providing a regular space and facilitation, and publicising SSF… since they’re 

practical rather than political in nature I think getting consensus would be pretty 

easy.”102 At every level it has become clear that there are rival visions for the social 

forum and that, in any case, the provision of such a space does involve intensely 

political decisions. Among proponents of the ‘open space’ this is often understood as a 

battle of new against old. Janet Conway, citing Francisco Whitaker, warns “against the 

‘old world’ present like an octopus in the ‘new world’ of the Social Forum. The old world 

is an old kind of power politics on the left that seeks to control, that distrusts plurality, 

and that effectively shuts down space for diversity and for debate in the name of 

urgency, unity and strategy”103. The perceived novelty of the ‘open space’ is, therefore, 

its emphasis on diversity. 

Of itself, however, acceptance of diversity hardly seems particularly novel. It is 

notable that the RS frame, with its notion of the united front, also positively values 

working with those with a different political outlook. However, the united front is 

merely one stage to a politically homogenous vanguard and unity is expected to 

overcome diversity. The libertarianism inherent within the DA frame is tolerant of 

difference, while its ecologically derived elements create an negative understanding of 
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monoculture in the natural world, and by extension, the valorisation of diversity within 

the social. However, within efforts for social change there is also a continuing value on 

finding consensus, which clearly implies unity. Indeed, in the context of affinity group 

decision making, “If one person continually finds him/herself at odds with the rest of 

the group… Is this really the right group to be in? A group may ask a member to 

leave.”104 The RL frame, while seeking to find consensus on some basic moral claims 

(exemplified by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights), seeks to defend diversity 

within these broad bounds. However, social change is often understood as the result of 

increasing the scope of agreements on fundamental moral points of view, hence the 

appreciation of the potential efficacy of protest that makes moral claims on public 

figures. What appears as new within participatory pluralism is not, therefore, the 

acceptance of diversity of participation, but the belief in the protection and even 

production of diversity as a motor of social change.  

The debate of unity against diversity thereby takes on a deeper significance. At the 

beginning of organising for SSF ‘Edgar’ asked, “Is the Sheffield Social Forum going to 

be open enough to accommodate a large array of differing opinion?”105 The following 

response can be considered a reasonable summary of the consensus of the group: “I 

think this has to be the underlying principle of any social forum … [it] must be 

something we are constantly striving for, and if we get it right will make us a very 

powerful force.”106  To a similar end, Conway describes the debate over the ‘social 

forum’ as signalling: 

“(1) a power struggle over its future; (2) profound disagreement over the 
character of its power, which is itself based in conflicting 
understandings and visions of power and change in the contemporary 
period more generally; (3) at the heart of this last conflict is a yet more 
basic one about the status of multiplicity and diversity – in 
understanding power(s), in building resistance(s), in creating 
alternatives, in crafting solidarities, in imagining other possible worlds 

as les raisons d’être of the Social Forum.”107 

Both quotations demonstrate a link between diversity and power that is not 

immediately recognisable from either the DA or RL frames. Conway’s argument takes 

this further, demonstrating a conception of social change as requiring a multiplicity of 

alternative worlds, and this is understood as both the power of the ‘movement of 
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movements’ and the purpose of the social forum. Exploring the connections within this 

argument, i.e. how exactly diversity creates power, points to several significant 

convergences between proponents of the DA and RL frames. 

The power of networked diversity can be understood, with reference to a conception 

of knowledge that is familiar from the RL frame. De Angelis, for instance, presents an 

understanding of the traditional far left as presenting a unified vision of the future to 

which ‘there is no alternative’, thus mobilising the same critique used widely against 

the knowledge structure of neoliberalism. He argues rather that the ‘open space’ of the 

social forum must institute a political culture in which ‘there are many alternatives’. 

The critique of dogma that is, I have argued, central to the RL frame is presented in a 

new form: “the key problem of capitalist markets is not so much the creation of ‘losers’, 

but a mode of articulation of productive ‘nodes’ across the social body that constantly 

creates ‘winners’ and ‘losers’.”108 In other words, the effect of top-down institutions of 

global governance which embody dogmatic knowledge in order to act on the world 

necessarily produce a range of inequalities and injustices. It is not any one or other of 

these institutions that is a primary enemy, but rather the top-down nature of 

governance solutions. Further, the communicative, networked production of knowledge 

is required in order to build alternatives to capitalism in the present, rather than to 

defer them to a period after a mass confrontation of powers.109 Participatory pluralism 

thereby articulates the anti-dogma position central to the RL frame with the strong 

notion of prefiguration within the DA frame. Prefiguration appears in an extended 

form, however, as the enclaves of resistance that are acceptable to the DA frame must 

be constantly connected with other struggles. By doing so it offers to temper the 

emphasis on momentary confrontations with power that can lie within DA 

understandings of the objective of action; increasing the value of positive engagement 

on the basis of its increased efficacy. 

The value on diversity may be understood as akin to the value of diversity within 

ecology. Here, the presence of multiple strategies ensures that some will survive. The 

trend, taken overall, is to survival, reproduction and the creation of new diversity. This 

can only be translated to the social and political world if the individual elements are 

appropriately related. The movement of movements becomes a swarm, or a multitude, 
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when densely networked. 110 Rapid information and resource flow ensures that multiple 

strategies are enacted with the same broad aims. Appropriate responses can be devised 

to meet changing structures of power. Taken to the level of the individual or collective, 

participatory pluralism offers a vision of empowerment that is recognisable from the 

DA frame. The creation of open spaces of interaction serves to enable horizontal 

connections among many different groups, sharing resources, information, 

understandings and culture. Both the notion of the creation of space as action for social 

change, and the associated understanding of the empowerment offered by connections 

within these spaces seem to flow from the DA frame as described above. This 

articulates with a broader notion, within the RL frame, of purposively designing 

structures for positive social change, that is evident by, for instance, focus on the 

cooperative form of economic enterprise. 

Understanding the network as an effective and just mode of social organisation 

offers two elements of particular benefit to proponents of the RL frame. The first relates 

to democracy. The network conception of the social forum, as described here, is 

strongly opposed to representative politics which “generates pyramidal bodies in which 

information flows up and decisions flow down.”111 Clearly, democracy is conceived as 

essentially participatory and consensual. I have given indications in chapters five and 

six that those working within the RL frame have increasingly gained a scepticism 

concerning representative democracy. Indeed, the latter appears as a check on the 

power of elites that is valued because it is presently available. In its more idealistic 

guise, the RL frame seeks alternative forms of participation through the creation of 

structures that mitigate against the accumulation of power. Participatory pluralism, 

through its conception of the dispersal of power through the network, which itself 

increases, rather than dissipates efficacy, may be conceived as offering one solution to 

this dilemma.  

The second benefit for RL frame proponents relates to the mass movement. 

Conceptually, the praise for diversity offers a way out of the ambivalence over mass 

movements sensed within the RL frame. McLeish argues that “a mass is not a certain 

quantity of people, it is a certain quality of social relationship in which the constituent 

individuals are powerless and behave as an amorphous, undifferentiated amoeba vis-à-

vis the whole… The whole needs to be experienced by each person not as a huge 
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summation of individuals but as a richly textured ensemble of overlapping levels and 

scales of organisation across space, time and content.”112 Of itself, this argument does 

not answer the strategic problems of the mass movement, concerning, for instance, 

mainstream media images of social movements oversimplifying messages. However, 

the critique of the mass movement from within the RL frame is at least as focused on 

the direct transformative potential for participants as it is on the image the mass 

portrays. Among my interviewees, for instance, emerged criticisms of the mass 

demonstration as being “about as brain-switched-off as you can get”113 and hopes for 

future work that “is more about opening people’s eyes, getting people to question 

things”.114 That is, the RL frame is concerned with mass participation in knowledge 

production as a remedy to dogma; the network conception of the social forum offers the 

promise of a thought-provoking environment in which questions are opened rather 

than closed.  

Participatory pluralism describes a particular combination of elements from the RL 

and DA frames. It is apparent, however, articulating these ideas in a novel structure 

modifies the precise meaning of the component parts. This is the conclusion expected 

from a morphological analysis of belief-structures, as explained in chapter one. In a 

number of senses participatory pluralism appears as a positive engagement between 

the two frames in which ambiguities within each are addressed. The indications from 

this chapter suggest that the dynamics of the social forum movement have led to this 

particular merging of beliefs previously associated with the DA and RL frames. The 

status of the claim that participatory pluralism represents a new orientational frame 

will be considered in chapter nine. 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

In general terms it is clear that we should consider the emergence of social forums 

on every level as a continuation of the contest over globalisation. It is, therefore, 

possible to understand the dynamics of the social forum movement through an 

examination of its relation to the orientational frames already being utilised within the 

current cycle of contention. At the local level it is clear that these orientational frames 

do offer activists a way of interpreting the ‘social forum’. Because activists perceived the 

nature of the social forum as open to contestation, pre-existing worldviews impacted on 
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aspirations for what the social forum should be or could do. The ‘open space’ is a 

challenging idea and in all contexts it is possible to perceive difficulties in 

implementation. The Sheffield Social Forum, while at times constituting an ‘open 

space’, at others appeared to act as a body. The fact that while, in name, the SSF acted 

as a campaigning body on the debt issue, the objectives of that campaign remained 

contested is illustrative of an openness to continued debate over both the concrete 

issues and the nature of the social forum itself. In the interrelation of local social 

forums a number of notable common themes emerged. First, the forums considered 

their organisations autonomous of the wider movement, though linked by a common 

inspiration in the acceptance of diversity. Second, each contained continuing debates 

over the nature of the social forum, especially over the body-space dimension. Third, 

each felt the need to relate to each other, and to the process for the ESF, but only the 

grounds of retained autonomy. 

The larger scale, wider inclusivity, and extra attention received by the process to 

create ESF III sharpened debate. The local social forums, to the degree that they had 

reached agreement, fitted more closely with the horizontals than the verticals in the 

contest over the ESF. In some respects, experiments in participation at the Sheffield 

Social Forum prefigured the horizontals’ view of a participatory process for the ESF. 

Division within the ESF process clearly relates to the ideational backgrounds that 

participants bring with them. It may be possible to understand the development of the 

ESF process as a result of a clash between individuals utilising elements of the RS 

frame, on the one hand, and an alliance of those informed by the DA frame with those 

using the RL frame on the other. However, I have argued that rather than a strategic 

alliance between ideationally distinct groups, the ‘horizontals’ ability to work together 

may by understood as premised on a number of different elements drawn together 

from those two frames. That is, the battle of the horizontals versus the verticals went 

hand-in-hand with the development of the development of a new structure of beliefs 

out of ingredients of the old. The distinguishing features of participatory pluralism are 

the valorisation of diversity on the grounds of an opposition to dogma and a preference 

for many alternatives promoted by autonomous but intensely networked actors.  The 

latter is valued for being both inherently more democratic and more efficacious. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

CONCLUSIONS 

The preceding analysis interprets contemporary protest against globalisation and 

war as a coherent cycle of contention spanning from the mid-1990s to the present. A 

number of continuities are perceptible through three distinct but overlapping phases. 

The chief characteristic of this ‘movement of movements’ is the coming together of 

disparate actors in order to critique the global political economy, to fight its most 

damaging effects and to seek alternative modes of political association. Multiple 

dimensions of diversity exist within the cycle and I have noted the range of social, 

economic and cultural backgrounds of movement participants and specific objectives of 

struggle. My analysis focuses on the diversity of belief structures that ground actors’ 

understandings of the world and justifications for action. Demonstrating the 

significance of three particular orientational frames throughout the cycle described, on 

the one hand, an element of continuity over time, and on the other, a major dimension 

of diversity across the movements. 

The historical context of each orientational frame highlights the way in which 

strands of the current cycle of protest connect with previous periods of contention, 

offering evidence that cycles are the “crucibles within which new cultural constructs are 

born among critical communities... they can serve as sources for the symbols of future 

movements.”1 In comparison with the collective action frames usually identified in the 

social movement literature, orientational frames are relatively ‘thick’ with propositions. 

Particular frames offer guidance to activists in understanding complex structures and 

interpreting novel events. However, each is directed at these subjects from somewhat 

different angles, with the content of the frame affecting its structure. Identifying 

multiple frames offers a unit of analysis by which we can compare different strands of 

the movement, gaining a deeper understanding of the meanings attached by activists to 

their discourse and action. Furthermore, the discovery of relatively stable tensions 

between frames offers insight into the dynamics within movement of movements. A 

brief restatement of three areas of tension is valuable, these relate to: political-

economic critiques, visions of social change, and understandings of democracy. 
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In chapter one I argued that hermeneutic frame analysis offers a way to offer an 

abstracted account of the structures of ideas being utilised by a particular set of actors 

over a specified time period. This produces a fruitful analysis of particular 

instantiations of broader movements. The justification for such work must nevertheless 

rest partly on the utility of this model for understanding the broader movements 

themselves. There are two reasons that the work in this thesis may generate more 

generalised expectations about the ideational content of other instantiations of the 

same movements, thus suggesting a productive route for further empirical research. 

First, the frames identified herein emerged from a number of broader meaning-

producing trends. The wider historical and political context, experience and discussion 

of which forms the basis of specific understandings in orientational frames, are ones 

shared by actors across the UK and, in some cases, beyond. Concretely, tales of 

particular protests or discussions of particular government action will commonly take 

place across national or international political communities. However, the degree to 

which interaction with more local contexts changes the meaning of such discussions is 

an interesting and open question. Second, the highly intensive level of networking 

within the current cycle of protest offer a fast route for the transference and 

comparison of experiences and interpretations. This expands the political community 

in which discussions are shared suggesting, again, that the elements included in the 

orientational frames identified are available in a broader context. As is indicated at 

points in chapters seven and eight, these routes were utilised in the research, offering 

some indicative evidence of the broader applicability of these frames. 

Political Economy, Change and Democracy 

The revolutionary socialist frame is particularly grounded in theoretical knowledge 

drawn from the Marxist critique of capitalism. The binary class analysis has been 

maintained, despite the shrinking industrial base of the UK, through a broad 

identification of the working class. Capital and the state are understood to be acting 

together to retain their power and international financial and political institutions, 

interpreted in that light, become important targets for contestation. War is understood 

as inter-state contest for resources and markets required for states’ domestic capital 

base and the US, in particular, is seen as an imperial power maintaining dominance 

through aggression. The DA frame is partially based on anarchism and a similar 

critique is thereby discernable. However, the frame’s pronounced preference for action 

over theory allows proponents to utilise a range of critiques. What is constant, however, 

is a confrontational attitude to corporate and state actors who are understood as 

maintaining power through the oppression of others. Since the frame is centred on a 

high value on individual liberty and consequent distrust of authority, the exercise of 



 293 

power by hierarchical institutions is always likely to be subject to critique. The RL 

frame arrives at a similar critical perspective to both the RS and DA frames but 

critiques are often tightly bound to much more specific information about the targeted 

institutions. Rather than taking an anti-capitalist approach it finds particular power-

holders, including both political and economic actors, guilty of particular abuses of 

power. These specific critiques are supported by a more general set of moral claims 

centred on a belief in the necessity of protection of certain rights for all people. 

Furthermore, the identification of neoliberalism as a dogmatic belief structure that 

dominates thinking in a range of institutions offers an ability to generalise critique. 

While there is a tension in the mode of critique coming from the three frames, in the 

context of economic globalisation they have converged on identification of the same 

enemies. Finding common targets in the international political economy was essential 

to the broad participation notable in both the alternative globalisation and anti-war 

movements.  

In their visions of social change both the RS and DA frames are highly 

confrontational in the sense that they do not believe that current power holders will 

willingly act for greater equality. However, their visions of how change might be 

achieved are very different, and partly related to understandings of the agency held by 

movement participants. The RS frame has a strong affinity for the Russian revolution 

as the model of large-scale social change through taking control of, first, the state, and 

then the economy. The power of the working class lies in its economic relationship with 

capital and requires mass collective action. However, the consciousness of this fact 

within the working class in the UK is seen as very low because of the successful exercise 

of hegemonic power by a capitalist state. Participation in small-scale struggles may be 

understood as steps towards a greater level of class consciousness, but can never 

substitute for the revolutionary ambition. The vanguard party takes on the essential 

role of maintaining knowledge of the revolutionary power of the working class, and 

spreading that knowledge through educational activities, participation in concrete 

struggles and recruitment to the vanguard. Within the DA frame, small-scale struggles 

are valued on their own merits. Confrontation carries its own rewards in the outcome of 

concrete struggles, and in the empowerment of individuals who gain a growing sense of 

their own agency. Capitalism is not entirely extensive and therefore individuals and 

groups can find ways to live in alternative spaces. Social change must, therefore, be 

brought about by people free to choose their own targets, tactics and collectives with 

which to work. To the extent that the DA frame has a long-term ambition to much 

wider social change, this is understood as a cultural shift that may be brought about by 

a progressive increase in the number of people who have become empowered to act on 

their own behalf. Because the RL frame does not include a binary class division it does 
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not understand physical confrontation as an essential feature of struggles for social 

change. The exercise of power is understood as contingent and moral argumentation as 

potentially efficacious. However, particular structures are understood as enabling the 

abuse of power, and the frame therefore posits alternative structures for organising 

social, economic and political life. The cooperative form of organising, for instance, is 

intended to guarantee power equality and therefore mitigate against the abuse of 

power. In this form it resembles the DA mode of creating alternatives to capitalism in 

the present. However, the RL frame is potentially content with broader, less 

participatory structures that regulate economic relationships such as trade without 

providing ostensibly non-capitalist alternatives.  

For the RL frame, therefore, democracy is understood as a structure that reduces 

the abuse of power through enabling individuals to protect their own rights. It does not 

contain a precise prescription for the mechanism by which that would work, finding 

either participative or representative modes of democracy acceptable. However, since 

the essence of democracy is  understood as equalising power, certain limits to liberal 

representative democracy are recognised. That is, where those who hold economic or 

cultural power are capable of gaining advantage in the contest for political power, 

democracy does not fulfil its promise. Furthermore, because centralisation increases 

the risk of power abuse, and because those who are affected by a decision are likely to 

be better placed to make that decision since they have relevant knowledge of their 

immediate situation, there is a general tendency to adhere to a subsidiarity principle. 

The RS frame, conversely, sees centralisation as an essential component of democracy. 

For social struggle to be effective, hierarchical organisation is considered to be 

essential. Furthermore, a strong belief in the truth of Marxism and the need to apply 

expert theoretical knowledge to concrete struggle implies that some are more capable 

than others of making wise decisions. The DA frame is, conversely, fundamentally 

attached to participatory modes of decision making since it is committed to the 

maintenance of individual autonomy. Like the RL frame this understanding is related 

to the importance of knowledge held by those affected by decision making. More 

importantly, however, elective democracy is seen as creating an oppression of the 

minority by the majority. Because it does not resort to voting, consensus based decision 

making is presented within the DA frame as an ideal form that is also practicably 

achievable. 

Despite converging on critique, therefore, the three frames offer adherents 

markedly different guidance on how to contest their opponents. The operation of 

different modes of action have been clear throughout the current cycle of contention. 

However, recognising their common enemy, activists operating with each of the frames 
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have sought to work together. The modes of action, and the political beliefs they are 

connected to, have therefore been in frequent interaction. During the anti-war 

movement, this interaction increasingly took the form of a competition over strategy. 

On the one hand, the mass march was understood as potentially effective through 

making a moral claim (within the RL frame) or as a show of strength and unity, and 

therefore power (within the RS frame). On the other hand, DA frame proponents 

carried out more confrontational actions seeking to cause direct harm to the 

government and its military apparatus. Individuals and groups consistently argued for 

a realignment of the wider movement in this direction. This strategic competition was 

also affected by the understandings of democracy held by participants, since those 

operating within the DA frame were critical of the centralisation of the StWC. 

Perceiving the coalitions as spaces in which Trotskyist organisations would seek to 

dominate the movement, a significant strand of the movement was underrepresented 

within coalition activities. However, the central organisations and the mass events they 

promoted did form the most visible part of the anti-war movement, essentially setting a 

national agenda around which local groups would organise. 

The foregoing summary highlights several of the purposes of the identification of 

orientational frames in this thesis. This approach, firstly, allows the de-reification of 

social movements, enabling understanding of the different motivations and ambitions 

of those engaged in collective action. Frames are important because they play a role in 

the broader processes that encourage social movement formation. For instance, 

grievances and opportunity structures can only inspire and enable collective action to 

the degree that individuals’ perceived grievances as unjust and opportunities as 

available. Explicating the content of the frames is important, secondly therefore, to 

recognise these processes occurring. Third, the political content of frames is relevant to 

the political theorist because here we see political beliefs that are clearly related to 

ideologies in their practical application. Ideologies are always action-oriented, but their 

study often removes them from their purposive context, i.e. that of encouraging social 

action. Fourth, the content of orientational frames has a notable effect on internal 

movement dynamics resulting in particular forms of public action from movements.  

Ideational Shift in the Movement of Movements 

The chapters in Part II displayed the convergences and tensions that had a 

significant effect on the shape of the movements that they were a part of, 

demonstrating the value of one dimension of comparison within this study. A second 

dimension of comparison is made available by the case studies in Part III which are 

based on strips of activity relating to two distinct phases of the current cycle of 

contention. Globally, the beginning of the social forum movements preceded that of the 
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anti-war movement. There was a large degree of overlap in participation, evidenced 

both by the inclusion of discussions of the war on terror at all the large social forum 

events after 911 and by the concrete anti-war planning that occurred at the ‘assemblies 

of social movements’ at the end of the social forums, particularly prominent at ESF I. 

Locally, however, activities for Sheffield Social Forum only started once the anti-war 

movement had begun to dissipate. Significant differences between these strips of 

activity relate to characteristics internal to the movement of movements and to features 

of the wider social context. 

Most obviously, the mode of action within the anti-war and social forum 

movements is very different. Anti-war activity exhibited ‘classic’ movement 

characteristics through the use of mass popular protest, argumentation through a wide 

range of media, pressure on political institutions and more direct confrontation with 

authorities. The categorisation of activities surrounding the social forums as a social 

movement may be questioned: its action is almost entirely discursive and its 

proponents self-consciously strive to link a diverse range pre-existing struggles, playing 

a specific role in the ‘movement of movements’. Thus, the creation of a particular kind 

of ‘open space’ is a novel form of collective action that does not fit easily within 

standard definitions of social movements. However, the organisation of social forums 

is, in itself, a sustained period of politically oriented collective action in which 

participants seek social change. Difficulties over conceptualisation of the social forum 

indicate one area of further research that might profitably emerge from this thesis. As 

the new social movement theories examined identity-based movements in the context 

of changing class structures, social theory that explores the links between the social 

forum as a mode of political action and wider societal shifts may be highly profitable. 

For instance, the knowledge generating function of social forums may be linked into 

conceptualisations of the ‘information society’ and their networking focus bears 

comparisons with understandings of the ‘network society’. 

The anti-war movement operated by confronting, either symbolically or directly, 

centres of power in the government and military. The urgency felt by participants when 

faced with the ‘war on terror’ led to a continued focus on a negatively defined 

campaign. Despite a shift in emphasis from economic to political actors, unity in 

opposition has been shown to be a relatively easy outcome of the orientational frames 

that had already been developed. The social forums, conversely, developed by 

separation from centres of power political or economic power. This must be understood 

as a result of a number of dynamics. The increasing violence of confrontations was, for 

many participants, a serious flaw in the alternative globalisation movement. Especially 

in the post-911 world, activists sought to avoid violence wherever possible. In any case, 
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the meetings of the institutions of economic globalisation were increasingly located in 

venues selected for their inaccessibility and, sometimes, the repressive nature of host 

governments. Critiques of the alternative globalisation movement as being unable to 

agree on positive propositions that emerged both within and without the movement 

also spurred participants to seek more in common than identified targets. Furthermore, 

at least at the level of rhetoric, such institutions appeared to be responding to some of 

the critiques of the movements.  

In seeking a new form of organisation capable of linking many diverse struggles the 

development of the social forum movement indicates a new relationship between the 

local and the global. The alternative globalisation movement did successfully link a 

number of national and local struggles where they were clearly related to global 

institutions. However, the spectacular global demonstrations were criticised as a 

distraction from concrete local activity. Within the anti-war movement local campaigns 

were understood as a direct contribution to a much wider movement, and took their 

cues from national and international events. Within the social forum movement, 

however, the local activities appear to be based on the self-conscious preservation of 

autonomy from the larger events and structures. Indeed, the networking of local social 

forums in the UK displayed a critical attitude to mass events.  

Contention within the social forums represents a struggle over the future of the 

‘movement of movements’. Because the social forum itself has come to represent 

potential for generating future social change, the different prescriptions for action 

found within the orientational frames utilised by participants collide. In chapter eight I 

suggested disagreements over ESF III brought proponents of the RL and DA frames 

closer together, and in opposition to proponents of the RS frame; this potentially 

signals the emergence of a new orientational frame. Clarifying what is at stake in such a 

claim offers a way of testing the boundaries of orientational frames, and additionally 

suggests a useful direction for further research. 

There are significant claims to ideational novelty within movement discourse 

around the social forum. It is understood not only as a new mode of collective action, 

but also a set of beliefs about the world that is claimed to be “post-marxist and post-

liberal.”2 This self-understanding can not be dismissed lightly, since the presentation of 

ideas in this way is an important part of the reproduction of beliefs. Orientational 

frames are effective because they are the accumulated product of many presentations of 

                                                        

2 Conway, J., 2005, “Social Forums, Social Movements and Social Change: A Response to Peter 

Marcuse on the Subject of the World Social Forum” in International Journal of Urban and 
Regional Research 29(2), p. 427. 
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particular connections between ideas and the more often such statements are made, the 

more likely it will effect the way that activists think and act. However, there cannot be a 

formulaic method by which we can measure the impact of such statements; it is rather, 

through interpreting the everyday discourse of activists that we find the particular 

belief-structures that motivate and inform. I argued that in the networking of local 

social forums, in the contest between horizontals and verticals, and in writings that 

interpret the world social forums, there does appear to be a novel belief structure in 

use. Novelty is discernible through the centring of the network form as the motor of 

social change, which has ramifications for the understanding of democracy and of 

social movements themselves. Picking up the notion of prefiguration from the DA 

frame, we find the argument that networked groups can perform all kinds of productive 

work and thus offers a model for a more just future society. In order to produce that 

change, the alternative has to be lived in the present. However, in comparison to the 

DA frame as described in chapter four, we find a new emphasis on a particular relation 

of power to knowledge and an openness to the kinds of action that networked groups 

may find success with that both appear to stem from the RL frame. Since it is through 

the interconnection of ideas that meaning is produced, the rearrangement of ideational 

elements constitutes the novelty of participatory pluralism. 

Nevertheless, participatory pluralism has developed in a particular context, and the 

extent to which it can transcend that context can be questioned in two ways. First, this 

belief structure is particularly directed against the perceived failings associated with the 

RS frame in order to win an argument about the future of a movement-focused 

discursive forum. Specifically, it attempts to deal with the problem of connecting 

diverse struggles in a way that preserves the identity of those struggles, while finding 

some collective strength. It can, therefore, appear as a rather inward-looking attempt to 

deal with issues particular to the movement of movements. The second, related, 

problem is that it is difficult to discern the degree to which these ideas are being 

utilised outside of the social forum movement. There is some evidence that, at the 

global level, the contest over the nature of the social forum is moving progressively in 

the direction indicated by participatory pluralism. In particular, the increasing stress 

on the forum as facilitator of self-organised events, and the experimental plan to hold 

WSF 2006 in multiple locations suggest that this is the case.3 The organisation of the 

                                                        

3 Wainwright, H., 2005, “Report on the Methodology of the WSF and its Possible Relevance for 

the 2006 ESF” on Transnational Institute Website, available at: 
http://www.tni.org/archives/wainwright/methodology.htm; last accessed: 20/11/05.; WSF, 
2005, “World Social Forum 2006 Will Be Spread Out” in WSF News, available at: 
http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/noticias_01.php?cd_news=1548&cd_language=2; last 
accessed: 20/11/05. 

http://www.tni.org/archives/wainwright/methodology.htm
http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/noticias_01.php?cd_news=1548&cd_language=2
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social forum is, of itself, an effort in social change. But the real impact of participatory 

pluralism will come if the social forum succeeds in multiplying and strengthening 

struggles that take on its own values. Whether it is appropriate to understand 

participatory pluralism as a new orientational frame will depend on how widely held 

the particular emphases on diversity, participation and the democratic power of the 

network form become and to what extent these serve as a motor of action for social 

change. Unless it offers benefits for activists in understanding their own life 

circumstances and their agency, participatory pluralism is unlikely to survive beyond 

the life of the social forum movement. Partly because of their historical connections 

with previous movements, the orientational frames identified in Part II offer answers 

on a wide range of political issues. It will only be through the broader application of the 

novel connections in participatory pluralism that it may become sufficiently thick to 

serve as an orientational frame in many contexts. In other words, if, in criticising some 

features of the political economy, activists return to other orientational frames, such as 

the RL or DA frames, then participatory pluralism does not offer sufficient meaning to 

motivate collective action. If, on the other hand, participatory pluralism allows activists 

to reinterpret their critique and their understanding of action for social change, then it 

does offer sufficient and novel meaning. Which of these is the case must be a subject for 

future study as the ideas wrapped up in participatory pluralism become more 

widespread. While some activists may already be interpreting the world through a new 

lens, others will undoubtedly continue to use others. The spread of ideas depends, not 

only, on individuals gaining access to convincing presentations of particular 

understandings, but also on the availability of experiences that confirm those 

understandings, and a willingness to question one’s own thought. Ideational 

development appears, therefore, from the interplay of historical circumstance and 

individual creativity. 
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METHODOLOGICAL APPENDICES 

The following pages contain three methodological appendices. First, a discursive 

piece that described the ethnographic approach to gathering data for this study. It also 

serves to highlight some of the particular benefits and challenges associated with this 

research method and offers a description of the hermeneutic approach to data analysis. 

Second, I offer an anonymised example of a record from my data-set, from an early 

meeting of Sheffield Social Forum. Finally, I present an outline of primary data sources 

including discussions of documentary sources, email discussion lists and a list of 

interviewees and significant contacts who appear throughout the thesis.  

1. ETHNOGRAPHY AND HERMENEUTICS 

As explained in chapter one, an ethnographic methodology was utilised for this 

study because in enabling a strong focus on discursive interactions it offers particular 

benefits for the hermeneutic frame analysis developed in this thesis. The research 

subject for this study is a relatively novel one in several senses. Most obviously, it 

involves the examination of particular local instantiations of broader movements, 

where the particular location certainly hasn’t been studied before. More importantly, 

the broader movements under study are, themselves, very recent developments. 

Because ethnography offers a flexible toolkit for research it is particularly suited for in 

depth explorations of novel subjects. It is particularly suited to the hermeneutic 

endeavour since it allows coding and recoding of data as hypotheses are developed, and 

is highly grounded in the context of interaction.1  

Broadly, “ethnographic research employs three kinds of data collection: interviews, 

observation, and documents. This in turn produces three kinds of data: quotations, 

descriptions, and excerpts of documents, resulting in one product: narrative 

description.”2 Ethnography implies a holistic approach to research that emphasises the 

                                                        

1 Baszanger, I., 1997, “Ethnography - Relating the Part to the Whole” in Silverman, D., ed., 

Qualitative Research Methods, (Sage, London.), p. 8-21. 

2 Genzuk, M., 2003, “A Synthesis of Ethnographic Research” in Occasional Papers Series. 

Centre for Multilingual, Multicultural Research, (University of Southern California). 
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importance of context on human interaction. In application, therefore, the relative 

weighting of different elements vary according to the research context. Furthermore, 

while the classic texts of cultural anthropology have taken the form of detailed narrative 

description ethnography may be employed, as in this thesis, to produce data suitable 

for rigorous, theoretically informed analysis.  

Data Collection 

My observational fieldwork was wholly participative in order to optimise the 

benefits of the natural setting in reducing the effect of the observer on the observed. 

The following quotation summarises my approach: 

“The task of the fieldworker is to enter into the matrix of meanings of the 
researched, to participate in their system of organized activities, and to 
feel subject to their code of moral regulation. Fieldwork is thus a 
complex interaction between researcher and hosts and is constructed in 

a process of give-and-take.”3  

There are four practical elements concerning fieldwork that require brief explication, all 

common features to ethnographic methods: defining the research population; gaining 

access; forms of observation and recording and interpreting data. 

The research population for this study was initially defined as those people 

participating in alternative globalisation movement activities and limited to people 

based in Sheffield. Alternative globalisation activities were interpreted quite broadly 

with evidence of a critique of international financial or political organisations among 

politically active groups ensuring inclusion. I was interested, throughout, in structures 

of belief that led participants to social movement activities. The public meeting and 

public protest remain mainstays of political action in Sheffield, and as such, 

identification of the population of politically active individuals is relatively 

straightforward. To be sure, even ostensibly public activities may be poorly advertised, 

or sporadic. It was necessary, therefore, to develop a pre-existing network of contacts 

active in social movements, and to use a snowballing technique to discover activities 

and organisations that were of quite low visibility. The earliest phase of research was 

thus characterised by developing an awareness of what sorts of activities were taking 

place and ‘who was who’ within Sheffield’s protest milieu. 

Since my fieldwork began in October 2001, two developments in Sheffield’s protest 

movements rapidly became apparent: first, that the anti-war movement would divert 

the energies of many, if not all, of those previously involved in contesting globalisation; 

                                                        

3 Wax, M.K., 1980, “Paradoxes of ‘Consent’ to the Practice of Fieldwork” in Social Problems 

27(3), pp. 272-3. 
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second, the boundaries of the protest population were increasing. Early on, therefore, 

involvement in anti-war activities became a further signal of an individual being of 

interest to the research project, independent of their having critical views on 

globalisation. As the numbers participating in demonstrations increased to several 

hundreds and then thousands I focused my attention at the organisational centres of 

the anti-war movement. 

While public activities were a marker of inclusion among the research population, it 

was essential to access less public activities, in order to gain access to sufficiently 

detailed and open interactions. Public activity does not offer a reliable picture of the 

complex communicative processes of belief construction that go on ‘behind the scenes’. 

Involvement in the everyday activities of political groups themselves is required to 

avoid simply hearing the voices of those who shout the loudest.  

Through participation in public events it becomes relatively easy to slip into less 

formal and less public political activities. There are a variety of levels of 

publicity/formality that activities may take on. Protests and demonstrations are clearly 

the most public forms of activity, and a space in which activists may express their 

political beliefs. However, the messages of protests are characteristically simplified to 

slogans displayed on banners or placards or shouted through a megaphone. At a 

slightly less public level is the open planning meeting. The organisations at the centre 

of the anti-war and social forum movements typically announced their planning 

meetings quite publicly and were enthusiastic about newcomers. Participants in such 

meetings were aware of their public nature and in the larger meetings the atmosphere 

was sometimes one of strangers with a common cause, limiting the openness of 

interactions. Indeed, as suggested in chapter seven, some participants in the anti-war 

movement found such meetings intimidating and thus saw them as limiting discussion.  

It is through willing participation in the work of social movements that one 

becomes more deeply involved in the informal activities of protest networks. Tasks 

decided on in meetings needed more or less formal subgroups to carry them out, or 

individuals would have particular projects in which they invited participation. It was 

often in small groups making banners or decorations, distributing leaflets or posters, 

collecting petition signatures or drafting publicity text that I found some of the most 

stimulating and apparently honest descriptions of people’s political beliefs. Such 

activities routinely led to more informal settings (commonly individual’s houses or 

pubs) where in-depth political discussions emerged.  

Observation in all of these settings can take more or less active forms, aimed at 

different kinds of data. Additionally, different forms of observation were conducive to 

different forms of data recording. Typically, I utilised public protests to gauge the range 
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of participation in movement activities and to network. However, at times the forms of 

protest held their own message, as did the anti-consumerist demonstrations noted in 

chapter four. Usually however, discussions with individuals at demonstrations were 

generally fairly short and did not examine political beliefs in any great depth. Planning 

meetings generally provided the opportunity to experience the politicking of contention 

within coalitions, most clearly expressed in the ESF planning described in chapter 

eight. At times open and forthright discussion proved insightful or surprising, while at 

others they appeared to coast down well-worn tracks. Both of these facts comprise 

useful data since the latter demonstrates points of argumentation that have some 

continuity in the interaction of orientational frames. In meetings, making observational 

notes in situ was usually possible; since it is not unusual for people to be making notes 

during meetings there is no damage done to that naturalness of the setting. In smaller 

meetings where my own note taking might be more conspicuous I would often 

volunteer to take minutes, thus allowing me to make my own notes at the same time. 

Less formal research settings offered a greater variety of observational data but less 

opportunity to make notes directly. At times the content of political discussions was 

lively and interesting. It was often profitable not to intervene in the discussion too 

much; to borrow the words of one classic ethnographic study, “as I sat and listened, I 

learned the answers to the questions that I would not even have had the sense to ask.”4 

At other times, however, it was valuable to take a more active role, probing the 

structures of people’s ideas. It became possible to perform very informal interviews or 

focus groups wherein I would have a mental list of questions or discussion topics. There 

were around fifty Sheffield-based activists, with a range of political perspectives and 

levels of involvement, with whom I had such partially-planned discussions. Preserving 

the naturalness of the setting, I would rarely interject and only record answers later on 

from memory. Occasionally, if one person put a point with particular clarity or 

profundity I would ask permission to record it. I found that this technique could work 

with one-to-one or very small group discussions where conversants knew each other 

very well, but tended to ‘de-rail’ conversations in larger or less close groups. 

Observation notes from these various settings were frequently typed up and, along with 

initial interpretations, entered into a Microsoft Access database that will be described 

shortly. Initial interpretations tended to make intuitive comparisons with other periods 

of activity or indicate questions raised for further examination. 

                                                        

4 Whyte, W.F., 1943, Street Corner Society. The Social Structure of an Italian Slum, (University 

of Chicago Press, Chicago). 
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In addition to conducting observational data I conducted twelve recorded and 

transcribed interviews with highly-active individuals. Interviewees were selected 

through ‘judgement sampling’; that is, reliable, well-informed individuals were chosen 

for specific reasons. The majority of interviews were conducted towards the end of the 

data collection period. By this point I had a strong impression of the contents of 

orientational frames identified in the research. However, the interviews were 

conducted with a minimal script based on questions about specific events or very broad 

political topics so that they would form a valid check on interpretations I had already 

made. Because of the nature of data transcription, interviews offer a more reliable 

record of individuals’ speech and as such, have been utilised as a more precise 

presentation of particular connections in particular frames.  

Furthermore, a number of individuals were chosen who appeared ‘untypical’ in 

their political views, readily crossing boundaries between the frames identified. Indeed, 

the results of these interviews confirmed that people could be both creative and 

inconsistent with their use of frame elements. This tended to involve a ‘topic shift’ in 

the conversation so it appears that for some topics respondents were utilising one 

frame, by connecting meanings associated with that frame together. On a separate 

topic, later on, they may utilise several elements of another frame. This result is 

consistent with the theoretical move of abstracting the frames from individual 

discourse because of the ‘priming’ effect of particular ideational contexts. It also helps 

to justify the long-term, ethnographic methodology that enabled an exploration of the 

particular areas of application of the different frames. Two exceptions to the 

interpretation-checking rationale were used. Interviews with ‘Isadore’ and ‘Scot’ took 

place mid-way through the research period. Here the concern was partly to check facts 

about the direct action elements of the anti-war movement, whose activities were more 

geographically dispersed and less well advertised and therefore harder to keep track of. 

I also hoped that these interviewees might willingly act as a gateway to sections of the 

local protest scene with which I was less involved, and which were inherently less open. 

This strategy was largely successful, with increased integration into particular groups 

resulting from their better knowledge of my research subject. 

Managing Research Relationships 

The position I began studying from was not as a complete stranger but rather as 

someone on the peripheries of several political networks. While I was known to some 

participants I was a newcomer to others, and therefore my process of integration into 

the protest milieu broadly resembled the process that every social movement activist 

has been through. As indicated above access to many events and groups was relatively 

easy. Together with the quite rapidly changing population of social movement activists 
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this can throw up a complex question of when and how to disclose the nature of my 

research to individuals. There is a clear ethical and practical demand not to use an 

individual for one’s own research ends without them being aware of the fact. When 

meeting in small groups where some participants were unknown to each other 

organisers very frequently suggest a ‘go-round’ of introductions where individuals 

generally say something about their political experience or affiliations. I made use of 

these to make people aware of my research and ask if anybody objected to my presence. 

Although I was occasionally asked not to make any public record of a meeting, a rule I 

have adhered to rigidly, I was never asked to leave a group. However it was less 

practical to interrupt proceedings of a larger and more public character. I made it a rule 

of thumb that in more public activities I would not try to introduce my research to the 

whole group, and any data gathered would relate only to people who knew about my 

research. Where I was unsure to what degree events were open, and where there were 

participants to whom I was unknown I would take time to introduce myself and my 

research to them.  

A further relationships issue relates to the maintenance of naturalness in the 

research setting. In consciously seeking to examine the multiplicity of worldviews 

within the ‘movement of movements’ I was concerned not to appear committed to any 

particular segment of the movement. At times this involved limiting my participation in 

discussions or through not taking part in certain activities. An obvious example would 

be that selling copies of the Socialist Worker newspaper would change my relationships 

with others in the protest scene. However, this also obviously limits the degree to which 

you are seen as a member of any particular group. Since my primary research interests 

were coalitional organisations in the anti-war and social forum movements this did not 

necessarily limit the availability of useful interaction. However, even in coalition 

settings, the lack of commitment to one strand of the movement did not go unnoticed. 

For instance, in a pub discussion after a long and somewhat fractious meeting of the 

Sheffield Social Forum, ‘Jasper’ said to me, “So come on, what exactly are you? Are you 

an anarchist, or a trot or a wishy washy liberal or what?” While I paused to consider my 

answer, ‘Edgar’ beat me to it with, “He’s an academic”.5 The fact that this was a good-

natured exchange, received with humour by others present reassures me that in the 

coalitional context of the SSF, at least, my identity as a researcher was quite acceptable. 

However, this describes a potential limit to the naturalness of settings in which I was 

present, though I saw little evidence that any participants would curb their 

explanations of political positions or activities on account of my presence. 

                                                        

5 Field notes, February 2004. 
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The limit to commitment is, however, an essential element of the level of objectivity 

that this thesis seeks to achieve. Both my choice of a theoretical approach that sought to 

stress the intellectually creative character of social movement activity, and to do so 

within movements confronting globalisation and war (rather than, say, British 

nationalist movements) give some indication of my pre-existing affinity with the 

movement of movements. This was an affinity brought about by respectful interest 

rather than absolute commitment to one political position or another. In order to 

maintain objectivity between these positions it was important to balance participation 

within a range of sub-groups within the wider movements. Objectivity for the study as a 

whole, however, is dependent on a rigorous and systematic approach to data analysis. 

Data Analysis 

The interpretation of data sought to trace the hermeneutic circle between parts and 

whole described in chapter one. Practically this required an ability to interpret and 

reinterpret texts gathered from a range of sources. It had to be possible to focus on 

particular parts of the text without losing the wider context. I created a database using 

Microsoft Access because it is a highly flexible application with very powerful search 

functionality. Short texts were entered whole and longer texts (over about 500 words) 

were split into multiple, linked records. So, for instance, interview transcripts were 

typically split down by individual questions. Each record contains category and source 

information, similar to common bibliographic software. Further each had keywords 

assigned from a standard list that was regularly checked and updated against new 

interpretative directions. Each also had an open text area for entering interpretative 

comments. Where reinterpretations were added at a later date, the date would be 

included in the text. Because the original text and my own comments are displayed 

side-by-side comments could be attached to sub-sections of the text, much like marking 

up paper copies. An example from my field notes is included below. Finally, texts 

within the database might be related directly to others, ensuring, for instance, that a 

number of emails responding to each other remained connected. In total, the database 

for this research project contains over 3,000 records. 

Using keywords and comments texts went through several of layers of coding. A 

first layer highlighted the functions that particular arguments or ideas fulfilled within 

the larger text; for instance, they might be justifications for action, reports on protest 

events, criticisms of the state and so on. A second layer of coding was created with 

keywords denoting the general subject matter of those particular arguments. Examples 

include democracy, power, environment or justice. A third layer of coding assigned 

keywords according to reading of the whole text. Rather than beginning with the three 

orientational frames described in this thesis I began with a much greater range of 
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political positions by which texts might be loosely categorised, generally referring to 

self-interpretations of the individual speakers or authors or to the language they 

themselves used. All of these forms of coding were essentially considered as flags for 

subsequent searches. Coding was used flexibly given the developmental character of 

both the phenomena themselves and of my own interpretations. I utilised longer 

commentary added to the text to indicate broader thoughts about its significance within 

the developing interpretations of the movement of movements. 

There are two notable advantages to using a computerised database. First, it is 

possible to store many different types of data together, so they can be integrated into a 

richly textured artefact representing the phenomenon being studied, yet be easily 

disassociated for independent analysis. Second, and more important, is the ability to 

create sophisticated searches quickly. Microsoft Access offers almost unlimited 

flexibility in this regard. For instance, searches can take in one, several or all fields in 

each record; it can search for sets of synonyms, words that appear together or words to 

exclude. The results may be ordered by speaker or author, by frequency of keywords 

appearing, by date and so on.  This flexibility proves useful in examining hypotheses 

and getting different views on the meaning of concepts. Sets of records can be 

generated that all relate to sets of keywords, offering a range of different angles, that 

can be subdivided in various ways. Final coding was performed on printouts of data 

sets relating to particular themes, drawing out representative quotations for 

presentational use. These techniques were used repeatedly to examine the connections 

between concepts found in the dataset as a whole. To the degree that they facilitated the 

total immersion of the researcher in the data, they performed the same function that 

ethnographers have always sought from data analysis. 
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2. EXAMPLE OF DATA RECORD FROM FIELD NOTES 

Source Type Field Notes Date Thurs, 03/07/03 

Title Sheffield Social Forum Public Meeting 

Comment First big public meeting, called by members of Workers' Power 

Description Interpretations 

An interesting meeting with about 35-40 
participants from a wide range of backgrounds, 
both political and social.  ‘Gareth’ of Revo/WP 
chaired but emphasised that the chair should 
rotate.   

Background: many different groups of people had 
been discussing the fact that a social forum might 
be useful in shef, but no-one had got around to 
organising the initial meeting. ‘Everyone’ knew that 
the SWP were against social forums in Britain.  

 

 

Workers Power had made a proposal to the StWC 
to set one up which was narrowly defeated. On 
advertising this meeting, they mentioned this, 
drawing one DA activist to ask why all political 
activity suddenly had to go through the StWC.   

Meeting: ‘Hamilton’ had handed out a list of 
campaign positions in very rough form which he 
thought might be a starting point for debate. Before 
the meeting had started some people were already 
saying that wasn’t the way they wanted it to go.   

The meeting itself started with a go-round 
introducing ourselves and saying what we thought 
a social forum should be. (my research introduced) 
SWP turnout of five members suggested that they 
were at least concerned to see how it would go.  
Many ‘usual suspects’ but also some new faces, 
some of whom were young professionals, one 
academic, one anarchist bouncer.  

Some argued that SSF had to be more than a 
talking shop, leading to some form of action.  The 
SWP said they supported SFs in principle, but 
slated the Durham SF and claimed that so few 
people here couldn’t be representative generally.  I 
don’t remember any SWPers actual description of 
what they would like to see in a SF except that it 
should mobilise for ESF.  (In discussion, ‘Floyd’ 
was arguing that because those who turned up to 
the first meeting weren’t representative we couldn’t 
start putting out publicity with the words ‘social 
forum’ on.  It was universally agreed that we 
weren’t currently in a SF but that we had to push 
for it even if we left it open even what form it would 
take.  ‘Newton’ walked out calling Alan crass, 

 

 

 

 

That ‘everyone’ was from a WP member, usual 
rivalry between the groups evident. 

02/06/05 – Given a shared frame, even more 
puzzling that SWP and WP have so much rivalry – 
explain. 

 

This StWC process is what happened with the 
Manchester People’s Assembly, which started 
earlier than SSF, but was also begun by WP 
activity. DA activist not impressed because of 
influence of traditional leftists in StWC? 

 

 

 

 

 

02/06/05 - SSF drew in many people not obviously 
aligned to other political groups – looking for 
something new? i.e. something not already tied to 
an obvious ideology. 

 

 

Isadore always argues the ‘no talking shop’ point, 
almost as a reflex, but is always willing to turn up to 
meetings even when there’s no specific action on 
the agenda. 

02/06/05 – The ‘action’ specification of DA frame 
also shared with RS frame in this instance. 

The Floyd-Newton argument was really just a bit of 
a sideshow because most people in the room really 
wanted some sort of SSF that had its own focus 
away from the ESFs.  
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which was the most tense moment.)  A few had a 
vision of an alternative political apparatus to the 
state machinery that could make statements and 
galvanise opinion and action.  A few had a much 
more skeletal vision of a repeated networking 
opportunity.  (This is roughly how the two positions 
were summarised by ‘Hamilton’ at one point.)  
There was one suggestion of taking up a campaign 
against racism immediately to get out the ‘brand 
image’ of the SF, but this was quite thoroughly put 
down.   

It wasn’t really clear whether there was to be a 
grand SF in a conferences, workshops style or just 
regular meetings growing gradually in size.  There 
was some suggestion of going to local fairs to 
advertise.  There was some discussion of the 
working classes, but ‘Adelaide’ managed to ridicule 
that in the nicest most unassuming way possible by 
saying that she was middle class and felt in no way 
capable of raising the consciousness of the 
working class as it was patronising and wouldn’t 
work.  There was much talk of having a local focus 
and also much talk of inclusivity. 

WP’s suggested campaign positions were 
discussed with a general feeling that while those 
positions (against oppression, against racism, for 
equality) might be fine, they didn’t offer a direction 
for action, and didn’t offer the members of the 
groups to shape the politics of the group.   

In terms of concrete practicalities, we discussed 
the next meeting, someone suggested getting 
people from successful local SFs to talk to us, as 
there’s no point ‘reinventing the wheel’, this was 
pretty universally agreed.  Subgroups were set up 
for outreach to community groups, and for general 
publicity and for organising the next meeting. 

02/06/05 – Frame-wise, its particularly interesting 
to see how people line up on these positions, 
which have been argued at many other meetings, 
the former clearly fits better with the RS frame, the 
latter with DA frame – lots of quotes from email 
lists confirm these ideas. 

 

 

All of the participants were anti racist so why not do 
the anti-racism campaign? For SWPers it was a 
matter of declaring the SSF prematurely, similar 
argument from many was inclusiveness - need to 
get more people included in group before setting 
priorities, for others it was that there were already 
groups focusing on racism, it was a ‘big headline 
issue’ but SSF should focus more locally. 

 

Class analysis only really used by SWP and WP, 
so obviously not convincing to others in the room. 
02/06/05 – Given large number of people not 
aligned to RS frame, its clear, in hindsight, that 
SSF would never be built with a shared view of 
class oppression, nevertheless notion of inequality 
has remained central throughout. Evidence that all 
frames utilised have equality as a central value, 
just differently understood. 

 

 

 

‘Outreach’ subgroup re-emphasises focus on 
inclusion. 

Topic 1 SSF Topic 2 Local SFs 

Topic 3 Purpose Topic 4 Exclusion/Inclusion 

Related URL http://groups.yahoo.com/group/sheffieldsocialforum/ 

Related 
Documents 

All following SSF meeting reports; relevant Indymedia coverage; SSF email 
list content. 
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3. OUTLINE OF PRIMARY DATA SOURCES 

Where electronic copies of primary data sources were available these were stored 

within an appropriate category in the Access database described above. Otherwise, 

basic information about important documents was added as a record to the database 

along with any key quotations or full transcriptions, a short list of keywords and any 

interpretative comments. 

Documentary Sources 

Print and web documents explicitly cited in the thesis are listed in the bibliography. 

A large number of different documentary sources are available from within the 

movement. I frequently used the following types of documentary information, 

integrating interesting texts into my database. 

 Activist news websites, e.g. UK Indymedia, Sheffield Indymedia; 

 Activist newsletters, e.g. Schnews; 

 Socialist newspapers, e.g. Socialist Worker, Workers’ Power; 

 ‘Alternative’ news weeklies and monthlies, e.g. New Internationalist, Red 
Pepper; 

 SMO and NGO websites, e.g. World Development Movement Website; 

 Educational materials aimed at social movement, e.g. Seed for Change Training 
Packs; 

 Informational leaflets and flyers obtained at protest events. 

Email Discussion Lists 

The degree to which an email discussion lists may be considered a public space can 

be difficult to determine. While the contents of messages sent to lists may archived on 

public pages of the internet, more commonly they require a username and password to 

view. The two most important email discussion lists throughout the research were 

those attached to Sheffield Against War and the Sheffield Social Forum. For most of the 

period of research the latter was publicly archived whereas the former was only 

available through a subscription. Since the SAW email list is, to a degree, a private 

space, I have only used quotations from that list where the person quoted had 

knowledge of both my research area and the fact that I was on the list. In addition a 

wide range of public and password-controlled email lists around specific campaigns 

(e.g. Disarm DSEi), organisations (e.g. WDM) or networks (e.g. DemocratiseESF) were 

subscribed to throughout the research period. These served as useful sources of 

information about events, and form part of the background to understanding the 

movement, since many local activists will also be subscribers. However, there is a 

genuine danger of information overload from subscribing to multiple email lists. In the 
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context of this research emails I considered relevant, and therefore transferred to my 

database, were those that were from local protest participants and formed part of 

genuine political debates. 

Interviewees and Significant Contacts 

All interviewees and significant contacts are referred to by pseudonyms chosen 

using an arbitrary process. The only information retained by the pseudonyms is gender. 

The following lists significant Sheffield-based contacts with whom I had frequent 

interaction over the research period, and whom I explicitly cite in the thesis. I indicate 

whether I worked with them primarily during the anti-war movement (AW), the social 

forum movement (SF) or both. Where contacts also participated in more formal, 

recorded interviews I note the date that the interview took place below.  

Adrian AW & SF 

Al SF 

Basil AW & SF 

Bee AW 

Callista AW & SF 

Daniel AW; interviewed, July 2004. 

Darrell AW & SF 

Edgar AW & SF; interviewed, February 2005. 

Eldon AW; interviewed, February 2005. 

Florence SF 

Floyd AW & SF 

Gareth AW & SF 

Gavin AW 

Giles AW 

Graham AW 

Hamilton AW & SF 

Hardy AW & SF; interviewed, December 2004. 

Harriet AW & SF; interviewed, December 2004. 

Isadore AW & SF; interviewed, May 2003. 

Jasper AW & SF 

Joe AW & SF; interviewed, January 2005. 

Kara AW & SF; interviewed, December 2004. 

Kelvin SF 

Kenneth SF; interviewed, January 2005. 

Larry SF; interviewed, July 2004. 

Leanne AW 
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Madeline AW & SF 

Manuel SF 

Orson SF; interviewed, December 2004. 

Pete AW 

Rafe SF 

Scot AW & SF; interviewed, May 2003. 

Zack SF 
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